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Abstract: This paper examines the Business Model (BM) from a socioeconomic system perspective to discern 

key factors, and understand its interactions resulting in the Scaling of Social Impact (SSI) in Social 

Entrepreneurship (SE). Previously, studies have explained the importance of BM in relation to SE. However, 

there is a lack of empirical studies on how BM’s transitions through participation of various actors result in SSI. 

This research applies qualitative analysis on a single case study of a Japanese social startup, “mymizu”, the 

first water refill application platform in Japan. The findings show that collaboration amongst different 

stakeholders on the initial phase of the BM could increase awareness of responsible consumption, convert into 

actual users for sustainability, and change their behavior. Secondly, members of the society could take on dual 

roles, both as users and collaborators in the BM, which results in an exponential scaling effect of the social 

impact. This paper contributes towards adding a participatory stakeholder (PS) to the ecosystem of SSI and 

building a “regenerative” BM that is relevant in SE towards sustainability. 

Keywords: Business model; scaling social impact; social entrepreneurship; social impact; scale; 

society 

 

1. Introduction 

There is an increasingly important role by social entrepreneurs to achieve and balance both 

social and economic outcomes for environmental and business sustainability in a circular economy. 

The 21st century brought forward advances and developments in virtually every field, but it also 

highlighted socio-environmental and economic issues that affect the future. In response to such issues, 

governmental, non-governmental organizations, businesses, universities and individuals have 

adopted new measures and initiatives. However, it is no longer enough to rely solely on the 

government and corporations to respond to all the needs of the people and the planet, so there has 

been an increase in the number of social startups and enterprises, supported by various stakeholders, 

being established with the mission to bring solutions for socio-environmental issues (McMullen & 

Bergman, 2017; Santos, 2012). With innovative Business Model (BM), democratization of technologies 

and information, there has been a fast growth of this phenomenon which led to further traction from 

both academics and practitioners alike, growing the number of literature and case studies around the 

world (Zahra et al., 2009). Given the vast variety of BMs and social missions incorporated in Social 

Entrepreneurship (SE), various definitions exist for the concept of SE, further divided into different 

focus areas and levels, ranging from micro (individuals), to meso (organizations and processes), and 

macro (socio-economic and political contexts), impacted by the trends and times at which they appear 

(Canestrino et al., 2020), and with a variety of stakeholders playing different roles. Adding onto this 

vagueness is how BMs impact the flow of SE when it transitions from its founding to growing and 

scaling (of the organization and of the social impact). 

Social entrepreneurs, with their missions grounded with a social purpose, aim to create social 

value (Lepoutre, 2011) by delivering Social Impact (SI), which is defined as significant or positive 

changes that solve or address social issues (Zahra et al., 2009). They do so with BMs that diverge from 
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traditional ones as it is driven by mission. And in aiming to deliver the highest social impact possible, 

social entrepreneurs face numerous challenges: lack of funding, support and skills, balancing 

business sustainability and mission, and ultimately, the ability to scale social impact. To this extent, 

the literature shows that it is more pertinent to scale social impact in an exponential manner without 

focusing on scaling the organization by relying on the ecosystem and systemic actors (Han and Shah, 

2020). In parallel, a growing body of literature on BM is also concerned with the systemic perspective, 

bringing consensus to the importance of incorporating other actors’ roles. 

Scaling Social Impact (SSI), without scaling the organization, would require different approaches 

to the BM in order to maximize the efficiency, but there is a lack of understanding how these two 

strands of work might be synthesized to offer insights into how BM’s role in SSI. Hence, this paper 

aims to advance efforts by drawing on the literature of SE, BM, and SSI, to examine the cause-effect 

relationships of BMs and SSI, to examine how BMs and its transitions are used to scale social impact 

in the context of SE.  

This paper will have a unique position to build both theoretical and practical contributions, for 

academics and social entrepreneurs alike, and leverage the case study research method to investigate 

the SE phenomenon within its real-world context. A single case study, “mymizu”, a Japanese social 

startup that combats the issue of plastic waste, will be applied to analyze these interrelations in the 

context of the circular economy in Japan, a highly significant area given current environmental 

circumstances and socio-economic revitalization. Thus, this study will also open up new venues to 

be considered in innovating BMs for SSI by social entrepreneurs. For this purpose, we will establish 

the following as the research question: what is the role of the BM in SSI and how does it result in an 

exponential scaling? 

In order to answer this, this paper will be structured as follows: section 2 will provide a literature 

review of SE, BM, and SSI, with a particular emphasis on a systemic perspective to introduce the 

activity system approach for BMs (Zott and Amit, 2010) and the ecosystem of SSI (Han and Shah, 

2020). These two papers are considered to be pioneering with their introduction and highlighting of 

system elements to research strands where much of the efforts had been into organizational factors 

and growth. Section 3 will detail the research methodology and introduce the singular case study of 

“mymizu”, the Japanese social startup which has been internally acclaimed for its social mission. 

Section 4 will present the results from the qualitative analysis through the case study and we will 

discuss their implications and contributions in section 5, updating the current model of the ecosystem 

of SSI with a new factor. The conclusion will then provide remarks on the limitations of this paper 

and pave way for further research to be conducted. 

2. Literature Review 

In this section, we will review the literature on core aspects of this paper: social entrepreneurship, 

business model and scaling social impact, highlighting important insights relevant to this study. In 

particular, we will explore the more recent studies that have introduced systemic perspectives to call 

attention to the importance of collaboration and partnerships across various sectors and entities (Zott 

and Amit, 2010; Kovanen, 2021; Han and Shah, 2020; Ciulli et al., 2022). 

2.1. Social Entrepreneurship 

Social entrepreneurship has become an increasingly important phenomenon in the 21st century, 

gaining traction amongst both researchers and practitioners, for its contribution to environmental 

and socio-economic justice, development and prosperity, with social entrepreneurs filling in the void 

unfilled by other entities, viewing social issues as an entrepreneurial opportunity (Beckmann, 2011). 

Nevertheless, given the vast contexts of “social” (which encompasses a much larger area) issues, 

numerous and ambiguous definitions exist (Dacin, Dacin, & Matear, 2010). Amongst existing 

definitions, a popular one is by Zahra et al. (2009), who defines SE as “The activities and processes 

undertaken to discover, define, and exploit opportunities in order to enhance social wealth by 

creating new ventures or managing existing organizations in an innovative manner.” Amongst 

recurring themes of SE in the literature, we find “social wealth/value” as the outcome of their mission 
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(Dees et al., 2001) and “innovation” to define the approach to activities and processes. Indeed, CASE 

(2006) and Dees et al. (2004) have mentioned that the goal of social enterprises is mostly to maximize 

their social impact, through an approach that includes the scaling of their BMs, with innovation being 

a key influence (Dees, 1998) for delivering this social impact. With such an important mission in their 

field of operation, social entrepreneurs are considered as change agents (Dees et al. 2001). The 

European Commission’s definition also emphasizes the concept of social impact, by defining a social 

enterprise as “an operator in the social economy whose main objective is to have a social impact 

rather than make a profit for their owners or shareholders”. Hence, in the context of this paper, we 

will define SE with a focus on the innovative activities and processes undertaken to deliver social 

impact. 

More research has emerged recently in this field to look into the benefits of social entrepreneurs 

working closely with other actors for their mission, in parallel to how social entrepreneurs are 

perceived to be driven by self-oriented motives rather than other-oriented motives (Ruskin et al. 2016). 

Kovanen (2021) highlights that community collaboration can enable social entrepreneurs to better 

balance their institutional and resource relations and to reach societal change, a major social impact 

sought after by entrepreneurs. However, the term community is loosely used, and the scope remains 

to be defined more precisely as collaboration can vary greatly depending on the size of the 

community. A collaborative SE is perceived to be successful when the process is carried out in a 

participatory manner. Social startups, with the importance of their social missions, are also capable 

of attracting volunteers through a sense of purpose, enabling them to be part of social change (Zeyen 

et al., 2014). This then raises the question as to how the community can be involved.  

To this extent, it has been shown that collective action frameworks can serve as strategies to 

drive systems-change through innovative ways and motivating supporters to action (Teasdale et al., 

2022). These developments, when seen through the stakeholder theory’s lens, allow us to confirm the 

relevance of society (encompassing communities and individuals) as a key stakeholder in SE that 

enhances the delivery of social impact. But the main question remains as to how such stakeholders 

fit into the BMs of SE. With social entrepreneurs making use of the entire spectrum of legal forms, a 

vast variety of BMs are deployed to their social mission (Dees & Anderson, 2006), thus necessitating 

a deeper understanding of BMs as used by social entrepreneurs. Furthermore, various scholars have 

demonstrated that managers (social entrepreneurs are also managers within their ventures) 

interested in social and environmental value creation are using the BM concept more than ever 

(Massa et al. 2017). 

2.2. Business Model 

Although we have a growing body of literature on BMs with its rising popularity, its definitions 

remain various (partly impacted by the organizational goals, such as social impact, profitability, 

growth, etc.) with both researchers and practitioners developing their studies according to their 

purpose and phenomena of interest (such as SE and sustainability, which are popular in recent 

research developments), thus being unable to use a single language to compare its frameworks (Zott 

et al., 2011; Massa et al., 2017). Furthermore, research on BMs has typically focused on the 

organization itself and its internal systems, and how it creates, captures and delivers value to its 

customers (Attanasio et al., 2021). However this last decade has seen a growing consensus on how 

BMs represent “a system of interdependent activities that transcends the focal firm and spans its 

boundaries’’ (Zott and Amit, 2010). This has brought forward new research strands into holistic and 

systemic perspectives of the BM concept, going beyond the organization’s internal view and 

boundaries to outline how it interacts with its surrounding external environment (Berglund and 

Sandstrom, 2013), which becomes the ecosystem (Demil et al., 2018) and represents a fundamental 

characteristic of BMs for sustainability (Attanasio et al., 2021). This direction is crucial in this literature 

as social entrepreneurs leverage collaboration, thus requiring a better understanding of what it means 

to BM’s design and structure. 

In Zott and Amit (2010)’s definition of BM through an activity system perspective, the set of 

interdependent activities, while conducted by the organization itself or its partners, can go beyond 
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its boundaries but will remain focused on the organization to enable it to create and retain a share of 

that value. As the activities may be also performed by its partners, this enables the organization to 

tap onto external resources and capabilities, evoking the idea of operating through an “open BM”. 

Building on this concept through the lens of open systems theory, Berglund and Sandstrom (2013) 

have established that organizations are influenced by their environment, depending on external 

actors for critical resources despite their unreliability due to being outside the organization’s control, 

which calls for better relationships between the organization and external actors through feedback 

loops for hedging the uncertainty. Bolton and Hannon (2016) have also taken on the same principle, 

demonstrating that the more successful BM entrepreneurs will don the role of system builders 

through partnerships in order to draw on resources. Such arguments are echoed by Kovanen (2021)’s 

findings on resource relations being important for social entrepreneurs, with collaboration being a 

key factor to balance them. 

Indeed, resulting from the interdependent activities that transcend the organization’s 

boundaries, value creation is carried out through these exchange relationships among multiple 

players, showcasing that BM as a concept, focuses on cooperation, partnerships, collaboration and 

joint value creation (Zott et al. 2011). Moreover, for entrepreneurs thinking (or rethinking) of their 

BM design, Zott and Amit (2010) argue that a focus on activities is an important perspective and that 

the activity system perspective encourages them towards systemic and holistic thinking instead of 

narrow and isolated choices, which is beneficial in leveraging resources as previously mentioned. 

While BM’s notion of value is often economic, in the context of sustainability, it takes a broader 

definition to encompass social and environmental aspects. Thus, the triple bottom line approach 

becomes a major concept for the BM, highlighting the need to consider stakeholder interests, such as 

the society and environment (Bocken et al., 2014) by communicating how it will create and deliver 

the value (Ludeke-Freund et al., 2016). Evans et al. (2017) have gone beyond to say that a sustainable 

value flow is necessary among multiple stakeholders, including the environment and society as 

primary stakeholders. Such sustainable value flow can be generated through either cooperation or 

collaboration between the different, business and non-business such as the government or society, 

actors, possibly paving way to scaling the (sustainable) BM itself (Ciulli et al., 2022; Boons and 

Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). This direction of these researches on BM in the context of sustainability also 

highlight the systemic perspective that was established by Zott and Amit (2010), and it builds further 

by going into the concepts of stakeholders, partnerships and collaborations, which are recurring 

themes in this paper’s case study. 

However, scaling the BM (through collaboration as stated by Ciulli et al., (2022)) is equivalent to 

scaling the organization, and while that is one way of SSI, this paper focuses more on understanding 

how to scale social impact in an exponential manner without focusing on scaling the organization by 

relying on the ecosystem and systemic actors (Han and Shah, 2020). Indeed, from the literature review 

thus far, we see a gap in the understanding of BMs and their roles in SSI (without the BM itself having 

to be scaled). There is also a lack of case studies to showcase how organizations can innovate and 

design their BMs in various ways in order to work towards sustainability and deliver the highest 

social impact possible (Evans et al., 2017). Demil et al. (2018) also argues that both BMs and 

ecosystems are not static but rather co-evolve, which will lead us to ask how their transitions will 

influence the outcome: SSI in the context of SE.  

2.3. Scaling Social Impact 

As shown in the literature review of SE, social impact is regarded as the raison d’être of social 

enterprises and social entrepreneurs thrive to create social value for their mission, thus, SSI becomes 

a critical phenomenon for social enterprises (Alvord et al., 2004; Dees et al., 2004; Uvin, 1995), to the 

extent of being considered as “the single most important criterion to judge the performance of social 

enterprises’’ (Ebrahim and Rangan, 2014; Molecke and Pinkse, 2017). This has brought much interest, 

from both researchers and practitioners, into understanding the factors that enable or limit the 

potential of SSI (Bloom and Smith, 2010; Jenkins and Ishikawa, 2010; Sherman, 2006), and research 

shows that SSI is indeed one of the most challenging issues in social enterprises (Cannatelli 2017; 
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Bradach 2003; Scheuerle and Schmitz 2016). Furthermore, with few social ventures experiencing 

scaling, it becomes one of the most important and least understood topics in SE research (Smith et al., 

2016). 

Current literature defines SSI as an “ongoing process of increasing the magnitude of both 

quantitative and qualitative positive changes in society by addressing pressing social problems at 

individual and/or systemic levels through one or more scaling paths” (Islam, 2020), which builds on 

the definition of social impact given by Zahra et al. (2009), with the term “scaling paths” highlighting 

that there are various approaches to SSI. 

The widely common approach existing in the literature is grounded on scaling the BM, as part 

of scaling the organization itself (CASE, 2006b; Dees et al., 2004), with the growth of the sustainable 

BM also being conceptualized as scaling (Ciulli et al., 2022). Drawing from the literature of 

entrepreneurship, the term scaling is used for organizations that go through a “persistently rapid 

growth” (Reuber et al., 2021), with “scalability” as a related concept that refers to the capacity within 

BMs to increase sales towards a growing customer base (Täuscher and Abdelkafi, 2018), based on 

replicability, adaptability, and transferability of the operational model as key factors for scalability 

(Bradach, 2003; Winter & Szulanski, 2001). Dees (2008) define scalability as “increasing the impact a 

social-purpose organization produces to better match the magnitude of the social need or problem it 

seeks to address”. Therefore, this approach perceives SSI as organizational growth, with a focus on 

the organizational factors (internal capacities and capabilities) to make this a reality. 

However, it is known that social entrepreneurs face numerous constraints in regards to their 

resources and capacities, which is why innovation is leveraged as a key factor for their mission to 

deliver social impact (Zahra et al. 2009). Given this reality, scaling the organization (BM) is a major 

challenge for social entrepreneurs. Hence, SSI is more about the effectiveness of addressing the social 

issue, transforming perspectives on issues and changing the status quo, rather than just increasing 

the impact through “persistently rapid growth” (Han and Shah 2020). To this extent, it is shown that 

systemic level factors are currently understudied in the current literature of SSI, with Han and Shah 

(2020) suggesting an ecosystem framework that discusses the roles of different stakeholders for 

business creation and operation that results in SSI. The holistic approach provides clarity to the 

different stakeholders’ roles and draws a parallel to the BM to be driven by multiple stakeholders, in 

contrast to the internal perspective shown by the previous approach. In their research, the authors 

show how the current literature does not distinguish SSI and scaling organization, and that it is of 

more interest and importance to figure how to scale social impact without maximizing organizational 

growth, highlighting Bradach (2010)’s words of “how to get 100X the results with 2X the 

organizations”, which supports the argument of constraints faced by social entrepreneurs and the 

need for effectiveness in addressing social issues. In their framework entitled “ecosystem of SSI” (see 

Figure), they incorporate interconnected key elements such as financing, government policy, 

institutional infrastructure, and process of scaling as a central element, with the latter embodying the 

organizations that use different strategies to scale social impact through technology and data. All of 

these 4 elements lead to social impact as the outcome of their interrelated activities, which makes up 

the whole ecosytem’s efforts towards social impact. The process of scaling itself can be considered to 

encompass the BM, with other elements representing part of Demil (2018)’s view of the ecosystem 

and Amit & Zott (2010)’s view of the BM as an activity system. 

The literature review of this paper went through existing research on the concepts of SE, BM and 

SSI, and in all 3 areas, a recurring theme has become part of recent research strands: exploring a 

holistic and systemic perspective in order to include external stakeholders. This goes beyond a more 

traditional internal and organizational perspective as both researchers and practitioners are more 

commonly interested in how such an approach is more beneficial, highlighting its importance. As 

such, we now need more empirical evidence, so this paper will build further on this scholarship 

through the analysis of a singular case study, for which we will employ Han and Shah (2020)’s 

framework. 
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3. Research Methodology 

This paper follows a qualitative research design due to its explanatory nature, in order to gain 

insights into the phenomenon of BM and SSI, to understand the underlying reasons of their 

interactions, and to develop on existing social theory. For the study, we employed a single holistic 

case approach based on a Japanese social entrepreneur with successful SSI track records in the context 

of a circular economy, collected primary and secondary data through direct interview with key 

personnel, fieldwork observation, document study, and social media, and applied content analysis 

method to formulate the findings and the resulting discussion points.  

3.1. Case Study Method 

We applied an in-depth single case study with longitudinal observation and research from the 

year 2019 till 2023. This methodology focuses on the process and scaling outcomes of the social impact 

of a Japanese social startup, mymizu, given its position in a niche environment. A case study 

approach investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world 

context to understand what the case, how and why it works (Yin 2009). Mymizu is highly relevant as 

the single case study for the context of this paper because it is a unique and exemplary social startup, 

which leverages creativity, innovation, digital, and social factors for its social movement. As it 

operates within and in conjunction with an ecosystem in an established system, it echoes aspects 

found throughout the literature review in regards to being a social startup, its BM and its SSI. 

Amongst papers reviewed in this study’s literature review, a qualitative research design was the 

most commonly employed approach through case studies (often multiple rather than single) for 

empirical evidence, along with scoping literature reviews. This can be explained by the fact that much 

of the literature was focused on providing definitions and building frameworks for SE, BM, and SSI, 

with less focus on interrelationships between these concepts, hence there was a broader application 

of this methodology. On the other hand, this current study is more in-depth in a niche topic as it 

focuses on the interactions between BM and SSI within the context of SE, hence the dive into a single 

case study enables us to explore with a deeper understanding. 

3.2. Case Study of mymizu 

This award-winning social startup was established in 2019 as a brand under the umbrella of 

Social Innovation Japan (SIJ), born from a crowdfunding campaign. It is the first water refill 

application platform in Japan that strives to drive social good through its social missions divided into 

2 aspects: reduce the usage of PET bottles through water refill of reusable bottles and drive behavioral 

change in the society through a social movement for responsible consumption. The mymizu 

smartphone app is an open-source map with public water refill spots and mymizu refill spots 

(businesses, such as shops, cafes, restaurants, etc.) that allow people to refill their water bottle for free 

instead of purchasing PET bottled drinks for single use and throw. This is extremely pertinent to a 

society that is becoming increasingly aware of environmental issues but still currently lacking in 

engagement (Japan is the 2nd largest generator of plastic packaging waste per capita, with 30 billion 

plastic bags used every year and 25 billion PET bottles bought every year, as of 2022). Hence, its social 

mission to drive towards a circular economy is crucial as the environmental reality is that recycling 

is not the solution to such issues, making a holistic approach necessary for the elimination of waste 

and pollution, circulation of materials and products, and the regeneration of nature, in order to 

decouple the consumption of limited resources from economic activity. From late 2022, mymizu has 

also launched an open-source web platform (currently in beta version), created by the community for 

the community. 

From the viewpoint of BM, mymizu is built around its social mission as its value proposition, 

which also defines its social impact: to raise awareness about environmental issues with PET bottles 

as a reference, and drive social change through behavior for responsible consumption. 

Mymizu has 2 sets of “customers” (app users and organizations) and various revenue streams, 

users generating revenue only by purchasing mymizu branded items or taking part in the monthly 
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supporter campaign. Refill partners do not generate revenues either as they represent more of a win-

win situation by raising awareness of each other and driving foot traffic. The organizations 

(companies, universities, city governments, etc.) make up much of the current revenue model 

through partnerships and various streams: workshops, seminars, educational activities, talks, 

consulting for joint product development or communications, brand collaborations, and “mymizu 

challenges’’, which is a paid service consisting of a friendly internal competition, interactive 

workshops and lectures, with the aim to raise awareness and result in behavioral change towards 

responsible consumption amongst organizational members. As a social startup striving to be 

financially sustainable while pushing for its social mission, it also relies on NGO-like revenue 

streams: awards from social business competitions and programs, and grants and donations from 

individuals and organizations (corporates, governmental, etc.).  

The marketing is built on creativity, innovation, digital technologies, and society in order to 

enable a movement with strong storytelling instead of a product or service. The network of refill 

partners (shops, cafes, restaurants, etc.) are major ambassadors of the mymizu brand as they raise 

awareness of mymizu through visuals and conversations. Mymizu’s partnerships and collaboration 

with renowned companies and cities such as Audi, Mitsubishi Chemical Cleansui Corporation, 

Meisui, LIXIL, Johnson & Johnson, Kobe City, etc., boost the growth of their brand image through 

awareness of mymizu and its social movement. Furthermore, mymizu also works closely with 

“mymizu ambassadors’’: athletes with strong connections to their communities, inspiring people and 

changes through their stories and actions. 

3.3. Data Collection 

For this case study, both primary and secondary data are collected from 4 sources, ranging from 

2019 to 2023: direct interview with key personnel of mymizu, fieldwork observation, online 

publication, and social media. This variety enables triangulation of results from multiple approaches, 

with the comparison and combination of information providing a complete picture with more reliable 

and valid conclusions for this case study (Rogelberg 2004). The collected data is mostly qualitative in 

nature for understanding the social phenomena through in-depth exploration and analysis of 

people’s perspectives and narratives, but quantitative data from online publications will be also used 

to analyze the social startup’s performance and social impact. 

The semi-structured interview conducted in 2022 with Mr. Robin Lewis, co-founder of mymizu, 

is to help define the areas to be explored in relation to the BM and SSI through a deeper 

understanding of mymizu, its social mission and its operations (Dearnley 2005). Given his leadership 

role in the organization, it will be used to explore his own perspectives for detailed insights into SE, 

mymizu’s current BM and forthcoming transitions. The fieldwork observations were carried out at 

online events held by mymizu at various points of time, from talks at universities to social 

entrepreneurship pitching & mentoring events, to observe Mr. Robin Lewis along with the key 

personnel of mymizu. These fieldwork observations were useful to gather descriptive analysis data 

throughout this 4-year period and gain new insights from the mymizu team in regards to its 

development, while also serving for triangulation purposes (Rogelberg 2004). Document studies 

were used extensively as a reliable source for secondary data, with both qualitative and quantitative 

data being collected from online publications from mymizu and newspapers, and social media, 

throughout the data collection period, with contents varying from press releases, reports, 

advertisements, event programs, and company websites. The qualitative data provide a means to 

track change and development throughout the 4 years, while the quantitative data from the 

document studies will be used to assess mymizu’s social impact, and components of its BM. 

Document studies are a highly applicable method for case studies as they serve as sources of 

empirical data, providing rich descriptions of a unique phenomenon, the organization, or an event, 

all within the context of study, as well as being a popular means of triangulation (Bowen 2009). 
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3.4. Data Analysis 

To analyze the collected data, this paper employs the content analysis methodology. For this 

study, it is an appropriate approach and useful tool to discover and describe the organizational and 

social focus, to identify common themes, and to make inferences that can be corroborated with other 

data and the literature review (Stemler 2001). In particular, we will use the latent projective content 

analysis method to dive into the implied meanings, developing a deeper understanding of a 

particular phenomenon through a systemic process of interpretation, all in consideration of the 

context of the study and existing theory (Kleinheksel et al. 2020).  

Figure 1 summarizes the latent projective content analysis conducted on qualitative data 

collected from the interview, fieldwork observations, online publications and social media. This table 

brings out the key themes repeating throughout this paper, which also provides the underlying 

reasons behind the numbers seen on Figure 2.  

 

Figure 1. Latent projective content analysis. 
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The figure below (Figure 2) shows the outcomes of mymizu through quantitative data collected 

since its establishment in 2019, measured at 3 different points of time (2019–2021–2023), and in 

between each period, which highlights how mymizu’s social impact has been scaled through time.  

 

Figure 2. mymizu’s outcomes in 2019, 2021 and 2023. 

4. Results 

Based on the data collected and the analysis, the results show impact on the acquisition and 

conversion of new users through collaboration amongst different stakeholders on the initial phase of 

the BM, as well as the exponential scaling effect of the social impact due to the new dual role taken 

on by the society. 

4.1. Converting awareness into users with behavioral change 
The first finding is that mymizu has heavily collaborated with various stakeholders, creating a 

network of partners and collaborators that spreads the mymizu brand across sectors and 

demographics, going beyond the network of mymizu refill partners which are considered as their 

brand ambassadors. In turn, this results in raising the awareness of environmental issues and the 

circular economy, particularly in relation to PET bottles, and inculcating a behavioral change towards 

the practice and lifestyle of reduce, reuse, and recycle of plastic bottles, to design out this waste. 

Through this journey, they become able to take action as mymizu users with responsible 

consumption. As such, it can be inferred that mymizu’s goal of driving behavioral change at scale 

can be achieved by acquiring new users through collaborations at scale. 

Since mymizu’s launch with its marketing built on creativity, innovation, digital technologies, 

and society, it has established partnerships and collaborations with numerous entities on various 

scopes: Audi, Cleansui, Meisei High School, IKEA, Kameoka City, Kobe City, LUSH, PADI, etc. This 

served to spread awareness internally amongst individuals within their organizations, work together 

on joint product development, communications and brand collaborations, and mymizu could also 

leverage these organizations’ brands and communications and spread awareness through them, in 

addition to the awareness generated through the mymizu refill partners. These partnerships and 
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collaborations also extended to the individual level by working with mymizu ambassadors, athletes 

and actors, whose networks further spread the awareness. 

This impact can be seen through the increase in the number of users between 2019 and 2023, 

scaling from more than 10,000 worldwide to more than 200,000 around the world, while the number 

of mymizu refill partners went from more than 160 in Japan to more than 2,300 in Japan (in all 47 

prefectures whereas it began in Tokyo) and worldwide. These numbers show that awareness has led 

to behavioral change and collective action, as well as a further increase in the actions taken in order 

to spread awareness by being part of the movement. Users have an unanimous viewpoint: “I have 

been able to reduce so much plastic bottles [...] It is a really great app that is helping our planet” 

(mymizu 2021). 

The number of PET bottles “saved” indicates the amount that has gone unused thanks to the 

equivalent amount of water being used to refill from public or refill spots. Between 2020 (when the 

tracker function was enabled) and 2023, we see an increase from more than 100,000 to more than 

650,000 worldwide. This highlights the change in behavior, specifically by reducing the consumption 

of bottled water and by reusing reusable water bottles: “This is so useful because I don’t have to buy 

bottled water anymore! I used to buy from the vending machine even if I had a reusable water bottle 

with me because I would eventually run out of water. I didn’t know where to refill my bottle but this 

app solves that issue”(mymizu 2019).  

4.2. Dual role for individuals: user and collaborator 

The second finding is that said users can go beyond their roles and also become individual 

collaborators themselves, being driven by a social purpose, by engaging and getting involved to 

mymizu’s social mission. In fact, this began at the very early stages of mymizu through crowdfunding 

that enabled the establishment of mymizu, and throughout its existence, mymizu has worked in close 

collaboration with many of its users through 3 collaborative roles: (i) management volunteers, ii) 

monthly financial supporters and (iii) tech collaborators. Such a phenomenon ties back to mymizu’s 

mission and philosophy: “co-create an unstoppable movement for sustainability, one bottle at a time” 

(mymizu n.d.) and “The future is co-created. If we can connect millions of mission-driven people, we 

can kick start a movement and build a world where sustainable living is the norm. That’s why we’re 

building a platform and community of change agents.” (mymizu n.d.). As such, it results with 

collaborators participating in mymizu’s mission. 

(i) Management volunteers 

Management volunteers (on a pro bono basis) are essentially part of the mymizu team itself, 

involved in the human resources of the social startup, holding roles that encompasses marketing, 

communication, UX design, mymizu refill spots and partners network, product manager, etc. 

Working alongside mymizu’s core team, they supplement much of the needed human resources for 

mymizu’s scaling and SSI. As mentioned on the mymizu website, “due to high demand” to become 

a volunteer (mymizu n.d.), we can see how society’s members are ready to become part of the 

collaborating workforce. 

ii) Monthly financial supporters 

Monthly financial supporters are new roles that became possible through the Monthly Supporter 

Campaign launched in late 2022. This comes in addition to regular donations, with this monetary 

support being on a monthly basis to “contribute to covering towards essential costs” (mymizu n.d.) 

in order to continue their commitment of “keeping mymizu free-of-charge (for both users and refill 

partners)” (mymizu n.d.). As a monthly basis, this can create a stable source of revenue generation. 

(iii) Tech collaborators 

While mymizu had management volunteers in specific tech roles as well, the tech collaborators 

became part of a tech community when mymizu went open source for its new mymizu Web App 

(currently in open source beta). With “Technology + Community = Systems Change” as one of its core 

beliefs, mymizu launched this project through a hackathon in collaboration with Code Chrysalis 

(Japan’s only Silicon Valley-born coding bootcamp), bringing in the tech community from Tokyo and 
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beyond, which enabled “radical collaboration through technology” in order to “change attitude 

towards sustainability at scale” (mymizu n.d.). 

5. Discussion 

In fact, both findings can be interpreted as a single outcome in a loop: partnerships and 

collaborations with organizations create more awareness, bring new users and create behavioral 

change, with users getting engaged and involved as individual collaborators. This creates a virtuous 

cycle, highlighting the importance of the system through partners and collaborators (both 

organizations and individuals). Based on these findings, we derive a major discussion point that 

contributes to the existing literature of BM, SSI and SE, building on an existing theoretical framework. 

Han and Shah (2020) showed that the organization (the social startup in the context of this study) 

should rely on and leverage both organizational level and systemic level factors, and their 

interrelationships, to SSI instead of focusing on organizational growth as a means to SSI. These factors 

include the process of scaling (the organization, strategies, technology and data), financing, 

government policy and institutional infrastructure. While SSI’s definition includes society as the 

place where changes are to take place (Islam 2020), the current literature does not explore society 

(encompassing communities and individuals) as a potential partner and collaborator in the 

ecosystem. However, the mymizu case study showcases that society is integrative, and through 

involvement and engagement, it can be a collaborator under various forms, effectively becoming a 

“participatory stakeholder” (PS). This led us to propose a revised version of the ecosystem of SSI 

framework created by Han and Shah (2020) in Figure 3, adding society as one of the factors that 

interacts with the other factors within this ecosystem, particularly with the organization through 

society’s roles in the BM, thus positively influencing the SSI. 

 

Figure 3. Revised Ecosystem of SSI. 

However, in order to make society a PS, it needs to be involved and engaged within the 

organization’s BM and there is also a lack of understanding of this process. The mymizu case study 

has shown that society can be made a PS by engaging and involving key members of the society in 

specific roles inside the BM that positively impacts the organization while giving a purpose to these 

individuals: management volunteers, financial supporters and tech collaborators. 

The understanding of PS can be supported by both the stakeholder and boundary spanner 

theories. The stakeholder theory explains that stakeholders have a great likelihood to provide 

important resources that can enable greater efficiency and innovation (Harrison et al. 2010), and that 

a firm’s network of stakeholders can be a source of sustainable competitive advantage (Bosse et al. 

2009). The boundary spanner theory explains that personnel, who are boundary spanning, are “key 

representatives who engage in various activities on the boundary of an organization”, by facilitating 
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both the exchange of information and organizational responses with the external environment. This 

leads to effective cooperation and problem solving, benefiting the organization and building 

favorable relationships (Huang and Luo 2016). 

Thus, in mymizu’s case study, these individuals integrate the revenue streams (without being a 

customer) and the human resources of the organization’s BM, effectively transforming external 

factors into internal resources without being part of the organization. This process can be then defined 

as a regenerative model based on this feedback loop that influences the SSI, created between the BM 

and the society, drawing parallel to Demil et al. (2019)’s idea of business models and business 

ecosystem co-evolving through their interactions. 

The idea of this being a regenerative model leads to the concept of regenerative business model 

(RBM), an increasingly popular research strand, which can be understood as having a net positive 

impact by making the organization’s handprint (positive impact created by its product or service) 

larger than its footprint (Norris, 2015; Norris et al., 2021). This ties back to “how to get 100X the results 

with 2X the organizations” (Bradach 2010), which is shown by mymizu’s results. Finally, with this 

social startup’s impact of reducing the consumption of plastic bottles and changing behavior at large, 

there is “planetary health and societal wellbeing to nature and society at large”, which becomes its 

value proposition (Dias, 2019; Gerhards and Greenwood, 2021; Hutchins and Storm, 2017; Slawinski 

et al., 2021; Wahl, 2016). Thus, mymizu can be inferred to have a RBM, or at least partly, pending 

further study. 

6. Conclusion 

The purpose of this explanatory study was to answer the following research question: what is 

the role of the BM in SSI and how does it result in an exponential scaling? The literature review along 

with the present case study showed that it was important to adopt a holistic approach and take into 

account systemic factors, with stakeholders representing an important role and opportunity in the 

development of SE, BM, and SSI. Thus, we conclude that the BM’s role in SSI is to strengthen the 

ecosystem by engaging and involving the society for exponential scaling outcomes, in the context of 

this paper. To further generalize, the organization should aim to engage the factor that defines its 

social impact in order to make it scalable (in mymizu’s case study, behavioral change of the society 

was the biggest purpose, making society the factor that defined its social impact).  

However, this paper has some limitations and further research will be necessary to draw further 

generalization. First, the ecosystem explored in this study works because there is already a 

thoroughly established and robust ecosystem. Japan is a highly developed economy with strong 

institutional infrastructure, government policies, and financing, while mymizu is a social startup that 

truly incorporates creativity, innovation, digital, and social factors at its core. Second, this study is 

built on the assumption that the society is aware of environmental issues but is currently lacking in 

engagement to tackle such challenges, which is the context of Japan that is currently lagging behind 

other similarly developed countries in terms of environmental actions. In fact, these were the reasons 

why mymizu was chosen as a single case study for this research as it provides an ideal context to 

explore the interactions between BM and SSI through social entrepreneurship. Hence, in order to 

generalize this updated framework, further research should be conducted for empirical evidence of 

this phenomenon of society as a PS in the BM that leads to scaling social impact. Finally, given the 

importance of the RBM, further research is necessary to tie in SSI to RBM, and find further 

interrelationships that can enable a stronger SSI. 
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