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Abstract 

 

Social enterprises have been considered as innovations for the achievement of development 

goals. Despite all the apparent differences in the definitions and frameworks, social entrepreneurs 

strive towards promoting a producing economic value alongside lasting social impact and positive 

environmental outcomes. These array of sustainable goals are often described as the triple bottom 

line of an organization. 

This paper will be a case study research of Crystal Seas, a social enterprise based in Davao 

City, Philippines. Crystal Seas produces handcrafted items such as bags and accessories that 

showcase Mindanao’s fine handloom weaving and beadwork. The enterprise works with 

indigenous communities, housewives, high-school graduates and out-of-school youth, equipping 

them with skills that allow them to earn a livelihood. 

Using the Four Lenses Strategic Framework (Dawans, Alter & Miller, 2009), the author 

will examine Crystal Sweets across four common themes that act as performance criteria for a 

social enterprise. Each theme has corresponding activities that support them. The first lens, Depth 

of Impact – Stakeholder Engagement, identifies that different stakeholders that Crystal Seas works 

with and the roles these stakeholders play in addressing social inequalities and achieving lasting 

impact. The second lens, Blended Value – Resource Mobilization, assesses the ability of Crystal 

Seas to assemble and utilize resources in a sustainable manner so that it makes economic outcome 

and social value creation interdependent with one another. The third lens, Efficiency – Knowledge 

Development, explores how Crystal Seas enhances capabilities in order to improve quality and 

achieve more efficiency in the way it does business. The fourth and final lens, Adaptability – 

Culture Management, discusses the values and business philosophy that grounds Crystal Seas as 

it develops inclusive and sustainable solutions in ever-changing environments.   

Data for this case study research will be gathered through multiple methodologies. 

Secondary data will be collected from existing literature on social enterprises as well as previous 

documentation on Crystal Seas. Primary data collection will be through key informant interviews 

and focus group discussions of the different stakeholders of the organization. 

It is expected that findings of this case study research will contain best practices and 

scenarios for effectively managing a social enterprise. It will also discuss the challenges being 

faced by a social enterprises in Mindanao. The final section will contain the conclusions and 

possible recommendations. 
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Introduction 

 

 Social enterprises are businesses started by people, commonly referred to as social 

entrepreneurs, who want to bring about a reduction of economic, social and environmental 

inequalities to foster a more balanced society.  Social enterprises have been considered as 

innovations for the achievement of development goals such as alleviating poverty, providing 

financial solutions to the unbanked and raising the quality of life within a community. Despite all 

the apparent differences in the definitions and frameworks, social entrepreneurs strive towards 

promoting a producing economic value alongside lasting social impact and positive environmental 

outcomes. These array of sustainable goals are often described as the triple bottom line of an 

organization. 

This paper presents a case study research of Crystal Seas, a social enterprise based in Davao 

City, Philippines. Crystal Seas produces handcrafted items such as bags and accessories that 

showcase Mindanao’s fine handloom weaving and beadwork. The enterprise works to preserve 

indigenous culture and tradition, capacitating women with livelihood skills, and helping them 

improve their lives and that of their families. 

 

 

The Argument for Social Entrepreneurship 

 

The concept behind social entrepreneurship is not new. For the last several decades, people 

have been trying to solve social problem through innovative means. However, it was only in the 

last several years that social enterprises have been formally recognized as a special form of a 

business organization that contributes towards the achievement of the development goals of a 

country. 

Kickul and Lyons (2012) define social enterprises as social innovators that create and add 

value to society by working towards accomplishing a mission that is geared towards social good. 

Unlike traditional development approaches, social enterprises utilize the core business functions 

such as producing products and services that the market is willing to purchase. However, unlike 

traditional businesses, social enterprises do not relentlessly pursue profit at the expense of all the 

rest. Rather, social enterprises use the profit generated by the business to take advantage of new 

opportunities to do good. 

Social enterprises are considered to be agents of change. Their entire business philosophy 

revolves around a social mission and how to solve that social problem. This is in contrast to 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) or sustainability programs of an enterprise, whose aim is to 

pursue their business goals in a socially and environmentally responsible manner (Caldwell, Harris 

& Renko, 2012; Makhlouf, 2011) 

 It can be reasoned that social enterprises face greater challenges than traditional enterprises. 

Not only do these organizations have to deal with the typical business problems, they also have to 

ensure that lasting impact is experienced in the communities that they try to help. This is especially 

felt in a growing social enterprise where organizational performance is multidimensional (Hynes, 

2009). It can be challenging to maintain the balance between financial performance, ethical 

considerations, and creating social value on a larger scale (André & Pache, 2016). Despite these 

challenges, social entrepreneurship is still continuously evolving as it begins to mature (Welsh & 

Krueger, 2012). Innovations in business models should provide a more tailored vehicle for social 

enterprises in the future (Hayhoe & Valentine, 2013). 
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Social Entrepreneurship in the Philippines 

 

The Philippines is one of the fastest growing economies in the region. For a number of 

years now, the annual gross domestic product (GDP) growth of the county has averaged above 

5%, spurred on by a flourishing services sector (World Bank, 2016). Despite this economic boom, 

there is still a growing disparity in the quality of life as the growth largely fails to be more inclusive.  

Extreme poverty is still felt in the agricultural sector, especially as El Niño swept the country for 

almost a year. A quarter of Filipinos still live below the poverty line and unable to access or benefit 

from productive resources such as land and technology. Social inequities are still felt, especially 

with regards to labor market participation, political representation, and access to health services 

among marginalized sectors of society (UNDP, 2016). It is these inequities that social enterprises 

in the Philippines are trying to address. 

Social enterprises take many forms in the Philippines, including cooperatives, non-profit 

organization, and for-profit companies. Philippine social enterprises are primarily focused poverty 

alleviation and delivering education and healthcare services to both the urban poor and those 

leaving in far-flung areas.  Many of the social enterprises aim to create better opportunities for 

farmers and fishermen and indigenous peoples, who are often considered to be among the poorest 

of the poor among Filipinos (Macatangay, 2014). These organizations work towards improving 

prices for agricultural outputs and increasing market access and efficiency across the supply chain. 

Some non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are shifting to a social entrepreneurship model due 

to the recognition that the value created through social entrepreneurship is more sustainable than 

philanthropy (British Council Philippines, 2015).  

The Philippine government does recognize the importance of the 30,000 social enterprises 

in the country. The National Anti-Poverty Commission (NAPC) and the Department of Social 

Welfare and Development (DSWD) have both identified social entrepreneurship as a 

transformative anti-poverty strategy (Ong, 2015). The Philippines also has several established 

social entrepreneurship networks, which are organized to share knowledge and provide support 

systems. 

There are a number of key legislation fostering the growth of micro, small and medium 

enterprises (MSMEs) in the Philippines, with the latest ones being the Go Negosyo Act of 2014 

(R.A. 10644) and Youth Entrepreneurship Act of 2015 (R.A. 10679). While there is currently no 

national policy specific to social enterprises, a landmark piece of legislation is currently being read 

in both Congress and Senate. The Poverty Reduction through Social Enterprise (PRESENT) Bill 

aims to support the growth of social enterprises through access to funding, capacity building, value 

chain and marketing assistance, and the creation of a Social Enterprise Council with the 

Department of Trade and Industry (British Council, 2015; Ong, 2015; Rodriguez, 2014).  

In all these initiatives, there is still an urgency to do more in Mindanao, where decades of 

conflict and weak, Manila-centric policies have kept it from reaching its development potential 

(World Bank, 2016). It is hoped that with an incoming president coming from the South, Mindanao 

will be getting more attention, including aspects related to social entrepreneurship (Carillo, 2016). 

 

Methodology 

 

Data for this case study research was gathered through mixed methodologies. Secondary 

data was collected from existing literature on social enterprises as well as previous documentation 

on Crystal Seas. Primary data was gathered through key informant interviews, particularly with 
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Ms. Carmaela Braceros Alcantara, one of the co-founders of Crystal Seas. Ms. Alcantara also 

supplied the author with additional materials. The data was analyzed using the Four Lenses 

Strategic Framework developed by Virtue Ventures LLC, Skoll Foundation and Social-Impact. 

 

The Four Lenses Framework 

 

According to Dawans, Alter & Miller (2009), The Four Lenses Strategic Framework has 

been designed as a tool for analyzing organizational behavior and performance of established 

social enterprises. Using this framework, the author examines Crystal Seas across four common 

themes that act as performance criteria for a social enterprise. Each theme has corresponding 

activities that support them. The first lens, Depth of Impact – Stakeholder Engagement, identifies 

that different stakeholders that Crystal Seas works with and the roles these stakeholders play in 

addressing social inequalities and achieving lasting impact. The second lens, Blended Value – 

Resource Mobilization, assesses the ability of Crystal Seas to assemble and utilize resources in a 

sustainable manner so that it makes economic outcome and social value creation interdependent 

with one another. The third lens, Efficiency – Knowledge Development, explores how Crystal 

Seas enhances capabilities in order to improve quality and achieve more efficiency in the way it 

does business. The fourth and final lens, Adaptability – Culture Management, discusses the values 

and business philosophy that grounds Crystal Seas as it develops inclusive and sustainable 

solutions in ever-changing environments.     

 

The Case of Crystal Seas 

 

Established in 2006 by mother-daughter tandem Mae and Carmaela Braceros-Alcantara, 

Crystal Seas is an export manufacturer that creates artisan bags and accessories using the 

traditional techniques of Mindanao’s peoples. Made of natural materials, Crystal Seas’ products 

showcase the intricacies and craftsmanship of textiles such as Tinalak of the T’Boli tribe, Inaul, a 

type of silk produced by the Maguindanao, and the Yakan fabric of Zamboanga.  These bags are 

also embellished with bead embroidery gleaned from the Lumads of Southern Mindanao. Crystals 

Seas sells its products at specialty stores both locally and abroad. 

 

Depth of Impact – Stakeholder Engagement 

The twelve to fifteen million indigenous peoples represent an eight of the total Filipino 

population. The Lumad refers to the seventeen groups of indigenous people in Mindanao. 

Indigenous peoples in Mindanao often face a plethora of development challenges including 

marginalization and extreme poverty. Despite generation of living within their ancestral domains, 

many are forced to give up their lands and access to productive natural resources (ILO, 2012). A 

significant population of indigenous peoples live in far-flung areas, with access to limited public 

services such as education and healthcare. Those who are in urban areas are often found living on 

the streets, their children forced to work in order to help feed the family (Rabasso & Rabasso, 

2014). Their culture and traditions are slowly disappearing as well, with the younger generation 

preferring to embrace modern life..  

In an effort to protect the rights of indigenous peoples, the Philippine government has 

implemented policies on developing literacy and preserve the rich cultural heritage of these 

communities (Rabasso & Rabasso, 2014). In line with this thrust, Crystal Seas works with the 

different indigenous cultural communities in Davao City and Southern Mindanao – the Bagobo, 
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Mandaya, Maguindanao, Manobo, T’boli and Tausug tribes. The co-founders of Crystal Seas 

immersed themselves in traditional weaving techniques as they bid to do justice to the artistry and 

craftsmanship of these tribes. 

To give these communities some much needed income, Crystal Seas formed agreements 

with these indigenous communities to supply the social enterprise with hand-woven textiles. These 

textiles are only made from natural materials. Even the dyes used to color the cloth are taken from 

the barks and leaves of trees, making it an environment-friendly process. 

Crystal Seas does not purchase the cloth via a middleman, it directly sources from the 

community. Without a middleman, Crystal Seas is able to pay these weavers up to double the 

going rate for each meter of fabric that they produce. Most of these weavers are women and they 

become the breadwinners in the family because the men are involved in armed conflict. Instead of 

look at becoming domestic workers in foreign countries, these women are able to earn a decent 

income while staying at home. 

In Crystal Seas’ Davao City facility, most of the employees are housewives who have 

previously never worked, and out-of-school youth. They are trained in sewing, beadwork and 

assembly of Crystal Seas’ products. The livelihood skills and the wages that they earn allow these 

employees to be productive members of society. They are able to provide for their family, raising 

their quality of life. Crystal Seas also plans to partner with the Davao City Jail and outsource 

packaging so that inmates will have savings and learn skills that they can utilize to integrate back 

into the community. 

Crystal Seas has taken it a notch further by encouraging their employees to finish their 

education and at least graduate from high school. However, many of them are apprehensive about 

stepping foot in the classroom once again. To boost their confidence and ease them back into 

school, workers are given bridging classes in English, mathematics and science, which allows them 

to catch up in the toughest subjects. 

 

Blended Value – Resource Mobilization 

As with all MSMEs, Crystal Seas has limited financial resources. The company turned to 

other organizations for assistance as the company tries to expand. Assistance and support came in 

different forms from the Department of Trade and Industry, the Medium and Small Scale Industries 

Coordinated Action Program, and the Small Business Guarantee and Finance Corporation. 

In order to pool and maximize resources with other Mindanao-based entrepreneurs, Crystal 

Seas is actively involved with the initiatives of the Mindanao Trade Expo Foundation, Inc. 

(MTEFI), whose goal is foster the growth of MSMEs in Mindanao. The organization works 

towards building trade relationships so that Mindanao-based MSMEs would be able to reach and 

capture a more global market. Crystal Seas co-founder Mae Alcantara sits as the treasurer of 

MTEFI.  

MTEFI is planning an exhibition in New York that will feature fabrics that are hand-woven 

using traditional techniques learned from centuries-old practices of the indigenous peoples of 

Mindanao. A social enterprise such as Crystal Seas would find it difficult to penetrate the US 

market given its limited resources. However, with the heft of MTEFI, smaller businesses are able 

to mobilize their resources collectively and penetrate an international market with a well-

established fashion industry. 
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 Efficiency – Knowledge Development 

 Carmaela Alcantara graduated with a degree in Clothing Technology from the University 

of the Philippines Los Baños. She serves as Crystal Seas’ designer. Her strategy is to marry the 

proud tradition of generations of indigenous peoples with innovation that will take the 

craftsmanship to a higher quality. She firmly believes that aside from access to financial resources, 

another way to alleviate poverty is to expand knowledge and build capacity. 

 In the beginning, Crystals Seas found it difficult to execute their more intricate designs. 

Given the limited amount of resources the company has, there is constant pressure to constantly 

come up with new and exciting designs that stayed true to Mindanao’s heritage. To address this 

issues, Crystal Seas collaborates with experts in textiles and design and looks for research on 

upcoming fashion trends. These collaboration has led to improvements in designs, materials 

selection, and efficiencies in the manufacturing process. Crystal Seas then transfers this knowledge 

directly to the tribal weavers. The Alcantaras themselves learned how to weave. They would sit at 

the looms to demonstrate to the weavers what should be done. Weavers are closely monitored to 

ensure quality outputs. These have resulted in export-quality products that met the impeccable 

standards of the international market. 

 

Adaptability – Culture Management 

 Crystal Seas mainly produces high fashion items that are in demand for formal events. 

While it is a beautiful way of showcasing Mindanao’s hand-woven textile as high-quality products, 

a niche product is often less flexible and adaptable in changing business environments.  It was 

fortunate that the culture at Crystal Seas is geared towards more sustainable impact. With that in 

mind, the company searched for opportunities to increase its social outcomes. 

In 2014, Joycee Miranda, a freelance communications researcher, approached Carmaela 

Alcantara, when the two met at a boot camp for social entrepreneurs, about an idea to fund field 

trips for children who could not afford the educational experience. Together with two other 

budding social entrepreneurs, they launched The Field Trip Project in 2015. TFTP is a brand that 

sold travel-friendly bags, such as backpacks and cross-body bags, made from Mindanao textiles. 

The bags are designed and manufactured by Crystal Seas, its first foray into a more casual line of 

bags and accessories. It also allowed Crystal Seas to further expand its social advocacies and 

further embed the company’s philosophy into doing more good. 

Half of TFTP’s net profit goes directly the reason the brand was developed in the first place 

– to fund field trips for less privileged children. The other half is plowed towards growing the 

social enterprise. In its first year, The Field Trip Project was able to sponsor thirty-eight children 

through its partnership with different educational non-profit organizations. The field trips focused 

on teaching schoolchildren about the history and culture of the Philippines, and the importance of 

protecting the natural resources of the country. 

It is important for Crystal Seas to work with partners that understand and share in their 

vision of preserving the rich culture and traditions of Mindanao’s people. Not only does the 

organization want to promote local weaving and textiles to the global manner, it also desires to 

give women the skills to earn a better livelihood and employment opportunities. 
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Conclusion 

 

 The case of Crystal Seas illustrates how social entrepreneurship can assist in moving 

forward towards the achievement of sustainable goals. The business model of Crystal Seas shows 

that it is possible to perform across the triple bottom line – generate profits but at the same time 

provide social and environmental benefits. Using the Four Lenses Strategic Framework, the best 

practices of the company in terms of Depth of Impact – Stakeholder Engagement, Blended Value 

– Resource Mobilization, Efficiency – Knowledge Development, and Adaptability – Culture 

Management is narrated. 

 

 Crystal Seas is just one of many social enterprises doing good work in Mindanao. The 

author hopes to be able to document some of them in further case research projects. 
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