
 

Sustainable Delivery Models for Achieving SDG7: 
Lessons from an Energy Services Social Enterprise 

in Malawi 
 

Energy services social enterprises are emerging  as a 
sustainable response to the challenges of achieving SDG 7, 
but detailed case study insight is lacking to inform the 
sector. Malawi has one of the lowest electricity access rates 
in the world, with a rural electrification rate of only 4%. 
This paper highlights lessons from an energy service social 
enterprise in Malawi, using a case study framework to 
outline key achievements and challenges faced. The 
learning is used to form recommendations on increasing 
the impact, growth and sustainability of energy service 
social enterprises, both for grassroots practitioners as well 
as policy and investment decision makers.  It has been 
found that energy service social enterprises need to 
develop robust strategies for sustainability through 
fostering cross sectoral linkages, investing in capacity 
building and awareness raising, collaborating through 
research partnerships, budgeting and resource planning 
conservatively, tracking social impact to inform business 
strategy, seeking innovation in business planning, and 
utilising smart subsidies. The case study analysis presented 
is intended to inform other social enterprises offering 
energy services, and to progress the rural electrification 
sector to achieve Sustainable Development Goal 7. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

A. Energy Services Social Enterprises 

Recognising the need for innovative alternatives to status 
quo delivery models social enterprises have begun to fill in the 
gap between public and private provision of electricity to 
address energy poverty (1). The adoption of such models 
provide a market-based approach to addressing social issues 
that can provide business sources of revenue for civil society 
organizations (2).  

Social enterprises exist within the third sector of the 
economy, addressing perceived shortcomings in government 
and market-based provision of social welfare, and are 
acknowledged as a potential driver of social progress (3). 
Several definitions for a social enterprise exist, including:  

• “organisations who are independent of the state and 
provide services, goods and trade for a social purpose 
and are non-profit-distributing (4)”; and 

• “a business with primarily social objectives whose 
surpluses are principally reinvested for that purpose in 
the business or in the community, rather than being 
driven by the need to maximise profits for shareholders 
and owners (5)”. 

The social enterprise business framework is therefore a 
potential enabler for sustainable development by balancing the 
three sustainability pillars in social, economic and 
environmental domains.  

The concept of the ‘energy delivery model’ has emerged 
to describe a core set of activities and actors (constituting an 
energy service) that are required to make energy infrastructure 
sustainable (6). It highlights the importance of understanding 
how to fulfil end-users’ needs as well as wider contextual 
considerations such as enabling-environment policies, 
additional supporting services and socio-cultural factors when 
designing and delivering energy services for low income 
communities. Traditionally, energy service delivery models 
have followed frameworks based on public, private, charity or 
hybrid models with varying degrees of success. The efficacy 
and sustainability of these approaches to reduce poverty 
through energy provision varies between models and has been 
questioned by stakeholders (7), (8), (9) (10). Within the 
‘energy for development’ sector, delivery model innovation 
with a social focus has become a key means of embedding 
energy justice concepts in business models for energy 
provision (8).  

Following the trends outlined above, there has been an 
associated proliferation of energy service companies that fulfil 
a social role, known collectively as ‘energy services social 
enterprises’. Examples include D-light (11), Sunny Money 
(12), Devergy (13), PowerGen (14), RVE.SOL (15), and 
Standard Microgrid (16). Most focus on solar power provision 
although other renewable energy technologies (such as wind 
or hydro) and services (such as appliance finance) are offered. 

In practical terms, there are a range of different 
configurations of what an energy service social enterprise 
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looks like, ranging between a charitable entity looking to 
become financially self-sufficient, to private sector players 
responding to a social need with a market based approach. 
Furthermore, companies and charities are registered, regulated 
and audited in different ways, but from the perspective of an 
impact investor or funder there is not always a clear distinction 
between them. 

 Broadly, energy services social enterprises are private 
sector players offering products and services that aim to have 
a social impact either working in developing countries or 
serving difficult to reach populations. For example, Solar Aid 
(17) (a charity) has a non-profit social enterprise called Sunny 
Money (11) which provides pico-solar products (PSP) to 
remote communities in Africa, using a market based approach 
to solve a social problem.  Some companies like D-light (10) 
have a wide product range incorporating low-priced products 
with tight margins which can provide affordable lighting for 
the poor, as well as more profitable higher-end products to 
support the business As such, it is clear that organisations in 
the energy access sector can be successful through applying 
strategies which are both profit-driven and have social aims. 
Providing energy services in remote areas of developing 
countries addresses multiple SDGs by enhancing socio-
economic wellbeing through improved quality of life, access 
to public services, job creation and entrepreneurship 
opportunities and industrialisation enabled by access to 
energy.  

The efficacy of these services in achieving the challenge 
of SDG 7 specifically is largely dependent on the 
sustainability of the delivery model used to implement them. 
Private sector initiatives are showing promise to accelerate 
deployment of the nascent technology, but a purely profit 
driven approach is unlikely to deliver for the most vulnerable 
in society, hence only partially contributing to the SDGs. 
Governments in developing countries are by nature better 
suited to large infrastructure electrification programs but such 
rural electrification schemes have not so far provided universal 
access and have been unaffordable for most bottom-of-the-
pyramid (BoP) people (18).  Furthermore, governments are 
generally ill-equipped with the business innovation expertise 
required for effective and impactful delivery, and as such, 
social enterprises, with social and environmental goals hard-
written into their constitutions, have high potential for 
delivering energy services with both increased social impact 
and increased sustainability, offering a robust mechanism to 
achieve SDG 7 in the Global South (19). 

B. Energy Access in Malawi 

Malawi has a rural electrification rate of only 4% and 
electricity use per capita of 85 kWh  (20). Grid electricity 
suffers from inadequate generation capacity and outdated 
transmission and distribution lines resulting in frequent black-
outs and load shedding (21). In Malawi, distributed and 
renewable solutions are seen as essential to achieving ‘energy 
for all’ by 2030 (22).  Supported by reductions in technology 
costs in recent years, solar PV solutions including PSP, kiosks 
and micro-grids are proving feasible for meeting lower tier 
electricity needs (23) (24) and are the focus of most off-grid 
energy projects in Malawi. Off grid solar PV installed capacity 
increased from 0.2 MW in 2007 to 10.4 MW in 2016 (25) and 
sales of PSP is a growing market in Malawi, although 
currently less than 2.5% of households (673,000 people) own 
a PSP (26).  

Innovative social business models that combine 
community-based approaches with entrepreneurship are 
demonstrating improved sustainability (27,28) and have high 
potential for success in Malawi. Rural energy projects in 
Malawi have traditionally included aspects of community 
ownership and operation and targeted public facilities such as 
primary schools or health centres (29). Despite providing high 
short-term social impact, several of these projects have fallen 
short of sustainability expectations, typical of the historical 
experience with off-grid renewable energy projects in SSA 
(30). There appear to be few case studies of sustainable rural 
energy business models in Malawi with adequate capacity to 
operate and maintain the systems and the collection of tariffs 
enabling cost recovery of capital investment within a 
reasonable timeframe, as well as ongoing operation and 
maintenance costs. Across Malawi, repairs and maintenance 
capacity and the networks of expertise required to undertake 
and provide education and information on these vital systemic 
areas of work are lacking, thus creating a barrier to diffusion 
of off-grid energy technologies. 

There are a number of energy services social enterprises 
operating in Malawi, including: Green Impact Technologies 
(31), FISD (32), MEGA (33), Kumudzi Kuwale (34),  
RECAPO (35), and Zuwa Energy (36) . All companies offer a 
variety of energy products and services including PSP, 
improved cook stoves, solar home systems (SHS) and more 
recently micro-grids. The energy services private sector is 
relatively nascent in Malawi and energy projects have been 
traditionally donor funded, however, an increase in private 
sector initiatives and focus has been evident over the last 
decade.  

The remainder of this paper focusses on the case study of 
an emerging leader in the sustainable energy sector in Malawi: 
Community Energy Malawi (CEM), to draw out key learning 
on energy services social enterprises to inform the sector.  
Section II introduces the organisation’s background and core 
activities, and describes the challenges CEM has experienced, 
grouped around the themes of technology, operations, 
capacity, the energy access ecosystem, funding mechanisms 
and networking. Section III goes on to translates these 
experiences and challenges into recommendations for the 
social enterprise energy access sector in Malawi. Conclusions 
for the wider social enterprise energy sector are brought out in 
Section IV.  

II. COMMUNITY ENERGY MALAWI 

CEM is a social enterprise with a vision for “Affordable 
and Sustainable Energy for Malawian Communities”; it exists 
to help Malawian communities generate sustainable energy 
solutions to meet their energy needs. To realise this vision, 
CEM operates a three-year strategic plan with four strategic 
goals, namely of: transformative awareness; energy access for 
the last mile; active citizenship; civil society; and organisation 
sustainability. CEM has developed a social enterprise model 
which entailed having a subsidiary trading arm specifically to 
pursue energy access activities with commercial aims. CEM 
Trading was incorporated in 2016 as a wholly owned CEM 
Trust subsidiary.  

A. Background and Initiation 

In 2011 the Scottish Government commissioned a scoping 
study on supporting community energy development in 
Malawi (37). The outcomes of the study pointed to different 



programme activities that the Scottish Government might 
support. Those recommendations were taken forward in the 
form of the Malawi Renewable Energy Acceleration 
Programme (MREAP) (38).  MREAP was managed by the 
University of Strathclyde and received £2.3m in funding, 
running from January 2012 to March 2015  

Within MREAP, 46 individual community energy projects 
were developed and commissioned by Community Energy 
Scotland and CEM through the  Community Energy 
Development Programme (CEDP), providing solar PV to off-
grid schools and medical centres.  The strand  focused on 
community support with village energy committees to 
establish ownership for energy projects and revenue 
generating activities to pay for operation and maintenance.  
CEM Trading, private sector subsidiary of CEM, started in 
2016 with distribution of solar lamps and SHS, following 
successful trials under CEDP.  

B. Review of Core Activities 

CEM’s strategy is focused on creating sustainable, 
affordable and reliable energy services to remote communities 
in Malawi, reducing energy poverty and stimulating economic 
growth. Projects have involved implementation (e.g. getting 
solar PV installed or distributing PSP and improved 
cookstoves), and also research and advocacy to make changes 
in the energy ecosystem to shape the enabling environment to 
be more amenable to accelerated energy access through 
decentralised renewables. Key strategic themes have included: 
building on the foundations of CEDP, energy policy advocacy 
focussing on piloting the role of district energy officers and 
building sustainable revenue streams through diversification.  
The activities provide a basis on key learning to be drawn out 
to inform the energy services social enterprise sector in 
Malawi. 

1) Building on the foundations of CEDP 
A continual interest for CEM has been to ensure the 

systems installed under CEDP, and indeed all other renewable 
energy systems installed in Malawian communities, are 
sustainable, defined in this context as project sustainability in 
terms of technical, economic, social, and organisational 
themes.  Through their experience implementing projects, 
CEM has found that key factors which compromise 
sustainability include a lack of qualified personnel in the 
communities to conduct maintenance and low knowledge 
levels and skills capacity in system operation and 
maintenance.  Furthermore, the community energy model 
taken by MREAP and inherited by CEM needed to be 
evaluated to determine its effectiveness at creating sustainable 
projects and to determine any changes in the model which may 
be required. CEM has addressed these sustainability 
challenges by completing the following activities:  

• Comprehensive sustainability studies of the systems 
(39–42) were carried out, covering all major pillars of 
sustainability relevant to this scale of renewable 
energy project (technical, economic, social, 
organisational, and environmental).  With an existing 
data set in place (43 projects from the original study), 
the inclusion of CEM projects allowed for comparison 
and analysis of the project-level  sustainability of the 
systems.  This involved conducting a survey at each 
CEM location followed by analysis and production of 
the research output.  Several refinements of the 

sustainability study methodology, based on learning 
from the original study, were included: creating a 
timeline of sustainability, removing weak sections of 
the survey, and transitioning to a digital field data 
gathering process.  

• Training of local technicians in operation and 
maintenance of PV systems was carried out to address 
capacity gaps which are well recognised as limiting 
factors for the promotion of renewable energy in 
Malawi, also reducing the demand for CEM to 
provide costly maintenance services. Training 
encompassed system installation, troubleshooting, 
performance evaluation, panel re-alignment and 
power control amongst other technical subjects. The 
technicians were also trained in the maintenance of 
PSP, and  technicians are currently under the 
supervision of CEM Trading who can provide remote 
technical support.   

• Asset management strategies have been developed to 
ensure long-term sustainability of remote solar PV 
systems in Malawi, requiring effective strategies for 
managing fleets of off-grid infrastructure. Research 
was conducted into the operational status of the 82 
solar PV battery systems that provide electricity to 
rural schools and health centres in Malawi. This was 
used to identify the challenges associated with 
administering and maintaining these systems over the 
first 5 years of the project’s lifespan and provide 
recommendations for a more structured asset 
management approach. Suggestions include the 
collection of monthly servicing fees and specific 
operational measures to improve the long-term 
financial sustainability of the systems. 

2) Policy Engagement and Advocacy 
The increasingly decentralised nature of energy generation in 
SSA is occurring in an existing framework of decentralised 
governance (43).  However, there has been a lack of focus on 
energy access issues within the various manifestations of 
decentralised governance (44). In Malawi, the proposed 
solution to address this gap is the introduction of District 
Energy Officers (DEOs).  CEM was instrumental in the initial 
blueprinting of the role and remains key to the piloting of 
DEOs through continued collaboration with UK academics 
(45). 

DEOs have subsequently been recognised as an enabler to 
accelerating energy access and the role has been adopted into 
official national policy (46). However, the implementation 
plan as well as roles and responsibilities of the DEOs are not 
yet fully defined. CEM staff have been engaged as interim 
DEOs in three districts (previously Lilongwe Rural, and now 
Balaka and Dedza), to investigate the tasks which the role 
would require  including how DEOs would interact with 
existing district staff, community members and central 
government. The objective has been to develop a clear role 
description for a DEO with a clear proposal for implementing 
DEOs in each district across Malawi, delivered as a policy 
brief to the Government of Malawi (GoM) (45).  In doing this, 
external frameworks and sources of support such as the 
SE4All Action agenda have been explored, and alongside the 
development of the policy brief, advocacy with GoM on the 
implementation of DEOs in all districts has continued. CEM 
continue to feed the results back to the GoM to inform the 



rollout of their DEO programme and the two parties have 
begun to map the proposed role and plan for its integration into 
local and national structures.. 

The DEO is envisaged as being an interlocutor between 
community level structures such as Village Development 
Committees, and national level authorities including the 
Malawi Energy Regulatory Authority (MERA). Thus, the 
DEO can identify energy regulatory matters that need to be 
reported to MERA from district level and beyond. 
Simultaneously, MERA can utilise the DEO to disseminate 
energy regulation matters at the district level and beyond. The 
position of DEO also permits further decentralisation of 
energy roles in the form of Energy Extension officers. 

3) Diversifying Revenue Streams 
To become a financially self-sufficient social enterprise 

and move from an NGO dependent on donor grants, 
establishing CEM Trading as a mechanism for independent 
income generation was a critical aspect of CEM’s strategy.  An 
early focus on the saturated and highly competitive PSP and 
SHS markets failed to generate substantial revenues for CEM 
Trading.  Working with academic partners CEM built 
experience in market assessments and then conducted targeted 
feasibility studies of certain productive uses of energy (PUE) 
for identified communities (47). The market assessment work 
identified which PUE would be most viable from a community 
and a business perspective through surveys conducted with 
householders and business owners.  

The results of the study informed the design of different 
pilot PUE projects deployed in Malawi in 2018, comprising: 
barbershop and phone charging; refrigeration in a village shop; 
shop lighting; TV and video; and an irrigation system. PUE 
pilot customers signed a multi-year Pay-As-You-Go (PAYG) 
contract to repay the cost of the systems in manageable 
increments over time. The repayment rates and financial 
performance of each PUE business were monitored to inform 
business model development for commercial opportunities for 
CEM Trading. In parallel, CEM and their partners engaged in 
a range of activities designed to learn from developments in 
other African countries; identifying the importance of mobile 
payment platforms for PAYG energy services and the rapid 
acceleration in deployment of solar PV minigrids.  

A tailored capacity building programme then aimed to 
improve CEM’s ability to lead in the adoption of these 
technologies in Malawi.  As Malawi’s policy support and 
regulatory framework for off-grid solutions strengthened, 
CEM Trading were uniquely positioned to partner with GoM 
and UNDP to deploy a pilot 80kW solar PV minigrid, 
operating as a business in partnership with the local 
community.  CEM Trading are now focussing on growing 
their asset base, seeking to own and operate off-grid energy 
assets.  These assets will supply energy for both domestic and 
PUE paying customers. 

The review of activities above describes CEM as an 
organisation emerging from a donor-funded project backed to 
a leading player in the energy sector in Malawi utilising 
established international partnerships. CEM have established 
a strong presence in the Malawian energy sector, fostering 
links with the Department of Energy Affairs and taking 
leading roles in strategy and policy development initiatives as 
well as developing a reputable Malawian led brand and 
progressing business activities of CEM Trading.  Actively 

learning from prior work has been a feature of this 
progression.   

C. Key Experierential Learning 

This section, collated through project reports and 
discussions with CEM staff, draws out lessons from 
experiences on the challenges of running a social enterprise in 
Malawi and how they were overcome, categorised into 
specific themes.  These lessons form the basis of the 
recommendations for the energy access sector given in Section 
III.  

a) Technology 
CEM’s success has hinged upon its understanding and use 

of technology and innovation. Having a deep understanding of 
solar PV technology design, installation and maintenance has 
proven to be a key service offering. CEM’s growth and 
success has hinged upon staff being aware of industry changes 
and new products.  

In particular, due to the dispersed natural of off-grid energy 
assets and high cost of transport in Malawi, regularly gathering 
electricity demand data (for PUE or mini-grids) was a 
significant challenge. CEM has benefitted from staying 
abreast of developments in metering solutions for use in 
micro-grids, the use of data loggers to better understand load 
profiles of pilot productive uses of energy, and the newest PSP 
available on the market. Similarly good relationships with 
component suppliers both locally and internationally for PV 
system components and PSPs has been essential to the growth 
and efficiency of the organisation.  

In addition, designing and implementing appropriate 
energy assets has required significant amounts of data 
gathering from a wide range of stakeholders (for example 
through feasibility studies and community engagement 
activities). The collation and analysis of such data through 
traditional paper-based methods would have been time 
consuming and error-prone. CEM has, with support from 
academic partners utilised smart phone technology for data 
capture and storage through the app Kobocollect (48), 
enabling remote data access and sharing through a cloud-
based server. This use of innovative technology has increased 
efficiency of data collection and analysis, in turn bettering the 
understanding of customer needs and assessing the market. 
Collaborating with an academic institution for data analysis 
allows market and customer insight that CEM does not have 
time to undertake independently.  

b) Operations 
CEM have a Country Director who maintains a high 

profile and a strong network across the sector, as well as a team 
of Development Officers with a wide ranging skill set 
including market assessments, feasibility studies, renewable 
energy system sustainability assessment and planning, PUE, 
training and advocacy. The organisational set up of CEM 
Charity with subsidiary CEM Trading allows the organisation 
to respond actively and flexibly to a variety of funds and 
opportunities. However, CEM are still a small organisation 
experiencing limited growth, with heavy reliance on donor 
funding. A board of directors exists for strategic guidance but 
infrequent board meetings due to lack of funds has hindered 
effective progress in strategy planning. Despite the adoption 
of the above technologies, operating a business delivering 
services to remote communities continues to pose  unique 
challenges, mostly due to the long distances involved and poor 



transport networks when reaching the customer communities. 
CEM have needed to have a presence in rural areas, but travel 
for fieldwork takes time and is costly.  

Dissemination of CEMs achievements as well as holding 
an effective online presence and general media promotion was 
a challenge for CEM initially but since the recruitment of staff 
with relevant media skills this has been overcome, with CEM 
now regularly featuring in the national news and having a 
greatly improved online presence. These developments have 
had a direct impact on increased brand awareness fostering 
growth.    

c) Capacity 
In  terms of local skills and capacity building, CEM staff 

have university degrees in renewable energy which has 
immensely benefitted the organisation. Additionally, staff 
have attended international training in the UK and Africa, as 
well as attending conferences such as IEEE’s Power Africa 
(49)  which allows for learning from other countries and builds 
the reputation of CEM at home and abroad.  

The development of robust business plans have been slow 
and is still ongoing, assisted at times by funded local and 
international consultants. Guidance and support provided was 
useful, however, to be most effective the consultants need to 
spend time understanding the nuances and specifics of the 
organisation rather than providing generic advice, which 
limited funding has not always allowed. The recruitment of 
staff with business skills such as Finance Management and 
Marketing as well as technical skills in renewable energy 
system design and installation has been essential for CEM’s 
growth. These additional staff represent a significant cost to 
already stretched budgets, however are paramount for the 
commercial elements of the social enterprise to take off.  

d) Energy Access Ecosystem 
Policy changes in Malawi’s regulatory environment have 

been developing over the last few years. A delay in the release 
of the formal Malawi Energy Policy until November 2019 
meant there was lack of clarity in the regulatory environment 
for CEM and this delay hindered decision making for 
businesses across the sector. 

Malawi is a challenging environment to do business in, 
despite a large potential market for off-grid energy solutions 
due to 90% of its population being without access to 
electricity.  A report by the Rocky Mountain Institute (50) 
observes that “mini-grids in Malawi are still expensive 
compared to regional benchmarks and depend on high levels 
of subsidy”, highlighting why organisations like CEM fail to 
expand rapidly. There is generally low ability and willingness 
to pay for energy services in Malawi, making high-end energy 
services unaffordable which necessitates innovation in 
business models to be able to offer products at an affordable 
rate. When setting tariffs for micro-grids or prices for solar 
products, this low ability and willingness to pay has an effect 
on business income, necessitating subsidies to balance 
business costs with sufficient income. Malawi also has an 
unfavourable financing environment; there are high interest 
rates on loans and most investors see energy access projects as 
high risk with low returns (51). Lack of finance and capital is 
a challenge in any market, especially when selling renewable 
energy equipment where upfront costs are needed for 
purchasing system components and products.  

However, the off-grid energy sector in Malawi is growing.  
Recent policy announcements provided a strong Government 
of Malawi commitment to delivering energy access targets 
through a combination of solutions, with decentralised, 
renewable energy being a major component.  Malawi has a 
lack of local organisations with knowledge and skills to 
deliver sustainable off-grid energy projects. This presents a 
challenge to the delivery of Government of Malawi policies 
such as  targeting 50 clean energy mini-grid deployments by 
2025 (46).  There are few Malawian based organisations with 
the capacity to deploy mini-grid projects as a business activity.  
CEM Trading are well positioned to develop their offering as 
an energy provider and asset manager, identifying appropriate 
business models to deploy micro-grid assets in partnership 
with local communities. 

e) Funding Mechanisms 
It is clear that grants or donor funding have been essential 

in the early stages of CEMs development, used to cushion the 
formative years of the social enterprise while developing a 
long term goal of becoming a self-sustaining business entity. 
A key challenge faced has been to streamline the transition 
from donor funding to financial self-sufficiency through 
income from the commercial arm of the organisation CEM 
Trading.  As a small organisation CEM has difficulties in 
dealing with funding delays due to administrative hurdles or 
bottlenecks on all sides. Short-term funding gaps have 
sometimes caused delays in salary payments, reducing staff 
morale and decreasing chances of retaining key human 
resource. Longer term funding gaps, or inability to secure 
long-term funds has also had a negative effect on staff 
retention.  

Support from donor funding is essential for the survival of 
early stage organisations, however dependency on donor 
funding has the potential to stymy the move to private sector 
independence, and fulfilling donor obligations can take 
resources away from where they are most needed, limiting 
growth and stifling innovation. A noted general threat to CEM 
is the breadth of activity and funding opportunity currently 
available in Malawi resulting in a lack of focus and an 
overreach of commitments that the organisation struggles to 
support. 

f) Networking 
CEM has shown excellent ability to network with other 

players in the energy sector in Malawi, and the benefits of such 
cross sector linkages are evidenced through joint funding 
applications and the increased brand awareness of CEM in 
Malawi. As mentioned previously, CEM is well connected to 
the Department of Energy Affairs, allowing a direct route to 
advocacy on energy access matters; essential for the impact of 
their DEO work. Internationally, CEM have maintained strong 
relationships with academia, third sector and private sector 
energy players and have successfully independently bid for 
international funding opportunities including from the 
Scottish Government and IEEE. The decentralised renewable 
energy sector is accelerating across Sub Saharan Africa, and 
there are numerous start-ups operating in Kenya, Rwanda, 
Tanzania and Zambia  that may see Malawi as the next market 
opportunity.  Additionally, other local players have already 
started to respond to the off-grid market opportunity, 
especially SHS suppliers. Collaboration and shared learning 
with such players will be pivotal to CEM’s growth, although 
these organisations also pose a competitive threat.  



III. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE SECTOR 

Previous sections have highlighted key lessons from an 
energy services social enterprise in Malawi through a case 
study evaluation. The experiential learning has demonstrated 
that social enterprises can play a key role in accelerating 
energy access in Malawi. However, several challenges and 
barriers have been shown to achieving growth and 
organisational sustainability. Accordingly, the following 
section makes recommendations to increase the impact, 
growth and sustainability of energy service social enterprises. 
Recommendations are based on, and linked to, the findings of 
this case study, and are provided both for practitioners 
working on the front line of energy service delivery to remote 
communities as well as decision makers in investment or 
policy.  

A. Strategies for Sustainability 

Long-term strategies are needed that are not only 
responsive to the funding available but achieve resilience 
through maintaining income from products and services. The 
case study demonstrated that CEM has at times followed the 
former due to a necessity to respond to opportunities in a fluid 
and rapidly evolving sector but through focused strategizing, 
are transitioning towards longer term goals with enhanced 
focus on sustainability.  

B. Cross Sectoral Linkages 

Social enterprises should embed themselves in a network 
with organisations focussing on energy access at all levels 
including NGOs, government, private sector and research 
institutions, be part of actor networks as well as coordinate 
stakeholder interactions. CEM’s growth would not have been 
possible without their active engagement with academia, 
business and civil society.    

C. Capacity Building 

Underpinning successful operation and growth lies 
effective organisational capacity and an identified need for 
ongoing capacity building and development of human 
resources.  Local capacity building needs to be prioritised for 
effective social enterprises to function and grow sustainably, 
with a budget required to support interventions. The 
recruitment of well-trained staff and ongoing skill 
development through mentoring and international courses has 
been integral to CEM delivering quality outputs for funders 
and growing their organisation.   

D. Conservative Budgeting and Resource Planning 

 Social enterprises are often working at the front line of 
emerging markets in challenging environments and 
economies. There are associated high levels of cost in terms of 
time and money to get their businesses off the ground, 
including higher customer acquisition costs for reaching 
remote areas geographically, or increased need for consumer 
awareness and trust building. These increased costs need to be 
accounted for and budgeted accordingly with support from 
patient capital or donor funding aligned with the objectives of 
the social enterprise. Detailed and prudent financial planning 
has been core to CEM on a project by project basis, as well as 
forecasting resource requirements for growth.  

E. Research Partnerships 

Collaborating with academic institutions for data analysis 
allows much needed insight into customer behaviour and 

market opportunities which facilitates more effective project 
design. A symbiotic opportunity is offered as universities gain 
experience and research outputs while the social enterprise, 
often not having time or resources to undertake such research, 
receives data analysis and recommendations for improved 
services. CEM’s ongoing partnership with academia in 
Malawi and the UK has produced collaborative reports on 
market assessments, social impact and policy 
recommendations, valuable for both CEM’s strategic goals as 
well as informing the energy sector as a whole.   

F. Understanding Customers 

For poor, dispersed rural communities electricity supply is 
often not enough. Projects must be designed to be run as 
businesses with livelihoods components to increase 
community income built in, rather than assumed to evolve 
from the provision of electricity. Social enterprises need to 
understand the needs of base of pyramid customers and be able 
to serve them in an efficient way. CEM’s use of surveys to 
understand customer needs and responding through innovative 
delivery models has been a pivotal organisational focus.   

G. Awareness Raising 

Social enterprises have a role to play in raising awareness 
and delivering accurate information. Those in the energy 
services sector should be trained in product knowledge to 
advise on the quality of products to help communities make 
decisions on economic uses of distributed, solar-generated 
electricity. Through the CEDP project and subsequent PSP 
distribution programmes, the strong focus CEM has placed on 
community engagement, education and awareness raising has 
been paramount to successful product uptake and acceptance 
in communities. 

H. Understanding Technology 

Technical innovations for decentralised renewable energy 
technologies including smart metering, data logging, remote 
monitoring and control should be utilised by energy services 
social enterprises in order for them to flourish. Efforts should 
be made to explore supply chain options for such technology, 
as well as developing opportunities for local manufacture to 
increase the local value chain elements, spurring economic 
development. The case study has demonstrated CEM’s ability 
to utilise cutting edge technology in metering, datalogging, 
and PV system components to further its social and economic 
aims.   

I. Impact Measurement 

Social impact measurement should be conducted to inform 
business strategy, but also shared with government and other 
energy sector players to make better informed decisions on 
resource allocations and have better understanding of how 
project design of local solar PV services affects social impact 
on customers. CEM’s policy engagement through DEOs has 
clearly demonstrated the utility of well-informed policy based 
on social impact quantification and monitoring with respect to 
SDG 7.  

J. Innovation in business planning 

More research is required to develop and trial social 
enterprise models, linked with innovative financing 
mechanisms. Innovation is also key regarding community 
engagement to ensure community dynamics are well handled. 
Business model innovation can include diversification of 
income sources such as facilitating development of start-ups 



and businesses in communities served and even co-owning 
some of the downstream businesses. For example, CEM has 
plans to help dairy farmers in the village served by their 
microgrid form a dairy cooperative. By leveraging its profile, 
CEM will set up a milk cooling or processing plant and co-
own that business with the dairy cooperative. This will not 
only increase demand for electricity (thus increasing tariff 
income), but also diversify their revenue streams. 

K. Smart Subsidies 

Policy makers should create smart subsidies which don’t 
distort the market, focussing on social enterprises to address 
those living in extreme poverty through facilitating the 
offering of products and services to those who would 
otherwise be unable to afford them. Governments should be 
supporting social enterprises to connect the final customers, 
opportunities CEM will be pursuing through its continued 
engagement with the Government of Malawi Department of 
Energy Affairs.  

IV. CONCLUSIONS 

Energy services social enterprises are working on the front 
lines of innovation in developing countries and in emerging 
markets, building trust and awareness around new 
technologies; while some barriers remain, they are emerging 
as a sustainable response to the challenges of achieving SDG 
7. To succeed, skills in innovation and entrepreneurship are 
needed within energy services social enterprises, as well as 
effective support from the energy sector’s enabling 
environment.  

This paper has highlighted challenges and opportunities 
for energy service social enterprises through a case study 
evaluation of Community Energy Malawi. It has shown how 
regulatory and organisational features, partnerships and a clear 
strategic goal are important for the delivery of a sustainable 
outcome. Recommendations have been given to increase the 
impact, growth and sustainability of energy service social 
enterprises, both for practitioners working on the front line of 
offering energy access to remote communities as well as 
decision makers in investment or policy to accelerate access to 
energy through more efficient and sustainable delivery 
models. These recommendations span a wide variety of 
sectors, stakeholders and approaches, which if adopted will 
help to improve access to energy for all in a way which is both 
economically and environmentally sound as well as beneficial 
to those at all levels of society. 
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