Skoll World Forum 2009

A quarterly journal published by MIT Press

innovations

TECHNOLOGY | GOVERNANCE | GLOBALIZATION
Special Edition for the Skoll World Forum 2009

Social Entrepreneurship:
Shifting Power Dynamics
Lead Essays

President Jimmy Carter The Hope of Our Future World
Paul Farmer Three Stories, Three Paradigms, and a Critique
Cases Authored by Innovators

Matt Flannery Kiva at Four
Mark Plotkin Changing the Landscape of Power
Karen Tse From Fear to Hope
commentary by Kenneth Neil Cukier

Bunker Roy Empowering the Rural Poor to Develop Themselves
commentaries by John Elkington; Martha Stone Wiske

Martin Fisher Income is Development
commentaries by Paul Polak; Julia Novy-Hildesley; Eric Simanis & Stuart Hart
Analytic and Policy Articles
Brian Trelstad Simple Measures for Social Enterprise
Alex Nicholls Learning to Walk
J. Gregory Dees Philanthropy and Enterprise

FEATURING SKOLL SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS

innovations
TECHNOLOGY | GOVERNANCE | GLOBALIZATION
Introduction
3

Social Entrepreneurship: Power to Change, Power to Inspire
Jeff Skoll

5

Framing the Change and Changing the Frame:
A New Role for Social Entreprenuers
Sally Osberg

Lead Essays
11

The Hope of Our Future World
President Jimmy Carter

19

Three Stories, Three Paradigms, and a Critique of
Social Entrepreneurship
Paul Farmer

Cases Authored by Innovators
29

Kiva at Four
Matt Flannery

49

Changing the Landscape of Power
Mark J. Plotkin

63

From Fear to Hope: Upholding the Rule of Law
via Public Defenders
Karen Tse
Case discussion: International Bridges to Justice
Kenneth Neil Cukier

89
97

124
133
139

Empowering the Rural Poor to Develop Themselves:
The Barefoot Approach
Bunker Roy
Case discussion: Barefoot College of Tilonia
John Elkington
Case discussion: Barefoot College of Tilonia
Martha Stone Wiske
Income Is Development: KickStart’s Pumps Help
Kenyan Farmers Transition to a Cash Economy
Martin Fisher

Special Edition for the Skoll World Forum 2009

164
170
184

Case discussion: KickStart
Paul Polak
Case discussion: KickStart
Julia Novy-Hildesley
Case discussion: KickStart
Erik Simanis and Stuart Hart

Analysis
195

Simple Measures for Social Enterprise
Brian Trelstad

209

Learning to Walk: Social Entrepreneurship—
A Research Review
Alex Nicholls

Perspective on Policy
223

Philanthropy and Enterprise: Harnessing the Power
of Business and Social Entrepreneurship for Development
J. Gregory Dees

Organization of the Journal
Each issue of Innovations consists of four sections:
1. Lead essay. An authoritative figure addresses an issue relating to innovation, emphasizing interactions between technology and governance in a global context.
2. Cases authored by innovators. Case narratives of innovations are authored either by,
or in collaboration with, the innovators themselves. Each includes discussion of motivations, challenges, strategies, outcomes, and unintended consequences. Following
each case narrative, we present commentary by an academic discussant. The discussant
highlights the aspects of the innovation that are analytically most interesting, have the
most significant implications for policy, and/or best illustrate reciprocal relationships
between technology and governance.
3. Analysis. Accessible, policy-relevant research articles emphasize links between practice and policy—alternately, micro and macro scales of analysis. The development of
meaningful indicators of the impact of innovations is an area of editorial emphasis.
4. Perspectives on policy. Analyses of innovations by large scale public actors—national governments and transnational organizations—address both success and failure of
policy, informed by both empirical evidence and the experience of policy innovators.
The development of improved modes of governance to facilitate and support innovations is an area of editorial focus.

mitpressjournals.org/innovations
editors@innovationsjournal.net

Jeff Skoll

Social Entrepreneurship:
Power to Change, Power to Inspire
The Skoll World Forum will celebrate its sixth anniversary this March in Oxford.
Since the first Forum in 2004, there’s been tremendous growth in the practice and
field of social entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurship has emerged as a legitimate model for transformative social change. A social entrepreneur has won the
Nobel Peace Prize; books on social entrepreneurs emerge at a fairly rapid clip; universities around the world offer courses in social entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurs are an having impact: improving health care delivery for rural poor, promoting peace in areas of longstanding conflict, helping lift hundreds of thousands
of rural farmers out of poverty. Social entrepreneurs lead grassroots efforts with
innovative ideas that drive social change. They represent the antithesis of the old
model of top-down development of social policies and programs.
2008 saw important developments in the field of social entrepreneurship and
social change. Early in the year, Bill Gates called for an expansion of “creative capitalism,” a concept that draws liberally from social entrepreneurship. Later in the
year, when the foundations of traditional capitalism shook with the financial meltdown, the discussion around creative capitalism and social entrepreneurship took
on added urgency. It seems clear that one of the outcomes of this crisis is that people will increasingly favor companies not just for their financial prowess, but for
creating good products, good jobs, and social benefit.
In the U.S., 2008 also saw an increase in the concept of service, with both candidates in the presidential campaign calling for increased civic engagement.
President Obama has made service a cornerstone of his administration and is promoting social entrepreneurship as a key component of his service initiative, which
includes the creation of a new office and funding mechanisms to support social
innovators. Social entrepreneurship helps translate service into change, and the
recognition of the power of social entrepreneurship at the highest levels of government is extremely encouraging.
As we gather in Oxford for the 2009 Forum, the world is a scarier place than it
was a year ago. In remarks I made at the 2007 Forum, I warned that, despite social
entrepreneurs having more headlines, more awards, more advocates, and more
allies than ever, there was something we were short of: time. On urgent threats like
climate change, clean drinking water, pandemics, nuclear proliferation, Middle
East conflict, we are racing against the clock.
© 2009 Jeff Skoll
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The clock is winning. Sadly, a year later, many of the big challenges have seen
little progress. The financial market crisis has further complicated the situation,
significantly reducing both government and private funds available to attack
social, economic, and environmental challenges.
If we don’t act quickly enough as a planet to get ahead of these urgent threats,
we are going to face humanitarian disasters the likes of which we’ve never seen
before. It is not too late to reverse these trends. But it’s going to take people who
are passionate, who are creative, and, above all, people who are completely incapable of understanding any combination of the words “it’s impossible,” “it can’t be
done,” or “why bother even trying?”
The theme of the 2009 Skoll World Forum is “Social Entrepreneurship:
Shifting Power Dynamics.” As I’ve said in the past, I believe social entrepreneurs
have two kinds of power. One is the power to bring specific change through the
work that they do. The other is the power to inspire—to bring other people and
organizations to work together, to scale solutions, and to find new ways to solve
problems.
In this special edition of Innovations, you’ll read stories that inform and stories
that inspire. President Jimmy Carter’s speech at the 2008 Skoll World Forum,
included here, is certainly an example of the latter. President Carter is a great
example to all of us of the power of commitment and belief in driving change.
2009 will be a difficult year. We face great challenges, yet there is also cause for
optimism, with fresh leadership in the U.S., an increased sense of common global
purpose around issues like clean energy and climate change, and continued innovation in the social arena. I can think of no better group to forge understanding of
these challenges, and explore their potential solutions, than you, the delegates at
the Skoll World Forum. I look forward to seeing you there.
Jeff Skoll
Founder and Chairman, Skoll Foundation
Founder and Chairman, Participant Media
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Framing the Change and
Changing the Frame
A New Role for Social Entreprenuers
The year 2009 dawns with more optimism, and more despair, than we’ve seen in
generations. Although he was writing exactly 150 years ago, Charles Dickens’s
famed introduction to The Tale of Two Cities feels spot on today: “It was the best of
times, it was the worst of times.”
The despair is evident. The collapse of the financial system, rising unemployment, foreclosures, comparisons to the Great Depression. Paralleling the financial
setbacks, the planet continues to send clear signals of pain—melting polar icecaps,
destructive storms, drought. Cholera, a disease we can control, takes advantage of
a political vacuum and humanitarian disaster to surge in Zimbabwe. Terrorists
strike in Mumbai, exacerbating tension in a region that has historically been a
flashpoint for state-to-state conflict. Israelis and Palestinians seem, sadly, no closer to peace than they were decades ago. Iran threatens to go nuclear.
Yet, against this backdrop, there is also a strong sense of optimism. In the U.S.,
the election of an African-American President signals changes in the social, political and economic realities that many thought they’d never see in their lifetime.
The generational change President Obama embodies also brings optimism, as
youth in America re-engage in the political process and baby boomers see “one of
their own” take charge. Internationally, the President’s ethnic background and
world view promises a more collaborative approach to foreign policy, one based to
a greater extent on shared global interests than the unilateral exertion of power.
Nor is this optimism limited solely to U.S. presidential politics. The concept of
service, of individual citizens taking the time to do something to promote not just
their own wealth, but the common wealth, is gaining traction. A growing number
of individuals search for meaning in what they do. People recognize that the world
is not how they’d like it, and they want to help change it.
Social change hasn’t always been so democratic. 200 years ago, it was a royal
prerogative. In 1808, Great Britain celebrated the 50th anniversary—the Grand
Jubilee—of King George III’s ascension to the throne.
The King chose to celebrate the occasion in a unique way. He gave 2,000
pounds out of his personal dowry to the Society for the Relief of Persons to help
more than 7,000 people pay their debts. The reason was simple: he had come to
believe that the legacy of past debts should not be a burden on future generations.
© 2009 Sally Osberg
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The democratization of social change over the last 200 years is welcome, but
the basic challenge remains. In fact, as the world’s population has grown, the challenge has become more acute. How do we ensure that what we do today doesn’t
make tomorrow worse? How do we prevent the legacy of past transgressions—on
the environment, on economic development, on education, on peace— becoming
a burden to future generations?
In the U.S., the huge financial bailouts, with the concomitant rise in the
national debt, have placed the issue of “paying now or paying later” squarely on the
table. The concept of national debt—particularly a rapidly growing national
debt—puts intergenerational equity firmly in the public debate.
But this doesn’t stop at finance. Global warming, persistent poverty, ongoing
conflict around the globe,
resurgent diseases; all these
issues also raise questions of
Social entrepreneurs look for
intergenerational equity.
Things we do—or don’t
opportunities to create social
do—today will have a huge
value, uncover the best
impact on our children, and
on their children. None
approaches for realizing those
more so than on climate
change, which, if not effecopportunities, and build social
tively addressed, becomes a
“capital.” That capital we can
question not of intergenerational equity, but survival.
pass on as inheritance, rather
Looking forward for
than debt, to the next generation. many of these issues, the
trends are decidedly negative. It’s not okay to just keep
doing what we’re doing and hope to muddle through. We can’t pass the buck; there
is no longer a buck to pass. We need to change.
Change was arguably the most used word of the year in 2008, thanks to the
U.S. elections. President Obama rode the promise of change—“Change we can
believe in”—to the White House. His election is being trumpeted as a mandate for
change. But what kind of change can we believe in? It’s a good question.
Change is believable if it is sustainable. Change is believable if it creates a new,
positive equilibrium that becomes self-perpetuating. Change that solves the root of
the problem, rather than its symptoms, is credible change.
This is where social entrepreneurs come in. Social entrepreneurs are innovative
people who are delivering change at the root of the problem, change that transforms unfair equilibria into better, sustainable balances. Social entrepreneurs help
reduce concerns over intergenerational equity by creating a planet where we don’t
pass ecological or social debt on to our children.
Social entrepreneurs don’t have a monopoly on believable change. Social
movements, enlightened business and progressive governments can also drive
6
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believable change. But the social entrepreneur takes a unique approach. Social
entrepreneurs look for opportunities to create social value, uncover the best
approaches for realizing those opportunities, and build “social capital.” We can
pass on that capital as inheritance, rather than debt, to the next generation.
Five years ago, both the term and the concept of social entrepreneur were rare.
As denizens of Silicon Valley, we turn to Google hits as a barometer, albeit unscientific, of progress. In 2006, a search for “social entrepreneur” returned 12,400 hits.
In 2007, the same search got more than 100,000 hits. By the end of 2008: 7,500,000
hits.
In the span of just a few years, there has been an explosion of books, articles,
television programs, and online networks celebrating and supporting social entrepreneurs. The world’s top business schools have launched programs and research
centers dedicated to social entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurs have been central players at the Clinton Global Initiative and the World Economic Forum.
They’ve won Nobel Peace Prizes. They’ve been recognized as MacArthur
“Geniuses.” They’re advising heads of state and U.S. presidential candidates.
This has occurred alongside an explosion in non-governmental organizations
(NGO) worldwide that are dedicated to seeking new solutions to our oldest problems. In Russia, we’ve gone from virtually no NGOs eight years ago to more than
400,000 today. In China, there are more than 280,000 registered, and twice that
number not registered. In India, the number is over half a million. And in the
United States, there are more than one million, more than half of which were started this decade.
All of these developments point to a deeper truth. Social entrepreneurs have
achieved the crucial and all-too-elusive task of capturing the public’s imagination.
But what’s the next chapter in this story? We believe it’s the ecosystem.
More and more, social entrepreneurship is not only about the power of the
brilliant individual. Increasingly, it is about the power of strategic partnerships—
the coalitions that take the solutions social entrepreneurs envision and bring them
to scale. This is the direction we’re headed—toward a new model of social
change—of smarter, broader collaborations with businesses, governments, universities, and, of course, with each other.
It is no accident that, in recent years, the Nobel Peace Prize has often been
awarded to collaborations between an individual and an institution. In 2007, it was
Al Gore and the International Panel on Climate Change. Before that, it was
Muhammad Yunus and the Grameen Bank. And before that, it was Mohamed
ElBaradei and the International Atomic Energy Agency.
It often takes an individual to have the game-changing insight—to see what no
one else has seen—to make the leap beyond what is known to what has only been
imagined. But without institutions, even the most transformative ideas are unlikely to translate into real change.
And when we take that truth one step further and unite many institutions in
strategic, multi-sectoral alliances—that’s when we see the full potential of brilliant
ideas to change the world. This is the next step in our work—achieving this “cominnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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munity effect” wherever possible—whether it’s in fighting a disease, or opening
schools, or devising new solutions for delivering clean water to people everywhere.
Several current examples of this kind of creative partnership show their promise for social change. One of the most exciting is the global fight against malaria.
To fully appreciate today’s war on malaria, it’s important to know about another time the world tried to defeat this disease—the cautionary tale of Fred Soper.
Fred Soper was the head of the Global Malaria Eradication Program in the 1930s
and 1940s. He was fiercely determined in pursuit of a noble goal. One person
described him as “the General Patton of entomology.” He passionately believed in
his key idea, which was to deploy workers throughout the malarial world to kill
mosquitoes with the help of an amazing new technology—a pesticide called DDT.
No one could ever doubt Fred Soper’s extraordinary commitment to his mission. But, like all truly tragic heroes, his greatest strength—that single-minded
focus—became his downfall.
Fred was sure that DDT
Lasting change doesn’t happen was the silver bullet for defeating malaria. But then Rachel
because of a great idea, or an
Carson wrote “The Silent
inspiring leader. It doesn’t even Spring,” a book that revealed
how DDT was causing a lot of
happen because of how hard
environmental problems: it
was killing birds and plants
people work for it. Lasting
and contaminating the soil.
change happens when strong
Public outcry grew. In 1972,
the U.S. banned DDT. Other
alliances unite to build
countries followed. Soon, pubnetworks to sustain change.
lic health officials in places
where malaria had been nearly
defeated began seeing an
alarming rise in malarial mosquitoes. Infections increased, but by now many people had lost their acquired immunity to the malaria parasite. So infections skyrocketed, and they’ve stayed high ever since.
Luckily, the world has learned from the lesson of Fred Soper. We have learned
that the search for silver bullets is naïve. With issues as complex as malaria, it takes
people working from many different angles. Today, we’ve taken up the mission of
eradicating malaria again. But this time, we’re not putting all of our hopes in a single breakthrough technology. Instead, a broad coalition of groups is attacking
malaria from on different fronts.
One of the more promising collaborations is a partnership between the
Institute for One World Health, a company called Amyris, and a team at the
University of California at Berkeley. They are working together to manufacture a
synthetic version of the key component in anti-malarial compounds, called
artemisinin. The process typically involves a rare Chinese herb. This team is using
vats of e-Coli sugar water and then modifying bugs, which eat the sugar, and
8
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excrete artemisinin. They believe they’ll soon have it for 60 cents a dose, which
lowers the cost dramaticall, and will save an estimated 30 million lives a year.
On another front, the UN Foundation, the Methodist Church and the National
Basketball Association in the U.S. have sent almost 2 million bed nets to Africa
through the “Nothing But Nets” Campaign.
Governments around the world are also crafting national plans for fighting
malaria. They are deploying public health workers throughout malarial regions to
teach people the behaviors that can keep their children safe: sleeping under bed
nets, staying inside after dark, cleaning up the trash that holds stagnant water.
Foundations, corporations, governments, churches, sports associations; each
of these groups—and many others—have roles to play in this enormous mission,
and through smart coordination, each group’s unique contribution is enhanced by
the contributions of their partners.
We see similar coalitions around many issues, like the collaboration between
the United Nations Foundation and dozens of leading investment banks and institutional investors, to factor carbon capture investments into financial decisions.
Around the globe, there are innovative social entrepreneurs working to eliminate hunger, fight climate change, establish schools, and achieve equity for women.
Many entered these fields because they had a compelling idea and just couldn’t
stop themselves from pursuing it—even if it meant disrupting their life and veering off onto a very different path.
These ideas deserve to be celebrated. However, lasting change doesn’t happen
because of a great idea, or an inspiring leader. It doesn’t even happen because of
how hard people work for it. Lasting change happens when strong alliances unite
to build networks to sustain change.
What is the equivalent of the modern global malaria alliance in education? In
conflict resolution? Institutional responsibility? Proliferation? What is the network
of partners who can build up and build around an idea, to create an unstoppable
force for change?
Answering this question may not be easy. It points to the difference between
working for change and organizing for change—two distinct actions that require
somewhat different skill sets. But the work we do together to organize alliances will
be crucial for giving the best ideas the greatest impact. Partnerships are key to
scale, and scale is key to impact. When we hesitate to scale up our solutions, the
problems we face scale up in their complexity.
On many of the issues we face today, our biggest enemy is time. We are quickly reaching a tipping point—on climate change, certainly, and potentially other
issues as well. It’s not too late to make change, but that clock has ticked a few minutes closer to midnight.
Returning to Dickens, we need a sense of urgency, because it is the worst of
times in terms of the challenges we face. But we also need renewed optimism,
because it is the best of times for innovation, for leadership, for progress. The
resources that are being brought to bear on some of these big challenges are
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increasingly impressive. These include not just money or political focus, but also
intellectual resources, commitment, and personal energy.
Social entrepreneurs personify that optimism. They have successfully tackled—and continue to tackle—some of the globe’s most complex challenges. They
show an often skeptical world that seemingly insurmountable challenges can, in
fact, be met. The symbolism is important.
Fifty years ago, a different kind of activist was presented with a moment of
opportunity, and he seized it. Wallace Stegner, a Pulitzer-Prize winning American
novelist and early conservationist, was approached by a young researcher from the
University of California at Berkeley’s Wildlands Research Center. The Center had
been given a task by the federal government: to write a six-page letter for publication in a fairly obscure Congressional Report articulating why saving the environment was important.
Stegner seized the moment. He wrote the now-famous “Wilderness Letter”
that talked about wilderness not just as a place or thing to be protected, but as an
idea—a concept that was important for the full realization of human potential. He
wrote:
Something will have gone out of us as a people if we ever let the
remaining wilderness be destroyed; if we permit the last virgin forests to
be turned into comic books and plastic cigarette cases; if we drive the few
remaining members of the wild species into zoos or to extinction; if we
pollute the last clear air and dirty the last clean streams and push our
paved roads through the last of the silence... so that never again can we
have the chance to see ourselves single, separate, vertical and individual
in the world... we simply need that wild country available to us. even if
we never do more than drive to its edge and look in. For it can be a means
of reassuring ourselves of our sanity as creatures, a part of the geography
of hope.
Within a year, Stegner’s letter was everywhere. He saw it posted in a game park
in Kenya and on posters in Rhodesia, South Africa, Australia, Canada, and Israel.
The phrase “geography of hope” lent itself to the title of at least seven books. And
most importantly, it provided the intellectual underpinning for early conservationists, who passed the most far-reaching wilderness protection law in American
history three years later.
That is the effect of one passionate person, dedicated to change, seizing a
moment. That spirit is alive and well among social entrepreneurs. Their dedication
gives us new optimism that we can solve the challenges we face. Their work helps
reassure us of our humanity, of our sanity as creatures. They help expand the
“geography of hope.”
Sally Osberg
President and CEO, Skoll Foundation
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The Hope of Our Future World
Address Delivered at the Skoll World Forum 2008
My favorite cartoon in the New Yorker magazine is of a young boy looking up at his
father and saying, “Daddy, when I grow up, I want to be a former president.” Well,
one reason the little boy said that—and I agree with him—is to be able to participate in a program like this, in this historic place, which I visited not too many
months ago to be honored myself, and to be a partner not only in this transient
moment but, I hope, on a permanent basis with the Skoll Foundation. I’ve looked
forward to being with all of you tonight, ever since Jeff first invited me. Before I
accepted, though, I asked him, what is a social entrepreneur? His answer surprised
me, and honored me. He said, “You are one.” Well, I did some research and I found
some inspiring definitions. Let me read just a few: Someone who has new ideas
about some of humanity’s oldest problems and is willing to take risks to implement those ideas. Someone who is willing to learn and eager to teach. Someone
who looks at problems and crises and sees only opportunities. And there’s another one—I don’t know if it applies to me or not—someone who is abnormally persistent, stubborn in fact.
Well, I thought about the social entrepreneurs who have meant something to
me and helped to shape my life. As a matter of fact, some of them are completely
unknown, and some of them later became famous. Among the five people who
shaped my life was Willis Wright, a Black sharecropper who had never had anything under his control in all his life except 35 acres of land and two mules. But he
was a leader. He was courageous, stalwart, intelligent, and admirable. During the
time I grew up in southern Georgia, racial discrimination prevailed under the socalled separate but equal policy that was established by our own U.S. Constitution
and prevailed in discriminating against our Black neighbors for about a hundred
years. Willis Wright was asked by fellow members of his remote little church if he
would represent them and become the first Black man who ever registered to vote
in Webster County, Georgia. He was not a political activist, but he said, “Yes, I’ll do
it.” And so he went to the courthouse. There was a trick in the South then. There
were 30 questions that had to be answered before someone could register to vote if
they were Black. Even an accomplished lawyer couldn’t answer all the questions.
Willis didn’t answer the questions. Instead he came to see me and asked me what
he should do about it, and I said, “Willis, I think you ought to continue trying and
I’ll be glad to go with you if you want me to.” He said, ”No, sir, it wouldn’t mean
anything if you went with me.” So he went back. The registrar, when he saw Willis
© 2009 The Carter Center
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Wright come in, laid a 45-caliber pistol on the table and said—I’ll say the word—
“Nigger, what do you want?” Willis said, “I still want to register to vote.” And he
did. In just a few years, every Black family in Webster County, Georgia, was able to
register to vote. Not many people know about that. Nobody much ever heard of
Willis Wright, but he was one of the five people who shaped my entire family, my
entire life.
Another one of the five was even closer to me, and that was my mother. My
mother was a registered nurse in those Depression years. The unemployment rate
in America was almost 40 percent. We had hundreds of unemployed people walking by our house every day. We called them hobos. They were people who had been
laid off from their jobs up north and they’d come down to the South in the winter
to keep warm. My mother served among our neighbors as a doctor, although she
was just a registered nurse. We didn’t have any White neighbors. I grew up never
having any White neighbors. All my neighbors were Black, and Mother nurtured
them. Later, after my father died, Mother went through a series of experiences. She
finally decided to be a Peace Corps volunteer, and at the age of 70 she went to
India. She said, “Send me somewhere where people are in need and their skins are
dark-colored.” She went to a little village called Vikhroli that had 20,000 people
working in it. She was a nurse there and also acted as a doctor. She became an
untouchable because she had to deal with bodily fluids, and she washed her own
clothes and she cleaned her own house. Mother nursed lepers and I wrote a poem
about it. The poem was about her and a little girl who spoke Marathi. Mother had
gone through a process of not really wanting to touch the child because she had so
much fear of leprosy, and the final line in the poem was that she didn’t feel
ashamed when they kissed each other. Mother came home and made about six
hundred speeches, and I’ve just finished writing a biography of her . . . my wife
asked me to announce it. It’ll be on sale soon.
Another person who I think is more famous than my mother or certainly
Willis Wright is Don Hopkins. Don Hopkins was another African American who
struggled and finally became a student and went to Morehouse College in Atlanta.
On one of his vacations he went to Egypt, quite an achievement for a Black
American in those days. He was just an undergraduate. He saw there a horrible disease called trachoma, which I had known a little as a child. It afflicted Egyptian
people and was not being treated. That changed Don Hopkins’s life, as he became
interested in becoming a specialist in preventive health care. He volunteered to go
to Africa and work on the final stages of smallpox eradication. He was in charge of
a West African portion, including Sierra Leone, and in 1978, ten years after he went
there, the last case of smallpox was eradicated, now 30 years ago. There hasn’t been
another disease eradicated since. Don Hopkins came back and became a professor
at Harvard, then he went to the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, the CDC,
where he became the acting director. He became interested in tropical diseases, and
now he works for The Carter Center. He’s in charge of all our disease eradication
programs, and I’ll mention him again in just a few minutes.

12
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Another person I’d like to mention, another social entrepreneur, is Norman
Borlaug, who is famous. He was a dirt farmer from Iowa who eventually went into
agricultural research in the International Center for Corn and Wheat. In Spanish
it’s Centro Internacional de Mejoramiento de Maiz y Trigo: corn and wheat. They
developed a short-stemmed species of wheat that was staunch in that it wouldn’t
bend over in bad weather. It was very high yield and resisted diseases, and Norman
Borlaug decided that he would take that wheat to India and Pakistan, where millions of people literally were starving to death. He introduced the wheat among
those farmers and saved hundreds of
millions of people’s lives. Some analysts have said a billion people’s lives.
The greatest challenge of
He shared his knowledge with people
in need and he, a dirt farmer, was
the 21st century is the
given a Nobel Peace Prize in 1970.
growing gap between the
Well, when I studied entrepreneurs
on the Skoll website, I found out
rich people on earth and
a lot about the foundation. I realize
the poor people on earth.
that another quality of social entrepreneurs is that they are people of faith,
and I don’t necessarily mean religious
faith. But they have a special kind of faith that’s extremely important for any
human being, particularly one who wants to lead in innovative endeavors, and that
is faith in oneself—and, perhaps more importantly, faith in other people. Who
could be a better social entrepreneur than Jeff Skoll? He was a young man who
went on to make millions, and to share those millions with other people who have
qualities that are being recognized tonight on this stage. Jeff and his foundation are
finding such people all over the globe and furnishing them, I would say, with three
vital things. One is encouragement, and the second one is a network of kindred
spirits—kind of a collective partnership that’s evolving, with now almost five
dozen honorees. And, of course, they provide practical support after the social
entrepreneurs prove themselves, having had enough insight and ability to be successful in getting an enterprise started. This is worthwhile work and it’s bearing
great fruit. I’ll just mention two or three of the honorees here. As I said, I believe
there will be, after tonight, 59.
Joe Madiath believes that people need to have running water and basic sanitation as they seek education and job training and better health, and he announced
his goal as providing water and sanitation for 100,000 people, Indian families, by
2010. Karen Tse is promoting justice by establishing a network of public defenders
in China, and she expects to extend that to Vietnam and Cambodia. Ms. Tse was at
The Carter Center this past September as we honored human rights defenders
from around the world. Victoria Hale was concerned about infectious diseases,
which account for 60 percent of all the deaths among the world’s poorest people,
and she established a nonprofit pharmaceutical company that’s already producing
drugs. Ms. Hale thinks that by the end of this year she’ll have five new drugs to proinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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vide to prevent these unnecessary deaths. Well, Joe and Karen and Victoria all are
recipients of the Skoll Award, and there are many others, of course. I wish I had
time to talk about all of them and nothing else, but Jeff has asked me to make a few
comments about The Carter Center.
Jeff agrees with what I said in Oslo in 2002, that the greatest challenge of the
21st century is the growing gap between the rich people on earth and the poor
people on earth—the greatest challenge, the growing gap. And as people become
richer and richer and poorer and poorer, it’s increasingly difficult to cross the
chasm that grows between us. Another announcement that I made even earlier,
back in 1977, was that human rights would be the foundation of my nation’s foreign policy. And since then, working among people in 70 of the poorest countries
on earth, 35 of them, not surprisingly, in Africa, I’ve come to realize that there’s not
much thought given to the American or the British emphasis on human rights.
Freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, trial by jury, even the right to elect our
own leaders fade into relative insignificance when a family lacks food or shelter or
clothing or a modicum of health care or any education at all, or a chance for selfrespect, human dignity, or hope that the future will be better. This realization has
been the guiding principle of all our programs at The Carter Center—to cover the
whole gamut of human rights.
We’ve tried to find some of those glaring gaps between the rich and the poor
and then to fill those gaps. In fact, the first conference on health we had at The
Carter Center was called Closing the Gap. We had 125 participants, and about a
dozen of them were Nobel Laureates. They were the foremost experts on health
care on earth. And we learned there, all of us did, that two-thirds of all deaths
occurring before the age of 65 are totally preventable if people have knowledge,
access to medical care, and the financial means to invest in their own health. Rich
people have all these means, but they die unnecessarily because of smoking,
improper diet, obesity, lack of exercise, or other personal choices that they make.
Our work has been among those who suffer and die because they don’t have any
of those means. They don’t have knowledge about their own diseases, they don’t
have the medicines to prevent or cure them, they don’t have assistance from other
people who sometimes care (and sometimes don’t care) about them. And even if
they know what they need, they don’t have the money to buy it.
About three-fourths of The Carter Center’s work, our money and personnel, is
devoted to five so-called neglected diseases—that’s a definition imposed by the
World Health Organization—that afflict tens or even hundreds of millions of people every year. They are diseases that most people in this audience probably have
never heard of—dracunculiasis, onchocerciasis, lymphatic filariasis, schistosomiasis, trachoma. You see, we don’t know them. But hundreds of millions of people
know them, which is proof that rich people have already eliminated them and that
they can be eliminated. We go into the most remote villages and into the most
remote homes on earth in the deserts and jungles of Africa and Latin America, and
we give them a chance to learn how to improve their own lives. We give them the
responsibility and the knowledge and a little bit of assistance to make changes in
14
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their own communities. At The Carter Center we have the International Task Force
on Disease Eradication, the only one on earth, charged with analyzing every
human illness that exists and ascertaining which ones might theoretically be completely eliminated from a given country or region, or completely eradicated from
the face of the earth. The man in charge—Don Hopkins, whom I mentioned earlier.
There’s one horrible disease that The Carter Center has pledged to eradicate
completely—dracunculiasis, or guinea worm, which I mentioned earlier. Guinea
worm is widely known, even in the Bible, as the fiery serpent. You see it in the symbol for doctors, the Rod of Asclepius, a staff with two guinea worms wrapped
around it. A lot of people think they’re snakes, based on the Latin root from which
the name derives, Dracunculus. It’s an evil-sounding name and it’s an evil disease.
It’s caused by drinking water from a stagnant pond that fills up during the rainy
season, and the worms’ eggs grow under the human skin to a length of 30 to 36
inches. A year after someone drinks the water, the worm begins to emerge through
the skin, making a horrible sore that destroys tissue and destroys muscle and leaves
an aftermath of damage similar to polio.
I first saw guinea worm in a remote village in Ghana, a little village that only
had about five hundred people. It’s about the same size as Plains, Georgia, where I
live. Three hundred of the people had worms emerging from their bodies. Don
Hopkins was there. Anyone who was still able to walk or drag themselves around
assembled in the center of the village to welcome us. I explained to the chief, a little tiny man with a great deal of authority and a great deal of self-respect and pride,
why we had come. I assured him that we knew how to end the plague of worms
that were starting in his pond, and Don Hopkins described the measures by which
we would eliminate the disease. The chief responded:
Mr. President, we looked in the water, we don’t see any worms, and our
water hole is sacred. The gods send the rains every spring to fill our pond
up, and we drink the water the rest of the year. If it wasn’t for the pond,
our sacred pond, our village wouldn’t exist, our revered ancestors would
never have lived, and you are casting aspersions on our pond.
He invited me to walk around and visit the people who were assembled there.
Some were still in their huts, as they weren’t able to come out. My eyes were attracted to a beautiful young woman, I would guess about 20 years old. I saw her holding what I thought was her baby in her right arm, and I went up to ask her what
the name of the baby was. It wasn’t her baby, it was her right breast, terribly elongated and swollen. A worm was coming out of the nipple of her breast. I’ll never
forget it. I learned that she had 11 other guinea worms emerge from her body the
same year. I finally convinced the chief that our facts were accurate and that the
only negative allegations we were making were not against their sacred pond but
just about these worms that were in the pond. He finally let us help. He only did it
because I said, “Look, we will not do anything except under your control, and in
fact we’ll let you do all the work.” Rosalynn and I and Don Hopkins came back a
innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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year later—zero guinea worms. And those people, since that time, have never seen
and will never see another guinea worm.
Well, we’ve done the same thing in 23,600 villages—I’m an engineer, so we
count everything—in countries across sub-Saharan Africa and three in Asia—
India, Pakistan, and Yemen. We’ve found 3.6 million cases of this disease, and in
every case the villagers worked heroically. Some had very difficult times. Southern
Sudan, for instance, was in a war. Two million people had been killed in that revolutionary war. We couldn’t get into the south, but we finally negotiated a peace
agreement, a cease fire for six months, that let us go into the southern part of
Sudan. And in all these nations there are now fewer than nine thousand cases left,
a reduction of 99.8 percent.
We know every case of
guinea worm on earth and
It’s easy to become discouraged
we’re taking care of them to
the best of our ability. I’ll be
in the face of the world’s
going to Africa next week, as
tragedies, which are voluminous. a matter of fact, to Ghana
and to Nigeria, to honor
I’m sure that everyone in this
four countries that became
room has felt the pain of
guinea worm–free last year.
We’ll soon have it eradicatdiscouragement and knows its
ed, the second disease in
history, both of them
debilitating power, if not in
orchestrated directly or
yourself then certainly in those
indirectly by a social entrepreneur
named
Don
you know. But heroic social
Hopkins.
entrepreneurs are not daunted
The most powerful tool
we
have is not food or
by intractable problems.
money or medicine, or even
the necessary filter cloths.
It’s the dedicated work of
people who, for the first time in their lives, understand that they themselves can
take charge of a difficult problem if given the means and information, and that
they can correct the problem. The Carter Center, like the Skoll Foundation, is an
action agency. We rely on people, on experts like Don Hopkins and Dr. Borlaug.
They communicate with people in need and give them a chance for self-respect
and hope for a better future.
When we go into villages, we often find other serious health problems. I’ve
seen entire neighborhoods have onchocerciasis, or river blindness. A few years
back, a Turkish research scientist at Merck & Co. found out that a veterinary medicine they use—if you have a puppy dog, you give it Heartgard every month—discovered that this same medicine would prevent people from going blind from river
blindness. So Merck came to The Carter Center and said, “We’ll give you the med16
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icine free.” Last November we administered our 100 millionth dose of what they
call Mectizan—it’s ivermectin—and last year alone we treated 11.7 million people.
They’ll never go blind, and we’re learning now that in some areas we can completely eradicate this disease forever. For instance, there will never be another person to
go blind from this disease in six countries in Latin America.
The number-one type of preventable blindness, by the way, is trachoma.
Trachoma is caused by filthy eyes—flies gather around the eyes and cause them to
become infected. The upper eyelid turns inward, so every time the person blinks it
scratches the cornea and eventually causes blindness. We’re dealing with this disease as well. One interesting thing is that we have a lot of social entrepreneurs in
the central part of Ethiopia, all of them women. One of the key factors in eliminating trachoma is to get rid of the flies, and to get rid of the flies you have to get rid
of the human excrement on
the ground. In those areas
of the world, it’s completely
The Skoll Foundation has made
taboo for a woman to
relieve herself in the daya priority of highlighting hidden
time, so they couldn’t urichange-makers who quietly
nate or defecate during the
day. So, we designed a simperform acts of redemption
ple latrine that doesn’t cost
around the world.
anything if the family does
its own work—just puts a
hole in the ground and a
screen around it and so forth. We thought, maybe we’ll get 10,000 of these built in
central Ethiopia. But the women adopted it as a women’s liberation thing and we
just passed the 400,000 mark. Now they can relieve themselves any time of day.
We’re also treating lymphatic filariasis, which you may know as elephantiasis.
It’s when your arms or legs or sexual organs swell up to a grotesque size. It’s caused
by mosquitoes, so with treated bed nets we can kill the mosquitoes and prevent
both malaria and lymphatic filariasis at the same time. We’re now in the process of
putting two bed nets in every home in Ethiopia where they have that type of mosquito.
I mentioned Norman Borlaug earlier. He was 94 years old two days ago, on the
25th day of this month, and he’s still active and an inspiration to all who know
him. He’s been working with The Carter Center on an agricultural program. We
consider nutrition to be a health problem, malnutrition, and so we decided, with
Dr. Borlaug and a generous Japanese entrepreneur, a philanthropist, that we would
teach small farmers in Africa how to grow more food grain. We don’t deal with cotton or other cash crops, just five grains— primarily maize, which is corn, wheat,
oats, sorghum, and millet. I’m a farmer myself, so I really like this, but Dr. Borlaug
has been the guiding light. We’ve finished teaching nine million African farmers,
and they have been able to double or triple their production of food grains.
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Well, it’s easy to become discouraged in the face of the world’s tragedies, which
are voluminous. I’m sure that everyone in this room has felt the pain of discouragement and knows its debilitating power, if not in yourself then certainly in those
you know. But heroic social entrepreneurs are not daunted by intractable problems. I’m now 83 years old and my wife, Rosalynn—well, I won’t go into Rosalynn’s
age. She’s a good bit younger than that. And our staff, for some reason, has never
been comfortable talking about our deaths, so they refer to the prospect of reducing my level of participation. But I can tell you that we’ve made careful preparations, so when that time comes the work of The Carter Center will continue—and
obviously so will yours. I know that Jeff Skoll feels a sense of urgency, and so do I,
as we assemble in this beautiful and historic place. People are dying, children are
starving, our planet is in trouble, with Mother Earth having been betrayed by her
own children. Ignorance festers in the human race, just as guinea worms fester in
some human bodies. Creating understanding among people, I would say, is the
most pervasive need in our world and the most effective solution to its problems.
Communicating with an African chief or convincing the leaders of major countries, especially my own, just to talk to each other is a notable challenge and
achievement.
In conclusion, let me say that communication is a lifeline for a social entrepreneur, and it’s no accident that Jeff, an activist, is really just a storyteller. His film
company has won Oscars and other awards. But more importantly, as you know,
they’ve shown the ongoing genocide in southern Sudan, the AIDS epidemic in
South Africa, the imminent threat and long-term consequences of global warming,
with help from Al Gore, and a pathway to peace in the Middle East. The Skoll
Foundation has made a priority of highlighting hidden change-makers who quietly perform acts of redemption around the world. Hearing their stories—we’ll hear
a few more tonight—encourages us and lifts up new ideas. Ideas can change the
world, as you know. I’m inspired by your stories, you who commit your intelligence and your energy and your life to this work. I thank you all for what you do.
I wish you Godspeed in your enlightened vocations. You social entrepreneurs are
indeed the hope of our future world.

18
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Three Stories, Three Paradigms, and
a Critique of Social Entrepreneurship
Remarks Delivered at the Skoll World Forum 2008
A new year, early in the third millennium, dawns. New plagues—AIDS, drugresistant tuberculosis and hospital-acquired “superbugs” of all sorts—sweep rapidly across vast swathes of land, blurring national boundaries; old maladies that
should have been history remain rooted in long-standing and increasingly unjust
social and economic structures. Malaria, hookworm, and other parasites claim
lives or simply drain energy from hundreds of millions; it’s hard to work when
you’re tired and anemic or pregnant a dozen times before the age of 30. There are
still rich people and poor people, but most economists agree that social inequalities, both global and local, have grown rapidly over the past three decades. The
earth itself is tired and malnourished. Man-made environmental crises dry up
lakes, wash topsoil into the seas and smother reefs, and—from what we can tell—
spark huge storms. A billion people do not have safe drinking water. A war of
choice fought for unclear goals lingers on and will cost, one Nobel laureate economist tells us, three trillion dollars.
What cause have we for hope? As a doctor working in Africa, contemplating
the problems of our wounded earth, I acknowledge that the butcher’s bill is high.
Yet here we are, a a movement of what are termed “social entrepreneurs,” and we
are full of hope. Some of that hope is tied to risk—with risk come results. Some of
it is tied to an increasing awareness of the opportunities of the great world around
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Department of Global Health and Social Medicine at Harvard Medical School, where
he is also Vice Chair, and a founding director of Partners In Health. He is the author
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© 2008 Paul Farmer
innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009

19

Paul Farmer
A Rwandan Story of Hope
People like Faustin, a child I met in rural Rwanda in 2006, are the chief victims
of this violence, which is never really local and has almost nothing to do with his
culture. On a Wednesday morning in March 2006, two boys, herding cows,
picked up a landmine.
Both of the boys survived and were brought to the local hospital. The hospital was built and once owned by a Belgian mining company, which left Rwanda
decades ago, having extracted what it came to extract. After the war and genocide in 1994, the facility fell into disuse, essentially abandoned, until May 2005,
when Partners In Health, the Clinton Foundation, and the Rwandan Ministry of
Health rebuilt it. By the following March, we had cobbled together a medical
and nursing staff consisting mostly of Rwandan professionals and a handful of
expatriate volunteers. The hospital, the only one in the region, serves more than
200,000 people, most of them resettled refugees and internally displaced persons, and almost all living in poverty.
I met Faustin that Wednesday morning, as I was headed out of the hospital
to a clinic a couple of hours away. One of my colleagues, a physician from
Cameroon, stopped me, saying, “Come quickly to the emergency room. Two
children have picked up a grenade.” At that moment I did not think it unlikely
that someone in the region would have picked up a grenade and pulled the pin:
after all, the boys live in a region hit hard by war and genocide. Ordnance hangs
around for years. The boys said that they merely picked the thing up and threw
it toward the cows they were herding; the cows took the full force of the mine
and two were killed. It was an hour or so after seeing the boys that I began to
think about the object itself, what it was and where it had been manufactured—
us. There is, as is often reported by cheerleaders of commerce, vast and rapid
growth in the global economy. China and India, not so long ago poor and agrarian, are already economic powerhouses and their economies continue to grow rapidly, if unevenly (and fueled by coal and oil). With fifty years of peace, Europe is
more prosperous than ever. In spite of trade imbalances, a recession, and imprudent wars, the United States remains rich. Our citizens, if famously ill-informed
about the world, are generous: almost half of American households responded to
a tsunami in Asia, more than any other nation, and even more tried to respond to
the worst hurricane ever to hit our country’s Gulf coast.
This is a time of great problems, some new and some old, and a time for novel
solutions. It’s a time for social entrepreneurs.
When Sally Osberg and others at the Skoll Foundation called me last summer
to let me know that, after a thorough work-up, diagnostic testing had proven that
I was of this special breed of innovator, I was driving along a road in southeastern
Rwanda. I pulled over to express my deep gratitude for the honor and the support
of our work.
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certainly not Rwanda. In the meantime, neither I nor my colleagues were thinking about anything other than trauma care, which is, of course, precisely what
trauma victims need most. In this case it meant splinting fractures, debriding
wounds, and applying dressings. We worked attentively and in near silence.
Of the two boys, one was not seriously injured. The other, Faustin, sustained
multiple fractures, and many fragments had been blown into his skin. I splinted
him, pulled the plastic fragments out of him, and prepared him for transport.
Although we had just rebuilt the operating room, we did not have an orthopedic surgeon on staff, and Faustin needed to have his fractures set in the operating room with what is called an external fixator. Faustin, in the course of interviews conducted at home after the device was placed, did not wish to speak of
his experience. “What I’d most like to do,” he said a few days after surgery, “is to
go to school.” It turned out that he was not an orphan after all, but that his mother, poor and bereft after the genocide, had struggled for years with mental illness
and had finally placed him with another family in 2004. “My mother is not well,”
he told me later. “She can’t take care of me, so she brought me to a relative and
I live here now. I would like to go to school, but [my adoptive family] has no
money. So I herd cows every day, make sure they eat, move them to new grass.”
When I asked him about the landmine, he was, astonishingly to me, apologetic:
“I didn’t mean to pick up the grenade. I’m sorry I did it. I didn’t mean to kill the
cows. I’m sorry. It was an accident. We didn’t know what we were doing, it was
not our intention to kill the cows.”
To me, as grotesque as it is to hear a child apologize for a landmine built in
God knows what country, this is a story of hope, for the desire to go to school is
as hopeful as it is universal. Faustin is now in school.

My puzzlement I kept to myself: what, exactly, is a social entrepreneur? I know
I’m a doctor and an anthropologist—and I will touch on culture below—but part
of me winced as I acknowledged that we live in an era in which simply seeking to
provide high-quality medical care to the world’s poorest is considered innovative
and entrepreneurial. Thus the diagnosis came with both honor and shame.
Shouldn’t we have long ago offered such services to those who need them most?
Shouldn’t we have designed systems to get around or solve the health problems
faced by the world’s bottom billion?
Having had the chance to connect with others similarly diagnosed, I think I get
it now. Social entrepreneurship means many things, and those diagnosed do many
things. But all of us carrying the diagnosis of social entrepreneur display certain
symptoms that suggest not only the diagnosis, but also, a danger of infection.
Indeed, we may soon see a global pandemic of social entrepreneurship.
Here are some of the classic symptoms of the disease: refusal to accept the
world the way it is and the direction in which we’re going. An unwillingness to say,
no, this can’t be done. Persistence. A certain among of righteous anger about the
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injustices done unto others, especially the poor and marginalized, and a willingness to fight back against unjust systems. And also hope. Blood tests I’ve done on
social entrepreneurs, clandestinely, of course, and while the patients slept, show
that all have alarmingly high serum levels of hope.
I for one am not embarrassed by these high serum hope levels, as long as our
entrepreneurship remains grounded in solving real problems, especially the problems of those left behind or, worse, damaged by the unsustainable development
that we have promoted, often aggressively so, over the past two centuries. Some
have been far more damaged than others. There
are positive stories about
What, exactly, is a social
transformations—perentrepreneur? I know I’m a doctor sonal, institutional, and
political—that I’ve had
and an anthropologist ... but part
the good fortune to witness in Rwanda, of all
of me winced as I acknowledged
places. Rwanda has come
that we live in an era in which
back from the brink of
hell and is the most social
simply seeking to provide highentrepreneurial country I
quality medical care to the world’s have ever seen.
Epidemiological studies
poorest is considered innovative
suggest a pandemic of
entrepreneurialism
is
and entrepreneurial.
breaking out there. But I
also believe there’s an
Achilles heel of our nascent movement as social entrepreneurs, which I’ll discuss below. I also will speak
briefly of culture, although not in the way one might expect.
Hope in Rwanda. A surprising concept. If there is one continent on which economic growth is slow or stalled or uneven, it’s Africa. This is also the continent
with the highest burden of the diseases mentioned above and, accordingly, the
shortest life expectancy, the highest rates of maternal mortality. There is no shortage of diagnoses and prescriptions for the ills of sub-Saharan Africa, and many are
discrepant.
But many diagnoses and prescriptions are not discrepant.Can we break the
cycle of poverty and disease? Yes, we can. Science, innovation, sound policy, and
good governance, along with the needed financial resources, offer the promise of
closing the gap between rich and poor, of promoting genuinely sustainable development, which means development with social justice and less inequality. This will
lead to a dampening of the violence that continues to afflict hundreds of millions,
most of them poor.
Every day in our work we meet people who are desperately ill, but they too
have hope or they would not have come to see us. Sometimes, of course, they are
22
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almost without hope, so we go to see them. One patient, John, had three of this
century’s worst diseases: TB, AIDS, and poverty—all at once. We cured his TB with
antibiotics, but he also received the only known treatment for hunger: food. It is
stunning that we have to spend an endless amount of time arguing that food is the
proper treatment for malnutrition? Yet we do. With the proper nutrition, John
regained his strength and told me, several months later, that what he most wanted
was a cow. John has hope because he feels well enough to work; it’s what he wants
to do.
John’s and other individual stories are not to be discounted. Yet social entrepreneurs and our supporters are all obsessed, it would seem, with something called
scale. The fetishization of scaling-up our work is a source of both anxiety and
hope. Bringing a new, innovative project to scale often feels like the only way to
leave a footprint (of the good kind) in an afflicted world in need of new ideas. In
fact, Partners in Health has worked with the Rwandan government to scale up
comprehensive care in three of the four districts in which there were no district
hospitals . The biggest obstacle is still funding the growth. This includes again
grotesquely, in my mind, the huge and ongoing battle over paying community
health workers. There’s no real argument about paying Western doctors and other
medical professionals. It’s the poor who are asked to volunteer. This simply doesn’t work. We continue to search for the modest funds, or new models of financing,
to pay them.
Partners In Health now works in nine countries and has trained and provided
stipends to thousands of community health workers serving millions. I can’t imagine anything more cost-effective than that. We have established formal training
programs in global health equity at Harvard and one of its affiliated teaching hospitals. These were, to our knowledge, the first such training programs, but there
will be plenty more. We’re living in a time in which entrepreneurship and new
ideas are not only needed but valued. Global health is now almost a fad in most
American universities. I hope it’s not a passing trend.
Medicine and public health will not solve the world’s problems, but can offer
part of the solution. What’s been shocking to me over the past 25 years is the lightning speed at which many policymakers, themselves shielded from the risks faced
by Faustin or John, decide that a complex intervention is “too difficult,” “not costeffective,” or “not sustainable.” In microfinance parlance, many of my patients are
“poor credit risks,” but aren’t they the very people we claim to serve in the first
place?
This is why I titled this discussion “a critique” of the social entrepreneurial
movement: we need to be aware that each of the terms and concepts and tools
we’ve developed can be used to deny the destitute access to goods and services that
should be rights, not commodities. They are not full participants in the market,
after all. How many times have you heard that people will value something more
if they pay for it? Yet how many times have you seen data showing this is so regarding vaccines, bednets, or external fixators after picking up a landmine? Does any-
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one really believe that a mother loves her newborn more if she’s had to pay some
sort of users’ fee to access prenatal and obstetric care?
Such claims are piffle, of course, but they are also deeply reflective of an ideology that has crept into the social entrepreneur movement. Indeed, this may be the
Achilles heel of the movement. And so—surprise—the culture I wish to speak
about is our own. Among some entrepreneurs, it’s not popular to talk of rights. We
speak, instead, of “product” and “brand.” Patients and students—children!—
become “clients” or even “customers.” The notion of “sustainability” becomes a
blunt instrument used against
the poor. I’ve seen it time and
time again.
What’s been shocking to me
This way of seeing the world
has deep roots, but one’s own
over the past 25 years is the
culture is always hard to see. It
lightning speed at which
envelops us. It is the culture we
created and continue to shape.
many policymakers ... decide
We need to be aware of the limithat a complex intervention is tations of any culture that sees
all services as commodities and
“too difficult,” “not costvery few as rights.
effective,” or “not sustainable.”
Let me be clear: this is not
some sort of “anti-market”
In microfinance parlance,
stance. It’s merely the argument
many of my patients are “poor that the market alone will not
solve the problems we face. It’s
credit risks,” but aren’t they
the argument that, like all cultural constructs, that of social
the very people we claim to
entrepreneurship needs to be
serve in the first place?
understood. It’s the argument
that even though we’re not from
the public sector, we need to do
everything in our power to make
sure that the public sector does not shrivel and die. Why? Not only because a functioning public health or education system is often the only way to bring a novel
program to scale, and not only because we need the participation of governments
to address the current environmental crises at the transnational scale needed to
make a difference. There is another reason to fight the neoliberal gutting of the
public sector, and that is this: only governments can confer rights. The right to
health care and the right to education can be moved forward by people like us, but
non-government organizations, universities, foundations, and forward-thinking
businesses are not, alas, in the business of conferring rights. And without basic
rights—to water, security, health care, the right not to starve—then the world’s
poor do not have hope of a future.
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Looking around the room at the Skoll World Forum—or, indeed, at almost any
conference focused on development—you will see a conspicuous absence of poor
people. You’ll see people of every hue and background, but not the poor. This is
not really a critique: what matters is less that we invite the poor to participate and
more that we fight for their right to survive and to become themselves social entrepreneurs. Without them, the movements we seek to build, and the entrepreneurship we seek to foster, will not succeed. If a movement can have two Achilles
heels—and I know I’ve mangled the metaphor—this is the second one. We cannot
build an environmental movement or a movement for sustainable development
that does not have the social and economic rights of the poor at the center of the
movement. They are decidedly not there yet (indeed, the environmental movement has for too long been a movement of the privileged).
In our culture of entrepreneurs, there are several complementary paradigms
upon which to draw. I’ve already spoke about rights paradigms, and many progressive people are comfortable with this approach. The notion of a right to health care
and clean water and education is largely an Enlightenment idea, but one that
retains great potency. The irony is that, among self-proclaimed human-rights
experts, these rights tend to be the neglected stepchildren. President Carter, speaking at the Skoll World Forum in 2008, said as much: when he began working in villages in Africa, he heard less about civil and political rights and more about the
right to water, food, and health care. We’ve had the same experience. The focus in
what we call “the West” is largely upon civil and political rights. We hear a similar
focus among some mysterious portion of the population called “civil society.” But
in Haiti and in many of the places I’ve worked as a physician, the term “civil society” is in fact one that means those other than the poor. It means educated people,
professional people, but it does not include those who live on less than a dollar a
day and who have no social and economic rights. We should not give up on the
rights paradigms, but rather enlarge them to include what many call the rights of
the poor. Water. Food. Health care. Jobs. Education.
There are also public-health paradigms. These are more timid, but very useful
among the powerful who are frightened or embarrassed by all this talk of rights.
Let me give an example. When effective treatment for tuberculosis was developed,
it would have been a good idea to make it available to anyone with tuberculosis,
regardless of social station. To sell treatment for an airborne disease was not smart,
since those who could pay might get better but those who could not would buy
what they could and then develop drug-resistant TB. All this came to pass in the
decade after the Second World War, so public health experts, uncomfortable with
the notion of a right to health care, began speaking of “public goods for public
health.” Here was an airborne disease; it was a public problem, not a private one. A
hard-won lesson.
But we still haven’t learned. Look at the last couple of decades. Instead of
“health for all by the year 2000,” we had “structural adjustment,” imposed by the
international financial institutions that today claim amnesia regarding these
events. There is still no admission that it is wrong, in settings of great squalor, to
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insist on “user fees” or “cost recovery” from the poorest for medical or social services. This not only makes no sense, but it is inconsistent with our own experience.
In the United States, where I once lived in a trailer park, there was never any doubt
that I would go to public school as a right, not a commodity. It didn’t matter that
my mother was a grocery store cashier with six children. It never occurred to me
that I would not go to school and even on to university. Granted, I never thought
I’d end up at Harvard, much less become a professor there. But I knew I’d go to
school, even though I knew
nothing at all about taxes and the
public sector.
The culture I wish to speak
Beyond rights and public
health paradigms lie the developabout is our own. Among
ment paradigms with which
some entrepreneurs, it’s not
many of us are familiar. I’ve spoken already of the perversion of
popular to talk of rights. We
the notion of “sustainability”—
speak, instead, of “product”
anything can be sustained for us,
but almost nothing can be susand “brand.” Patients and
tained for the poor. Example: pay
students—children!—become a Harvard professor a big confee to work on communi“clients” or even “customers.” sulting
ty health care in rural Africa but
The notion of “sustainability” refuse to pay the village health
workers because it is “unsustainbecomes a blunt instrument
able.” This we must reject outright. True development will not
used against the poor.
occur without basic investments
in public health and public education. A woman who will have,
on average, eight pregnancies, no education, and malaria three times a year must
not be expected to contribute to development; she, as often as not, will not survive
to the age of 50.
We need to link our rights-based arguments to more subtle and honest notions
of sustainable development, and to sell these to leaders of good will. I have met so
many in Rwanda, the nation of hope of which I spoke earlier. It is a well-managed
nation, for all its tragedies and great poverty. Most of the countries with the lowest life expectancies at birth are poor. Some are mismanaged, as are some of the
wealthy countries, including, as recent events attest, my own. Still, many of the
poorest countries are led by officials seeking to promote what is loosely termed
development. Social entrepreneurs need to help them respectfully and without
undermining the public sector. Sadly, it took me over 10 years to learn this.
Let me close by reflecting on how social entrepreneurs can be part of genuine,
broad-based social movements. When we look back over the next quarter of a century, we’ll be consoled most by our contributions to a movement that continues to
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grow not only in villages, slums, and squatter settlements, but also on campuses.
It’s a movement that will come to include a growing concern with the way in which
the earth itself has been damaged, polluted by greed and war and feckless policies
handed down from on high. But it’s a movement that pays heed not only to the
environment but also to the poor who are the chief victims of greed, war, and
unjust policies.
A social-justice movement that links the rich world and the poor, Oxford to a
village in Rwanda, the movement that links concern for the earth with respectful
solidarity towards its poorest inhabitants, is our last great hope for a world marked
by less suffering and violence and premature death. It’s our last great hope for the
generations to come, and for our own children, privileged though they may be.
We may be leaders of this movement but must also be humble participants.
Some have not been as quick to see the boundaries and dimensions of this movement. That’s because it’s fluid, as all real social movements are. It’s a chaotic movement, just now coalescing, but with the promise of lessening the hurts and insults
of an unequal world. And it demands a little more militancy. Paul Hawken wrote
in Blessed Unrest (Viking, 2007)
“It is time for all that is harmful to leave. One million escorts are here to transform the nightmares of empire and the disgrace of war on people and on place. We
are the transgressors and we are the forgivers. “We” means all of us, everyone.
There can be no green movement unless there is also a black, brown, and copper
movement. What is most harmful resides within us, the accumulated wounds of
the past, the sorrow, shame, deceit, and ignominy shared by every culture, passed
down to every person, as surely as DNA, a history of violence and greed. There is
no question that the environmental movement is critical to our survival. Our
house is literally burning, and it is only logical that environmentalists expect the
social justice movement to get on the environmental bus. But it is the other way
around; the only way we are going to put out the fire is to get on the social justice
bus and heal our wounds, because in the end, there is only one bus.”
Sometimes entrepreneurs need to learn to bequiet passengers on this bus.
Sometimes we’ll take our turn at the wheel, sometimes we’ll be the mechanic. But
all of us need to get on the social-justice bus. That’s the bus on which the real sustainable, green movement will be traveling. It’s on that bus that we’ll have epidemics of social entrepreneurship. Don’t get on the chartered plane.
We have a lot of offer. But, as a friend of mine likes to say, “hope is not a plan.”
We need hope and courage and a plan to end, for example, an unjust war. We need
hope and energy to tackle the diseases that should have been wiped out decades
ago or never allowed to spread so rapidly. We need hope to counter the policies
that have weakened and even wrecked public-sector institutions without ever
delivering on the promise to lift all boats. We need hope to speak to people in powerful positions whose hearts, unlike the polar icecaps, show little signs of melting.
We need hope and we need each other.
I’ll see you on the bus.
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Kiva at Four
Innovations Case Narrative:
Kiva
This essay is a sequel to the case titled “Kiva and the Birth of Person-to-Person
Microfinance,” published by the author in Innovations (Winter/Spring 2007). Started
by the author, Jessica Jackley Flannery and Moses Onyango in 2005, Kiva is an online
lending platform that allows individuals in the developed world to loan to small businesspeople in the developing world. Kiva operates in the microfinance space and works
with a growing network of microfinance institutions (MFIs) in more than 40 countries.
In the original case, Matt Flannery looked back on the seeds of Kiva’s extraordinary success over a mere two years. He also looked ahead at some of the challenges facing microfinance at that time and explored the risks and opportunities associated with
Kiva’s continued growth. In this second installment of the Kiva story he describes some
of the pitfalls that materialized and how Kiva dealt with them. He also takes another
look ahead, now from the perspective of a changed organization operating in a different financial climate.
This sequel was written for, and appears first in, the Innovations special edition
for the Skoll World Forum 2009.
It has been two years since I wrote the first Kiva case for Innovations. That essay
was an attempt to chronicle Kiva’s early days and give the reader a sense of what
lay ahead. At the time, it felt like the end of the beginning. I’m not so sure anymore.
What I realize now is just how long the beginning can be. Long stories have long
beginnings, and I can now tell that we are in for one long story.
It is an amazing story and I feel lucky to be playing a part. In the last two years,
Kiva’s staff has tripled and our impact has multiplied more than tenfold. We’ve
traveled all over the world and made friends most everywhere. We’ve witnessed an
alarming amount of poverty. We’ve also seen a universal work ethic, and the cre-
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Out of Africa and Into the World.
ativity and entrepreneurialism that reside in the world’s working poor. It is that
spirit that has made our business possible.
Because of the efforts of thousands, we’ve managed to stay financially healthy
and to build a great team in the process. We’ve grown a service that serves people
in over 40 far-off countries like Mongolia, Togo, and Paraguay. It still feels like a
dream.
We’ve also been able to make it through more than a few rainy days. Every great
story has its rough patches. In the past two years, we’ve had our share. We’ve been
overworked and we’ve been betrayed. We’ve taken some hits and fought back hard.
At points, I didn’t know if we were going to make it through. However, we managed to come out stronger with each setback. It was much too early for the story to
end.
So, this paper is a brief recap of the past two years, what we have learned, and
what we are up against now. It is a picture of an organization making its way
through adolescence: shedding some childish ways while trying to retain the
essence of what made it special in the first place. Enjoy.
THE DEMAND-SUPPLY SEESAW
Since I wrote the initial paper two years ago, our cumulative volume has grown
from $6 million to over $60 million. As we’ve grown, we’ve been riding the seesaw
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Media Event Spike, Potential Lenders Take Hike.
of supply and demand. At many points during these two years, we’ve had no loans
to offer—lenders had snapped up everything we put out. Media events like our
appearance on the Oprah Winfrey Show caused enormous spikes in user lending,
and each holiday season causes a much more predictable and dramatic spike. But
low-income entrepreneurs and MFIs in the developing world don’t necessarily
time their work according to network TV schedules or U.S. gift-giving patterns.
Because of this, our site was sold out after Oprah and for a few days over the 2008
holiday season.
For much of 2008, however, this wasn’t the norm. Especially over the summer,
our site had hundreds and sometimes thousands of loans on offer at a given time.
A few of them even “expired” after they were listed for 30 days and did not get fully
funded. When loans expire on Kiva, we return the funds to our users who then relend those funds elsewhere on the site or withdraw them.
Expirations carry a certain amount of risk, in both business and moral terms.
MFIs come to expect a certain level of funding and plan their portfolio growth
around it. If the funding they actually get differs significantly from their projections, they run the risk of having a liquidity crisis. Although this hasn’t yet hapinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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pened to any of our partners, it is a real risk. To mitigate the likelihood of such a
crisis, Kiva actively limits the extent to which any given MFI can rely on Kiva funding. Specifically, we do not allow an MFI to fund more than 30 percent of its portfolio through us.
Kiva’s model can be scaled up; that is no longer controversial. But by exactly
how much? That question is up for debate. Personally, I believe that we are
nowhere close to our upper limits, for either lenders or borrowers. By Kiva lenders,
we mean those individuals who lend money on the site; borrowers are the entrepreneurs who receive users’ loans channeled through our field partners. Field partners are local micro-finance institutions (MFIs) that Kiva enrolls throughout the
developing world.
The main constraint to our growth is user lending. I’ve often observed that
when our lender base grows, our partner base responds by putting more loans up
on the site. This effect is not immediate: it can take us quite a while to enroll an
adequate number of partners and perform the necessary due diligence and training to get their loans posted on the site. But once the low-cost debt capital is there,
borrowing follows. And when there is an abundance of lending, Kiva earns revenue; in turn, that provides us with resources we can use to support our field partners. When the lending side grows, everybody wins.
A second barrier to growth is currency risk, because exchange rates fluctuate
so much. Through Kiva, MFIs borrow in U.S. dollars; then they disburse local currency to the entrepreneurs on our site. But when it’s time to repay the lenders, Kiva
asks for dollars. In the interim, the MFI bears the risk of currency fluctuation. In
late 2008, the dollar appreciated sharply against most currencies—and several
MFIs had to pay more than they had anticipated.
Currency fluctuation threatens our ability to expand indefinitely because it
presents a large and unquantifiable risk to our field partners. To mitigate this risk,
we plan to launch a feature that will allow MFIs to offload their currency risk to
our lenders. Our lenders can then make a choice: whether or not to make loans
through field partners that do not cover currency risk. It will be interesting to see
how this affects our marketplace. Many lenders may not understand the feature.
Others may simply detest it.
THE 3 AM PHONE CALL
When we started Kiva, a mentor warned me about trust. It is extremely hard to
pursue a legal case in most developing countries. All we had to stand on to enforce
repayment was trust. Sure, we could trust our first partners, who were referred to
us by friends. But once we got outside of our circle of close contacts, we would run
into trouble. This advice, however thoughtful, proved to be the opposite of what
we experienced.
Through 2005 and early 2006, Kiva consisted of just a few employees, mostly
unpaid, enrolling MFIs based on trust. Our non-existent budget made it hard to
do onsite due diligence. In addition, our focus at that time was almost exclusively
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on Africa, which has proven to be a more difficult place to work than the other
regions.
In 2007 and 2008, we watched as several of our early field partners unraveled.
Many of them had been introduced through close contacts, people we felt we could
trust. But without a budget, we could not visit them before we initiated the partnerships. We learned the hard way from these cases that “feeling we could trust”
was not enough to prevent fraud.
Fraud, as Kiva defines it, occurs when a field partner knowingly does not deliver some amount of the funding to the end borrower on the site. When we detect
fraud, we end the relationship and evaluate our options for recovering the debt.
Sometimes we can work out a plan with the MFI’s leaders to repay our users. Other
times, a legal situation arises.
We have worked with about 110 field partners in our three-year history. With
six, we have encountered serious fraud, leading us to dissolve a partnership. Behind
each of these breakups is a story. Usually, it is of a patriarchal figure who viewed
his organization as an extension of himself. The abridged stories get sent out to our
user base in emails and are posted on the field partner pages of our website. The
unabridged stories live on in my mind.
In this sense, Kiva is quite unique in the world of philanthropy. We proactively send out bad news as well as good news. For us, the integrity of the data is most
important. Our users crave feedback. Negative feedback, while hardly a joy to
receive, is still a useful contribution to the ongoing conversation about microfinance and international development. Such news comes at the strangest times,
often in the middle of the night.
In the summer of 2007, just after we published our first article in Innovations,
we hit a particularly hard point. A 24-year-old Kiva Fellow, Shelby Clark, was stationed in Uganda. He discovered, through weeks of detective work, that the leaders of a particular field partner, the Women’s Initiative to Eradicate Poverty
(WITEP) were stealing some of the money that was intended for the borrowers
whose descriptions were on the site. In addition, the organization’s board of directors did not really exist and most of the staff members were using fake names.
It turned out that WITEP was illegally constructed as a shell to funnel a percentage of the Kiva money to one of Kiva’s founders—Moses Onyango—whom we
had featured prominently in the original article. In 2006, we asked Moses to
expand his role beyond simply lending to his community in Tororo and Soroti.
Moses, who had little background in microfinance, quickly embarked on a business development journey that took him all over East Africa. He helped us enroll a
number of partners in that region. One of them, apparently, didn’t really exist and
was constructed by Moses himself.
Shelby called when he discovered two sets of loan agreements: one real and the
other falsified. This was the smoking gun. My next move was to alert the board.
Our board member Geoff Davis challenged me to take action, and within a few
days I was on a flight to Kampala. I spent two weeks organizing a clean-up operation. We hired accountants and lawyers. I spent hours with Moses, trying to figure
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out exactly what happened. He was very apologetic, but our conversations didn’t
go anywhere. The money had vanished into a series of bad investments and a new
house. Moses had a growing family. His new son was named for me: Matthew
Flannery Onyango.
Those two weeks in Uganda were devastating. In the ensuing two years, we’ve
pursued a legal case that has yet to bear any fruit—especially because we refuse to
offer bribes.
TRANSPARENCY AS A HABIT
In total, Kiva lenders sent about $250 thousand to WITEP; about half of it made it
to the WITEP borrowers portrayed on the site. Kiva was just passing the $10 million mark for cumulative loan volume, but we had less than $1 million in fully
repaid loans. A sudden default of all WITEP loans would take our default rate to
25 percent. Our cornerstone value is transparency. Were we ready to swallow this
poison?
Well, yes. After weeks of debate, we decided the debt was, at least in the short
term, unrecoverable, and we owed it to our users to tell them the news. On “Black
Wednesday” (August 22, 2007), we alerted our users that not all of their funds
made it to the intended recipients. Furthermore, we issued a refund for the full
amount of the WITEP loss. Thankfully, by that time we had reserved enough cash
to cover the full amount of the refund.
The reaction from our user base was telling. Overwhelmingly, they thanked us
for our honesty and poured their refunds back into loans to other MFIs on the site.
They reinforced an important lesson: whenever possible, be completely transparent. Transparency pays huge long-term dividends.
Since the WITEP debacle, we’ve had five other situations involving severe
fraud. We signed up all of these MFIs early in our history before we had the budget to travel and work with auditing firms. In Cote D’Ivoire, an MFI gave out $300
loans but posted $1200 loans to the site. In Kenya, an executive director passed
away and her husband diverted funds to pay off other debts. Also in Kenya, two
other fraudulent MFIs embezzled money intended for borrowers who never saw a
penny. In Ecuador, a startup inflated loan sizes by 30 percent and used the extra
income to fund its operational costs.
In some of these cases, we were able to recover funds; in others we were not. In
some, legal situations continue. As time has passed, we’ve learned to be increasingly detailed and timely in our communications to lenders. Our user base, above anything, desires information.
If you are running an organization and are considering withholding valuable
information from your customers, just don’t. There are a million reasons to withhold information. Lawyers will warn you about liabilities. Marketing people will
preach about tarnishing the brand. Investors will encourage you to look bigger and
better than you are. Most of this is just tired and outdated thinking.
Operating transparently is a great way to keep an organization accountable for
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Portion of FAQ section reporting fraud and describing Kiva’s response.
its actions. Before you act, ask yourself: would you be OK doing this if you had to
tell your entire user base about it? Would you be proud if your actions were
described on the front page of the New York Times? These are great tests that I often
use to vet a decision.
At Kiva, almost everything we do is open for public view. We are willing to
share anything, as long it meets two criteria. First, the information must be verified and cannot fall into the realm of gossip or speculation. Second, the information cannot violate a particular individual’s personal right to privacy. Beyond these
two criteria, all of our information is fair game.
DUE DILIGENCE: RISK AND REPAIR
Our problems with field partners relate mostly to those we enrolled in 2005 and
2006. Since then, our problems with MFIs have become less frequent and less
severe—largely because we have built a professional due diligence operation. In the
process, Kiva was transformed from a pure web startup into a hybrid
Internet/international development organization. These efforts let us confront and
contain the specter of fraud in the field, which threatened our viability in 2007.
Kiva’s early employees had absolutely no background in due diligence. We
were, and are, by nature more focused on the user experience. It required a significant cultural shift within the organization to get good at due diligence. We weren’t
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the right people to do it, so we brought people in from outside. Since late 2007, we
have been building our microfinance team; of our total current staff of about 35,
roughly 15 are focused on selecting and monitoring our partners.
We now employ microfinance specialists in San Francisco and abroad. In San
Francisco, we have partnership managers who each manage around 15 MFI relationships and are segmented according to region. In four regions, we have hired
local staff to provide the first layer of due diligence, training, and monitoring in the
field. The local staff members send data to our investment committee in San
Francisco. The committee approves MFI applications based on a perception of
social impact and financial health.
In addition to this in-house due diligence, we rely on the expertise of outside
firms. For two years now, we have partnered with Ernst & Young to perform many
of our visits to borrowers. In 2008, after a year of a normal paying relationship,
Ernst & Young pledged over $1 million in donated services to Kiva so that we could
quickly expand the number of visits per year. This is an example of a synergistic
partnership between a nonprofit and a corporation.
The microfinance world is colorful, scattered, bulging and full of promise.
Banking services are spreading to poor people in the most remote places on earth.
Thousands of MFIs are out there within our reach. That said, few of them are ready
for truly commercial capital—and those that are commercially viable have been
soaking in debt offers over the past few years. Kiva is trying to change that game by
creating a transparent, Internet-based marketplace for MFIs of different shapes
and sizes to reach out to the world of online lenders to raise capital for their borrowers. We have helped about 110 such organizations expand their reach. As the
Moses story shows, doing so can mean walking a bumpy road.
It is a challenge to deal with small and large partners on the same platform, and
risk is a key reason. The greatest determinant of risk is the characteristics of the
lender MFI, not those of the individual borrower. In general, a loan that is
processed by a small field partner is far more risky than one processed by a mature
MFI. In order to represent this reality to our users, in 2007 we created a risk rating
system that categorizes our field partners on a spectrum of one to five stars. MFIs
that have one star are generally much more risky than MFIs that have five. And
those with one star may raise far less money—by an order of magnitude—than
MFIs that have five. The risk rating system helps us make sure that our loan volume is well balanced between riskier and safer field partners. Lenders who are less
risk averse and want to assist smaller, often newer MFIs can choose loans services
by one-star partners. Lenders more sensitive to risk can go with five-star loans. In
this way, the rating system gives lenders the ability to adjust to their own tolerance.
The efforts I’ve described here—at due diligence, diversification, and a starrating system—are among the reasons why our default rate is currently below 3
percent. But uncertainty is a key element of Kiva’s product vision, so you can be
sure that this rate will fluctuate as Kiva lenders confront the realities of international development work.

36

innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009

Kiva at Four
Interest Rates Revisited
In 2005, we took the advice of an informal contact at the SEC and launched the
site without interest rates. That is, we decided to offer zero percent interest to our
lenders and allow our field partners to retain the interest rates they charged the
borrowers as long as they disclosed them to our users. That turned out to be one
of the wisest (or luckiest) moves we’ve made.
I repeatedly tried to get the interest rates back on the site. I felt that interest
rates were important to the long-term growth of our project and that they conveyed a sense of dignity between lender and borrower in a relationship based on
business, not charity. To me, taking the rates off the site was an accident and I
was determined to undo that temporary concession. For two years I bugged any
lawyer who would listen. Certainly, I argued, if sites like Prosper and Lending
Club could do it, Kiva could too.
All the while, our popularity was soaring. Our user base was growing faster
than we expected and we saw little evidence that our users wanted to earn interest on their loans. In fact, many considered themselves donors. Only a small percentage would withdraw their cash from the system once it was repaid. Still, I
busied myself with this legal scavenger hunt and, in the process, became quite a
knowledgeable (if amateur) securities lawyer.
But for all my sleuthing, I couldn’t find a legal team that would give us permission to pay interest to our lenders. After two years of trying, we effectively
gave up. Our user base didn’t want the interest and there was no airtight legal
argument to justify offering it.
In 2008, our “decision” to stay at zero percent started to look brilliant. In the
U.S., the SEC began to regulate the world of person-to-person (P2P) lending.
LendingClub registered as a securities broker and so did Prosper—under a
cease-and-desist order from the SEC. The securities model changed the P2P
space, and dramatically. It significantly changed the type of borrowing and
reduced the personal touch of a product that is supposed to be very personal. If
we were to use it, we could not pursue our mission. So, instead of becoming an
investment company, we decided to continue as a nonprofit offering zero percent loans to the public.
AN ONGOING EXPERIMENT IN SUSTAINABILITY
We have developed two key formulas for measuring Kiva’s sustainability and
impact: Operational Self-Sufficiency (OSS) and the Leverage Ratio.
First let’s look at OSS, which we define as the percentage of our total costs covered by operational revenue. This tells us how much of our operating costs we can
cover through our core business. The choice to use OSS creates an organizationwide incentive to increase online lending. When the loan volume spikes, so does
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OSS. Then Kiva earns revenue that it can use to build its infrastructure to prepare
for even greater levels of lending.
Creating an emphasis on OSS has helped us avoid a trap that snags many nonprofits: measuring overall success based on fundraising. Fundraising can often be
quite disconnected from getting stuff done, but it is absolutely necessary and quite
difficult. Many nonprofits spend the majority of their time concerned about the
next big grant instead of executing their mission. The two activities usually occur
in different mindsets and locations.
OSS lets us see what percentage of our total costs is covered by operational revenue—revenue we earn through online transactions. Thus our pursuit of greater
operational revenue is directly tied to the pursuit of our mission: “connecting people through lending to alleviate poverty.” Currently, we get operational revenue
from three sources: optional transaction fees, the float, and gift certificates that
expire.
First let’s look at the optional transaction fee. These fees are the donations that
our users choose to send to Kiva when they make a loan. If you use our site to make
a loan, you will see that the site “pitches” you for a donation of 10% on top of the
loan purchase. So, if you choose to make a $25 loan to a tailor in Ghana, you will
be asked whether you are willing to donate $2.50 to Kiva on top of your loan. If
you agree, your total transaction comes to $27.50. We send the $25.00 to the field
partner and keep the $2.50 to help cover our expenses.
Two years ago, about seven out of ten users decided to pay us the ten percent
and on a typical day we processed $50K in loan volume. On such a day, Kiva would
make about $3,500 from optional lender fees. Today, about five out of ten users
decide to pay the 10 percent and on a typical day, we process about $100 thousand
in loan volume. Thus, as I write this we are bringing in about $5 thousand a day in
optional fees. The percentage of users who donate has fallen because now more of
our loans are “re-loans” as opposed to new ones. But the absolute daily revenue
from optional lender fees has increased, to about $2 million in 2008.
The second source of operational revenue is the float: the revenue from the
interest accruing in our bank account. On a daily basis we receive and send funds
to our users and to our field partners. As our loan volume grows, the amount of
money that sits in our account on a daily basis has grown. Since most of our users
do not withdraw their funds, this amount will probably keep growing. In 2008, this
account yielded approximately 3 percent; we have invested that income in a money
market fund, which has earned us about $400 thousand.
The third source is gift certificates that expire. In late 2007 we implemented a
policy on them. We had noticed earlier that year that a percentage of our gift certificate recipients would not take the time to use their gift certificate, no matter
how many times we reminded them. Meanwhile, the funds behind those certificates were lingering, unused, in a restricted bank account. Kiva had no right to ever
use these funds for any purpose, given that we never issued a contract to the purchasers. To this day, these funds linger. Starting in late 2007, we implemented an
expiration policy for gift certificates issued after that point.
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From a staff of ten in 2007 to 35 today... and counting.
We took a state-by-state approach to conform to the individual state regulations for using gift certificates. Each state is different. In the states where expiration
is legal, we allowed unused gift certificates to expire after 12 months of neglect and
several reminder emails. In 2008, we recognized the first expirations as donation
revenue. Approximately $300 thousand in gift certificates expired and became
donations to Kiva. This amounted to about 15 percent of the total purchases from
the year before.
Through these three conduits, Kiva’s operational revenue for 2008 came to
approximately $2.7 million. Our expenses for the same year totaled approximately $4.1 million. Hence, our OSS for 2008 came in at about 67 percent. When I
wrote the first article, Kiva’s OSS was 100 percent. At that point, we were approximately ten people and we conducted little onsite due diligence. Today, we employ
35 people and conduct hands-on due diligence in over 40 countries.
Thanks to the generosity of several foundations, we were able to grow faster
than our operational revenue allowed. This funding has allowed us both the freedom and the ability to grow up fast. Without the help of foundations, our due diligence operation would have taken many more years to assemble—and meanwhile
the Kiva brand and user experience would have suffered. Certainly, we would not
be where we are today without the partnership of foundations that were willing to
take risky bets on Kiva.
However, grants can be a volatile source of income. Over-depending on them
can be dangerous. Our board constantly wrestles with this issue. How grantdependent should we become? How low should we allow our OSS to drop? Should
we set a date in the future for OSS to be 100 percent? Or, should we embrace the
idea that a certain percentage of our budget will always be supported by grants?
Would Kiva refuse grant funding if it could become OSS positive? These are difficult questions with no clear answers. Our board will continue to try and strike the
right balance.
In addition to OSS, the other formula we devised to measure our sustainability and impact is the leverage ratio; it measures the amount of money we send to
low-income entrepreneurs as a factor of our costs. It is our answer to the “percentage overhead” statistic that came into vogue in the past two decades as a key way
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to measure nonprofit efficiency.
As I mentioned above, in 2008, we spent about $4.1 million to make Kiva work
and our users sent about $36 million to low-income entrepreneurs. Thus, for every
dollar we spent on expenses, we sent almost $9 to the end recipients. Throughout
our history, we have kept this ratio above $8. I am proud of this, because it means
that a donation to Kiva’s operational expenses generates real returns in the form of
dollars being sent to the poor. In the decade to come, I believe that we can expand
the leverage ratio astronomically, and thus become one of the most high-leverage
philanthropic opportunities in all of history.
Although we need to be creative in finding metrics to measure our sustainability, ultimately our financial model—in fact our mission—is driven by the stories
generated thousands of miles away.
THE STORY FACTORY
As a quick look at my first article will show, Moses is good at telling stories. Moses
lit up early Kiva with true tales of fish mongering, goat herding, and clothes
reselling. Our family and friends loved it. The stories spread through the blogosphere and adorned the biggest publications in the world. Moses was featured in
print all over Africa, North America, and Europe. But as Kiva spread, Moses began
telling taller tales involving fake borrowers. It worked. Throughout the process,
Moses learned a key lesson: stories are worth something. In fact, they are worth a
lot. You can make a pretty penny; all you have to do is tell a good story.
In our first year, the Kiva user experience was filled with feedback. When we
had under 50 loans on the site, this was easy enough. Moses had a small office in
Soroti that employed three staff members. They would post pictures and business
plans directly to the little site we had built. They would also keep tabs on the borrowers every month and write frequent journal updates on each one. The stories
detailed business progress: profit margins, total sales, supply chain management,
and much more. Waking up every day to new stories was addictive and kept us
going through many long days with little rest. The Kiva lenders weren’t making a
profit, but they were getting paid in a different way: in stories.
Things have changed since the age of Moses, who is now wandering in his own
personal desert.
In the ensuing years, things accelerated quickly. The Kiva office in Uganda
couldn’t handle the load, so we signed up partners worldwide. Annual loan volume
went from $500 thousand, to $2 million, to $17 million to $36 million. For each
loan on the site, we were able to get a picture and a story. This was no small feat.
We were expanding our reach and answering the critics who said Kiva couldn’t scale. They asked us how we could get all those photos and stories on the site,
one at a time. It seemed so inefficient. The trick is that we weren’t the ones doing
it. We offloaded the task to hundreds of individuals around the globe.
For the collective, it was reasonably efficient. Taking pictures and telling stories
does add cost to the operations of an MFI. But those costs are minimal relative to
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Signed Cambodian Loan Application in Khmer.
the benefit; they boil down to information gathering and uploading. Field partners
have overcome the greatest odds, struggling with unstable electric power, narrow
bandwidth and sub-par equipment to get pictures and stories on the site. Why?
Simply put, it makes financial sense.
Out in Cambodia, I got to watch firsthand how a sophisticated MFI gets content on the site. It is quite an operation. The MFI headquarters is in Phnom Penh,
but many of the clients live in provinces hours away. They have branches scattered
about the provinces. Loan officers in the branches have been trained on how to
gather Kiva information.
In the field, loan officers carry Kiva questionnaires along with a host of other
loan documents. When they visit a village, they gather women and tell them about
the opportunity to apply for a loan. If a woman decides to apply, the loan officer
takes down information on paper—some for the Kiva site and some for other business purposes. The Kiva questionnaire asks for information that interests lenders.
For instance, how many children do you have? And how will the loan make an
impact on your family? This is all done in the local language—Khmer. They also
take photos of the applicants.
Returning to the branch, the loan officer enters the data into a computer and
sends the information—via Yahoo! Messenger—to the Kiva coordinators at the
headquarters in a major city. Kiva coordinators are typically young, Internet-savvy
males who get paid a few thousand dollars a year. It is a desirable job and about ten
of them are now working in Phnom Penh. We train them in the art of synthesizing the Kiva questionnaire into a readable narrative; then they spend their days
writing stories and uploading pictures. Once live on the Kiva site, the average loan
is fully funded in 39 hours.
During the Moses days, each lender would get several journal updates
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throughout the course of a loan. Journal updates are essentially progress reports.
This is no longer the case. Journaling about a loan requires about as much work as
posting a new loan. In the days when we couldn’t get enough loans on the site, we
got lax about enforcing our journal policy. The number of journals on the site
dropped steadily. Today, about one in five loans on the site returns a journal entry
after the loan is made. I view this as a temporary product concession that we need
to correct. The best way to correct this, in my opinion, is to provide a financial
incentive for writing journals. In the coming year, we will try to resuscitate the
journaling feature.
Kiva’s product vision—and my early views of poverty in Africa—were influenced by the practice of child sponsorship. As a kid, I would write letters to children a few years younger than me in Africa and South America. I imagined my letters being delivered to a thatched-roof hut halfway around the planet. It sparked
my imagination and gave me a sense of connectedness. Through Kiva, we can provide some of that to a new generation of kids.
Looking back now, I imagine that the transaction wasn’t as simple as I had
thought. A lot of intermediaries were involved, lending a certain production quality to the experience. Plus, it was expensive. Delivering the child sponsorship experience was often as expensive as the child sponsorship itself. At Kiva, it’s not as simple as it seems, either, as described above. It’s also a pretty incomplete picture. The
stories provide only a small window into what life is like in Cambodia or Uganda.
But it’s a start.
ENERGY IN CROWDS
Kiva runs on a combination of software automation and bite-sized contributions
from humans on all seven continents. Even Antarctica is a proven source of energy for Kiva. If you look under the hood, you will see that it takes hundreds of volunteers to make this thing work.
Our first energy source powers translation. As Kiva enrolled partners all over
the world, we ran into language barriers. Most executive directors of internationally known MFIs speak English. But the English usually stops there. Loan officers
in Senegal speak French and Wolof. Mozambique MFI staff members conduct
operations in Portuguese. In Haiti, it’s Creole. Spanish is the most common language among our MFIs.
It’s pretty far-fetched to think that Kiva could force a system-wide switch to
English on its site. So, in 2007 we began to experiment with letting field partner
staff post their entries in their own languages. Soon we got an outpouring of
emails from people volunteering to translate the text.
Stealing a page from the Wikipedia playbook, we built an interface that translators could use to add an English version to the non-English postings. Through a
combination of recruitment and serendipity, hundreds of users are now voluntarily doing translations each month. Most of them live in the U.S., but many live in
the very countries where the entrepreneurs are borrowing.
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Our next source of people power is the Kiva Fellows. Every four months, they
provide a huge injection of energy into the Kiva engine. Fellows are volunteers,
with a wide age range, who work with our field partners for periods of ten or more
weeks. Three times a year, Kiva sends out a platoon of around 30 such fellows. To
date, we’ve sent out over 100.
Kiva Fellows facilitate connections between lenders and the entrepreneurs they
support. They write many of the stories you see on our website, upload videos, and
blog about their experiences. In addition, they assist with communications and
bridge the cultural gulf between Kiva and the field partners. They help our partners understand our system and policies, and help convey any challenges to our
staff. It’s amazing how much easier it is to resolve an issue when you have a representative on the ground.
One resource we have yet to tap is our volunteer software developers, a particularly passionate group of people. Most of them are motivated not primarily by
money, but by a desire to create. In 2009 we will be launching a third-party developer program that will allow volunteer engineers to author applications using data
feeds that we offer to the public for free.
I’ve been amazed by a surge in volunteerism in the past few years, especially
among people in their twenties who seem to be yearning for a meaningful career.
This yearning was less profound when I graduated from college in 2001. Now it’s
up to organizations like ours to harness this precious energy source.
THE NEXT CRISIS
For years microfinanciers have touted our sector as immune to macroeconomic
trends. Meanwhile, we were also touting the importance of connecting the sector
to the global economic system. It was only a matter of time before the latter goal
came to interfere with the former reality.
The financial crisis has affected low-income entrepreneurs across the world, in
many ways. A keeper of a small store in Bolivia can no longer ignore what is happening in the economies of North America and Europe. Remittances coming from
the global north are in decline. Customers at that store who depend for their
income on family members abroad have seen their buying power plunge. That
drop in the purchasing power of entire communities trickles down to the poorest
families. As a result, MFIs are concerned with their portfolio quality and the ability of their clients to run businesses that depend on the health of remittancedependent economies.
In addition, the crisis has hit many export-dependent businesses. I recently visited a handful of clients outside of Phnom Penh. Most of them were silk weavers
or tied to the modern silk trade in some way. Their future is uncertain. A silk weaver in a remote province of Cambodia usually sells her product—elaborately woven
rolls of silk—to a middleman who in turn sells to exporters. Exports of silk fell
sharply in 2008, thanks to softening international demand for clothing. When
international demand for silk slows, so do the looms of weavers in Cambodia. If
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you are an MFI lending in Cambodia, you will probably think twice before you
extend another loan to another weaver.
In addition to the declines in remittances and exports, MFIs face a tightening
in lending by wholesale lenders: the banks and funds that lend to MFIs to help
them grow. Kiva is a wholesale lender of a very unique breed. We started Kiva in
an era when commercial banks were beginning to invest in top-tier MFIs. If you
weren’t commercial, it was hard to get
anyone in the field to listen. And it
seemed inefficient to raise $25 a time
What if we could extend
from millions of people when you
could raise more money faster from a
that number to 10M or
big bank or a hedge fund. Four years
100M users? It does sound later, some of those big banks no
longer exist. Given this experience,
far-fetched. However, on
almost every commercial funder is
the Internet, you only
reducing the scope of its MFI lending
practice.
need to get a few things
Over the past three years, Kiva.org
right—really right—to get has attracted hundreds of new lenders
per day. Today, we are closing in on the
that type of scale.
500 thousand lender mark. Half a million users sounds huge by nonprofit
standards—but in the world of e-commerce or social networking, it is a drop in the bucket. What if we could extend that
number to 10 million or 100 million users? It does sound far-fetched. However, on
the Internet, you only need to get a few things right—really right—to get that type
of scale. We are still working on it.
In the winter of 2008, the first winds of the financial hurricane blew onto the
shores of Kiva. We noticed a mixed reaction from our user base. Yes, new money
in the system declined by about 25 percent. That is, user payments through PayPal
accounts and credit cards declined by one fourth. But the loan volume at Kiva,
which is a combination of new loans and re-loans, didn’t drop at all. In fact, it grew
by 50 percent as compared to the same period in 2007. Our 2008 loan volume
came in at $36M—double that of 2007. So it seems that our users are spending less
new money than during the same period a year earlier—but our total loan volume
is still doubling every year because our lenders are reluctant to withdraw their
funds.
I’m alluding here to the possibility that the actions of millions of people lending small sums may prove to be a dependable source of capital for the microfinance sector. It is a false competition to pit individual lenders against Wall Street
or domestic banks. However, our experience in just four years says something. If
nothing else, it speaks to the power of individuals to make a difference and to create a dent in the biggest problem of all: inactivity.
Not only have the world’s poor long been excluded from the financial system,
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but the world’s privileged have not felt empowered to affect the situation. The Kiva
community now includes thousands of individuals who have stepped up for the
first time to make a small difference. The potential for big change from the aggregate tiny actions of many is now more enormous than ever.
A CURE FOR FOUNDER’S SYNDROME
Founding an organization is one of the most rewarding experiences possible.
Nothing can beat the thrill of seeing your ideas take form in the world. It can also
be one of the most maddening experiences when you try to hold on to what you
started.
After almost four years, many people see Kiva as a success. As a co-founder, I
can be tempted to believe that our founding vision is responsible for that success.
But I have to admit that a whole family of ideas was contained in the founding
vision. Certainly, some of them contributed to the success—and some of them
weren’t as important. Some elements of the founding vision might be simply marginal. Some might have been dead wrong. Figuring out when you were right and
when you were wrong can drive you insane.
A few things have, now and then, set me free from founder’s syndrome. First is
the reliance on data. Instead of becoming emotionally attached to an idea we had
years ago, we have tried to open ourselves up to the practice of testing ideas against
the data that is constantly streaming in from our users. If one of our ideas is great,
certainly there should be a way to test it. For instance, if interest rates are so important, why not ask your users before you launch them on the site? Sometimes, an
idea we thought was really important turns out to be unimportant to the people
who use the site every day. Seeing this allows me to slowly wean myself away from
the emotional bonds I have developed with my own ideas, an experience many
founders have.
This is only part of the process, however. More important to curing founder’s
syndrome is a daily re-orientation to a cause greater than oneself. It’s not about
you. It’s not even about your organization. Even the greatest organizations are just
temporary vessels. Such organizations are able to channel energy to something
much more important than any single group can tackle. For Kiva, it’s about connecting people and believing in others’ potential across seemingly impenetrable
barriers. There’s nothing new about that; we’ve just taken a different approach.
Certainly, many others will continue to pursue this end using ever more daring
methods. We have really only scratched the surface.
PRODUCT TURNS
Kiva's product is still in the infancy. For most of our life, we've been a small team
trying to keep up with a growing user base. As a nonprofit whose staff grows
organically, we've always felt a little behind where we should be. Today is no different. That said, we have a lot of potential for innovation. Thus, we are gearing ourinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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selves up for three major product turns in the next decade. Each turn will take
three to five years to achieve.
The first product turn is to make Kiva relevant to the mass market. We want to
take Kiva from a philanthropy and gift-giving website to the Internet mainstream.
In doing so, we are going to have to drive a truck through the idea that doing good
and doing well reside in different categories of life. One way we can do this is to
deliver loans in the U.S. About the time this article gets published, our lenders will
be able to fund borrowers in New York and California. In the future, you can imagine us working in poverty-stricken areas wherever they exist. Another thing we will
do is to emphasize the community
aspect of Kiva. The human need to
can be harnessed to drive
How long will it be before socialize
social change. We will emphasize networking around the cause of alleviatwe see a Nairobi lender
ing poverty in the coming years.
supporting a borrower in
Finally, Kiva needs to be a global. In
this first incarnation, Kiva has been
New York? My guess is
U.S.-centric. We support U.S. dollars
that it will happen in the
and English language. Multi-language
and multi-currency support are an
next three years.
integral part of our future. How long
will it be before we see a Nairobi lender
supporting a borrower in New York?
My guess is that it will happen in the next three years.
The second product turn is to extend the Kiva brand beyond lending. Once we
get the lending experience right there are many new paths open to us. A growing
user base can make a big impact beyond microfinance. For instance, what if farmers could insure their crops through insurance funded by Kiva lenders? What if a
Rwandan secondary school could raise scholarships for students through Kiva?
What about immunizations or health insurance? Remittances? The possibilities are
endless, once we reach a sufficient level of maturity in our current product.
The third product turn, maybe a decade away, has to do with “scale-driven
opportunities” which would present themselves should we accumulate a user base
in the tens of millions. At such a point, our greatest impact may be to leverage the
sheer numbers of people who use our service. As I mentioned in the initial article,
Kiva, as the world's largest public database of micro-entrepreneur profiles, may
become useful as a credit bureau for the developing world. For many borrowers,
their Kiva profile is the first public record of their existence. One day a borrower
moving from one place to another will be able to point to a Kiva profile as a reference point for creditworthiness. Lastly, Kiva may one day find itself wading into
advocacy, as many non-profits do. With a large list of highly-engaged, socially-conscious users, we will have the ability to rally support behind certain causes. For
instance, can Kiva help impact the way aid is dispersed in this world? Can we raise
awareness for poverty alleviation as a national priority? I believe we can.
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LOOKING AHEAD
It is not an insight to say that the next few years will probably be difficult economically. It’s not original to note that the present and future adversity presents a
tremendous opportunity. It may be unoriginal, but I believe it strongly.
We have an unusually vibrant and resilient investment opportunity on the
Kiva site—the world’s working poor. In the past four years, their stories have been
trickling over the wire into the workplaces, homes, and minds of the world’s privileged. Kiva has played a big role in that. In an era of exuberant growth, philanthropy provided a bit of meaning during the course of many people’s busy, productive
lives.
Now, with so much crashing around us, we are not all so busy and productive
as we once were. We have an opportunity to slow down for a while and take stock
of what matters most. It’s a time to reflect on what the past few years were all
about. Even in the worst of times, the infrastructure provided by the Western
industrialized world provides us the padding to weather even the most difficult of
financial hurricanes.
This can’t really be said for the legion of the world’s working poor who subsist
on less than one dollar a day. This massive group didn’t get laid off. And they never
got hired either. They are farmers and tailors; they herd cattle and run small stores.
They don’t have the luxury of slowing down. Slowing down is literally a matter of
life or death.
A few years ago, it was difficult to illustrate how our daily actions affect those
in poverty. It’s no longer difficult at all. A foolish mortgage extended to a homeowner in Louisiana goes into default. A mortgage-backed security, re-sold countless times, causes the collapse of a major bank on Wall Street. That bank slows
lending to an MFI. An MFI withholds credit to a woman weaving silk below a
house on a floodplain in Cambodia. A household income declines. Kids are pulled
out of school and a bright future dissolves.
We are all connected. The connection was always there, but it is easier to illustrate now. Our fates are more clearly intertwined than ever.
The systems we construct in this world are fragile and prone to collapse.
However, the people behind them remain compassionate and resilient. Now is a
time to circumvent traditional systems. Now is a time for the world's privileged to
demonstrate to the world's poor just how compassionate and resilient we are. Now
is a time for a swelling of activity amidst so much retraction. Now is a time to build
a remarkable counterexample to the dissolution that surrounds us. We're going to
spend the next few years helping to make that happen. We could use your help.
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Changing the Landscape of Power
Innovations Case Narrative:
Amazon Conservation Team

Rainforests are disappearing more rapidly than ever—but not as quickly as indigenous cultures are being disrupted and destroyed. At the Amazon Conservation
Team (ACT), we see the survival of these two—the culture and the ecosystem—as
inextricably linked, so we call our effort to protect them “biocultural conservation.” Key to the ultimate success of this process is improving our indigenous partners’ ability to meet many challenges—to their cultural integrity, their worldview,
their resources—on their own terms. Such a process can entail everything from
protecting forest species to knowing the potential uses of those plants and animals.
If native peoples are to make informed decisions, it is imperative that we help them
understand the value and potential value of the species they know, as well as their
healing techniques and diagnostic approaches, the products of their organic agriculture, and much more.
At ACT, we have tested an array of strategies. Some haven’t worked, but two
have been extraordinarily successful. One is ethnographic mapping, a partnership
program with indigenous peoples to teach them to map, manage, and protect their
own lands. The second is the Shamans and Apprentices Program, which creates
ways to pass on traditional healing knowledge and practices to younger generations. We hope that this wisdom will some day benefit the tribes as they deal with
the outside world, and perhaps scientists will uncover new, potentially useful
plant-based medicines, should these tribes ever decide to commercialize their
products. But that option will not exist unless the knowledge is passed on.
Mark J. Plotkin is the co-founder (with Liliana Madrigal) and president of the
Amazon Conservation Team. Plotkin received the San Diego Zoo Gold Medal for
Conservation (1993) and the Roy Chapman Andrews Distinguished Explorer Award
(2004). Time magazine called him an "Environmental Hero for the Planet" (2001)
and Smithsonian magazine hailed him as one of "35 Who Made a Difference" (2005).
Plotkin and Madrigal are 2008 recipients Skoll Award for Social
Entrepreneurship.
This case narrative was written for, and appear first in, the Innovations special
edition for the Skoll World Forum, 2009.
© 2009 Mark J. Plotkin
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Medicines from Nature
The following are just a few examples of current and potential medicines that
come from nature:
• The rosy periwinkle, a native of southern Madagascar, is the source of six different anti-tumor alkaloids, which are effective in treating and curing childhood leukemia.
• Statins, like the drug Lipitor, are effective treatments for lowering cholesterol.
The single most widely prescribed drug in the last thirty years, Lipitor and
the statin class of drugs are derived from molds
• Blood anticoagulants occur naturally in the saliva of leeches and Amazonian
vampire bats. Every species seems to have its own set of anticoagulants!
• Curare alkaloids, used by the indigenous peoples of the Amazon as blow-dart
poisons and derived largely from the moonseed family, have revolutionized
abdominal surgery.

My personal research has focused on the plants and peoples of the northeast
Amazon, an area that straddles the borders of Brazil, French Guiana, Guyana,
Suriname, and Venezuela. Like all rainforest plants and peoples, they face evergrowing threats from climate change, missionaries, deforestation, the encroachment of the outside world, and other factors. My work is threatened every day by
the disappearance of existing species, and of cultures that have, over centuries,
developed a wealth of knowledge about the possible uses of these species.
ETHNOBOTANY AND MY FIRST TRIPS TO THE RAINFOREST
In 1974, I dropped out of the University of Pennsylvania’s program in molecular
biology; it was too far afield from my interest in nature, by which I mean whole
organisms rather than their constituent pieces. Within a year I had taken a menial
job at the Museum of Comparative Zoology at Harvard in order to be closer to the
objects of my fascination and passion. A few days after I started the job, a friend
suggested that I take night school courses to earn college credit while I worked in
the museum. So I enrolled in a class on the botany and chemistry of hallucinogenic
plants, which was taught by the father of ethnobotany, Richard Evans Schultes.
Schultes worked alongside many of the most eminent names in biology at
Harvard, and the department itself was filled with famous explorer-researchers. I
worked among extraordinary scholars like E. O. Wilson and Stephen J. Gould—it
was like being in Florence during the Renaissance! Although I was usually just a
laborer, making display cases and packing animals in formaldehyde, I reveled in
the stories of adventure and discovery these scientists told.
Without question, Schultes was the most fascinating of them all: in 1941 he
had gone to the Amazon for a six-month trip and ended up staying for 14 years!
He immersed himself in native cultures and catalogued more than two thousand
previously unknown plant species. The Indians had shown Schultes the power and
potential of these plants, and in the decades that followed his work, these chemi-
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cals would influence everything from our understanding of the human psyche to
rock music. Completely under the sway of this extraordinary personality, I fell in
love with the Amazon and its rich treasure of plant species, and learned of the
enormous need to preserve this at-risk region.
In addition to instructing his students on the botany of the Amazon’s flora,
Schultes had made it his purpose to imbue us with a sense of the value, beauty, and
fragility of the rainforest ecosystem and of the indigenous peoples who are a part
of it. His most pressing warning to us was about the great dangers facing the rainforest and its cultures. It left a firm impression on me, and I finished that class with
the certainty that I had found my life’s work.
I finally had my first opportunity to visit the South American jungle in 1979,
when Russ Mittermeier, an Amazonian field biologist at Harvard, invited me to
assist him on a research expedition to French Guiana. There he intended to search
for an endangered crocodilian, the black caiman. I jumped at the opportunity.
Within months, I found myself in a small dugout canoe, searching out these giant
reptiles that were much longer than the boat I was in! I was terrified, feeling like an
hors d’oeuvre on a toothpick, but also exhilarated by our discovery. I detailed this
search in my first book, Tales of a Shaman’s Apprentice.
I soon returned to South America on my own, this time to Suriname (formerly Dutch Guiana), the culturally diverse coastal nation that is excitingly rich in
unique species and traditions. I went there on the advice of guides I had met on
the expedition with Mittermeier, who had advised me to visit the jungle society
known as the Maroons (and earlier as Bushnegroes). Descendants of escaped
slaves, the Maroons had established a West African society in the jungles of the
northeast Amazon. In the centuries since their forced immigration, they had
acquired a deep sensibility about the power of the plants that surrounded them in
the jungle. Guided by Frits von Troon, who would become a close friend and companion, I ventured deep into the jungle by river to study the Maroons’ use of local
species.
Frits took me through the jungle to demonstrate different kinds of herbs and
their healing potential, and the types of latex that had once provided a decent
income for the Maroons. I witnessed traditional healing firsthand when I saw a
young boy, ill and weak, cured of a serious ailment in a shamanic ceremony held
upriver from the Maroon village. I was dazzled by the local people’s curative techniques, an impression Frits validated. The Maroons know a lot, he said, but the
Indians know much more. “Na boesi, ingi sabe ala sani,” he said, “in the jungle, the
Indian knows everything.” I realized that to further immerse myself in the potential of jungle plants, I would have to return to the rainforest and learn from the
Indians themselves.
The year was 1982, and I returned to Paramaribo, Suriname, amidst a tide of
rebellion, as Cuban mercenaries supported the leftist government and quashed the
strong opposition. Eager to get away from politics and into my intended destination in the jungle, I went to a small airstrip, where a bush pilot agreed to take me
to a village near the Brazilian border. A three-hour flight over pristine rainforest
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brought me to a small airfield in a jungle clearing. The pilot, not even turning off
the engine, gave me only one warning as I extracted my meager possessions from
the plane: stay away from the women, or face the poison-tipped arrows of the men.
As the small Cessna departed, I gathered my belongings and headed for the
neighboring village of the Tirio Indians. A young man approached, and moved to
help me with one of my bags. He spoke to me in Sranan Tongo: “I am called Koita.”
He began walking toward the village, my bag slung over his shoulder. Gathering my
remaining things, I followed. My first stop would be at the hut of the village chief,
where I would have to ask for permission and assistance in my research on the local
plants and the natives’ use of them.
The chief, I had been warned, was a Christian, converted by missionaries who
had entered the country about a decade earlier. I soon discovered he was perplexed
at my desire to learn about his native ways. He had been convinced that the white
man’s practices and medicines were far superior. In only a few years, traditions had
been abandoned and the shamans, once respected members of the tribe, had been
relegated to the margins of the culture. I explained to the chief in terms he would
accept that, like Saul or David in the Bible, I had come to chronicle the tribe’s traditions. I would write down the practices of the shamans, including their ceremonies and their healing uses of plants, and would provide the document to the
tribe as a compendium of their history. The chief accepted. Koita, who had led me
to the leader, would guide me through the jungle and the practices of the village,
and introduce me to the elderly shamans.
For several weeks I remained in the village, meeting and working with several
individuals who would influence me for years to come, as I returned to the region
several times a year. Among my favorites was Akoi, a member of the Sikiyana tribe
and a transplant into the village after his own was destroyed. He claimed to have
killed over 20 white men, not to mention his own son-in-law, and Indians from
several neighboring tribes—a fact that the Tirios repeatedly confirmed. After a
decade of denying he knew anything about plants, medicines, poisons, or shamanism, he revealed that he was one of the Paramount Shamans. When I asked why he
had spent so long telling me otherwise, he smiled and said that he had been playing a joke on me—and taking over ten years to deliver the punch line!
My first foray into the land and worldview of the Amerindians continued, as I
further immersed myself in the culture and wisdom of the tribes. Meanwhile, I had
obtained my undergraduate degree from the Harvard Extension School and a master’s degree in forest science from Yale. This helpful step put me on the road to
learning more languages, as well as economics, sociology, anthropology, botany,
and public health in the context of the natural world. I went back to Harvard, taking a research position with my mentor Professor Schultes, and worked under a
research grant from the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) while earning my PhD from
Tufts University. Once Schultes retired, I took a job with WWF as director of plant
conservation, and moved to Washington, D.C. Meanwhile, I returned to the
Amazon at every possible opportunity, documenting indigenous plants and taking
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a special interest in the toxins, called curare, that the Indians used to poison the
tips of their arrows.
But soon I could see that the Indians’ culture was disappearing ever faster.
Edicts put in place by missionaries and enforced by village chiefs banned certain
behaviors and even traditional dances and music, marking these practices as the
“old ways” and making people see them as hindering progress. Indigenous cultures
were being disrupted and destroyed through contact with the outside world, while
the overall picture for rainforest conservation itself grew more dire. Population
growth was spiraling out of control, multinational companies continued to
encroach on indigenous lands, and forests were being cut down. As an ethnobotanist, I could see the connection between the deterioration of jungle cultures and
the jungles themselves. By neglecting the critical role that native peoples played in
preserving jungle plants and animal species, the conservation community was
fighting a losing battle.
1988-1995: CONSERVATION INTERNATIONAL,
SHAMANS AND APPRENTICES, AND THE BEGINNINGS OF
AMAZON CONSERVATION TEAM
Ethnobotany takes a holistic approach to conservation and provides ample proof
of how well indigenous peoples know and utilize the rain forest. The conservation
community has been slow to acknowledge the importance of the ethnobotanical
perspective of rain forest preservation and utilization, instead focusing on what
Russ Mittermeier called “charismatic mega-vertebrates”: those appealing creatures
like pandas and monkeys that have been the poster children for the conservation
movement. That focus cannot convey the potential importance of species and
ecosystems. And, as an ethnobotanist privileged to see and experience so much of
this firsthand, I believe both plants and indigenous peoples have to be factored into
the equation as well. Unfortunately, most people are not intrigued by plants, but
you cannot save the animal unless you also save the plants it feeds on. And useful
plants—potential cures for so-called incurable diseases—can attract an even wider
audience. Throughout the tropics, the most pristine tracts of remaining rainforest
are typically strongholds of indigenous culture; in other words, where you have
forests, you have Indians. More important, from the viewpoint of conservation,
where you have Indians, you have forests. Indigenous peoples have spent generations coexisting with their surroundings, living off of them while sustaining a fragile ecosystem (usually) by not overhunting its creatures or exhausting its soil. The
beauty of ethnobotany is that it brings people into the forest picture, showing that
tribal peoples can help provide us with answers about the best ways to use and protect the forest.
When I first entered the Tirio village in 1982, I promised the chief I would
present him with the record of my work. Almost a decade later, I gave him the
manuscript—the record of all my research, documenting in hundreds of pages the
jungle plants I had encountered and their use by the Tirio. The chief was sufficientinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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ly impressed, and the village council deemed this tradition important enough to
implement a program to translate my research into the native language. The elderly shamans who had taught me were enlisted to pass this knowledge on to the
next generation.
This is how the Shamans and Apprentices program was born. Conserving the
ethnobotanical knowledge among the Tirio and ensuring that it was passed on by
the Indians to the Indians was the key to success. After my stint at WWF, I worked
for Conservation International in Washington, D.C., but decided I wanted to be
part of a smaller organization wholly devoted to biocultural conservation. With
Liliana Madrigal, a cofounder of Conservation International, I established what
was then called the Ethnobiology and Conservation Team. We launched Shamans
and Apprentices programs in Argentina, Australia, Colombia, Costa Rica, and
Mexico, in addition to the already successful effort underway in Suriname. The
work was not only a way of preserving the ethnobotanical knowledge of all of these
cultures, but also fit under the heading of larger efforts to preserve lands by preserving the cultures who lived there. Furthermore, it was an appropriate and sustainable mechanism operated effectively by the people themselves. After a few
years, it was evident that a small organization could not be highly effective in such
a widely dispersed geographic area, so we decided to focus on the Amazon. Hence
the name, Amazon Conservation Team.
MAPPING, GOVERNANCE, AND PARTNERSHIPS
Our commitment to helping protect Amazonian lands first and foremost for those
who live there has taken many forms. Creating projects according to models that
are both replicable and sustainable for and with native peoples inevitably falls back
on a process of trial and error. The Shamans and Apprentices program is one of
our major successes. Another success, now one of ACT’s most definitive efforts, is
our program in indigenous mapping. It didn’t happen in some eureka moment,
but instead grew out of a request from the Indians themselves. Still, this approach
has power far beyond anything we had envisioned. What started off as a request
from one tribe has snowballed into a successful effort involving over 25 different
groups. However, the project itself has come to encapsulate all of ACT’s essential
goals, rolling into a single endeavor the nurturing and continuation of native tradition, land and resource use, and indigenous rights, and the conservation of the
life-giving treasures of the Amazon. Through it, indigenous peoples in the Amazon
recognize their own wealth more fully and use cutting-edge technology to reinforce their own culture; it has created a paradigm that lets them relate to the outside world on their own terms and better determine their own destinies.
The project began in 1995, at about the same time that we became the Amazon
Conservation Team, when the chief of the Tirios came to me with a request that
we map the Tirio lands. Gold miners and other outsiders had begun to show up in
the region, and in order to protect their land against encroachment, the Tirios had
approached the government to demand title to the region where they had always
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The Mission of the Amazon Conservation Team
At the Amazon Conservation Team, we firmly believe you cannot protect rainforests without Indians, and you can’t protect Indians without rainforests.
Working in partnership with indigenous peoples to protect their forests, their
waterways, and their healing knowledge, ACT plays a role in the larger effort to
conserve the world’s tropical ecosystems by specializing in the Amazon cultures
and their relationship with the rainforest. Twenty-five percent of the Brazilian
Amazon is indigenous lands, while only five percent is found in national parks.
Giant organizations like the World Wildlife Fund, Conservation International,
and the Nature Conservancy spend hundreds of millions of dollars and have a
major focus on protected areas.
Certainly, this kind of work is critical to the ongoing conservation effort, but
it’s only part of the equation. The single most effective way to preserve the type
of rainforest that indigenous people inhabit is to involve them in the conservation process, engaging them by demonstrating the vested interest they have in
preserving the tremendous resources that this ecosystem has to offer. Ultimately,
it’s the best bang for the conservation buck, and is the single most efficient and
cost-effective approach in existence. This arrangement is a win-win for all parties involved. For decades, indigenous people around the world have been presented with false choices: between traditional lifestyles and moving to the city to
live like the white man, between breechcloths and iPods, between shamanic wisdom and a house with a garage in the city. Pushed off their land or intrigued into
the city by a deceptive image of a better life there, many indigenous populations
move to urban areas, thinking they’re moving up the social ladder. Anybody
who’s been in the tropics and has seen the slums that surround every major city
knows how unlikely that is. The options that drug dealers present to Amazonian
youths in their areas of origin are just as bleak: cartels entice them into poorly
paid, illegal, and dangerous positions within the industry where they have little
prospect of making any money.
For all these reasons, it is a far superior approach for them to develop their
pride and a sense of where they fit in the world economic system, and to thrive
based on their knowledge, agriculture, and medicine. ACT helps local peoples to
make informed decisions and deal with the outside world on their own terms,
allowing them to put money in their pockets or breechcloth based on things that
reinforce the culture: agriculture, handicrafts, medicine. Showing the population
of the Amazon the possibilities inherent in the resources they control, and helping them to utilize these resources in a sustainable manner that will ensure that
they continue to provide for their futures is fundamental to ACT’s endeavor to
preserve the rainforest and the cultures that have so much to offer.
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Government
The Amazon Conservation Team has helped to change the landscape of power
through its projects that sustain the wealth of shamanic wisdom and through its
ethnographic mapping programs. ACT has helped to build new partnerships
between indigenous peoples and South American governments, in addition to
assisting them in making informed choices about their cultural and environmental destiny. Providing all sides with a better understanding of the other parties at the negotiating table and of their own potential contributions has given
everyone involved a vested interest in preserving the rainforest and the people
who inhabit it. Changes in outlook from all sides have contributed to this
progress. On the part of South American governments, new partnerships are
now flourishing as indigenous peoples assert their rights and work in a truly collaborative spirit with local and national governments.
Meanwhile, governments have begun to recognize the potential benefit of
working in cooperation with these native peoples. Throughout their relationships, governments have often seen as whiners the tribes that are demanding to
keep their land: after all, why would 2000 people want a piece of land the size of
Belgium? These same officials, though, have come to understand the value of
partners living on their borders, who are their eyes and ears in previously
unmonitored swaths of territory. No one knows these lands better than their residents, who live at the headwaters of the countries’ rivers and are the first to
know of illicit airfields responsible for running controlled goods like drugs or
guns into and out of the country. Criminals who once operated outside the government’s control will have a harder time working under the radar of authorities responsible for protecting the public good.
This scenario should continue to advance as native peoples, employed as
park rangers to monitor and protect Amazonian rainforest areas, come on the
payroll of the state and enhance the enforcement of existing laws. Given the revenue-producing potential of these areas in new sectors like ecotourism and
hydropower, as well as existing industries such as commercial fishing, this is a
more valuable pursuit than ever. Power structures have also begun to change on
lived. The government responded with a request for a map—an unfamiliar concept for the Tirios. They were able to compile a simple hand-drawn map, but wanted us to take it to the next level. Faced with the chief ’s request to provide a map, I
suggested that instead of making it for them, ACT would train them to make it
themselves.
Of course, we didn’t invent indigenous mapping. It has been done in Canada
and the Congo, and throughout the world on behalf of First Nations peoples
asserting their rights. One unique aspect of our effort, though, was our insistence
all along that the Tirios make their own map. Furthermore, we would invite neighboring tribes to observe the map-making process so they could learn how to do it.
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the village level, undoing decades worth of cultural destruction caused by culturally-insensitive missionaries and returning the village’s determination back to
its residents.
Traditionally, villages of only a couple dozen people, all part of the same
extended family, were the typical demographic in the northeast Amazon.
However, missionaries began to gather people into larger villages and anoint a
paramount chief in order to proselytize more effectively, pushing both religion
and Western culture. This process had two deleterious effects: it centralized the
power structure in one person, with whom diamond mining companies and loggers would deal exclusively, and also pushed aside the shaman, nominally the
wisest man in the tribe, in favor of Christian teachings. This separation of
church and state had served the tribe well for centuries, and as a part of the
Shamans and Apprentices program, the shaman has returned to sitting at the
right hand of the chief.
A notable indication of the changing power structure’s effect on outsiders’
access to resources occurred just last year, when diamond miners approached a
chief with a contract to extract minerals from their lands. Pressured by the company - told that this was the one chance to provide jobs for his people - the chief
signed the contract without consulting other village members. When they heard
about this, the indigenous cartographers trained by ACT approached the chief
about the agreement he had signed. (ACT had no part in encouraging them—
this all happened very quickly.) Cognizant of the destruction that unsupervised
mining would entail and empowered to protect their resources, the indigenous
cartographers demanded that the contract be frozen until the village members
could discuss the matter. In fact, they threatened to depose the chief if he took
the money because it would threaten the tribe’s self-determination and collective benefit. The chief backed down, the villagers reviewed the contract, and it
was torn up. The Indians themselves, passionate about their land, culture, and
forest resources and newly empowered to have a part in its fate, made their own
informed choice.
As such, the map became much more than just a document that charted boundaries and the geographical landmarks within it.
We took the first step, and made the map and management plan with an
organization called Native Lands. They had extensive experience in Central
America and were also experts in neotropical indigenous mapping. We then
brought in the Surinamese government as partners in the project; this made the
mapping effort an alliance-building exercise as well. We then invited a neighboring tribe to observe. Seeing what the Tirios had accomplished, they asked us to
map their lands as well! We suggested that they instead approach the Tirios and
learn directly from them.
We did this again and again, until 20 million acres of indigenous lands had
been mapped and were being managed and protected better than ever before.
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Indigenous cartographers from the Trio and Wayana peoples of southern Suriname sit
to input way-points gathered during an expedition to update the original map of their
lands in southern Suriname, which cover 10 million acres.
University of California geographer Bernard Nietschmann once said, “More
indigenous territory has been claimed by maps than by guns . . . [and] more
indigenous territory can be reclaimed and defended by maps than by guns.” ACT
has certainly observed this in the years since our first ventures into cartography.
Our mapping program, now largely headed by ACT staff members Vasco van
Roosmalen (in Brasil) and Gwen Emanuels Smith (in Suriname), has seen many of
these maps become legal documents. Indigenous peoples are staking their claims
and effectively stopping outsiders from encroaching on their territory by simply
engaging in and relying on the legal system already put in place by the government.
This is clearly a step in the right direction.
For ACT, working in the field of mapping has fit in perfectly with our mission:
as part of the cartographic process, native peoples find out precisely where
resources are located. Furthermore, this enables them to reject the false choice presented to them of either maintaining their traditional ways or entering the modern world. Instead, they see the great value of their traditional ways expressed in
terms congruent with that of the modern world. How cool is it when shamans
learn to work with Google Earth? The program has encouraged members of the
younger generations to better connect with the older generation, who before had
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Members of the Ikpeng tribe in Brazil’s Xingu Indigenous Reserve celebrate the creation of the first participatory ethnographic map of their ancestral lands..
been relegated to the margins reserved for holdovers of the old ways, especially the
shamans. As younger mapmakers seek to generate accurate documents that feature
all the geographic landmarks within a territory and the names their tribe has for
those places, they find that they have only one resource at their disposal to fill in
some of these gaps—the older generation.
In one such instance, young cartographers had been confounded by a particular river’s path. They were using government maps which were based on extrapolations from aerial imagery, since cloud and canopy cover made it impossible to
obtain accurate aerial photographs. This particular map was not accurate enough.
So the indigenous cartographers decided to consult a tribal elder. Sitting nearly
naked in his hut, smoking cigarettes and painted red was the man known as the
Professor because of his vast knowledge of local culture and landscape. When they
showed him the existing maps, he pointed out immediately that these figures were
incorrect and that the river went in a direction different from their guess. He
showed them its path, and one day when the clouds cleared and the cartographers
finally had access to photographs, they saw that the old man had been right! These
young tribesmen saw that grandpa knows stuff that the white man, the missionary,
the military, and the gold miner don’t know. And they have a newfound respect for
their culture.
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Mark Plotkin presents completed map of ancestral lands to Chief of Yawalapiti tribe,
eastern Amazon.
GOOGLE AND THE FUTURE OF ACT
As an outgrowth of our mapping project, we at ACT have made tremendous
strides in the last few years as we continue to build strong partnerships between
indigenous peoples, national governments, and the private sector. Most promising
and productive has been our engagement of Google Earth in the effort by native
peoples to protect their lands. We use Google software and the latest computer and
global positioning system technology and top personnel from Google Earth headquarters have come to the Amazon to train the Indians directly; in all these ways
ACT has assisted indigenous groups in utilizing the most modern tools to preserve
and protect their culture and their territories.
Seeing the potential of Google Earth to bring the mapping program to the next
level, in 2005 I approached Google through an introduction from a friend, and
presented our work in the Amazon. They agreed wholeheartedly that their outreach program through Google Earth had an enormous amount to contribute to
the project. Google Earth has also been helping the U.S. Holocaust Memorial
Museum to map the destruction taking place in Darfur, the Jane Goodall Institute
to track chimpanzees in Tanzania, and a local NGO in West Virginia to monitor
mountaintop removal. ACT’s mapping program enabled native tribes to monitor
their lands and account fully for the resources within their borders; they could also
include ethnographic information related to geographical landmarks that ensured
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their traditions would continue. Google Earth’s outreach program was precisely in
line with these efforts.
ACT’s intention with Google Earth is to continuously acquire high-resolution
maps to monitor and prevent illegal logging and mining in or near indigenous
lands. Through this collaboration, indigenous peoples have now created land use
and protection maps for over half a million acres of rainforest lands. At this point,
Brazil’s environmental agency has only one forest ranger for every 650 square miles
of “protected” land, and the contribution of satellite images will fill an enormous
void. Armed with information alone, tribes could report illicit incursions to government officials.
The work that ACT has done with Chief Almir Surui of the Surui tribe of
southwestern Brazil exemplifies the effectiveness of empowering local peoples
rather than making the maps for them. Chief Almir, the young leader of his tribe
and the only member to graduate from college, has embarked on a crusade to protect and promote his culture and land, and has fully embraced new technology and
a partnership with Google in order to do that. In the past, Surui has held organizations like the World Bank to account for funds owed to his tribe, denounced the
Organization of American States for illegal logging on Surui lands, and sued the
government of the Brazilian state of Rondonia for failing to provide basic services.
In 2007, Surui visited Google’s California headquarters with me; he wanted to
personally appeal to the company for assistance in his campaign. His efforts have
had a tremendous impact, and with prize money from the International Society
for Human Rights, he has established the Surui Sustainable Management Fund to
support conservation and income-generating projects for his people.
In 2008, a team from Google Earth visited the southwest Amazon to see firsthand the importance of their contribution, and to carry out further training. As
part of their visit, experts from Google participated in seminars to train natives
from Surui’s tribe in computer technology and global positioning systems; with
the Indians, they also offered educational workshops to university students in
Porto Velho, the capital city of Rondonia. The end result was learning on all sides,
as the Indians learned from Google, and Google learned from the Indians. And
imagine Indians, painted red and blue and wearing breechcloths, traversing the
jungles while adroitly manipulating GPS devices—I have certainly seen this on
some of our projects to map lands together. This is truly a marriage between
shamanic tradition and twenty-first century technological innovation!! In addition, the program fits well with Brazilian president Lula da Silva’s call for “digital
inclusion” among all Brazilian peoples, and we have worked in close collaboration
with the government in many aspects of our work with Google Earth.
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From Fear to Hope
Upholding the Rule of Law via Public Defenders
Innovations Case Narrative:
International Bridges to Justice
Every day in countries throughout the world, citizens are arbitrarily detained, tortured, and denied access to counsel. In recent years, however, the majority of transitional and post-conflict countries have demonstrated their commitment to
human rights by signing international conventions and passing domestic laws to
safeguard citizen rights. Unfortunately, many of these new laws remain unenforced due to a lack of trained lawyers, legal infrastructure, and resources. As a
result, torture remains the instrument of choice as the cheapest form of investigation. Although this human rights issue threatens millions of people all over the
world, the human rights advocacy community has focused much of its efforts on
higher profile political prisoners and on developing the international and local
prosecutorial side of the justice system. Without support for the local implementation of the rule of law, which includes effective defense counsel, the vast majority of ordinary citizens are still left vulnerable to everyday practices of brutality and
lack of due process rights.
International Bridges to Justice (IBJ) was founded to fill this gap by focusing
on the local implementation of laws safeguarding citizen rights and by strengthening the critical, and most often neglected, defender side of the scale. IBJ aims to
ensure that citizens in all countries have access to basic legal rights, including competent representation, protection from torture, and a fair trial.
IBJ started in 2001 with a focus on China. For the past six years, IBJ has helped
bring about both widespread and targeted changes in China. For instance, IBJ conducted criminal defense training in China in a unique partnership with public
authorities. It also has held nationwide annual public awareness campaigns that
China’s legal aid community heralded as the start of a legal rights revolution. An
example of a more targeted change is the opening of the first juvenile interrogation room in Sichuan Province, China. Equipped with video recording equipment
for interrogations, this room ensures better protection of juvenile defense rights.
As part of this initiative, legal aid lawyers will also be given timely access to interKaren Tse is the Founder and CEO of International Bridges to Justice. She was elected
an Ashoka Fellow in 2004, and in 2005 was the recipient of a Skoll Award for Social
Entrpreneurship.
This case narrative originally appeared in Volume 3, Number 3, of Innovations.
© 2008 Karen Tse
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rogation documents, allowing them to challenge problems with police procedures.
More recently, IBJ hosted two events—one in Dublin, Ireland, and one in
Washington, DC—where grassroots Chinese defenders received training from
members of international law societies and public defender offices.
With its success in China, IBJ received numerous requests to support defenders and expand its reach to other countries. IBJ circulated over a million advisement of rights brochures and posters in China, Cambodia, Burundi and Rwanda.
IBJ has trained over 10,000 lawyers in China, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Burundi
and has produced a practical Defender Toolkit for over 500 Legal Aid Centers in
China and Cambodia.
A toolkit for Zimbabwean lawyers is near completion. In India, two newly
elected IBJ fellows are making headway. More recently, a preliminary legal needs
assessment in Guatemala and El Salvador resulted in promising partnerships. And
most recently, IBJ has expanded its programming into Africa, with the launch of
the first advisement of rights campaigns in Rwanda and Burundi, and has also
begun work in Zimbabwe.
Through these efforts, which move forward country-by-country, case-by-case,
poster-by-poster, IBJ seeks to support the critical work of defenders and build the
surrounding infrastructure to enable them. These defenders are the first line of
protection for everyday citizens. It is they who uphold the law. Without them, the
criminal justice system becomes an unjust, unbalanced prosecution machine. Yet
courageous defenders are often themselves under attack and resources for their
work is sorely lacking. IBJ’s task to support them is immense and at times seems
overwhelming,
In addition to training and building the legal infrastructure, a shift in consciousness must underlie the changes in order for the laws to take root. None of
this is possible without bringing together the concerted efforts of the worldwide
community to support this endeavor.
This is no easy task. Yet, with the progress IBJ has made, and with its strategic
plans for the future, we are paving the road as we walk on it.
THE GENESIS
From 1994 to 1997, I worked in Cambodia as a lawyer doing aid work for both the
United Nations and the International Human Rights Law Group. During that
time, I experienced pivotal moments that shifted my perceptions of approaches to
international human rights dramatically and inspired me to found IBJ in 2001.
The Boy who Stole a Bicycle
One of these pivotal moments came when, as part of my work with Cambodian
prisoners, I peered through the bars of a cell and talked with a young boy whose
only crime was an attempt to steal a bicycle. He had been detained, tortured by the
police, and was languishing in prison. Like most prisoners in Cambodia, he had no
lawyer or human rights worker to defend him or safeguard his rights. He had no
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pending trial date to determine his guilt or innocence. I flashed back ten years to
my college days, organizing letter-writing campaigns for political prisoners. We
had demanded that they be free from torture and be granted their right to fair and
speedy trials. But as I came face to face with this young boy, I realized that neither
I nor my fellow students would have written a letter for him. He was not a political prisoner; he was just an unimportant little boy whose mischief had landed him
in prison indefinitely.
The prison guards did not appear concerned that I was talking to this boy who
bore obvious signs of beating. They didn’t have much to hide; the use of force to
extract confessions was just a part of standard police operating procedures. As I
looked at this boy, I wondered why his interests had never attracted my attention
before.
Perhaps ten years earlier, there was little that we could have done for this boy.
But during the last decades of the 20th century, governments throughout Asia,
including Cambodia, Vietnam, and China, had passed new laws outlawing torture
and providing citizens with basic rights, including the right to a defender. But citizens like this boy were unimportant to the government. The denial of their basic
rights now had less to do with policy and more to do with history and the vestiges
of an old legal system that formerly tolerated and even condoned this denial of
rights.
In this boy, I saw thousands like him who would be the direct beneficiaries of
a functioning criminal justice system with a standard of basic human rights. By
helping these countries to implement their own domestic laws consistent with
human rights principles and helping to safeguard prisoner rights, we had the
opportunity to drastically improve and perhaps even save the lives of everyday citizens.
The Training of the Guard
My second shift in perception came through work I started in 1994 with two colleagues from the United States. We had come to Cambodia to set up a project that
would provide the first intensive training to a select group of 25 human rights
activists who would later become the country’s first core group of trained public
defenders.
At that time, the Cambodian legal system was in shambles. Fewer than ten
attorneys had survived the Khmer Rouge period. Although the new laws provided
for the “right to a defender,” notions of defendant rights were foreign. Few people
knew or understood the significance of these laws. No structures or procedures
were in place to implement them. And during the recruiting process, applicants
said that they would likely be criticized for holding the courts accountable to the
new laws.
On one of the first days of the 10-month training, I asked my new students to
tell me of their experience and understanding of conducting investigations for
criminal cases. After a brief period of silence, Peung Yok Hiep, the oldest and most
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respected woman of the class, finally stood up and said, “Nekru (teacher), I am the
most experienced of defenders here. I have defended in over 100 trials, including
murder trials, but I have never had the need to conduct an investigation… because
all the criminal cases already have confessions.” I quickly became aware of how
commonplace it was for people to accept torture-induced confessions as truth.
However, as the defenders became aware of the rationale behind the new laws
that outlawed the use of torture to obtain coerced confessions, their attitudes shifted
quickly.
These
defenders
became
staunch
advocates
I realized that, though the
against the use of
coerced confessions and
emerging criminal justice systems
became strongly comhad within them the potential to
mitted to challenging
their use in court.
protect everyday citizens, in most
But their own desire
countries these citizens were most
for change in the system
was not enough. From
likely to be left unprotected from
the inception, there were
from abuse, torture, and coercion.
problems with the
Cambodian government
With the lack of support for
and Ministry of Justice,
which initially did not
defenders, the first line of defense
want defenders to be
against abuse, this would only
trained and organized.
The judges, prosecutors
continue.... In this gap, I saw an
and police officers, who
opportunity to make a difference.
had long held almost
absolute power, felt similarly. They did not like
the idea of defenders suddenly holding them accountable to laws and challenging
their way of doing things. As a new public defender movement, these defenders
literally had to push themselves into the intractable old system and create a role for
themselves amidst great opposition from the established order which had not
invited their presence. This included resistance and opposition not only from the
Cambodian government, court, and prison officials, but also from segments of the
international community that did not see defender work as a priority.
Yet, despite these impediments, these defenders slowly began to effect change.
Not long after role-playing numerous “motions to suppress” in class, Peung Yok
Hiep boldly rose during court. As she waved her client’s bloody shirt, she asked the
defendant to bend down so that she could show the judge and prosecutor the three
holes in the defendant’s head that had been inflicted during interrogation. She
indignantly asked the court to respect the letter of the law. Although she was not
successful in this case, months later the same judge finally granted the first motion
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to suppress in the country, thereby freeing a formerly pregnant woman who bore
cigarette burns and had miscarried during beatings that occurred during her interrogation.
By successfully gaining access to prisoners, establishing norms that called for
their representation in court, and setting up the first public defender offices
throughout the country, these defenders established their presence and changed
the human rights landscape in Cambodia.
Putting it All Together
These courageous defenders were standing up and literally changing the course of
history on a day-by-day, case-by-case basis. Yet despite the critical importance of
their work, support of these defenders was most often viewed by international aid
groups as unimportant. They prioritized their support in favor of those already in
power—the judges, prosecutors, and police. Even though the defenders were making progress, international support for these Cambodian defenders was severely
cut.
Cambodian defenders are not alone in this situation. The defenders, focused
on rights of the accused, are the most neglected and under-acknowledged group
of human right defenders in the world. Their presence, at the early stage of a case,
is one of the strongest guarantors of human rights. Their work is critical to the
birth and sustainability of a stable society. Recent laws strengthening citizen rights
throughout the world have been passed. Yet very little international attention is
focused upon the further development and implementation of their criminal justice laws and support for defenders is paltry. I realized that, though the emerging
criminal justice systems had within them the potential to protect everyday citizens,
in most countries these citizens were most likely to be left unprotected from abuse,
torture, and coercion. With the lack of support for defenders, the first line of
defense against abuse, this would only continue.
In this gap, I saw an opportunity to make a difference. Given the passage of
new criminal laws in countries throughout the world, the question was not
whether the change was possible, but whether we as a world community had an
enduring commitment to making it happen.
DEFINING IBJ: STRATEGICALLY AND SPIRITUALLY
Filling the Gap: The IBJ Strategy
In 2000, in my last year of divinity school, I began to put together a strategic plan
for IBJ to seize this opportunity. IBJ set out to create a community of individuals
in the United States, Europe, and elsewhere who will join forces with human rights
defenders and legal aid lawyers in Asia to ensure effective defense counsel for each
and every child, woman, and man held in detention. IBJ filled a specific unmet
niche market in the non-profit arena as an organization that approaches human
rights through a specific commitment to the legal development of criminal justice
systems in Asia. While there were existing organizations whose mission serves at a
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cross section to the work of International Bridges to Justice, there is no organization whose sole mission is to specialize in this area and whose work is committed
to organizing paid and volunteer resources and expertise abroad to provide services and assist in the development of legal systems for criminal justice in countries
in Asia. IBJ aimed to find its niche by partnering with local groups and supporting
local defenders in strengthening their legal skills, advocacy skills both in and out of
court, and helping them to develop sufficient organizational capacity to carry out
their mission.
IBJ focused initially on the countries of China, Vietnam, and Cambodia, where
legal rights were supported by statute, but not in practice. To this end,
International Bridges to Justice significantly supports and enhances local and government legal aid efforts in Asia to protect citizen rights and to implement existing criminal laws through providing training partnerships, legal and administrative structural support, and material assistance.
IBJ’s original strategic plan listed three goals:
Goal 1: Provide direct technical support and training to emerging legal aid
organizations in Asia.
Goal 2: Build International Communities of Conscience to support emerging
legal aid organizations in Asia.
Goal 3: Advocate and support the prioritization of just and effective criminal
justice systems on the agenda of organizations involved with international human
rights and legal development.
Today our goals remain the same. We have further developed the methodology based on the many lessons we have learned through our initial projects. In
response to global demand, we have expanded our scope by reaching out to Latin
America, Eastern Europe, and Africa and by developing ways to scale our efforts.
Transformative Power: The IBJ Spirit
During my time in Cambodia, I learned a third powerful lesson. This lesson led to
to what would become the spiritual foundation of IBJ and the guiding principal
behind all of IBJ’s work.
In 1996, I was working for the United Nations as a “judicial mentor” training
judges, prosecutors, and police officers in Kandal province. One of my duties was
to confront police officers about their routine practice of the torturing prisoners.
The UN had armed me with the new “Cambodian Laws” that had outlawed practice of torture, yet I wasn’t sure what to do. In fact, I had no idea at all. I knew that
simply telling them that it was against the law was not going to work.
Seeking some sort of insight, I went to the ocean and asked a God that I wasn’t even sure existed how I was supposed to do this thing that seemed impossible.
I got my answer: the ideal of justice requires bridging the gap between one’s inner
life and values, and one’s work in the outer world.
In the next few days, I designed a workshop that started with basic questions
that connected the police officers to their values and hopes. I asked them why they
had decided to become police officers. Most answered that they wanted democra68
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cy. They pointed to the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge and said they didn’t want to
ever go back to a period like that.
Yet they also said that they were vehemently against the new laws, which stated that there was a “presumption” of innocence for prisoners who had not yet
received a fair trial. They also stated that they felt that torture was the only way to
get prisoners to “tell the truth” and confess to the crime that they had just committed. I introduced the notion that
these confessions were perhaps
weren’t very reliable, but many
The officers began to consider
insisted that tortured confesall those thousands of people,
sions were reliable. Many insisted, even after role play, that if
including their relatives, who
they were innocent, they would
not give a false confession even
gave confessions under duress
if they were beaten.
and torture. “This, the old
I brought in a picture of the
posted rules of the former
system, is a system where
Khmer Rouge Toul Sleng torpresumption of guilt is
ture center. The posted rules
stated, “Don’t you dare try and
operating,” I said. “Do you
tell a lie or you will be given
really agree with this system?”
more lashes.” The officers began
to consider all those thousands
of people, including their relatives, who gave confessions
under duress and torture. “This, the old system, is a system where presumption of
guilt is operating,” I said. “Do you really agree with this system?”
The officers began to talk among themselves about these new laws. They began
to look again at their values and beliefs. They spoke about how they wanted to
move forward from their past and not move backwards. But were their actions
consistent with their professed values, hopes, and beliefs? Over some time, many
began to reconsider. Because of their reflection, many decided that they wanted to
change and did.
I had tremendously positive and transformative experiences while training
hundreds of police officers. However, even as the training sessions became more
successful, I was sometimes threatened and felt unsafe.
When I discussed my discomfort with my Buddhist meditation teacher, his
response was simple: “Remember that whatever you focus on will grow.” I also
sought advice from Sister Rose, an Indian nun from Mother Teresa’s order. She ran
the Missionaries of Charity orphanage that I volunteered at in my spare time. Her
response, too, was simple: “You must seek to find the Christ in each person, or you
must seek to find the Buddha in each person. Then you must work with that Christ
or Buddha.” Like my meditation teacher, she believed in the power of transformative love.
innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009

69

Karen Tse
I took their wisdom to heart, and sought to work with the Christ and Buddha
in each person. During my time there, I saw phenomenal changes in the human
rights terrain and was eventually warmly welcomed by the police officials who had
initially been reticent. The first public defender offices were established, the first
motion to suppress a tortured confession was granted, and the first arraignment
court in the country was born.
When I left, the prison director, who had already implemented an exercise program and vegetable garden in the prison, asked what they could do to express our
friendship. I suggested that they allow me to hold a celebration in the prison for
the prisoners, to reclaim their humanity. And on my last day, they let out 120 prisoners, 30 at a time, and together with the prison guards (some with armed AKA
47’s) we sang songs, ate chicken curry, and had a lion dance. I saw the prison
guards and police beyond their uniforms and embraced their humanity, and they
in turn were willing to see the prisoners beyond their uniforms and embrace them
in their humanity.
Most major shifts and successful social movements do not occur simply
because someone intellectually figured out “what to do.” Moses had to go to the
desert before he figured out what he needed to do and how to do it. Spirituality
was at the base of his call, as it was with the work of Gandhi, Martin Luther King
Jr., Dorothy Day, and countless others.
As human rights activists today, we too need to penetrate below legalistic
“rights” discussions and “go to the desert” to discover what it means to draw from
the vast well of our spiritual resources and wisdom in our approach to human
rights work. Without it, we become disconnected from our work and our values.
We may espouse one set of values and yet act in an inconsistent way. We work for
human rights and yet we limit ourselves in the breadth and possibility of our work
when we refuse to see the “other” as one who is connected to us and shares in our
humanity. Without a holistic approach, we easily become burned out. By not
explicitly recognizing the interconnectedness of all beings, we rob ourselves of an
important and invaluable human rights resource for mutual understanding in
cross-cultural negotiations and working together.
IBJ’s work must adhere to and incorporate principles of transformative justice
and values based leadership. Our accomplishments must stem from love, the
recognition of the interconnectedness of all beings, and the inherent worth and
dignity of every individual. The recognition of our shared humanity allows us to
see possibilities that we might have been blinded to before. From this understanding, we are able to approach our work from a position of equality. We can recognize our own humanity and our own capacity for growth and mistakes. We recognize the recent developments of nascent legal systems. This recognition of our
communal human potential for change and transformation is grounded in our
own humble recognition of our own U.S.-based human rights journey as well. We
have much to learn from each other and we must embrace the truth that we have
something to share from our own journeys.
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IBJ’S LOCAL EFFORTS: COUNTRY-BY-COUNTRY, CASE-BY-CASE
IBJ’s journey began in China. IBJ was the first legal non-Governmental
Organization (NGO) capitalize on China’s move towards more democratic institutions within the legal aid criminal justice sector.
IBJ in China: A Foot in the Door
In 1998, China signed the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,
which recognized that the right to a fair trial included the right to government supported counsel for the indigent accused; the right to an attorney who was adequately prepared; the right to communicate with counsel; the right to be free from
torture or other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment; the right
to be free from arbitrary arrest and detention; the right to confront the witness at
trial, and the right to an appeal.
However, a right without a remedy rings hollow. At the time that China institutionalized these changes in the law,m the institutional capacity to execute these
changes was far from ready. The ratio of all lawyers to citizens was 1:10,000. The
number of criminal defense lawyers was much smaller and even today is only four
percent of the total.
In 2000, I read newspaper articles about lawyers in China who were struggling.
Because of the new laws I saw an opportunity to make a difference. I, however, had
only been to China as a tourist. I was not an expert and could barely speak
Mandarin (I grew up speaking Cantonese). Despite my lack of expertise, I believed
that if we wanted to work together with (and not against) the Chinese government
to help them implement their own domestic laws consistent with human rights,
they would welcome us into their country. In fact, I felt this way about all countries, and to date I haven’t been that wrong.
For the first years I could not get any funding for China. We were just a startup with no track record and an unpaid staff of one. I eventually realized that, if I
wanted to start, I had to do it without money and prove that it was possible. I made
the trip to China on a $5,000 donation from an old friend and a borrowed blue velvet blazer. When my contact told me that the meeting he had set up with the
Ministry of Justice branch of National Legal Aid of China had fallen through, I flew
there anyway and got a 15-minute appointment. We met and went to a Chinese
restaurant. Though I could barely speak Mandarin, for some reason we understood that we should work with each other. Somewhere in the middle of the dinner, I remember he shook his head and said, “I don’t know why, but I want to work
with you.” He invited me back to his office the very next day.
The next morning, I was introduced to his deputy chief. I asked if it would be
possible for me to get into a province and begin work there. I looked up at a list
and said “Anhui” because it started with an A. Since then our projects have grown
through the support of dedicated defense counsel from the U.S. who came on as
IBJ staff and volunteers, the IBJ China staff, and, most importantly, courageous
lawyers throughout China.
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IBJ arrived in China at this highly expeditious time. It recognized China’s legal
challenges and was ready with a plan that was designed to address the immediate
need to build both a credible criminal justice system and trust with a government
not accustomed to allowing outsiders into the inner sanctum.
The challenges IBJ was prepared to address included:
• Training the new breed of criminal defenders in China so that they understood
their role as an advocate for the accused and not as a place holder to legitimize
the system.
• Building awareness that ongoing legal reforms would be necessary to execute
the new set of laws.
• Building support for the new changes to the law among the existing participants, including judges, police, government officials.
• Raising citizen awareness about their rights.
• Creating a network of defenders outside of China to support and protect the
new criminal defenders.
IBJ’s progress in China over the past six years is impressive. IBJ has trained
defenders in all 31 provinces and has established three Defender Resource Centers
across China, with a fourth on the way.
IBJ in China: Know Your Rights
One of IBJ’s first engagements with China targeted rights awareness. Chinese
police stations and courthouses featured a banner with large red letters that read:
Confess—Better Treatment
Resist—Harsher Treatment
This banner reinforced the old, now illegal, behavior of extracting confessions
using torture. It was one of the first things we needed to change to break the cycle
and change the mindset of the police, the judges, the lawyers, and the accused citizens brought before them. We crafted a new poster:
If You are Arrested, Know Your Rights
Below this declaration, we listed those rights: you have a right to a lawyer; you have
a right not to be tortured. The government agreed to place their logo aside ours as
validation of the importance of respecting these new rights. We made an initial
1000 of these posters with the garnered skeptical government permission to distribute them. They weren’t convinced these posters had any value. But they were
incorrect. The posters were an instant hit among people. They were so successful
that it went from 1,000 posters, to 10,000 to 360,000 to over half a million. The
posters were soon translated into Tibetan, Mongolian, and Yuighur. The following
year, 3,000 law students who were members of the Youth Communist League
joined together with us in a new campaign. Though many have seen an image of
them storming the police stations with their new posters declaring rights of ordinary citizens and the accused, the more accurate image is that they found themselves welcomed in for cups of tea and endless discussion with the police. It didn’t
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hurt that the poster bore the logo and imprimatur of the 14 top law schools in the
country.
IBJ in China: Pilots and Partnerships
In June of 2004, IBJ began its first Chinese pilot project located outside of Beijing
in the city of Hefei in Anhui Province. Anhui was not high on the priority list of
provinces to be served by the central government, nor did it appeal to the international community. It was simply an industrial province with everyday people and
everyday problems. IBJ opened a bare bones office, without even a sign announcing its existence, and got to work.
IBJ’s resource center was started in cooperation with the National Legal Aid
Center of the Ministry of Justice, Anhui Justice Department, and Anhui Provincial
Legal Aid Center. Located in an aging apartment building a few floors below
Anhui Provincial Legal Aid, IBJ’s mission was clear: To create a core team of
Chinese attorney trainers and increase access to justice for the indigent. An exceptional public defender moved from New York to Anhui to set up this provincial
project and lead the way.
Four years after signing cooperation agreements, IBJ’s resource center in Anhui
realized many of its goals. Through this center, IBJ has trained a core community
of Anhui lawyers that excel in their practice and are committed to zealously
defending the rights of the accused. IBJ trained a core group of attorneys to replicate their knowledge and in turn train other lawyers in the Province. This core
group of lawyers has now become trainers and has trained hundreds of lawyers
over the past year. IBJ has hosted 74 training events in Anhui, including roundtable
discussions with all members of the legal community. And, more recently, IBJ’s
Community of Conscience program accepted two attorneys from Anhui to participate in legal training in Washington, D.C.
Moreover, IBJ expanded the Anhui defense community’s vision about what
can be done to affect change in ways that cannot be understated. One core attorney said about his experience with IBJ, “IBJ helped to open my mind.”
Because of this success, the Anhui Defender Resource Center (DRC) has
become a template for IBJ’s regional and national program initiatives throughout
China (See Box: Walking alongside IBJ Defenders). IBJ is expanding this Anhui
model program for improving both the quality of indigent defenders and protection of the rights of the accused by creating regional DRCs and using them as bases
for regional programs and activities (see Figure 1: Defender Resource Centers).
This transition takes into consideration IBJ’s strategy of seeking concomitant
bottom-up and top-down strategies for reform. By transitioning from an Anhuibased pilot DRC to a regional DRC, IBJ will be capable of affecting legal reform on
a larger scale throughout southeast China. It is a logical progression that will
expand IBJ’s resources and provide a broader institutional capacity to affect permanent reform, not only in the practice of individual lawyers, but also in the function of China’s legal aid system.
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Figure 1. Defender Resource Centers in China.
This expansion plan is progressing steadily. In 2007, IBJ opened a second
Defender Resource Center in the province of Xi’an. IBJ has a National Center in
Beijing where it plans and implements projects of national scope. IBJ has just
begun a clinical project to establish criminal defense clinics in select law schools
around China. By the end of 2008, IBJ will open two more Defender Resource
Centers in northwest and southwest China.
With a fully operational network of DRCs strategically placed around China,
IBJ will be able to participate more directly in the development of its justice system. Working from the ground up, the DRCs will continue to carry out a variety
of model pilot programs that will remedy obstacles that impede the fair and effective administration of justice. At the same time, the DRC in Beijing will encompass
a top-to-bottom philosophy, functioning both as a regional hub for northeast
China and as a central office coordinating all national programs and overseeing the
three other DRCs. IBJ has also agreed to work with National Legal Aid China to
restructure the management and function of the legal aid system.
The driving force of the IBJ model is to develop model legal aid centers as
examples to legal aid communities throughout the country and to establish
74
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Figure 2. Since 2001, across the 31 provinces of China, IBJ has held over 50 roundtable sessions, visited over 70 locations during rights awareness campaigns, and
trained over 2000 people in over 50 training sessions.
improved training models, structures, and systems for the delivery of criminal
legal aid services to the poor. The IBJ model aims to establish the creation of a
core team of Chinese attorneys whose purpose is to train legal skills to other attorneys within and without their own Province. Once a core team of Chinese trainers
selected from model centers is accomplished, IBJ’s immediate support is no longer
needed; instead, the core team and model centers are largely self-sufficient beacons
of legal excellence (see Box: Sen Suxia).
In addition to the ongoing work of the Defender Resource Centers, for the last
six years IBJ has orchestrated rights awareness campaigns, training initiatives and
round table discussions that are reaching all the 31 Provinces of the country (see
Figure 2). IBJ has been busy training defenders, mentoring defenders, influencing
criminal justice policy, and changing the notion of what it means to receive a
defense in China.
In 2007, in both Chongqing and Tianjin, IBJ held roundtable forums intended to improve access to counsel for juveniles. As a result of these roundtable
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Walking Alongside IBJ Defenders
Training and resources are critical, as are shifts in attitude, but ultimately, IBJ’s
goal is to increase the number of fair trials and decrease the use of torture as a
short-cut to justice. When we found out in a follow-up meeting with a legal aid
center in China six months after a training session that the legal community had
only entered one not guilty plea in that time period, we realized how much more
work we had in front of us.
We didn’t understand how we had gone wrong because we had received such
positive responses to the training, along with commitments to implement the
new methodologies. This high rate of guilty pleas did not make sense, so we
asked the trainees why. They told us it wasn’t the training that was the problem.
Rather, despite their initial enthusiasm, as defenders they felt unprotected after
IBJ left and they felt that there was no support or follow-up. This was an important lesson for IBJ that we cannot just begin this process of building a legal system. We must follow up and walk with our defenders on a case-by-case basis as
they stand up against torture and for true investigative police and justice work.
To respond to this lesson, IBJ conducted roundtables through local legal aid
centers, bringing together lawyers, prosecutors, judges, justice bureau officials
,and police officers to address the rights of lawyers in criminal defense. In addition, realizing the need for greater comprehensive support of defenders on the
ground, IBJ became firmly commited to the birth of defender resource centers.
IBJ’s strategy for the future incorporated this early lesson learned.
forums, in March 2007 in Chongqing the bar association, the city prosecutor and
the police department reached an agreement to appoint legal aid at the investigation stage to juvenile criminal suspects. Under the agreement, the police department is required to set up a separate interrogation room for juvenile suspects,
where the police will record interrogations and notify lawyers to be present. Legal
aid lawyers will also to be given timely access to interrogation documents, thereby
allowing them the opportunity to challenge problems with the interrogation procedure the police employed. Requiring the presence of lawyers at interrogation
sessions represents a pioneering step in China.
Also as a result of an IBJ-hosted roundtable event, in Tianjin, legal aid has
secured the cooperation of the Tianjin prosecutor’s office, as of January 2007, to
assign legal aid to juvenile suspects. The opinion requires prosecutors to have a
legal aid lawyer or other guardian present at all juvenile interrogations. The effect
of this agreement has been immediately felt; legal aid is witnessing a rapid rise in
the number of juvenile cases assigned in the pre-trial stage. In one case, for example, involving an assault between classmates, the prosecutor received the case and
notified legal aid to provide representation to nine suspects and three victims.
The legal aid center sent 12 lawyers to represent the juvenile suspects. Because of
cooperation between legal aid and the prosecutor’s office, the first of its kind in
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Shen Suxia: Director of the Jin’an District Legal Aid Center in Anhui
Province
Despite difficult working conditions, Shen Suxia strives daily to afford her clients
a zealous defense. As China struggles to develop a fairer justice system, it will
look toward attorneys like Shen Suxia who embody a spirit of self-sacrifice and
perseverance in protecting the rights of the most vulnerable members of the
population.
Shen Suxia’s 17 years as an attorney are a lifetime in China, spanning from
the genesis of the modern legal system to the present. Upon her graduation in
1989, Shen Suxia joined a law firm where she specialized in defending criminal
cases. At every point, she encountered enormous resistance to obtain discovery,
investigate cases, and prepare for trial, sometimes struggling even to meet her
clients.
Concerned that she was unable to devote more of her time to representing
those most in need of her services, in 1999, when a governmental legal aid center was finally established in Jin’An District, Suxia left private practice to become
a legal aid lawyer, a rare career choice in a country where it is almost unheard of
for an individual to leave a position of relative wealth and prestige for one less
esteemed.
Suxia is now at the vanguard in establishing a model practice for legal aid
lawyers as director of the Legal Aid Center in Anhui Province. Still in its nascent
stages, China’s legal aid system suffers from a shortage of personnel and money.
The Center, which employs three lawyers, is located in a one-room office without central heat and with only one computer, donated by IBJ in 2004. Under the
guidance of IBJ, Suxia has made tremendous strides in her criminal defense
practice, allowing her to show temerity and determination in defending each of
her clients. She now challenges the prosecution and the legitimacy of forced confessions. In doing so, she stands in marked contrast to the standard practice of
Chinese lawyers. The change of mindset she has shown is the first step to revolutionizing the way cases are handled throughout China.

Tianjin, the prosecutor’s office decided not to prosecute the juveniles and the juveniles were allowed to remain in school.
Despite all of this progress, the work is far from over in China. Today over 50
percent of all legal aid cases involve children, 25 percent carry a possible death
penalty, 5 percent of the cases involve people with obvious disabilities such as
blindness or deafness. Many legal aid offices are grossly under-staffed. And most
practicing defenders still do little more than sit next to a client they barely know
and offer no advocacy. Yet, the work of IBJ has seen rapid advancement and with
the strong strategic alliances formed with Chinese partners and friends in the realization of this goal, we are confident of the future.
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Ouk Vandeth: IBJ’s First Fellow
A survivor of the Khmer Rouge genocide, Mr. Ouk served as a Police Official
from 1985 to 1994. It was during that time that he became acutely aware of the
inhumane tactics security personnel would use to obtain confessions from the
accused. In this capacity, he worked closely with prosecutors and became interested in becoming a lawyer. It was then that he became part of the first generation of IBJ trained Cambodian defenders. Mr. Ouk then attended the only law
school in Cambodia. Graduating with a Legal Defending Training Certificate, he
began work as a public defender for what would later become Legal Aid of
Cambodia (LAC). Eventually, Mr. Ouk was promoted to director. In this role, he
strengthened LAC’s relationships with government, peer NGOs, and multilateral aid agencies.
As an IBJ Fellow, Mr. Ouk completed a baseline survey on criminal legal aid
which revealed that out of 15,544 criminal cases in 2006 only 40 percent
received any criminal defense representation. Of the people who did receive legal
representation, a disproportionate number were living in urban areas. In
Phnom Penh, for example, four of every five individuals accused of a crime have
access to a criminal defender. By contrast, in the more rural province of Prey
Veng, the likelihood of that same outcome drops to one in five. This finding
clearly identifies a need for additional legal aid services throughout the country,
most especially in rural areas.
Mr. Ouk’s defense work directly addresses this need. Of the 32 criminal cases
he defended in 2007, 27 came from provinces that were previously without
access to legal aid.
Other Early Efforts: Cambodia and Vietnam
In addition to China, IBJ got an early start on projects in both Vietnam and
Cambodia.
Cambodia’s turbulent past saw the complete destruction during the 1970s of
its basic infrastructure, including its criminal justice system and related institutions. Though UN-lead international intervention in the 1990s started the process
of bringing fractured communities together, today Cambodia is still overcoming
the reverberating impact of genocide. It still faces the challenges of ending endemic torture and rebuilding its legal system. The work that was begun in the 1990s to
initiate defender programs was abandoned by the international community
halfway through. Reflective of this is that of the 24 provinces, ten of them lack a
legal aid/public defender office, leaving the Cambodians of those provinces particularly vulnerable to abuse. IBJ’s goal is to facilitate the establishment of defender
offices in the remaining provinces that have none.
To begin this process, IBJ formed a partnership with Legal Aid Cambodia
(LAC) in September 2004 and jointly opened its eighth provincial office in
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Rattanakiri, a rural province on the edges of Cambodia. This legal aid center has
since represented 222 criminal defendants.
In 2006, because far too many Cambodians remained unrepresented, IBJ
employed Mr. Ouk Vandeth, a Cambodian, an ex-police officer, and an experienced criminal defense lawyer to mobilize a fragmented legal community towards
the goal of providing defense counsel for all (See Box: Ouk Vandeth). In 2007, IBJ
moved into its own office in Cambodia and began the registration process as an incountry NGO.
In the summer of 1998, I conducted a legal needs assessment for Vietnam on
behalf of the American Bar Association. In a meeting between myself and the then
Minister of Justice, he acknowledged the wide gap between the letter of the law and
the actual implementation of criminal laws and expressed a willingness to partner
with organizations in the States who could be of assistance in this regard. There
are no public defender offices or their equivalent in Vietnam. The president of the
Ho Chi Minh Bar Association told me that he was saddened that over a thousand
defendants had nowhere else to go when his bar association was forced to turn
them away due to a lack of resources. He requested that donors consider assisting
their Bar Association to establish the first public defenders offices in Vietnam. I
could not, at that time, locate the support Vietnam needed to initiate these important programs.
It was not until six years later, hosting the first-ever criminal defense training
program in April of 2004, that IBJ opened a window of opportunity for criminal
justice reform in Vietnam. Vietnam had begun the process of reforming its economy to become market-responsive in 1986. As this transition matured, the government turned its attention to building a legal environment that enables citizens to
exercise their basic constitutional rights. This and other changes presented IBJ with
an opportunity to help Vietnam rebuild its judicial system.
Through the legal training in 2004, IBJ was able to help over 200 Vietnamese
lawyers, representing more than 20 bar associations, hone their criminal defender
skills, discuss the criminal justice environment and strategies for sustainable
reform, and build the confidence necessary for competent representation of
clients. To further support the participants and other defenders in Vietnam, IBJ has
begun developing a comprehensive Defender Resource Manual in collaboration
with the Vietnam Lawyers Association (VLA), the only national organization for
lawyers.
IBJ’s various partners in Vietnam have stressed the urgent need to build awareness of the basic legal rights of citizens to the police, judiciary, government prosecutors and to the citizens themselves. Also, in partnership with the VLA, IBJ is
planning the first advisement of rights campaign to distribute posters in legal aid
offices, detention centers, and on the streets throughout the country. IBJ is now
working with potential partners in Vietnam to expand its programs there. The
work, however, has not been without its own challenges, many of which still need
to be overcome.
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New Horizons in India and Africa
With overwhelming requests from countries throughout the world, and with the
continued maturation of its approach, toolkit, and strategy, IBJ has begun to
expand its reach. The second wave of in-country efforts focus on India and Africa.
Recently, a preliminary legal needs assessment was conducted in El Salvador and
Guatemala, though no program has yet begun.
IBJ in India
IBJ first started receiving requests to work in India when respected leader and
social activist Swami Agnivesh walked into IBJ’s office in the summer of 2006. He
explained his personal observations of the vast number of people in India languishing in jail due to pre-trial detention. He told me of the widely acknowledged
use of torture in jails and of the high number of custodian deaths.
According to research from the International Centre for Prison Studies (2007),
69.7% of all Indian prisoners are pre-trial detainees. According to the National
Human Rights Commission of India in 2004-2005, 1,493 deaths occurred in police
or judicial custody. Despite the number of laws passed and commissions established to abate human rights violations, the country’s prisons are grossly overcrowded (at a 145.4% occupancy level), and torture and other forms of abuse are
still an everyday occurrence.
About the same time, I heard from one of my colleagues about a 40 year-old
man in India who had just been released. While happy for the man who was finally going home, I found the underlying facts disturbing. He had gone into prison at
the age of 14, was acquitted at the age of 17, but was not released until the age of
40.
Though we were eager to begin work in India, we found funding options to be
severely limited. Many acknowledge the enormous problem of torture and lack of
due process rights despite the laws prohibiting this. We were told repeatedly that
India was too big, too complicated, and furthermore did not like Western influence.
Despite being discouraged, we realized that there was a huge need. We somehow believed that we could overcome the challenges. IBJ first traveled to India in
November of 2007. We discovered that many of our advisors were correct. It is a
huge country without an immediately centralized and evident method to target
the problem areas. And there does exist some distrust of foreign influence.
However, within days we found ourselves warmly welcomed in by civil society,
government, and legal communities. Since then we have has fostered important
alliances with state institutions and civil organizations in both Delhi and West
Bengal, such as the High Courts, Delhi Legal Aid Services Authority (DLASA), the
Law Secretary of the Government of India, the State Bar Council of West Bengal,
and the Director General of Police State of West Bengal.
Strategically, we realized that the best way to address our desire for both
breadth and depth within the country was to work both at a grassroots provincial
level in Calcutta as well as on a National level in Delhi. IBJ has recruited two IBJ
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African Prisoners
In Burundi, we visited the main prison, Mpimba Prison, in Bujumbura. I was
struck by how much it reminded me of a visit to a Cambodian prison. A decade
earlier on a completely different continent, I had been surprised to see all the
children in prison. I had been surprised when one explained that her husband
had committed a crime ten years ago and, as they couldn’t find him, she was
there instead. She accepted this as a way of life. I remember thinking, “this is
where there is no rule of law.”
Ten years later in Burundi I am having a déjà vu experience. I see all these
children in prison. One little guy, about twelve years old, is stuck in with all the
men for stealing a mobile phone. A young girl, not even a teen, yet says she is in
for a sex crime. “Are you kidding? You aren’t old enough to know what that
means,” I say. Even more surprising are the adorable babies. I pick one up. The
mother smiles and tells me the baby is why she is here. She stole two diapers and
an iron and has been a pre-trial detainee in prison for almost two years. She
claims she was only borrowing the iron but that she did have every intention to
steal the diapers. Finding this outrageous, I speak to the prison director. H agrees
get her before a judge. But, he says, in this prison of 2,800, almost 77 percent are
pretrial. So what are we going to do about them? I agree. He has a point. The
entire system needs help, not just this one woman.
Fellows in West Bengal and New Delhi. IBJ also signed a Memorandum of
Understanding with Bangla Manabadhikar Suraksha Mancha (MASUM), a community organizing and legal advocacy group in West Bengal that works to educate
and empower local citizens against human rights violations by the state. As our
first strategic event in India, IBJ will host a National Training Conference in collaboration with DLASA in July at the High Court to bring together 108 legal aid
lawyers from every state to foster the criminal justice movement throughout India.
IBJ in Africa
Despite the 1990s wave of “democratization” and economic liberalization across
Africa, formidable challenges remain. Almost all 53 African countries have passed
lofty human rights laws yet torture and other human rights violations continue
because these laws are not properly implemented. In Burundi, for example, 1,990
cases of prison torture were recorded from 2002 to 20064 Burundi has only 90
qualified lawyers in practice;5 its neighbor Rwanda only 200.6 Many of Africa’s
prisons are massively overcrowded and millions of detainees are subjected to
lengthy pre-trial detention. Zimbabwe’s 47 prisons have an official capacity of
17,000 but currently hold over 35,000 inmates7 (See Box: African Prisoners).
In 2006, IBJ launched its Africa Program in Burundi, Rwanda, and Zimbabwe.
Last February of 2007, IBJ initiated an Advisement of Rights campaign that
sparked an immediate onset of urgent request for help. In the first three months of
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the campaign, our Burundian partner APRODH, received over 900 calls and 200
letters from individuals urgently requesting assistance after being denied their
rights. We hadn’t anticipated such a strong and immediate response and found
ourselves unable to meet the need. We are currently raising funds to initiate a first
pilot public defender office.
In addition, IBJ has signed memoranda of understanding with the Bar
Associations in Burundi and Rwanda as well as Rwanda’s Prosecutor General. In
Zimbabwe, IBJ is engaged with the country’s Law Society and Legal Resources
Foundation. Rights awareness and defender training and advocacy projects are
under way and IBJ is in the process of recruiting IBJ Fellows in these three countries. In addition, IBJ has received further requests for assistance from Liberia,
Mozambique and Uganda.
SCALING THE IBJ MODEL:
THE GLOBAL DEFENDER SUPPORT PROGRAM
Beyond the handful of countries IBJ has reached there are multitudes more that
are ripe for the kind of services IBJ provides. According to reports, 113 countries
practice torture, despite the fact that 93 of these have signed international conventions and have domestic laws to safeguard citizen rights. Public defenders and legal
aid lawyers have made urgent requests for international assistance. Encouragingly,
governments have shown a willingness to act. There now exists a unique opportunity to dramatically improve the legal systems of developing countries.
Yet, over the past decade, international support for enhancing the legal systems
in developing countries has largely concentrated on funding and training the
police, prosecutors, and judges. Vastly fewer resources have been directed towards
defenders, despite the fact that they represent a critical element of a viable criminal justice system.
This gap, the same gap that inspired IBJ to begin with, still exists. And IBJ
remains one of the only NGOs specifically focused on filling it.
IBJ is committed to filling this gap because we believe that the importance of
defenders, particularly in countries where the criminal justice systems are still in
development, cannot be overstated. Defenders must not only provide just and
competent legal representation, they often must also push forward fundamental
reforms in their country’s criminal justice system.
Through its experiences so far in Asia and now Africa, IBJ has recognized two
key points. First, these defenders need more than criminal defense tools and training if they are going to act as champions of reform. To continue in their courageous efforts, it is essential that they have access to a supportive international community, opportunities to continually develop and learn, and recognition for their
efforts to continue their courageous efforts. Second, though IBJ would like to help
every country that would benefit from its assistance and every country that asks for
help, it simply does not have the resources to do so.
In response to these realizations, IBJ is launching a new program designed to
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provide defenders with the essential support they need and to extend IBJ’s reach
without crippling its capacity. The program, the Global Defender Support program (GDS), is the catalyst that will allow defenders all over the world to collaborate over an extended period to share ideas, find solutions, and build innovation.
Through GDS, IBJ will provide courageous defenders everywhere with increased
social capital so that their chances of success are greatly improved. By establishing
a community of practice
and also continuing its
grassroots country proAccording to reports, 113
gramming, IBJ brings a
countries practice torture, despite
more complete solution
for success to defenders.
the fact that 93 of these have
The GDS will have
signed international conventions
three overall objectives:
•Enable defenders from
and have domestic laws to
any country to access
safeguard citizen rights. Public
and customize criminal
defender resource
defenders and legal aid lawyers
materials for implementation in their own
have made urgent requests for
countries by developing
international assistance.
a rich and comprehensive repository of comEncouragingly, governments have
mon defender resource
shown a willingness to act. There
materials (tools,
methodologies,
now exists a unique opportunity
processes).
to dramatically improve the legal
•Build communities and
promote knowledgesystems of developing countries.
sharing among defenders on a global level by
creating a collaboration
platform that provides access to the defender resource materials repository and
facilitates discussions on best practices and lessons learned.
•Promote international awareness, recognition, and support for defenders by
providing international support from their peers and other key criminal justice
stakeholders, offering global accreditation programs, fellowships, and overseeing defender awards.
To accomplish these objectives, GDS will consist of defender engagement
strategies, international partnership building activities, and a technological online
collaboration platform. GDS will involve three activities: it will provide tools,
methodologies, and processes; build international partnerships; and run accreditation and celebration programs.
IBJ’s innovative two-track strategy—one continuing IBJ’s local efforts, the
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other building GDS—balances the local and global needs inherent to IBJ’s work.
The GDS program extends in-depth country programming to new nations and
provides a community of practice for all defenders, whether working within or
outside of IBJ country initiatives. In so doing, this approach enables IBJ to continue its mission of institutionalizing defender practices worldwide but also allows
defenders to share ideas with their peers worldwide. Through this cross-fertilization, IBJ provides defenders with greater capacity to innovate, achieve maximum
impact, and scale at a rate that was never before possible. Country specific development becomes one part of the whole. To complete the picture, cross-boundary
networks link defenders with existing knowledge and with each other. The result is
better legal rights for citizens, and a chance to end torture.
GDS: Tools and Techniques
IBJ’s GDS program will facilitate the expansion of ongoing activities to new country locations by drawing on the materials and programs IBJ has already developed.
These include:
• a defender toolkit
• an accreditation program
• a national assessment and scorecard initiative
• a worldwide partner / community program
• a fellowship program
• a defender-outreach and innovation award.
One integral part of the GDS model is IBJ’s Fellowship program. As with Mr.
Ouk, IBJ recruits and trains local defenders who, as “IBJ Fellows,” then lead the
development of IBJ’s programs in new countries. The vision is that of 108 fellows
throughout the world joining forces together towards our mutual goal of ending
torture and guaranteeing due process rights for all in the 21st century. Because
GDS leverages IBJ Fellows to lead the launch of new country programs, the expansion of IBJ’s country programs can be achieved much more rapidly than a onecountry-at-a-time approach. The Fellows-based approach is also more cost-effective as it builds on scaling and replicating the same defender resources across multiple countries.
As another integral component, IBJ will build an Internet-based training and
networking platform through which IBJ will be able to share its defender resources
with people in all countries, even ones in which IBJ is not yet working. IBJ will tap
into up-to-date, social-networking ‘Web 2.0’ technical platforms to facilitate community-building and information exchange.9 This platform will help IBJ build a
global network of supporters and advisors. There is a close relationship between
promoting legal rights and the use of advanced information and communications
technologies. Just as businesses reap operational efficiencies by using the Internet,
so too can IBJ support the international defender community by building a platform to access data, collaborate, and develop knowledge and good practice.
IBJ is planning several other new activities as part of the GDS, including:
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• Criminal Justice Accreditation Initiative—A way to bring defenders from different countries where IBJ does not operate into the IBJ community, by providing
the means for them to gain skills and knowledge, as well as become certified to
help train defenders in their country.
• Criminal Justice System Scorecard Project—A template mechanism for defenders to assess the state of their country’s judicial system, as a way to have a formal
evaluation that progress can be compared to.
• Community Advisory Councils—Local and international partners that will support the work of Fellows in their country through helping with partnership
development, providing advice, or pro bono support.
• “Justice Makers” Innovation Award—With a donation from a private entrepreneurial donor, IBJ recently created JusticeMakers.net—an online community
that shares intellectual capital and best practices in the field of criminal justice.
The site hosts competitions, facilitates discussions, and connects passionate
members of the criminal justice community with their counterparts from
around the world. The first competition launched on June 26, 2008 and sparked
locally-sourced solutions to criminal defense challenges in developing countries.
IBJ is sharing the stories, aspirations and challenges of these JusticeMakers and
is positioning these heroes as the face of the larger criminal justice movement.
Ultimately, these initiatives are geared to bring the community of defenders
and legal professionals into a community of practice.
The Global Defender Support program (GDS) offers a unique and powerful
opportunity for IBJ to develop the infrastructure for justice on an unprecedented
scale. While local initiatives will continue to be the most integral aspect of IBJ’s
work, GDS will allow IBJ to connect our passionate local defender organizations in
ways that have never previously been explored. The result of GDS will be a global
community of practice in which lawyers truly feel connected to each other and
have a tangible system of support.
Innovation happens in all of our local communities, but without an effective,
interactive, personal network to diffuse this innovation, it is less likely to expand
beyond the borders of the community in which an idea is created. GDS will facilitate knowledge diffusion and resource sharing, and will also create more opportunities for personal interaction, which is crucial for strengthening defenders
worldwide. Further, cross-cultural interaction will foster a higher volume of legal
innovation because experiences can be shared and analyzed in new ways by people
from varying backgrounds, creating a rich environment for ideas to grow. The
GDS is a scalable model that will widen the reach of IBJ’s tools, practices, and
strategies.
The GDS is the future of IBJ.
SUPPORTING THE FUTURE OF IBJ
If we are to put IBJ’s strategic plans into action, IBJ must institutionalize and leverage its relationships and collaborations with the worldwide legal, social and busiinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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ness communities. On this front, IBJ is already developing a robust group of partners and supporters.10 As IBJ’s activities continue to gather momentum, a number
of organizations have expressed interest in partnering on projects or contributing
resources to the programs.
For instance, IBJ’s first two “Communities of Conscience” groups—in Dublin
in October 2006 and Washington, DC in January 2007—were sponsored by a
coalition of bar associations, international law firms, and defenders who graciously paid for individual defenders to attend and donated space and personnel for the
events. The events brought public defenders from China to the West for training
sessions. The defenders met and learned from other defenders and also formed
what we expect will become enduring relationships. Once the model is established,
IBJ envisions thousand of Communities of Conscience sprouting up to support
defenders worldwide
In addition, two dozen top defenders from countries throughout the world
have contacted IBJ about collaborating on projects. Meanwhile, a number of law
firms, barristers’ chambers, law schools, and legal associations, such as the Senior
Lawyers Project, the IBA, and Advocates for International Development are working with IBJ. For example, Matrix Chambers donated $10,000 to sponsor advisement of rights campaigns in Africa. The International Bar Association has
requested that IBJ collaborate on Zimbabwe’s criminal justice manual. Most
recently, Greenberg Traurig donated $10,000 to support a local defender. Our
entire India program was launched only because of the generous support of the
Clifford Chance Foundation which provided $150,000 in seed capitol to initiate
our India project and support two Indian fellows. The flood of support and cooperation from the international community has begun to take hold.
CONCLUSION: WORKING TO END TORTURE IN THE 21ST CENTURY
Over the past several years, International Bridges to Justice has been fortunate to
receive the extraordinary support of committed individuals from all over the
world. Individuals who have chosen hope in the face of uncertainty—uncertain
political tides, uncertain safety, uncertain job security, uncertain organizational
status, uncertain risk against their financial contributions. All of us have brought
both our gifts as well as our imperfections to this endeavor. While indomitably
strategic, the path has not always been smooth or clear.
But certain things are clear. There are 113 developing countries that torture, 93
of them recently having passed laws outlawing torture and listing basic due process
rights. We have a clear and unprecedented window of opportunity to support these
countries in the implementation of these laws and to act now for human rights in
a way that was never before possible.
Twenty-five years ago when I was in college, dictatorships, authoritarian and
closed communist governments were rampant. Today we see emerging democracies and more open communist systems with laws designed to protect their people. But little of the dream is realized. Few of these laws are actually implemented,
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leaving their citizens particularly vulnerable to abuse. The ghosts of the past
remain as vestiges of old systems entrenched despite new laws.
There are more ways than one to deal with ghosts of the past. One is the international courts and tribunals to prosecute war criminals, and truth commissions
to begin healing processes. In order to build an ethical future we must reconcile
with the past. However, in our international commitments and prioritization of
resources, we are almost missing the point. For instance, while over 56.3 million
dollars is still going into the war crimes tribunals in Cambodia to prosecute fewer
than ten war criminals, almost half of the present day Cambodian provinces do
not even have a single public defender. Residents of these provinces are particularly vulnerable to abuses of due process rights, including the use of torture as an
instrument of investigation. Based on the evidence of work in other provinces,
early access to counsel would change this. For less than 250,000 dollars we could
open legal aid centers in the remaining neglected provinces and address this problem in the immediate present. End the ghosts of the past by proactively putting the
system in place so that history does not continue to repeat itself with police officers using interrogation methods of past generations
I write today from an IBJ training event in Burundi, another country that has
suffered through genocide. They also have many ghosts of the past, and today torture and abuses of due process rights are rampant. To turn the chapter and build
a new Burundi, each participant was asked to think through and answer this question, “What is my role, my part that is the contribution to the whole?”
I was encouraged by the sincere answers of the group composed of 50 judges,
prosecutors, police, and lawyers. Though from various parts of the judicial system,
all acknowledged the need for and requested assistance in developing a system for
early access to defense counsel. While acknowledging their tortuous past and current broken down judicial system, they also expressed hope.
They are on their way. But they cannot get there alone. And neither can most
countries at the beginning of this journey. While IBJ is heartened to have begun
having an impact in seven countries, we are also disturbingly aware of the defenders and other members of the judiciary in countries throughout the world who
have cried out for support. As Martin Luther King Jr. said, “The time is always ripe
for justice.” Justice does not “roll in on the wheels of inevitability” but comes about
because of the dedication and hard work of committed individuals.
So join me in responding, also in the words of King, to the “fierce urgency of
now” that is upon us.
1. International Centre for Prison Studies, Prison Brief for India, 2007.
2. National Human Rights Commission of India, Annual Report 2004-2005.
3. International Centre for Prison Studies, Prison Brief for India, 2007.
4. Ligue Iteka, Annual Report on the Situation of Human Rights in Zimbabwe, May 2007
5. IBJ Interview with Bar Association of Burundi President, Tharcisse Ntakiyica, November 2006;
6. IBJ Interview with Bar Association of Kigali Executive Committee, November 2006
7. IBJ interview with Law Society of Zimbabwe Secretary, Arnold Tsunga – November 2007
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8. Sources: ICCPR, Amnesty International
9. The California Public Defenders Association uses an interactive website that is designed for the
use of defenders, providing legal research resources, links and training materials. The website is
powered by a listserve device that networks defenders from many geographic areas to share information and resources that would otherwise be available only piecemeal, and has transformed the
practice of law in California. IBJ envisions using a similar technology for the GDSP platform.
10. Our partners include law firms, legal associations and law schools, including Harvard University
and Georgetown University, and IBJ’s financial sponsors include the Open Society Institute, the
US Department of State, the MacArthur Foundation, the Skoll Institute, and IBA Foundation.
IBJ is especially grateful to early supporters Echoing Green, andAshoka.
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Seizing the “Arbitrage Opportunity”
for Legal Rights
Innovations Case Discussion:
International Bridges to Justice
The idea of innovation used to conjure up images of scientists in white lab coats
peering into microscopes. Then, what sprang to mind were buff Silicon Valley
entrepreneurs devising new business models. These caricatures sound simplistic,
but they largely held. However, a new form of innovation has emerged that forces
us to change our mental picture again. Its agent of action is the social entrepreneur,
and the method is to do for society what their forbearers did for business.
On the surface, the link between innovation and rights may not be apparent.
International Bridges to Justice’s (IBJ) operations seem straightforward: it promotes legal rights around the world by partnering with governments to develop
and assist a community of public defenders. It sounds like another do-good nongovernmental organization.
But this is to severely misunderstand IBJ’s work and the method of its founder
and president, Karen I. Tse. Rather, it represents a radical approach. On one level,
IBJ cleverly turned a series of difficult obstacles into a “market opening” for its
activities. At the same time, IBJ’s initiatives effectively transform legal rights from
a political problem to an economic issue. By putting it on a different plane, a window of opportunity is opened whereby substantial, long-lasting change is possible.
The IBJ story is instructive not only because it reveals a new form of innovation, but because IBJ’s approach may serve as a model for other global problems
that require many stakeholders to be brought together. Yet it embodies something
far greater, too. From its modest first step of fostering rights, where it ultimately
ends is at the audacious goal of ending state-sanctioned torture in this century. To
realize this, Ms. Tse implores, requires a change in consciousness.
It is powerful ideal. Does it simply fit the pattern of the wonderful hyperbole
that all entrepreneurs share? Or is Ms. Tse actually on the path towards achieving
this, in the footsteps of people like Mahatma Gandhi or Martin Luther King Jr. To
consider this, it is vital to understand the rich dimensions of IBJ’s innovation,
which is not obvious on the surface.
Kenneth Neil Cukier is a business correspondent at The Economist. He has written
widely on technology, public policy, and international relations. He has followed IBJ
since its founding in 2001.
This case discussion originally appeared in Volume 3, Number 3, of Innovations.
© 2008 Kenneth Neil Cukier
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EXPLOITING THE GAPS
“The entrepreneur is the innovator who implements change within markets
through the carrying out of new combinations,” the economist Joseph Schumpeter
famously wrote in 1934.1 The way this happens is that entrepreneurs identify what
in hindsight we may refer to as “opportunities,” but looks very different at the outset. It is a reality where something seems amiss. Entrepreneurs often spot this
where most of us do not. A way to think about it is as the “white spaces” or “holes”
on a map, not the images of land. Jean-René Fourtou, the former chief executive of
Rhône-Poulenc, called it “la vide” (emptiness).2 Sachio Semmoto, the founder of
numerous Japanese telecom firms, describes it as “the contradiction”—that is, an
inconsistency in what exists that opens up a chance for the what-can-be.3
In the case of IBJ, Ms Tse saw something special at a special time—but saw it
in a new way. She noticed that there was a gap between what countries had signed
up to do regarding legal rights and what they were actually doing. As she noted in
her essay, some 113 countries are said to practice torture, even though around 93
have signed international conventions and established domestic laws to safeguard
citizens’ rights. The difference between the public pronouncement and the practice
created a sort of “arbitrage opportunity.” There was a way to use the system itself
to plug the hole. The art of arbitrage is to capitalize on the difference that exists
between things at the same state in time. Yet what was needed was an entity to
point out the divergence and come up with a way to bridge it. Thus, “International
Bridges to Justice.”
The international dimension—the “I” in “IBJ”—is essential. The local legal
community cannot do it alone: it does not have the infrastructure, training, or
resources. In fact, trying on their own might only invite retaliation from those
whom its actions threaten—the very people, ironically, charged with upholding
the law, such as police, government officials, and even judges. (It is not uncommon
for judges in countries where IBJ operates to detain lawyers who argue that their
client was tortured.) In addition, IBJ “partners” with governments. It is welcomed
in since it sells itself as a sort of service-provider to help the country’s own reforms.
Legal rights, after all, is a foundation to all other social goals.
The IBJ method is novel. Most human rights groups take the opposite
approach. Rather than work with governments, they relish their role as outside agitators. To work within the system would seem tantamount to condoning it.
Furthermore, they tend to focus on major cases and try to remedy specific abuses.
If the person gets released, they claim victory and may turn their attention elsewhere. An example is Amnesty International’s classic letter-writing campaign,
which although extremely useful on the individual level, is not as effective on the
societal level. Other groups like Human Rights Watch document and expose abuses—itself vitally important, yet leaves the fundamental problems unaddressed.
In 2001, when IBJ was founded, no organization was working solely on the
broader plane of the long-term, practical implementation of rights in criminal law.
There are many reasons why, but the most important is because when earlier
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groups were formed, the circumstances were not ripe for much more. But today,
almost all governments are moving in the direction of adopting global norms and
standards. It creates a market opening. For example, in 2001 China joined the
World Trade Organization and won a bid to host the 2008 Olympics—important
symbols of the country’s integration into the international community. Adhering
to global legal rules is a part of the trend.
So in this way too, IBJ bridged a gap between what other rights groups were
doing and the new area where it could act. In Schumpeter’s terms, it was the “market” by which IBJ effectuated change through “new combinations.”
Those “new combinations” have other features. IBJ works with the existing
defender community. It is a humble approach. This makes its work more easily
accepted by the defenders as well as governments. Also, it enables the programs to
develop deep roots among the practitioners, so that IBJ’s initiatives have staying
power. Moreover, instead of aiming for immediate victories, IBJ focuses on the
long-term, by slowly developing a sustainable infrastructure for legal rights. Ms.
Tse often refers to this as creating “generational change,” that is, institutionalizing
defense rights so that it does not rely on the goodwill of any particular individuals
at any particular time, but is an inherent feature of a country’s judicial system.
Again, this is new. To think of it in parable terms, it is not a question of giving
a man a fish or teaching him to fish—the innovation here is organizing him into a
co-operative. (That is, taking fishermen and providing them with better training,
better materials, and establishing a community so that they can do what they do
better.) In so doing, IBJ does not want to stop rights abuse so much as prevent it.
In addition to being a hub for the local defender community, IBJ also acts as a
sort of “market-maker.” It establishes the environment for legal rights to take hold
by being the agent that brings parties together. IBJ found that assisting the defender community only addresses one part of the problem. It is not enough if the climate in which they work is not amenable to their activity. Instead, it is necessary
to bring different parts of a judicial system together—such as the prosecutors,
police, judges, prison officials, etc.—so that defenders were not seen as hostile to
the judicial process but an essential component to it. This is not so obvious to people from non-Western legal traditions, or countries with embryonic judicial systems. The West’s adversarial legal process otherwise looks disrespectful; defenders
are seen to antagonize other parties (whose reaction is to lash out against them).
So IBJ took on the role of market-maker by bringing these groups together.
With such a tense situation, it took an outsider to be the agent of action. IBJ was
seen as neutral. And Ms. Tse herself did not seem threatening (more “reverend”
than “lawyer” perhaps…). In many instances, the meetings among prosecutors,
defenders, police, and judges represented the first time the parties had ever met
outside a courtroom. In Ms. Tse’s spiritual facet of her work, she describes this as
a chance for their uniforms to disappear and their humanity to show through. By
connecting in this larger, spiritual way, people could empathize with each other
and learn. And from this, change. Often, in the honesty and intensity of the dialogue, participants found their faces moist with tears.
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Strikingly, the most important dimension of IBJ’s innovative approach is also
its most discreet (and I disclose it with care). IBJ works on “legal rights”; the idea
of “human rights” almost never appears in its literature and is very rarely discussed. Ms. Tse publicly emphasizes that the central problem facing countries with
developing legal systems is not so much the handful of political prisoners that
already have the attention of the West, but the tens of thousands of ordinary people who face abuse in the criminal justice system on an everyday level. Clearly the
basic legal rights of citizens—the young Cambodian boy accused of stealing a bicycle, in the example from Ms. Tse’s essay—is something that everyone can sign on
to, be it government official, policeman, or prosecutor. Human rights might be
controversial; legal rights need not be.
Is the emphasis on legal rights a political calculation so that IBJ stays in the
good graces of the governments with whom it partners? What is certain is that IBJ’s
approach gives it access and therefore influence. Is the link between legal rights and
human rights close, such that concentrating on one will surely improve the other?
It is clear that creating the infrastructure for the rule of law is critical on many
dimensions, from protecting property rights and upholding contracts to ensuring
basic legal safeguards that lead to a stable society.
Ultimately, the gaps that Ms Tse encountered, and which seemed to others to
be obstacles, actually turned out to be “market openings” through which an innovative approach could take hold. In this way, Ms Tse’s work sheds new light on
Schumpeter’s idea of innovation and change. Yet it required not only looking at the
issue differently but acting differently too.
TRANSFORMING THE PROBLEM
In speeches where she has sought to explain IBJ’s unique approach, Ms. Tse likes to
quote Kofi Annan, who in 2005 as United Nations Secretary-General said about
human rights: “The era of declaration is now giving way, as it should, to an era of
implementation.”4 Where in the past it was important to get countries to sign on
to accords, now that they largely have, the key is to get them to fulfill their commitments in practice. That is the gap that IBJ identified as a sort of arbitrage
opportunity.
But the genius of IBJ, and the second pillar of its innovation, is in how it did
this. The work of IBJ had the effect of changing the nature of the problem.
Enforcing legal rights on a day-to-day level where it affects the lives of ordinary
people is hard. It requires making changes deep into the legal system: its institutions, practices, and attitudes. (Hence, IBJ’s activities had to encompass the overall
legal environment, not simply defenders.) Still, developing a robust infrastructure
for the defense side of the docket is critical.
As Ms. Tse noted in her essay, defenders are the first line of support in a criminal justice system; the sooner a person has access to an attorney, the less likely his
rights will be violated. IBJ’s work shows that when resources are put towards
informing citizens of their rights and ensuring a supply of well-trained defense
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attorneys, the incidence of abuse is markedly reduced. But building out this infrastructure takes time and money. Indeed, the more pragmatic the work, the more
capital intensive it is.
The implication is that IBJ’s method actually transforms the issue of ensuring
legal rights from a political problem to an economic one. Thinking about it in this
way changes its nature and creates new possibilities for change. Indeed, it becomes
possible to informally calculate the cost of legal rights. This puts a price tag on
rights abuse; a monetary sum above incalculable physical and emotional costs. In
so doing, it suggests that it may also be possible to out-finance it.
For example, based on IBJ’s experience of running programs in Asia and elsewhere over the past seven years, the amount needed to provide a basic level of
rights is extremely low: perhaps only a few cents per year, per person. This encompasses establishing a national network of legal-aid centers, publicity of rights campaigns, access to defense lawyers and case support. Thus, a country like Thailand
with 65 million people might need around $10 million to provide basic legal rights
and prevent torture; for Niger’s 14 million people, around $4 million; and so on.
We may quibble about the right amount. But by transforming the problem in this
way, the IBJ method opens up a promising new avenue for it to be addressed.
This sort of informal economic analysis suggests that governments, civil-society groups and the business community might want to rethink their approach to
fostering rights. IBJ’s initiatives that establish a creative partnership among stakeholders seems appropriate, since the issues are larger than any one group can handle on its own. New relationships between the local community and a global support-system is also crucial. Lastly, the role of the private sector is vital, since it
excels at the very on-the-ground implementation that is required. In this respect,
IBJ has forged alliances with private law firms and has tried (albeit with only limited success) to engage the business community.
One reason why IBJ has made the cost of realizing rights so low is due to its
creative use of technology. A question that IBJ’s experience raises is whether the
organization could have existed prior to the Internet. Of course, other human
rights groups existed earlier. Yet, as always, one is hostage to one’s times. Technical
limits impose invisible constraints that we only see in hindsight. Earlier rights
organizations needed to grow slowly and piecemeal, since there were limitations
on the “coordination costs” that their activities entailed. Management is difficult
when it happens over a telephone and fax machine; information is scarce and costly to share.
By contrast, one of the Internet’s key attributes is that coordination and collaboration is far easier, and communities can form and interact far more efficiently.
In this light, it is unsurprising that in 1997, at the dawn of the commercial Internet,
the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Jody Williams and the group she coordinated largely via the Internet, the International Campaign to Ban Landmines, which
had been founded only six years earlier. In the same way, IBJ is a beneficiary of
using information-technology as a cornerstone of its activities.
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At its most basic level, the technology is a way to keep defenders abreast of current laws and rulings. In the West, where information flows smoothly, it is easy to
take this for granted. But in developing countries, something as modest as an
Internet-enabled PC serves as a massive law library. And it is not always certain
that prosecutors and judges are familiar with the law; arming the defenders with
information is vital. The computer acts as a “neutral messenger” with which
defense lawyers can present unwelcome statutes and precedents to the court. In
some circumstances, to contradict a judge or prosecutor is considered insulting
and invites trouble. Being able to shrug one’s shoulders and point to the PC as the
source of the information depersonalizes the situation.
Additionally, computers and the Internet act as the eyes and ears of the capital
cities and international community. It also provides a voice to the defense attorneys. The technology is a life-line for defenders (sometimes in remote areas) to
reach the broader world to get support and advice. It also redraws the balance of
power, because judges and prosecutors are implicitly put on notice that what happens in the court room is being watched elsewhere.
Furthermore, the technology enables the defenders to form a community, in
which they can support one another, provide advice and rally for change. This
might sound banal, but it is one of the most important aspects of IBJ’s work, and
one of the biggest benefits that the Internet brings. All great movements require
communities, whether artistic groups, scientific schools of thought, political parties, or social change. Invention may be a solo activity, but change happens through
groups. It takes a village. Online, people can share information and form groups
easily. For defenders in immature judicial systems, there is strength—and safety—
in numbers.
Lastly, the technology enables IBJ to scale—that is, grow larger by extending
marginally less, not more, resources. This is because the IBJ method is above all
intellectual property—and like most informational goods, developing the first one
is expensive and time-consuming, but replicating it is cheap. The magic of the IBJ
approach is that many elements of it can be easily applied to other countries and
other contexts. IBJ estimates that around 70 percent of its projects and materials,
such as the defender “toolkits” and accreditation systems, can be reused elsewhere
with only minor modification.
Importantly, the IBJ method is “iterative” or “emergent”—Silicon Valley terms
that basically mean that IBJ learns as it goes along, rather than simply executes a
preset plan. This makes the organization flexible to change depending on the circumstances. At the same time, it means that the process is inherently open to
incorporating improvements, which then can flow though all of IBJ’s activities
elsewhere almost instantaneously.
The ability for organizations to generate and share knowledge in this way, and
to learn, is what distinguishes 21st century enterprises from their 20th century
counterparts. And it is why IBJ has been successful in the handful of countries
where it has direct activities, while also being able to go global. Other NGOs adopt
a sequential approach whereby they grow through incremental steps and country94
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by-country in a linear fashion. However, IBJ recognizes that the technical tools
now exist that let it can reach deep into legal communities around the world simultaneously from its base in Geneva. The IBJ model scales because it explicitly taps
into the abilities of others, while upholding the notion that to lead is to serve.
THE SPIRITUAL ELEMENT
Medieval alchemy occupied itself with turning base metal into gold. Yet this is
actually a superficial characterization: it took place in the context of religious mysticism not science. At its core, it was about the spiritual transformation of the
alchemist. So, too, the journey that Ms. Tse pursues has as its apex not so much a
reform of the legal system, but a change of consciousness among individuals, so
that they share in their common humanity. The context is globalization and markets; the transformation is in awareness. Legal rights are simply the immaterial
residue that is left in its trace.
The front door of IBJ comprises formalistic things such as habeas corpus and
rules of evidence, but it leads to a place where what matters is a shift in thinking.
On one level, this is seen in the “Communities of Conscience” program, in which
defenders from developing countries and mature legal systems meet. But on
another level, it is what drives all of IBJ’s projects, particularly where different
stakeholders are brought together to empathize and learn from one another. Ms.
Tse’s unique background as both a lawyer and reverend puts her in a position to
understand this, just as it gives her credibility to speak on different levels to different people in pursuit of her goals.
Those goals seem modest: helping governments live up to the standards they
themselves have set. Yet the ultimate destination is revolutionary: Ms. Tse’s ambition is to end state-sanctioned torture in the 21st century.
It may sound utopian, but it should not. There are parallels with the movement
to abolish slavery in the 19th century. It took many reformers from different walks
of life. It took many years. It seemed impossible at the outset; powerful interests
were entrenched. (And wasn’t it just a sad fact of life: didn’t slavery exist since time
immemorial, the argument went…) New institutions needed to be created. Yet
ultimately, it was not so much the introduction of law but a change in consciousness that accounted for the success—abolition laws only followed the shift that had
already taken place in people’s hearts. Of course, incidents of slavery still crop up
today. But they are exceedingly rare, and never state-sanctioned. Most importantly, no one would even try to intellectually justify it.
Like slavery, state-sanctioned torture is an utter anachronism, argues Ms. Tse.
Just as the 19th century was the one that saw slavery abolished, so too the current
century can be the one in which torture is totally repudiated. In following this
path, Ms. Tse is not only carrying forward the ideals of social reformers, but also
the legacy of Schumpeter’s entrepreneurs. This is because her objective is not an
“incremental improvement” to the system (that is, trying to reduce torture), but an
“innovation” that radically upends the order of things (that is, eradicating it).
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IBJ has crafted an astute formula for the times. It eschews activism in favor of
institutionalization, by using the system to change the system. It turns obstacles
into opportunities by exploiting the “arbitrage” potential of the inconsistencies. It
scales tremendously by melding local and global communities. It acts as a marketmaker by serving as a neutral platform to bring stakeholders together. Its activities
effectively transform the problem of human rights from the political to the economic realm, thereby opening up a new avenue for the issue to be addressed. IBJ’s
destination, ending torture, is earth-shaking in its magnitude. And its work is
transformative in terms of the rule of law and the way people think.
IBJ’s approach can be usefully applied to other global issues. For instance, in
areas as diverse as climate change, public health, economic development, or conflict resolution, multiple stakeholders with overlapping and divergent interests
need to be brought together. Yet few of the institutions that currently exist are able
do that, particularly not at an international level; indeed, the very attempts often
lack legitimacy and create ill will. At the same time, non-profit organizations and
civil-society groups usually position themselves as an alternative to governments
rather than their partner.
What makes the IBJ model profound is the way it strives to go beyond these
artificial barriers—examples of “old solutions to new situations,” as Ms. Tse
expressed it in her essay. Instead, the IBJ method bridges the grassroots with the
highest levels of government, and speaks with authority to both. It bridges the local
community with the global one. IBJ is a model for how decentralized systems can
interact to form powerful communities for change.
In the past we honored the businesspeople that Schumpeter’s idea of the innovator had in mind. As we reset our image for modern times, we can look back at
history to others who innovated for the social good, from slavery to suffrage to civil
rights. Their battle was not simply with an unjust system, but also with their peers
who failed to see that change was possible. It is something all pioneers face.
Whether the names of such leaders are etched in marble or lost to memories, to
this honored list must now be added Karen I. Tse and International Bridges to
Justice.
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Empowering the Rural Poor
to Develop Themselves:
The Barefoot Approach
Innovations Case Narrative:
Barefoot College of Tilonia
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.
—Robert Frost, “The Road Not Taken,” 1920
Empowering the rural poor means developing their capacity. It means developing
their skills so they become competent decision-makers with the confidence to act
on their choices. Thus far, conventional approaches to such empowerment have
failed. The approach that big donors and Western-conditioned experts have taken
to reach the poor—forget about allowing the poor to develop themselves—has
been patronizing, top-down, insensitive, and expensive. It excludes the marginalized, the exploited, and the very poor and keeps them from making decisions on
their own. Thus it disempowers them, leaving them dependent and hopelessly ill
prepared to improve their lives. Moreover, these “patrons,” however well intentioned, have refused to learn from their mistakes. They are stuck in a rut that
wastes money on a process that simply has not worked.
But there is another way to empower the poor. It starts with giving the poor
the right to decide for themselves how they want to improve their quality of life.
They must have the right to choose whether they want the urban experts to come
into their villages with “modern” ideas. They must have access to information and
knowledge and the right to decide whether they would like to be independent of
Bunker Roy is the founder of the Barefoot College of Tilonia.
Mr. Roy and the Barefoot College are the recipients of numerous awards, including the Stockholm Challenge Award for Information Technology and the Tyler Prize
for Environmental Achievement. Mr. Roy was recognized by the Schwab Foundation
for Social Entrepreneurship as an Outstanding Social Entrepreneur in 2005. He is a
2005 recipient of the Skoll Award for Social Entrepreneurship.
This case narrative originally appeared in Volume 3, Number 3, of Innovations.
© 2008 Bunker Roy
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Box 1. The Roots of Barefoot College
Registered as the Social Work and Research Centre (SWRC) in February 1971,
the Barefoot College started in a small village called Tilonia 350 kilometers
southwest of Delhi in Rajasthan state. The college began with no high expectations. The idea was to listen and learn.
We wanted to get the farmer and the “professional” together so they could
interact and learn and unlearn from each other. Though this was unheard of in
the early 1970s, we brought together a geologist, a geophysicist, a cartographer
and a gentleman farmer in one place to address a need for water. We started with
a survey of 110 villages spread over 500 square miles to examine their groundwater situation. In 1974 we submitted our findings to the government, which
used it as the basis for a decision to extend grid electricity to 100 villages in the
area where we were working. We were delighted that in two years we could make
such a difference.
But with urban-trained professionals vastly outnumbering the rural colleagues in the organization a crisis was inevitable: in ideology, in approaches, in
decision-making, and in ways to manage the organization. Between 1977 and
1979 this crisis resulted in many professionals leaving the organization, and we
had to look inward to see what strengths we had.
Also at about this time, in 1975, Yogavalli left Tilonia, as she got married.
Subsequently, in 1975-1976, Shukla Kanungo had to leave SWRC, as she wanted
to work in Sri Niketan in West Bengal; in 1977, Manya got married and left
Tilonia; in 1983 Aruna decided to leave SWRC because she wanted to get
involved in non-party political processes.
By 1978 we had antagonized the rural rich in the surrounding villages.
Bypassing the rural hierarchy, we had gone directly to the rural poor to provide
services, thus creating tensions between the marginalized and the local politicians. By tackling corruption, we exposed ourselves to many questions in the
state assembly about our intentions and whether we were needed at all. Wanting
to bring some change we had miscalculated on our timing and speed. It was too

advice and skills from outside when they already have such incredible technical,
human, and even financial resources within their own communities. They can
even decide whether some knowledge would be useful if they could adapt it to
serve their needs. What they need is the opportunity and space to develop themselves. When provided with that mental and physical space, the poor can achieve
wonders without any outside professional interference or advice.
The trouble is that, even though established approaches have failed to achieve
sustainable improvements, people are reluctant to turn the top-down process on
its head and start from the bottom up. Few operational models provide a contrast
that demonstrates the alternatives. But outside the usual box are other more costeffective approaches that draw more on the grassroots. There are ways to build on
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soon to take on such serious challenges.
A severe political crisis exposed our vulnerability as an organization. We were
far too dependent on the government. The place where we were working was an
unused training center, which we had leased at 1 rupee a month. Our many questions to the state assembly had made the bureaucrats nervous; it was only a matter
of time until they sent a letter informing us that we had to leave. In 1978 the government asked us to vacate the premises by January 1979 because they had decided they would like to put it to some other use.
Fortunately, in September 1978, out of the blue, Robert McNamara (then president of the World Bank) and McGeorge Bundy (then president of the Ford
Foundation and former National Security Adviser to President Kennedy) decided
to visit Tilonia. They wanted to see how the poor lived. They spent two days living
as we did: sitting, eating, and sleeping on the floor, under the stars, and using
kerosene lamps for lighting. The government was horrified when they heard, but
Bob has said he remembers the visit fondly. Their visit made the government think
twice. Tensions between Barefoot College and the politicians eased dramatically.
Then, in January 1979, Mrs. Indira Gandhi came back to power and the order to
vacate was cancelled.
In hindsight, had the Barefoot College not gone through these crises it would
never have come out as strong as it did. In the eyes of the rural poor we established
a certain degree of credibility in taking on the local dominant political leadership
and surviving. As local people started to be a part of the collective decision-making process, the thinking within Barefoot College changed fundamentally. The college recognized that its dependence on urban expertise and paper credentials did
damage to the mindset of the rural poor, in effect preventing them from coming
out of poverty on their own.
We also decided to take on the local political structure by persuading the local
staff to run in the panchayat (village) elections as “independents.” The people
called us the Green Party because we used a tree as our symbol. Our presence in
the political process shook the political environment when several of our candidates won.

local knowledge and skills. And these approaches can be replicated on a large scale
by taking the poor into our confidence and reducing their dependency on inappropriate knowledge, skills, and expertise from “outside.”
Since 1971, the Barefoot College has been pioneering such an approach. By
giving the responsibility to choose and apply and adapt technology to rural communities, by handing over total control to barefoot educators, health workers,
water and solar engineers with roots in the community, and by showing respect in
the faith and competence of ordinary people to provide tangible benefits to their
own people, we have shown there is a better way. Barefoot College has demonstrat-
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ed the enduring value of a process and system that is totally owned by the actual
beneficiaries.
The ideas have helped lift the marginalized communities out of poverty and
given them tremendous hope. By bringing the value of community knowledge and
skills into mainstream thinking in modern technology, engineering, and architecture, Barefoot College has revealed the relevance of development that is community owned and community managed. We have demonstrated what we mean by
sustainability. We have shown that, as the late president of Tanzania, Julius Nyerere
put it, “People cannot be developed. They develop themselves.”
ORIGINS OF THE BAREFOOT IDEA
In 1967, I went to live and work in the rural village of Tilonia in Rajasthan, India,
after receiving the most elitist, expensive, snobbish private education that any
Indian could possibly receive. When I arrived, I remember being shaken by the
questions the elders asked me:
Are you running from the police? Did you fail in your examinations? You
did not manage to get a government job? Is there something wrong with
you? Why are you here? Why have you come from the city to this village?
There is no one here but the very old, the women, and the very young.
The youth have left.
The youth had left to look for jobs—any job that would take them away from the
village—because the predominant value system denigrated rural life, skills, and
traditions and offered little hope of improved incomes or quality of life. They had
certificates in their hands from uninspiring mediocre technical institutes and colleges located in small towns producing “graduates” by the thousands with high
expectations. These youths thought they were going to get well-paid, secure jobs in
the cities. Instead, they swelled the ranks of the educated unemployables living in
the slums in India.
Why unemployable? Because their paper degrees had no value. The certified
doctors, teachers, and engineers produced by the thousands every year are paper
experts without any practical experience. They are caught up in a system that is not
accountable to the people it is supposed to serve and produces insufficient jobs to
absorb the number of job seekers. Civil engineers build roads that do not last;
water engineers build tanks that collapse or crack or deplete the water resources
and cannot be used; doctors focus on curative approaches and know little or nothing about preventive health. So in the absence of jobs but still hoping for any job,
they live an inhuman existence in appalling urban slums. The humiliation and
scorn they would face on returning to the village prevent them from going back.
Anyone going back to the village is considered a failure and the shame is shared by
the whole family.
When the youth fled, they took with them the dying hopes of their parents—
weavers, blacksmiths, potters, builders, carpenters, farmers—to pass on the tradi-
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Box 2. The Mission of Barefoot College
Barefoot College has committed itself to the following work in poor rural communities:
•Raise the standard of living.
•Improve the quality of life.
•Upgrade people’s existing traditional skills and knowledge through training.
•Guide the community in taking responsibility for providing some of these
basic services.
•Struggle and campaign for justice and the rule of law.
•Be transparent and publicly accountable to the community in whose name we
receive funds.

tional skills to the next generation. They left behind not only their families but also
the knowledge their elders had collected over the generations to adapt to local conditions. This was knowledge that no formal educational system valued, but it was
critical for developing a community with dignity and self-respect. The formal educational system had made them look down on their own roots.
For me, living and working in the villages for five years as an unskilled laborer
digging and blasting wells and meeting with very ordinary poor people was an
extraordinary experience. Between 1967 and 1971, I went through an “unlearning”
process that provided the seeds for the humble beginning of the Barefoot College
(see Box 1). Over the last 35 years, what we have “unlearned” is our gross underestimation of people’s infinite capacity to identify and solve their own problems with
their own creativity and skills, and to depend on each other in tackling problems.
What I learned is that empowerment is about developing that capacity to solve
problems, to make choices, and to have the confidence to act on them.
By 1974, the idea of Barefoot College began to take a more concrete form.
Aruna, my wife, resigned from the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) and
became part of the Tilonia team. We were joined by Manya Jayaram and Yogavalli
Rao, who both came from the Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) in Mumbai,
and together started a basic preventive health program. Shukla Kanungo, also from
TISS, helped start the Informal Education Program, which ran schools for children
who had dropped out of school. The night schools, aimed at children who are
obliged to miss school in the daytime because they are performing essential tasks
for the family, were started in 1975.
On a different front, the college understood the specific real needs of the rural
poor (see Box 2). These people needed to assert their identity and demonstrate
that their knowledge and skills were not outdated, second-rate, or irrelevant. They
needed a college dedicated to their specific and special circumstances, and one
located in a remote rural area. They needed a place where they could feel a sense
of ownership, where their self-respect and self-esteem could be developed gradu-
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ally over the years. The Barefoot College acts as a counterpoint both to the incredible ignorance and arrogance the formal system displays and to its belief that it
makes an indispensable contribution to tackling poverty; in reality that approach
is counterproductive, even dangerous.
WHAT IS BAREFOOT COLLEGE?
As an organization, Barefoot College is the only college in India that follows the
lifestyle and work style of Gandhi. It is the only college built by the poor, for the
poor, and for the last 35 years, managed, controlled, and owned by the
poor. Underlying the Barefoot
approach is a firm belief in the
knowledge, creativity, practical wisdom, and survival skills of the rural
poor—possibly the only answer to
making communities self-reliant and
sustainable. For an unemployed and
unemployable semi-literate rural
youth to be providing vital services
in a village, replacing an urban,
paper-qualified doctor, teacher, or
water engineer is a totally revolutionary idea. And yet, this is what
happens at the Barefoot College
every day.
It is the only college where paper
degrees, diplomas, and doctorates
are a disqualification because people
are judged not according to their
degree of literacy or academic distinction, but by their attributes: honesty, integrity, compassion, practical skills, creativity, adaptability, willingness to
listen and learn, and ability to work with all sorts of people without discriminating. The term “barefoot” is both symbolic and literal. Those who work, teach,
learn, and “unlearn” and provide a technical skill without a paper degree issued by
the Barefoot College go barefoot and remain so after they return to their own villages. Their goal is not to change their lifestyle but to gain the basic skills they need
to provide to their own communities a vital service, one that urban professionals
are currently trying to provide, most often unsuccessfully. Meanwhile they are
maintaining a healthy and sustainable lifestyle for themselves and their community.
The Barefoot College is a radical departure from the traditional concept of a
“college” because it encourages a hands-on learning-by-doing process of gaining
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practical knowledge and skills rather than written tests and paper-based qualifications. It promotes and strengthens the kind of education one absorbs from family,
community, and personal experience. It deliberately confers no degrees, with a
view to reversing migration. If one can improve the quality of life in one’s community by providing a vital service, why would anyone in their right mind want to live
an unspeakably miserable existence in the urban slums? In any case, because barefoot professionals do not have paper certificates, no one in the urban areas, sadly,
will seriously value their skills.
The ideology of the Barefoot College four key components: Alternative
Education, Valuing Traditional Knowledge and Skills, Learning for Self-Reliance,
and Dissemination.
Alternative Education
First, the Barefoot College demystifies education, taking Mark Twain to heart:
“Never let School interfere with your Education.” Mahatma Gandhi believed that
giving more importance, value, and relevance to practical skills and applying traditional knowledge to solving day-to-day problems was essential for the development of rural India. Gandhi’s thoughts live on in the Barefoot College. Living conditions for everyone are simple and down to earth (literally!). Everyone sits, eats,
and works on the floor. No one can receive a salary of over $150 a month.
Valuing Traditional Knowledge and Skills
Second, the Barefoot College gives priority to the ideas, thoughts, and wishes of the
rural poor. The college respects and emphasizes the importance of traditional
knowledge, skills, and practical wisdom. It values keeping the oral tradition alive
from father to son. This type of education is deeply rooted in long experience facing the challenges of living in particular circumstances and can never be replaced.
The focus of the college is to make the young men, women, and children living in
the village aware of this precious resource so that eventually they will stay in their
villages and not migrate to the cities to end up living in a slum.
This is a major reason why the college places no importance on urban experts
with paper degrees and qualifications who want to participate in it. In fact, people
may be disqualified if they have too many paper qualifications. Sadly, thirty years
of exposure and experience in rural India has taught us that most people with
high-level paper qualifications are unfit (and misfits) when it comes to living and
working in remote rural areas. They do not have the patience, humility, listening
skills, open minds, tolerance, or capacity to show respect for traditional knowledge
and skills.
Learning for Self-Reliance
Third, Barefoot College enhances the self-confidence and competence of the poorest of the poor by providing them access to learning that enhances their ability to
serve their own community, thus making them more confidently self-reliant. Over
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the last 35 years, thousands of unemployed and unemployable rural poor have
been selected and trained as barefoot educators and technologists.
The criteria for selection are simple. We select only those village youth—both
men and women—who are illiterate, semiliterate, or barely literate and who have
no hope of getting the lowest government job. They have been trained as “barefoot” educators, doctors, teachers, engineers, architects, designers, communicators,
hand pump mechanics, and accountants. They have demonstrated that “experts”
from the urban areas with paper qualifications are not really required to make villages self-sufficient and sustainable because these trained “barefoot” experts can do
the work themselves.
Two important parts of the emphasis on self-reliance are decentralization and
transparency. The very structure of the college in Tilonia is decentralized: a fulltime director is assisted by a team of people in charge of different sections, each
looking after their work independently while consulting with colleagues when
needed. Each person has their own budget and controls their own bank account.
Once a month, the director meets with all the people in charge of the field centers
as well as the sections to review the work done in the previous month and see what
needs to be done next. At this meeting, they address problems of coordination
between the sections. All the decisions are recorded in minutes that are circulated
to everyone present.
Field Centers (FC) are situated in villages in all four directions from Tilonia in
Silora Block Ajmer, a cluster of villages in Rajasthan where the organization is
working. Each field center has a campus and is based in a village. There a team,
consisting of field workers and their coordinator, plan and implement community-managed initiatives at the village level. Each FC has a work radius of 15 to 25
villages, where initiatives are taken up by village-level committees. At the regular
monthly meetings of their village-level committees, they endorse the collective
decisions made to implement those initiatives.
The FC coordinators are collectively involved with the committees in organizing those monthly meetings. The four most common types of committees are village water committees, village education committees, children’s parliaments, and
women’s groups. In principle, the members of all the committees are the poorest
of the poo,r and they include equal numbers of women and men. The committees
have financial powers, and three members, including a woman, jointly operate the
bank accounts. The affiliated Barefoot Colleges have integrated this process of
decentralized decision-making as they collectively plan and implement their community-managed initiatives.
Barefoot College also stresses transparency and accountability. It is the only
grassroots organization in India that holds public hearings and shares usually confidential financial information with the community of all those associated with its
work. This information includes the sources of funding, the amounts received, and
the ways funds are spent. Staff bank accounts are also published. The organizations
associated with the Barefoot College family believe we are accountable to funding
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agencies and to the community in whose name the funds are received. All audit
statements are open to the public.
Dissemination
Last but not least, the college is being asked to replicate its approach all over India
and the world. So far, 20 colleges have been established in 13 states of India. In
keeping with the Barefoot philosophy, each operates independently, defining its
own curriculum but keeping a few non-negotiable tenets at the core of their operations:
Equality. All people in the college are equal regardless of gender, caste, ethnicity, age, and schooling. In practical terms, this means the college has no hierarchy.
The founder and director of a college have the same say and status as the new barefoot accountant who has just joined it and the physically challenged barefoot operator who answers the phone.
Austerity. Everyone in the college receives a living wage, not a market wage. The
maximum wage anyone can earn is U.S. $150/month; the minimum is about half
that at 73 Indian rupees per day. Living conditions focus on basic needs and are
designed to minimize waste.
Collective Decision-Making. Decisions are made collectively, not by individuals
in isolation. For example, the salary each person receives is decided on by everyone
in the organization; the process is based on a points system in which each person
evaluates himself and everyone else according to several criteria.
BAREFOOT BUILDS ITSELF
For several reasons, the timing was right to build a college with a difference. There
was a general agreement that we should never allow the government to politically
blackmail the college and apply pressure as it did in the late 1970s. We needed a
place of our own to give us the freedom to take up any cause, fight any battle, support any community, defend any right, and carry out any campaign that would
bring power and courage and hope to the rural poor.
The second reason was to demonstrate the value, importance, and relevance of
traditional knowledge, village skills and the practical wisdom of the poor. We
needed to have a place where people around the world could come and see it for
themselves. Well before the college came into existence, the poor rural communities had been able to preserve, encourage, and promote skill-building for barefoot
architects, both male and female. Now these architects undertook the building of
the Barefoot College campus itself.
Work on the new Barefoot College campus began in 1986 and concluded in
1989. Remarkably, it was designed and built by the very same poor, rural, often
semiliterate villagers it trains. At Barefoot, a group of twelve barefoot architects
learned to apply their traditional skills to modern challenges while still maintaining their rural sensibilities about resources, tools, and technology. They designed
the main campus under the guidance of Bhanwar Jat, an illiterate farmer in Tilonia
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Box 3. Bhanwar Jat’s Story
“Nobody in our family knows how to read and write. We are three brothers, all
farmers. We have 15 acres of agricultural land. Now all our children go to school.
This is the first time such a step has been taken and I am glad. I joined Barefoot
College twenty years ago in 1977. I used to take water to the houses with
Kanaram and his donkey. Because I was a farmer I was asked to work on the
fields to grow food for the Center. At that time I was working on the poultry
farm, looking after chicks for one year with Vasu. It was also my job to take people from the Center on a tractor to the night schools.
“In 1986 I was asked to build the New Center. I was—and still am—illiterate. But that did not worry me. I had already done so many jobs at the Center.
This was just one more. It took one year to dig the foundation. I was asked to
supervise the work of about 50 rural masons and over 100 day laborers. It took
two years to build everything. An architect tried to draft blueprints but they were
changed so often that they were useless in the end. The project was a joint effort.
Everyone who was going to live there was consulted. Everyone’s views had to be
respected. So the location of doors, windows, and roads changed every day.
Rafiq, the Muslim blacksmith, made the doors and windows in his rural workshop in Tilonia.”
(see Box 3). Twenty village masons assisted. The campus, including 2,800 square
meters occupied by buildings and 35,000 square meters of land, cost $21,000 to
complete.
The architectural team believed, like Gandhi, that there is a difference between
literacy and education. This is the philosophy that guided every step of the campus’s construction and later all of the activities that would take place within it. The
team’s own life education—the skills and techniques they learned from living and
working in their communities—had outfitted them with valuable knowledge and
had prepared them to work on the design and construction effort.
In this work, an ability to read and write simply was not required. For instance,
the team refined and redrew plans and rough sketches on the ground and collectively approved the idea of accommodating traditional building techniques and
specific site issues. They measured the depth of wells and floor spaces using their
arms and hands and a traditional measure called the hath. A hath is about 18 inches, or the length of the arm from the elbow to the end of the middle finger.
The college community included male and female engineers, hand-pump
mechanics, traditional puppeteers, village masons, midwives, and night school
teachers. They all sat down and contributed to the ideas that went into the concept
as well as the building of the actual college. They felt strongly that if they had to
live and work in the college, they had every right to design, shape, and build it
together.
The buildings are located around traditional highly decorative courtyards. The
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Barefoot architects insisted that the buildings face the wind, so that the natural circulation within the courtyards would keep them cool. The women wanted a place
to cook in the open courtyards, so one was provided. Local materials like stone
were used throughout the building process, with lime mortar for load-bearing
walls and stone slabs for the roof. Women drew on their traditional knowledge and
materials for waterproofing the campus in a process that they insisted on carrying
out in secret. To this day, except for unusually heavy rains, it has not leaked!
The Barefoot architects demonstrated that it was possible to use traditional
knowledge, local materials, and village skills. In the process, they showed how relevant and important their practical wisdom was for preserving and conserving the
architectural skills that had been disappearing from most traditional communities.
With great foresight, the Barefoot architects connected the roofs of all the
buildings to collect rainwater in a 400,000-liter underground tank. This was quite
remarkable in the late 1980s, when many professional architects were still ignorant
about the importance of collecting rainwater as part of their basic designs. Seating
for 2,000 people was constructed over the tank; it overlooks a stage where performances (puppet shows, street theatre, musical evenings) are held regularly.
In this same project, village blacksmiths fabricated more than 70 geodesic
domes. The celebrated American architect Buckminister Fuller designed the geodesic dome, but semiliterate architects and blacksmiths fabricated them on the
Barefoot College campus, giving it a sustainable makeover. Deforestation is a
major threat in the area as traditional housing has made wood a scarce resource.
Rafeek Mohammed and seven Barefoot architects developed and built domes fabricated from discarded agricultural implements, including bullock carts and pump
sections. The domes were covered with thatch, giving a traditional look to a new
idea. Geodesic dome structures are currently being used for a pathology lab, meeting halls, a dispensary, a milk booth, and an Internet café; they have also been used
in the desert for a variety of purposes that have benefited thousands of people. In
fact, some of these domes are collecting 200,000 liters of rain water in the
Himalayas.
Barefoot College is also the only fully solar-electrified college based in a village
in India. Starting in 1989, barefoot solar engineers installed a total of 40 kilowatts
of solar panels and 5 battery banks, each containing 136 deep-cycle batteries. The
solar components (inverters, charge controllers, battery boxes, stands) were all fabricated in the college itself.
STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF THE COLLEGE
The process used to build Barefoot College reveals how involved the community is
in running it. Members of village committees are responsible for planning how to
implement and monitor all the college’s initiatives. Once plans are decided on at
the village level, they must be endorsed by members of the rural communities,
especially the poorest of the poor, and all decisions are made collectively.
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The village committees are responsible for the day-to-day administration and
have the financial power to purchase materials and disburse honorariums. For
example, village water committees plan and implement the construction of rainwater harvesting structures in rural schools. They are involved in deciding on the
location and site and in selecting the poorest of the poor to work as wage laborers
on the construction.
In places where a piped water supply system has been installed, village piped
water committees manage and control the systems, collecting monthly contributions from end-users with tap connections. They are responsible for purchasing all
the materials and disbursing wages to those involved in construction and maintenance. Village environment and energy committees are involved in selecting semiliterate and literate men and women to be trained as barefoot solar engineers
(BSEs). They are responsible for the day-to-day functioning of solar lighting units,
collecting monthly contributions from end-users and disbursing honorariums to
the BSEs who repair and maintain the solar lighting units.
BAREFOOT FOCUS AREAS
Barefoot focuses inward on building itself, but it is primarily focused outward, to
help rural communities thrive with dignity and self-respect. This involves community input based on assessment of their priority needs. Currently, Barefoot is focusing on six areas: education, drinking water, alternative energy, the environment,
empowering rural women, and traditional communication.
Education
One focus area is education, especially training barefoot teachers, who are selected
by members of the rural communities where the night schools are situated. Most
often, unemployed rural youth are selected to teach at the pre-primary and night
schools. Once they are selected they participate in an initial 30-day residential
training camp; then they start their involvement with children by teaching at the
night schools. They participate fully in deciding on the curriculum, which is
directed at practical learning that fits local circumstances and builds on local
knowledge.
Barefoot College coordinates these night schools, which have been established
in six states in India: Assam, Orissa, Uttranchal, Madhya Pradesh, and Bihar, as well
as Rajasthan. They form a network of more than 450 barefoot teachers, including
100 women; their innovative educational process provides access to nearly 8,000
children, including 6,000 girls. Nearly 3,000 boys and girls attend the more than
150 night schools; most are shepherds who must attend to their families’ livestock
during the daytime, and who are coming to school for the first time. Rural youth
with disabilities fabricate all the teaching and learning materials for these schools
out of waste; the list includes chalk, blackboards, seating mats, and even science
teaching materials. The college collectively coordinates these night schools through
its affiliations with community-based voluntary organizations in the six states. In
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Rajasthan, the night schools are coordinated by the Barefoot College in Tilonia.
In addition, a children’s parliament, consisting of representatives elected by the
students, elects its own cabinet. It helps to supervise, monitor, and administer the
night schools. It meets monthly to discuss emerging problems and decide on
action. This gives the children very practical experience in governance.
Drinking Water
Another primary focus is on drinking water. Despite the popular belief that technology is required to solve pressing water shortages, our experience is that villagers
can apply their own knowledge and know-how and succeed. For instance, many
engineers believe that problems of water shortage and potability can be solved only
by building big, expensive, deep-well drilling rigs to tap groundwater or, alternatively, through piped water supply systems drawing on a permanent water source
many kilometers away.
Instead, Barefoot turns to the simple but effective system of rooftop rain water
harvesting (RRWH). This involves catching rainwater where it falls, using the
rooftops of schools and other buildings, and channeling it into underground leakproof tanks made of locally available, low-cost materials. RRWH is a viable, lowcost way of providing drinking water and sanitation to remote rural communities.
It has proven possible to collect and store 100,000 liters of rainwater at a cost of 10
cents a liter.
While rural people have been harvesting rain water for centuries, the college
pioneered the widespread use of this practice to meet the drinking water and sanitation needs of hundreds of rural poor communities throughout India. The college supports people in two types of rainwater harvesting. Most of the rainwater is
harvested for drinking and sanitation, mostly from rooftops. In addition, smaller
amounts are harvested to recharge the supplies of groundwater.
The benefits to communities adopting this scheme go far beyond water management. Globally, many schools in rural communities lack water for drinking and
sanitation. These schools typically do not have simple hand-flush toilets. This fact
has educational implications: the lack of toilets keeps girls from coming to school,
because they need the privacy a toilet can provide. But girls who do not attend
school are more likely to become mothers whose children who do not attend
school. In addition, for both boys and girls, the lack of water at school means they
must spend time fetching water instead of learning. Solutions based on local
groundwater or other water sources are often too costly and foster dependency on
external resources, knowledge, and skills. A practical solution is for community
members to come together and contribute labor and materials to construct their
own RRWH structures.
All the night schools run by the Barefoot College have underground tanks collecting rainwater so that children have access to safe water and need not walk for
miles to fetch water during school hours. The college’s night schools are housed
mostly in buildings that house government primary schools during the day, as well
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as community centers and geodesic domes the college constructed using community contributions in cash, kind, and voluntary labor.
Rainwater harvesting has also had a considerable impact on women and children. Over the years, many rural women have showed their leadership potential at
the panchayat (local self-government) level. They have been elected to the panchayats as chieftains and ward members during the elections in 1995 and 2000. In
addition, now that safe drinking water is available at schools, many more girls
attend, often double the previous numbers. Also, the daily attendance of both boys
and girls throughout the year has increased by about 50 percent.
While these results have received recognition and acclaim in many quarters,
the college’s work in RRWH has certainly met resistance from water planners and
engineers across India. These water “experts” often advocate large and expensive
solutions based on the installation of hand pumps, raised water tanks, and piped
water supply schemes. They tend to ignore or dismiss the much simpler, community-based method of rooftop rainwater harvesting.
For example, in the mountainous and drought-prone state of Sikkim, water
management used to involve allowing rainwater to flow down to rivers in the valleys and then using heavy-duty pumps to propel the water back up the mountain
through a series of pipes to provide drinking water to remote rural communities.
Barefoot water engineers and community members of the village water committee
suggested to the chief minister of Sikkim that school children could be provided
with safe drinking water by using the school buildings themselves to harvest rainwater, but the state’s chief water engineer said the proposal was technically impossible. Using locally available building materials and the traditional knowledge and
skills of the villagers in Sikkim, Barefoot architects constructed the first rooftop
rainwater harvesting tank in the village of Sadam, located on a mountain peak in
south Sikkim. The tank, which has a capacity of 160,000 liters, was constructed in
six months.
When they were done, the Barefoot College staff went back to the chief minister of Sikkim and asked him to come inaugurate the system. He was surprised and
delighted, and agreed to bring his chief engineer along to show him this system
that the engineer had declared technically impossible. As a result of the visit, the
chief minister changed the state government’s entire policy. He immediately sanctioned the construction of 40 more rooftop rainwater harvesting tanks and
approved funds for rainwater harvesting in three schools.
Barefoot water engineers have built over 1,000 rooftop rainwater harvesting
structures in 17 states across India with a combined capacity of nearly 50 million
liters. This construction has provided gainful employment to more than 20,000
villagers. If and when it rains each year, these systems meet the drinking water and
sanitation needs of some 220,000 children in those communities. If the rain is
insufficient, the underground tanks can be refilled by water trucks for a part of the
year. This simple, cost-effective, centuries-old solution facilitates self-reliance.
Local materials and labor can be used, and a village water committee can be
empowered to control and distribute the water without depending on the outside
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Table 1. Solar Electricity Systems, and Components, Installed in India by
Barefoot College, Tilonia.
world for technical, human, or financial resources. It can bring together people
from various communities and castes, both rich and poor.
Alternative Energy
The two previous focus areas rely largely on reviving and enhancing the practical
traditional skills and knowledge of barefoot builders, hand pump mechanics,
architects, and masons. In contrast, Barefoot College has recently drawn on its
experience of providing solar electricity on its own campus, in order to embark on
another area. It is demystifying modern technology by bringing alternative energy
to remote rural villages through solar electrification. Since 1986, the Barefoot
College has been promoting the use of solar photovoltaics on a colossal scale all
over the country. Rural poor literate or semiliterate men and women from across
India and beyond, with little or no educational qualifications, are learning to be
barefoot solar engineers (BSEs), installing decentralized solar units at the household level. Taken in total, to date these BSEs have completed energy systems that
generate as much electricity as the largest centralized solar power plant in India,
the 500 kilowatt plant in Maharashtra. In addition, the Barefoot systems benefit
over 90,000 of the poorest households all over India (See Table 1).
In remote mountain villages, electricity is a scarce resource. People survive six
months of severe winter with temperatures reaching –40ºF, using only dim
kerosene lamps and candles, huddled close to the community stove and sharing
the same room with their cattle. In villages in the Himalayas where communities
decided to install these systems, they selected 209 people, including 19 women, as
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trainees. The trainees went to Barefoot College and trained to become BSEs. These
BSEs have now electrified a total of 140 villages. They have installed solar units in
10,000 households covering almost 574 villages across 16 Indian states. Monthly
contributions from each family for repair and maintenance, now totaling nearly
$40,000, are being deposited in banks. Members of 139 village energy and environment committees (VEECs) have been trained to monitor the work of the BSEs and
make sure the monthly contributions come in regularly.
It is impossible to describe the incredible change in the lives of over 15,000
people who are now using fixed solar units and solar lanterns. To get a 20-liter jerry
can of kerosene they sometimes had to walk for two days; that kerosene also had
to last them a month. In a remote village in Ladakh, an old woman was asked how
solar electrification had benefited her. She replied with a shy smile, “For the first
time I can see my husband’s face clearly in the winter.”
While improved lighting and heating is a great benefit, another priority is generating employment through the use of solar energy. The BSEs have been trained
to fabricate solar water heaters and to use solar energy to dry vegetables. Solarpowered spinning wheels have given employment to over 200 women. Ten solar
power plants of 2.5 KW each, installed at the rural electronic workshops, have provided power to fabricate charge controllers and inverters. Solar water pumps lift
water from the rivers to regenerate wastelands. The BSEs have constructed solar
passive houses that retain the heat of the sun when temperatures dip below freezing. In the mountains, these houses serve as schools so that children can go to
school even in freezing weather.
Environment and Climate Change Mitigation
Each focus area has multiple benefits. For example, the college’s work in water,
alternative energy, and education also results in protecting and conserving fragile
biodiversity in the deserts of Rajasthan and all along the Himalayas. Barefoot
College workers conserve water resources and mitigate climate change. They also
make every effort to reduce emissions of CO2 and related greenhouse gases.
The basic work of the college has other positive impacts on the environment.
Solar electricity provides an alternative so people need not use trees and shrubs as
fuel for cooking, heating, and lighting. Barefoot workers set an example of living
simply and with austerity without abusing and exploiting the available water and
land. Thus they promote these ideas among the people they meet. They also control and minimize pollution by sharply reducing the consumption and use of
diesel and kerosene for basic needs. Finally, they are implementing a massive environmental education program in the 150 night schools that are lighted with solar
lanterns.
The college has concentrated its work with solar photovoltaics in the hot
deserts of Rajasthan and in the four Indian states nearest the Himalayas. Several
thousand houses, schools, and community centers have been provided with solar
electricity in one of the world’s most inaccessible and inhospitable regions. They
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Figure 1. Locations of Trained Women Barefoot Solar Engineers in India.
have prevented several hundred thousand liters of diesel and kerosene from being
burned. They have preserved forests and even controlled environmental pollution
to some extent. As a result, since 1989, they have kept 1.2 million tons of carbon
emissions from entering the atmosphere (See Table 2).
These calculations are based on the use of kerosene for domestic lighting,
diesel for generators, and diesel and gasoline to transport fossil fuels. Now, solar
electricity makes this use of fossil fuels unnecessary.
Empowering Rural Women
Barefoot College also focuses on empowering rural women in all of its programs.
Some programs cover areas such as water and education, where women have traditionally been very active, but their role in spreading solar technology is totally
new for them, although it does build on their traditional responsibility to maintain
the supplies of kerosene for lighting and fuel for cooking. What is remarkable is
that for the first time sophisticated solar technology has been demystified, and
simple village women have demonstrated how effectively they can manage and
control it to improve their quality of life. They now have the opportunity to develop their competence and confidence to handle technology, providing services to
their own community that give them a new level of acceptance and the respect they
deserve.
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Table 2. Reductions in Carbon Emissions since 1989
What is innovative is involving the whole community in selecting semi-literate
women as engineers to provide a vital and non-traditional technical service in an
area not generally associated with rural women. It also requires them to develop
systematic leadership skills, persuading the community to pay a monthly contribution for the repair and maintenance of the solar systems they have installed in
each house in their own village.
Where this system was first adopted, the household contributions have been
coming in regularly for the last four years.
Building on this success, the college recently expanded this same approach to
empower a growing number of female BSEs from both inside India and abroad.
Older rural women are preferred to men for two reasons. First, they are rooted in
their villages and will not migrate to the cities even if their skills could earn them
higher incomes there. Second, once they have been trained as BSEs, they are willing to train other women, thus passing on their know-how and skills and leveraging the energy of many women in the community.
Solar technology has also expanded into cooking. Solar stoves can be used for
frying, boiling, or steaming—or most anything else one can do on a gas stove. A
small solar cooker can match the cooking speed and capacity of any modern gas
stove; the more powerful large model, which produces about 2.5 kilowatts of heat,
can bring 20 liters of water to a boil within an hour. This makes it ideal for largescale catering, for example, in schools.
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Box 4. Empowered Barefoot Women around the World
Fatuma Abubker Ibrahim, one of the Barefoot Solar Engineers of Ethiopia, lives
in the remote village of Beyahile, in Afar state. Fatu is 20 years old, single, attended primary school, and lives with her parents. She and her family tend to their
three cows, 30 goats, and three camels on two hectares of land. Since July 2006,
Fatuma has also been looking after 90 fixed solar units, 90 solar lanterns, and one
rural electronic workshop in Beyahile and nearby villages.
Awatif Abduraheman lives in the remote village of Benishangul in Ethiopia.
Semiliterate, she is 25, married, and has three sons. She and her family make
their living farming their four hectares. Awatif also does domestic work, and
since July 2006 has been installing, maintaining, and repairing 80 solar units in
her village and others nearby.
Aminata Woulet is 40 and lives in Tinjambane village in Timbuktu in Mali.
A widow since 1994, she has never been to school, but can read and write. She
has other skills: dyeing cloth with indigo, making leather crafts, and looking after
goats.
Haja Woulet is 32, a widow with one 10-year-old daughter. She is illiterate
and lives with her parents, also in Tinjambane.
Together Aminata and Haja solar electrified their own village of 92 houses in
10 days; it was the first village in Mali where rural women installed solar electricity.
Aji Kamera lives in the village of Kafenkeng in The Gambia. She is over 30,
married with four children, and a Muslim. She attended school up to class 7 but
then dropped out. She owns a small plot, on which she keeps three goats, a cow
and four chickens. She installed solar electric units in 40 houses in one week;
they have been functioning for nearly a year now.
Nancy Kanu, a Muslim, lives in KontaLine in Sierra Leone. She is 40 years
old, has six children, and is semi-literate. She owns one sheep and one goat.
Single-handedly, she solar electrified her village of 35 houses and was the first
women solar engineer in Sierra Leone.
A Society of Barefoot Solar Cooker Women Engineers has been established,
with an office and workshop at Tilonia. It is the first registered association in
Rajasthan of semi-literate and literate women. The society currently has six members who have completed training in fabricating and producing the parabolic solar
cookers in two sizes, 2.5 and 8 square meters. These solar cookers have been
installed in nine villages and are meeting the eating needs of more than 400 people daily. Small models can be found in several villages in Kadampura, Tikawda,
Singla, Jawaja, Solavta, Kallian, Nalu, and Tilonia; the larger ones have been
installed at Tilonia and Kishangarh, all in Rajasthan.
The women engineers regularly visit sites where solar cookers are installed in
order to repair and maintain them. They are training others, including some young
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men, as barefoot engineers; they have even suggested some ways to improve the
cookers by altering in the design. People who purchase a cooker receive one free
day of training in its use, installation and basic maintenance at the workshop in
Tilonia.
Women like Sita Devi, who learned to read and write in Hindi at Barefoot
College and who now coordinates the solar cooker workshop, are serving as examples that can change the role and status of women in rural villages in India and
more widely in the developing world. Sita built her solar cooker expertise on her
previous successful involvement in training people to repair hand pumps at
Tilonia some thirteen years ago. In fact, she is currently the only person who can
do that work in any of the six villages spread out across 500 square kilometers of
Tilonia. Sita lives in Tyod village, and currently repairs and maintains 100 hand
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pumps in six villages, as a service for the government. At the time, government
engineers were surprised when a woman wanted to do the job, but, with support
from Barefoot College, she prevailed.
She tells us that before a hand pump was installed in her village, she and all the
other women would have to walk two miles, with two pots on their heads, to get
water. Now, with a hand pump nearby, sometimes even the men will get the
water—but only in a bucket, as pots are considered too feminine. Also, the water
pulled up through the new hand pumps is safer than that in the open wells, which
could spread disease.
That same kind of empowerment has now spread to women beyond India into
other parts of Asia and Africa. For the past 11 years, the Barefoot College has been
training semi-literate and illiterate rural women to assemble, install, repair, and
maintain solar photovoltaic systems. Once selected by their village to undergo
solar training for six months at the Barefoot College, the women come to Tilonia
and acquire the competence and confidence to fabricate, install, repair, and maintain sophisticated solar units. They then return to their communities to install
solar systems in each house in the village, thus establishing their credibility in the
eyes of each family that pays a monthly contribution for them to repair and maintain the units (See Box 4).
Never in the history of Afghanistan has an illiterate woman left her house, her
village, and her country for six months to train as a solar engineer in India, but that
is exactly what 26-year-old Gul Zaman, from the village of Katasang in Daikundi
province, did in 2005. She and her 30-year-old husband Mohammed Jan came to
Tilonia for six months. They have a small plot of land to feed 10 people, and work
as day laborers for over 200 days each year. Together the couple gently created history by solar electrifying their own village of some 50 houses, and the units have
continued functioning since September 2005.
Electrifying houses provides additional income and a new level of confidence
and leadership to the women who train in Tilonia as solar engineers and then serve
as role models for young women in their villages. It also opens up other incomegenerating opportunities for all women, who can then use their evening hours to
manufacture handicrafts and other goods for sale.
Only in the late 1980s did Barefoot College begin to recognize the potential of
illiterate and semi-literate women to succeed in these non-traditional areas. As we
have implemented this approach over the last 25 years, the women we have worked
with have shown an awesome capacity and confidence to provide a service to their
communities and to destroy stereotyped images and roles in the process. Today
many women in non-traditional roles are serving their own communities.
“Barefoot” women are working as night school teachers, hand-pump mechanics,
solar engineers, water engineers, architects, masons, and fabricators of solar cookers. Illiteracy has never been considered a barrier to women developing themselves
as barefoot professionals.
Illiterate women are handling computers and training unemployed youth in
feeding technical, health, and literacy data to our organization. Since 1984, semiinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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literate and literate rural women have formed rural women’s groups in 68 villages;
the total membership is about 4,000 women. They meet every month to take up
gender-specific issues such as rape and atrocities towards women at the village
level; they also discuss health, education, and non-payment of minimum wages.
These rural women discuss these gender-specific issues at the village level. If
they cannot solve them there, they take them up again at the block and district
level. When they need to elicit collective strength and solidarity to tackle such
issues, they take them to the state and national level. They have also elicited the
support of the men in their villages on issues like the minimum wage, the public
distribution system, the right to information, and the National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act. Since 1972, when Barefoot College started working with the poorest of the poor, rural women have been actively involved in rallies, demonstrations,
and sit-ins to fight for gender-specific issues as well as larger issues of development.
Traditional Communication
In 1981, the Barefoot College launched its communication section, using puppets
to spread awareness and mobilize action on several key problems that emerged as
concerns during community discussions. Traditional communicators such as puppeteers and street theater performers have proved to be very powerful in communicating social messages, particularly when an audience is not highly literate.
Barefoot College uses live and interactive media more familiar to the poor than television or newspapers.
While puppetry is a tradition in Rajasthan, the Barefoot College pioneered its
use for this specific purpose. Its puppet team has influenced and changed the attitudes of many traditional and conservative communities on issues such as child
marriage, bride burning, the legal rights of women, equal wages for women, and
reasons why children should learn how to read and write. Barefoot communicators
perform shows at night in the villages. The glove puppets, made from recycled
paper such as World Bank reports, are used to act out stories that bring up a range
of issues: children’s education, being untouchable, women’s empowerment, the
right to information, exploitation of the poor, and the importance of the minimum wage. Adults and children alike attend the shows, which are largely improvised. Barefoot Communicators do not use written scripts, as many are illiterate or
semi-literate. Each year, Barefoot Communicators perform 100 to 150 puppet
shows, reaching nearly 100,000 people in 110 villages of Rajasthan.
In 1985, our communication team went to Chota Narena in Rajasthan to stage
a puppet show. That particular day we performed “Roti” (Bread), a play about a
man whose habit of drinking liquor completely destroyed his wife and children. As
soon as the show was over, one man got up, looked at the audience, and shouted,
“Did you listen carefully to the play? That happened to me. You all know how
liquor totally destroyed me and my family.” We were stunned. Before we could
blink the man came on stage and said with great humility, “You have opened my
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Solar electrified village at night.
eyes. Where were you all this time? I have a request to make. From now on, whenever you perform this play, please tell people that this is the real story of a man in
the village of Chota Narena.”
The work of the Barefoot communicators has also been showcased outside of
India. In December 2005, a team of Barefoot Communicators went to The Eden
Project in Cornwall, England for two months. They performed puppet shows,
taught their English counterparts to make glove puppets from recycled paper, and
learned how to make puppets larger than the 3- to 4-meter ones found in the villages of Rajasthan. Today, these larger puppets can be found in festivals and
parades in Tilonia and neighboring villages.
GLOBAL REPLICATION OF THE BAREFOOT APPROACH
The Barefoot approach is a breakthrough: we have demonstrated that it can be
replicated anywhere in the world. Ten years ago, three sheep farmers from the village of Agrisewal near Marrakech in Morocco were selected to come to the
Barefoot College in Tilonia. They had never been outside their village. They only
knew Berber and French—no English and no Indian language. In six months,
using only sign language, they became barefoot solar engineers, installed 100 solar
units in the Himalayas in India, and then went back home. This demonstrated that
language, religion, food habits, climate, caste and creed are not barriers to learning.
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At this time, more than 340 ordinary village men and women from eight countries in Asia, Africa, and South America have been trained as BSEs. They have solarelectrified some 550 schools and 13,000 households in more than 600 villages
across the globe. They have assembled and installed over 10,000 solar home lighting systems and 4,400 solar lanterns, for a total installed capacity of 646 kilowatts.
Those in Ethiopia constructed six rooftop rainwater harvesting structures last year,
with a total capacity of 600,000 liters. In Africa the rooftop rainwater harvesting
tanks have benefited some 2,100 children in Sierra Leone, Senegal, and Ethiopia.
Based on these successes, the Barefoot College is scaling up its efforts to train rural
African women in solar electrification so they can bring light and income to villages in Mali, Sierra Leone, Cameroon and the Gambia.
The Barefoot College has trained 97 rural women across the globe as BSEs,
including 11 women from Mali, Sierra Leone, and Cameroon in 2007. These
women have shown that language, climate, culture, and schooling are no barriers
to the practical mastery of solar systems. As the college ramps up its solar electrification projects across Africa, these women are leading by example: showing how
the skills of the rural poor, de-linked from literacy, can drive their own development.
The Barefoot approach remains distinct, but is gradually becoming a part of
the official “system.” The college is now moving into using non-traditional communications channels, including the Internet. To get out the message about its success it is producing videos and photography, and participating in international
networks and meetings. Its initiative included training both men and women as
barefoot doctors, hand pump mechanics.
• Between 1984 and 2005, the College received $ 7.6 million to install 13,300
fixed solar units. This included the installation of 800 fixed units in Ladakh in
Kashmir, supported financially by $450,000 from the Ministry of NonConventional Energy.
• Between 1996 and 2003, the Ministry of Non-Conventional Energy provided
$775,556 to install 4,000 solar units and 7 power plants of 2.5 kws each in the
backward, tribal hill states all over India.
• In 2000, the European Union provided $500,000 to install 1,250 fixed solar
units and 5 solar power plants in 3 states: Uttranchal, Jammu, and Kashmir,
and Sikkim.
• In 2003, UNDP India provided $1 million to install 1,400 fixed solar units, fabricate 2,000 solar lanterns, and establish 7 Rural Electronic Workshops in 100
villages in 7 states of India.
• In 2005, UNDP Ethiopia provided $1.4 million to install solar electric units in
600 houses in 30 villages.
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CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED
What is pioneering and innovative about the Barefoot approach is the emphasis
and respect it gives to applying the knowledge, skills, and practical wisdom of the
rural poor—which may be the only way to make communities self-reliant and sustainable.
With roots in the village community and a deep-rooted respect for the proper
and wise use of water, air, earth, and the sun, Barefoot Educators have set an example of how NOT to waste or overexploit nature resources. They are a living testimony to Mahatma Gandhi’s famous saying, “The world has enough for every
man’s need but not for one man’s greed.” The approach has had a considerable
impact in changing the mindset of urban “experts” and influencing their attitudes
toward the idea of having the poor identify and solve their own problems.
Development with dignity means development with less dependence on urban
skills and more self-respect. The Barefoot approach has worked. The results are
there for everyone to see and feel.
In driving its innovations, the Barefoot College has come up against several
major challenges.
Promoting a Different Vision of Development
The first challenge has been to convince people that a different vision of development is possible. Throughout its brief lifetime, the college has worked hard to convince urban people that semi-literate men and women from any village in India—
indeed, any remote village in the world—can competently provide professional
services to their own communities. While the results of the college’s work speak for
themselves, this task continues to be a daunting one since it involves changing
long-held stereotypes, mindsets, and attitudes towards the poor. Still, a great many
people, including many who hold important positions, have learned about its
activities and have traveled to Tilonia to witness its work first-hand. We make
progress with each new person who comes to the campus, as they absorb the spirit of the approach and are inspired to help disseminate and expand it within their
own spheres of influence.
Dealing with Success
The second challenge has been dealing with success. The college has demonstrated
that semi-literate rural women can solar-electrify remote villages and look after
solar units more competently than paper-qualified solar engineers. In so doing, it
has turned established perceptions upside down, and debunked the basic assumption that formal education is required for development work. Unfortunately, in
challenging established thinking on development, the college has generated hostility and jealousy, and has made many enemies.
Those most hostile to the Barefoot approach are people who have invested a
great deal in acquiring an education through the official system and then applying
that misguided “expertise.” The very idea of semi-literate women being able to
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manage and control initiatives at the village level undermines those hard-earned
credentials and credibility and even threatens the existence of their jobs. Indeed,
one result of the Barefoot approach in India, where it is most widely replicated, has
been the replacement of cost-intensive initiatives and jobs by low-cost and laborintensive initiatives, providing gainful employment within the villages.
Learning from Failure
The third major challenge has been to learn from successful failures. Taking risks,
trying new ideas, failing and trying again is a process that is respected in the
Barefoot College because we recognize that we should learn as much from failure
as from success. But the formal education system has no room for failure. In that
system, failure is considered a matter for shame and regret. Barefoot College gives
everyone involved the opportunity to make mistakes and learn from them.
Any organization worth its salt has to go through crises. The crises can either
break the organization into little splinters or eventually make it stronger. In the
early 1980s, as decision-making power within the college gradually shifted from
the urban professionals to the rural youth, many of the former left to join other
organizations or opted back into the system. That was a crisis that led to uncertainty and insecurity. But the college learned two important lessons that have since
guided and influenced future decisions.
1. Do not depend on urban professionals because they will not stay there all
their lives. In a world dominated by materialism, they may be tempted to use the
college as a stepping-stone to secure better-paying jobs. The answer has been to
develop the capacity, confidence, and competence of the rural poor to provide
their own services. After all, they have the knowledge and the skills that have stood
the test of generations before the urban-trained doctor, teacher, and engineer
turned up on the scene. Why not, as a policy, move in that direction? That is what
we have done and it has been a key to our success.
2. You do your best work when you are insecure. When your back is against a
wall and you have nowhere to run and no one to turn to, you have no choice but
to face the consequences. When a crisis arises and could possibly lead to violence,
urban professionals normally do not have the staying power. Because they have
somewhere to run to, they are not prepared to see the crisis through.
In many ways, the Barefoot College is a microcosm of a more just and creative
world. Special emphasis is placed on giving the physically and mentally impaired
the same opportunities to work and belong to society as the physically and mentally able. People who need medication but cannot afford to pay the market price
are charged 10 percent of that price by the health center; if they are really struggling, they are given the medication free of charge. Waste paper from offices is
recycled to make bags, pencil holders, origami, and teaching tools—which are in
turn supplied to local night schools. Office equipment, fans, and lights are powered
by solar panels on the roofs of office buildings; living quarters are similarly supplied with solar energy. Drinking water and sanitation needs are met by a combi122
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nation of rooftop rainwater harvesting and local hand pumps; and the local environment is strengthened by a network of troughs that harvest rainwater and feed
it into a large open well used to recharge the water table. Discarded intravenous
drip bottles and tubes are disinfected and used to irrigate plants on the campus in
this semi-desert area.
The Barefoot College has been putting into practice an idea first espoused by
Mahatma Gandhi: that the resources required to develop poor communities lie
within the bounds of those communities. Human, technical, and financial
resources need not come from outside in order for a community to bring about
fundamental change and improve its quality of life. Too often, community
resources are neglected, looked down upon, and considered inferior just because
they have not conformed to the formal requirements of the education system.
However, just as important, the college has demonstrated to the villagers themselves that any one of them, man or woman, with little or no educational qualifications, can learn to provide basic services to their own community. To be able to
change the mindset of poor rural people who have been made to feel that they cannot do it themselves is an enormous contribution. Less developed countries would
benefit immensely from adopting this Barefoot approach. It can eventually transform the outlook not only of development officials, but, most importantly, of the
rural poor themselves, instilling in them a “can do” attitude to improving their
own lives, and replacing the apathy and hopelessness they may feel after so many
years of coming up against an irresponsive system that does not respect their abilities.
First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, and
then you win.
—Mahatma Gandhi
1. Julius Nyerere was President of Tanzania from 1964 to 1985. The full quote is as follows:

Development brings freedom, provided it is development of people. But people cannot be developed; they can only develop themselves.
For while it is possible for an outsider to build a person's house, an outsider cannot
give the person pride and self-confidence in themselves as human beings. Those
things people have to create in themselves by their own actions.
They develop themselves by what they do; they develop themselves by making their
own decisions, by increasing their own knowledge and ability and by their own full
participation as equals in the life of the community they live in. People develop
themselves by joining in free discussion of a new venture and participating in the
subsequent decision; they are not being developed if they are herded like animals
into the new ventures.
Development of people can, in fact, only be effected by the people.
Nyerere, Julius. Freedom and Development. Uhuru na Maendeleo. A Selection from
Writings and Speeches 1968–1973. Dar es Salaam; London; New York: Oxford
University press, 1974; p. 58.
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Standing the Poor World on Its Head
Innovations Case Discussion:
Barefoot College of Tilonia
When someone like Bunker Roy has helped pioneer and define a global movement,
inspiring successive generations of wildly innovative social entrepreneurs, it is
tempting to heap further laurels upon his head. Others, less generous in spirit,
might be tempted to seek out his Achilles Heel. But with the world headed towards
a population of nine billion-plus sometime mid-century, perhaps there is a higher
task. Perhaps we should try to dig a little deeper into the question: For all its wonders, does Barefoot College provide a model that is sustainable, replicable and scalable?
Roy and his co-author Jesse Hartigan have done us all a great service with their
presentation of the Barefoot approach, but our aim in what follows is to reframe
the achievements of what the more brand-savvy might call “The Barefoot Way.”1
For, much as we may love the Barefoot Way and community, the reptilian part of
the brain keeps nagging away, asking whether there is not something about all of
this that is more like a set of locally reported modern miracles, together with an
accompanying spray of parables, rather than a global revolution in the making.
And why is this important? Well, given the sheer scale and intransigence of
global poverty, it seems inevitable that there will be a growing number of calls to
turn the current development system on its head, to let the poor find their own
way. Handing over responsibility for the future to the poor would provide a very
useful alibi for some to do nothing—or, worse, to continue with forms of businessas-usual that undermine the world of the grindingly poor. In this scenario, the
Barefoot parables could be used to reinforce strategies that were about as remote
from the Barefoot principles as could be imagined—rather like what happened
with the crusading Christian Church in the Middle Ages.
Not that we are looking for revolution. History shows that such social convulsions rarely produce the sort of sustained changes their instigators hoped they
would. Indeed, many of these people end up under the guillotine or with their
backs to pock-marked walls. Instead, accelerated evolution should be our goal.
And here is a public health warning: while we aim to be analytical about the
processes of—and trends in—social entrepreneurship, we often find ourselves
John Elkington is a founding partner of Volans Ventures (http://www.volans.com), a
cofounder and non-executive director of SustainAbility, and co-author with Pamela
Hartigan of The Power of Unreasonable People: How Social Entrepreneurs Create
Markets That Change the World (Harvard Business Press, 2008).
© 2008 John Elkington
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completely wrapped up in the alternative realities that the world’s top social and
environmental entrepreneurs so readily conjure.
As consummate marketers, these people typically confront us with stark contrasts. They do it willfully, to catch our attention—and very often it works. So, the
Roy/Hartigan case argues, the work of big donors and Western-conditioned
experts has been patronizing, top down, insensitive and expensive, disempowering
the marginalized, the exploited, and the very poor. All true, up to a point, though
very often the failures of development have had at least as
much to do with the endemic
While we aim to be analytical
corruption and inefficiency that
is the hallmark of many less
about the processes of—and
developed nations and regions.
trends in—social
At first glance, at least as
viewed through the Bunker Roy
entrepreneurship, we often
kaleidoscope, the world seems to
find ourselves completely
be a place of intense whites and
profound blacks. Big (as in Big
wrapped up in the alternative
Business or Big Government) is
realities that the world’s top
bad, small—in all its infinite
variety—is beautiful. Fritz
social and environmental
Schumacher lives. And, certainly,
there are deep, uncomfortable
entrepreneurs so readily
truths here. But the world is a
conjure.
very much more complex place
than most propagandists would
have us believe. Western aid and
development efforts may have been deeply flawed, but they are neither uniformly
bad nor beyond remedy, given sufficient political will on the part of both donor
and beneficiary countries. Think of the story of Robert McNamara, then of the
World Bank, coming and sleeping on the floors of Tilonia in his quest for understanding. These are not Nazis; they are often intelligent, committed, worried people desperately trying to work out how to drive political, economic, and social
change.
Equally, big corporations may operate from sets of values that can seem completely alien to ordinary people, but many have played a central role in the development of what are now better-organized, better-governed parts of the world.
Interestingly, when we did our first survey of social entrepreneurs as part of our
three-year research program funded by the Skoll Foundation (refer to the Reasons
to be Hopeful text box), we found that the world’s leading social and environmental entrepreneurs are hugely interested in finding ways to work with mainstream
companies. Some, like Muhammad Yunus of Grameen, are already developing fascinating partnerships with companies like Danone, but most are not—and are
only too ready to declare that they don’t yet know how.
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Reasons to be Hopeful
The early findings of SustainAbility’s Skoll Foundation funded work on social
entrepreneurship are encouraging, to a degree. First, it is clear that there has
been an extraordinary proliferation—and growth—of networks devoted to the
replication and scaling of entrepreneurial models, among them: Acumen,
Ashoka, Echoing Green, Endeavor, The Schwab Foundation for Social
Entrepreneurship, and The Skoll Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship.
When we did our first survey as part of this program of work, we quizzed
over 100 leading social and environmental entrepreneurs around the world. The
key findings of the resulting report, “Growing Opportunity”, included the fact
that these entrepreneurs—unlike many NGOs—have an overwhelming appetite
to work with mainstream business. The main problem is that they say they do
not know how to select appropriate partners, nor do they know how to negotiate appropriate relationships. But such challenges are fairly readily addressed.
In our second survey, we set out to address a problem that surfaced when we
circulated SustainAbility’s corporate clients to say that we were extending our
work into the field of social entrepreneurship. A handful—but we pay attention
to weak signals—said, in so many words, that they were sorry to be losing us as
we headed off into the outer darkness. For them, it seemed, working with NGOs
was now part of business-as-semi-usual (fitting neatly into the corporate citizenship and risk management boxes), whereas working with entrepreneurs
exploring new markets and developing new business models somehow didn’t fit.
This blind spot was our target in our second survey, which produced a final
Ultimately, whatever individual social entrepreneurs may insist to their donors
or other stakeholders, there is no single entrepreneurial solution to the world’s
social and environmental challenges. Instead, we urgently need much more entrepreneurial thinking and approaches right across the spectrum of human activity,
from bottom to top, small to big, citizen sector to public and private sectors. We
are tempted to quote Mao Tse-Tung’s line that it’s time to let a thousand flowers
bloom. But while Mao would then hack down the tallest blooms, the citizen, public and private sectors alike all need to develop the skills of entrepreneurial incubation, replication, and scaling.
Perhaps Barefoot College’s biggest contribution to the global debate will be in
the form of a demonstration project. Every so often, someone does something
extraordinary, like the people who achieved heavier-than-air flight, broke the fourminute-mile barrier or the sound barrier, sailed solo around the world, or landed
on the moon—and suddenly the impossible seems entirely possible to the wider
world. There is in the Barefoot Way something deeply significant for the twentyfirst century, something that could be like a crucial new gene in a population under
stress, something that could help some parts of our collective future to take on
rather unexpected forms. A provocative conversation with Paul Hawken as we
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report entitled The Social Intrapreneur. If Growing Opportunity focused on the
world of social entrepreneurs like Muhammad Yunus of Grameen Bank or
Bunker Roy of Barefoot College, this latest report focuses on what we might call
the “Yunus Inside” phenomenon of social and environmental entrepreneurs (or
intrapreneurs) working inside mainstream companies. The degree to which the
social intrapreneurs surveyed welcomed the process was quite extraordinary:
many, it turned out, feel quite isolated in terms of the challenges they face inside
their companies or organizations.
The best—or most effective—of these people are adept at fighting and surviving cynicism, caution and the status quo inside their host organizations. They
have found that they cannot turn their backs on the savage global inequities and
environmental degradation that characterize the modern world. They believe in
market solutions and are creating new business models. They are compelling
their organizations to look outside their comfort zones—to see both the strategic risks and profound opportunities that exist beyond current business unit
time horizons. They are not satisfied with suboptimal equilibriums, where markets work well for some, but not at all for others. They flourish where they are
provided with—or can assemble—an effective base from which to leverage
innovative societal solutions.
And many of them are quick to note that their personal vision and work
owes much to the extraordinary achievements of people like Bunker Roy,
Muhammad Yunus, and the other leading edge pioneers we profile in The Power
of Unreasonable People.

developed this commentary helped spur a line of thought in this direction, one
which we will return to towards the end of the piece.
LEVERAGED NONPROFIT
So much for the teaser. More fundamentally, what sort of organizational life-form
are we talking about here? And where do Bunker Roy and Barefoot College fit into
the entrepreneurial spectrum? In our ongoing work on social entrepreneurship, we
have focused on three main forms of social enterprise: Leveraged Nonprofit
Ventures (Model 1), Hybrid Nonprofit Ventures (Model 2), and Social Business
Ventures (Model 3)2.
With Model 1 enterprises, a public good is delivered to the most economically
vulnerable, who do not have access to, or are unable to afford, the services rendered; there tends to be a high degree of dependence on various forms of philanthropy; there is often a central goal of enabling direct beneficiaries to assume ownership of the initiative; and frequently the founding entrepreneur morphs into a
figurehead, in some cases for the wider movement, as the processes of succession
work through.
innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009

127

John Elkington
Model 2 enterprises also serve the under- or un-served, but the notion of making (and reinvesting) a profit is not totally out of the question. The enterprise is
able to recover a portion of its costs through the sale of goods and services, in the
process often identifying (and in some cases helping to develop) new markets. The
entrepreneurs here mobilize funds from public, private and/or philanthropic
organizations in the form of grants, loans, or, in rarer cases, quasi-equity investments.
As mainstream investors and businesses enter the picture, even when they are
not seeking mainstream financial returns, they tend to push hybrid nonprofit ventures to become Model 3 social business ventures, to ensure access to new sources
of funding, particularly capital markets. Here the entrepreneur sets up the venture
as a business with the specific mission to drive transformational social and/or
environmental change. He or she
seeks out investors interested in combining financial and social returns.
We urgently need much
The enterprise’s financing—and scalmore entrepreneurial
ing—opportunities can be significantly greater because social business can
thinking and approaches
more easily take on debt or equity.
All three pursue social or environright across the spectrum
mental ends that markets have largely
of human activity, from
or totally failed to address, and they
use different means to do so. In the
bottom to top, small to
process, they may adopt unique leadbig, citizen sector to public ership, management, and fund-raising
styles, each with its own implications
and private sectors.
and lessons for people working in
mainstream organisations in the citizen, public, and private sectors.
Using this taxonomy, Barefoot College is a Model 1 venture. Ask most Model
1 entrepreneurs why they are now working on a for-profit basis, and they will look
at you as if you are from another planet—which you just as well could be. These
people aim to meet needs that are ignored by current market mechanisms and
businesses. Maybe this blinds them to the occasional opportunity to operate on a
for-profit basis, but generally they operate where the market air is too thin for
mainstream businesses to even think of venturing.
The following characteristics tend to be typical of Model 1 enterprises:
• A public good is being delivered to the most economically vulnerable, who do
not have access to, or are unable to afford, the service rendered.
• Both the entrepreneur and the organisation are change catalysts, with a central
goal of enabling direct beneficiaries to assume ownership of the initiative,
enhancing its long-term sustainability.
• Multiple external partners are actively involved in supporting (or are being
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recruited to support) the venture financially, politically, and in kind.
• The founding entrepreneur morphs into a figurehead, in some cases for a
wider movement, as others assume responsibilities and leadership.
You could argue that entrepreneurs applying leveraged non-profit approaches
are modern-day alchemists who, with minimal financing, leverage the power of
communities to transform an otherwise grim daily existence. While they learn a lot
from failures, as Roy and Hartigan note, the best of them are proving more successful than most alchemists, whose fumbling experiments heralded the dawn of
the industrial era. In like manner, leading social entrepreneurs signal where some
of tomorrow’s largest market opportunities will be found—and, at least in outline,
the sort of business models that will help turn those opportunities into social and
market realities.
That said, companies—and other potential mainstream partners—should not
be fooled into thinking that these entrepreneurs’ dependence on external funds
and in-kind support will make them easy partners. Quite the contrary. Many carry
an understandable rage born from years of watching their communities being
shortchanged, ignored, or destroyed by greed. Still, mainstream businesses that
create successful partnerships with these enterprises will likely find their thinking
challenged, their horizons stretched, and their own employees reinvigorated.
SEXY, BUT WILL IT SCALE?
Successful entrepreneurs—whatever their field—tend to spin a good story. Bunker
Roy is no exception. One that we have long liked relates to the home-made puppets the Barefoot community has used to change the attitudes of many communities on issues such as child marriage, the rights of women, equal wages for women,
and legal literacy. Roy loses few opportunities when speaking overseas to tell audiences that puppets were made from papier-mâché produced by recycling World
Bank reports. True or not, the story sticks in the audience’s memory—and with it
the fundamental principle of people taking their destinies into their own hands.
The Barefoot USP is clear. Billed as the only college in India that follows the
lifestyle and work style of Gandhi, it is also the only college built by the poor, for
the poor, and managed, controlled, and owned by the poor. All very exciting, but
that every lack of “competition” should give us pause—you know an organization
is truly successful when you see competitors trying to emulate it. Given the role of
competition in opening out markets, Barefoot College’s very uniqueness signals
deep-seated structural barriers in the “market.”
Again, while it is certainly fair to claim that Barefoot College is “a microcosm
of a more just and creative world,” its survival and success has been very much due
to the vision, energy, and stamina of one man, Bunker Roy. Without his enormous
capacity to raise external resources, it would have been virtually impossible to fund
some of Barefoot’s current projects, including the process of hosting solar-engineers-in-training from other countries. This is particularly important because the
College’s efforts have catalyzed generation upon generation of trainees who return
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to their rural communities in developing countries with the knowledge and skills
needed to construct rainwater-harvesting tanks from local materials or to solarelectrify their villages.
But how scalable is all of this? The case underscores the fact that, to date, 20
colleges in the Barefoot mould have been established in 13 Indian states, all adhering to the same non-negotiable tenets. Later on in the story, we learn that more
than 340 ordinary village women from eight countries have trained as Barefoot
solar engineers—and that they have gone on to solar-electrify some 550 schools
and 13,000 households in more than 600 villages around the world. There have
also been significant parallel achievements in the area of rainwater harvesting in
countries like Ethiopia. Again, the temptation is to applaud, to stamp the ground,
and call for the beatification of such extraordinary people.
But it is as if we are watching the Wright Brothers wrestling their ungainly
machines into the air at Kittyhawk, knowing that what they are doing is of mythic proportions and significance, but knowing too that between those epic small
steps and the great leaps that took the aviation and aerospace industries to their
current scales lie a huge amount of history, of technological and financial evolution, and of extraordinary adventures that help the small become Big. What is
missing from the case—and we admit that this is not the authors’ purpose—is any
assessment of the shifts in thinking and behaviors in the citizen, public and private
sectors that will turn the Barefoot Way into a basic tenet of twenty-first century
politics, business, and financing.
UNLEARNING
There is no doubt that Bunker Roy qualifies for our highest label of praise: he is a
wildly unreasonable man. The title of the book—The Power of Unreasonable
People—that summarizes our own thinking and work to date references something
that playwright George Bernard Shaw once said. “The reasonable man adapts himself to the world,” he noted, whereas “the unreasonable one persists in trying to
adapt the world to himself.” Therefore, Shaw concluded, “all progress depends on
the unreasonable man.”
And one of the most strikingly unreasonable features of the Barefoot Way, at
least as articulated by Roy, is the notion of unlearning. It may sound uncomfortably reminiscent of the “re-education” camps that so often followed in the wake of
twentieth century revolutions, but the notion that much of what we took for
granted—and that development professionals preached—in the last century is sufficiently flawed to require intense re-examination strikes us as eminently reasonable, indeed very much overdue. But there is a danger in all of this that acolytes end
up so celebrating the practical wisdom of the poor that we cascade all the responsibility for their state—and for the arduous task of finding relevant solutions—to
those at the bottom of the pyramid of wealth and power.
It is interesting that part of the role Bunker Roy has played is almost akin to
that of Old-World prophets, channelling angels down from the heavens. So we
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learn not only about McNamara making a flying visit, but also that Tilonia has
seen an endless flow of international dignitaries—among them Prince Charles—
who have helped put and keep Barefoot College on the political radar screen. And
then there are the throw-away lines about people like architect-designer
Buckminster Fuller, whose geodesic principles inform some of the most interesting Barefoot buildings. Clearly, this isn’t a black-or-white world, but a chequered
world, a world of intensely shaded greys, of combinations, of hybrid outcomes.
And the ability to survive and thrive in such zones of complexity, we have
found, is a key characteristic of successful social entrepreneurs. When we tried to
distill down some of the most crucial characteristics for the book, the following
leaped out at us. Among other things, these entrepreneurs:
• Try to shrug off the constraints of ideology or discipline.
• Identify and apply practical solutions to social problems, combining innovation,
resourcefulness, and opportunity.
• Focus—first and foremost—on social value creation and, in that spirit, are willing to share their innovations and insights for others to replicate.
• Jump in before they are fully resourced.
• Have an unwavering belief in everyone’s innate capacity, often regardless of education, to contribute meaningfully to economic and social development.
• Show a dogged determination to take risks that others wouldn’t dare assume.
• Balance their passion for change with a zeal to measure and monitor their
impact.
• Display a healthy impatience (e.g. they don’t do well in bureaucracies, which can
raise succession issues as their organisations grow—and almost inevitably
become more bureaucratic).
• Have a great deal to teach change-makers in other sectors.
THE TRANSPARENCY GENE
Standing back from the Barefoot case, we are left with the question of whether all
this can—and will—replicate and scale in a globally significant way. The answer
has to be, up to a point. The fact is that even a 100-fold or 1,000-fold scaling of the
current Barefoot College operations would only scratch the surface of India’s challenges, let alone those of the rest of the world. But, mercifully, replication and scaling can happen in multiple ways.
In our first set of bulleted points above, outlining some of the characteristics
of Model 1 social entrepreneurship, we noted that often the founding entrepreneur
“morphs into a figurehead, in some cases for a wider movement.” That is precisely what Bunker Roy has done—and there are ways in which this process can catalyze change at very different levels. So, for us at least, this is all a bit like gene transfers. There is a set of Barefoot genes that could be adopted to good effect by a wide
range of citizen, public, and private sector organizations, if only they knew the
whys and hows.
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The “Unlearning Gene” would certainly be one of these, as long as it is accompanied by assorted learning genes and related promoters, but maybe the most
important element of the Barefoot Way—and one that even Bunker Roy would
probably admit Barefoot has been singularly unsuccessful in spreading to the rest
of India, at least as yet—is the “Transparency and Accountability Gene.” Given the
way in which the lack of transparency and accountability promotes and protects
corruption and inefficiency, finding mechanisms that let the sun shine in, that
develop appropriate governance and stakeholder engagement mechanisms—built
on but expanded from the basic Barefoot approach—could rival the “Stand-thePoor-World-on-its-Head Gene” as the single greatest contribution that the
Barefoot community could make to the wider world.
Like the early versions of major religions, the austerity element of the Barefoot
Way may limit its spread, but just as new growth can spring through the forest
floor after a fire sweeps through, so new genes, new social and market perspectives,
and new business models can erupt into the market landscape after major discontinuities. And that is where the conversation with Paul Hawken, author of many
fine books, most recently Blessed Unrest,3 comes in.
He and John Elkington were talking about the prospects for a global economic meltdown, as the sort of natural-resource and environmental limits predicted by
the Limits to Growth team in the early 1970s arrive on an accelerated time-scale,
driven by a Perfect Storm of population growth, spreading consumerist lifestyles,
and the onset of Peak Oil, Peak Water, Peak just-about-everything. Hawken countered Elkington’s pessimism about the capacity of solar and other relevant energy
and environmental technologies to deploy fast enough to meet the emerging challenges by noting what had happened in the United States when it finally swung
into World War II and ramped up its mighty engine of production. As Liberty
Ships, aircraft carriers, cruisers, tanks and Jeeps poured off the production lines, he
recalled, much of the work was done by people who had no previous experience of
engineering or manufacturing: remember the inspirational ad campaigns around
“Rosie the Riveter”4.
Perhaps as the pressures on our economies and societies intensify, with climate
change helping turn up the heat in so many different senses, elements of the
Barefoot model could be hybridised with elements of the cleantech revolution now
sweeping the world.5 The work of Bunker Roy and his colleagues at least allows us
to live in hope.
1. Jesse Hartigan worked at the Barefoot College, Tilonia, from April to August 2007; he is the son
of Pamela Hartigan, who is both co-author of The Power of Unreasonable People with John
Elkington and also a co-founder of Volans Ventures.
2. See John Elkington and Pamela Hartigan, The Power of Unreasonable People: How Social
Entrepreneurs Create Markets That Change the World, Harvard Business Press, 2008
3. Paul Hawken, Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being and Why
No One Saw It Coming, Viking Press, 2007; see also http://www.blessedunrest.com/
4. See <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosie_the_Riveter>.
5. See <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cleantech and http://www.cleantech.com/>.
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Do Rural Poor Develop Themselves?
Innovations Case Discussion:
Barefoot College of Tilonia
The Barefoot approach to rural development flips traditional strategies on their
heads. Conventional conceptions intervene in underdeveloped regions with
imported tools and techniques, which raises a range of concerns about fidelity versus local adaptation, ownership, and sustainability. The Barefoot approach circumvents these concerns by building up local wisdom and expertise, using local
resources in ways that sustain and strengthen the local community. Many aspects
of the Barefoot approach are attractive, compelling, and consistent with what we
know about learning. A puzzle implied by the account presented here, however, is
how the development process is initiated and spread. What are good ways to balance external stimulation with local ownership? How are effective models of development disseminated to new settings?
TURNING TRADITIONAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES UPSIDE DOWN
Typical approaches to the development of rural areas start with the assumption
that the problems of poor people stem from their lack of access to modern innovations, techniques, and technologies. The solution is to send experts and change
agents into the “backward” regions to try to disseminate innovative tools and
methods. Analysts of the diffusion of innovations1 recognize that the early
adopters may respond more favorably than less eager members of their communities, sometimes dubbed late adopters or laggards. One concern promoters of such
top-down or center-to-periphery endeavors have is motivating the adoption of
innovative strategies and developing agency and ownership within the adopting
community so that the innovations are seen as worth sustaining. The outside
experts themselves typically design the metrics and methods by which to gauge the
quality and impact or failure of their efforts. In this process, a concern about fidelity and systematic evaluation of impact is often seen as competing with the need to
adapt innovative strategies to local conditions and to promote the agency of local
participants.
Martha Stone Wiske is a lecturer at the Harvard Graduate School of Education where
she is also Co-Academic Director of WIDE World, an online professional development
program for educators. Her work focuses on improving teaching and learning by linking educational research with practice through collaborations often mediated by networked technologies.
© 2008 Martha Stone Wiske
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A groundbreaking study of the dissemination of educational innovations conducted by the Rand Corporation2 in the late 1970s coined the term “mutual adaptation” to emphasize that promoters of new approaches themselves learn and
change, even as the recipients of their wisdom adapt the innovation to suit their
own local circumstances. Another influential study of that era hailed the importance of “street-level bureaucracy”3 during the process by which centrally generated policies are implemented. The people in the implementation process who
worked directly with the intended beneficiaries of the policies were seen to wield a
great deal of power, and in many cases expertise, in defining the meaning and
shaping the effect of policies. These studies challenged the conception of top-down
strategies for designing, disseminating, and evaluating attempts to improve the
lives of the others by exporting solutions from the outside.
The originators of the Barefoot approach to development in rural India also
began to work in the early 1970s, but they carried the challenge to traditional
thinking about development practices several steps further. They noticed that outside experts who came to “develop” rural villages often proposed strategies ill-suited to the needs and strengths of the local people and conditions. Such advisors
rarely stayed long enough to see the impact of their interventions, which frequently undermined the confidence and capability of rural villagers, leaving them worse
off than before. In India, the disadvantages of importing misplaced expertise were
exacerbated by an exodus of young people from rural areas who left their villages
to seek formal education in the cities. After graduating from technical schools,
these rural transplants often discovered that their paper degrees were worthless.
They were not equipped to compete with graduates from elite schools, were
embarrassed to return to their villages in failure, and soon joined the hordes of
unemployables in the swollen slums of India’s cities.
The Barefoot approach is designed to address both these problems: the influx
of useless external expertise and the drain of unrecognized local expertise. It starts
with the assumption that rural villages contain the knowledge, skills, and resources
to develop themselves. It works with rural poor people to define their own problems; for example, the education of children who must work with their families
during the day; provision of safe drinking water; development of clean energy for
cooking, heating, and manufacturing; employment for the illiterate, and especially for women; preservation of local traditions and resources, such as water, forests,
and clean air. Then the Barefoot programs help local people address these problems, working with the illiterate and unemployed in consultation with local keepers of traditional knowledge and skills.
One of the Barefoot initiatives extended centuries-old strategies for collecting
rainwater from rooftops. This approach that was initially derided but later
endorsed by modern experts who advocated much more expensive systems for
building pumps to store water in raised tanks and piping it to where it was needed. Another Barefoot project adapted the design of geodesic domes to local materials and used them to construct a college campus. They employed local engineers
and architects who understood how to work with endemic conditions, such as ori134
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enting buildings to take advantage of prevailing breezes. The Barefoot College
accepts only unemployed and illiterate or semi-literate students, who study courses that include education and engineering. The education department prepares
teachers who run night schools for children who must work during the day. The
engineering program educates/trains solar engineers who build, install, and maintain solar panels to supply clean energy. Many of these engineers are women who
previously have not worked outside their homes or felt empowered to contribute
to civic initiatives of this kind.
In what seems to me a more controversial strategy, the Barefoot College does
not promote development of text-based literacy. Part of the reason given is that
rural villagers do not need to be able to read and write in order to successfully
address their most immediate concerns: food, energy, water, employment. Instead,
students are encouraged to learn how to spread the word about their development
initiative through traditional communication channels, such as puppet shows.
Perhaps the most exquisite line in the report on the Barefoot approach is that the
puppets for these shows are constructed of recycled reports from the World Bank.
Another reason for not teaching villagers to read is that they would be more likely
to seek their fortunes in the city if they were literate, thereby undermining the
whole goal of rural development through the cultivation of indigenous resources.
Develop human capital that is useful in the village, but not so valuable elsewhere.
THE BAREFOOT APPROACH IN RELATION
TO THEORIES OF LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT
In many ways, the Barefoot approach resonates with John Dewey’s principles of
progressive education, which emphasize learning through practical experience. It
is also consistent with current research on effective teaching and learning.
Frameworks like Teaching for Understanding,4 developed at the Harvard Graduate
School of Education, and the synthesis of effective designs for learning articulated
in a report from the National Academy of Sciences5 emphasize similar principles:
• Engage those who most need new opportunities directly from the beginning in
defining the interests, resources, concerns, and priorities of their own community.
• Define goals that focus on understanding how to apply knowledge creatively
and effectively in everyday settings.
• Develop understanding through practical activity—not by memorizing formulas, concepts, or models, but by interpreting them through applying them to
generate useful results.
• Create opportunities for people to assess and improve their expertise through
engaging them in defining criteria for high-quality results, analyzing their
products and performance in relation to these criteria, receiving specific feedback based on the criteria, and revising their work accordingly.
• Support a learning community where all members collaborate, participate in
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teamwork, and share responsibility for teaching, learning, and assessment.
The Barefoot approach is also consistent with recent conceptions of sustainable business development that focus on giving simultaneous attention to financial viability, enhancement of human and social capital, and preservation or
renewal of the environment.6 Only strategies that advance this “triple bottom line”
will be successful in the long term.
A PUZZLE: BALANCING HOME-GROWN INVENTION
WITH EXTERNAL STIMULATION
The Barefoot approach is admirable in all these ways, but it also raises questions.
As an educator, I happily endorse “learning-centered” strategies, but I’m wary of
excessively “learner-centered” approaches. Much of what humans most need to
learn these days goes beyond what their ancestors knew and could pass along to the
younger generations. In this era of steep growth in the use of technologies for
learning and communication, people need to learn how to recognize new kinds of
problems in rapidly changing circumstances and to invent new kinds of solutions.
Much of what learners need to understand cannot be discovered through working
alone. They need to challenge their own naïve conceptions and stereotypical thinking about scientific phenomena and social prejudice in order to develop wisdom
that extends beyond old-fashioned common sense. Such understanding typically
requires interaction and dialogue not only with fellow learners, but also with wise
teachers who have more in-depth knowledge of the subject and are skilled in helping people surface, inspect, and change resilient misconceptions.
Advocates of the Barefoot approach emphasize letting rural people solve their
own problems through application of existing local knowledge. Yet the introduction of geodesic dome designs and photovoltaic cells to capture solar electricity—
modern technologies imported from the outside world—played a crucial part in
some of their most impressive success stories. Similarly, the process of orchestrating local resources, such as setting up the College and educating women to be solar
engineers, required social structures envisioned by an outsider with the kind of
elite “paper degree” disparaged by the author. Granted, this outside expert displayed more sensitivity to local mores and more staying power than many of his
predecessors. But, without his expertise and fresh perspective, it seems unlikely
that people of the villages would have invented such effective rearrangements of
their ways of interacting and collaborating.
Another example of the conundrum of artfully balancing the influx of external expertise with the celebration/elaboration of local resources is illustrated by
the description of efforts to replicate the Barefoot approach beyond the site where
it was originally developed. The authors report that the Barefoot approach has
been taught to more than 340 “ordinary village men and women” from villages all
over India and in eight countries in Asia, Africa, and South America. What is
exported to and replicated in these new sites? How does that process respect the
“bottom-up” approach advocated by the Barefoot model? How is the model com136
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municated to others who wish to replicate it? Must all the dissemination be accomplished through direct visits to an existing site or puppet shows? The authors mention that they are beginning to make use of the Internet to help communities learn
about and support Barefoot initiatives. Won’t some villagers need to develop both
text-based and multimedia literacies in order to take full advantage of Internetmediated communication?
Perhaps my questions reflect my thorough immersion in a development
process that is anchored in one of the most traditional and elite academic institutions. I am one of the founders of an online professional development program for
educators based at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education. The
purpose of this program, which is
The Barefoot approach is
called WIDE World (http://wideworld.gse.harvard.edu), is to proadmirable in all these ways,
vide opportunities for large numbut it also raises questions.
bers of teachers and educational
leaders to learn with coaches and
As an educator, I happily
innovative colleagues how to apply
endorse “learning-centered”
up-to-date research to improve
instruction and educational leaderstrategies, but I’m wary of
ship. WIDE World uses networked
excessively “learnertechnologies to support widely
accessible, sustained, richly interaccentered” approaches.
tive exchange among all members
of online courses. Participants in
networked study groups engage
with the online materials and collegial exchange at their convenience, whenever
and wherever it is most convenient. Learning takes place over time, usually in 12week courses, to encourage rounds of trying out new strategies on the ground and
reporting on puzzles and successes. Networked learning enables frequent contact
with coaches and collegial sharing with peers from around the world. This kind of
interaction helps teachers share their own locally situated expertise while learning
from diverse colleagues, whose experience is richly varied yet comparable in many
respects.
WIDE World reflects an assumption that learning is stimulated by an artfully
balanced combination of honoring the experience and expertise of the learner
while provoking growth through the introduction of new ideas, challenges, and
puzzles beyond what the learner is likely to invent independently. Development
depends upon a similar balance of localization and globalization. “The key is to be
both big and small at the same time—big in terms of resources, scale, and positive
impact; small in terms of supporting local economies and the consumers who care
about them.”7
The Barefoot approach appears to offer ample evidence that greater attention
to localization is beneficial in promoting sustainable development in rural areas.
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But its success is not solely a result of celebrating traditional technologies and local
expertise to the exclusion of modern innovations, external interventions, and dissemination to the “outside world.” The key message I interpret from their story is
to shift the fulcrum significantly from “top-down” development toward localization, but not to ignore completely the value of importing external stimuli or of
exporting a successful model to other settings.
Endnotes
1. Rogers (2003).
2. Berman (1974–1978).
3. Lipsky (1980).
4. See Wiske (1998) and Blythe (1998).
5. Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (1999).
6. Savitz (2006).
7. Savitz and Tritte (2008).
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Income Is Development
KickStart’s Pumps Help Kenyan Farmers
Transition to a Cash Economy
Innovations Case Narrative: KickStart
Within less than a generation, poor families in Africa have been thrown from what
was essentially a subsistence lifestyle into a primarily cash-based economy. Having
the ability to earn an income is suddenly a paramount skill. Yet approaches to
encouraging development continue to be based on the assumption that the primary need of people in poor places is something other than a way to make
money—better health care, education, water, housing, and so forth. This is misguided. Providing these will not end poverty. In a cash economy, money is the primary means to securing other vital resources. Except in a few very remote areas of
the world, if you ask a person in a poor place what they need most, they will tell
you that it is a way to make more money. The way to address the challenge of persistent poverty is to create sustainable income-earning opportunities for millions
of people. Income is development.
I am the co-founder of KickStart, a nonprofit social enterprise that has for the
past 15 years employed design principles to address the poverty challenge in Kenya
and Tanzania. KickStart designs and markets low-cost pumps and other capital
equipment that have been used by thousands of farmers to establish highly profitable commercial enterprises. This market-based approach to development “kickstarts” a sustainable cycle of wealth creation, brings poor people into the middle
class, and eradicates the effects of poverty from the ground up.
KickStart’s best-selling tools are foot-powered irrigation pumps that enable
poor farmers to switch from subsistence to commercial irrigated farming. With
Martin Fisher is the co-founder and CEO of KickStart (formerly ApproTEC), an
organization whose mission is to promote sustainable economic growth and employment creation in Kenya and other countries by developing and promoting technologies that can be used by dynamic entrepreneurs to establish and run profitable smallscale enterprises.
Fisher and partner Nick Moon were 2005 recipients of the Skoll Award for Social
Entrepreneurship.
This case narrative originally appeared in the inaugural issue of Innovations.
© 2006 Tagore LLC
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irrigation, entrepreneurial farmers can grow three or four crops of high-value
crops per year, greatly increase their yields, and harvest the crops in the off-season,
when the prices are highest. The average net farm income of farmers who use our
pumps increases by a factor of ten—from $110 to $1,100 per year. In Africa, this is
a lot of money. For the first time, these farmers can afford to properly feed and
educate their children, pay for health care, and plan for their futures. To date, over
40,000 small-scale farmers and entrepreneurs in Africa are using KickStart’s
pumps and other technologies to run profitable small businesses. Between them
they generate over $40 million per year in new profits and wages, and total revenues equivalent to over 0.5% of the GDP in Kenya, and 0.2% of the GDP in
Tanzania.
THE UNFULFILLED PROMISE OF “APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY”
As a doctoral student in mechanical engineering in the early 1980s reading E. F.
Schumacher’s 1973 classic, Small Is Beautiful, I came to believe—as many others
elsewhere had—that the widespread introduction of small-scale, locally made,
labor-intensive technologies in poor rural villages was going to save the world. In
1985 I applied for, and was awarded, a Fulbright Scholarship to travel to Kenya
with the objective of studying the “appropriate technology” movement, as it was
termed, in action. Much to my dismay, my first finding was that the appropriate
technology movement was essentially dead. Time and again I was told, “We spent
a lot of money on that and it didn’t work.” As an engineer I had a hard time believing that there was no place for technology in development, but clearly I still had a
lot to learn.
A few months after I arrived I found a small group who were working at the
British charity ActionAid to develop low-cost building materials and train local
artisans to use them to build high-quality local schools. There I met Nick Moon, a
skilled carpenter and entrepreneur, and my future business partner and cofounder of KickStart. Nick and I worked together at ActionAid for the next five
years.
ActionAid believed in “integrated rural development.” They poured millions of
dollars of assistance into limited geographic areas in the poorest parts of Kenya,
and our efforts were a part of this approach. Among many other projects, we established a large rural water scheme that built community-owned wells, dams, and
other innovative water sources in poor villages. We built and ran a rural workshop
to manufacture low-cost ploughs and carts that we donated to poor farmers. I
designed new machines for making low-cost building materials and we donated
them to youth groups to establish small businesses. And we trained dozens of local
carpenters to manufacture their own wooden carpentry tools.
However, Nick and I became increasingly disillusioned about the lack of sustainable impacts that we and other development agencies were having on poverty.
We were spending large amounts of resources on poor communities: donating
infrastructure, tools and equipment; providing training and education; and using
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state-of-the-art community organizing and planning methods. Nonetheless, the
water sources we built would fall into disrepair after a few years of use; youth
groups we trained to start productive enterprises would fall apart because they
were not cohesive or
entrepreneurial;
our
manufacturing workOf the 1.1 billion people who live
shop competed unfairly
with local businesses,
on less than $1 per day worldwide,
and when the project
fully 70 percent are small-scale
ended, our improved
farm equipment was no
rural farmers who are trying to
longer available. The
scrape out an existence on an acre
carpenters didn’t use the
tools we trained them to
or so of unproductive land.
make because they preferred
modern-day
equipment. While we
built dozens of school classrooms using new low-cost building materials, the new
materials were no longer locally available after we left town. No doubt we were
teaching the local communities how to manage a large amount of development
aid, but it was much less clear if we were having any lasting impacts on poverty—
or if we were simply making the local people less self-sufficient and more dependent on our aid.
After five years of learning by doing, learning from our own mistakes, and
learning from the successes and failures of others, Nick and I decided we were
ready to try to do things differently.
RE-THINKING THE CHALLENGE OF PERSISTENT POVERTY:
FROM ONE MEANING OF “APPROPRIATE” TO ANOTHER
Finding an alternate way forward meant rethinking the poverty problem from its
fundamentals. First, we would not focus on the urban poor. Why? Of the 1.1 billion people who live on less than $1 per day worldwide, fully 70 percent are smallscale rural farmers who are trying to scrape out an existence on an acre or so of
unproductive land. In sub-Saharan Africa—despite the more visible shocking conditions in the urban slums—over 80 percent of the poor are rural farmers.
Five years in Kenya had been long enough to make us aware also of the extraordinary physical isolation of these rural farmers. The few roads that exist are potholed dirt tracks that often become un-navigable after a heavy rain. The average
poor farmer does not own a bicycle (much less a motorbike or a car) and lives
miles from the nearest road. Farmers and their families have no addresses, no electricity, and no telephones. They often only come to their closest marketplace—a
small village with a couple of almost bare-shelved shops and an empty plot where
farmers can sit on the ground and hawk their produce—a few times a month and
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to a bigger town only a few times a year. Their primary contact with the outside
world comes when they see a newspaper or listen to a radio—most often owned by
a more prosperous neighbor. They have limited access to markets or information,
and very few distribution and marketing channels can be used to reach them.
In these areas, sickness is a constant fact of life, and education is a route out of
poverty. So families that get beyond subsistence typically seek to educate their children and gain access to curative health care. Wealthier families can purchase basic
furniture, lighting at night (from a candle or kerosene lamp), soap to wash with,
chickens or a cow to improve their diet, basic cosmetics, and better clothes to wear.
The relatively rich in rural areas of East Africa have access to transport and communication, a lead acid battery for lights, a radio for information and entertainment, and potentially a small black and white TV.
All of these things cost money. Farmers can no longer grow enough food for
their family on their small plots of land, and no longer hunt for food and skins or
gather building materials
from a local forest. And
despite attempts by govThe mantra of “give it away”
ernments to provide educreates completely inappropriate
cation and health care, the
poor must still pay for
incentives, leading to patronage
school uniforms, books,
and dependency instead of selfand even teachers, and for
drugs and advice at local
sufficiency and entrepreneurship.
pharmacies or clinics.
Many must buy cooking
fuel, and all have to pay
for clothing, soap, lighting, cosmetics, transport, and communication. In fact, like
other people in poor rural regions elsewhere in the world, they are being compelled to make the transition from subsistence to a cash economy.
This is a major change—one at least as profound as the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Indeed, the two transitions are related. During the Cold War, African governments
received enough aid to provide free education and health care and to highly subsidize the cost of basic commodities such as maize and cooking oil. Farms were bigger—populations have grown rapidly and farms have been divided with every new
generation—and poor families could grow enough to eat, collect building materials and fuel in the forest, sell a small portion of their grain to buy subsidized cooking oil and school uniforms for their children, and survive to live another year. But
with the end of the Cold War aid to Africa has decreased ten-fold and subsistence
lifestyles have became virtually impossible. Governments no longer provide free
health care and education, and the prices of essential commodities have been
decontrolled; in Kenya, for example, cooking oil doubled in price when it was
decontrolled in 1992.
In this context, we undertook to evaluate the appropriate technology movement, in which millions of dollars had been invested with few notable successes.
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In the course of drafting a detailed plan for our new venture, Nick and I came
to the conclusion that, to begin with, the appropriate technology movement placed
too great an emphasis on time- and labor-saving technologies. These are inappropriate for the rural poor, who typically have a surplus of both time and labor and
have a very low opportunity cost for their time. They are also unlikely to spend
much money on “money saving” devices such as fuel-efficient charcoal stoves and
solar lighting because they lack the spare cash. As a rule of thumb, unless credit can
be offered, money-saving products for the very poor should cost less than the local
price of a chicken—a luxury that even a very poor family can usually afford to eat
once a year.
We noted that in many cases, the appropriate technology movement had promoted to the poor products designed to address global problems, rather than those
designed to create individual opportunities. Solar cookers are an example. For the
many years these have been promoted in Africa, the arguments have always been
the same: we want to save the forests from being cut down by families collecting
firewood or making charcoal, solve global warming, and save poor women from
spending many hours collecting firewood. Instead, we want poor families to buy
an expensive new cooker that does not cook food in the way they like eating it, and
they will have to do all their cooking in the middle of the day, when the sun is shining, instead of in the evening, when they traditionally eat their biggest meal. It is
not very hard to understand why solar cookers don’t sell. (After all, even wealthy
Americans won’t spend money on fuel-efficient technologies just to save the
world.) Nonetheless, millions of dollars continue to be spent on promoting solar
cookers, with almost no sustainable impact.1
We observed that the appropriate technology movement had been imbued
with a socialist philosophy in favor of community ownership and against personal property, money, and business. Group ownership—devoid of accountability for
those who don’t contribute and rewards for those who do—fails. And when economics is ignored, people promote technologies that make no economic sense—
such as making cooking oil from peanuts when the peanuts are worth much more
as a food source than they are as cooking oil. Selling things, middlemen, and profit motives were considered crass and inequitable, so they were replaced by unsustainable calls to help each other and give things away for the common good.
Women’s and youth groups and other NGO favorites were targeted for technology
training and dissemination. These groups are all too often externally imposed, artificially built, and not sustainable. While group formation is useful for some collective activities—such as fixing roads or getting together to increase marketing
power or access to credit—group ownership and management of a small-scale
productive technology has generally not worked well. “Community ownership” is
an even less likely model. The mantra of “give it away” creates completely inappropriate incentives, leading to patronage and dependency instead of self-sufficiency
and entrepreneurship.
The appropriate technology movement had erred in focusing on self-built
technologies, such as mud stoves. This romantic notion is misplaced. Such an
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approach is highly inefficient and results in poor-quality, often worthless products.
The readers of this journal are not asked to build their own computers, cars, or
watches; why, then, should we try to train poor people to design and build their
own tools? Nor can high-quality machines and tools be produced in very smallscale, undercapitalized, under-skilled, local workshops. They must be mass-produced in medium to large scale production units, using well-designed production
tooling (jigs and fixtures), efficient production methods, and skilled technicians.
These production units must be highly motivated to keep the quality up and the
prices down. Hence, they must be private-sector factories and they have to make a
good margin on manufacturing the new technologies. Sometimes NGO workshops and training schools were used to manufacture the new machines and tools,
but these are not set up to do high-quality, low-cost manufacturing—and they
rarely ever did.
Finally, appropriate technology efforts followed the wrong dissemination
strategies. At first, appropriate technology ideas were spread by running expensive
training courses for people in the local communities, and expecting them to manufacture and use the new technologies. When this didn’t work well, NGO and
donor-run appropriate technology centers were established, where local people
could see the technologies and learn how to make or use them. When this failed to
produce results, the movement published hundreds of books and manuals on how
to build and use appropriate technologies. Almost nobody used private-sector
manufacturing, distribution, and marketing channels to produce, market, and sell
the technologies—so even if people saw the technologies at a demo center or in a
book, they had no way to actually get hold of them.
The challenge as we saw it was to embrace both meanings of “appropriate”: not
only designing technologies “appropriate” to the poor, but also designing technologies that people in poor places could themselves appropriate and use to
advance their own ends.
FINDING OPPORTUNITY IN LATRINE PITS: KICKSTART’S ORIGIN
In mid-1991, Nick and I left ActionAid to establish ApproTEC (Appropriate
Technologies for Enterprise Creation), which later became KickStart. We teamed
up with ApT, a British NGO, and were awarded a matching grant from the British
Department for International Development (DFID) to establish ApproTEC as a
Kenyan nonprofit. We left our jobs at ActionAid and initially worked without
salaries, using our donated time as a match for the British money so that we could
start our operations. But with no other incomes, we could not yet claim the full
match.
We decided to use a market-based model in which we would sell our new technologies directly to local entrepreneurs. We would identify profitable business
models that thousands of people could start; design the tools and equipment needed to make these businesses possible; and, most importantly, establish a privatesector supply chain to manufacture, distribute, and sell the new tools and equip144
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ment to the entrepreneurs. We would create awareness of the new business models and equipment with a mass-marketing campaign and sell them to poor entrepreneurs, who would use them to start thousands of profitable new businesses.
Finally, we would leave in place a fully profitable and sustainable supply chain that
would continue to deliver the tools and equipment even after we left town. We
quickly discovered that having a well-thought-out theory of change and business
model was one thing; establishing a successful social enterprise was quite another
challenge.
A distant crisis created an opportunity. In 1992 and 1993, the Somali civil war
pushed 350,000 refugees over the border into northeastern Kenya. The United
Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) contacted us with a problem:
Sanitation had become a crisis at the refugee camps because, for cultural reasons,
the Somalis refused to use communal toilets. In response, we developed a very lowcost pit latrine technology that could be mass-produced by unskilled refugees so
that each refugee family would have their own latrine. These latrines had unreinforced domed concrete slabs with tight-fitting lids, which were more sanitary and
much less costly than the commonly used reinforced concrete latrine slabs.
KickStart became a UNHCR implementing partner and secured a multi-million
dollar contract to manufacture and install over 45,000 of these latrines over a twoyear period. We later trained other relief agencies in the technology, and today over
100,000 of our pit latrines have been installed in refugee camps and half a million
refugees have better sanitation and health. But, we had done nothing to help them
escape their poverty. So to continue working on our mission, we used the 6.5 percent overhead on the UNHCR contract to match our DFID grant and continue to
operate KickStart. We were now on our way.
At first we promoted the low-cost building technologies I had designed while
at ActionAid. Our main products were a block press for making strong building
blocks from soil with a small amount of cement, and a fiber concrete roofing tile
machine for making strong, lightweight roofing tiles. While these two technologies
were bought by local entrepreneurs and used to establish many profitable businesses, the machinery was fairly expensive and the businesses somewhat complicated. One successful entrepreneur was Mr. Ombati, a small-scale farmer who
bought a block press in the early 1990s and started making blocks on his small plot
in western Kenya. He expanded his business, bought three more machines,
employed over 40 workers, and today he owns a local shopping mall in Nairobi.
The right technology in the hands of an entrepreneur is a powerful force.
We next turned our attention to a manually operated oilseed press and filter
that extracts nutritious cooking oil and high-quality animal feed from locally
available sunflower seeds. The design was based on an invention by Carl
Bielenberg, an American engineer working in Tanzania. We made modifications to
make the press easier to operate and manufacture, to increase the yields of oil.
After the Kenyan government decontrolled the price of cooking oil in 1992 and
1993, the price of the imported palm oil shot up and this innovation became a
viable and profitable business opportunity for local entrepreneurs. Jane
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Irrigation for Improved Health
The link between water for irrigation and improved health may seem tenuous
at first. However, the increased incomes enable families to afford better nutrition and more preventative and curative health care. In addition, small-scale
irrigation has other, less obvious but equally important, impacts on health.
The World Bank and the World Health Organization (WHO) estimate
that four billion cases of diarrheal diseases kill more than two million people
each year, the majority of them children. Having enough water to wash hands
after using the latrine may be the single most important intervention in
improving health in developing countries. Improved hygiene (hand washing)
and sanitation (latrines) generally have a greater impact than improved
drinking water quality on health outcomes; specifically reductions in diarrhea, parasitic infections, morbidity, and mortality, and increases in child
growth (Esrey et al. 1991; Hutley et al. 1997). Most endemic diarrhea is not
water-borne but transmitted from person to person by poor hygiene practices, so an increase in the quantity of water has a greater health impact than
improved water quality because it makes it possible (or at least more feasible)
for people to adopt safe hygiene behaviors (Esrey et al. 1996).
It is estimated that hand washing alone can save one million people a year,
but those who must carry water from a village source do not have enough to
facilitate good hygiene. And even clean water from a source in the village is
easily contaminated by unwashed hands.
Creating a new water source for hygiene alone is too expensive for a poor
farmer, but by using the water for irrigation (which makes them a lot of
money) they can afford to buy a pump and dig a well next to their house, and
this results in much more water for hygiene as well.

Mathendu, for example, a single mother and school teacher, bought the press with
her savings and a loan from her brother. She has now sent her two daughters to
university and bought her own plot of land. She employs three workers, sells oil to
a local school and hospital, and contracts with 20 local farmers to supply her with
seeds.
While we were happy with these successes, we soon realized that if we were
going to have a major impact on poverty, we had to focus on new business opportunities for poor rural farmers. For them, by far the best business to start was one
that would move them from subsistence rain-fed farming to commercial irrigated
farming.
Irrigation allows farmers to grow three or four crop cycles per year instead of
the one or two possible with rain-fed agriculture. It enables them to grow highvalue crops such as fruits and vegetables and get higher yields per acre. Best of all,
with irrigation, farmers have crops in the off-season when the supply is low and
the prices are high.
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Of course, in order to use irrigation, a farmer needs access to water on his or
her farm. Not surprisingly, throughout history people have settled most heavily in
those areas where surface and ground water is most available, so many millions of
farmers in Africa have access to water on their small plots. Unless they live next to
a pond or river, they have to dig a well to reach this water, but many can simply dig
a hole in the ground and find water within the first 10 to 12 feet. Others have to
dig a bit deeper, and they can hire local well diggers who can hand-dig wells as deep
as 60 or 70 feet. Even farmers who don’t have water directly on their plots can often
lease nearby land that does, or create catchments to catch rainwater.
Wealthy, largescale farmers know
about the benefits of
[W]e have sold over 59,000 irrigation
irrigation, and in
Kenya they use fancy
pumps and other money-making
irrigation equipment
technologies. They have been used to
to make as much as
$3,000 profit per seaestablish over 40,000 profitable new
son per acre. But
businesses... [T]he new businesses
until recently, no
affordable or practigenerate over US$40 million per year
cal technologies were
in new profits and wages.
available for poor
subsistence farmers.
Petrol pumps are too
expensive, and the
petrol is unavailable in the rural areas. Electric pumps are cheaper, but less than 10
percent of the population in Africa has access to grid electricity, and solar electricity is still far too costly. For poor farmers, the only remaining option was to tie a
bucket to a rope and use it to draw water from a stream or shallow well, the most
primitive form of manual irrigation. This is backbreaking work, and two people
can only irrigate about 1/8 of an acre per day. Clearly, a new technology was
required.
In 1985, American engineer Gunnar Barnes invented a treadle-operated
micro-irrigation pump in Bangladesh. Two metal cylinders are fixed above a shallow tube well, and the farmer builds a bamboo structure and attaches a piston to
each of two bamboo treadles. The operator steps back and forth between the treadles, pulling water from the well and dumping it into an irrigation channel that distributes it to the crops. Bangladeshis, who live on a flat flood plain and have used
channel irrigation for generations, could now get a second harvest of rice or wheat
in the dry season. International Development Enterprises (IDE), a U.S. nonprofit,
followed a market-based approach to manufacture and sell treadle pumps in
Bangladesh and India, with incredible success. In less than 20 years over two million pumps were sold, and on average each pump has generated $100 per year in
new net income for the users.
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In 1990 and 1991, we designed a new version of the treadle pump for East
Africa. Unlike Bangladesh, Kenya is very hilly, and farmers are not familiar with
channel irrigation; or, in fact, any other type of irrigation. In addition, pumps cannot be safely left in the field. So, we designed a portable pump that could both pull
water from a stream or shallow well and pressurize it through a hose pipe to push
it up a hill or through a sprinkler system. However, the pump was heavy and bulky
to carry, and KickStart had not yet established an efficient supply chain for our
technologies. We only sold a few hundred pumps.
In 1995, Bob Hyde, an American former marketing executive, joined KickStart
and convinced us that while we had identified the right business opportunity, we
had not yet designed the ideal technology. For cost-effective distribution and mass
marketing, we needed a much smaller, lighter-weight irrigation pump. Bob also
helped us greatly improve our distribution, sales, and marketing functions. In the
following years, we developed and marketed a line of low-cost, manually operated
irrigation pumps. Our first pump was a small portable suction-only pump that
could pull water from a shallow well and dump it into a channel for furrow or
flood irrigation. But it was clear that in Kenya a pressure pump was going to sell
much better.
So we developed the “Super-MoneyMaker” irrigation pump. Its name gets
right to the point. This small, portable “stair-master like” machine has both suction and pressure capabilities. It can pull water from a hand-dug well as deep as 25
feet—or from a pond, lake, or stream—and can pressurize it to a total height of 50
feet above the water inlet. It can push water through a hose pipe as far as 400
meters, spray it through a hand-held nozzle or sprinklers, and can be used to irrigate as much as two acres of land. The pump weighs 45 pounds and is easily carried to the farm and from one spot to another for irrigating wider areas. It retails
in Kenya for $95. It enables farmers to grow multiple harvests of high-value cash
crops such as fruits, vegetables, and flowers. The economic and social impacts of
this technology have been remarkable. The average net farm income of farmers
using this pump has increased ten-fold from US$110 per year before buying the
pump to US$1,100 per year after buying it.
The pump literally lifts farmers from poverty into the middle class. For example, Janet Ondiek was widowed in 1999 and left completely destitute on a two-acre
plot of land in western Kenya with her six young children. With no income, she was
forced to take her children out of school and beg from her relatives just to survive.
But she grew a small plot of cabbages using a bucket to draw water from the stream
running through her property. One day, while selling her cabbages in town, she saw
our pump being demonstrated in a local shop. After working six months to save
money and taking a small loan from her sister, she bought a pump. Within the first
year, she repaid her loan, employed two young men to help her irrigate, planted a
full two acres with cabbages, kale, and tomatoes, and opened a small shop to sell
her produce in the local town. She made $3,200 profit in her first year and was able
to send her kids to a private school. When we visited her a few years later she had
rented additional land and employed four young men to help her in the fields.
148
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Lessons Learned: What Works
Many technology development and promotion projects have gotten a number of
the following lessons right. However, only those that have gotten them all right
have had significant impacts on poverty:
The number one need of the poor is a way to make money. The time of subsistence
economies is over.
To assist people anywhere, you have to understand their circumstances. In our business, as in any other, we need to understand our customers’ circumstances and
what they need to change those circumstances for the better. We need to provide
them with what they need to make their own choices—a way to make money—
not what we think they should have.
There are no jobs. Developing countries have very small private sectors—and
until these countries improve their governance, the private sectors will grow only
slowly.
The solution is in the people’s drive and determination. The rise of the informal
sector shows that poor people in developing countries are willing to start their
own businesses.
People in poor places need money-making business models and technologies. With
little access to information on business models and very few affordable capital
tools, the rural poor lack the opportunity to start profitable businesses.
Technology is important for job creation and economic growth. New technologies
can open up whole new productive and value-adding industries, and growth on
this scale is what is needed to eradicate poverty.
Micro-finance is very useful but is not enough. Small loans—without sound business models and the technologies to run them—will not by themselves end
poverty. Pairing credit with business models and capital equipment will increase
the benefits of both.
Entrepreneurs in poor places need high-quality technologies and designs. People are
investing significant money. Products must perform as promised and last a long
time.
People need to know about and be able to access the new business models and technologies. Marketing to isolated people in poor places is a large challenge, but it is
just as important as creating the technologies.
Sell the technologies, don’t give them away. Those who buy tools are more likely
to use them than those who receive them for free. This is true anywhere.
Do high-quality mass production in medium or large-sized factories. Only these
facilities can provide the economies of scale or the consistent quality needed
Establish a private-sector profit-making supply chain. This is the most efficient
way of delivering goods and services. It endures only when the work is profitable
for all.
Target individuals, not groups and communities. In general, groups don’t do a
good job of sharing and maintaining a productive asset. People in poor places
are like people anywhere else: they will take care of their own families’ needs
before they will commit themselves to efforts to better their communities.
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We have since introduced the MoneyMaker-Plus—a single-cylinder version of
the more expensive Super-MoneyMaker—that retails for $55 and can irrigate one
acre. We are test-marketing a very low-cost pump called the MoneyMaker-Hip
Pump, which can irrigate up to three quarters of an acre.
But our mission is not to design or sell pumps. Our mission is help people
escape poverty. What sets KickStart apart is that from the beginning we knew that
we wanted to measure the direct impacts we were having on poverty. So, we created an innovative system to carefully track and quantify the individual and aggregate impacts created by our technologies. That system is described in more detail
below. The impacts have been substantial. To date, we have sold over 59,000 irrigation pumps and other money-making technologies. They have been used to
establish over 40,000 profitable new businesses, and currently almost 700 new
businesses are being created every month. On aggregate, the new businesses generate over US$40 million per year in new profits and wages.
Beyond the immediate income growth there are many other socio-economic
benefits. Pump owners have created over 22,000 new waged jobs and have
increased their expenditure on other farm inputs—such as seeds and fertilizers—
by as much as two thousand percent. Middlemen buy the produce and sell it to
vendors, who resell it at markets in the city, or to exporters, who clean, pack, and
label it for export. Other pump owners grow seedlings that they sell to local farmers. Some 30 percent of the pumps are lent out by their owners to even poorer family members or neighbors, who use them on their own small farms.
The new income enables the users to afford better nutrition, education, health
care and housing for their families, and for the first time to climb out of poverty
and plan for their futures. More than 50,000 children are either in school for the
first time or in improved schools as a result of our work. And over 5,000 pump
buyers have used their new incomes to build new or improved houses.
In addition, our pumps enable families to improve their hygiene and sanitation. Because they make money by irrigating, they can now afford to dig a well on
their plots of land. Thus the pump gives them not only enough water for irrigation
but also plenty of extra for increased home consumption and hygiene.
Between 1995 and 1999, our efforts were gaining traction in Kenya. We were
starting to create significant impacts on poverty while at the same time working to
continually refine both our tools and our model. By 2000, it was time to prove that
our model was replicable in a new location. We decided to start a program in
Tanzania—a country even poorer than Kenya and one with a socialist and much
less entrepreneurial history. With funds from the British DFID, we established an
irrigation pump-manufacturing, wholesale, and retail network in Tanzania, and to
date we have sold more than 14,000 pumps there. In 2005 we raised funds from
USAID to start a similar program in Mali in West Africa.
We have proven that our intervention works on the individual level, with
40,000 new businesses generating over $40 million in new profits and wages each
year. We have also shown that it is highly cost-effective and can be replicated successfully in other countries. We are now on our way to proving the long-term sus150
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tainability of our model.
THE BUSINESS MODEL:
HARNESSING ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT
Nick and I built KickStart based on a set of basic learned truths (see box next two
pages), from which we developed a systematic five-step model:
y Identify profitable business opportunities;
y Design tools and equipment to make those business opportunities possible;
y Establish a profitable supply chain;
y Develop the market; and
y End subsidies and leave in place a profitable private-sector supply chain.
Surrounding this model is an ongoing impact-monitoring effort that not only
measures our results against the goal of moving people out of poverty, but also
provides critical market intelligence and feedback for improving each step of the
process.
Step 1: Identify Profitable New Business Opportunities
Selecting the right business model is the most critical factor in determining the
likely success of a new business. We use sub-sector and market studies to examine
a particular sub-sector (horticulture, building materials, animal feeds, transport,
etc.), and we look at the economics of the entire value chain to identify possible
new “technology-based” business opportunities. We look for business opportunities that many thousands of people can start with initial investments of no more
than a few hundred dollars, and that are so profitable that entrepreneurs will
recover their investment in the first three to six months (“farm time”). Poor farmers are used to putting their money in the ground for short periods while they wait
for the harvest, but a pay-back time of one to two years will be unacceptable.
What types of businesses can a poor person start? It is easiest to start a business that initially sells products or services to neighbors or in the local village. So
at least initially, the new businesses must serve the needs of other poor people.
However, it turns out that there are many opportunities, because the poor generally pay high per-unit prices for low-quality products and services—food, farm
inputs, fuel, water, clothes, building materials, transport, lighting, cosmetics, electricity, and even entertainment, education, and health care. Thus, the new businesses must supply more affordable goods and services to local poor customers. As
the businesses grow and the entrepreneurs become more experienced, they can
expand their market to include the local town and then can start selling to middlemen who sell in the local city and even to export markets.
Step 2: Design Equipment
KickStart focuses solely on technologies that are directly used to create income.
Designing tools and bringing them to production is our second step.
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Design Criteria for KickStart Pumps
Association with a highly profitable business model. The new tool or equipment
must be associated with a highly profitable business model. To ensure this,
one has to carefully examine the local economics and determine the required
capacity, scale, and throughputs of the new technologies to ensure that the
new businesses will be viable and profitable.
Affordability. The new tool must be affordable to our cash-constrained
customers. Poor farmers in Africa can rarely afford anything costing more
than a few hundred dollars, and for most of them, even affording as little as
$20 or $30 is a major challenge.
Energy efficiency. Because of the lack of electricity or petrol in the rural
areas, our tools are human powered, and they must be extremely energy efficient to make the most of the limited power generated by a human operator.2
Ergonomic design and safety. The tools must also be ergonomic and safe.
They must efficiently transfer human energy into mechanical energy and be
used for long periods of time without injury. To be effective, they have to
make use of the operator’s largest muscles and weight.
Ease of transport and storage. The new technologies must be portable and
easy to transport and store. They must be delivered to and stored in small
rural retail shops and be easily carried home by buyers and stored in their
small houses. They must be transportable on a minibus, the back of a bicycle,
and by hand over rough roads and trails. They must be small and lightweight
or, if need be, easy to disassemble.
Ease of installation. The technologies must be easy to install and maintain
with few tools and minimum spare parts. The poor do not own even the most
basic hand tools, so any required tools, along with spare parts, must be made
available in local shops.

A prejudice leads many to assume that poor people only need poorly engineered products. Nothing is further from the truth. To start successful businesses
they require high-quality, well-engineered, and highly durable equipment with
consistent performance characteristics and interchangeable spare parts—just as
the better-off require when they buy a photocopier, car, or computer. This requires
high-quality engineering and mass production.
The design criteria we set for ourselves are daunting. Designing tools that work
is the easy part. Designing tools that incorporate all of these design criteria is a significant challenge. The vast majority of this design work is done by a small team of
engineers, designers, and technicians in our workshop in Nairobi, Kenya. They
research raw material properties and ergonomics, use CAD and stress analysis to
develop the designs, incorporate design for manufacturability from the start, and
do many hours of building and testing of prototypes to ensure the performance
152
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Limitation on training required. Our equipment must also be easy to use
with minimal training. Training thousands of customers in remote locations
is very expensive, so the technologies should be as intuitive and easy to use as
possible. The poor are not exposed to many new technologies and often cannot read operation manuals, so we try to make the operation of our tools
implicit through their design.
Strength and durability. Our products must be strong. A poor farmer will
tend to push a new technology to its limits, so we design our tools so that they
won’t break even if two grown men work on them at the same time. They
must also be durable. They are used for many hours each day in the tropical
sun, mud, and water. If the tools break or wear out quickly, we’ve not only lost
a customer but have put a family’s survival at risk. We typically offer a oneyear money-back guarantee and design the equipment to have a three to four
year lifespan, although in reality many of them last much longer. Clearly,
maintaining quality control during manufacturing is also of utmost importance.
Potential for local manufacture. We design our equipment to be (at least
initially) locally manufactured in Africa. And although we are using the
largest factories, the choices of raw material and manufacturing technologies
are extremely limited. As a result, our tools are all fabricated from welded and
shaped mild-steel sections and plates, with only a few machined parts and a
few simply molded plastic or rubber components.
Cultural acceptability. Our designs must be culturally acceptable. For
example, the treadles on our pumps must be designed for barefoot operation
and must be low enough to the ground so that when women use them, they
do not display provocative hip movements at eye level.
Environmental sustainability. Finally, as much as possible, using the technologies needs to be environmentally sustainable.

and wear characteristics, cultural acceptability, and durability. As a result, it takes
many months to invent, design, and produce each new technology.
Step 3: Establish a Supply Chain
By far the most efficient and effective way to get products (and spare parts) to people is to sell them through a private-sector profit-making supply chain. This is
completely sustainable because everyone in the supply chain makes money on
every sale and they are all highly motivated to make it work.
The first link in KickStart’s supply chain is manufacturing. We know that centralized mass production combined with effective distribution is the most effective
model for getting products to the market. This has been proven time and again
with products ranging from bicycles to computers, and from soap to Coca-Cola.
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We use this same model for our tools and equipment. They are mass-produced in
medium to large-scale factories, using well-designed production tooling, efficient
production methods, and well-trained technicians. Our engineers design all the
tooling required for high-quality mass production. This is a major challenge in
Africa because of inconsistencies in the strength and dimensions of local raw
materials, the lack of advanced production machines, and the shortage of skilled
labor. We have developed new manufacturing methods to help overcome these
challenges and we out-source the manufacturing to the largest, most experienced,
and best-capitalized factories that we can find. However, we still have to train the
production workers and help to supervise the quality control.
We then buy the equipment from the factory and recruit existing local privatesector players—wholesalers/distributors and retail shops—to establish a profitable
supply chain where everyone, including KickStart, makes money on every sale. In
many cases existing supply chains have to be strengthened to handle greater cash
flows and credit. In other cases we recruit and train brand-new distributors and
retail shops to reach the villages closest to the farmers. But the good thing is that
these are local businesspeople, they are motivated by earning money, they are in
the community to stay, and they know the local customers. At present, over 350
retail shops in Kenya and Tanzania sell our products. Most of them are small-scale
agricultural-veterinary shops that presently sell small packages of seeds, fertilizer,
and other farm inputs, and we have shops in every high-potential city, town, and
village. Many of these shops are little more than a single room; for most of them
our products are the most expensive items they have ever sold and all of them
require significant training in the operation and marketing of our products.
Finally, since our final customers are very price sensitive, we establish a national retail price that will be as affordable as possible while ensuring that the wholesalers’ and retailers’ margins are competitive with their other products. Because
much of our initial marketing is national in scope (radio and newspaper advertisements), the fixed final retail price is an important factor to both us and our customers.
Step 4: Develop the Market
We want to get as many people out of poverty as possible ,so our technologies need
to be as well known and easily available in Africa as are sewing machines and bicycles—everyone knows about them, what they can do, and where they can be
bought. While we know our tools can enable people to make a lot of money, they
do not sell themselves and have no impact if they are not used. Thus, developing
our market is by far the most important challenge, and this is where KickStart
spends the vast majority of its resources.
We are selling “big ticket” items to extremely risk-averse buyers who buy very
few capital goods, have very little cash, and very limited access to information and
marketing channels. This is not an easy sell.
If a poor person spends a large percentage of their annual income on a new
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tool and it fails to make them money, they will go hungry for many months. In
addition, when they see these products for the first time, they often have no idea
what they are. They sometimes ask what magic is being used to move the water
through a sprinkler or extract cooking oil from sunflower seeds. These are completely new and foreign technologies—as when people saw the first motor car in
the 1800s. And, just as with buying a car, our customers not only need to see the
new machine in operation, but they also need to “test drive” it themselves. We need
to make this test drive possible and convince them the tools will indeed help them
to escape poverty.
These rural customers are very hard to reach. They live miles from the closest
village and very often miles from the nearest road. They only rarely come to town,
only see a radio or newspaper when a wealthier neighbor or relative facilitates it,
have very limited means of transport, and are often less than fully literate.
Word of mouth, or “viral marketing,” would seem to be a great technique to
reach our target market, but there are cultural barriers that prevent it from taking
off. East Africans are modest people who are unlikely to boast about their successes, and this tendency is magnified because in very poor communities people who
succeed are more often envied than admired. In addition, it is common for the
best-off member of a family to assume the financial responsibility for the whole
extended family. People who find financial success often find nieces, nephews, and
widowed in-laws on their doorsteps. So, advertising one’s success is not as common as a marketer would hope.
We modify standard marketing and sales strategies to adapt to these circumstances. We work to build a strong brand—“MoneyMaker”—which speaks to a
poor person’s number-one need, and we offer a product guarantee. Our most
important strategy is live demonstrations, but we use radio and newspaper advertisements, billboards, competitions, promotions, and a commissioned sales force
to pull in the customers to see the demonstrations. We also target wealthier relatives in the cities, who travel to their rural homes a few times a year and carry news
from the city.
The message is always the same—the buyers can make a lot of money and
escape poverty if they go to their local shop, buy our equipment, and use it to start
a new business. One very important thing is consistency—risk-averse customers
will not buy products from here-today-gone-tomorrow salesmen. And since
demonstrations are so critical and labor is so plentiful, we use labor-intensive marketing methods, as they did in the early 1900s in the U.S. and Europe. Sales agents
demonstrate the equipment in front of the retail shops and in the rural areas from
the back of trucks and bicycles. Going forward, we will need to convince even
poorer farmers to buy, and to do this we will need to lower both the actual and the
perceived risks even further. This means finding new ways to promote word-ofmouth sales that get around the cultural barriers. These will include strategies such
as training local pump experts to train others, rewarding people who recruit new
customers, bundling advice and other farm inputs with the pumps on a service
basis, and introducing a financing mechanism. Clearly, market development for
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selling new “big ticket” (from the standpoint of rural budgets) items to the rural
poor in Africa is a very challenging and expensive activity.
Step 5: End Marketing Subsidies
KickStart uses donor funds to finance the initial market development for the new
tools and equipment. When the sales reach a “tipping point” we will cease the marketing subsidies, and leave in place a fully profitable and sustainable supply chain
that will continue to deliver the new technologies to poor entrepreneurs for many
years to come.
When a new product is first introduced into any new market anywhere in the
world, sales are few and the promotion costs required to make each sale are very
high, so money is lost on every sale. The more radically new the product is, the
more expensive it is to make these early sales. However, with successful products,
the sales eventually take off, the marketing costs per sale drop drastically, and sales
continue to increase without any further marketing subsidy. The introduction of
our pumps to poor farmers in Africa is no different. We initially spend a lot to
develop the market, but eventually we will reach a “tipping point” and KickStart
will start to make a profit on each sale.
Think, for example, of telephones, color TVs, personal computers, the
Internet, cell phones, and on-line retail sales. Each of these required many years
and many millions of dollars of investments before reaching their tipping points.
To reach this tipping point requires spending both time and money on market
development. It is no doubt possible to accelerate this process by investing more in
marketing, but a new technology that requires a major cultural shift or expensive
new investments will still take a significant period of time to catch on. In this case,
time cannot be simply replaced with money.
Based on the history of the introduction of new products in Africa and elsewhere, we estimate that a tipping point will be reached when sales of a new moneymaking technology for the poor reach 15 percent to 20 percent of the total market
potential in that particular country.3 In Kenya we have the experience of the Kenya
Ceramic Jiko. This is a fuel-efficient charcoal stove that saves the users money
because it uses 40 percent less charcoal than the common all-metal stove. It was
developed and heavily promoted using donor funds in Kenya throughout much of
the 1980s and 1990s and sales grew slowly. And then suddenly, when it reached 18
to 20 percent of the market potential, sales took off. Today, with no more donor
funds, it accounts for over 65 percent of all charcoal stove sales in Kenya.4 This “tipping point” behavior and “hockey stick shape” sales curves for new technologies
are common throughout history.
We predict that it will take between six and 15 years after the introduction of a
new KickStart technology to reach the tipping point. The exact period will depend
on the technology, the country, and the amount of money spent on market development.
KickStart uses donor funds as smart subsidies to finance the initial technology
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Cell Phones: The Exception that Proves the Rule
There are millions of cell phones in developing countries around the world,
including in Somalia—a country with very few donors and no operating government. Why have private sector companies been able to market cell phones to
both the wealthy and the poor without the need for subsidies? Cell phones have
a number of rare properties that make them excellent technologies for the poor
in developing countries.
First, in developing countries, cell phones are money-making and money-saving devices. Phone calls save people a lot of money—often the only alternative is
taking a long and expensive bus ride. In addition, phone calls greatly increase the
level of family remittances back to rural areas—so even the very poor are willing
to pay for calls. Thus every cell phone is a potential pay phone as local neighbors
will pay to make calls.
Second, unlike with manual water pumps, wealthy and middle class early
adopters are willing to pay a high price for the convenience of a cell phone. Their
only alternative is to wait for many years to get connected to an unreliable and
poor-quality landline. These high prices help companies recover the costs of the
initial infrastructure and market development, and later enable them to lower
the prices so that poorer customers can afford the phones.
Finally, cell phones are unique because they have a built-in credit facility. Most
money is made not from selling the phones themselves—which can almost be
given away—but from selling the minutes, which are sold in very small and
affordable units.
Very few other money-making technologies for the poor share these characteristics; instead, like our irrigation pumps, they require initial smart subsidies
to overcome the market failures.
and market development for each new technology. However, once a tipping point
is reached in a given market, we will start to make a profit on every sale. We will
then reinvest these profits (along with more donor funds) to develop new technologies and enter new markets so that we can further our mission of getting millions of people out of poverty.
MEASURING IMPACTS AND COST EFFECTIVENESS
Defining and measuring impacts and cost-effectiveness should be a critical activity for any social enterprise. If you are not having any impacts, or are spending
more to create them than they are worth, then you may as well go home. But,
unfortunately, good impact-monitoring is still rare.
Much of impact monitoring is about collecting “market information.” Any
company that sells a product needs to understand how their customers use the
product, and how it can improve the product and the way that it is selling it. So, all
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good companies collect some type of market information. The additional information that social enterprises need to collect is the answer to the question, “Are we
meeting our social mission?” In KickStart’s case, the mission is to get poor people
out of poverty, so our most important indicator is how much more money the
people who buy our technologies make. We can then look both at the cost-effectiveness of our program and at other indicators, such as: How much labor do they
employ? What do they grow? Do they send their kids to school? Build new houses? Improve their diets and health?
KickStart has developed a systematic, replicable method to measure our
impacts. Every product comes with a guarantee; every buyer (with the help of the
shopkeeper) fills out the guarantee form when they buy the product at the retail
shop. These guarantees act as a marketing tool by reducing the perceived risk of
buying the product, and they give KickStart a database of all the buyers.
From this database, we develop a randomized, statistically valid sample of
recent purchasers. The sample represents 50 to 60 customers per year who comprise one cohort. To date we have monitored six different cohorts of pump farmers in Kenya and Tanzania, as well as users of our oilseed press in Kenya. These customers are visited within a month of purchasing the products, before any impacts
have been realized, then visited again 18 months later and a few of them again after
3 years. The first visit creates a benchmark at zero impact, and the subsequent visits measure impact.
Data collected during these visits include the status of all farm activities from
the previous year, crops grown, area under cultivation, production costs, income
generated, number of employees, wages paid to employees, who performs what
tasks (family, paid workers, men or women), other sources of income, number of
dependents and number of children in school, physical assets owned, any problems with the technologies, and the effectiveness of our marketing methods. Based
on these data, we calculate the change in income and other social and economic
indicators that result from using the new technologies. In addition, we prepare
detailed case studies, deepening our understanding of the farmers and their new
businesses.
The monitoring team employs culturally appropriate methods, and uses multiple questions and observations of the individuals, household, and business to
cross-check and evaluate socioeconomic conditions. For example, one person will
ask how much land is being irrigated and how many cabbages were sold from that
area. The other, who knows how many cabbages can be grown per acre, paces off
the area. Each team consists of one man and one woman to ensure that interactions with owners and their families are comfortable and appropriate.
By collecting this data, we can determine if we are having real impacts on
poverty and how effective our interventions are. Again, our mission is to move
people out of poverty, so measuring increases in net incomes is our primary concern.
As a social enterprise, we also monitor our cost-effectiveness. Our donors are
investing their money and their trust in KickStart, and we are very serious about
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maximizing the return on their investment. Here we consider two numbers. The
first is an absolute number—how much in donor funds we spend to take a family
out of poverty. The second is a ratio, the Bang-for-the-Buck (BfB) —the sum of
the new net incomes made by the entrepreneurs, and the new wages earned by
their employees during the first three and a half years of using our technology,
divided by the donor funds that we spend to enable them to do this. We pick three
and a half years because although we know the buyers will continue to make new
incomes for many more years (by reinvesting in new equipment), this is the
approximate design life of our technologies. Between them, these two figures give
us a useful way to gauge the cost-effectiveness of our program and a way to compare it to other programs with similar goals.
To date, every donor dollar that we have spent on developing and promoting
our irrigation pumps has resulted in $17 in new profits and wages being generated by the new farming businesses in their first three and a half years of operation.
This is a 17 to 1 “Bang for the Donor’s Buck.” At present, it costs KickStart $250 in
new donor funds to take a family out of poverty forever, or roughly $40 to $50 per
person. This is an average cost across all of our pump marketing programs including Mali, where we have been selling pumps for only a few months. The pump
marketing costs in Kenya and Tanzania are coming down every year and are
presently less than $160 per pump.
THE LIMITS OF THE MARKET: WHY KICKSTART IS A NONPROFIT
The KickStart model is based on the power of the market: we use private sector
supply chains to help poor farmers acquire technologies that allow them to begin
highly profitable businesses and escape poverty. Yet KickStart is itself a nonprofit.
At present we spend $250 of donor funds for each family lifted from poverty
through the use of a $95 pump, and we recover only 20 percent of our costs from
earned income. Why? The reason is that it is not profitable for a private company
to develop and mass-market new low-cost money-making technologies to poor
rural farmers in Africa. Simply put, KickStart uses the market because we know
that this is the most cost-effective and sustainable solution, but we are a nonprofit because we need to spend donor funds to overcome a classic market failure. To
understand this ,we need to take a closer look at this failure.
The generic challenges of doing business in the world’s poorest countries are
obvious—high political, security, and currency risks and poorly developed roads,
electrical grids, ports, and legal structures. But there are many profitable businesses in Africa, and considerable potential for starting more. So clearly all these challenges can be overcome. What is so different about our market sector?
The critical difference is the very high marketing costs required to sell new “big
ticket” items—such as a treadle pump—to the poorest and most risk-adverse customers in the world. They are unfamiliar with new technologies, undereducated,
and rightfully fearful of making a mistake. In rural Kenya, as in many other places
in Africa, infrastructures for distribution, information provision, credit, and marinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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keting are all highly undeveloped.
The trajectory of adoption for capital goods sold to the rural poor creates an
additional challenge to self-sufficiency in our market. Usually when a new product
is introduced in a new market, the early adopters pay a much higher price than
those who buy it later. This initial high price helps the company to recover the initial technology development and market development costs,and then prices can be
lowered to reach less-well-off customers. The first handheld calculator cost hundreds of dollars and all it did was add, subtract, multiply, and divide. Likewise,
early cell phones were so expensive that only the very wealthy bought them. Today
prices have come down and these items are affordable to anyone.
However, when products are designed specifically to address the needs of the
rural poor, the early adopters are also poor and they can not afford to pay higher
prices. The wealthy don’t need manually operated irrigation pumps, and if the
margins are too high, the poor cannot afford them. So the initial development
costs cannot be recovered by high-priced early sales. In short, there is no “cream”
to skim off the top of this market.
An equally significant challenge is that although new money-making products
for the poor are not easy to design, they are generally simple to copy. No one will
copy them in the beginning—because the marketing costs are too high—but once
the tipping point has been reached and they become profitable to sell, they will be
widely copied. This is a particular challenge in a developing country. Patent laws
are difficult to enforce and the poor are driven more by low prices than by quality
or brand loyalty. Thus it is difficult to maintain market share and difficult to recover the market development costs through high-volume sales.
Financing growth via market mechanisms is another challenge. In the developed world, the market development of brand-new products is most often
financed either by debt or by equity investments. In East Africa equity capital is
scarce—new business ventures typically face high risks and do not have easy exit
strategies. For those who do want to invest in business development, there are
more attractive business opportunities than trying to sell new big-ticket capital
products to the rural poor. These include new products and services targeted to the
middle class and wealthy, and consumer products (soap, cooking oil, beer, soda,
etc.) marketed to the poor. And of course there are even more profitable opportunities investing in real estate, extraction industries, or large-scale or contract farming.
Such is the nature of the market failure, and for all these reasons, private sector companies rarely attempt to introduce new big-ticket items for poor people in
Africa. Unless someone else is willing to pay for the initial market development
costs, the cost of sales are simply too high compared to the possible returns, and it
is very unlikely to be a profitable venture—although one whose positive economic impacts far exceed its expenses.
KICKSTART’S NEW CHALLENGES
KickStart has received international recognition and has earned the support of
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large companies and major foundations.5 With this support, KickStart has grown.
We currently have offices in Kenya (our African headquarters), Tanzania, Mali, and
the U.S., and employ over 200 people. Our staff includes a small team of engineers,
designers, and technicians based in Kenya; management, impact monitoring, and
more than 125 marketing and sales staff in Africa; and five employees in the U.S.
Our African headquarters manages African-country sales and marketing, technology development, and all Africa-based administration, monitoring, and impact
assessment, and fundraising. The U.S. office was established as a 501(c)3 nonprofit in late 2001 to handle overall management, financial control, strategic planning,
and fundraising. Our country offices in Kenya, Tanzania, and Mali are primarily
responsible for sales and marketing, essentially franchising our successful products
and marketing practices. They establish the retail and wholesale networks in their
respective countries, and put in place cost-effective marketing activities to support
and increase sales.
In the next three years we plan to expand into as many as four new African
countries, including Ghana, whose government has taken note of the impact we
have had on the GDP of Kenya and Tanzania. We are also implementing a business-to-business model of sales to other NGOs to expand our impacts to the rest
of the developing world.
Carrying out these plans will require two business decisions. First, we plan to
focus on irrigation pumps, which already represent over 95 percent of our sales
and impacts. We believe the worldwide market potential for these pumps is as high
as 35 to 40 million pumps, which would translate into a major contribution to
reducing poverty in the developing world. Second, we plan to centralize mass production and establish a global supply chain for the pumps. Rather than manufacture pumps in every country, we will produce our best-selling pumps in the lowest-cost location. We have recently ordered our first batch of Super-MoneyMaker
pumps from China, and we can import them into any African country at a lower
cost than we can produce them locally. Manufacturing in China will also allow us
to serve new markets. Lower prices and higher quality will benefit our tens of thousands of customers, and global supply means we can sell to other organizations to
increase our impacts and generate income.
In addition, we will develop new technologies. We are market-testing our verylow-cost “hip-pump,” which retails for $33, and are developing a low-cost deepwell pump, low-cost well drilling, water harvesting and storage technologies, and
low-cost transport technologies.
KickStart is in the process of developing a financing model for our irrigation
pumps. For poor farmers, the initial $120 investment for a pump, hose pipe, and
seeds is difficult to borrow or save—but since the pumps provide a very high
return on investment to the buyer they are an ideal product for a financing mechanism. Our goals are to increase sales by lowering the barrier to entry, move us
more quickly to the tipping point, and help KickStart recover more of the marketing costs.
To succeed, we must examine lessons learned from past technology-specific
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financing programs and other micro-financing efforts around the world. Past
efforts to give technology-specific loans to the very poor have often failed because
they encouraged people to borrow money for things they didn’t want or need—as
this is their only option for credit—and so led to many business failures. Microfinance programs partially solve this problem, and they have worked well in urban
and peri-urban areas in Africa. However, very few micro-finance programs have
found cost-effective ways to reach the poorest, hardest to reach, and most riskaverse customers in the world—those in rural Africa.
KickStart will most likely develop its own model for pump financing. We plan
to rapidly roll out our marketing and retail networks, and we need a financing
method that can be rolled out just as quickly. It will likely be based in our retail
shops and may use entrepreneurial agents on bicycles to reach the farmers. It will
require very good vetting of the borrowers, and will have to get all the incentives
right for the loan agents and the borrowers. Among many ideas, we will explore
bundling the pumps with products and services such as fertilizer, seeds, and farming and marketing advice to increase the chances of the farmers’ success and loan
repayment. It will be a major challenge to develop an effective financing program;
however, we are confident that with enough determination and advice from others, we can make it work.
CONCLUSION
ENDING POVERTY IS THE GOAL, CREATING INCOME IS THE MEANS
In poor places just as in rich ones, developing and marketing new technologies is
often too expensive for the private sector to do alone. In these cases, governments
provide major subsidies to help overcome the market failures. In fact, every major
new technology from automobiles to telephones, computers, the Internet, solar
panels, and biotechnology have received significant government subsidies, and
they continue to receive them today. For example, the sale of hybrid cars in the U.S.
has been greatly boosted by the government giving every buyer a tax credit of as
much as $3,400. It is well demonstrated that smart subsidies for new technology
and market development can help to fuel economic growth. However, the governments of the poorest developing countries are too cash constrained to provide
such subsidies.
In the absence of the subsidies typically found in industrialized economies,
KickStart—whose mission is to get people out of poverty—uses donor funds as
smart subsidies to take over this role. We use them to subsidize the costs of developing the market for new moneymaking technologies. But once a tipping point is
reached and our products are as commonly known and easily available as sewing
machines or bicycles, no further market subsidies will be required. Other companies will enter the market and compete with us on price, brand, quality, and distribution. Many more money-making products will be sold at zero additional costs
to the donors, and more people will use them to escape from poverty.
However, reaching the tipping point will not happen quickly. The Internet
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required trillions of dollars of government funding and equity investments (and
losses) over a 15-year period before it created a few dozen profitable new business
models. It took Amazon.com 10 years and over $3 billion dollars in investments
before it made its first profitable sale—and this was to sell books to the wealthiest
customers in the world. Similarly, over a 30-year period, hundreds of millions of
donor dollars have been spent on the market development of micro-finance, yet
today only a small percentage of micro-finance institutions have become profitable. It will be years longer before either the Internet or micro-finance industries
recover in profits the total money invested in creating them. But these early investments opened up completely new ways to do business and they are already creating millions of new jobs and many billions of dollars of new revenues and
wealth—so the total economic impacts greatly exceed the initial investments.
Despite over a trillion dollars in development aid, poverty in Africa has gotten
worse. Over the past four decades the number of people in sub-Saharan Africa living on less than a dollar a day has more than doubled, and life for the average person has become much more difficult. At the same time, in many places the rural
poor have been catapulted into a cash-based economy; as subsidies have vanished,
they must now fund their own access to housing, food, and education. Most international development efforts focus on alleviating the adverse consequences of
poverty rather than developing the means to escape poverty: technologies and
business models that increase incomes for the rural poor. I have lived and worked
in Africa for the past 20 years and I remain optimistic that there is a solution. But,
to get there we need to move beyond the failed practices that have guided efforts
to address the poverty challenge for the past four decades and take a very different
approach.
1. See, for example, comments by Mark Hankins, Energy Alternatives Africa, “Southern Realities and
Top-down Marketing of the Solar Cooker.”
2. Humans can only generate about 80 watts of power over a sustained period of time. Our oilseed
press, for example, is almost an order of magnitude more energy-efficient than the best motor-powered oil expellers.
3. E. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations (New York: Free Press, 2003). Rogers describes a “critical mass”
or “tipping point” as the point where enough users have adopted an innovation so that the further
rate of adoption becomes self-sustaining, and shows examples where for innovations from cell
phones to hybrid seed corn this point occurs at around 15 to 20 percent of the local market potential. This market potential has also been discussed in numerous other publications (Wired, etc.)
4. See studies by Mark Hankins and/or Hugh Allen, including M. Hankins, Renewable Energy in
Kenya (Nairobi, KenyaMotif Creative Arts Ltd., 1987), and M. Hankins, The Kenya Ceramic Jiko: A
Manual for Stove Makers, (Stylus Publishing, 1992).
5. ApproTEC/KickStart have received recognition from the Tech Awards, the Schwab Foundation for
Social Entrepreneurs, and the Fast Company and Monitor Group Social Capitalist Award; financial
support from the Skoll Foundation and the Lemelson Foundation; and corporate support from
John Deere and SC Johnson.
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A Practical Path to
Increased Income
Innovations Case Discussion: KickStart
As the founder of International Development Enterprise (IDE), the organization
that started popularizing treadle pumps in Bangladesh 25 years ago, I am delighted to have a chance to comment on Martin Fischer’s paper. I would like to focus
on three things.
I very much agree with Martin that increasing income is the single most
important first step out of poverty for the 1.1 billion people who survive on less
than a dollar a day.
I applaud KickStart’s success in helping thousands of very poor farmers in
Kenya and Tanzania move out of poverty by increasing their income with treadle pumps purchased from private sector supply chains. This provides a much
needed model of success for sub-Saharan Africa.
I would like to examine the remarkable global impacts that more than two
million treadle pumps have made in the hands of dollar-a-day poor rural people, and explore what we can be learned from this experience that we can apply
more broadly to poverty eradication initiatives.
The most important point Martin Fischer makes is that “if you ask a person in a poor place what they need most, they will tell you that it is a way to
make more money.” I couldn’t agree more. Over the past 25 years, I have had
long conversations with more than three thousand farmers who earn less than
a dollar a day, and walked with them through their fields. When I ask them
what they need most to move out of poverty, virtually all of them say that the
most important thing they need is to find ways to significantly increase their
income.

Paul Polak is President and Founder of International Development Enterprises
(IDE).
Amitabha Sadangi of IDE-India is the recipient of a 2005 Skoll Award for Social
Entrepreneurship.
This discussion originally appeared as a letter in Volume 1, Number 3 of
Innovations.
© 2006 Paul Polak
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Martin describes his disappointment when he surveyed the appropriate
technology movement in Kenya in 1985, and had to conclude that the movement was essentially dead. Twenty years ago, I talked to a bright young man
who was part of a team of people developing a tool carrier for farmers in Africa.
He was convinced this new technology would be a major breakthrough,
because it would carry out all of the functions of plows, cultivators, seeders,
harrows, and carts, all with one basic tool. I had already talked to a lot of small
farmers by then, so I asked him a simple question: “How much will it cost?”
He scratched his head, and said he thought that was an interesting question.
He said he would make some calculations and get back to me. Right then I
knew that the tool carrier would never work. If you think like a tinkerer solving a technical problem, you will likely be able to come up with a technical
solution. But if you don’t design it for poor people as customers, it will likely
never be adopted. The first step in design for the poor is identifying the critical
affordability price point at which poor people become willing to vote with their
feet to buy it. To me, that was the tragedy of the appropriate technology movement. E. F. Schumacher’s book Small Is Beautiful inspired thousands of gifted
people around the world. The tragedy is that the appropriate technology movement it inspired was implemented by technical tinkerers rather than hardheaded entrepreneurs who design for the marketplace.
If you think of the poor as recipients of charity instead of as customers, you
invariably design goods and services that are too expensive to be affordable for
them as customers. Effective tools have to be customer driven and market driven if they are to have any hope of being brought to scale. The key reason that
treadle pumps have had such a remarkably positive impact on poverty in many
countries is that their design was shaped and hardened by disciplined customer
feedback, and their marketing and distribution by the private sector around the
world was shaped by the poor customers who voted with their feet to buy them.
I applaud the success that Martin Fisher, Nick Moon, and KickStart have
had in helping more than 65,000 very poor families in Kenya and Tanzania
increase their income by purchasing and installing treadle pumps, as well as
increasing the income of enterprises making, distributing and installing them.
Kickstart accomplished this by adapting the treadle pump technology widely
disseminated by IDE in Asia to the specific conditions of Kenya, and establishing effective local private sector distribution and marketing systems. As has
now been thoroughly demonstrated in many developing countries, the
income-enhancing impact of treadle pumps comes not from the technology
alone. Rather, treadle pumps are effective because small farmers need affordable water control for their crops in order to switch from subsistence crops to
labor-intensive high value crops, like thefruits and vegetables that they grow for
the market.
The impressive leverage KickStart obtained by using treadle pumps to stiminnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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Table 1. Global Treadle Pump Sales.
*IDE's TP project ended in Bangladesh in 2003 and in India in 2004, but private
sector sales in these countries continue.
**Numbers compiled from EnterpriseWorks’ website (www.enterpriseworks.org).
*** Personal communication, Ministry of Agriculture of Malawi, 2005. Another
80,000 pumps on on order.

ulate increased smallholder income through growing and selling cash crops
mirrors IDE’s earlier experience in Asia. Here is an example of the leverage
obtained from donor investments in IDE’s treadle pump program in
Bangladesh, which began in the mid-1980s.
Here is a brief overview of the remarkable global impact that the treadle
pumps, a single affordable irrigation technology, has had on the lives of poor
people worldwide. Since Gunnar Barnes and his colleagues at the Rangpur
Dinajpur Rural Service (RDRS), supported by Lutheran World Service, introduced treadle pumps in Bangladesh in the late 1970s, and IDE launched its
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global marketing and dissemination initiative in the 1980s, some 2.2 million
poor rural families in developing countries have purchased and installed treadle pumps. The impact of these treadle pumps on the net annual income of
smallholders exceeds US$220 million a year, not counting the increased income
of private sector supply chain enterprises making, selling, and drilling wells for
treadle pumps.
Because profitable private sector supply chains are designed to be the
instruments for putting the technology in the hands of small farmers, they continue doing so after formal project funding is terminated. The private sector
continues to sell and install 55,000 treadle pumps a year in Bangladesh and
India after IDE’s and development donors’ support for the program terminated. The multiplier impact on the economies of developing countries is already
in the range of $1 billion a year or more. All this is from one single affordable
water-lifting technology customized for small farms!
Why has this single affordable small plot irrigation technology been so successful? Over the past 15 years, many people have told me that IDE was very
lucky to have stumbled on the treadle pump. They said that this is a unique
technology, and we will never find another one like it.
I totally disagree. I believe that the biggest impact of treadle pumps is not
the increase in income for the five to ten million families in the world who are
likely to install one. Instead, it lies in what we can learn from the treadle pump
experience that is applicable to ending the poverty of the 800 million people
who survive on less than a dollar a day and earn their living from tiny farms.
A fact that has never been effectively incorporated into development theory and practice is the remarkably small size of the farms where most of the families who earn less than a dollar a day make their living. Farms under two
hectares represent 98 percent of the farms in China, 80 percent in India, 96 percent in Bangladesh, 88 percent in Indonesia, 95 percent in Vietnam, 87 percent
in Ethiopia, 74 percent in Nigeria, 75 percent in Tanzania, 90 percent in Egypt,
98 percent in Russia, and 99 percent in the Ukraine (Nagayets 2005).
More importantly, average farm sizes in developing countries have been
rapidly shrinking. Average farm size in China went from 0.6 ha in 1980 to 0.4
ha in 1990; in India from 2.3 ha to 1.4 ha between 1971 and 1995; and in
Ethiopia from 1.4 to 1.0 ha between 1977 and 2000 (Nagayets 2005). This is
average farm size. The size of farms where dollar-a-day people earn their living
is much smaller—closer to one acre divided into scattered quarter-acre plots.
If increasing the income of poor people is the first step out of poverty, then
the obvious place to start is to increase the income of the 800 million or so people who now earn less than a dollar a day from one-acre farms. While most
small farmers put a high priority on growing enough food to keep their families from being hungry, the notion that they should grow surplus rice, wheat,
and corn for the market suggests that they should compete in the global marinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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ketplace with Western wheat farmers who farm 3,000 acres with combines and
generous government subsidies. This is clearly untenable.
To take the first step out of poverty, one-acre farmers need to play to their
strength in the global marketplace, and that is the lowest labor rates in the
world. Their path to increased income is to grow marketplace-driven, highvalue, labor-intensive cash crops. This requires two things:
y Access to a whole new range of affordable small plot irrigation devices,
delivered by private sector supply chains.
y Access to markets for diversified high value cash crops, delivered by private sector value chains.
The treadle pump is only the first of a whole new range of affordable water
lifting, water storage, and water distribution technologies that need to be developed to fit the income-generating needs of small farmers. For the past ten
years, IDE and others have worked to developed affordable small plot irrigation
systems. Some 200,000 have already been purchased, and I believe there is a
global market for at least 20 million of them. Other affordable small plot water
technologies likely to have very large global demand include affordable sprinkler systems, enclosed water storage units, efficient surface delivery systems,
and micro-diesel pumps. The most important thing that we can learn from the
treadle pump experience is how to design affordable, customer-driven small
plot irrigation technologies, and how to deliver them in large numbers to small
farm customers through private sector supply chains.
During the late 1980s, when farmers who had installed treadle pumps in
Bangladesh did so well, everybody at IDE believed that all a small farmer needed to move out of poverty was to buy and install a treadle pump. At the height
of the integrated rural development movement I even wrote a paper called
“Segregated Rural Development,” which touted treadle pumps as the answer to
rural poverty. Later on, we found we could apply our intensive rural marketing
techniques to convince small farmers in the hills of Nepal to invest in low cost
drip-irrigation systems. But the farmers ended up not using them much, and
sales went down.
These were maize and millet farmers who had never grown vegetables, and
we had to implement a crash course in intensive horticulture to train them to
switch effectively from growing grain crops to producing off-season cucumbers
and cauliflower for the Kathmandu market. This made them a lot of money,
and sales of low cost drip systems took off. But farmers further away from the
road needed help to link up with traders who would buy their vegetables. This
made it clear to us that the process of generating new income for poor farmers
must start with an evaluation of the markets where they could sell what they
grow, and a recommended list of four or five high-value crops that farmers
could likely grow in their area, and sell in the markets they had access to.
I believe that 500 million of the 800 million dollar-a-day people in the
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world who earn their living from farming could move out of poverty by switching to high value, labor intensive crops, gaining access to the markets where
they can sell them through private sector value chains, and gaining access to the
affordable irrigation tools, seeds, fertilizer, and credit they need to grow them
through private sector supply chains. This is a far cry from a singular focus on
treadle pumps, but it is the remarkable global success of treadle pumps that has
opened the door to learning about the practical path to increased income for
millions of impoverished rural people.
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From Idea to Impact
Funding Invention for Sustainability
Innovations Case Discussion: KickStart
A growing number of nonprofit and for-profit organizations are implementing a
new approach to international development, jointly emphasizing entrepreneurship and technology. Instead of awarding large grants and loans to national governments, these institutions are emphasizing smaller awards and contracts made
with entrepreneurs who invent new technologies or adapt existing technologies to
meet the needs of people in the world’s poorest places. Some of these technologies
allow people previously making less than $2 a day to undertake new income-generating activities; others help people meet basic needs. Many do both.
The Lemelson Foundation, created by Jerome Lemelson, one of the most prolific inventors of the United States, is among the philanthropic organizations taking this approach. Lemelson programs are built on the premise that invention
drives prosperity.1 In this article, I describe the Foundation’s international funding
strategy, the lessons it has learned through nonprofit and for-profit partners, and
its efforts to join others in advancing an entrepreneurial approach to international development.
One of the Foundation’s earliest international partners was Kenya-based
KickStart (see article by Martin Fisher in this issue). The Foundation funded two
KickStart projects. In 2003, KickStart used a $90,000 Lemelson grant to design and
test-market two new low-cost well-drilling technologies for farmers in Africa.
These new technologies would enable farmers living in regions without surface
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water to manually drill small-diameter tube wells up to 70 feet deep . No such technologies were available in East Africa. The first technology was designed to drill
through soft soils, while the second was designed for drilling through hard soils
and even rocks. Both were intended to be used in conjunction with KickStart’s
low-cost shallow-well pump and deep-well irrigation pump.
The soft-soil drill performed well in feasibility tests and has since been purchased by local entrepreneurs who earn money drilling boreholes for farmers.
Because the technology is
low-cost relative to its
income-generating potential,
A growing number of non
well-diggers can recoup their
profit and for-profit
investment in less than six
months. Increased access to
organizations are implementing
water has reduced farmers’
a new approach to international
burden of carrying water for
domestic use and increased
development, jointly
their income—they grow
emphasizing entrepreneurship
more crop cycles per year,
plant high-value fruits and
and technology.
vegetables, and sell products
in the off-season when prices
are high.
The hard-soil drill proved
more challenging. KickStart’s prototype could drill wells as deep as 100 feet
through hard soil and soft rock but could not penetrate the hardest rock formations common in volcanic Kenya. Hence, the technology was deemed commercially unviable because the cost of digging many incomplete wells that would be abandoned once boulders were hit would drive the cost of running a well-digging business too high.
In 2004, The Lemelson Foundation granted $150,000 to KickStart to promote
its soft-soil well drill and other irrigation technologies in Tanzania. This funding
was leveraged by combining funds from other private donors and was matched
with a grant from the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) Global
Development Alliance. In three years, KickStart plans to sell over 7,000 pumps and
a smaller number of drills to very poor farming families in Tanzania. The farmers
are expected to make an average of $760 in new profits every year using the technologies, thus increasing their net incomes eightfold. KickStart will also export at
least 3,000 pumps from Tanzania to Mali, Mozambique, and Zambia.
Working with KickStart on these two projects helped the Lemelson
Foundation understand where to apply its resources most effectively. The collaboration also shed light on the non-financial requirements of organizations like
KickStart. Finally, it highlighted the importance of partnering with the private sector and investing in market development to ensure there woulde be an impact by
creating self-sustaining change.
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KICKSTART AS A POINT OF REFERENCE
As with most nonprofit organizations, securing philanthropic resources has been
among the greatest challenges for KickStart. The organization secured its first
grant in 1991 from the British government, but to raise a required match, Nick
Moon and Martin Fisher, the organization’s founders, had to divert attention from
their mission to implement a large refugee camp project. For the next 10 years,
they raised funds from government aid agencies but were constrained by these
donors’ prescriptions and long delays in awarding grants. They strived to raise
funds from individual donors and foundations in industrialized countries, but
such donors couldn’t take tax deductions for gifts to a Kenyan organization, and
few could witness firsthand KickStart’s impacts, financial management, and
accountability. To overcome these problems, KickStart established itself as a U.S.
charity and opened an office in San Francisco in 2001 to lead and coordinate its
fundraising efforts.
While KickStart’s funding networks have grown, the organization still struggles to obtain certain types of funding. In particular, funding for technology development and testing, which carries risks such as those revealed by the well-drilling
project, has been more difficult to obtain than funding for technology promotion,
which has a more immediate impact. “This is one place where technology-based
investors such as the Lemelson Foundation can play a catalytic role,” says Fisher.
Another type of capital that is difficult to acquire is expansion capital to replicate
a proven technology and take it to scale by creating a new market. “Most donors
are still more interested in funding pilot projects than in taking proven methods to
scale,” says Fisher.
Early in the organization’s development, Moon and Fisher lacked access to
non-financial resources, including mentoring and networks that could help their
organization grow efficiently. “When we started in Kenya in 1991,” recounts Fisher,
“almost no one was doing this type of work and it was difficult for us to be in contact with people we could learn from.” For example, documenting the impact of
their technology was critical for fundraising and for creating demand for the new
technology, yet standards and best practices for doing so were not readily available.
Ultimately, Moon and Fisher invented their own approach, which has since provided inspiration to other organizations. “There were very few resources available
and we basically had to invent everything ourselves and learn by doing,” Fisher
says.
In addition, although they realized the importance of developing a retail network and conducting professional marketing to sell KickStart’s technologies,
Moon and Fisher lacked business expertise. Such skills were not considered useful
for development workers at that time, so there were very few resources available
from which to learn. Serendipitously, in 1996 they met Bob Hyde, an American
marketing executive who had worked in India and now wanted to live in Kenya.
Hyde, taken by the organization’s mission, mentored them in marketing. Much
later, Moon obtained an MBA from Durham University and Fisher attended an
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Executive Education course at Harvard Business School. KickStart would have
benefited had Moon and Fisher had such opportunities at an earlier stage.
In the Lemelson-funded projects and others, KickStart has had to work closely with Kenya’s and Tanzania’s existing private sector to implement its business
plan. Each new technology has required building local engineering and manufacturing capacity. KickStart has had to design entirely new types of production tooling for mass production with poor-quality and poorly dimensioned raw materials,
and to train local manufacturers who have never before done high-quality mass
production. In addition, it was initially very difficult to convince wholesalers and
retailers that it would be profitable to sell KickStart technologies. As a result,
KickStart was initially unable to build upon the reputable farm-supply shop network, and therefore sold its irrigation pumps through anyone the organization
could convince to take the risk, including local butchers and hairdressers.
Eventually, the technologies were proven and KickStart was able to work with the
private sector to create a reliable retail network and supply chain, thus ensuring
consistent prices and quality, and the availability of spare parts.
On the demand side, KickStart had to invest considerable resources in developing the market for its technologies—overcoming poor infrastructure, the riskaverse behavior of poor farmers, and illiteracy. Demonstrating the income-generating potential of the technology was critical to convincing people with very limited resources to make relatively big investments in a new technology; both they
and the lenders needed confidence that the initial investment could be recovered.
To overcome these barriers, KickStart employs creative marketing strategies, such
as demonstrating their technologies in front of retail shops, in local marketplaces,
and on the back of pick-up trucks. The organization uses commissioned salespeople, radio advertisements, and billboards, and conducts “speed-pumping” contests
at local marketplaces and fairs. Because many of these outreach activities require a
physical presence (and travel by personnel), they are more costly than written or
radio media—but generally more effective.
THE LEMELSON FOUNDATION’S INTERNATIONAL FUNDING STRATEGY
The Lemelson Foundation’s international program emerged from an initially U.S.focused strategy. Jerome Lemelson, the visionary behind this strategy, was awarded over 500 patents for inventions, such as one of the first laser-guided robots, the
automated warehouse, and key components of the audio cassette player, the fax
machine, and the VCR. He was concerned that the U.S. was failing to nurture
inventiveness, thereby threatening the country’s economic development and cultural vitality. To tackle this problem, he created the Lemelson Foundation, which
later broadened its vision to foster technological innovation to support economic
and social development in developing countries. Over the past decade, the
Lemelson Foundation has donated or committed more than $100 million to
advance its mission in the U.S. and abroad.
Based on Jerome Lemelson’s vision that invention drives prosperity, and on
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Figure 1. The Idea to Impact process.

Figure 2. Lemelson Foundation projects located along the Idea to Impact process.
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advice from developing country experts, the Foundation developed its international funding strategy in 2003. The Foundation provides grants and loans to nonprofit and for-profit organizations that design and disseminate technologies that
create self-sustaining positive impacts on people’s lives. The Foundation has considered vital lessons from the “appropriate technology movement” of the 1960s
and 1970s, and only supports projects that are driven by the needs and priorities
of local people.2 It also emphasizes entrepreneurship, favoring projects that help
poor people lift themselves out of poverty by creating income-generating opportunities.
To organize and analyze its grantmaking activities, the Foundation created a
conceptual framework called “Idea to Impact,” which outlines the process of taking an idea through the stages of conception, incubation, market development and
dissemination (see Figure 1); this framework draws on an extensive literature.3
Lessons from Lemelson-supported projects over the past three years corroborate those learned from the Lemelson-KickStart collaboration. The next section
describes four projects funded by the Foundation at different Idea to Impact stages
and draws conclusions regarding the role of philanthropic resources, the significance of organizational capacity building, and the importance of private-sector
partnerships and market development in contributing to success. Figure 2 places
the four projects within the Lemelson model: the Benetech project represents the
idea conception phase; the PATH project is an incubation project; the SEWA Bank
and SELCO collaboration occurs at the market development stage; and the IDE
India project is an expansion phase project.
Idea Conception: Benetech Landmine Detector Project
Benetech is a nonprofit organization that combines the impact of technological
solutions with the social entrepreneurship business model to help disadvantaged
communities across the world.4 It has identified an opportunity to create a brand
new technology: an affordable and highly efficient tool to detect landmines.
Benetech will use Lemelson funds to adapt an expensive military landmine detection technique called quadrupole resonance into a much cheaper and only slightly less efficient technology that can be used by humanitarian de-mining groups.
Benetech estimates that it will cost $1 million to develop and test 12 prototypes,
and an additional $1 million to reach sustainable production of affordable landmine detectors. To proceed with technology design, Benetech must secure licensing agreements from military contractors, including General Electric, to adapt the
de-mining technique for humanitarian purposes. “Our challenge is to strike a
social license with the companies, ensuring that society benefits without creating a
competitive disadvantage for them in other markets,” says Jim Fruchterman,
founder and director of Benetech.
Incubation: PATH Woman’s Condom Project
The Program for Appropriate Technologies in Health (PATH)5, is a nonprofit
organization that creates sustainable, culturally relevant solutions to health chal-

innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009

175

Julia Novy-Hildesley
lenges, enabling communities worldwide to break longstanding cycles of poor
health. PATH is designing a woman’s condom to empower women to protect
themselves against HIV/AIDS, other sexually transmitted diseases, and unwanted
pregnancy. Lemelson funds support the project at the incubation stage: PATH has
refined its design to address issues identified during field trials, such as comfort,
effectiveness, and ease of use, and is now engaged in the manufacturing process. In
preparation for the product launch, PATH is working to convince major reproductive health device manufacturers to produce and distribute the woman’s condom.
Market Development: SEWA and SELCO’s Solar Lighting Project
The Self-Employed Women’s Association Bank (SEWA)6 and the Solar Electric
Light Company—India (SELCO)7 are developing a new market for energy services, including solar lighting and efficient cooking technologies for poor families and
street market vendors in India. Each organization has a distinct role in the partnership. SEWA was founded in 1972 as a trade union of poor, self-employed women
in Gujarat, India. Today it has over 80 cooperatives tackling the varied needs of its
members. The Lemelson Foundation is supporting a project to adapt three alternative energy technologies, including solar lighting, to the needs of the poor and
create a system to distribute these to households in India’s Gujarat State. SEWA is
using Lemeslon funds to train individuals from its network of nearly 700,000 selfemployed women to become profitable new owners of energy service businesses.
It also provides small loans to allow newly trained women entrepreneurs to launch
their businesses and offers micro-credit to end-users, mostly women, to purchase
the technology. SELCO, on the other hand, is a private sector, for-profit company,
in Bangalore, India, founded in 1995 to market, install, and service solar home
lighting systems throughout southern India. To date, the company has installed
more than 20,000 solar home lighting systems through its network of more than
25 service centers in Karnataka state. By custom designing and selling solar lighting to newly trained women entrepreneurs, SELCO is piggy-backing on SEWA’s
investment in capacity building and financing. SELCO uses SEWA’s network activities and membership meetings to provide information about the new technology.
Impact Expansion: IDEI: India’s Drip Irrigation Project
International Development Enterprises—India (IDEI) is a nonprofit enterprise
that provides long-term solutions to poverty, hunger, and malnutrition through
affordable technologies.8 The Lemelson Foundation is supporting IDEI’s expansion of its manufacturing, distribution and retail supply chains for its low-cost
drip-irrigation kit, which sells for 60 to 80 percent less than comparable irrigation
systems. The support enables IDEI to scale up its successful model from Madhya
Pradesh state to Tamil Nadu state. Like KickStart, IDEI establishes self-sustaining
supply chains by using philanthropic resources to build demand and develop local
supply capacity. As with SELCO and KickStart, scaling up to new locations requires
investing in creative marketing schemes to reach dispersed and often illiterate consumers. IDEI takes traveling vans to villages that attract attention by broadcasting
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Indian film music, garnering an audience for demonstrating its drip-irrigation kit.
IDEI-trained field agents distribute flyers in the local language, and follow up with
interested farmers. After noting a disparity across farmers’ incomes following
adoption of IDEI’s irrigation technology, IDEI began to build private-sector partnerships to provide training to help farmers determine the most profitable mix
and timing of crops for their location. The organization also builds sales channels
to link farmers to local, national, and international markets for their new crops.
The Role of Philanthropic Resources
In each of these projects, philanthropic resources were necessary to correct market
failures, as private sector companies were not designing, manufacturing, or distributing the necessary technologies on their own. Raising such grants can be timeconsuming, distracting key personnel from their core business, particularly
because organizations often must pursue small grants from many sources and find
it difficult to secure funds for high-risk stages of development.
In the case of Benetech, the landmine detection technique developed for military purposes is highly proprietary, and private companies do not have an incentive to adapt the technique to suit the small and not very lucrative humanitarian
de-mining market. Benetech required not only philanthropic resources to address
a general market failure, but high-risk, early-stage grant funds to launch the project. As Jim Fruchterman, head of Benetech notes, “It is much harder to find the risk
capital [grant] to go from idea to working prototype. Once we have the humanitarian landmine detector in production, we’re certain we can find funding to produce detectors for de-mining groups.” A $250,000 grant from the Lemelson
Foundation with fund-matching requirements has helped secure additional
resources to propel this high-potential project to later stages of the Idea to Impact
process, where other funding is more likely.
PATH faces similar funding constraints. It was able to secure funds for user
acceptance trials in the research and development stage. However, PATH needed to
design manufacturing processes to attract large-scale manufacturers, and also produce a product for the clinical trials required for licensing by a regulatory agency.
These milestones are critical to attracting later-stage funding for manufacturing
and distribution, but prior to the Lemelson Foundation grant, PATH was unable
to secure funds for these critical tasks. Michael Free, PATH Vice President, notes
that “new drugs and devices require large investments whether they are for rich or
poor populations. For the latter, risks are high and returns are low, so traditional
sources of investment are not available. We have to rely on public and philanthropic sources. These sources seldom can invest in the entire project, but are more often
willing to fund up to the next milestone. Some milestones are more appealing than
others. Some funders change their goals or strategies during the five to ten years of
‘idea to impact.’ Blessed are the funders who fill the gaps or support the critical but
less appealing phases.”
For SEWA Bank, philanthropic funds were needed to incentivize the bank to
offer financial services in a new and unproven technology sector—solar lighting.
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Lemelson funds allowed the bank to provide larger loans to small-scale manufacturers who would build the new high-risk local supply chain for solar lighting,
complementing SEWA’s micro-finance services offered to end-users. In contrast,
SELCO’s founder, Harish Hande, chose to establish SELCO as a for-profit company and did not seek philanthropic resources. Unfortunately, the high cost of market development has slowed the company’s growth, because Hande has had to use
valuable equity to cover these expenses. He is now considering whether to diversify his fundraising strategy to include seeking grant funds for market development.
Like KickStart and SELCO, IDEI faces the long, hard road of creating fully
profitable supply chains for its technologies; this requires significant philanthropic resources and takes between three to twelve years, depending on market size.
Nonetheless, grant funds provided to IDEI and similar organizations are highly
leveraged. For example, a Foundation contribution to IDEI of $22 yields a net
increase of $500 in annual household income for farmers adopting its drip-irrigation kit. Similarly, every dollar granted to KickStart generates a twenty-fold
increase in new profits and wages for the end-users of its technologies. Such organizations are also exploring alternative financing. To complement grant funding,
KickStart is considering using a loan to finance outsourcing mass production so
that it can increase marketing and sales to other development and relief agencies
(“B2B” sales). Because the cost of sales is low—they can sell by the containerload—
this is potentially a very profitable business.
Organizational Capacity
The development of internal capacity is critical for maximizing social and economic impact. Each organization has faced capacity challenges and often developed innovative ways to address them. Benetech, for example, has created a network of pro bono lawyers, which it draws upon at little cost to the organization to
secure necessary licensing arrangements, such as those from the multinational
manufacturers of the military landmine detection technology. PATH uses strategic
hiring and staff training to strengthen its capacity to partner with the private sector, because relationships with large-scale manufacturers are critical to scaling up
production of its global health technologies. SELCO draws upon the resources of
its equity investors to enhance its business model and develop strategies for educating loan officers about the financial profitability of solar lighting. “Awareness of
the benefits and viability of solar has to be built up for every new geographical
area,” says Hande, “and we need the capacity to do it.” IDEI invests in new partnerships with exporters and farm extension workers to deepen its capacity to educate
farmers about what mix of crops to grow, depending on their local climate, and
how to reach lucrative markets.
Private Sector Partnerships
While many of the organizations discussed are nonprofit organizations, partnerships with the private sector, including those with local companies in developing
countries and transnational corporations, have been critical to their success. For
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example, Benetech had to build a relationship with General Electric to convince
the company that it would not be disadvantageous to allow Benetech access to its
proprietary techniques, as long as Benetech’s application of those techniques was
confined to the humanitarian market.
Similarly, the success of PATH’s project is dependent upon collaboration with
the private sector. It must convince international manufacturers to invest in mass
production of a new, high-risk, and potentially minimally lucrative product.
Because the existing market for the current commercial female condom is small
and largely dependent upon purchases by donor agencies, many companies are
reluctant to make a deal. According to Michael Free, “Because this technology is
largely for use in developing world populations, there is no incentive for investment and, consequently, no further development of product or market by the private sector. The desire for contraceptive barriers that could be controlled by
women has renewed interest in the female condom among the public and philanthropic sectors, but the international manufacturing sector, with the means to
scale up and achieve widespread impact, remains to be convinced.”
In contrast, SELCO’s private sector partnerships have been constrained by government interference in the market. During the past couple of years, the German
government’s solar subsidy program has created a shortage of smaller solar panels
around the world. SELCO’s suppliers are all based in India, but are selling most of
their production to the German market. This has increased the time required for
SELCO to obtain parts. Hande is tackling this by investing more intensely with
Indian manufacturers, creating long-term inventory plans and diversifying its
product portfolio. The success of IDEI, like KickStart, has been its ability to
enhance and partner with the local private sector. It has succeeded in convincing
small-scale entrepreneurs to invest the capital required to manufacture small dripirrigation kits. Because the capital investment is relatively small and the market is
large, these entrepreneurs have been willing to take the risk.
The Cost of Market Development
The organizations profiled in this article face high market development costs
because they are designing new technologies for use in the relatively high-risk
environment of developing countries. Benetech anticipates that one of its major
challenges will be to generate a shift in perception among humanitarian de-miners regarding when an area can be officially declared “de-mined.” The new technology will remove only active mines, leaving shrapnel, tin cans, and other metal
objects. This maximizes the efficiency of clearing but will only work if people have
confidence in the technology and change their perception of what constitutes a
cleared field. Currently, areas are declared safe only after all metal has been
removed, and a pass with a metal detector yields no signal. “We must start by integrating the new technology with existing methods of de-mining. Only after the deminers have extensive experience that proves a new tool is both safe and successful
will they consider modifying their protocols,” explains Fruchterman. “When the
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price of a mistake is injury or death, this is a sensible approach.” Thus, developing
a market for this potentially superior technology will require time and investment.
Similarly, PATH anticipates challenges in achieving widespread adoption of
the female condom. Because the female condom cannot be used without the
awareness of a sexual partner, it will require mutual consent. Until the technology
is commonly used, women are likely to feel uncomfortable or unable to ask a male
partner to accept its use. PATH is addressing this hurdle by focusing the design and
field trials on ease of use and comfort for both men and women to maximize the
potential for both to have a positive first experience with the condom. In acceptability trials in Mexico, Thailand, and South Africa, good comfort and overall sensation for both female and male participants was reported in 96 to 98 percent of
uses. In addition, PATH develops training materials, promotional strategies, and
other innovative behavior-change approaches to help service providers and users
employ the products effectively and build skills to broach the subject with their
partners.8
SELCO’s partnership with SEWA Bank has allowed the company to overcome
market development barriers that slowed its business growth over the past several
years. Prior to working with SEWA Bank, SELCO had to invest precious equity in
training 5,000 rural Indian loan officers, providing information that would convince them to lend to poor people interested in acquiring solar lighting and also to
manufacturers and entrepreneurs who would produce and sell the products.
SELCO had to demonstrate the technology’s cost-competitiveness against alternatives and the income streams resulting from access to solar lighting, which would
enable borrowers to pay back loans. Even after trainings, loan officers were not
entirely convinced, and SELCO had to effectively lower interest rates offered by
banks by creating separate long-term, low-interest loan funds. These funds covered
down payments and provided affordable interest rates for borrowers.
SEWA has now taken on financing and technology promotion to prove the
profitability of solar lighting. For example, in one distribution scheme, a small
entrepreneur owns a solar battery and lamp unit. She charges the batteries during
the day and rents out the solar lamps in the evening to night market, collecting the
units in the morning for recharging. Vendors like her previously rented kerosene
lamps for 14 rupees a night; they now pay just 12 rupees for solar lamps. In addition, solar lamps are easier to maintain, do not present a risk of fire, produce no
noxious fumes, and provide a higher-quality light.
Prior to partnering with SEWA, SELCO’s investments in market development
reduced the company’s resources for manufacturing, distribution, and sales, slowing SELCO’s growth and profits. As Harish Hande of SELCO explains, “In effect,
SELCO India used its precious and expensive working capital money to develop
the market by creating incentive schemes for the financial institutions and endusers. Such programs were necessary to create faith and trust in a new technology
like solar. For rural energy services to succeed, such trail-blazing costs need to be
covered through other soft sources, thus not directly affecting the growth of the
company.” Tapping into SEWA’s market and its loan funds provides a new avenue
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of growth for SELCO: SELCO markets to SEWA’s membership directly, and SEWA
Bank uses its own and Lemelson funds to provide loans for solar lighting.
IGNITING INNOVATION
Leaders of nonprofit and for-profit enterprises in the developing world are creating positive change based on the appropriate design and sale of technologies that
generate entrepreneurial opportunity or meet other basic needs of poor people.
The experiences of the organizations described in this article demonstrate the
importance of effective partnerships among the private sector, those financing the
projects, and those implementing them. Organizations require certain types of
capital at particular times; PATH and Benetech taught us that high-risk grants for
new technology design are particularly difficult to obtain. For market development
and expansion, KickStart, SELCO, and IDEI illustrated that greater philanthropic
resources are required for market development and expansion, and that privatesector financial services must be provided to the end-users and manufacturers who
are building the supply chains for important new technologies. Donors and
investors must enhance their understanding of the experience of organizations
working through the “Idea to Impact” process in order to create a seamless pipeline
of resources for organizations that are having a positive impact on the ground.
To advance this agenda, the Lemelson Foundation recently hosted a meeting of
many of the organizations discussed in this article, as well as foundations, banks,
and venture capital companies.10 Participants identified strategies to address challenges faced by organizations that advance invention-led development. For example, participants suggested hosting investor forums in developing countries to
allow funds to flow more efficiently to implementing organizations, emphasizing
that entrepreneurs in developing countries often find it difficult to connect with
donors and investors in industrialized countries. Recognizing the ability of many
organizations to absorb loans and equity investments as well as philanthropic
resources, participants also proposed pooling funds to leverage more investment
and increase efficiencies by allowing donors to share due diligence and monitoring
of funded organizations. In addition, to increase the standardization of information shared with investors, participants suggested that funded organizations define
and implement best practices for measuring their social and financial impact.
Mentoring and other non-financial services are also extremely valuable.
Foundations and other organizations must continue to build networks of support
to enhance the impact of organizations pursuing invention-led development.
Many institutions have already made significant contributions to this effort. For
example, the Schwab Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship provides social
entrepreneurs with global recognition and access to its network of investors,
transnational companies, and public figures through Klaus Schwab’s annual Davos
meeting of world leaders. Ashoka, a nonprofit organization that honors and funds
thousands of social entrepreneurs worldwide, connects its network to pro bono
management, legal and marketing mentoring.
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In this vein, the Lemelson Foundation has created incubators called Lemelson
Recognition and Mentoring Programs (L-RAMPs) to provide tailored and catalytic financial and non-financial support to local inventors and entrepreneurs in
developing countries whose new ideas and businesses address basic human needs
and create sustainable livelihoods for people earning less than $2 per day. In
Chennai, India, the Lemelson Foundation partnered with the Indian Institute of
Technology, Madras, one of India’s leading institutions in higher technological
education and in basic and applied research,11 and the Rural Innovations Network,
which provides comprehensive business services to enable rural entrepreneurs to
take their innovations to market,12 to competitively select grassroots and student
inventors and offer them access to technical and business mentoring that will allow
them to take raw concepts from idea to impact.13
By learning about the challenges confronted by global innovators, donors and
investors can work together to improve their facilitation of invention-led development. A growing number of for-profit and nonprofit organizations in the developing world are dedicated to improving the lives of the poor, and an increasing number of investors are interested in making a social impact. With the increased connectedness of local and global markets, there has never been a greater opportunity to build a middle class from the bottom up. Bringing interested investors together with enterprises that create appropriate and affordable technologies allows the
nearly three billion people earning less than $2 a day to build profitable and sustainable livelihoods.
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form. It uses the term “invention-led development” to refer to development that is driven by both
invention and innovation.
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end-users, see: Boru Douthwaite, Enabling Innovation: A Practical Guide to Understanding and
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female sex workers and with committed couples.
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13. The Indian Institute of Technology, Madras and Rural Innovations Network are implementing
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<www.lemelson.org/news/articles_of_interest_detail.php?id=678>. Individuals recently selected
for recognition and mentoring include a young woman who designed an improved asthma
inhaler, a middle-class engineer who developed a magnetic fuel efficiency device, and an elderly
man who created a fuel-efficient cooker. Each inventor has received a loan and has been assigned
an advisory team with whom (s)he has developed a mentoring plan. For example, mentors from
the L-RAMP network will guide the inventor of the improved asthma inhaler through validation
of the aerosol spray characteristics, improved manufacturing design, and field trials.
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Expanding Possibilities
at the Base of the Pyramid
Innovations Case Discussion: KickStart
The last decade has witnessed a seismic shift in our understanding of and approach
to poverty alleviation. Driven in large part by the emergence of empowermentbased forms of development practice—most notably, Participatory Rural
Appraisal1—and the success of the Grameen Bank and the microfinance movement it catalyzed, it is now well accepted that sustainable poverty alleviation must
recognize the poor as central agents in that process. Indeed, in place of the image
of the poor as helpless dependants waiting on Western largesse to extricate them
from their predicament, the poor are increasingly recognized as highly resourceful
entrepreneurs who possess valuable knowledge, resources, and capabilities. In
turn, business development and enterprise creation driven by the poor has
emerged as a powerful philosophy and tool for addressing poverty and marginality. Significantly, this shift has simultaneously altered the role of the development
practitioner—from that of a “development doctor,” who diagnoses the poor’s
problem and prescribes the solution, to that of “enterprise facilitator”, who assists
the poor in acting on their self-defined aspirations.
KickStart and its founders demonstrate the power of this enterprise-driven
approach to poverty alleviation, as their MoneyMaker™ pump has empowered
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over 30,000 income-poor people to start or expand their own income-generating
businesses on their own terms. Much as microfinance loans make possible a wide
variety of businesses, so, too, do KickStart technologies. By simply making their
technologies accessible to the poor through local market outlets, KickStart provides an enabling tool that expands the poor’s opportunity set and, consequently,
their ability to provide for their own needs. Indeed, MoneyMaker pumps are used
in a variety of income-generating activities—from expanding food crop production, to launching plant nursery business, to washing cars, and even to providing
and selling drinking water. As KickStart founder Martin Fisher observes, the combined impact of these thousands of locally spawned businesses produces countrylevel effects of significant proportion.
The enterprise-driven suc[T]he massive opportunity for
cess of organizations such as
corporations presented by the
KickStart and Grameen Bank
has also contributed to a silent
[Base of the Pyramid] is
revolution taking place in cormatched by an equally
porate boardrooms. Stung by
the dual recognition that their
daunting set of challenges.
core market—the highest 20
percent of income earners on
the globe—is saturated and
offers limited future growth opportunities and that serving the rich at the exclusion of the poor will fuel an increasingly global backlash,2 multinational corporations (MNCs) are turning to the four billion poor that comprise the “Base of the
Pyramid” (BoP) as a viable market.3 By learning to create business models and
offerings that serve the needs of those at the BoP, the MNC opens up a market of
massive growth potential while demonstrating a commitment to serving a diversity of needs and values.
But the massive opportunity for corporations presented by the BoP is matched
by an equally daunting set of challenges. First, the cost structure and material
intensity of MNCs’ current business models preclude their easy extension to BoP
markets. For although MNCs’ customers account for little more than 20 percent of
the world’s population, these customers account for almost 80 percent of the
resources consumed on the planet. In addition, relative to wealthy consumer markets, BoP markets are characterized by a completely different set of geographic
(e.g., predominantly rural based), structural (e.g., absence of roads or telecommunications network), institutional (e.g., absence of Western property rights
regimes), and cultural (e.g., different life aspirations) factors. Clearly, serving BoP
markets sustainably requires a radical change in how corporations think of and do
business.
It is with this in mind that we turn to consider the successes, as well as the
untapped opportunities, that KickStart’s experience provides. For it is from pioneering organizations such as KickStart that corporations can gain valuable insight
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into alternative business approaches and models for sustainably serving BoP markets.
WHAT IS “APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY”?
How has KickStart succeeded in designing and disseminating a technology (the
MoneyMaker pump) that has had such a tremendous impact on the lives of
Kenya’s rural poor? What can corporations looking to serve the BoP learn from
KickStart’s experience? At first blush, and based on the information in the case, it
would seem that the foundation for KickStart’s success is rather straightforward:
the organization has created “truly appropriate” technologies and marketing
In theory, it is [Kickstart’s]
strategies based on the
needs of the rural poor. In
unique combination of design
other words, the configuraand marketing characteristics
tion of their products and
the way those products are
that convert otherwise
advertised and disseminated are better suited to the
inappropriate technologies and
unique needs of the rural
development strategies into
poor, their socio-cultural
structure, and their envipotent, poverty-alleviating
ronmental conditions than
mechanisms. Yet... the evidence
other technology-based
development
offerings.
just isn’t there to support it.
Let’s explore this assumption.
The KickStart case
argues that income-generating technologies for the rural poor need to be simple to
use and easy to repair, labor and time intensive in their use, priced sufficiently low
to allow individual ownership, have low energy (non-human) requirements, and
be environmentally sustainable. Ostensibly, such technologies do not exist and
require Western engineering capability to produce. An appropriate marketing
strategy would focus on the individual buyer and not impose any “arbitrary” ownership forms (e.g., women’s groups, collectives). In theory, it is this unique combination of design and marketing characteristics that convert otherwise inappropriate technologies and development strategies into potent, poverty-alleviating mechanisms. Yet, as appealing as the simplicity of this answer might be—for, if correct,
global poverty alleviation would entail the application of a fairly straightforward
set of principles—the evidence just isn’t there to support it.
First, we can point to a number of successful examples of technology-driven
micro-enterprise creation among the rural poor that utilize technology designs
and/or marketing approaches that diverge from those of KickStart. Let’s look in
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more detail at the cases of GrameenPhone and n-Logue, as they stand in stark contrast to KickStart’s experiences with its MoneyMaker pump.
Grameen Phone, launched in 1997 in Bangladesh, outfits women entrepreneurs or “phone ladies” in rural villages with an off-the-shelf mobile phone and a
solar recharger unit, the cost of which (approximately $175) is financed through
microloans from Grameen Bank. The phone ladies retail the phone service to people in the villages where they live. The performance of Grameen Phone has been
nothing but astounding. By August 2004, there were some 75,000 phone ladies,
with each operator generating additional income of approximately $1000 per year.
Recall that the per capita income in Bangladesh is $286 per year.4 Through the
phone ladies, half of Bangladesh’s rural population now enjoys access to telephony. And Grameen Phone’s revenues are estimated at half a billion dollars.
One of the greatest sources of
The India-based company
value delivered by the cell
n-Logue, also a privately owned
rural telecommunications comphone and Internet access to
pany, piloted a locally engithe rural poor is time based.
neered wireless-in-loop (WLL)
voice- and data-splitting technology in India in 2001 called
corDECT. The company relies
on a micro-franchise model to equip rural entrepreneurs with a computer, monitor, printer, digital camera, back-up battery, and application suite, all the in local
language. A corDECT wall set connects the franchisee to a central node that provides access to India’s Internet backbone and national telecommunications network. In addition, the kiosk franchise owners receive six months of unlimited
Internet access, a marketing kit and introductory training. The cost of the package
is approximately $1,200. Franchisees generate income by selling a variety of
Internet-based services,5 telephony, computer training, digital photographs, and
video showings. By 2004, n-Logue was operating in seven states and 1,900 villages,
and expecting to enter an additional 4,000 villages in 2005.
How do Grameen Phone’s and n-Logue’s technologies stack up against the criteria outlined in the KickStart case? First, it’s worth stating explicitly that in both
cases, all or part of the core technology offering is an existing, off-the-shelf technology (e.g., cell phone, computer) previously utilized only by the wealthiest of
people. It was not necessary to redesign either the cell phone or the computer to
make them appropriate for the rural poor. Although n-Logue’s extension of
Internet connectivity to rural areas indeed required the development of a “rurallyspecific” technology, the technology is clearly not mechanically simple—nor one
easily repairable by anyone other than a highly trained engineer. The same would
apply to the cell phone and computer. And although technophiles would argue
that the cell phone and computer are easy to use relative to a MoneyMaker treadle
pump, they certainly require training.
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Contrary to KickStart’s design assumptions, one of the greatest sources of
value delivered by the cell phone and Internet access to the rural poor is time
based. Through cell phones and Internet, poor rural farmers are able to get timely, up-to-date information on everything from crop prices to crop insect pests and
even livestock illness, thereby allowing farmers to command higher prices for their
crops and tend to crop disease or livestock illness before incurring heavy economic losses. In addition, phone and Internet access save rural farmers the time (and
expense) of journeying into town. Two days spent in transit are two days away
from the farm, thereby jeopardizing crop yield and income. Impact assessments of
Grameen Phone’s pilot study indicated that each call placed in the rural village
saved the user $2.70 to $10, which translates into 2.5 percent to 10 percent of
monthly household income.6 Indeed, the rural poor experience opportunity costs
as much as or even more intensely than wealthy people.
Energy-wise, both the cell phone and the n-Logue computer system are
dependent upon electricity. Cognizant of the unreliability (and even outright
absence) of rural electrical grids, each of the businesses addresses this gap by simply providing a mobile energy source as part of the technology package. And in
Grameen Phone’s case, the energy source relies on solar power.
From a pricing standpoint, it’s not clear if the $175 cost of the cell phone kit is
a priori “affordable,” given that the annual per capita income in Bangladesh is
$286. Relative to the MoneyMaker pump, which retails at $88 (by virtue of grant
subsidies) in Kenya—a country whose per capita annual income is comparable to
that of Bangladesh—the cost of the phone kit is seemingly pushing the threshold
of affordability. At $1,200, n-Logue’s computer franchise package for India’s rural
poor appears absurd. However, ex post, the cost of the technology packages is
clearly affordable, as the revenues generated by the micro-businesses are sufficient
to pay for the financing cost of the technology while leaving a profit. The important point is that “affordability” is not inherent to a technology—affordability is a
function of the business model within which the technology is embedded.
Let’s briefly turn our attention to the issue of marketing and dissemination
strategy, particularly in the case of Grameen Phone. As stated in the case, KickStart
argues strongly against “arbitrary” segmentation perpetuated by development professionals (e.g., women) and “Marxist-based” models of collective ownership. Such
approaches not only fail to reach the right customers, they also create mis-aligned
incentives, inevitably leading to what economists call moral hazard. Yet Grameen
Phone and Grameen Bank, as many are aware, target women for its customers.
They do so in the belief—supported by empirical studies—that women, more so
than men, invest additional income in their children’s health and education.
In addition, Grameen Bank, which finances the phone purchases, utilizes a solidarity lending model in which a group of women collectively become the guarantors of unsecured loans issued to individual women in the group. Conventional
economic wisdom suggests that such a loan scheme—which removes a large part
of the risk associated with an individual’s loan—would be ripe for abuse. However,
Grameen Bank’s loan repayment rate stands above 95 percent, a rate far better than
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innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009

Expanding the Possibilities at the Base of the Pyramid
that of traditional banks. The success of the solidarity lending model—and
Grameen Bank’s and Grameen Phone’s business model—is dependent on the
communal ties that exist among women in rural Bangladeshi communities.
Indeed, the assumption of individual self-interest and rent-seeking that underlies
traditional banking approaches raises significantly the cost of doing business (as
they require intensive background screening, paperwork, demonstration of collateral, and credible threat of legal recourse), and thereby raises the price of loans
beyond the reach of the poor.
As we’ve seen, if we were to extract a set of “appropriate” technology design
and marketing approaches from the successful cases of Grameen Phone and nLogue, our list would be practically the reverse of KickStart’s. But there is yet
another reason to doubt that any such criteria form the foundation for KickStart’s
success—for there are examples of failed micro-enterprise development interventions that compare favorably with KickStart’s criteria.
The animal-drawn wheeled tool-carrier—the subject of Paul Starkey’s 1988
study7—was designed as a multipurpose farming tool to boost farming productivity, primarily in Asia and Africa. The tool-carriers could be used for everything
from plowing, seeding, weeding, and transport. As Robert Chambers recounts, the
tool-carriers “were designed by agricultural engineers, developed and tested in
workshops and on research stations, and then passed on to farmers for trials and
to manufacturers for production.”8 The resources and brainpower that went into
some three decades of research and development on the toolcarriers are astounding. Starkey estimates that the development costs (in 1987 prices) were over $40
million, involving hundreds of senior and junior staff at multilateral institutions
such as the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics
(ICRISAT).9
By most estimates (prior to Starkey’s 1988 publication), the animal-drawn
wheeled tool-carrier was an “appropriate” technology that blended Western design
capability with local environmental conditions. At the time, it compared favorably
with KickStart’s current criteria. Critically, the tool-carrier’s central purpose was to
boost farming productivity and efficiency and, hence, generate additional income.
Economic forecasts from a research station in Senegal suggested that the wheeled
toolcarriers would “allow cultivated surfaces to double… while at the same time
allowing returns to both area and labour to increase.”10 An ICRISAT analysis
claimed that the additional incremental profits generated by the tool-carriers
would pay for the $1,000-plus costs of the equipment within a year’s time. Given
the success of n-Logue’s $1,200 computer franchise package, these forecasts certainly sound plausible.
The design relied on Western engineering capability and research, much of
which took place on agricultural research stations dotted across the developing
world. Even the design principles articulated by Jean Nolle, a French agricultural
engineer and pioneer in the development of tool-carriers for the better part of
three decades, included simplicity of design, multi-purpose use, and standardiza-
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tion of components.11 Ruggedness, simplicity of use, and ease of manufacture and
repair were central concerns. In addition, the tool-carriers did not require electricity or fossil fuels, simply animal power.
Much like KickStart, many dissemination strategies, particular during the
1960s and 1970s, relied on private-sector manufacturing and distribution. Private
sector-led initiatives could be found in India, Botswana, Brazil, Mexico, Senegal,
and Cameroon. During the 1980s, a shift toward government and aid-sector distribution of agricultural implements shifted trading patterns, with manufacturers
of tool-carriers moving out of direct sales to focus on governmental and aid
agency contracts.
In the end, however, the wheeled tool-carriers were flatly rejected by farmers,
who argued that single-purpose implements better suited their needs and that the
tool-carrier’s cost was too high. Once again, ex post, one can easily identify a host
of design flaws that might explain its failure. But the point remains that had
KickStart’s criteria been in place three decades ago, the same outcome would have
resulted: the tool-carrier would have been deemed appropriate and launched into
the market with expectations of success.
If this example isn’t sufficiently convincing—as we recognize that our and
Starkey’s reading of this technology and its history are but one of many—there is
another organization whose technologies adhere letter for letter to KickStart’s
design and marketing principles but has failed to catalyze significant rural microenterprise development: KickStart itself. For it is important to remember that no
other KickStart technology—which among others include an oilseed press, a soil
block press, a hay baler, and a pit latrine slab—has had an effect remotely comparable to the MoneyMaker pump on rural micro-enterprise development and, consequently, on rural poverty reduction. As its 2003-2004 annual report indicates,
over 98 percent of the organization’s unit sales (9,007 out of a total 9,189 units
sold) are generated by a single product type: the micro-irrigation technologies.
Moreover, the MoneyMaker line of pumps was not KickStart’s first product
released into the market, so success doesn’t stem from longer market exposure.
There simply is no easy way to explain the disparity in impact among KickStart’s
own technologies.
What this brief analysis reveals is that KickStart’s success has little to do with
having hit upon some sacred, infallible set of design and marketing criteria that are
inherently “appropriate” for the rural poor—otherwise, the pump’s success would
extend to KickStart’s entire suite of technologies. Indeed, the very use of the
moniker “appropriate technology” often relies on a tautological logic: If a successful business incorporates a technology, the technology (and its dissemination
strategy) is deemed appropriate; if no profitable business model can leverage the
technology, it is relegated to the status of “inappropriate.” Yes, all of the factors and
criteria identified in the KickStart case inform a business model and how the enduser (the rural poor in this case) implements a technology, but they do not a priori determine business success or failure. They merely establish the context within
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which the entrepreneur innovates. Appropriateness, therefore, is not determined
by the technology or the marketing approach but by the imagination of its user.
REAL OPTIONS FOR REACHING THE “BASE OF THE PYRAMID”
Back to our original question: Why has KickStart been successful, and how can
companies learn from their experience? Clearly, KickStart is accomplishing something that few other organizations—for profit or otherwise—can claim. Boosting
a country’s GDP by 0.5 percent while serving its poorest sectors is no small feat!
But if the success of the MoneyMaker pump (and all other technologies) in catalyzing micro-enterprise has little to do with ingenious product design or marketing (or prescient knowledge of profitable business opportunities for that matter),
where then do we turn?
Before we address this question, let’s remind ourselves how difficult it is to
build a new business, whether you
are a multinational corporation
entering a new-product market or a
KickStart’s strategy for
micro-entrepreneur in Kenya. The
failure rate of startup businesses in
alleviating poverty through
the U.S. has been estimated to reach
technology-based micro85 percent in certain sectors,
despite the resources people have
enterprise formation
available to them relative to the
provides an excellent
rural poor. “Good ideas” are a dime
a dozen—turning an idea into a
example of this real-options
profitable business is where the
rubber meets the road. Within such
strategic framework.
a context, the linear and highly regimented planning (and design)
models that constitute the heart of
much managerial and administrative training—both of business and development
professionals—are likely to fail. It takes a different kind of organizational strategy,
one that accepts and integrates ambiguity and uncertainty, rather than masking it
behind a façade of numeric certainty. KickStart’s success, we believe, is the result of
such an organizational strategy, one which we shall call a “real options” strategy.12
A strategy is distinct from a “business model.” KickStart’s business model consists of the organization’s particular configuration of resources and assets by which
it manufactures, markets, finances, and distributes its pumps and other technologies. A strategy, by contrast, outlines how a firm intends to achieve its stated mission over time. Key strategic processes include defining the scope of the organization’s activities, the allocation and targeting of funds, and the choices one makes
regarding organizational size and structure.
The notion of a real-options strategy takes its name and underlying logic from
the “financial option.” A financial option explicitly recognizes the value of uncerinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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tainty (volatility) and time and the relationship between the two. Its appeal as a
logic for guiding organizational strategy stems directly from its ability to value
uncertainty. As we’ve argued above, new enterprise creation is a prime candidate
for such an approach, particularly at the BoP. Fundamentally, a real-options strategy responds to uncertainty through a staged process of rapid, low-cost, continuous learning supported by flexible resource allocation and organizational structure. Small-scale experimentation and low-cost “probes” are the tools that enable
such learning. Within a real-options logic, organizational flexibility is of central
concern. As such, investments are targeted into establishing a core-capabilities
platform from which the organization can respond in multiple directions based on
new information. By extension, in place of a single-product approach, which can
lead to over-commitment, a portfolio of products and technologies would be
developed and tested, thereby spreading risk while increasing the number of
“probes” in the market. Within a real-options framework, product or business failures are not considered wasted efforts but valuable sources of information.
Organizational growth and expansion—in people and infrastructure—would
be limited until the experiments and small-scale pilots yield sufficient insight into
the business model to justify scaling up or discontinuing. As the example of the
wheeled tool-carrier demonstrates, having the organizational flexibility to terminate a low-value project is as valuable as the opportunity to scale-up one that
shows promise. And the scale-up process itself follows an incremental approach,
avoiding the all-or-nothing investment decisions that lock the organization into a
single business model from the start.
KickStart’s strategy for alleviating poverty through the formation of technology-based micro-enterprise provides an excellent example of this real-options
strategic framework. The trial-and-error approach that the case alludes to conceals
a deeper strategy that leverages KickStart’s core competency in producing durable,
culturally-sensitive, mechanically operated technologies within a highly flexible
organizational design that facilitates rapid, low-cost learning. A visit to KickStart’s
corporate headquarters in Nairobi quickly supports the notion that the organization’s resources are focused on harnessing and expanding its technology-development capability. Most of the organization’s formally trained personnel work in its
Tech-Dev department (as do its ex-patriots), and a significant portion of its office
space is dedicated to this function. Furthermore, “cultural capital” clearly resides
within Tech-Dev, as decision-making power flows from Tech-Dev to the field.
KickStart also maintains organizational flexibility and low experimentation
costs by driving most of its operations through a variable-cost model.
Manufacturing is outsourced; products are sold through independent dealers. The
Marketing/Sales group relies heavily on commission-based employees. The Impact
Monitoring department is a recent phenomenon that has developed as demand for
the pumps has increased, along with donor requests to learn about the impact their
funds are having.
Unlike many NGOs, KickStart does not invest significant funds, research or
activism into development issues. As the case suggests, KickStart does not believe
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in extensive training or skills development (other than how to operate its equipment), does not focus on establishing “women’s self-help groups,” nor address
itself to a host of other potential domains (e.g., nutrition, health). KickStart
believes in these important issues, but does not feel it has the capacity to address
them effectively. In addition, the group’s philosophy focuses on the individual as
the locus of change. Again, the critical implication is that KickStart maintains very
low overhead, giving it the organizational flexibility to experiment and learn.
KickStart maintains a portfolio of products that include an oilseed press, the
soil-block press, the treadle pump, and the hay baler, among others. The organization continues to develop additional technologies, many of which leverage a common compression technology. The products share a suite of common characteristics: all are manually operated and require, at most, two people to function; they
are ergonomically designed and easy to operate; and durability and ease of repair
are made possible by designs that require few moving parts. By maintaining a portfolio of technologies, KickStart gains greater market knowledge through its multiple touch points with the market and increases the likelihood that a successful
match will occur. It’s instructive to recall that KickStart’s first technology was not
the micro-irrigation pump, but the oilseed press (which only sold 49 units in
Kenya in 2004 compared with 9,007 micro-irrigation pumps). Had KickStart bet
the farm on its oilseed press—much as the developers of the wheeled tool-carrier—KickStart would not be in the position it is today.
The value of a real options strategy for serving BoP markets is that it increases the probability that an organization will develop a product or service that a poor
person or community will successfully embed into a profitable, wealth-generating
local business. And as KickStart and other pioneering social entrepreneurs have
demonstrated, demand for their products and services is ultimately dependent on
the ability of the end-user—the owner of the MoneyMaker pump or the cell
phone—to fashion a wealth-creating micro-enterprise. But, as we’ve suggested,
catalyzing these micro-enterprises is not something amenable to deliberate, deductive planning, nor to a natural outcome from a technology’s design characteristics,
nor to be based on how we may market them. Yes, these factors comprise the
boundary conditions within which business models are developed, but they do not
determine them. As such, there is no silver bullet technology for dealing with the
uncertainty of new enterprise creation. But there are strategies that can help
organizations manage such conditions. KickStart’s real-options strategy is one
such model.
1. Robert Chambers, Whose Reality Counts: Putting the First Last, (London: ITDG Publishing: 1997).
2. As demonstrated by the intensification of anti-WTO, WEF, and IMF protests, from Seattle, Davos,
Prague, and Cancun to, most recently, Hong Kong. Furthermore, today’s demonstrators are as likely to include smallholder farmers and Third World women’s coalitions as they are American college
students and European “Greens.”
3. C. K. Prahalad and Stuart Hart (2002), "The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid," Strategy and
Business 26: 54-67; C. K. Prahalad, The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid (Philadelphia: Wharton
School Publishing, 2004); Stuart Hart, Capitalism at the Crossroads (Philadelphia: Wharton School
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Simple Measures for Social Enterprise

I would not give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity
but I would give my life for the simplicity on the other side of compleity.
—attributed to Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.
Over the last two decades, social entrepreneurs have become darlings of the social
sector. From the pioneering work of Ashoka to the global stage presented by the
Skoll World Forum and the inspiring work of their Skoll Fellows, a new breed of
innovative people and enterprising institutions are literally promising to change
the world. Ranging from non-profits with highly scalable models looking to transform national education policy to for-profit businesses looking to serve the “base
of the pyramid” at affordable health clinics, this diverse range of social enterprises
offers alternatives to traditional charity or development assistance. Even big businesses are taking social enterprise seriously as they explore new ways to tap into
underserved markets in emerging economies.
But for all the innovation, the question remains: So what? Have these new
approaches led to enduring change? Are people drinking cleaner water, living
healthier lives, or moving out of poverty because of the new products designed to
be affordable and accessible to the poor? We think so, but the evidence is nascent
and mostly anecdotal. Our objective at Acumen Fund has been to push hard on
these questions of measurement and impact: if what we are doing is a real innovation in philanthropy and development assistance, then we should have evidence
that what we are doing matters for the lives of millions of people.
This is not a simple problem. This article describes our efforts to get an answer
to those questions within Acumen Fund and dives into the complexity of measuring social change. The article reviews our work to develop a manageable and somewhat simple approach to this complex challenge, and then looks at how the field of
measurement might evolve in the coming years. My aim is to provide some very
practical advice about how to produce or consume claims of social impact (or,
more appropriately, evidence of social outputs), and to offer some observations
Brian Trelstad is Chief Investment Officer of the Acumen Fund. Before joining
Acumen Fund, Trelstad spent four years at McKinsey & Company as a consultant in
the health care and non-profit practices and as an editor of the McKinsey Quarterly.
This essay derives from remarks delivered at the 2009 Skoll World Forum.
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about the barriers to adopting these practices.
THE CHALLENGE OF MEASUREMENT
Acumen Fund is a seven-year-old social investment fund with roughly $35 million
of approved investments in ventures that deliver health, water, housing, and energy products and services to the poor. Our investors, philanthropic donors, expect
us to use their charitable contributions to invest money—often on slightly less
than commercial terms—to build financially sustainable and growing businesses
that provide measurable social or environmental value. Any of the “patient capital” returned to Acumen Fund is recycled for new investments. We believe that the
market-based delivery of goods can complement traditional charitable efforts and
often serves as a listening device: if our enterprises are not delivering value—social
or economic—their customers will not return and their businesses will not grow.1
Measuring the expected and actual financial returns of our investments is relatively straightforward for Acumen Fund and for our peers. Like most investors, we
project net income, free cash flows, terminal values, and likely exit multiples; we
then discount these cash flows back to the present day to establish financial value.
Or, if we make a loan, we can expect a future stream of interest and principal
repayments to come back to us over the five to seven years of our average loan.
And once we exit the investments, it is very easy to look retrospectively at our net
financial return.
Measuring the social or environmental returns of our investments is not so
straightforward. The first challenge is defining what specifically we mean by
“social impact.” This can range from a proof of concept of our model—that we
can invest risk capital in social enterprises and see it returned—to knowing that
our investments in malaria are leading to reductions in the incidence of malaria or
that our investments in drip irrigation are moving smallholder farmers out of
poverty. Second, once it is clear what threshold of outcomes we are aiming for, it
turns out that it is actually quite hard and expensive to “prove” anything. Later I’ll
discuss why we count outputs (e.g., bednets sold) instead of seeking to demonstrate outcomes (e.g., reduction in incidence in malaria), but we are familiar with
the challenge of moving beyond anecdotes and data towards making a rigorous
case for impact.
Finally, we would love to understand, but don’t have the capacity to measure,
the economic multipliers or unintended consequences of our work. If the textile
mill creates 5,000 jobs in Tanzania, what sort of impact does this have on the local
or regional economy or national tax receipts? Conversely, does the change in patterns of water collection in rural India change the social dynamics in a way that
harms rather than helps? Ted London at the University of Michigan writes coherently about the need to account for the positive and negative impact of social ventures working at the base of the pyramid, and has developed a framework that
“drives improvements in a venture’s poverty alleviation performance by enhancing
positive outcomes and mitigating potential negative ones.”2 This kind of compre196
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hensive framework is extremely valuable in pushing us to think through the anticipated and unexpected outcomes of our investments, but at this point ir is tricky
to implement at the business level.
Given these challenges, we start from
the premise that to get better results and
improve our work on a continuous basis,
Metrics and evaluation
we need to measure what we manage.3 We
also owe it to our donors to ask whether
are to development
philanthropic investments into Acumen
programs as autopsies
Fund have made a difference relative to
their other charitable options. We owe it to
are to health care: too
ourselves as professionals trying to effect
change to understand what is working and
late to help, intrusive,
what is not—and why. We owe it to the
and often inconclusive.
entrepreneurs that we invest in to not
impose burdensome reporting on them
but to include them in a system that helps
them think about and anticipate key performance challenges as they grow their
business and serve the poor. And, finally, we owe it to the end users of these services to think clearly about how the businesses we are building will make a difference in their lives, in their children’s lives, and in their communities.
TAKING THE PULSE OF ACUMEN FUND’S INVESTMENTS
Metrics and evaluation are to development programs as autopsies are to health
care: too late to help, intrusive, and often inconclusive. Equipped with a range of
best practices and precedents (see Appendix), we set out to build a performance
management process that would “take the pulse” of our work: frequent, simple
measures that would allow us to refine our thinking, change our course, and diagnose problems before they became too significant.
As a result, our metrics work extends across our entire investment process. It
is a series of loosely connected exercises bound more tightly by our organizational values and our team’s curiosity than a well-defined process or an integrated
soup-to-nuts technology system. It is not perfect, and it is continuously evolving,
but we think it reflects the state of the practice in the social investment and nonprofit sectors. It is worth reviewing in some detail how at each stage of our investment process, along what we call the “chain of accountability,” we think about connecting the donors to Acumen Fund, to the investments we make in businesses,
and to the difference those businesses make in the lives of the customers they serve.
During Due Diligence
After we have found a social entrepreneur with a compelling business model, one
that seems to align with our aspirations, we commence with “formal due diligence”
of the opportunity. Most of the diligence is focused on the business model, the
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unit economics, the customer need, the quality of the organization, the integrity of
the leadership team, and the financial plan. A significant part of the diligence,
however, seeks to understand whether or not the business creates meaningful
social value.
To do this, we rely on three separate steps. First we review the literature on the
state of practice to understand if the investment’s main activity “matters.” This
includes discussions with our internal staff portfolio team, advisors, and experts in
the field. Second, we estimate the number of people in the “base of the pyramid”
4
who will be served by the business over the life of the investment. Third, we assess
whether or not the delivery of those “outputs” to our target constituency will compare more or less favorably to the “best alternative charitable option” available to
our donors. Let me take each of these steps in turn.
We start each of our investment discussions with a focus on the customer:
How does this product help the poor? Do people need this product or service? Are
they willing to pay for it? And if they do get it, what evidence exists that their lives
will be measurably better for having used the service? For example, take antimalarial bednets. There was considerable debate about whether or not people will
(or should) pay for the long-lasting anti-malarial bednets,5 but there is little debate
that their proper use, particularly throughout an entire village, can lead to significant reductions in the incidence of malaria.6
With community clean water systems, the evidence is a bit more ambiguous.
Of course it makes intuitive sense that the proper treatment of surface water for
drinking should lead to improved health outcomes, but a lot of things happen after
customers collect water from a central village water-treatment system: they transport the water, store it for a few days, and drink it out of potentially dirty cups. To
us, the empirical evidence that selling clean drinking water from centralized distribution points in rural India will lead to reductions in waterborne illnesses is not as
robust as the evidence that delivery of bednets to Kenyans can reduce the incidence
of malaria.
Once we have established whether or not an intervention matters—or more
exciting, whether our investment can contribute to the world’s understanding of
what works—we know what outputs to start counting. It is important to pause on
the word outputs for a minute. In evaluation parlance, some combination of
inputs (investment money, technology, staff) helps generate a certain set of outputs (bednets delivered, liters of clean water filtered), which might lead to an outcome (reduction of incidence of malaria, fewer people getting sick from drinking
bad water) that translates into the impact: knowing for certain what would not
have happened were it not for our investment or invention. Defining the outputs
is critical. For us, it is not just “bednets,” but some dimension of “bednets” properly deployed and used. Moving from narrow definitions of outputs as “products”
toward definitions with some dimension of product service and quality acts as an
important check on a race to least-cost delivery models.
Moving from outputs, however sophisticated the definition, to understanding
outcomes and proving impact is extremely complicated and seems to require ran198
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domized control trials that demonstrate the counter-factual.7 We had discussions
with researchers affiliated with MIT’s Poverty Action Lab on how this might be
possible to do with some of our investments and have conducted two rigorous
studies on retail distribution strategies for the anti-malarial bednets and on the
link between delivering clean water and community health. But these studies are
expensive, and it is impractical to spend $250,000 researching the impact of a
$500,000 investment—unless such a study could be used to understand the impact
of similar investments in our portfolio and others for years to come. So our strategy has been to review the literature and consult the experts, to establish the clarity and certainty of a specific output’s links to impacts, and to focus on counting
those outputs.
As an investment moves forward in due diligence, another critical step in the
process is to compare the projected outputs delivered per unit of philanthropic
input (in this case capital) compared with the “best available charitable option” (or
BACO, as we call it). More simply, if a donor who cares about malaria gives
Acumen Fund a million dollars, we want to be able to compare how many bednets
our factory makes over five years (or better, the years of malaria protection that the
nets provide) with what the donor could buy on the “charitable marketplace.” The
charitable marketplace is fragmented and inefficient, but it does exist. For example, a moderately curious donor could learn that Malaria No More offers to deliver one long-lasting bednet for $10, so any investment from Acumen Fund would
need to deliver at least one bednet for every $10 our fund receives. We have written more extensively about BACO, the methodology, and its limitations on our
website,8 so I won’t go into too much detail here, but let me reflect on how this
“back of the envelope” approach helps us.
The BACO methodology is important for our process in a few ways. First, it
forces the team to think about who is doing the best or prevailing work on solving
the same or similar problems. Second, it forces us to think about the marginal cost
decision a hypothetical donor is making. In the absence of absolute standards of
performance in the social sector, we need to think about how else the donor could
have invested their money. Finally, it is a very practical tool that is easy to use. A
portfolio associate can conduct a BACO exercise using a simple Excel workbook,
some web research, and an expert interview or two. The steps are straightforward,
the assumptions clear, but the analysis doesn’t dictate our final decision. We need
to be more disciplined about repeating the BACO analysis annually for each investment to see how our forecasts compare against reality, but at the points when we
start and then close out an investment, the BACO methodology offers a useful
benchmark for comparing our work to one prevailing approach in the field.
During Deal Structuring
After we have approved the investment but before we disburse funds, we face the
most critical step in the process. Working with our Director of Portfolio
Management, Raman Nanda, our portfolio teams sit with the entrepreneurs to dis-
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cuss what financial, operating, social, and environmental metrics we plan to collect. Our mantra during these meetings has three parts:
• We don’t want to collect anything that is not fundamentally important for the
company to manage their business (which includes serving the poor).
• We don’t want to collect any information that cannot be generated by the company’s existing management information systems.
• If the current information systems cannot capture the kind of data that is
important to managing business, we will help the business think about medium-term improvements to their systems that strengthen their ability to manage (and in at least two cases we have helped build new management information systems for our investments).
We don’t want these conversations to be about what “reports” the entrepreneur
must send us on a quarterly basis; instead, we are laying the groundwork for how
we will think about performance management over the life of our investment. For
businesses with hybrid or cross-subsidy models like the 1298 ambulances in
Mumbai, the most difficult metrics to collect are the socioeconomic status of their
customers (20% of whom we expect will be from the base of the pyramid). Rather
than conduct a “wallet biopsy,” the management team of 1298 simply uses the destination hospital as a proxy for income level. If they take you to Breach Candy
Hospital, a private, relatively expensive hospital in Mumbai, you can afford to pay
for the ambulance ride and you are considered middle or upper income. If they
take you to the free government hospital, the assumption is that you can’t afford
the ambulance ride and that you fall into the less than $4/day income segment that
matters to us.
These discussions serve as an important marker to show that we are serious
about performance management, that we are committed to help solve the problems of data collection and integrity, and that we are serious about serving the
poor as a significant portion of the company’s business. Our term sheets include
the metrics that we want reported quarterly (as mutually agreed on) and some
minimum threshold of clients served from this target population. If an entrepreneur fails to report or fails to serve the poor, we have the right to walk away from
the deal.
Post-Investment Performance Management
After an investment is disbursed, it’s time to start collecting and analyzing the data
with the primary purpose of supporting and scaling each enterprise. In our initial
days, Acumen Fund collected monthly or quarterly data for different investments
in various forms (spreadsheets, word documents, e-mail), making it hard to do
time-series comparisons across our portfolio. We started to be more consistent by
collecting data quarterly in clearly designed spreadsheets, but as our portfolio team
grew from five people in our New York office to 15 people in four offices (including Hyderabad, India; Karachi, Pakistan; and Nairobi, Kenya), we looked for a software solution that would allow us to track performance over time, performance
against the initial projections, and performance across the portfolio. After an
200
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exhaustive search failed to find an off-the-shelf system that would allow us to track
this blend of financial and social metrics, we decided to try to build it ourselves.
With pro bono engineering support from Google engineers in New York and
Mountain View, California, and under the leadership of portfolio associate Marc
Manara, we built a software tool that allows our portfolio team to track a range of
measures at each investment. The resulting product, the Portfolio Data
Management System (oPDMS), allows us to store quarterly data (financial, operating, social, environmental) for each investment, qualitative reports from the
portfolio team on highlights (or key risks) of the company’s performance, and an
annual capabilities assessment that rates each company on a range of purely qualitative dimensions (quality of their governance, strength of management team).
The software tool, which we have been using since January 2007, has transformed how we think about investment performance. Every quarter, the portfolio
team reaches out to each investment and receives the agreed-upon reports (some
are more responsive than others). We also ask each portfolio manager to look at
the data and think about whether the company is building the capability to grow—
its customers, its team, its financial resources. We then use a simple diagnostic
both to identify major weaknesses and to recommend how we provide our management assistance: our team’s time, an Acumen Fund Fellow, or a pro bono partner. We enter the data, compare actual performance versus targets, and come back
to the management team with any questions. For example, in fall 2007, in our
India office, Vikram Raman—who is notorious for generating very thoughtful
questions from these reports—noticed a significant rise in the operational expenditures over the prior quarter at VisionSpring (formerly known as Scojo).
Working with the Acumen management team in India, VisionSpring explored
potential causes and solutions. These kinds of questions have stimulated the very
performance dialogues that we are hoping the system will facilitate.
Twice a year, in November and April, the entire portfolio team sits down to
conduct a forced ranking across the portfolio. Against our investment criteria—
financial sustainability, social impact at scale, breakthrough insights, and highquality leadership—as well as both actual performance to date and the investment’s potential for impact in the future, we ask the team to discuss each investment and rank them from first to last. No ties are allowed. The exercise, which we
have been conducting since 2003, helps us take a step back to identify patterns
across the portfolio, and forces us to admit where things are working and where
they are not. The forced ranking helps us stay aware of which investments we
would literally “drop everything for” and which ones might not get more of our
limited time and energy. Unlike a traditional venture capital fund that might “drop
the losers,” we support all of our investments until we exit, but we have to prioritize our scarce resources somehow.
Closed Investments
After we have completed the financial relationship with an enterprise, we take a
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final look backward at whether we think the investment succeeded or failed against
our original expectations. Someone on the portfolio team (often not the person
who managed the investment, and usually portfolio associate Katie Hill) will write
a short “exit memo” that looks at the results generated, our financial return, and
the lessons we have learned. The exit memos are instructive in forcing us to go
back to the original plan, to look at what happened along the way, and to determine what we could have done differently. Exit memos play an important role in
helping us adapt our investment process. Over the course of time, as we have evaluated our closed investments, we have decided not to do early-stage product development, to be wary of working with large development finance institutions as coinvestors, to push very hard in the early days on the “ethical fiber” of the entrepreneurs and their teams, and to think more realistically about growth projections
(read: it often takes a lot longer, sometimes more than a year, to get things moving).
FIVE OBSERVATIONS ABOUT PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT
Seven years into building these intertwined social impact and performance management processes, we are proud of what we have done but daunted by the challenges ahead. The granular description of what we do should offer a sense of the
very practical nature of the work. It is not particularly complex. Rather, it is a
combination of simple exercises, repeated with discipline over time and in the context of a coherent framework that helps us make real decisions: what to support,
how to adapt the investment model. Taking a step back from the minutiae of our
process, let me offer some overarching observations for anyone interested in building metrics and performance management systems in the social sector. These are
observations and assumptions, not conclusions or verities. They build on the work
of many people whose work precedes ours, but has been reinforced through our
own experience.
1. Culture matters far more than systems.
If your organization doesn’t care about metrics, don’t bother to start building systems to measure performance. This effort needs to start at the top with board and
senior management leadership and extend throughout the staff and stakeholders
of the organization, and into the organizations you fund. Acumen Fund was
founded on the principles that accountability and transparency were fundamentally missing from traditional philanthropy, and that a new institution would do
things differently. Jacqueline Novogratz, our founder and CEO, has consistently
advocated for advances in our metrics work; so has our board of directors. At
times, the expectations for what one can measure and what one can prove diverge
from the reality of practice, but those conversations have helped the team imagine
what might be possible. This has given the portfolio team the flexibility to explore
new metrics systems while being held accountable for annual results. Tolerance for
failure within the organization is another essential cultural dimension to this kind
202
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of work. In the venture world, failure is a badge of honor; in the corporate world
it is an unfortunate fact of life. In the social sector, it is usually not an option. At
Acumen Fund, we know that we are taking some very big risks, but we often say
that the only failure will be if something doesn’t work and we didn’t learn anything
from it.
2. If you build systems, start with a pencil and paper.
Too often, we hear of people looking for a software solution to their performance
management problem when a simpler solution would suffice. In the early days of
Acumen Fund, with a portfolio of fewer than ten investments, all we needed to
measure investment performance was a pencil and paper, consistently used. To
avoid total chaos, you must be clear about both your objectives and the business
process you will use to collect and interpret data before you begin with system
development. For us, after we translated our investment criteria into specific performance metrics for each enterprise, we could then think about when we would
collect metrics, who would type them and where, how often we would look at
them, and what we would do with the information. Only after that is clear and has
been practiced for a few iterations can you build or deploy a more sophisticated
system. Some of our peers, namely E+Co and Robin Hood, were very generous
with their time in our early days. They helped us move along the metrics learning
curve by sharing their experience of what metrics matter, which methods work and
which don’t, what you can expect to collect from your entrepreneurs, and how to
use the information to communicate impact.
3. Think on the margin.
The search for absolute impact or performance measures is elusive and in my mind
irrelevant. Performance is always relative to what you had been doing before
(past), to what your competition did over the same time period (peers), and to
what you should have done (projections). We have built a system that allows us to
look at two of these three P’s: past and projections, but not peers. The next stage
in developing the Portfolio Data Management System with Google and
Salesforce.com is to aggregate the data of our peers in way that facilitates comparisons across portfolios and across relevant subsets of enterprises. Until that time,
we will use (and continue to improve) BACO as an inadequate proxy for thinking
about the marginal effectiveness of our investments. The social sector, however,
could benefit from more consistent “marginal” analyses to frame how various
interventions compare with other opportunities to contribute time and money.
4. Count outputs and then worry about outcomes.
The greatest inadequacy of our current system is that we still can’t prove impact.
We add up outputs and compare them with the inputs (costs). We think about
what outcomes might be possible, given what we and the field know about these
interventions. It is not very satisfying, but it is where we are. We have been follow-
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ing the work of the Center for Global Development and the Poverty Action Lab,
and will continue to advocate for and participate in more rigorous impact assessments of our work, where appropriate. Until evidence-based policy becomes the
norm and the cost of doing these assessments falls, we think it is our responsibility to count the outputs as consistently as possible. The conclusions you can draw
from these outputs may not be made with scientific rigor, but they can inform
businesslike decisions and raise important policy questions. Why, for example,
does it cost $5,000 to build a low-income home in Pakistan but twice as much in
Central America? Or, how can we reduce the price of drip irrigation systems in
Pakistan to the $150 to $200 per acre we see in India?
5. Don’t confuse information with judgment.
Even with very robust systems, we will always have an incomplete picture of our
portfolio’s performance. While collecting lots of data, it is essential to balance the
qualitative—observations and anecdotes—with the quantitative—facts, metrics
and trends. There is no substitute for judgment, but judgment not informed by
careful attention to patterns of facts can quickly slip into speculation and intuition.
And it is important to hold oneself accountable to those judgments. One small
step we take to this end was inspired by investment committee member Stuart
Davidson: at the end of our investment committee calls, we often pull out a prediction book and ask members of the committee to predict the results of a specific investment metric in 18 to 24 months’ time (e.g., number of houses built, number of patients treated, total revenues).
Not surprisingly, when we revisit the predictions, we are almost always wrong;
in most cases, we were too optimistic, but in some cases, the investments have outperformed our estimates. What’s important about the process is that it asks people to make an informed guess, and then we circle back at some point to see if they
were right. There is nothing magic about this—in fact, this is how stock markets
work. But instead of five investment committee members speculating on 35 privately held investments, the stock markets allow millions of investors to guess
about the future of tens of thousands of companies. One aspiration for the sector
is that we can achieve a level of information transparency and consistency of data
definition so that a “social stock market” might emerge.9
THE KNOWING VS. DOING GAP IN MEASUREMENT10
As I was drafting the outline for this article, Peter Reiling of the Aspen Institute
mentioned that I should review a chapter from Cost Effectiveness in the Non-Profit
Sector, to which he had contributed.11 In the chapter written by the team from
TechnoServe, I was stunned to see a detailed description of a comprehensive social
impact and performance management system that was very similar to what I
described above: a balance of qualitative and quantitative measures, using reasonable proxies to assess the poverty impact of business interventions, and clear
spreadsheets for use by a distributed team. The whole works. And the chapter clos204
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es with some “lessons learned” that overlapped with some of mine above, including the first one: “Pursuing cost effectiveness requires strong commitment from
management.”
Hang on, I thought. If we have known as a sector what needed to be done for
more than a decade, why haven’t these practices become the norm? Why does each
new organization in the social sector need to reinvent the measurement function,
when we don’t reinvent our accounting or technology systems? This double-take
on why we haven’t learned from
Technoserve’s experience introduces a few observations about the
By working collaboratively,
challenges of building out these systems in the development sector and
sharing what works and
why I think we are at a particular
what doesn’t, and defining
inflection point where this could
change.
collective solutions to our
The starting point is that no
common problems, we
system has emerged that has really
gotten it right. We still struggle
might just answer questions
with putting our investment performance into the right context,
about social impact.
and we get feedback either that we
tell great stories without sufficient
data, or that we present too much
data without putting it in context. With a few exceptions, no systems can capture
and communicate performance metrics so clearly and compellingly that they have
been able to not only satisfy existing donors, but also attract new ones.
So without a standard to aspire to and a system to replicate, each organization
has been tasked with building its own system, and building it without spending too
much “overhead.” So, in the typical pattern, an over-stretched staff member, likely someone who has no experience in evaluation but does have an MBA or experience working with Microsoft Excel, starts from scratch, and with no budget.
Another pattern is for a really thoughtful consulting firm (in our case, McKinsey)
to do a reduced-fee or pro bono study to map out the system, but then leave before
it gets implemented. It probably takes 18 to 24 months to conceive of, test, design,
build, and refine any good system, well beyond the typical four-month consulting
engagement. Firms that want to take social impact seriously might think of a
model where they can engage with clients over longer periods of time, less intensively, to help build and deploy measurement systems.
Complicating the system building, management teams and boards are often
not patient enough to wait for the system to be developed before reporting on current program performance. Or, once a system is built, organizations skimp on new
investments in adaptations or further development. Donors, in our experience, do
care about metrics, but they want simple, clear, and meaningful metrics and at the
end of the day still prefer stories about the impact of our work (preferably stories
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informed by data).
The final problem is one of collective action. There are now enough organizations across the social sector that have taken the time to build measurement systems, with staff committed to solving this problem, with patient boards and leadership supportive of the work, and with donors prepared to reward proof of
impact. The challenge facing those leading organizations is how to take the first
step towards transparency, and how to invest the time in solutions that might benefit the sector and not just our organization. Acumen Fund is pushing ahead to
develop a Portfolio Data Management System in collaboration with Google, the
Skoll Foundation, the Lodestar Foundation, and Salesforce.com, but we are wary
of investing too much time without seeing reciprocal interest and commitment
from our peers.
I remain hopeful, however, that enough practitioners have built partial systems
that we can work together to build a sector-wide solution. By working collaboratively, sharing what works and what doesn’t, and defining collective solutions to
our common problems, we might just answer questions about social impact.
Technology and communications innovations in the last decade, coupled with lessons learned from early experiments in this arena, can all contribute to the design
of a new sector-wide system. The tricky part will be to build the institutional
arrangements that encourage collaboration and transparency, maintain quality
standards in a world filled with messy data, allow for continuous improvement and
learning, and listen to the feedback of stakeholders, from donors to end users of
the goods and services being provided.
If we can solve the problems of collaboration, I am confident that we can build
tools that are easy to use, inform real decisions, provide meaningful performance
information to donors, shape public policy, and make a real difference in the lives
of the people we are trying to serve. And once we have such a simple system, we
will have finally reached the other side of complexity.
APPENDIX:
PRECEDENTS IN MEASURING SOCIAL RETURNS ON INVESTMENT
As we set about tackling the metrics challenge at Acumen Fund, we had some very
helpful historical precedents, a handful of admirable peers, and some insightful
advisors who helped during our first couple of years of mucking around. The field
of social measurement took a great leap forward in the late 1990’s with the work
of Jed Emerson and Melinda Tuan of the Roberts Enterprise Development
Foundation and Fay Twersky, then at BTW Consulting (now at the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation). Their pioneering “social return on investment” (SROI) framework contributed a compelling metaphor for social investors. Much as one can
calculate the financial return (ROI) of any investment, careful analysis of a few
comparable programs might enable a social investor to calculate an SROI as well.
As we tried to apply this thinking to our portfolio, we realized that SROI might be
better as metaphor than as methodology. We had too many diverse investments
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(water projects in India, housing projects in Pakistan, health clinics in Kenya) to
quantify in dollar terms the value of the social services being provided in a comparable way.
Another methodology that has gained currency in the social sector is balanced
scorecards.12 With the support of the W. K. Kellogg Foundation and the Cisco
Foundation, we engaged McKinsey & Company to think about how to develop
impact scorecards for our investments. Several of our peer social investors, namely, New Profit, used some form of balanced scorecards to drive performance management within their portfolio companies. The scorecards are helpful in clarifying
the links between inputs and outputs, outputs and outcomes, and presumably the
measures of impact.
Two peer social investors—Robin Hood and Venture Philanthropy Partners—
shared with us how they looked at impact. The Robin Hood Foundation, with its
focus on programs that seek to end poverty in New York City, shared its rigorous
system with us, looking at changes in family income per unit cost of the various
programs that it funds. Venture Philanthropy Partners shared its capacity assessment framework, which seeks to rank institutions on a range of organizational
indicators from quality of governance to integrity of financial systems. These two
examples offered practical reminders for blending quantitative and qualitative
assessments to create a complete picture of enterprise performance. Mark
Kramer’s 2005 essay “Measuring Innovation: Evaluation in the Field of Social
Entrepreneurship,”13 synthesized a range of ideas around ways to develop practical
and balanced measures of impact, and the need to collect timely and relevant
information, to use the data collected to inform real decisions, and to anticipate
continuous improvement of the data structure and metrics.
Finally, some of Acumen Fund’s partners from the private equity and technology worlds offered sage advice to keep things simple and focused on the decisions
we were making. Hunter Boll, the chair of our investment committee, encouraged
us not to get too carried away: to think about a handful of metrics that really drive
company performance, and to look at them quarterly. David Keller, formerly at
Cisco Systems, stressed that any data we collect needed to inform a decision. If we
were not using the information to make a decision—to exit an investment, to make
a new investment in the same type of business—then we should rethink the value
of collecting the data.
1. For more on Acumen Fund, see “Meeting Urgent Needs with Patient Capital,” by our founder
Jacqueline Novogratz, in the Winter/Spring 2007 issue of Innovations.
2. Ted London, The Base of the Pyramid Impact Assessment Framework: Enhancing Mutual Value
Creation. Working Paper, the William Davidson Institute, University of Michigan, January 2008.
3. We are aware of the trap that we may only manage what we measure, so we are constantly pressure-testing our system.
4. We define the poor as part of the base of the pyramid, or those who live on less than $4 per day.
5. This debate was largely resolved by an August 2007 communication from the World Health
Organization insisting that, for maximum public health benefit, long-lasting anti-malarial bednets should be distributed free, rather than sold.
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6. J. E. Gimnig et al., Effect of Permethrin-Treated Bed Nets on the Spatial Distribution of Malaria
Vectors in Western Kenya. American Journal of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene 68 (2003), (suppl 4):
115-120.
7. Again, like all aspects of measuring social change, this point also generates considerable debate.
We were greatly influenced by the May 2006 report from the Center for Global Development,
“When Will We Ever Learn: Improving Lives through Impact Evaluation”
(http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail/7973). It pointed out quite bluntly that the
quality of impact assessments in the development field has been historically poor, and calls for
more rigorous evaluations to inform development assistance programs or policy initiatives.
8. See http://blog.acumenfund.org/2007/01/26/the-method-behind-our-metrics/.
9. Many people have been thinking about the creation of a social stock market, but as yet no standard or platform exists as a marketplace or clearinghouse.
10. In The Knowing Doing Gap: How Smart Companies Turn Knowledge into Action (Harvard
Business School Press, 1999), Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert Sutton, both at Stanford’s Graduate
School of Business, explore why the prevailing wisdom in management practice is so often
ignored during implementation.
11. Gerald L. Schmaedick (ed.), Cost-Effectiveness in the Nonprofit Sector, Quorum Books, Westport,
CT, 1993. The other lessons are also worth reading.
12. Robert Kaplan and David Norton, The Balanced Scorecard: Translating Strategy into Action,
Harvard Business School Press, 1996.
13. Prepared for the Skoll Foundation, by the Foundation Strategy Group. Available at
http://www.fsg-impact.org/app/content/ideas/item/353.
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Social Entrepreneurship—
A Research Review
Social entrepreneurship is the product of individuals, organizations, and networks
that challenge conventional structures by addressing failures—and identifying new
opportunities—in the institutional arrangements that currently cause the inadequate provision or unequal distribution of social and environmental goods. Social
entrepreneurship can further be defined as any action that displays three key characteristics: sociality, innovation, and market orientation (Nicholls and Cho, 2006).
The notion of “sociality” entails a context, process, and/or set of outputs that might
reasonably be considered to be in the public benefit. “Innovation” indicates the
creation of new ideas and models that address social or environmental issues.
Socially entrepreneurial innovation can be manifested in three ways: in new product and service development (institutional innovation); in the use of existing
goods and services in new, more socially productive, ways (incremental innovation); in reframing normative terms of reference to redefine social problems and
suggest new solutions (disruptive innovation). Finally, “market orientation” here
suggests that social entrepreneurship exhibits a performance-driven, competitive,
outlook that drives greater accountability and cooperation across sectors. Social
enterprises specifically address conventional competitive markets, but elsewhere
social entrepreneurship broadens the conception of a “market” beyond the merely
neo-liberal to suggest that markets establish exchange value and that this is
inevitably socially embedded. Thus, market orientation here includes ideas of reciprocity and the common good, as well as the rational, utility maximizing individual. Social entrepreneurship can be the product of for-profit or not-for-profit
organizations, as well as of many hybrids in between these two poles. It is also
found in the public sector.
While social entrepreneurship has been a topic for public consideration and
debate for over 10 years (see Leadbeater, 1997 for one of the first discussions)1,
research on the subject has taken longer to gain momentum. Much early work
focused on practical guides on how to engage with the emerging phenomenon

Alex Nicholls is University Lecturer in Social Entrepreneurship at the University of
Oxford. He was the first staff member of the Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship.
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Table 1. Academic Activity in Social Entrepreneurship (adapted from Kim and
Davis, 2007). This does not include papers published in two dedicated journals:
Stanford Social Innovation Review and Social Enterprise Journal.
(Brinckerhoff, 2000; Dees et al, 2001 and 2002; Boschee, 2001) and descriptive
accounts of social entrepreneurs and their actions (Alter, 2002; Bornstein, 2004).
However, a small group of academic scholars also began to engage with the topic
in the late 1990s (notably, Austin and Dees). Following the lead of these pioneers,
three waves of social entrepreneurship scholarship can be discerned thus far. The
first (1998-2001) was based in business schools in the USA and drew primarily
upon the disciplines and paradigms within management theory. The second
(2002-2007) expanded the range of social science disciplinary approaches engaging with political theory, social movement theory, anthropology, and critical theory. This second wave also saw researchers in Europe engage with the subject for the
first time in a meaningful way. The third wave (2008 onward) is broadening further the theoretical settings for social entrepreneurship research and, perhaps
more significantly, widening the geographical spread of researchers to include Asia
and Africa. The latter has been particularly productive in case study writing (for
example, see the pioneering work of Mamadou Gaye at the African Institute of
Management). Table 1 shows the geographical distribution of scholars and scholarly work in the field to date.
Early work at Harvard Business School, under the leadership of Professor
James Austin, proved highly influential in the U.S. in terms of exploring what will
be called here Type 1 social entrepreneurship: namely, commercial opportunities
to deliver significant public value often characterized as social enterprise (see
Nicholls, 2009, for a discussion of the two types of social entrepreneurship). The
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Harvard-based Initiative on Social Entrepreneurship, founded in 1993, built up a
cross-business school curriculum of case studies on social enterprise and helped
establish a powerful student social enterprise group.
The Center for the Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship (CASE), founded
at Duke University by Professor J. Gregory Dees, consolidated and broadened the
work of the Harvard pioneers (of which Dees had been one) and has addressed key
questions concerning the scalability of social entrepreneurship, as well as its
research agenda. In Latin America, Type 1 social entrepreneurship was also the
main subject of research for the Social Enterprise Knowledge Network (SEKN), a
research group of eight universities in the region convened initially by Harvard
Business School. In Europe, the EMES network of ten research centers working on
the social economy also developed pioneering work on social enterprise, though
here the specific focus was on work integration social enterprises (WISEs).
Type 2 social entrepreneurship can be characterized as social innovation:
namely, approaches to social or environmental problems that demonstrate new
ideas and models and aim for systemic change (Mulgan, 2007). The Center for
Social Innovation (CSI) at Stanford—lead by Professor James Phills—explicitly
focuses on Type 2 social entrepreneurship that includes, but also goes beyond,
social enterprise. In 2003, the CSI established the first journal with a specific social
innovation focus: the Stanford Social Innovation Review.
It is apparent that there is a particularly strong contrast between the North
American view which typically prioritised business solutions to social problems
and, consequently, focused largely on the social enterprise part of the social entrepreneurship spectrum (eg. Brinckerhoff, 2000; Dees et al, 2001 and 2002; Austin et
al, 2006) and the European tradition of studying innovation in the broader social
economy, with a strong interest in co-operatives (Borzaga and Defourny, 2001;
Nyssens, 2006; Spear, 2006). The former typically built their account of social
entrepreneurship around familiar narratives from the world of commercial entrepreneurship (itself something of a myth). These presented social entrepreneurship
as innovative start-ups that were the product of extraordinary individuals and
their personal traits and qualities (creativity, risk-taking, transformatory leadership, etc.) However, the latter saw social entrepreneurship more as collective
action, rooted in communities, and often innovating within existing organizations
or institutional settings. This debate between different traditions has served to critique the “hero” entrepreneur model and offer a richer and more substantive
account of how social entrepreneurship works and why it matters. Furthermore,
while management based research clearly has value in exploring organizational
level strategy and operations, the key questions for social entrepreneurship in
practice—largely concerning replication and impact—often demand a more
socio-political academic turn. This has been understood in Third Sector scholarship more generally for years (e.g. Powell, 1987; Salamon and Anheier, 1999;
Salamon et al, 2003). From this perspective, social entrepreneurship is not simply
a new mechanism by which to fix malfunctions in existing economic systems by
somehow tweaking markets to better optimize their social value creation, but
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Figure 1. Number of Peer Reviewed Papers Published With “Social Entrepreneur”
or “Social Enterprise” in the title, 1998-2008 (Source: ProQuest).
rather represent a challenge to their continued existence as static institutions (see
Offer, 1997, 2006, for the general context, if not the specifics). Until recently, this
macro dimension has been underplayed in favor of more micro-level attention to
organizational structures and, particularly, resource strategies (hence the fascination with social enterprise). One of the objectives of the Skoll Centre for Social
Entrepreneurship—founded at Oxford University in 2003—was to explore both
types of social entrepreneurship, as well as to reconcile the different traditions
emerging on either side of the Atlantic.
Despite these different traditions, an increasing number of scholars have been
attracted to social entrepreneurship research. In terms of academic output, 2006
marked a watershed in social entrepreneurship scholarship with the publication of
six new academic books on the topic (Nicholls; Mair et al; Austin et al: Nyssens;
Mosher-Williams; Perrini). 2008 saw further growth in published scholarship, with
six more books joining the social entrepreneurship library (Crutchfield and
McLeod Grant; Elkington and Hartigan; Helm; Light; Mawson; Robinson et al), as
well as the publication in paperback of Nicholls (2006). The latter—with sales of
hardback and paperback combined—is currently the best-selling academic book
on social entrepreneurship, with sales of over two thousand copies globally.
Equally striking has been the development of a corpus of peer-reviewed journal papers on social entrepreneurship/social enterprise, growing from a low base
in 1998 to 23 in 2008 (see Figure 1). Special editions have played an important role
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here. In 2006, the Journal of World Business issued the first special edition of a peerreviewed scholarly journal on social entrepreneurship (volume 41). The second
and third—in the International Journal of Entrepreneurship Behaviour and Research
(volume 14.5) and in Emergence: Complexity and Organization (volume 10.3)—
were published in 2008. A fourth special edition—in Entrepreneurship Theory and
Practice—has also been recently announced and will publish in 2010. 2008 also saw
the relaunch, in partnership with Emerald publishing, of the UK focused Social
Enterprise Journal—originally founded by Social Enterprise London in 2005—as a
quarterly peer-reviewed journal under the leadership of Bob Doherty. This has
already provided an important outlet for young researchers and “pracademics” to
publish their work.
Working papers have also played an important part in building the research
base for social entrepreneurship, with notable series established at IESE (under
Mair), Duke (under Dees), and the Skoll Centre (under Nicholls). In 2007, the
Skoll Centre commissioned a suite of short papers on different aspects of social
finance and investment to explore this emerging landscape. The research includes
two framing, overview pieces (Nicholls and Pharoah, 2007; Emerson and Spitzer,
2007) as well as accounts of specific financial models, such as Venture
Philanthropy (John, 2006, 2007), social risk capital (Emerson et al, 2007), environmental investing (Harold et al, 2007), real estate investing (Spitzer et al, 2007), and
public offerings within an “ethical” stock market (Hartzell, 2007). This body of
work represents the most comprehensive account of social investment currently
available.
Conferences and scholarly gatherings to debate social entrepreneurship are
now a well-established part of the annual calendar. In 2008, the Social Enterprise
Conference celebrated its sixth year in London and the Skoll World Forum in
Social Entrepreneurship hosted its fifth event in Oxford. So far, the International
Social Entrepreneurship Conference has had three annual meetings (2005-2007).
In addition, in 2007, the Social Entrepreneurship Colloquium was held for the first
time at the Saïd Business School over five research-intensive days. Co-hosted by
the Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship and the Center for Advancement of
Social Entrepreneurship at Duke University, this meeting brought together scholars from five continents and a dozen disciplines to explore the topic of social entrepreneurship, critique current work, and set out new research agendas. Many of the
attendees were engaging with the subject for the first time, and the meeting aimed
to both broaden and deepen scholarly engagement with social entrepreneurship.
A final example of how social entrepreneurship is coming of age as a space for
academic work lies in university pedagogy. The number of courses taught on social
entrepreneurship has also increased substantially across the world, perhaps by as
much as a factor of ten in four years (eg. Brock, 2006; Aspen, 2006). Furthermore,
a survey carried out by the Global Academy within Ashoka identified more than
250 academic faculty worldwide currently teaching social entrepreneurship in
some form (Kim and Davis, 2007; see Table 1).
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FINDING A PERSONALITY: THE FIELD OF SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP2
One of the consistent themes in research discussions around social entrepreneurship centers on definitions of the phenomenon itself. Despite a range of emerging
work that looks at complex questions that have social entrepreneurship as the unit
of analysis for multi-disciplinary lines of enquiry (eg Alvord et al, 2004; Baron,
2007; Chell, 2007; Curtis, 2008; Dorado, 2007; Goldstein et al, 2008; Haugh, 2007;
Light, 2006; Nicholls and Cho, 2006; Peredo and Chrisman, 2006; Peredo and
McLean, 2006; Ridley-Duff, 2007; Shaw and Carter, 2007; Sullivan, 2007; Tracey
and Jarvis, 2007; and Weerawardena and Sullivan Mort, 2007.), there is still no
consensus as to the significance or explanatory relevance of different levels of
analysis in terms of social entrepreneurship as a field of action, as set of organizational characteristics, or as the enactment of personal traits. Many of the important early institutional actors within modern social entrepreneurship (for it is not
a new phenomenon) aimed specifically at creating networks of social entrepreneurs that connected and leveraged their innovations and celebrated their achievements. For practitioner organizations such as Ashoka and the Skoll Foundation,
field-building in social entrepreneurship is an important scaling strategy. In neoinstitutional terms these groups were acting as institutional entrepreneurs
(Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001).
However, field-building can be conceived on a variety of levels, from the ontological and epistemological (what is meant by a “field,” and how such a concept
may help us understand the world) to the highly applied (what are the distinct
organizational forms and features of social entrepreneurship?). In either case,
establishing a sense of a unique field of action is valuable, in that it develops a common identity for social ventures already working in entrepreneurial ways and
offers a set of qualifiers to be addressed for those keen to join the field from beyond
its boundaries. Setting up the socially entrepreneurial frame of reference in a transparent and accountable way also adds legitimacy to the players within it and helps
policymakers and others that hold valuable resources better understand where to
focus their attention and support.
Scholars have an important role to play in co-creating the field of social entrepreneurship with practitioners and policymakers. There is good evidence from the
development of other academic disciplines within the social sciences that a fourstage process is needed to establish a unique, field-level, identity (see, for example,
Johnston, 1999). First, a grounded-theory approach should be used: descriptive
research is needed to create a body of case study examples that set out the range of
activities captured in the simple definition set out above. Such work is already well
advanced in social entrepreneurship, particularly in survey work supported by
public sector bodies and grant-making foundations. Next, a set of multi-disciplinary theoretical approaches to the subject should be developed, based on the
descriptive evidence and drawing upon established scholarship (much as marketing built its credibility upon the established disciplines of psychology and statistics). This work is underway but needs to look within and without the manage214
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ment literature for new insights (see, for example, Nicholls and Cho, 2006). After
this, serious empirical research is required to test and refine new theory. This
should be done on a large scale, akin to the surveys carried out by Salamon et al
(2003). One danger for social entrepreneurship as a field today is that some
researchers have moved straight to this stage without waiting to build theory first,
thus confusing the descriptive with the empirical. The results will, inevitably, be
limited and unreliable. Finally, once theory is properly tested, research can be fully
applied in real-world management situations.
While the above sets out an iterative approach to building the scholarly field of
social entrepreneurship that will really benefit practitioners, there remain some
other fundamental issues to be addressed before the task can be completed. Central
to these must be a diagnostic rather than prescriptive approach to social change.
Recent work in development economics has shown us that one-size-fits-all
approaches to alleviating poverty not only do not work, but also actually often
make matters much worse (see Rodrik, 2004). The economic damage done by the
International Monetary Fund’s messianic adherence to strict neo-liberal models of
conditionality and structural adjustment, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s, is
still yet to be undone in many regions across the globe (Stiglitz, 2004; Ha Joon
Chang, 2005). The lesson learned is that sensitivity to the local issues underpinning
failures of development is the key to designing effective interventions (Rodrik,
2004). Similarly, much more needs to be done to explore the underlying causes
behind social market failures, rather than simply adopting assumptions about possible solutions drawn from other contexts. The current debate about how to scale
social ventures is a good case in point. There is a great danger that taking on board
assumptions about maximizing social impact from business models that predicate
growth above everything else simply misses the point (see, for example, Prahalad,
2005). Social ventures must aim to maximize social impact not organisational
size—often, accelerated growth can actually make them less effective.
Finally, understanding the distinct value proposition of social entrepreneurs is
also crucial. Typically, innovative social ventures blend their value creation around
both economic and social impacts across their unique “social” value chains (see
Emerson, 2003). Moreover, real values are at the heart of all strategic planning
within the genuine social venture, whether it be a commitment to community
building, social justice, or eliminating suffering. A clear set of values that can be
articulated are the DNA within every social venture and should frame its value
proposition and drive its commitment to change the status quo. In scholarly terms,
social entrepreneurship also offers an enticing opportunity to look for empirical
evidence of Sen’s (1987) theorizing of the vital relationship between ethics and
economics.
NEXT STEPS (DON’T FALL OVER!)
In 2006, Battle Anderson and Dees identified a range of key research agendas for
social entrepreneurship scholarship. These can be summarized as questions of:
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strategy and resources, (organizational self-sufficiency, sustainability, and financial
freedom); scaling and growth; and social impact. These remain key research topics
today (though work on the accountability and governance of social entrepreneurship should also be added to this “core” list). Their chapter also identified a range
of obstacles to the further development of social entrepreneurship research,
including:
• Limited understanding of social entrepreneurship.
• Few obvious outlets for publishing.
• Limited time available for new research agendas.
• Limited demand for social sector researchers.
• Limited availability of reliable data sources.
Encouragingly, of this challenging list only the final one remains a major issue
now. Yet this is not to underplay the serious implications of the absence of substantive data sets in social entrepreneurship. As long as the system of national accounts
fails to recognize social entrepreneurship as a discrete entity (which is, perhaps,
inevitable given the variety of organizational forms that it can take internationally), data sets will typically need to be constructed piecemeal and in an ad hoc basis.
This will take time and needs a major investment of resource if it is to achieve
scale. The recent award of 10 million pounds to a dedicated Third Sector Research
Centre in the UK to explore the added value of the sector empirically (to include
social enterprise) only hints at the size of the task. As new legal forms for social
entrepreneurship develop—for example, the Community Interest Company (CIC)
in the UK or the L3C in the U.S.—it may become easier to capture data sets
through regulatory and statutory reporting. However, such data sets will need to
be connected and shared to create a meta-data set that can begin to represent social
entrepreneurship in all its complex facets globally. The University Network for
Social Entrepreneurship (www.universitynetwork.org) may offer a useful webbased platform for such activity.
In terms of theoretical approaches, Mair and Marti (2006) summarized a
number of conceptual lenses well-suited to social entrepreneurship research. These
drew upon organizational sociology (structuration theory and institutional entrepreneurship), network theory (social capital), and political economy (social movements). Scholarship engaging with each of these approaches has emerged in the
field thus far, but there is a huge opportunity to engage with other disciplines and
theoretical schools of thought going forward. These might include:
Sociology: to consider power relations in social entrepreneurial action, particularly in terms of funding relationships and stakeholder accountability.
Anthropology: to explore social entrepreneurship embedded in its various cultural contexts.
Social and public policy: to consider the relationship between the state and
social entrepreneurship in both internal catalytic change and external partnerships.
Development economics: to identify how far social entrepreneurship can
transform systems of poverty as well as providing economic relief.
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Theology and ethics: to research the moral context of social entrepreneurship.
Given the flexibility and adaptability of socially entrepreneurial action, it is not
inconceivable that many more disciplines could also usefully illuminate its complexities and impacts.
The relevance of social entrepreneurship to public debate is increasing and,
partly as a consequence, its popularity with students is demonstrable and growing.
Research in social entrepreneurship has come a long way in a relatively short time,
but there is still both a need and an exciting opportunity for new work in the field
as it moves from its academic infancy into a more confident childhood.3
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In fact, Chamberlain first coined the term “social entrepreneur” in 1977, albeit in the con-
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text of the perceived arrival of a new breed of more socially motivated business executives who
might commit themselves and their corporations to constructive approaches to social problems by changing the rules under which they themselves operate.
2
This section is based upon part of Nicholls (2006c).
3
See Scott (2008) for a similar analogy in neo-institutional research.
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Philanthropy and Enterprise
Harnessing the Power of Business and
Social Entrepreneurship for Development
I have never known much good done by those who affected to trade for
the public good. It is an affection, indeed, not very common among merchants, and very few words need be employed in dissuading them from it.
—Adam Smith,
An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations1
More than two hundred years after Adam Smith penned these words, his wisdom
on this matter is being challenged by social entrepreneurs and enterprising philanthropists who are deliberately using business ventures to serve the public good.
George Soros candidly describes his own change of heart on this matter: “Where I
have modified my stance is with regard to social entrepreneurship. I used to be
negative toward it because of my innate aversion to mixing business with philanthropy. Experience has taught me that I was wrong. As a philanthropist, I saw a
number of successful social enterprises, and I became engaged in some of them.”2
The idea of using business in strategic ways to promote social improvements is
not new. Many philanthropists have made grants and program-related investments
to business enterprises that serve their philanthropic missions, including investments in organizations that take the legal form of a for-profit venture. Without this
philanthropic support, microfinance, for instance, would not have grown nearly as
J. Gregory Dees is a Professor in the Practice of Social Entrepreneurship and Nonprofit
Management and is the founding Faculty Director of the Center for the Advancement
of Social Entrepreneurship (CASE) at Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business. In
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quickly and would not be reaching the 100 million or so people that it is serving
today.
What is new is the openness and enthusiasm with which market-oriented
approaches are being embraced as an integral element in creating lasting social
change. Established philanthropists are opening to this idea, and new philanthropic organizations are being designed to embrace it. With founding support from the
Cisco Systems Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, the Kellogg Foundation,
and many other foundations and individual philanthropists, the Acumen Fund
was established in 2001 to invest in enterprises that deliver “affordable, critical
goods and services—like health, water and housing—through innovative marketoriented approaches.” The goal was to use enterprise as a tool for solving global
poverty. In 2004, Pierre Omidyar, the founder of eBay, and his wife, Pam, decided
to restructure their philanthropic activities, dramatically replacing the Omidyar
Foundation with the Omidyar Network, a limited liability company that could
make investments in for-profits as well as nonprofits.3 In 2006, when the founders
of Google, the wildly successful Internet search and media company, took steps to
formalize their company’s “philanthropic” arm, they announced that it would be
structured as a for-profit organization, “allowing it to fund start-up companies,
form partnerships with venture capitalists and even lobby Congress.”4 These are
just a few of the most visible recent examples of enterprising philanthropy.
This trend is a reflection of a wider social entrepreneurship movement that
emerged in the final decades of the 20th century and has been accelerating into the
21st.5 This movement challenges old sector boundaries and encourages innovative
approaches, using the tools from any sector that are most likely to be effective.6 The
argument for including enterprising business ventures as part of the tool kit can be
boiled down to three premises:
• Business ventures and markets play an important role in creating lasting
improvements in social conditions.
• Independent entrepreneurs are particularly well positioned to discover and
craft innovative approaches for addressing social problems.
• Philanthropists have an essential role to play in stimulating, supporting, shaping, and even subsidizing socially beneficial entrepreneurial business activities.
In this essay, I first outline the logic behind each of these premises, particularly in
the context of poverty reduction.7 I then explore the new challenges facing
philanthropists who use enterprise as a tool for achieving their social objectives,
and I close with observations about how to move forward with this development
strategy.
BUSINESS, MARKETS, AND SUSTAINABLE SOCIAL CHANGE
Social and economic progress are inextricably intertwined. Charity and aid can
improve the quality of life and the life chances of the poor by subsidizing interventions to improve education, provide health care, increase access to clean water,
reduce conflict, and distribute food. But none of these interventions will alleviate
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poverty in a sustained way without increased economic participation and empowerment for the poor.8 Only a vibrant and open local economy will be able to sustain improvements purchased with aid and charity. Charitable relief and aid may
be necessary to relieve the symptoms of severe poverty long enough to pursue
more sustainable strategies. But without local economic development that engages
the poor, charitable interventions cannot provide lasting solutions. They may even
be harmful. Muhammad Yunus, the founder of Grameen Bank, pioneer in microfinance, and 2006 Nobel laureate, is particularly critical: “When we want to help
the poor, we usually offer them charity. Most often we use charity to avoid recognizing the problem and finding a solution for it . . . . Charity is no solution to
poverty. Charity only perpetuates poverty by taking the initiative away from the
poor. Charity allows us to go ahead with our own lives without worrying about
those of the poor. It appeases our consciences.”9
One need not fully embrace Yunus’s assessment of charity to recognize the
importance of increased economic participation by the poor. Other interventions,
such as improvements in schools or creation of health clinics, can increase the
capacity of the poor for economic engagement; but alone, they cannot guarantee
that engagement. Increased economic opportunities do not automatically follow
from educational or health care interventions. Educated and healthy people who
do not have access to affordable capital, appropriate technology, open markets,
suitable jobs, and specific business know-how will have a hard time putting their
improved capacity to use in a productive way.
Martin Fisher, a social entrepreneur whose organization KickStart sells irrigation pumps in Kenya and Tanzania, frames the argument:
Within less than a generation, poor families in Africa have been thrown
from essentially a subsistence lifestyle into a primarily cash-based economy. Ability to earn income is suddenly a paramount skill. Yet approaches to development continue to be based on the assumption that the primary need of people in poor places is something other than a way to
make money—better healthcare, education, water, housing, and so forth.
This is misguided. . . . The way to address the challenge of persistent
poverty is to create sustainable income-earning opportunities for millions of people. Income is development.10
Income is essential, but Fisher’s logic should also be extended to other forms of
life-improving economic participation as well. Increases in income alone are not
enough to improve the quality of life for the world’s poor. As people increase their
earnings, they need access to markets with suitable and affordable goods on which
to spend their income and through which to improve the quality of their lives.11
They need access to savings institutions in order to build financial reserves as a
cushion against tough times and as a source of capital to invest in education, housing, or business opportunities. The poor also need access to credit that will allow
them to leverage their own resources to improve their quality of life and productive capacity. Anyone who is serious about finding lasting solutions to poverty
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Social Enterprises Addressing the Four Economic Roles
Poor as Producers: KickStart provides technologies that help generate income
for the poor. Its main product is a relatively low-cost portable human-powered
irrigation pump that it markets to farmers in Kenya and Tanzania. This technology significantly increases crop yields and income for poor farmers. In a
recent article, co-founder Martin Fisher states that over 59,000 pumps have
been sold, leading to the creation of over 40,000 new businesses, 22,000 new
wage jobs, and $40 million in new profits and wages. KickStart continues to
innovate by developing new productivity tools, including smaller, lower cost
pumps to increase the market.i
Poor as Consumers: Scojo Foundation serves poor consumers by making reading glasses available and affordable. It does this through low-cost production, a
distinctive micro-franchise distribution system, and partnerships with some
major NGOs. The Scojo Foundation achieves low cost of production (about $1
per pair of glasses delivered in country) in part by leveraging its partnership
with the for-profit Scojo Vision, LLC. By distributing through a creative franchise system, Scojo not only reaches remote areas at low cost but helps provide
a source of income for the vision entrepreneurs who hold the franchises as well.
Scojo has sold more than 50,000 pairs of glasses in Guatemala, El Salvador, and
India, and has the goal of selling one million pairs by 2110.ii
Poor as Savers: Opportunity International, a pioneer in micro-finance, operates
through a network of 42 organizations in 28 developing countries. In 2000, it
began operating formal financial institutions that are able to provide a wide
range of financial services, including savings accounts. Administering savings

needs to consider supporting economic participation through four key roles:
• producer: income-generating and productivity-enhancing opportunities;
• consumer: affordable goods that improve the quality of life;
• saver: secure and accessible methods to accumulate financial assets; and
• borrower: capital and credit on reasonable terms.
In most developing countries, there are serious barriers to economic participation by the poor. Markets developing on their own typically have been slow in providing avenues for constructive engagement with the poor. Profit-seeking investors
and business executives are drawn to opportunities that they believe will generate
higher returns at lower risk than most ventures constructively engaging the poor.
This may reflect biases and false assumptions about businesses that aim to improve
life for the poor. It may also reflect the reality that many of these enterprises
require patient capital with low return expectations, at least in their early stages.
The Grameen Bank benefited from a great deal of this kind of capital for well over
a decade before it became self-funding. Fisher acknowledges that KickStart’s pump
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accounts can be difficult in countries with high degrees of illiteracy and low
levels of official identity documentation. To address this problem, Opportunity
has begun using biometric fingerprint readers and “smart cards” to replace signatures. This paperless process has made banking more widely available to the
poor. According to information provided by the organization, Opportunity
banks opened nearly 250,000 accounts in 2006, worth nearly $160 million.iii
Poor as Borrowers: The pioneers of microcredit are relatively well known.
However, the process of innovation continues today with new entrants.
Consider Kiva, an organization that uses the Internet to connect entrepreneurs
in developing countries with individuals who have money to lend. Kiva works
with local microfinance partners to screen the entrepreneurs and up load information about them, their businesses, and their financial needs. Individual
lenders choose to lend a portion or all of the amount requested, as little as $25.
The local microfinance partner tracks the performance of the business and collects the repayments. Performance of the partners is tracked online. When the
loan is repaid, the Kiva lender has a choice to re-lend the money or withdraw
it. In just over two years, Kiva has reportedly brokered over $6 million in loans
to some 9,000 entrepreneurs from some 50,000 lenders.iv
i. Martin Fisher, “Income Is Development: Kick Start’s Pumps Help Kenyan Farmers
Transition to a Cash Economy,” Innovations, (vol. 1, no. 1, Winter 2006): 17.
ii. See www.scojofoundation.org, and Nico Clemminck and Sachin Kadakia, “What Works:
Scojo India Foundation”, World Resources Institute, June 2007.
iii. See www.opportunity.org. For a brief description of other innovations at Opportunity
International, see the “Innovation Backgrounder” at
http://www.opportunity.org/site/pp.asp?c=7oIDLROyGqF&b=2072963, October 2007.
iv. See www.kiva.org, October 2007.

business may take many years to reach profitability. Whatever the reason, most
investors focused on profit are likely to direct their capital elsewhere. In certain
cases, profit-oriented investors see opportunities in businesses that benefit the
poor, as they did with Celtel, the highly successful African telecommunications
company. However, philanthropists who wish to reduce poverty in a timely fashion cannot afford to wait for mainstream markets to support enterprises that
engage the poor in these four constructive ways.
ENTREPRENEURSHIP, INNOVATION, AND DISCOVERY
In theory, existing large corporations could take on the job of supporting economic engagement by the poor. Why support relatively new, small entrepreneurial
efforts? Economies tend to work best when they empower independent entrepreneurs to engage in innovation alongside larger organizations. Entrepreneurs
engage in a process of innovation, experimentation, and adaptation that is much
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harder to execute in the more constrained, centralized, bureaucratized, and politicized environments often found in larger organizations. According to economist
William Baumol and his colleagues, “Radical breakthroughs tend to be disproportionately developed and brought to market by a single individual or new firm.”12 If
there is an arena in which societies need breakthrough innovations, it is in poverty reduction.
The social sector needs the same kind of independent innovators to develop
effective, high-potential solutions to social problems. To quote Soros again:
“Philanthropy, social work, and all forms of official intervention are mired in
bureaucracy. Yet there are imaginative, creative people who really care about social
conditions. I have come around to thinking that entrepreneurial creativity could
achieve what bureaucratic processes cannot.”13
Entrepreneurs have the flexibility to take risks, learn, and adapt as they go.
Many will fail, and many others will significantly modify their original ideas as
they learn what works and what does not. They serve as a learning laboratory for
society. This is particularly valuable because there is no way to know in advance
what will work as a tool for solving a persistent social problem, such as poverty.
Entrepreneurs act as “searchers,” to use developmental economist William
Easterly’s term: “A Searcher admits he doesn’t know the answers in advance; he
believes that poverty is a complicated tangle of political, social, historical, institutional, and technological factors. A Searcher hopes to find answers to individual
problems only by trial and error experimentation.”14 This is much harder to do
from within a bureaucratic environment, which tends to favor those Easterly calls
“Planners.”
Major corporations, government agencies, and large nongovernmental organizations have a role to play in addressing social issues, including poverty, but they
are not a substitute for social entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneurs often serve as the
catalysts for engaging larger firms. They do this by finding opportunities that
would escape the notice of larger firms, demonstrating the profitability of a new
product market, and/or providing a valuable complementary service, perhaps as
part of what Bill Drayton, founder of Ashoka and pioneer in social entrepreneurship, calls a “hybrid value chain.”15 Major banks are getting involved in microcredit only now that the market is established, and they are typically engaging only at
a secondary market level, leaving the loan origination and collection process to a
local social enterprise. It is not clear how much large corporations, particularly
publicly held companies, would do in the absence of social entrepreneurs.
Similarly, social entrepreneurs serve as partners, sometimes as contractors, in helping government agencies and larger nongovernmental organizations serve their
development agendas. Leading aid organizations have learned the benefit of tapping into the creativity and flexibility of the entrepreneurs who are closely embedded in the communities the aid is designed to serve.
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PHILANTHROPIC VALUE ADDED
Philanthropists can add value by accelerating market development in ways that
improve the lot of the poor, and by directing their capital and resources to the ventures most likely to engage the poor in constructive ways. It is only natural for the
profit seekers (both entrepreneurs and capital providers) who are driving market
expansion in developing countries to start with what they see to be the low-hanging fruit, offering the highest return relative to the risk involved. Many business
enterprises that engage the poor in constructive ways are, rightly or wrongly, seen
as costly, risky, and likely to grow slowly. Profitability, if it comes at all, may be a
long way out. Philanthropists and social entrepreneurs are in a position to pursue
business opportunities that do not appear to have a high profit potential but that
constructively engage the poor, because profits are not their primary consideration
and measure of success. They can take the risks, subsidize higher cost structures,
and be more patient than profit-seeking investors and entrepreneurs. It is useful to
think of this kind of philanthropic support as falling into three categories, though
the boundaries can be blurry.
The first category of philanthropic support is for launching and growing
enterprises designed primarily to achieve social impact.16 Social enterprises have,
by definition, a social purpose, and they often need patient, low-return, or noreturn capital to pursue that purpose. As Soros notes, “In social entrepreneurship,
profit is not a motive, it is a means to an end.”17 Social entrepreneurs are valuable
because they have an inherent incentive to find opportunities where others are not
even looking and to develop innovative approaches that make the opportunities
into viable enterprises, when possible. If Yunus were simply looking for the best
profit opportunities in Bangladesh, he would not have focused on microcredit and
would not have crafted Grameen’s innovative peer-lending model. Because he was
determined to reduce poverty in his country, he discovered an opportunity and
engaged in a process of innovation that would otherwise have been neglected.
Philanthropic capital was crucial during the early development and expansion of
the bank. This is true for most business ventures started by social entrepreneurs.
Philanthropists are a good source of support for these ventures because they are
focused more on social return than financial return. The Ford Foundation’s early
support for Grameen is a good example. Even with ongoing subsidies, a social
enterprise might represent the most cost-effective use of philanthropic funds to
reduce poverty and do it in a way that builds capability.
The second category of philanthropic support is for facilitating the movement
of social enterprises into mainstream capital markets. Some social enterprises may
always need philanthropic subsidy; others may have the potential to become “selfsustaining” or generate modest profits, but below what profit-oriented investors
would require. However, many have the goal of becoming commercially viable,
able to provide market-rate returns and, thus, to tap into mainstream capital markets. Some social entrepreneurs see this as the only way to achieve sufficient scale,
given the limits on philanthropic capital. Philanthropists can make enterprise
innovations / Skoll World Forum 2009

229

J. Gregory Dees
investments to demonstrate the commercial viability of businesses that serve the
poor. This is the logic behind the Omidyar-Tufts Microfinance Fund. The fund was
created with a $100 million endowment gift from Pierre and Pam Omidyar to
Tufts University to invest in microfinance, “demonstrating its potential commercial viability to a wider institutional investor audience.”18 These kinds of philanthropic investments are not about providing subsidies, accepting low returns, or
taking the long view, in exchange for a “social return.” They are about generating
market-rate returns in a timely fashion so as to attract mainstream capital
providers.
The third category of philanthropic support is for fostering the development
of socially beneficial forms of private enterprise. A business enterprise does not
have to be a social-purpose enterprise to improve social conditions. As Adam
Smith pointed out, businesses frequently serve the public good without having the
specific intention to do so. Philanthropists may wish to support selected private
enterprises when these happen to serve the poor or result in other social improvements. By making these investments, philanthropists can help accelerate market
development and influence the direction of that development in ways that increase
constructive participation by the poor.
In countries without an infrastructure to support entrepreneurship, markets
are likely to favor those who have power, connections, and resources. As a result,
many talented potential entrepreneurs will lack access to the kind of capital and
expertise they need to launch and grow their businesses. Even in the United States,
many entrepreneurial businesses have limited access to capital markets. They have
to “bootstrap” their ventures, drawing down personal savings, borrowing from
family and friends, using personal credit cards, and taking home equity loans.19 In
developing countries, many business entrepreneurs simply do not have access to
this kind of bootstrap capital. Philanthropists can fill this capital gap by selectively investing in profit-seeking businesses that have a significant potential to increase
the economic participation of the poor. These could include businesses owned by
members of groups normally excluded from mainstream economic activity (for
example, women, or religious, racial, tribal, and ethnic minorities); businesses that
locate in economically distressed areas and provide skill-building employment to
people in those areas; and businesses that provide needed products and services,
such as cell phones,20 to the poor at affordable prices.
Philanthropists can also support this kind of business development indirectly,
helping to foster a more open entrepreneurial economy in economically distressed
areas. This could include, for instance, interventions that lower barriers to business
formation; improve the legal protections of property rights and enforcement of
contracts; and increase access to capital, entrepreneurial education, and technical
assistance.21
Some would take this point further, arguing that philanthropists should not
limit their involvement to ventures that “need” philanthropic funding and cannot
raise capital in private markets. Through strategically selected investments in private businesses that have major implications for the poor, philanthropists may
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enhance the social impact of those businesses. Their involvement may also give
enterprises additional credibility as the enterprises negotiate with governments or
interest groups. Developing markets may benefit if there is a philanthropic voice
among the investors backing major new private enterprises. Companies may benefit from having a mix of investors. For example, Nicholas Sullivan argues that
Celtel, the highly successful African telecommunications company, benefited by
taking funds from development finance organizations as well as mainstream venture capitalists.22
NEW CHALLENGES OF ENTERPRISING PHILANTHROPY
When business and philanthropy are treated as separate realms, practitioners have
a relatively clear understanding of how to make decisions. The traditional logic of
business investing focuses on financial return and risk. The traditional logic of
making grants focuses on achieving an intended social impact. Some observers
object to this bifurcation, arguing for a common logic of “blended value” creation.23 Whether or not the world is ready to embrace a common logic of value creation, philanthropists who support enterprises are faced with making decisions
about their investments that blend social and economic considerations. This poses
four distinctive challenges.
The first challenge is defining and measuring success. Ultimate success may be
measured in sustainable social impact, in this case permanent poverty reduction.
Measuring this kind of impact is often difficult to do in a rigorous, reliable, timely, and cost-effective way. Enterprise investments pose an additional complication:
To what extent should the financial performance of the enterprise be included in
the assessment? Even when profit is simply a means to an end, financial performance is an indicator of the ability of an enterprise to survive and grow in the future,
with minimal (or perhaps no) further philanthropic subsidy. This surely has value
beyond the direct social impact achieved by the organization during the investment period. When a grant is made to a charity, it is often more of an expenditure
than an investment, in the sense that the grant covers a portion of operating costs
for the organization to do its work during a given period of time. In the next period, the organization needs a new grant. Donors are essentially paying for service
delivery. In the case of enterprise, philanthropic support can help move the organization away from future dependence on any philanthropic subsidies.
Philanthropic support that moves an enterprise closer to profitability, even when
it takes the form of a grant, should be viewed as an “investment” in that it will yield
more social benefits in the future. How should this ability to create a future impact
with less (or no) philanthropic support be factored into the “social return” of an
enterprise investment? Failing to place a value on the improved capacity and financial condition of the venture underestimates the social impact of an enterprise
investment.
The second challenge is setting the terms of engagement. Philanthropists who
want to support enterprises also face a more complex array of options for strucinnovations / Skoll World Forum 2009
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turing the “deal.” An enterprise may have the potential to repay the philanthropist
for the financial support, now or later. Financial support can take the form of
grants, recoverable grants, loans at various rates and on various terms, loan guarantees, and, in the case of for-profit enterprises, equity. In addition to the form and
terms of initial financial support, the deal between a philanthropist and an enterprise can include conditions for follow-on funding, provisions for nonfinancial
support (management assistance) or involvement (board membership), and exit
strategies. These deals can be as simple as a basic charitable grant or as complex as
a private convertible debt transaction. In determining the terms of engagement,
philanthropists investing in enterprises will have to grapple with how their support
can create the most beneficial impact relative to the resources expended. Does the
enterprise need a subsidy? If so, what is the best form (grant, low-interest loan, and
so on)? How long should one be willing to subsidize this particular social enterprise? Fisher acknowledged that it is likely to take a long time before KickStart is
able to achieve sustained profitability, but in the meantime, it is generating
tremendous income gains for Kenyan and Tanzanian farmers, far in excess of the
subsidy required.24 Could some enterprises, because of their social impact, justify
indefinite financial support? How can you provide such support while still providing appropriate incentives and pressure for better financial results? What conditions, positive or negative, should trigger an “exit” by the philanthropist? How will
a positive exit be achieved? Most of these organizations are not likely to go public
or be acquired. In summary, how can the whole deal be structured to provide
incentives and rewards for an optimal mix of social and financial performance?
It is important to note one significant implication of the possible range of deal
structures with regard to determining a “social return on investment.” The “investment” element must be calculated to reflect the net financial resources used to
achieve the impact. Obviously, a $1 million grant has to be treated quite differently from a $1 million loan, even at zero percent interest and even if the probability
of repayment is only 50 percent ex ante. The grant is gone. With the loan, the philanthropist is likely to get back some and perhaps all the capital to use in the future.
One way to think about this is to focus on the net costs of the investment (including transaction costs, monitoring costs, costs of in-kind assistance, and the like)
relative to the social return generated.
The third challenge is aligning incentives to assure the creation of intended
social impact. When philanthropists invest in enterprises, they need to be confident that the incentives inherent in the enterprise are aligned with their intended
social impact, or that safeguards are in place should financial rewards ever threaten to pull the organization away from the desired social impact. For most enterprises, managers will face decisions in which they have to make trade-offs between
financial returns and social impact. Defining the optimal balance is not easy,
because financial success may allow an organization to have greater social impact
in the long term. How can a philanthropist develop confidence that a given enterprise is likely to produce the intended social impact? The best assurance is provided when market forces are perfectly aligned with the intended social impact. This
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is often not the case.
When the natural alignment is not obvious, it is wise for an investing philanthropist to look at other factors that could affect social performance. The deal’s
structure can certainly make a difference, as mentioned above. However, other
mechanisms can also play an important role. For instance, the legal form of an
enterprise can have a powerful effect. Options vary widely, with different variations
falling into the broad categories of nonprofit, for-profit, cooperative,25 or some
combination. In the United Kingdom, social entrepreneurs can now choose a new
legal form, the “community interest company,” that allows limited financial returns
to equity investors. Legal forms affect governance, possible sources of financing,
and financial rewards to those in control of the organization. Perhaps more important than the legal form is who controls the organization, by law and in practice,
and what their values and interests are. In the case of for-profit social ventures, it
is helpful for control to be kept in the hands of those who care about the social
impact or who have a vested interest in achieving it but also understand the role of
financial success as a means to that end.26 Finally, the culture, processes, and
staffing strategies of an organization can work to align effort with the intended
social impact.
The fourth challenge is scaling the organization and the impact. How can philanthropists be sure that their enterprise investments will lead to significant, widespread impact? One potential drawback of an entrepreneurial approach to social
problems is the existence of many small, fragmented efforts with little learning and
sharing between them. The innovations embedded in the successful social enterprises may not reach the vast majority of locations and individuals that could benefit from them. This might be fine if all solutions were truly local, but past experience teaches us that many socially beneficial innovations can and should spread to
new locations. Consider microfinance, which has reached more than 100 million
families in a variety of developing and developed countries. If entrepreneurial
business ventures are to put a serious dent in poverty, they need pathways to spread
what works to new markets where it is also likely to work.
Geographic expansion typically requires new talent and capital. Both can be
problematic. Social enterprises often require hybrid skills that blend business,
political, and social savvy. It is essential to expand and develop suitable talent
pipelines. Philanthropists who invest in social enterprise have a vested interest in
supporting the development of those pipelines. Capital is a problem because
investing in the original innovation seems to provide more visceral satisfaction
than investing in the expansion, even though greater social returns may come from
supporting the expansion. Many social entrepreneurs and philanthropists are
attracted by the business enterprise model because they believe that it will reduce
the need for outside capital to scale and that commercial success will significantly
increase chances of raising capital for scale. For instance, One Roof, Inc, a for-profit social venture that provides essential services to the poor through a network of
stores in Mexico and India, grew out of the nonprofit World Corps, whose leading
staff members “determined that private capital, rather than philanthropic dollars,
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was the best means by which to ‘scale up.’”27
This logic is appealing, but the evidence is far from compelling. Will mainstream capital flow to successful social ventures? Will theses ventures become sufficiently profitable to finance their own expansion? Microfinance spread for more
than two decades with significant support from philanthropists, governments, and
aid agencies before some of the leading microfinance institutions achieved the
ability to fund their own growth. Nearly three decades after the introduction of
this innovation, mainstream profit-oriented investment capital is finally starting to
flow into the field—but still tentatively. Beyond microfinance, there are not many
recent success stories of social enterprises that have scaled up to affect millions of
lives. Philanthropic support is likely to be needed for considerable time in the
expansion of social enterprises. It would be helpful to fund experiments with new,
more cost-effective expansion strategies and structures, such as creative franchise
systems; the licensing of programs or technologies; and alliances with corporations, governments, and other social sector organizations. It would also be helpful
to support the creation of new funding platforms that are designed to support
scaling activities.
GETTING THE MOST OUT OF THESE EXPERIMENTS
The success of microfinance demonstrates that philanthropic support for social
and business enterprise activities can play a crucial role in combating poverty, but
the potential practitioners of this art do not know much about how to engage in
this kind of investing effectively. They do not know its strengths and limits.
Standards of practice do not exist. Performance benchmarks and evaluation criteria for social enterprise are often lacking. Those who would engage in this strategy
for accelerating development need a better understanding of the conditions under
which business ventures can achieve a significant, positive, lasting social impact.
Philanthropists and social investors need a better understanding of how they can
best contribute to creating that impact. All the parties involved need a better
understanding of the institutional structures and supports that would allow social
enterprises to thrive. With a deeper understanding, enterprising philanthropy
could become a powerful new strategic lever for positive social change, one that
blends social objectives with business methods.
What will it take to achieve this deeper understanding? It will require a systematic effort to mine the growing base of experience with this strategy. Current activities create a cluster of experiments testing different ways to bring markets to bear
on serious social problems. Some of these experiments will be successful; a significant number will fail or fall far short of expectations. To enssure that these experiments are not in vain, independent researchers need to examine them and,
through critical analysis, draw out the lessons. As philosopher Karl Popper put it,
“We make progress if, and only if, we are prepared to learn from our mistakes: to
recognize our errors and to utilize them critically instead of persevering in them
dogmatically”28—or, I might add, instead of hiding them from view, as is common
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in the world of philanthropy. Harvesting these lessons requires rigorous research,
supported not just financially but also with the active cooperation of philanthropists and social entrepreneurs. Only is this way will the failures become truly “constructive.” The result will be the development of knowledge that should make all
the interested parties smarter at supporting healthy, sustainable development.
Philanthropists who venture into this arena are pioneers. They have the opportunity to play a key role in shaping the institutions and standards that will guide
development strategies in the future, provided they are prepared to participate in
an open and mutual learning process.
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