
“From the climate crisis to 
socioeconomic tensions, COVID-19 is 
far from the only challenge looming 
over entrepreneurs. But with tight 
timelines, margins and budgets, can 
their businesses stretch any thinner?” 
–Simon BALDWIN
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From the climate crisis to socioeconomic tensions, COVID-19 
is far from the only challenge looming over entrepreneurs. 
But with tight timelines, margins and budgets, can their busi-
nesses stretch any thinner?

Traditionally, start-ups build their business until they have a 
large enough platform to inspire change. Elsewhere, grants 
support the product development of purpose-driven orga-
nizations. Founders should not have to choose between the 
two.

With the global situation still shaky, there is no reason to 
return to how things were so why not try a new approach, 
namely business-profit-purpose?

 
 
 

Better businesses need better models

Networks of entrepreneurs, mentors, stakeholders and 
funders are formalizing into Entrepreneur Support Orga-
nizations (ESOs). These organizations guide founders to 
build businesses, often with a profit-purpose focus. They 
are perfectly placed to establish new business models. The 
circular economy ties profit and purpose together to promote 
closed-loop production: reducing new creation, reusing what 
exists and recycling anything else. This establishes a circle 
of sustainable resource usage.

Across Southeast Asia, there is political desire to combat 
marine plastic waste, exemplified through the ASEAN com-
munity’s proposed plan.1 Locally, ESOs are accelerating 
start-ups participating throughout the circular economy, 
tackling issues from plastic alternatives to better waste 
management. The Incubation Network’s Plastics X Circu-
larity Curriculum 2 is giving other ESOs the ability to support 
accelerator programs by sharing relevant tools 3 at scale.

While the problem in our region is great so is the opportunity 
for change. The WWF estimates that 60 per cent 4 of plastic 
waste in the ocean came from five Asian countries. Circulate 
Capital found that over 80 per cent 5 of recycling in two of 
those countries had to cease operations during the pandem-
ic. Yet, eradicating plastic leakage in India and Indonesia 
alone by 2030 would eliminate nearly 150 million tons of 
greenhouse gas emissions. That is equal to closing 40 coal-
fired power plants.
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Consumer inputs accelerate change

In Southeast Asia, there is hope. 93 per cent of Singapor-
eans reported 6 they will “do their part” to minimize the im-
pact of climate change. For the greatest impact, solutions 
must be developed within communities. Greenhope,7 from 
Jakarta, develops compostable bioplastics using Indone-
sian ingredients that they distribute in Africa, Asia, Europe 
and the United States.

For a start-up to grow, solid foundations are needed. ESOs 
have a multiplier effect in incubating start-ups: a small 
input can dramatically improve outcomes. This creates 
further opportunity within the communities investing in the 
solution. 

Experts have estimated 8 that if just one subset of European 
Union manufacturers used a circular economy model, they 
could save an annual net worth of over US$340 billion. The 
business case is strong but the circular economy still faces 
barriers within the market, or the lack thereof. 

A structured approach with regional initiatives leading to 
action can help unite stakeholders to reduce plastics in the 
ocean, while spreading wealth. Business, profit and pur-
pose form a circle that extracts less virgin materials, while 
creating more opportunities using existing waste to tackle 
the volume of plastic in Southeast Asian waters.

 

Innovating in an inclusive way

Competition poses a threat to circular economy, as organi-
zations compete to create their own supply chains, exclud-
ing smaller players. However, the marine plastics crisis is 
too big to face alone. We must collaborate to achieve this 
shared goal. 

With supportive infrastructure, we can engage previously 
excluded entrepreneurs. Companies with diverse teams 
(i.e. gender, backgrounds, nationalities) have been found 9 

to be more innovative and are able to generate higher 
revenue from new products and services. ESOs and other 
ecosystem players have to join forces to build one inclusive 
circular economy, where power can be shared with all 
stakeholders, from CEOs to informal waste workers. 

The Incubation Network encourages diversity by catering 
to different learning styles. When the ‘Circular Innovation 
Jam’ had to pivot online, a more diverse cohort of partici-
pants with land-based or household duties could join, such 
as a West Javanese team of older women who shared a sin-
gle computer. Nearly 9 out of 10 start-ups in this program 
had at least one woman on their team. This is more than 
quadruple 10 the global average of female founders. 

Business, profit and purpose are not opposites; they com-
plement each other to create impact. We already have  
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most of the necessary elements to solve the marine plastic 
crisis. Now, we need the entrepreneurs to bring them to life 
and the support organizations to catalyze their growth.

This combination will snowball, scaling the business-prof-
it-purpose model. With inclusive innovation, we can mobi-
lize people from diverse backgrounds. Simultaneously, we 
can prevent plastic from entering the ocean and create new 
economic opportunities. By taking a purposeful and inclu-
sive approach, we can close the circle. 
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