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Joint Oireachtas Committee on Media, Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport 
and Media 

Opening Statement by Deirdre Mortell, CEO, Rethink Ireland 

 

1. Who We Are? 

Rethink Ireland supports the most innovative non-profit organisations working in communities across the 
country. Our venture philanthropy model funds social innovations that address the challenges of our most 
pressing social issues. 

We raise funds through private philanthropy, corporate donors, trusts and foundations with support from 
the Government of Ireland. Together we create issue-based funds as a way to help social innovations that 
address the challenges of our most pressing social and environmental issues. Through these Funds we 
provide cash grants and business supports to enable the successful social innovations to develop and 
maximise their impact. The business supports help the cash grants to work harder. This is our venture 
philanthropy model. 
 

Since 2016, Rethink Ireland has created a €85 million social innovation fund supporting over 300 
organisations to achieve ground breaking impact across every county in Ireland. 

We have invested strongly in 334 projects across education, health, social enterprise, equality and the 
green transition. Of these projects, 112 are social enterprises which puts our grant funding in this sector at 
€11 million since 2016. 

  

2. What is Social Innovation? 

At Rethink Ireland, we define social innovation as the successful delivery of new approaches to meet social 
needs more effectively and sustainably than those currently available. Just as innovation is necessary for 
economic growth and to create jobs, we believe innovation is critical to societal and environmental 
progress. 

  

3. Rethink Ireland & the Government 

Since creating the Forum on Philanthropy and Fundraising in 2012, the Government has played a critical 
role in the non profit sector. Rethink Ireland has been mentioned in the two most recent Programmes for 
Government clearly showing the priority given to social innovation at the highest levels of decision-
making. Our match funding primarily comes from the Department of Rural and Community Development 
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through the Dormant Accounts Fund. We have also received match funding from 
the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, and the Department of Children, Equality, 
Disability, Integration and Youth. In 2021 we were appointed by that Department to run a dedicated 
€600,000 Children and Youth Digital Solutions Fund. We see tremendous possibilities in cooperating with 
other Departments on similar initiatives. In whatever ways are open to us, we want to continue helping 
Government to implement its programme and solve its policy implementation challenges by supporting 
innovations with the greatest potential to grow and spread in order to make societal  and environmental 
impact. 

   

4. Collaboration with the European Investment Bank (EIB) – Social Outcomes Contract (SOC)  
Feasibility Study 

In late 2021 the EIB Advisory Hub agreed to finance a Social Outcomes Contract (SOC) Feasibility Study, 
with the Irish Government as the client (ESF+ Unit in DFHERIS); Rethink Ireland is facilitating the 
development of this Feasibility Study. 

The main purpose of this assignment is to assess the potential for the take-up of Social Outcomes 
Contractss in Ireland. 

The Feasibility Study is divided into two phases:  
· Phase 1: An overview and assessment of the readiness of the current Irish ecosystem for SOCs 
· Phase 2: An outline for a specific SOC pilot project in Ireland 
 

5. What can we learn from other countries? 

Up to March 2022, 227 SOCs have been established worldwide in different sectors raising more than 547M 
USD. 

EU Member States that have been leading the way are  Portugal (16), the Netherlands (11), France (9), and 
Finland (4). 

In a study launched in June 2022 (just this month)  by Big Society Capital assessing the Social Outcomes 
Contracts (SOC) market in the UK over the last ten years, it concludes that outcomes to date from 72 SOC 
generated £1.418bn of value: the benefit cost ratio is 10.20, meaning every £1 spent by commissioners 

generated £10.20 of additional public value1.  

 

6. What is the status of the SOC feasibility study between the European Investment Bank and 
the Irish Government that Rethink Ireland is facilitating? 

 
1 BSC_Outcomes_For_All_Report_2022.pdf (fra1.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com) 

https://bigsocietycapital.fra1.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/BSC_Outcomes_For_All_Report_2022.pdf
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Currently we are finalising the phase 1 assessment of the readiness of the current 
Irish ecosystem for SOCs. 

The draft report highlights that the sector of philanthropy and impact investment is small in Ireland. 
Philanthropy is almost completely focused on traditional grant making and low-cost lending to social and 
community organisations. Currently there is limited public-private collaboration between philanthropic 
organisations and investors, and government. However, there is a willingness to engage in more strategic 
philanthropy and further strengthen the field. 

In the current system, there is little interaction between these stakeholders. It will be important to start 
bridging the gaps between the different stakeholder groups in creating social change. Funding social 
enterprises is not new for philanthropic or impact investors in Ireland. However, there is limited 
engagement with government, particularly within the philanthropic sector, which tends to act 
independently. 

 

7.  Why is it important to develop a SOC pilot? 

Pilot projects are important to test new financial mechanisms and to have its buy-in from key stakeholders. 
The ecosystem needs quick wins - launching a small scale pilot is crucial to create momentum and to 
convince about the applicability of the concept, supporting awareness raising and the capacity building of 
key stakeholders during this process. 

A SOC pilot will help build trust and partnership across public and private stakeholders and help with the 
outside the box thinking that is needed to develop new and innovative approaches. 

While government buy-in is important to set up a first SOC, broader buy-in is crucial if a more widespread 
outcomes-based programme is to be developed. 

 

8. What type of Social Outcomes we aim to achieve in a SOC in Sports? 

Rethink Ireland has a wide experience supporting social innovation in Sports. 

The Sports to Impact Fund is a €2.49 million Fund created in 2019 by Rethink Ireland in partnership with 
the Department of Rural and Community Development via the Dormant Accounts Fund. 

Over the past three years it has supported three innovative organisations in developing and delivering 
their innovative approaches to communities needs across the country. These organisations focused their 
activities on improving physical and mental health and social inclusion for children, adolescents and adults. 

 

Outcomes for participants are focused on the following 3 main areas: 



 

4 

●        Physical: improved health and wellness 
●        Emotional: improved self-image and confidence 
●        Social: participation, friendships, community and civic engagement, access to roles and 
opportunities. 

 If we keep doing the same thing we will get the same results.  

The equality and health issues facing us in Ireland are too great and too urgent to take that risk. Doing 
nothing is the greater risk than trying new approaches. Ireland can benefit from both the pilots and even 
ten years of learning of other European countries. 

 


