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Social Innovation Academy Fellowship - Case Study Challenge 
 
Background  
As part of your role as a Fellow in the Social Innovation Academy, you will interact with various 
ventures solving complex social and environmental problems. This case study will allow you to 
gain an understanding of a social venture, the landscape it operates in, and the problem it is 
trying to solve, and its business model. 
 
Instructions 

• On page 3-4, you’ll find a list of ventures sorted by issue (climate, education, food, 
health). Based on your interest, select one social venture from the list and write a case 
study based on the guiding questions provided.  

• The page limit for this case study is 3 pages max (not counting references page). 

• Please cite all your sources and references in footnotes or a separate reference page 
(reference page does not count towards page count). 

• Please feel free to get creative with your submission: no need to stick to our example’s 
template, but make sure to answer the guiding questions and stay within the page limit. 

• Submit your case study as a .pdf file on the application form. The file should be named: 
VentureName_LastName_FirstName_SIACaseStudy (for example, 
ChopValue_Smith_Claire_SIACaseStudy) 

 

What are we looking for? 
 
1. Ability to understand the existing issue and solutions landscape 
Social ventures will not be successful without a proper understanding of the issue they’re trying 
to solve. What we want to see is how you well you can understand the issue & problem, as well 
as the existing landscape of solutions and barriers.  
 
2. Analytical skills 
We understand that there isn’t a lot of publicly available information on these ventures, so we 
don’t expect you to find rigorous, robust data about the venture themselves. What we want to 
see is your ability to form insights on the business side with the information you can find. We 
want to hear your opinions and recommendations on the venture’s approach. 
 
If you’re not a business student, this case study challenge might be a little unfamiliar. We want 
to take this opportunity to actively encourage you to continue with the case study. What we 
want to see is your ability to research, understand, and form insights – anyone can do this! Your 
unique background can provide insights from which social ventures will strongly benefit.  



 2 

Guiding Questions 
 

a. Issue & Problem: What challenge/problem is it helping solve? Please focus on the issue 
(not the solution) – historical/ current developments, trends, barriers (regulatory, 
financial, technological) 

 
b. Solution & Impact: What is the existing landscape of solutions to the problem? What is 

this venture’s proposed solution? How does it fit into the issue and solution landscape? 
 

c. Business Model: Based on the information you could find and your assumptions, what 
are their revenue and costs? What is their value proposition and key differentiators? 

 
d. Competitive Landscape: Who are their competitors? How does the venture compare? 

How might they differentiate themselves? 
 

e. Recommendations: Given your analysis on the social venture, the problem it is solving, 
the business model and the competitive landscape, do you think your venture is 
effectively tackling that challenge?  
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Case Study Ventures List 
 
Climate  

Name Sector Description  Link to Website 
ChopValue 
 

Climate ChopValue is a product development 
and design start-up that recycles 
chopsticks through a unique process 
into novel, high performance design 
products. 

https://chopvalue.ca/  

Good Natured Climate Good Natured food packaging is made 
from 99% plant-based materials and 
contains no BPAs, phthalates or other 
chemicals. 

https://goodnatured.ca/ 

CoPower 
 

Climate CoPower Green Bonds build the clean 
energy future while earning investors 
up to 5% annually. 

https://copower.me/en/ 

Opus One 
Solutions 
 

Climate Opus One connected the distributed 
energy network with software 
intelligence. 

https://www.opusonesolutions.com/ 

ChargeLab Climate ChargeLab builds software for 
managing electric vehicle charging 
stations 

https://www.chargelab.co/ 

 
Education 

Name Sector Description  Link to Website 
Brighter 
Investment 

Education We invest in the university education 
of high-potential students in 
developing countries, generating a 
competitive ROI for investors and 
great social impact. 

https://www.brighterinvestment.com/  

Kaizena Education A platform that allows educators to 
give high-quality feedback and 
identify student abilities beyond test 
scores. 

https://www.kaizena.com/  

Riipen Education Riipen is an online platform that 
connects student with companies 
through short-term, skill-specific 
projects. Students build their virtual 
portfolios, while companies gain 
complementary skills, increased 
innovation, and student engagement.  

https://riipen.com/  

The Walking 
School Bus 

Education The Walking School Bus empowers 
educational attainment through a 
holistic approach that promotes 
access, nutrition, and curriculum. 

https://thewalkingschoolbus.com 

The Writers 
Exchange 

Education The Writers’ Exchange gets inner city 
kids excited about reading, writing 
and their own potential. 

https://vancouverwe.com/ 

 

https://chopvalue.ca/
https://www.brighterinvestment.com/
https://www.kaizena.com/
https://riipen.com/
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Food 
Name Sector Description  Link to Website 
AgroCentral 
 

Food AgroCentral Allows agri-businesses to 
efficiently manage the vast amount 
of data in their daily operations 
through an online platform. 

http://www.agrocentral.co/ 

AVA  
 

Food AVA is a budding startup from 
Vancouver trying to help people eat 
better while doing better for the 
planet. 

https://www.avagrows.com/ 

Coast Protein 
 

Food Coast Protein is a disruptive product 
positioning itself as a premium brand 
for cricket protein powders, 
supplements, meal replacements, 
protein bars and cookies. Coast 
Protein is a completely organic, 
sustainable and socially friendly 
product. 

https://www.coastprotein.com/ 

MotorLeaf 
 

Food Machine learning automated control 
for indoor agriculture. 

https://motorleaf.com/ 

FoodShare 
 

Food FoodShare is an application that 
connects households, events, stores, 
and restaurants that have leftover or 
excess food with individuals in need 
of a more accessible and affordable 
food option. 

https://foodshare.net/ 

 

Health 
Name Sector Description  Link to Website 
Awake Labs Health Awake Labs is a company set to 

improve the lives of people living 
with neurological disorder, such as 
autism, through the use of 
technology.  

https://awakelabs.com/ 

Brave 
 

Health Brave is a tech cooperative the builds 
digital tools to keep people alive 
when they use drugs alone. 

https://www.brave.coop/ 

CalendHer 
Technologies 
Corp 
 

Health CalendHer is building an AI-powered 
integrative health technology for 
women with the mission of scaling 
preventative care. 

https://www.calendher.co/  

MyBestHelper 
 

Health Reduce the stress of modern family 
life by making it easy to find just-in-
time help for child and elder care. 

https://www.mybesthelper.com/  

HealthIM 
 

Health Provides police with an intelligence 
driven system to prevent crisis and 
reduce risk when supporting persons 
with mental illness in the community. 
 

https://healthim.com/  

https://www.calendher.co/
https://www.mybesthelper.com/
https://healthim.com/
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SAMPLE CASE STUDY 
 
Ecobee 
Home automation company that makes wi-fi-enabled, smart thermostats 
Sector: Climate 
 
Issue & Problem 
Space and water heating, as well as cooling accounts for nearly 55% of global buildings’ energy use.1 In 
the United States, 9% of all energy consumption can be traced back to the cooling and heating needs for 
residential buildings. While the emissions related to energy consumption in buildings is related to the 
energy source (in the EU, 75% of cooling and heating needs are powered by fossil fuels)2, better building 
design can also contribute to reducing the emissions from buildings.  
 
There are a variety of technologies related to reducing emissions in the built environment, including 
innovations in window design, mass timber, and district heating, the carbon reduction potential in 
better energy management account for 25% of buildings energy savings potential.3 
 

Technology Efficiency 
(%) 

Typical capital cost (per 
joule of useful heat) 

Fuels Operating cost 
(per joule of 
useful heat) 

Conventional 
boilers/ furnaces 

60-84 Low-medium Oil, natural 
gas 

Medium-high 

Condensing boilers 85-97 Medium Oil, natural 
gas 

Medium-high 

Wood stoves/ 
furnaces 

< 70 Low Biomass Low-medium 

High-efficiency 
fireplaces 

70-80 Low-medium Biomass, 
natural gas 

Low-medium 

Pellet stoves 75-85 Low-medium Biomass Low-medium 

Masonry heaters 80-90 Medium Biomass Low-medium 

Electric resistance 
heaters 

100 Low Electricity Medium-high 

Heat pumps 
(electric) 

200-600 Low-medium (air 
conditioning)/ medium-high 
(space/ water heating) 

Electricity Low-medium 

Heat pumps (gas-
driven) 

120-200 Medium-high Gaseous 
fuels 

Low-medium 

Sorption chillers 70-180 Medium Natural gas, 
oil, 
bioenergy, 
solar, waste, 
heat, etc. 

Medium-high 

Solar thermal 100 Low-high Solar Low-medium 

                                                 
1 International Energy Agency (2013). Transition to Sustainable Buildings: Strategies and Opportunities to 2050. p. 151 
2 European Union’s energy use [for heating and cooling]: European Commission. An EU Strategy on Heating and Cooling. Brussels, February 

16, 2016. https://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/documents/1_EN_ACT_part1_v14.pdf  
3 International Energy Agency (2013). Transition to Sustainable Buildings: Strategies and Opportunities to 2050. p. 151  

https://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/documents/1_EN_ACT_part1_v14.pdf
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The cost to install efficient and light-emissions energy systems for homes and offices is often 
prohibitively high for individuals. In some jurisdictions, it is difficult for any individual resident to take 
action; major capital investments from government and investors is required. Instead, energy efficiency 
technologies can be used as a strategy to reduce building-related emissions. This ranges from more 
expensive approaches such as improved building envelopes to more affordable technologies such as 
efficient lighting, cooking appliances, or smart thermostats. 
 
Solution & Impact 
In many buildings, residents are relied upon to manually adjust thermostats to control the temperature. 
Human behaviour, however, is unreliable, leading to inefficient management of cooling and heating 
operations in a building. Estimates show that using a “smart” thermostat system can reduce up to 20% 
of heating use compared to standard behaviour and 15% of cooling use.4 
 
Smart thermostats are projected to grow from 0.4% adoption in households to 46% of households with 
internet access by 2050, accounting for 704 million homes.5 If this scenario is achieved, the 
corresponding reduced energy use could amount to 2.6 gigatons of carbon dioxide emissions mitigated. 
Financially, owners could save an aggregate of $640 billion by 2050 should these targets be met. 
 
Business Model 
Ecobee sells two current flagship products: ecobee4 ($329) and ecobee3 Lite ($219). The product 
features are compared in the table below. 
 
Table 1. ecobee product lineup 

Feature Ecobee3 lite Ecobee4 Ecobee3 (for 
comparison) 

Price $219 $329 $299 

3.5” full colour LCD touch screen, 
320x480 pixel display 

Yes Yes Yes 

Android and iOS mobile app Yes Yes Yes 

Apple HomeKit and Amazon Echo 
integration 

Yes Yes Yes 

Free monthly energy reports Yes Yes Yes 

Power extender for C-wire substitution Yes Yes Yes 

Compatible with 95% of heating and 
cooling systems 

Yes Yes Yes 

Works with room sensors Yes Yes Yes 

Smart occupancy detection  Yes Yes 

Accessory support (humidifier, 
dehumidifier, ventilator) 

 Yes Yes 

                                                 
4 Nest (2015). Energy Savings from the Nest Learning Thermostat: Energy Bill Analysis Results. Retrieved from: 
http://downloads.nest.com/press/documents/energy-savings-white-paper.pdf  
5 https://www.drawdown.org/solutions/buildings-and-cities/smart-thermostats  

http://downloads.nest.com/press/documents/energy-savings-white-paper.pdf
https://www.drawdown.org/solutions/buildings-and-cities/smart-thermostats
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Amazon Alexa Voice Service (can ask to 
order groceries, read news, more) 

 Yes  

 
Their products also two add-ons: the Switch+ ($59, a smart light switch with built-in Amazon Alexa) and 
ecobee4 Smarter Bundle ($403, two additional room sensors to measure temperature and occupancy). 
The value proposition for customers is the thermostat’s ability to help reduce costs related to heating 
and cooling in their buildings. Heating and cooling makes up 40-50% of a building’s energy consumption 
and can account for 1/3 or more of a home’s monthly expenses.6 Ecobee claims their thermostats save 
up to 23% of the energy costs, while Nest saves up to 10-12% on heating, and 15% on cooling ($131-
$145 annually). 
 
Sales and revenue: We are able to estimate Ecobee’s 2017 revenue based on data provided by Alphabet 
Inc.’s Q1 2018 financial results on their acquisition Nest Labs.7 Nest owns approximately 73% market 
share, amounting to $726M in revenues for 2017. With 17% market share, Ecobee’s 2016 revenue can 
be estimated to amount $84.5M, doubling8 to $169.1M in 2017.9 There are two Ecobee apps: “ecobee” 
and “ecobee Business”. According to Apptopia, ecobee has a total of 202,682 monthly app downloads, 
with a monthly download growth of 18.29%.  In 2018, their revenues doubled (gross amounts 
unknown). 
 
Competitive Landscape 
Ecobee is second in market penetration for the smart thermostat industry, with 17% of dollars spent, 
versus Nest’s 73%. Honeywell comes in third with less than 10%.10 Ecobee’s competitive advantage 
includes their strategic partnership with Amazon’s Alexa, which is currently dominating the voice 
assistant market. Ecobee4 has an integration with Alexa, allowing users to ask their smart thermostat to 
do more than perform heating and cooling functions.11 Additionally, they are working on an opt-in 
program called Peak Relief that grants permission to the Ecobee device to turn up heat or air 
conditioning when electricity rates are low, and use less energy when prices are high.12 Ecobee claims 
this adds an additional 10% of energy savings (amounting to 33%). 
 
Recommendations 
Ecobee is an impressive venture with a strong product, strategic partnerships and growing market 
penetration. Ecobee’s success will depend on several factors categorized between external and internal. 
Externally, as building codes are updated to mandate integration of heating & cooling technology, 
Ecobee’s product can be increasingly attractive. Additionally, Ecobee’s product becomes increasingly 
attractive as both the buildings and smart devices become more flexible and adaptive. This leads us to 
the internal factors of success – Ecobee’s product is competing with Google’s Nest, which is trying to 
expand across multiple products (including doorbells). Ecobee must focus on continuing to improve their 
core thermostat product (e.g. intergration with Alexa, their Peak Relief program) to gain an advantage to 
their competitors. 

                                                 
6 https://www.cnet.com/news/inside-ecobee-thermostat-smart-home-plans-to-outsmart-nest/ 
7 https://abc.xyz/investor/pdf/2018Q1_alphabet_earnings_release.pdf 
8 https://www.cnet.com/news/inside-ecobee-thermostat-smart-home-plans-to-outsmart-nest/ 
9 Assuming ecobee owns 17% of market share in 2017. We are able to calculate the entire smart thermostat 
market revenue using Nest’s 73% market share amounting $726M in revenue in 2017.  
10 https://www.cnet.com/news/inside-ecobee-thermostat-smart-home-plans-to-outsmart-nest/ 
11 Ecobee4 also works with Apple’s HomeKit and IFTTT 
12 https://www.cnet.com/news/ecobee-looks-to-save-you-money-with-new-peak-relief-feature/ 


