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are witnessing in the fielq of social entrepreneurship s the
intersection of these forces as they unfold.

tions—performed equally well, Just ag some businesges grow
faster and are more profitable than others, some Organizations
achieve more socia) impact per dojjar than others, And two
groundbreaking exampiles of soejal entrepreneurship occurred
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basic functions, let alone a massive relief and reconstruction
effort. Relief that was supposed to be spenton food, medicine,
housing, and schools was siphoned off at every level. Some

estimated that only ten to twenty percent of the aid actually

reached the poor.
This problem w

amounts of foreign aid, 1

as not unigue to Bangladesh. Globally, vast
ike wealth from natural resources,

have ended up enriching elites in poor countries and subsi-
dizing businesses in wealthy ones. A great deal of aid money
has gone to pay high-priced Western consultants whose advice
and decisions affect countless lives in developing countries.
Although many consultants fly in and out of countries to0
quickly to gain a meaningful understanding of local cultures
or conditions, they are rarely held accountable for wasteful or
harmful programs that stem from their recommendations.

In Bangladesh, the influx of aid snowballed, until 1t came

to represent 90 percent of the country’s development budget.

Billions of dollars were spent on pl‘O]ECtﬁ*—-I‘Dad construction,
electricity generation, and agriculture development—that
were prioritized by foreign donors and made sense on paper
but often fell apart on the ground or produced benefits that

bypassed the poor. The legacy of thisaid isa culture of depen-

dency and corruption that continues to distort Bangladesh’s

economy and government.
However, foreign aid did support some highly positive
changes in Bangladesh when it was deployed to help finance—

but not to control—citizen organizations that were founded by

local social entrepreneurs. The two most famous examples are

the Grameen Bank (the “Village Bank”) and the Bangladesh

Rural Advancement Committee {(now known as BRAC).
After the war of independence, Bangladeshis around the

world had abandoned lucrative careers in order to help rebuild
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:l:;rl:country. Among this group were Muhammad Yunus
azle H. Abed. Yunus, an economics professor who had
completed a PhD at Vanderbilt University in the United St:
established the Grameen Bank, a for-profit, antipover l?tez
whose majority shareholders were the women villat\y an'
served. Abed, a former executive at Shell Oil, founded gle;:(;t
a nonpfoﬁt organization involved in rural education health'
car: nucrt?ﬁnanFe, and social and economic developr;lent.
- tWtet:e :me, aid was he_a\_rily paternalistic. The relationships
et n donors and recipients carried overtones from colo-
nialism. B?r contrast, Grameen and BRAC operated under the
presu.mptlon that Bangladeshis were capable, and they sought
to build capacity and self-reliance within the coun T'hg
focused not just on material poverty but on dignity, esz. 'ey
charity in favor of respectful transactions. ’ e
Instead of hiring foreigners, they hired locals, and rath
than flole out jobs to family friends, as was a co’mmon 1 N
practice, they hired staff members through com ei-l:Fi)tiI e
processes. And they refused to turn a blind eye to zrib oy
som(?thing many aid donors did in order to get their ro':rz;
mo.v'mg. Most of all, they were single-mindedly focEsecli C
eff.1c1ency and results. They counted and measured eve .
thing: every loan granted and repaid, every female chli.]yc;
'(]eq(;l]ucate-d, every package of oral rehydration salts distributed
ey tried to be responsive to their clients and prided them.
selves on their ability to help villagers recover quickl :
natural disasters. et
Ea:‘;}:z::lllzg solutions, th-ey experimented continuously.

: countless variations on microfinance and rural
entex:pnse development. BRAC led the way in Bangladesh
cr.'eatmg high-performing village-based schools and 50111:: ’
nity health programs. In Freedom from Want, lan Smilllil;
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examines how Abed opened up space in BRAC for staff
members to take risks, pursue innovative ideas, and share
their learning widely within the organization——while main-
taining tight quality control. Both Yunus and Abed had the
advantage of knowing they were in business for the long haul.
They knew that if an idea or program failed, they could shut
it down, absorb the lesson, and try something else. And many
failures did ensue; some even grew into crises. But they used
the failures as opportunities to think deeper about how to
solve the country’s problems. Foreign aid workers typically
had little time for trial and error. Like politicians, they needed
success in two-year cycles, because that was the average stint
before they moved on.

Although aid donors had only sporadic expostire to Bangla-
desh, they often tried to impose their development ideas on
Grameen and BRAC. Both organizations revolted, essentially
saying: You can decide not to fund us. But you cannot touch our
management. When it comes to Bangladesh, we know best.

Such defiance from recipients was unheard of. At the
time, however, the aid industry was experiencing a backlash,
and donors were feeling vulnerable. Journalists and other
researchers had begun examining the track record of the
so-called lords of poverty and revealing it to be unremarkable
at best and disastrous at worst. To maintain political viabilify

in their home countries, donors began hunting for organiza-
tions that could deliver results. Grameen and BRAC were the
top contenders. They were meeting with striking success and
had demonstrated the capacity to grow and maintain quality.

During the 1980s and 19gos, the Grameen Bank and BRAC
used their bargaining leverage to negotiate unprecedented
financing terms. They pressed donors, mostly govemmmtal
and multilateral aid agencies, to commit hundreds of milliens
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o.f dollars in grants, low-cost loans, and loan guarante
fmal:lce expansions. Never before had social entre renes .
received funding on this scale. Moreover, the fundilzx: e
as 1.1pfront capital, like investments, which allowed the . cam'e
zations to execute against their own multiyear growthor?am-
The results were a world apart from anything the ﬁpl;.ns :
international development had yet seen. e
. cix:;:;n .and BRAC reached national scale in Bangladesh,
ying tens of thousands of staff members whose work
touched the lives of tens of millions of Bangladeshis i almor
eve1:y one of the nation’s seventy thousand villages LTke o
bu.smesses, as they grew, they improved, adding ne:w serwg'reat
using technology more effectively, and spawning imitati .
They built cultures of pride and optimism. B st
Tc.)da.y, despite Bangladesh’s enduring poverty, it
continuing saga of corruption and factional violence an):d i :
vulnerability to cyclones and floods, the country has rr'lan lt;
to ex!:)and its economy, reduce poverty by half, achieve sigafi:i
cant improvements in maternal and child heal’th and in -
rates of primary education. Except for Sri Lanka’, itis th:r::je
:zuth Asna‘m country that has achieved parity in school accesi
\ tween girls and boys. Close to a fifth of Union Parishad offi
cials (locally elected government administrators) co f:O -
families served by the Grameen Bank or BRAC I:‘e ot
national elections, more women voted than men e
lels Gramf:.en Bank and BRAC demonstrated that it was
E::jllel:etlc; mfltlgate poverty on a massive scale. They achieved
e of success I:Jy departing from the historical pattern
: social problem solving. Rather than implement preset poli
cies through bureaucracies in a top-down 1’.’=\sh1'0np they l;:')e:;
::l::tr)rr;i f:()}m.the bot'tom in a process characterized by trial
, continuous iteration, and a sharp focus on results.
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Together, these organizations helped shift the global deveiop-
ment paradigm. They showed that the poor were powerful
agents, not just needy beneficiaries. And they demonstrated
the dramatic benefits of placing women, rather than male
heads of households, at the center of development processes.
Over the past twenty years, thousands of development
experts, academics, journalists, businesspeople, policy makers,
and philanthropists have come to Bangladesh to appren-
tice themselves in a place that some call the Silicon Valley of
social innovation. Yunus and Abed have traveled around the
globe speaking to countless audiences and launched spinoff
organizations to spread their work in dozens of countries.
Microfinance, an idea that was treated as a crazy experiment
twenty-five years ago, is now a global industry.

Although Grameen and BRAC behaved more like successful
businesses than social programs, people didn't explicitly refer
to Yunus and Abed as “gocial entrepreneurs” until the term
was popularized by the organization Ashoka during the 1980s
and 1990s. Ashoka, a global organization headquartered in
Arlington, Virginia, was founded in 1980 by Bill Drayton,
an American who had previously worked as a management
consultant and an assistant administrator in the Environ-
mental Protection Agency.

During the 1960s and 19705, Drayton had traveled exten-
sively in India, where he was influenced by the work of

leaders such as Gandhi, Vinoba Bhave (founder of the “land

¢t movement), and Verghese Kurien (architect of the “white
revolution,” which transformed dairy production). Each of
these individuals had built organizations that realized radical
visions for change.

What Drayton saw in his travels was that Indians across the
country were doing the same. A generation after independence,
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Il::;ans were feeling n'fore confident and assertive about their
re. They were building organizations at every level t
address social ills that had been ignored. Drayton spoke witlc:
many g-roups advocating ideas to reform Indian society—
.everytl'u.ng from improving sanitation to encouraging polit-
ical participation from low-caste groups to creating neirl:l’ 1
structures to protect the rights of women. Not all the o
were effective. He began to spot a pattern: the organizg::izps
that were making a difference had both a good idea and ::
tt;nu:ul?;ly co-mmitted, creative, and action-oriented person at
tl.l:seem.lt.rzn idea champion or entrepreneur. He believed that
preneurs had enormous potential to lead change
efforts, but they were hobbled by many factors: the didf’t
have much money; they were misunderstood by the'u')l:ami]j
?nd friends; and they often felt vulnerable and insignifi .
isolated from one another and largely ignored b thgnl CZI:“’
the business sector, and the government. yme e
He eTwisioned an organization that could support them. Hi
named it after an Indian emperor, Ashoka, who lived 1'01,1:ghle
2,200 years ago and is considered by many historians to be arm:my
the most benevolent and practical rulers in history. Some ogf
Ashoka’s ancient administrative reforms anticipated t.wenﬁeth-
century public works programs like those of the New Deal
Drayton’s organization began searching for social e;1trea
preneur? in India in the early 1980s and, shortly thereafter, in
Indo.ne.:sna and Brazil. The goal was to lend financial su c;rt
credibility, and the strength of a global fellowship to entl:f :
neurs like Yunus and Abed at the moment when their wprel;
was poised to “take off.” As a former management ccnsult;r:t
Drayton also recognized the need to build bridges betw. ’
the social sector and the world of business, which historic:;ln
had attracted most of society’s entrepreneurs. Drayton anz
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his colleagues developed a process for ident'ffying ”Fellowts"
using structured interviews that examined hfelor:g- bel';at:cJ.r
patterns, the social impact of their ideas, the creativity 0 eu;
problem solving, and their trustworthiness and personad
integrity. Over the past three decades, Ashoka has suppor‘te
more than two thousand Fellows from seventy c.ountness
many of whom have achieved social impact at national an
i i levels.
mt;‘_::: 2::119805, many other organizations hfwe emerg.ed
which have played critical roles building th‘e field of social
entrepreneurship. The New York-based Echoing Green Fc:u.rl-1
dation has supported nearly five hundrenlfl early-stage socia
entrepreneurs from forty countries, inspiring m‘any to pursue
this career out of college. New Profit, Inc., based in Boston, \»\..fas
one of the first groups to meet the need for gr'owth i‘undmhg1
among high-impact organizations in the Umte-d States.l '
recent years, it has also led the way in sttengthemr_lg the ]:e a
tionship between social entrepreneurs and US. pt?hcy makets.
The Geneva-based Schwab Foundation for Social Entr'epr:-
neurship has raised the profile of social en.trepreneur? m‘t e
international business community and media through its link-
ages to the World Economic Forum and its awards prograr-ns.
And the Skoll Foundation has played a central role drawing
international attention to the work of social entreprene;'rs
through its media efforts, its global award and fellowxsf 15
programs, and its annual Skoll World Fc‘)rum hel.d at O‘ ;:;
University, which has become the flagship event in the field.

What does a social entrepreneur do?

We are surrounded by good ideas and effective models: we
know how to teach disadvantaged kids to read, reduce energy
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consumption, and improve health care while reducing its cost.
We even know how to eliminate much of the bullying that takes
place in school yards. At some level, all of these problems are
being solved in the United States and Canada today. But what
we don’t know how to do is to take the knowledge we possess
in bits and pieces and implement it at the scale of the problems
we are facing. Many, if not most, international development
and government schemes begin with impressive pilot proj-
ects and end with disappointing results. In their article “Social
Entrepreneurship: The Case for Definition,” Roger L. Martin
and Sally Osberg argue that the role of the social entrepreneur
is to move society from a “stable but inherently unjust equi-
librium” to a “new, stable equilibrium” that releases potential
and alleviates suffering on a major scale. Social entrepreneurs
work to ensure that sensible ideas take root and actually change
people’s thinking and behavior across a society.
Reforms at this level frequently require systems to change,
which has always been extraordinarily difficult. Six hundred
years ago, in The Prince, Niccold Machiavelli observed:

[T]here is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous
to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the
lead in the introduction of a new order of things. Because the
innovator has for enemies all those who have done well under
the old conditions, and lukewarm defenders in those who may
do well under the new. This coolness arises partly from fear
of the opponents, who have the laws on their side, and partly
from the incredulity of men, who do not readily believe in new
things until they have had a long experience of them.

The system changer must therefore overcome apathy, habit,
incomprehension, and disbelief while facing heated resistance
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from those with vested interests. Social entrepreneurs have to
figure out how to make it happen.

Given the difficulties, it’s easy to understand why serious
problems don’t get solved more readily in modern democra-
cies, where governments balance the conflicting interests of
millions of people, including powerful elites, while under
intense scrutiny to produce short-term results.

Consider the absurd demands we make on our govern-
ments. Policy makers must appear decisive and resolute,
with ready answers at their fingertips for all manner of prob-
lems. An open and deliberative problem-solving approach,
informed by trial and error, is practically impossible to insti-

tutionalize in such an environment. As a result, policies tend
to be shaped by executive or legislative staff members who are
removed from the details of implementation yet under intense
time pressures to come up with comprehensive solutions or
“plans.” Consequentially, national policies are regularly based
on assumptions that get tested largely after they become law.
Anyone who has tried to advance a change that runs
counter to the interests of well-organized groups—the oil or
bank lobbies, the teachers union, o the National Rifle Associa-
tion, for example—knows how routinely promising ideas are
killed without fair hearings. Americans are worried that their
banking, health, education, and criminal justice systems are
profoundly inadequate for today’s challenges. Few disagree
about the need for reform, yet many insiders battle to defend
the status quo.

New ideas are often rejected by the very people who stand
to benefit from them, especially if they feel imposed upon or
baffied by the proposed changes. One of the biggest problems
in the field of information technology is “system rejection”:
employees simply refuse to use new computer systems that
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c?mpanies have spent billions to develop. In public educa-
l:!on, about half of all new teachers leave the profession within
fm.a years, which is another form of system rejection. Yet their
unions, protective of hard-won battles, frequently stand in the
way of reforms that might bring successful educators more job
satisfaction and better pay. !

Mmy ideas get off to a good start but get watered down in

Ithe .1mplementation. The problem may be that the agency or
institution advancing the idea is unable to grow and maintain
fluality, one of the toughest organizational challenges. Perhaps
it can't afford to hire people who have experience managirFl’
growth. When quality deteriorates, motivation wanes. 0%
perhaps a crisis strikes—a political upheaval, a stock market
plunge, a natural disaster—and a fragile organization is
washed away before it is able to establish roots.

There are countless unforeseeable dangers that can kill a

good idea. From the perspective of a theoretician, a new idea
may be interesting in and of itself. From the perspective of an
entrepreneur, it makes no sense to talk about an idea without
talking about the details of implementation, which include
such things as how to finance the work, how to motivate staff
and clients, and perhaps how to build a political constituency
or engage organized opponents. And the answers, of course
are always changing. ’
- If an important new idea is to achieve major social impact,
it needs a force to drive it forward that can be counted upor:
to provide the care, energy, resourcefulness, and stubborn-
ness necessary to navigate the idea through the system. Social
entrepreneurs must attract attention and funding, overcome
aplathy and opposition, shift behavior and mobilize political
wxll,. continually improve the idea, and take care of all the
details in painstaking fashion, no matter how long it takes.
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Ashoka’s key insight was that if you want to-predu:t how
things will turn out for a new idea, your best betis to foo:u?l c.:m
the gerson behind the idea. Does the person have the ability

d motivation to guide a team that can overcome what may
:I; an inexhaustible supply of obstacles, setbacks and h;:;t—
breaks? Is the realization of the idea the most important thing

i r close?
in the world for this person, o
In the cases of the Grameen Bank and BRAC, Yt:)nu;. :and
Abed had each embarked on long struggles marked by dt ep-
ointments and setbacks. In the beginning, they wnire vulg
Ir)nuch alone. People told Yunus that the Grameen Ba fwor :
burst “like a balloon.” Others told Abed that he was ‘oo 15d
is hi ine iob at Shell Oil. Both experience
to leave his high-paying jo ‘ o !
rsonal losses. Both had to contend with religious fundar:en
) - 0] s
f:lists military dictators, socialist revolutionaries, and, per al.:p f
’ ) 0
toughestof all,a habit of corruption that sapped the tr:s::)::‘ o
i i “marke
. . Both worked intentionally to “ma :
every transachon. T b
i tories over and over to help
jdeas, repeating the same s . .
lize resources, form partnerships, disarm enemies, and wﬂ:-c;
’ . - l
political power brokers. Both were committed t;: Tee:ni
i if it took their whole hves.
rocess through to its end, eveni
’ The role of the social entrepreneur can bt.E .undercsltroj
through these examples. Social entrepreneurs mmaltle ar-l fad
i th-oriented,
t are self-correcting, grow
change processes tha R
i - . They create new con ig
and impact-focused. T
people :nd coordinate their efforts to attack problemslmore
i s a
_It's a complex role that involve
successfully than before oS ®
isteni iti d persuading. it ta
listening, recruiting, an
s itivi d bullheadedness,
i inati f sensitivity and bu
a curious combination 0 . e
i i tlessness and patience to le

humility and audacity, and res .

changc:);rocess in the face of indifference, habit, fear, resource

constraints, vested interest, and institutional defenses.
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The job can be boiled down to one essential function: the
social entrepreneur helps others to envision a new possibility,
appreciate its meaning, and recognize how it can be broken
down into doable steps that build momentum for change.

The process described above can’t work if people lack a
sense of ownership for the change. It can’t work if there is insuf-
ficient space for experimentation or if people are unwilling to
talk about failure. It can’t work if the daily pressures make

it impossible to stay focused on the long-term goal. If we
consider the structural constraints in different sectors, the
need for social entrepreneurship becomes abundantly clear.
A business that doesn’t promise profits within five to seven
years will not attract conventional investment, no matter how
important its products. An idea that doesn't fit within the polit-
ical shutter speed will face an uphill battle in government. (It's
easter to get politicians to spend money on incarceration than
on early childhood education.) To orchestrate positive long-
term changes, we need people who think beyond quarterly
reports and news and election cycles, and who persist in the
absence of short-term rewards or recognition. We need people
who possess a ground-level view of problems and a moun-
taintop vision, who have a talent for building teams and the
freedom to experiment. We need natural institution builders
who care more about solving social problems than becoming
personally wealthy.

Finally, it’s important to reemphasize that social entrepre-
neurship is a process that involves more than the founders
of organizations. Many extraordinary people work closely
with social entrepreneurs for years without receiving public
recognition, including many “intrapreneurs,” who drive
considerable innovation within their organizations. Examples
include Dipal Chandra Barua in the Grameen Bank, Aminul
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Alam in BRAC, and Sushmita Ghosh in Ashoka. To be sure,
founders play central roles initiating and navigating changes
processes and marketing ideas. They receive the lion’s share
of awards and media attention, but they accomplish little by
themselves.

What are social entrepreneurs like?

Social entrepreneurs come from all walks of life. Some begin
their careers as doctors, engineers, teachers, priests, social
workers, clowns, journalists, computer programmers, artists,
nurses, businesspeople, and architects. Some get pulled into
their work because of friendship or family crises. The Ashoka
Fellowship offers the most comprehensive view of the global
field of social entrepreneurship. At a gathering of Ashoka
Fellows, you might find a twenty-four-year-old factory worker
from an Asian slum discussing growth strategies with a sixty-
year-old Mexican banker in pinstripes. Next to them an Indian
journalistina wheelchair might be overheard exchanging orga-
nizing tactics with a Polish organic farmer, while listening in
are an American defense attorney, a former professional surfer
from Brazil, a South African pediatrician, and a Bangladeshi
garment manufacturer. In the crowd would be MBAs from top
universities and villagers with secondary school educations,
people who work in laboratories, and people who spend their
days where there is no electricity and no running water.

All of them share some basic temperamental qualities. For
example, entrepreneurs are comfortable with uncertainty,
have a high need for autonomy, and are biased toward action.
However, entrepreneurs are not necessarily highly charis-
matic or confident. Research indicates that their success is
less a function of inborn personality traits than the patterns




