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F e at u r e S

28 34 40 46
Time for the 
Plural Sector
By Henry MintzBerg

When one part of society 
 becomes dominant—as  
the public sector did under 
 communism and the private 
sector is now doing under 
 capitalism—people suffer.  
A healthy society requires a 
balance between the sectors. 
Calling it “plural,” rather than 
nonprofit or third, will help 
this sector take its rightful 
place alongside the other two. 

O n  t h e  c O v e r :   Illustration by Adam Simpson

The Promise  
of Lean 
Experimentation
By Peter Murray  
& Steve Ma

The work of innovation can  
be slow and cumbersome—
particularly in the social sector. 
But by adopting a model that 
is increasingly common in  
the business world, nonprofit 
organizations can launch, test, 
and implement new programs 
and services more efficiently 
and more effectively.

The Time  
Bank Solution
By edgar S. CaHn  
& CHriStine gray

People engage in time  
banking—a complementary 
currency system in which 
hours of service take the place 
of money—in dozens of coun-
tries worldwide. For decades, 
it has been a relatively small-
scale movement. But signs are 
emerging that it may be an 
idea whose time has come.

The Wall Street 
Takeover  
of Nonprofit 
Boards
By garry W. JenkinS

Executives from the finance 
 industry represent a growing 
percentage of board members, 
and an even larger percentage 
of board leadership, at some of 
America’s most influential non-
profits. Overrepresentation of 
financiers results in less diverse 
boards—an essential element 
of governance—and greatly af-
fects the culture and dynamics 
of nonprofit boardrooms. 
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A $25 million gift
to name and support Santa Clara University’s 

Miller Center for Social Entrepreneurship
will accelerate the convergence of technology and innovation 

as the most promising means to improve the global human condition.

BOLD VISION | TRANSFORMATIVE GIFT

SCU.EDU/BEYONDINNOVATION

BEYOND 
INNOVATION.

A bold vision for 
Jesuit values 

in Silicon Valley.

Reimagining 
Innovation in 

Service to 
Humanity

As philanthropic partners, the Millers see 
their gift, and the vision it supports, as a call 

to action: to think more expansively about the 
potential of technology and to seek new ways 

to join the enterprising spirit of Silicon Valley with 
the humanistic values of its Jesuit University.

Jeff Miller ’73, MBA ’76 has served on the 
Santa Clara University Board of Trustees since 
2012 and is among Silicon Valley’s most accomplished 
executives, with a distinguished leadership career in 
high technology and venture capital. Karen Miller is a member 
of the Warriors Community Foundation Board of Directors. 

The Center is a catalyst 

for innovation-based entrepre-

neurship in Silicon Valley and 

around the world, focused on 

humanity’s most pressing needs.

The gift also supports SCU’s 

science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics initiative, helping to fund 

a future, state-of-the-art STEM complex 

that will house the Miller Center.

Together, these initiatives 

will prepare graduates to apply 

integrated systems thinking to 

better the world—with the potential  

to improve millions of lives.

http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://scu.edu/beyondinnovation&name=SantaClaraUniversity
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 Beware Blurring of Sectors

 F
rom the beginning, 
Stanford Social Innova-
tion Review has been 
a strong proponent of 
the idea that the non-
profi t sector had much 

to learn from the for-profi t sector and 
vice versa. In fact, one of the feature 
articles in this issue, “The Promise of 
Lean Experimentation,” does just that. 
Consultants Peter Murray and Steve Ma 
write about how the “lean model”—an 
increasingly popular approach to build-
ing a business, especially in Silicon Val-
ley—can be adapted for the nonprofi t sec-
tor. Much like design thinking, which was 
also adapted from the for-profi t sector, the 
lean model provides new ways for non-
profi t organizations to launch, test, and 
implement new programs and services 
more effi  ciently and eff ectively.

The lines between the nonprofi t and 
for-profi t sectors that were once sharp are 
indeed blurring. The diff erence between a 
for-profi t Benefi t Corporation and a non-
profi t social enterprise, for example, is 
sometimes hard to distinguish. Both sell 
products and services to customers. Both 
are driven by a social mission. And both 
make decisions only after considering their 
impact on all stakeholders and society. The 
main diff erence between the two, it seems, 
is their ownership structure.

Although the blurring of the two sectors
is no doubt occurring, some argue that 
this is not necessarily a good thing. One of 
those is noted McGill University manage-
ment Professor Henry Mintzberg. In our 
cover story, “Time for the Plural Sector,” 
Mintzberg argues that each sector—pub-
lic (government), private (for-profi t), and 
what he calls “plural” (nonprofi t) plays an 
important and distinct role in creating a 

healthy society. When one sector becomes 
too dominant (as it was under communism 
when the public sector took control, or as 
it is now in a growing number of countries 
where the private sector is becoming su-
preme), society becomes unbalanced and 
people suff er.

A third feature article in this issue, “The 
Wall Street Takeover of Nonprofi t Boards,” 
provides a cautionary tale about what hap-
pens when the nonprofi t sector becomes 
too much like the for-profi t. Ohio State 
University law Professor Garry W. Jenkins 
studied the backgrounds of board members 
of three types of US nonprofi ts—private re-
search universities, liberal arts colleges, and 
New York City nonprofi ts. What he found 
was that over the last 25 years, people from 
the fi nance industry made up a growing 
percentage of board members—and an 
even greater percentage of board leaders, 
in some cases alarmingly so.

At 23 leading private research universi-
ties (Stanford University among them), for 
example, fi nanciers now make up 40 per-
cent of board membership and 56 percent 
of board leadership. There are many rea-
sons why this imbalance matters. It crowds 
out people from other parts of society; 
leads to uncritical adoption of fi nancial and 
business methods; makes it more diffi  cult 
to achieve gender and racial equity; and 
leads to greater groupthink. Hardly the at-
tributes one wants from a nonprofi t board.

The takeaway from these articles is 
that although there are things that organi-
zations from all sectors can learn from one 
another, one shouldn’t think that all blur-
ring is good. In fact, there are important 
reasons why society needs three diff erent 
sectors and why the organizations that 
compose each of them should retain some 
of their distinctive qualities. —ERIC NEE

http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/the_promise_of_lean_experimentation
http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/the_promise_of_lean_experimentation
http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/time_for_the_plural_sector
tp://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/the_wall_street_takeover_of_nonprofit_boards
tp://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/the_wall_street_takeover_of_nonprofit_boards
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Strategic Philanthropy 
and Its Discontents
This Up for Debate series explores why stra-
tegic philanthropy hasn’t been more widely 
adopted in the United States and Europe. The 
debate kicks off  with an essay by Paul Brest, 
professor emeritus at Stanford Law School 
and former president of the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation, and includes responses 
from Phil Buchanan, president of the  Center 
for Eff ective Philanthropy; Mark Speich, 

 managing director of Vodaphone Foundation; Francie Ostrower, 
professor at the University of Texas Lyndon B. Johnson School of 
Public Aff airs; and others.
ssireview.org/adopting_strategic_philanthropy
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s s i r e v i e w . o r g

D I G I TA L  H I G H L I G H T S

Follow SSIR Online View an eBook of 
this issue online or download a complete PDF. 

Communities Creating Health
This series explores how designing, implement-
ing, and evaluating health interventions can 
 become something we do with communities 
rather than to them, and how that model has 
the potential to create lasting improvements 
in health. Presented in partnership with the 
 Creating Health Collaborative, the series brings 
together the voices of community members, im-
plementers, evaluators, and funders—including 
Anthony Iton, senior vice president for healthy 
communities at the California Endowment; David Chavis, president 
of Community Science; and Maggie Hawthorne, senior manager for 
 research and evaluation at the Camden Coalition.
ssireview.org/creating_health

F R O M  T H E  B L O G

Discussing System Leadership
In their winter 2015 feature “The Dawn 
of System Leadership,” Peter Senge, Hal 
 Hamilton, and John Kania argue that the 
 social sector needs a new type of leader who 
can catalyze collective leadership. That ar-
ticle prompted two pieces that appeared at 
SSIR Online. In “A Safe Place to Practice,” 
Chris Thompson, Marcy Levy Shankman, 
and Mark Scheffl  er discuss the value of 
 community-based leadership programs:

“[Our programs] help leadership program 

participants 1) understand how complex 

civic systems di� er from organizations; 

2) understand why those di� erences require 

cross-sector collaboration to achieve change; 

and 3) develop and practice the skills that 

 collaborative civic leadership requires. ... If 

more community-based leadership programs 

embed this kind of skills development into 

their curriculum, each year our communities 

will have a few more organizational leaders 

prepared to step across the threshold and 

become system leaders.”

R EA D E RS  R ES P O N D E D :

“To be sure shifting mindsets toward col-
laboration is challenging work; sustaining 
the eff ort is equally diffi  cult, if not [more 
so]. ... Leadership transitions and unstable 
economic situations are big impediments, 
as well as convincing boards that this time 
for ‘discovery’ among the players is impor-
tant to  future outcomes. Lastly ... the tenets 

that are iterative (ask-tell-ask-tell) are start-
ing to emerge, and programs are better for it. 
Crowdsourcing, citizen dashboards, and tak-
ing time to listen are emerging in international 
development as well.”
—Jindra Cekan, Valuing Voices at Cekan 
Consulting LLC

“A key task of the system leader is to help 
all those involved in change ‘see the full 
system.’ Critical to seeing the system well 
is being able to see it through the eyes of 
the benefi ciary. Another key task of  system 
leaders is to help players in the system, in-
cluding other leaders, see the blind spots 
they may have related to barriers to change 
and opportunities for positive progress. 
Without the benefi t of benefi ciary per-
spective on the system, there will likely 
be many blind spots! Finally ... the system 
leader [should] facilitate the conditions 
for players in the system to co-create solu-
tions. As you point out, a newly energized 
focus on methodologies such as human 
centered design [is] helping to acceler-
ate benefi ciary inclusion in co-creating 
 elements of systems change.”
—John Kania, FSG

Read more complete comments online.
ssireview.org/system_benefi ciary
ssireview.org/system_practice

of system leadership need to be embedded 
within organizations, not just individuals.”
—SueEllen Kroll, the Rhode Island Council 
for the Humanities

“If the demands of working with boards/
staff s and delivering programs/services are 
too great for execs to carve out space to build 
a community of practice with peers across 
boundaries, some soul-searching may be in 
order. One way to shift the mindset in this 
area is to reframe from boards focused on 
building the organization to ones focused on 
stewarding the charitable purpose. Part of 
stewarding is connecting to other players in 
one’s eco-system to work better together.”
—Mark Scheffl  er, Leadership Akron

In “Systems Change Should Lift Up Ben-
efi ciary Voices,” Peter Long, president 
and CEO of Blue Shield of California 
 Foundation, writes:

“In systems-change conversations where ben-

efi ciaries are not physically present at the 

 table, the onus is on the system leaders to 

bring them in and engage them. [The authors’] 

 concept on ‘co-creating the future’ clearly reso-

nates with this value. I, however, would take 

the concept one step further and explicitly call 

out the central role that the benefi ciary should 

play in all steps of systems change.”

R EA D E RS  R ES P O N D E D :

“Asking for feedback from the communities we 
aim to support is complex, time-consuming, 
and vital for program quality. Feedback loops 
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founder and president of Valuing Voices at Cekan 
 Consulting LLC. A more critical view of the article 
comes from Kerry Bruce, senior director for global 
health and measurement at Pact, an international 
development organization. Wesely and Dublon 
“do a disservice to international nongovernmen-
tal organizations (INGOs),” Bruce writes. “INGOs 
... can help with the translation of ideas to local 
contexts and the rigorous measurement of impact 
that the [authors recommend].” Marissa Wesely 
replies: “We certainly do not intend to close the 
door to  INGOs as potential connectors. … In our 
experience, however, we have seen few examples 
of  INGOs eff ectively  connecting corporations to 
GWOs in circumstances where the GWO was a 
real partner.” And Mary Balikungeri, founder and 
 director of the Rwandan Women’s Network, makes 
a similar point in reply to Bruce. “Capacity building 
is often [INGOs’] best role but they need to know 
that such [work] should be  demand driven, which is 
often not the case,”  Balikungeri contends.

Monopoly for Good?
“I have just one quibble, and it’s one only a wonk 
would see,” writes Joshua Genser in a comment 
at SSIR Online regarding a recent feature by John 
Reid, Aaron Bruner, and Alfonso Malky (“ Using 
Economic Forces to Conserve Nature,” vol. 13, 
no. 2, p. 48). In the article, the authors  assert 
that “anti-trust action … and public utilities com-
missions” are the only forces that can check the 
power of a monopoly. “This is incorrect,”  argues 
Genser. “As long as there is any elasticity of 
 demand, at all, a monopolist’s power and ability 
to set prices are limited, and those limits are sub-

stantial.” In reply, John Reid concedes that “the 
monopolist’s market power isn’t limitless,” but he 
notes that such power can still be used to achieve 
desirable outcomes: “The important idea for our 
purposes is that there is some … scope for inter-
nalizing [the] environmental costs of production 
without compromising the competitiveness of 
the fi rm.” Genser, in any event, praises the article 
overall. “The analysis is … by no means limited to 
the environmental arena,” he writes.

The “How” of Empowerment
In a cover story that focuses on grassroots wom-
en’s organizations (GWOs), Marissa Wesely and 
Dina Dublon explore various ways that multi-
national corporations can successfully partner with 
those organizations (“Empowering Women at the 

 Grassroots,” vol. 13, no. 2, p. 26). In response to the 
article, commenters at SSIR Online discussed some 
of the challenges that people at all types of orga-
nizations face as they work to empower women in 
developing countries. Jeannette Gurung, founder 
and executive director of Women Organizing 
for Change in Agriculture and Natural Resource 
 Management, concurs with the authors’ empha-
sis on frontline women’s groups: “The increasing 
[number] of investors who are jumping on the gen-
der lens investing train is indeed an exciting devel-
opment. … However, the current discourse of gen-
der lens investing has focused almost entirely on 
entrepreneurs [and has neglected] the potential of 
GWOs, as well as non-entrepreneurs.” With regard 
to corporate-GWO partnerships, however, Gurung 
expresses doubt about “the feasibility of bringing 
this approach to scale.” Instead, she suggests, inter-
mediaries and larger women’s organizations should 
step up “to bridge the divide between the worlds 
of business and development.” Lisa Witter, co- 
author of The She Spot: Why Women Are the  Market 
for Changing the World and How to Reach Them, 
notes her own “professional experience as a ‘bridge’ 
 between [GWOs] and businesses.” In her comment, 
Witter highlights “the importance of fi nding com-
mon language and frames.” Gurung also cites data 
showing that women’s groups receive just 9 per-
cent of the “international aid funding [that] goes 
to support programs for girls and women … while 
large international NGOs and others receive the 
bulk of the resources.” Another commenter,  Jindra 
Cekan, calls that data point “shocking” and argues 
for acting to change that situation. “We must fo-
cus on country-led development” and move away 
from models in which “donor countries [benefi t] 
more than recipient countries,” writes Cekan, 
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SSIR ONLINE  The current discourse of gender lens investing has focused 
almost entirely on entrepreneurs [and has neglected] the 

potential of GWOs [grassroots women’s organizations].”
—Jeannette Gurung in her comment about “Empowering Women at the Grassroots”

B O O KS

In How Culture Shapes the 
Climate Change Debate, 
Andrew J. Hoff man examines the 
nuances of Ameri-
cans’ social and 
cultural beliefs, 
and how those 
beliefs shape the 
discourse around 
climate science.

Read excerpts from 
this book, as well as 
excerpts from other 
recent titles, and 
browse book reviews online. 
ssireview.org/books

CO M M U N I T Y

Visit SSIR Online to access sup-
plementary material for selected 
articles in this issue. 

P R ES I D I O  RU L ES

“The Park That Paid Off ” (p. 20): 
Read “Trust Rules,” a sidebar 
that features insights drawn 
from the Presidio Trust story.
ssireview.org/presidio_rules

G O I N G  L EA N

“The Promise of Lean Experi-
mentation” (p. 34): Consult 
“Lean Resources,” an annotated 
list of material that sheds light 
on the lean process, and read 
“Funding Lean Approaches,” 
a sidebar that off ers ideas and 
tips for funders.
ssireview.org/going_lean

M AGA Z I N E  E X T R A S



  THE COMMUNICATIONS NETWORK  

  ANNUAL CONFERENCE  

SEPTEMBER 30�—�OCTOBER 2, 2015
LOEWS CORONADO BAY RESORT
SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA

www.comnet15.org

COME CURIOUS, 
LEAVE INSPIRED.

http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.comnet15.org&name=comnet15
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New approaches to social chaNge / By Suzie BoSS
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conducting the trial as part of 
a $250 million effort to combat 
the virus.)

For such tools to be useful, 
Tippett says, developers need to 
work hand in hand with health 
workers and others who are 
responding to the crisis in cit-
ies and villages. The goal, he 
explains, is “to strengthen the 
work being done in those com-
munities, not replace it with 
technology.” To respond quickly 
to fast-changing circumstances, 
some organizations have re-
purposed existing technology. 
 UNICEF, for example, has used 
text messaging to inform teens 
about school closures caused 
by the Ebola outbreak. A start-
up called Halt Ebola uses voice 
messages in local languages to 
educate people in rural commu-
nities about the disease.

The Emergency Telecom-
munications Cluster (ETC), a 
global network led by the World 
Food Programme, has focused 

on filling gaps in basic infra-
structure. By installing satel-
lite dishes and Wi-Fi networks 
in affected rural areas, ETC has 
enabled health workers to com-
municate patient information, 
order supplies, and stay in touch 
with distant family members. 
At an Ebola treatment unit in 
N’zerekore, Guinea, Internet 
service put in place by ETC 
 enabled people on the treat-
ment staff to use cloud-based 
databases to share patient data. 
Previously, staff members had to 
shout patient updates back and 
forth across quarantine lines, 
according to Michael Redante, 
information management officer 
for ETC in West Africa. “In an 
environment where miscommu-
nication can mean the difference 
between life and death, bringing 
in these vital services can reduce 
fatal errors,” Redante wrote in a 
blog post early this year.

In all of these efforts, at-
tending to user needs has been 

T e c h n o l o g y

Crisis Tech

P
hilip Joubert, a tech-
nologist from South 
 Africa, was en route 

from Cape Town to California 
in late 2014, when the Ebola 
outbreak grabbed his attention. 
“Going through airports and 
seeing the warnings made the 
crisis quite real to me,” he re-
calls. He and his brother, Malan 
Joubert—cofounders of Journey 
Apps—decided to leverage their 
expertise to create Ebola Care, a 
 mobile app that aims to support 
aid workers in Liberia, Guinea, 
and Sierra Leone.

Many tech-for-good proj-
ects never go beyond the pilot 
stage. But Ebola Care quickly 
gained adoption by more than 
20  community organizations 
in West Africa. People in the 
 region are using custom versions 
of the app to trace patient con-
tacts, to educate people about 
Ebola prevention, to organize 
ambulance pickups, and to mon-
itor school absentee rates—and 
for a host of other practical pur-
poses that the Joubert brothers 
never envisioned.

That success, argues Marc 
Maxmeister, a consultant who 
works with the online fund-
raising organization Global-
Giving, is a direct result of the 
Ebola Care team’s willingness 
to learn from end users. “It’s far 
 different from the way I’ve seen 
technology implemented by any 
agency in Africa or the global 
South,” he says. Maxmeister 
chronicles the Ebola Care story 
in Ebola: Local Voices, Hard Facts, 
a book (published in late 2014) 
that captures insights from 

people who have been on the 
front lines of the recent crisis.

Technologists aren’t waiting 
for the crisis to end before they 
begin applying lessons from 
the field. “We’ve learned much 
from the mHealth tools that 
have been deployed up to now, 
including Ebola Care,” says 
John Tippett, director of mo-
bile health innovations for the 
 Grameen Foundation.  Grameen, 
for its part, is working to create 
a suite of mobile tools that will 
support an upcoming Ebola vac-
cine trial. Built on an existing 
platform called Mobile Tech-
nology for Community Health 
System, or MOTECH, the new 
set of tools will use both voice 
and text messages to encourage 
vaccination, to remind people 
when they’re due for booster 
shots, and to gather data. 
(The Innovative Medicines 
 Initiative, a partnership of the 
 European Union and European 
pharmaceutical companies, is p

h
o

to
g

r
a

p
h

 b
y

 K
en

zo
 t

r
ib

o
u

il
la

r
d

/a
fp

/g
et

t
y

 im
a

g
es

p
h

o
to

g
r

a
p

h
 c

o
u

r
t

es
y

 o
f 

sa
K

K
er

 e
l 

d
eK

K
en

e

! RESPONDING WITH CARE: 
In late 2014, frontline health 
workers transport a patient to 
an Ebola treatment center 
near Macenta, Guinea.

http://journeyapps.com
http://journeyapps.com
http://www.appsagainstebola.org
http://www.globalgiving.org
http://www.globalgiving.org
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00QCEJVQM
http://www.grameenfoundation.org
http://motechsuite.org
http://motechsuite.org
http://motechsuite.org
http://www.imi.europa.eu
http://www.imi.europa.eu
http://ictemergency.wfp.org
http://ictemergency.wfp.org
http://www.wfp.org/stories/internet-game-changer-fight-against-ebola
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/crisis_tech&name=crisis_tech
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A 

storefront on a busy 
street in Beirut pur-
ports to sell Lebanese 

driver’s licenses, diplomas—even 
arms permits. The goods, as it 
turns out, are fake, and the store 
is part of a bold anti-corruption 
campaign by a media-savvy non-
profit called Sakker El Dekkene. 
That’s Arabic for “Close the 
Store.” To build public aware-
ness about the need to stamp 
out bribes and other forms of 
corruption, Sakker El Dekkene 
 leverages everything from street 
theater to social media to mov-
ies. It also maintains a hotline 
and an app that citizens can use 
to report specific incidents of 
corruption. Last December, its 
multi-pronged campaign took 
nine prizes (including a Grand 
Prix award) at the Cristal Festi-
val Europe.

Rahib El Chaer, president 
of the organization, says that 
Sakker El Dekkene is working to 
change social norms in a coun-
try where corruption has long 
been commonplace. Lebanon 
ranks 136th out of 176 countries 
in Transparency International’s 
Corruption Perceptions Index. 

(It’s tied with Nigeria for that 
rank.) In opinion polls, El Chaer 
notes, “half the population ad-
mitted they would give a gift to 
a customs agent to soften him, 
go around a queue, or pay to 
get a premature signature on 
an  official document.” The aim 
of his organization, he says, is 
to “bankrupt the prosperous 
business of corruption.” By his 
estimate, annual spending on 
 corruption in Lebanon exceeds 
$4.5 billion—roughly 10 percent 
of the country’s GDP.

Sakker El Dekkene began 
as a project of the Lebanese 
Transparency Association 
(LTA), a chapter of Trans-
parency International. After 
receiving funds for a public 
awareness effort, LTA began 
working with the Leo Burnett 
advertising agency in Lebanon 
to develop a concept for the 
“Sakker El Dekkene” campaign. 
The project stalled in 2013, 
however, when LTA shifted its 
focus to “work on the ground 
with municipalities” and to 
 establish a new anti- corruption 
office called the Lebanese 
Advocacy and Legal Advice 

Center, says Nadine Merhi, 
 senior manager of LTA. In 2014, 
Sakker El Dekkene spun off into 
a freestanding organization.

“Every initiative to raise 
awareness about corruption and 
its consequences in Lebanon 
is important, no matter how 
small,” says Ronald Barakat, ex-
ecutive director of LTA. “Sakker 
El Dekkene has been a very 
 effective player in the movement 
by civil society to change public 
attitudes and advance the fight 
against corruption.”

To bring this fight into 
sharper focus, Sakker El 
Dekkene tracks corruption 
trends using reports that citi-
zens submit via smartphone 
app, through a hotline, or at the 
organization’s website. Citizens 
can report an incident of cor-
ruption anonymously, but the 
organization asks them to sup-
ply specific details, right down 
to the street address where 
money has changed hands. 
The organization uses guer-
rilla marketing stunts to drive 
traffic to its data-gathering 
platform and to put pressure 
on politicians to take action. 
A Smart car emblazoned with 
Sakker El Dekkene stickers 
makes regular stops in front  
of government offices that have 
reportedly taken bribes. The ve-
hicle is called the Kabse, which 
means “surprise visit,” and it 
has brought nationwide visibil-
ity to the anti-corruption cause.

Are these efforts making a 
real dent in corruption? El Chaer 
and his team aren’t declaring 
victory yet. “Forty-three percent 
of respondents [in a poll] said 
they will not report corruption. 
That means that almost half the 
population has lost hope,” he 

suzie boss is a Portland, ore.-based 
journalist who writes about social change 
and education. She is the author of Bringing   
 Innovation to School and contributes 
 frequently to edutopia.
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crucial. The developers of 
 Ebola Care, for example, relied 
on GlobalGiving to introduce 
them to local aid organiza-
tions. “We went into each con-
versation with very clear goals 
and questions, knowing that 
each minute [that aid workers 
spent] with us was a minute 
not [spent] treating a patient,” 
Joubert says. “We weren’t just 
passively listening. We actively 
engaged [local staff members], 
tried to understand why they 
wanted to solve problems in 
certain ways, and challenged 
their thinking.”

Within a week of their first 
conference call with aid orga-
nizations, Joubert and his col-
leagues field-tested an initial 
version of Ebola Care. “Within 
30 days, based on user feed-
back, there were five more 
versions of that app,” he says. 
Within four months, more than 
20 customized apps were in 
use. “Previously, it was time-
consuming and expensive to 
create mobile solutions for aid 
organizations,” Joubert notes, 
“You can now build mHealth 
apps in days.”

One other factor helped 
 Ebola Care scale up quickly: 
 Amazon donated 1,000 Android-
based phones, each of them 
preloaded with the app, to aid 
groups in West Africa. Having 
all organizations use the same 
device eliminated the need to 
develop the app for multiple op-
erating systems. GlobalGiving, 
which distributed the Amazon 
phones through its network, 
typically avoids handling “stuff” 
of this kind, Maxmeister says. 
But the severity of this crisis has 
caused everyone in the affected 
region to think differently. n

c i v i c  e n g a g e m e n T

Getting Creative  
About Corruption

! SMART MOVE: A car in 
the Lebanese municipality  
of Jdeideh promotes an anti-
corruption campaign.

https://www.sakkera.com
http://www.cristalfestival.com
http://www.cristalfestival.com
http://www.transparency-lebanon.org
http://www.transparency-lebanon.org
http://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/overview
http://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/overview
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/getting_creative_about_corruption&name=getting_creative_about_corruption
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g o v e r n m e n T

Text the 
Vote

I
n late 2013, soon after 
Vinod Kurup joined 
Caktus Group, an open 

source software firm based in 
Durham, N.C., he became the 
lead developer for a new app. 
The client was the government 
of Libya, and the purpose of 
the app would be to support 
voter registration for the 2014 
national elections in that coun-
try. Bomb threats and protests 
in Libya made in-person regis-
tration risky. “I realized right 
away that this wasn’t your stan-
dard tech project,” says Kurup.

As a result of that project, 
Libya became the first country 
in the world where citizens can 
register to vote via SMS text 
messaging. By the end of 2014, 

1.5 million people—nearly half 
of all eligible voters in Libya—
had taken advantage of the 
 Caktus-designed app during two 
national elections. “This never 
would have happened in a coun-
try like the United States, where 
we have established systems in 
place [for registering voters],” 
says Tobias McNulty, cofounder 
and CEO of Caktus. “Libya was 
perfect for it. They didn’t have 
an infrastructure. They were 
looking for something that could 
be built and deployed fast.”

Libyans are heavy users of 
cell phones. According to World 
Bank data, there are 165 sub-
scriptions for every 100 people. 
Mobile penetration is high even 
among nomadic segments of 
the Libyan population, says Hao 
Nguyen, strategy director for 
Caktus. Internet connectivity 
rates, meanwhile, are quite low: 
Only about one in six  Libyan 
households has Web access. p
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TO HELP NONPROFITS DELIVER ON THEIRS.
Successful nonprofit leaders can tackle today’s tough management 
challenges—and align the organization’s future mission and strategy. 
Find out how the social enterprise programs at Harvard Business 
School equip you to lead change at all levels, maximize board 
contributions, and improve overall performance.

Get started at  
www.exed.hbs.edu/sep-ssir

 

OUR MISSION 
IS SIMPLE.

Not surprisingly, then, the 
 motivation to leapfrog Web-
based tools and go straight to  
a mobile platform was high.

Simplicity was an essential 
criterion for designing the app. 
“With SMS, there’s only one way 
to use it: Enter characters on 
your phone,” Kurup says. To reg-
ister to vote, citizens merely need 
to text in their 12-digit national 
identification number, along with 
a 5-digit code that identifies their 
local polling place. Once that 
information enters the govern-
ment’s data system, however, 
the level of complexity increases. 
“The system has to make sure 
that the ID code has been en-
tered correctly and that the per-
son is eligible to vote [according 

says. Lasting change will require 
increased public education, new 
laws to protect citizens, and 
 government monitoring “to 
fight corruption to the highest 
level,” he adds.

LTA, meanwhile, continues 
the anti-corruption work that 
it began in 1999. Momentum is 
building, Barakat says. By way 
of proof, he cites recent crack-
downs on corruption in depart-
ments that handle functions 
such as real estate registration 
and food safety.

“The public’s increased will-
ingness to participate in cam-
paigns like Sakker El Dekkene is 
evidence of the impact that the 
anti-corruption movement has 
had in creating real change,” 
Barakat says. The challenge 
ahead, he argues, will involve 
“empowering the  Lebanese 
community with tools for tak-
ing action against corruption 
|in their daily lives.” n

, SIGN OF CHANGE:  
A poster inTripoli, Libya, 
advertises a system of 
voter registration that 
uses text messaging.

https://www.caktusgroup.com
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/text_the_vote&name=text_the_vote
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.exed.hbs.edu/sep-ssir&name=harvard
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booked  
for Revival

B
rett Bobley, director 
of the Office of  Digital 
 Humanities at the 

 National Endowment for the 
Humanities (NEH), recently 
paid a visit to Johns Hopkins 
University Press. That pub-
lisher—the oldest university 
press in the United States—
has been turning out scholarly 
works since 1878. “In one room, 

How oft en do you dream of challenging 
yourself and making a meaningful impact 
on the lives of others?

Welcome to the Stanford Institute for Innovation in Developing 
Economies (SEED). We’re looking for a select group of experienced 
business leaders for our SEED Volunteer Business Coaching Program. 
Coaches would be senior executives with 10+ years of experience and 
general management skills, with an urge to help scale businesses, 
spur growth, and transform the lives of people in poverty.

LEARN MORE AND APPLY NOW  StanfordSeedVolunteer.com

Help Build Africa’s Next Generation
of Exceptional Businesses

Coach Jan Swanberg with Benedicta Mawuena Osei of 
GHS Housing, Ghana

to the nation’s Civil Registry]. 
For each possible error, we had 
to create a response message,” 
Kurup explains. Working closely 
with advisors from the United 
Nations and with Libyan election 
officials, developers planned for 
various use cases: What happens, 
for example, if multiple family 
members share a single mobile 
phone? A complicated flow chart 
shows all of the communications 
that might take place between a 
citizen and the system.

Developing the app quickly 
was a high priority, and it 

became even more critical 
when the Libyan High National 
Elections Commission (HNEC) 
moved the election for seats in 
the national assembly forward 
by two months—from August 
2014 to June 2014—in an  effort 
to reduce political turmoil. 
 Fadia Hadi, who was then  
head of data management for 
HNEC, credits Kurup and his 
colleagues with working “hand 
in hand with the commission, 
as though we were one team.”

For technologists who 
work on apps for international 

development, the project dem-
onstrates the value of open 
source tools—including, in par-
ticular, a platform called Rapid 
SMS. Created by the UNICEF 
Innovation Unit, Rapid SMS has 
enabled developers to build mo-
bile apps for tasks that range 
from disease tracking to con-
ducting citizen surveys. “The 
fact that Rapid SMS was our 
[foundation] saved us months 
of time, compared with starting 
from scratch,” Vinod says. 

In the 2014 elections, voter 
turnout fell short of expecta-
tions. Even so, experts from the 
Carter Center who observed 
the elections praised SMS voter 
registration for its speed and ef-
ficiency. “This system should be 
used again in future elections,” 
the center’s report concluded.

“Our hope,” says McNulty, 
“is that other countries can use 
this [app] as a building block 
for their own voter registration 

software.” McNulty was in Libya 
during the June election. He saw 
political ads plastered every-
where, along with colorful signs 
posted by HNEC that told citi-
zens how to register via mobile 
phone. “It was humbling to see 
the hope of citizens in this fledg-
ling democracy,” he says. n

https://www.rapidsms.org
https://www.rapidsms.org
http://www.unicef.org/innovation/
http://www.unicef.org/innovation/
http://www.cartercenter.org/
http://www.neh.gov
http://www.neh.gov
http://www.neh.gov
http://www.neh.gov
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/booked_for_revival&name=booked_for_revival
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://stanfordseedvolunteer.com&name=stanfordseedvolunteer
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they have a copy of every book 
they’ve ever published. The 
shelves go up a couple of sto-
ries,” Bobley says. Yet only a few 
of those titles are available to 
the reading public. “Most of the 
rest are out of print,” he notes.

The Humanities Open Book 
program, a joint project of NEH 
and the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation, aims to put old but 
enduring works of humanistic 
scholarship back in circulation. 
The program, with $1 million 
in funding, will sponsor the re-
publication of as many as 1,000 
out-of-print titles in a digital 
format. Books under consider-
ation range from a natural his-
tory of bees to a study of 18th-
century British women writers.

“This is a chance to make 
available great books that your 
corner bookstore or  local  library 
couldn’t possibly stock,”  Bobley 
says. “The Internet allows us to 
deliver them to a much wider 

audience.”  Under the program, 
publishers will receive sup-
port to release  selected titles 
as e-books. In doing so, they 
must use a  Creative  Commons 
license—an open access 
 arrangement that will make the 
e-book content “free forever, to 
everyone in the world,”  Bobley 
explains. Before re-issuing a 
given book, a publisher must 
 obtain the approval of its author. 
But Bobley expects that few 
authors will object to  Creative 
Commons  licensing. “Most 
scholarly books are written  
by professors,” he says. “They 
don’t expect to make money 
from a book that’s been out  
of print for 10 years.”

John Willinsky, the Khosla 
Family Professor at the Stanford 
Graduate School of Education, 
says that funding has steadily 
eroded for monographs in the 
humanities. At the same time, 
he notes, online publishing has 

become common for academic 
journals: “The book is being 
left behind.” (Willinsky is also 
founding director of the Public 
Knowledge Project, an initiative 
that aims to expand the reach 
of scholarly publishing through 
open source software.)

Any nonprofit publisher of 
scholarly works can nominate 
titles for the initiative, and those 
books will be subject to a peer 
review process in which experts 
from diverse fields will take 
part. NEH plans to announce a 
complete selection of titles by 
the end of this year, and the first 
set of e-books will be available 
by 2016. “The choice won’t be 
easy,” Bobley says. Indeed, as 
Willinsky points out, each book 
under consideration already 
underwent peer review before 
its original publication and was 
then reviewed by critics after 
its release. “This is the third 
round of scrutiny,” he says. The 

Humanities Open Book pro-
gram holds publishers to a lofty 
standard on the technology side 
as well. They will need to ad-
here to an e-book format (EPUB 
3.0.1) that includes features like 
searchable text and the ability to 
change type sizes. “You can read 
it on a big computer screen or a 
little phone,” Bobley says.

Participating publishers will 
retain the right to sell the same 
books in other formats—hard 
copies produced with print-on-
demand technology, for exam-
ple. That’s important, Willinsky 
says, because university presses 
are under pressure to develop 
new revenue models to sustain 
scholarly publishing. Support 
from organizations like NEH 
and the Mellon Foundation 
“should send a strong signal 
to the field,” Bobley says. “We 
hope it will spur others to look 
at new ways to get these great 
books back out there.” n

September 9-10, 2015 | Stanford University | ssireview.org/npinstitute

NONPROFIT MANAGEMENT INSTITUTE
Building Resiliency:  Yourself,  Your Organization, Your Society 

“� e Institute hit a ‘home run’ in terms of knowledge transmission, provocative thinking, and excellent 
speakers. � is educational activity is truly transforming.”  - 2014 Attendee

NONPROFIT MANAGEMENT INSTITUTE
Building Resiliency:  Yourself,  Your Organization, Your SocietyBuilding Resiliency:  Yourself,  Your Organization, Your Society

10th Annual

http://www.neh.gov/grants/odh/humanities-open-book-program
http://www.neh.gov/grants/odh/humanities-open-book-program
http://creativecommons.org
https://pkp.sfu.ca
https://pkp.sfu.ca
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/npinstitute&name=ssir_npinstitute
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K
risten Logan, a single mother 
with three children, was laid off 
from her job as a hospital admin-
istrative assistant in late 2013. It 

wasn’t long before she started to panic.  Logan 
had always been able to find office work in 
the past, but employment opportunities had 
become scarce in Merced, Calif., where she 
lives. “I started worrying about losing our 
home,” she says. At a friend’s suggestion, 
Logan enrolled in a 10-week “boot camp” 
that taught her how to navigate the online 
freelance market. An organization now called 
Samaschool (formerly SamaUSA) designed 
the course and arranged to offer it through 
Merced College. Today, Logan’s home doubles 
as her office. Using platforms like Elance, a 
matching site for businesses and freelancers, 
Logan has built a roster of clients for whom 
she serves as virtual assistant. Now, more 
often than not, her monthly income beats 
her old paycheck.

About 9,000 miles away, in Gulu, Uganda, 
youth unemployment runs as high as 60 per-
cent. In that community, Juliet Ayot is a rar-
ity: a young woman with a decent job. She 
works at a technology center, located in a 
building that used to be a shipping container. 
Her duties include scrutinizing digital photos 
and tagging them with identifying  labels. 
Thanks to her work, customers of Getty 
 Images can browse the company’s vast photo 
collection and easily find a specific shot—an 
image of George Clooney or Kim Kardashian, 
for example. A local enterprise employs Ayot, 
but a US-based group called Samasource pro-
vides training and facilitates the arrangement 
with Getty. She now earns enough not only 
to support herself but also to send money to 
family members in her village.

Similar stories are playing out around the 
globe. Business process outsourcing (BPO) 
has become a $100 billion industry that 
 encompasses a broad set of enterprises—from 
call centers in India to Amazon’s Mechanical 
Turk, an online platform where freelancers 
bid on digital jobs. Digital opportunities of 

this kind could lift millions of people out of 
poverty. But there’s a catch. Before the world’s 
most marginalized people can benefit from 
this trend, they need skills to compete in the 
global marketplace, along with connections to 
the companies that drive the digital economy.

“Talent is equally distributed around the 
world, but opportunity is not,” says Leila 
 Janah, founder and CEO of Sama Group, a San 
Francisco-based family of nonprofit social en-
terprises. (“Sama” means “equal” in Sanskrit.) 
Two of those enterprises— Samasource, 
founded in 2008, and  Samaschool, founded 
as SamaUSA in 2013—share a mission to bring 
digital employment opportunities to  people 
who desperately need them. Samasource 
 operates in the developing world, whereas 
Samaschool mainly helps workers in the 
United States. “Technology can help solve 
the problem of finding jobs for unemployed 
people, whether they’re in Kenya or Iowa,” 
says Janah. (The group launched a third enter-
prise, Samahope, in 2012. Samahope leverages 
crowdfunding to pay for medical treatments 
in the some of the poorest parts of the globe.)

Sama Group is a leading player in the fast-
growing field of impact sourcing—a variation 
on traditional outsourcing that aims to create 
employment opportunities in low-income ar-
eas. “We’re opening the marketplace for more 
people to succeed,” Janah says.

ON THE JOB

When Janah launched Samasource, she was 
25 years old. She had experience with manag-
ing a call center in India and a passion for the 
poverty-fighting potential of impact sourcing. 
She also had a vision that focused on outsourc-
ing “microwork”: By breaking digital work 
into small, easy-to-teach tasks, her organiza-
tion would provide work—instead of aid—to 
the world’s poor. In the business model that 
she devised, Samasource would collaborate 
with enterprises in the developing world to 
provide microwork services to paying busi-
ness customers. Now she just needed to find 
those customers.

She cold-called Jim Fruchterman, CEO of 
Benetech, a nonprofit organization based in 
Palo Alto, Calif. He happened to be leading a P
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Source of Opportunity
sama group, a social enterprise that connects disadvantaged people 
with digital work, is expanding its reach to the united states.
By SuziE BOSS

%AT THE SOURCE: 
 Leila Janah, CEO of Sama 
Group (left), walks with 
Samasource worker Juliet 
Ayot in Gulu, Uganda.

http://samaschool.org
http://www.samasource.org
http://samagroup.co
http://benetech.org
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/source_of_opportunity&name=source_of_opportunity
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large-scale expansion of Bookshare, a digital 
library for blind and dyslexic people that his 
organization maintains, and he needed proof-
readers for a textbook project. Despite her lack 
of a track record, Janah landed a $30,000 con-
tract with Benetech. She outsourced the work 
to an organization that serves disadvantaged 
people in Nairobi, Kenya, but handled quality 
control herself. “We saw that Samasource 
could connect us with social enterprises that 
would never get to California to sell their ser-
vices,” says Fruchterman.

Janah parlayed that first project into 
a  client list that includes Getty Images, 
Google, LinkedIn, Microsoft, and other big-
name companies in the tech sector. To serve 
these customers, Samasource contracts with 
carefully selected partner organizations in 
Kenya, Uganda, Ghana, India, and Haiti. 
Those partners provide recruitment, train-
ing, and oversight services, and they also 
take responsibility for paying fair wages 
and achieving measurable social impact. To 
 automate workflow and to maintain quality, 
Samasource developed its own technology 
platform, the SamaHub. By early 2015, the 
organization had created job opportunities 
for more than 6,500 workers.

Impact sourcing was a relatively unknown 
practice when Samasource got under way. 
Now it’s a growth industry that accounts for 
12 percent of the total BPO market. Digital 
Jobs Africa, a $100 million initiative launched 
by the Rockefeller Foundation in 2013, will 
help drive further growth. Sarah Troup, asso-
ciate director of the foundation, says that the 
initiative aims to connect 250,000  African 
young people with work opportunities by 
2020. “We’re working the supply side, the 
demand side, and the enabling environment 
to get to scale,” she explains.

The Rockefeller Foundation, an early 
backer of Samasource, this year made a new 
$1 million grant to the organization as part 
of Digital Jobs Africa. That funding comes 
with ambitious targets: Samasource aims 
to enable employment for 12,000 workers 
in Africa by the end of 2015. But Janah and 
her team are ready for the challenge. “We’d 
like to hit 100,000 [worldwide] in the next 

two years,” she says. “We have a model that 
works. Now we need to execute on it.”

In 2013, Janah and her team created Sama 
Group to serve as an umbrella organization 
for their growing operation. Taking that step 
has brought stability and shared efficiencies 
across the Sama family of enterprises, which 
together employ 75 people. To finance its 
expansion, the group relies on support from 
funders like the California Endowment and 
Google.org, as well as the Rockefeller Founda-
tion. It also holds a glitzy annual fundraiser 
called SamaGala. In 2014, through efforts 
such as the gala, Sama enterprises raised  
$1 million from individual donations.

BACK iN THE uSA

After she started Samasource, Janah began 
fielding requests to bring impact sourcing 
to high-poverty communities in the United 
States. In online forums, commenters have 
criticized the organization for shipping 
jobs overseas. “I understand their frustra-
tion,” Janah says. The fair solution, she 
argues, is not to limit opportunities in de-
veloping countries, but to “show that our 
model can work in the US.” She and her team 
launched SamaUSA —or Samaschool, as it’s 
now called—to do just that.

Samaschool doesn’t follow the model 
of its older sibling, Samasource. “The chal-
lenges for Americans in poverty are different 
from those in East Africa or India,” says Tess 
Posner, managing director of Samaschool. 
That organization prepares workers to be-
come digital freelancers who can compete 
for self-employment opportunities via on-
line platforms. Instead of going to work in 
a technology center, they work from home 
or in a Wi-Fi-equipped coffee shop. “They’re 
entrepreneurs, going out and getting con-
tracts themselves,” Posner says.

Working in partnership with commu-
nity colleges and other local organizations, 
 Samaschool develops and delivers intensive 
training services. “We teach hard skills, soft 
skills, and work readiness,” Posner says. In a 
typical course, students go through the en-
tire process of building an online freelancing 
business—from writing a profile and bidding 

on a job to preparing an invoice and asking 
for a recommendation. They pay no fees for 
the course, and many of them qualify to re-
ceive a laptop that they can keep once they 
complete their training.

Six US partner sites were in place by 
March 2015, and other partnerships are now 
in development. The sites range from urban 
areas with high youth unemployment— 
Bay view Hunters Point Y MCA in San 
 Francisco, for example—to rural commu-
nities with ailing economies, such as  Dumas, 
Ark. (In November 2014, the organization 
began offering a training program in Kenya. 
Early this year, in conjunction with expand-
ing beyond the United States, SamaUSA was 
rebranded as Samaschool.)

“It’s beautiful here, but remote. We’re 
definitely a community in transition,” says 
Amy Schulz, a faculty member and project 
director at Feather River College in  Plumas 
County, Calif. Lumber industry jobs that 
once sustained the local economy have largely 
disappeared. When Janah explained the 
 Samaschool concept to her, Schulz was in-
trigued by it. “The idea of connecting people 
to work, without having to relocate or build 
facilities here, was a fantastic fit for our com-
munity,” Schulz says.

W hen the college offered its f irst 
 Samaschool course in the spring of 2014, 
there were more baby boomers than twenty-
somethings in the class. “They [the older 
students] tended to be women approaching 
retirement age who weren’t sure they had 
enough money saved,” Schulz says. “They 
had marketable skills but didn’t know how 
to connect with jobs using technology. That’s 
exactly what we taught them.” Graduates 
of the course have found freelance work in 
fields that range from blogging to consulting.

Janah and her team are now exploring 
ways to replicate the Samaschool  program. 
They might pursue a franchising model, 
for example. “We don’t have the band-
width to set up shop everywhere, but we 
can give tools to local partners,” Janah 
says. “ Teaching people how not to be at a 
disadvantage on digital platforms—that’s 
 relevant the world over.” n

Suzie BOSS is a Portland, Ore.-based journalist who 
writes about social change and education. She is the author 
of the book Bringing Innovation to School and contributes 
frequently to Edutopia.
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https://www.bookshare.org/cms
http://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/our-work/initiatives/digital-jobs-africa/
http://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/our-work/initiatives/digital-jobs-africa/
http://www.rockefellerfoundation.org
http://www.calendow.org
http://google.org
http://www.frc.edu
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I
n today’s start-up landscape, 
competition is fierce—and so 
is the pressure to tout your up-
side. That’s why in places like 

 Silicon Valley everyone adopts a pose of world- 
winning invulnerability. Everyone is “crushing 
it.” Success is the lingua franca of the realm.

In the nonprofit world, the hype may 
resonate at a subtler pitch. But the need 
to project a façade of success may be even 
stronger. Philanthropists aren’t looking to 
invest in people or organizations with a 
track record marked by a few near misses 
(let alone a full-scale disaster). They want 
to fund proven, predictable winners.

Fuckup Nights, a global event series that 
originated in Mexico City, is working to 
expand the discourse around success and 
failure. The series gives entrepreneurs a 
chance to reflect on bad decisions, missed 
opportunities, episodes of poor execution, 
and pivots that never paid off. Unlike TED, 
a conference series that focuses on “ideas 
worth spreading,” Fuckup Nights showcases 
ideas worth shedding. It is, as its founders 
have suggested, the anti-TED.

“Everything started because I was drink-
ing mescal,” says Leticia Gasca, who is one of 
those founders. It was September 2012, and 
at the time she worked as an editor at the 
 Mexican business magazine Expansion. One 
night, she got together with some friends. 
“People say mescal doesn’t get you drunk, it 
gets you magical,” she explains. “So, basically, 
we were magical—five friends, all of us with 
entrepreneurial backgrounds. We realized that 
we had all fucked up businesses in the past but 
had never shared those stories, despite being 
really close friends.” Once the sharing process 
began, it went on for several hours.

Thriving on Failure
in cities all around the world, entrepreneurs are gathering to discuss 
the flubs, flops, and fiascos that punctuate their careers.
By GrEG BEATO

Eager to continue that dialogue, Gasca 
and her friends decided to repeat the ex-
perience in a more formal way two weeks 
later. They invited about two dozen friends 
to join them in a Mexico City co-working 
space. That night, three invitees shared their 
stories of business failure using a fixed for-

mat.  Inspired by PechaKucha Night, a similar 
 series that has its roots in Tokyo’s graphic 
design community, the Fuckup Nights team 
asked the speakers to organize their presen-
tations around a series of 10 slides that would 
appear on-screen and automatically change 
after 40 seconds. Each presenter, in other 
words, had slightly less than seven minutes 
to address the crowd. (PechaKucha Night 
uses slightly different guidelines. It requires 
presenters to use 20 slides, and each slide 
stays on-screen for 20 seconds.)

The new format may not have packed 
the 110-proof magic of mescal, but it made 
for a set of lively, fast-moving presentations. 

Fuckup Nights evolved into a monthly ritual 
in Mexico City, and Gasca and her  cofounders 
started using social media to spread the word 
about upcoming events. “Then someone from 
Spain read about us and asked if she could 
organize a Fuckup Night in her city using 
the same branding and the same format,” 
Gasca recalls. “It was a huge surprise to us, 
but we said yes.”

Since then, Fuckup Nights has expanded 
rapidly. Along with spreading to dozens of 
additional cities in Mexico, it has established 
outposts in Japan, New Zealand, and the 
United States, and in countries throughout 

Africa, Europe, and South America. By March 
2015, Fuckup Nights organizers had held 
gatherings in more than 100 cities worldwide.

WHErE iT’S SAFE TO FAiL

Failure has long been a taboo subject. Yet it’s 
a remarkably common experience. According 
to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, only 
49 percent of all business establishments 
survive more than five years. Now there’s 
a venue where entrepreneurs can discuss 
the experience of failure openly. “People are 
always trying to show their best face,” says 
Veronica French, who has helped organize 
Fuckup Nights events in Berkeley, Calif., and P
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! FAIL SHOW: Presenters 
gather onstage at a Fuckup 
Nights event held in Badajoz, 
Spain, in November 2014.

http://fuckupnights.com
http://www.pechakucha.org
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/thriving_on_failure&name=thriving_on_failure
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San Francisco. “We want to foster a culture 
where it’s okay to talk about ways that you’re 
not perfect.” (In her day job, French works 
at Everwise, a San Francisco-based company 
that operates an online mentoring platform.)

For those who decide to air their mis-
takes and missteps at a Fuckup Nights event, 
the rewards of candor outweigh the risks of 
exposure. “It’s a very cathartic, raw experi-
ence,” says Roderick Campbell, cofounder 
and CEO of CommitChange, an online fund-
raising platform for nonprofits. Campbell 
shared his failure story at an event that took 
place this past March in San Francisco. He 
talked about a Web content development 
company that he created when he was in 
college. The venture attracted multinational 
clients and at one point had four full-time 
employees. Then he “tanked it,” Campbell 
explains: “The work that we were doing was 
all about me trying to be ‘the creative tech 
genius,’ and that just killed everything. It 
was pretty embarrassing.”

Campbell runs a for-profit company, but 
he works extensively with nonprofits, and 
he suggests that the Fuckup Nights model 
should appeal to those who have struggled to 
build an organization with a social  mission. 
“If you’re an entrepreneur advocating for 
large-scale social change, you constantly 
have to try things that people have never 
done before,” he says. “Creating a new 
company or organization is a dirty, clumsy, 
awkward process. I would love to see more 
entrepreneurs—especially social entrepre-
neurs—acknowledging that.”

Being candid about failure can be espe-
cially difficult in the nonprofit world. “There’s 
a very strong norm against admitting that a 
grant you received, or a service you  designed, 
failed. That’s the nail in the coffin for the next 
round of funding,” says Jane Wei- Skillern, 
adjunct associate professor at the Center 
for Nonprofit and Public Leadership at the 
 University of California, Berkeley, Haas 
School of Business. If a program proves to 
be ineffective, or if it loses efficacy over time, 
there is usually little incentive to face that 
reality. “But the only way we are going to 
learn in these situations is by acknowledging 

failures and changing our behavior accord-
ingly,” Wei-Skillern argues.

Ben Powell, who has presented at Fuckup 
Nights gatherings in San Francisco and 
Granada, Nicaragua, notes that the spirit of 
such events promotes vulnerability as well 
as candor. “It’s not just about what you learn 
from failures,” says Powell, founder and CEO 
of Agora Partnerships, a nonprofit based in 
Washington, D.C., that works with entre-
preneurs who focus on social and environ-
mental issues in Latin America. “When you’re 
vulnerable, you get people to listen. So it’s 
a way to create energy in the room where 
people are actually listening and empathiz-
ing. And empathy is really important if you 
want to foster an environment where people 
can be creative.”

CAN FAiLurE SuCCEED?

The universality of failure is one reason that 
Fuckup Nights has spread so far, so fast. But 
equally important is the way that Gasca and 
her colleagues have allowed others to rep-
licate their model. At this point, they don’t 
charge a franchise or licensing fee. “We only 
ask organizers for three things,” Gasca says. 
“The first is to follow the same model—three 
or four people sharing their failure stories in 
seven minutes and 10 images. The second is 
to follow our branding. The third is to share 
their content with us.”

That relatively loose framework gives 
 local Fuckup Night incarnations ample 
scope for innovation. At an event held last 
year in Berkeley, organizers invited volun-
teers from the audience to share their own 
failure experiences. “We wanted to get the 
crowd participating,” says French. “After the 
scheduled speakers spoke, the volunteers 
spoke for a minute each. We had a student 
who talked about handing in a paper late. 
We had a photographer who talked about 
freelance work and balancing which gigs to 
take and which gigs to turn down.”

At Fuckup Nights headquarters in 
 Mexico City, Gasca and her colleagues are 
exploring other ways to broaden the reach 
of their movement. They plan, for example, 
to aggregate all of the content generated 

by local Fuckup Nights groups—mostly 
video clips of speaker presentations—at the 
 organization’s website (Fuckupnights.com). 
“The idea is to have all of these failure sto-
ries in the same place, available to anyone 
on the planet,” Gasca says.

In April 2013, Gasca quit her magazine job 
to devote all of her attention to the Fuckup 
Nights organization. During that period, 
the organization began to raise funds from 
several sources: Posible, a nonprofit that pro-
motes entrepreneurship; an impact invest-
ing fund called Promotora Social  Mexico; 
the government of the Mexican state of 
 Guanajuato; and FEMSA, the company that 
bottles Coca-Cola in Mexico. That funding 
covers the salaries of Gasca and one other 
full-time employee. It also enabled Fuckup 
Nights to publish a Spanish-language book, 
El Libro Del Fracaso (“The Book of Failure”). 
In October 2014, the organization launched 
an Indiegogo campaign to fund an English 
translation of the book, and it plans to publish 
that version sometime this year.

As yet, however, Fuckup Nights has not 
established a sustainable business model. 
The decision not to charge a fee to local 
organizers and the practice of offering free 
admission have eliminated obvious  potential 
sources of income. But members of the 
Fuckup Nights community are experiment-
ing with other revenue options. In April, 
the team that organizes Fuckup Nights in 
 Düsseldorf, Germany, started selling T-
shirts and sweatshirts branded with the 
Fuckup Nights logo. The team plans to offer 
those items at cost to Fuckup Nights orga-
nizers in other cities as well. “In the  future, 
we’d like to provide individual designs 
to [other] communities,” says  Benjamin 
 Teeuwsen, a member of the Fuckup Nights 
team in Düsseldorf. The central organiza-
tion in Mexico City will receive licensing 
fees from the sale of such merchandise.

And what if those efforts don’t pan out? 
What if Gasca and her colleagues fail to 
sustain the momentum of Fuckup Nights? 
At least they will have an entertaining and 
potentially instructive story to share over a 
bottle of mescal. n

GreG BeaTO is a contributing editor and columnist for 
Reason magazine. His work has appeared in The New York 
Times, The Washington Post, The Week, and more than 100 
other publications worldwide.
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http://agorapartnerships.org
http://ide.itesm.mx/archivos/libro_del_fracaso.pdf
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F
ifteen years ago, at a Hare 
Krishna temple in Bangalore, 
 India, worshipers noticed that 
children often came to eat the 

meals that the temple customarily served 
at the end of religious services. The kids 
should have been in school. But for them, 
as for  millions of other Indian children, 
 getting enough food was a more pressing 
priority than getting an education. Instead 
of giving out meals at the temple, some of 
the  worshipers started bringing food to a 
nearby school. The kids who had been show-
ing up on the temple steps now showed up in 
class. “This was just one small temple, solving 
the food problem in its community,” recalls 
 Binali Suhandani, head of resource mobili-
zation at the Akshaya Patra  Foundation, an 
organization that emerged from the efforts 
of those Hare Krishna worshipers. Akshaya 
Patra has come a long way since then. Today 
the organization maintains a network of high-
efficiency kitchens that enables it to serve hot 
lunches to 1.4 million children at more than 
10,500 schools in 10 Indian states.

The work of Akshaya Patra takes place 
under the auspices of the Mid Day Meal 
Scheme, an initiative to ensure that every 
child in every Indian public school receives 
a nutritious meal every school day. Enacted 
by the Indian federal government in 1995, 
the MDM scheme (as it’s commonly known) 
gained the force of a Supreme Court order in 
2001. Despite that legal mandate, however, 
the federal government has failed to provide 
adequate funding and logistical support for 
the program. A variety of local and state 
governments, along with various charitable 
organizations, have moved to fill that gap. 
Progress has been considerable but far from 

More Than a Meal
technical ingenuity and private funding enable akshaya Patra  
to serve hot, healthy lunches to 1.4 million indian children every day.
By BrANDON KEim

complete: More than 100 million children 
now receive food through the MDM scheme. 
Yet India still has a child under-nutrition 
rate that places it 120th out of 128 countries 
on the Global Hunger Index, and nearly one 
in three Indian children is underweight. Im-
proving those numbers will depend in part 
on the ability of nonprofits such as Akshaya 
Patra to expand their reach.

The leaders of Akshaya Patra (the term 
means “inexhaustible vessel” in Sanskrit) 
say that its mission isn’t simply about pro-
viding food to hungry kids. It’s about social 
development. It’s about fulfilling the educa-
tional potential of children who otherwise 
would struggle to learn on an empty stom-
ach. It’s about bridging the deep divides of 
caste and class by creating a daily occasion 
when children can sit down to a shared meal. 
Madhu Pandit Dasa, founding chairman, 
was one of the worshipers who attended 
that little temple in Bangalore in 2000. 
 Akshaya Patra, he said in a 2007 speech, 

is “more than a school meal program. It’s 
a hunger-eradication program. It’s an edu-
cation program. It’s a social project. It’s a 
nation- building effort.” Matching that lofty 
mission is a lofty goal: Akshaya Patra aims to 
serve five million children by 2020. To meet 
that objective, the organization will need to 
leverage the well-functioning systems that 
it has built. And it will need to overcome 
several challenges that it faces.

OuT OF THE KiTCHEN

At schools in the United States and other 
wealthy nations, paid staff members typically 
prepare school lunches on-site. In  India, that 
approach is often impractical. Many schools 
in that country have no kitchen facilities. 
In the early days of the MDM scheme, it 
wasn’t uncommon for people to cook meals in 
makeshift sheds or even in classrooms; over-
whelmed cooks would sometimes ask school-
children for help. The leaders of  Akshaya 
 Patra realized that it would be more  efficient 
to cook meals at a centralized kitchen and 
then distribute them to schools. (That idea 
came to the founders naturally: Several 
of them had backgrounds in engineering. 
Dasa, who studied at the Indian Institute of 
 Technology Bombay, designed the organiza-
tion’s first kitchen.)
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! COOKING TIME: Workers 
at an Akshaya Patra kitchen 
in Hubli, India, prepare rice 
for delivery to schools.

http://www.akshayapatra.org
http://mdm.nic.in
http://mdm.nic.in
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/more_than_a_meal&name=more_than_a_meal
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Akshaya Patra now runs 23 cooking 
 facilities. The kitchens, which operate from 
 Sunday evening through Friday morning, 
present a model of industrial design and auto-
mated efficiency. In the north of India, where 
local diets are grain-rich, bread-makers can 
produce 60,000 pieces of flatbread in just 
one hour. In the south, where rice is a staple, 
cookers can heat 250 pounds of rice in 20 
minutes. On average, the kitchens can pro-
duce 150,000 meals in less than five hours.

Such efficiency didn’t happen  overnight, 
according to Vinay Kumar, head of oper-
ations at Akshaya Patra. Before joining 
the organization in 2006, Kumar worked 
as a business process consultant for con-
sumer manufacturing companies, and he 
has brought that experience to bear on the 
task of feeding large numbers of children. 
He and his colleagues standardized pro-
cesses across multiple facilities. They also 
implemented systems to share innovations 
across the entire chain of kitchens. “Each of 
our decisions is data-driven. Anything we 
implement should be measured by data, rep-
licable in another place, and standardized,” 
says  Kumar. Kitchen workers know exactly 
how long it takes to cook each meal. They 
know how much kitchen capacity is required 
to make that meal. They know which raw 
materials are in hand and which materials 
need to be purchased. The commitment to 
efficiency doesn’t stop at the kitchen door. 
Akshaya Patra uses path-optimizing soft-
ware to plot the delivery routes between 
each kitchen and each school that it serves.

Sameer Prasad, professor of operations 
management at the University of Wisconsin-
Whitewater, has studied Akshaya Patra and 
its systems. The organization, he notes, has 
taken supply-chain management practices 
developed in the business world and applied 
them to a nonprofit endeavor. Traditionally, 
nonprofit organizations have not excelled 
at operational efficiency. By optimizing its 
kitchen systems, Akshaya Patra has made its 
operation highly cost-effective: Its average 
annual per-child cost is only about $30. It 
has also been able to ensure that its meals 
are fresh. Cooks use vegetables within just 

a few days of procuring them, and the orga-
nization prepares and distributes its meals 
on the same day. Akshaya Patra leaders in-
sist that industrial efficiency doesn’t come 
at the expense of food quality. “The same 
meal which the children eat, my staff mem-
bers also eat,” says Sridhar Venkat, CEO.

iNTO THE FuTurE

Until now, Akshaya Patra has focused on 
serving schools in urban locales, where its 
distribution system is most effective. In 
rural areas, where schools are far apart, the 
efficiency of that system decreases dramati-
cally. Yet 70 percent of India’s population is 
rural, so reaching children in those areas is 
vital to the organization’s mission. Kumar 
aims to develop high-efficiency kitchens to 
serve rural and semi-urban areas over the 
next three years, but meeting the standard 
of efficiency that Akshaya Patra has estab-
lished in urban areas will be difficult. “Their 
model works only when it’s in a more densely 
populated place, and there are economies of 
scale,” Prasad argues.

A bigger challenge involves funding. 
 Akshaya Patra has an annual budget of  
$35 million, and 60 percent of that sum 
comes from the Indian government in the 
form of cash or donations of food. The other  
40 percent comes from corporate and private 
donors. Despite support from high-profile 
companies—among them Adobe Systems, 
Caterpillar, and the State Bank of India—
raising funds is a constant struggle. Recently, 
according to Suhandani, the organization 
has made headway in this area by focusing 
on its online efforts and by gaining celebrity 
endorsements. But raising money is only part 
of the fundraising equation. Equally impor-
tant is being able to raise it at a steady pace. 
“Making our income more predictable while 
scaling up is a challenge,” says Venkat. “We 
have a long way to go to make [the organiza-
tion] completely sustainable.”

The volatility of food markets in India 
exacerbates that challenge. Over the past 
decade, the country has experienced not 
only regular price spikes but also long-term 
inflation that has outpaced overall economic 

growth. To manage that volatility, Akshaya 
Patra now procures some of its produce 
from commodity brokers, with whom it 
can sign long-term contracts. But that’s 
no guarantee of price stability. “We’ll find 
only questions as we go along,” says Kumar. 
Buying from brokers, instead of sourcing 
food at local markets, may cause another 
problem: Those who designed the MDM 
program envisioned it partly as a way to 
support  local farmers.

Underlying those challenges is a more 
fundamental question about the Akshaya 
Patra model: Are public-private partner-
ships the right approach to meeting a  basic 
need like feeding schoolchildren? Some 
 observers argue that midday meals shouldn’t 
be  subject to the caprice of donors. “The 
midday meal program is a right. It has to 
be provided by the government,” says Biraj 
Patnaik, a member of the steering com-
mittee for the Right to Food Campaign, an 
advocacy group. Advocates such as Patnaik 
are pushing the government to index fund-
ing for MDM programs to inflation. In the 
absence of that safeguard, an increase in 
food prices is tantamount to a budget cut. 
Patnaik also warns against the potentially 
outsized influence that private interests can 
have when the government relies on public-
private partnerships.

Today, Akshaya Patra leaders are concen-
trating on the goal of feeding five  million 
children by 2020. They’re also dealing 
with hard choices about how to leverage 
the  organization’s resources. In a recent 
 collaboration with the Michael & Susan Dell 
 Foundation, for example, Akshaya Patra pro-
vided not only meals but also optical, dental, 
and general health checkups to schoolchil-
dren. Given the reach of the organization’s 
distribution network, such projects make 
sense. But Venkat worries about trying to 
do too many things too quickly. “Akshaya 
Patra could have built toilets. We could have 
got into teaching. We could have diversified 
into many other areas,” he says. “But we 
stayed focused on providing a simple, hot, 
nutritious meal. We believe that simplicity 
is the key to scaling up.” n

BrandOn KeiM is a freelance journalist who writes about 
science, technology, and the environment.

http://www.righttofoodindia.org
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Sand Hill Foundation founder 
Tom Ford knew that if he wanted to 
leave the world a better place, he could 
start by looking in his own backyard.

With this simple tenet, Tom exemplifi ed 
the spirit of targeted, creative, enduring 
philanthropy. As one of Silicon Valley’s 
preeminent real estate developers, he possessed 
an inherent gift for long-term, large-scale 

thinking — but he always began by focusing 
on the needs in his immediate community and 
in the rolling hills along the San Francisco 
Peninsula that he called home. 

Tom delighted in letting his tenants know that 
a portion of their rent was going back to the 
community, and that they were in fact working 
one day per week for that purpose. As he made 
the rounds at 3000 Sand Hill Road to meet and 
share stories with the venture capital rainmakers 
of Silicon Valley, he never failed to remind 
them that they also were investing in the lives 
of those in need, helping others through crises, 
and arming low-income neighbors with skills 
needed to build for the future.

Sand Hill Foundation is driven by optimism 
about the resilience and hopefulness of the 
human spirit. We continue to carry forward 
Tom’s giving spirit by funding organizations 
that envision a better future for low-income 
individuals and families, and provide Silicon 
Valley residents with pathways to economic, 
physical, and environmental security.

Tom Ford’s dedication to both community 
enrichment and the preservation of natural space 
near Sand Hill Road has had a lasting effect, 
helping to galvanize a culture of giving in 
Silicon Valley.
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of those in need, helping others through crises, 
and arming low-income neighbors with skills 
needed to build for the future.
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about the resilience and hopefulness of the 
human spirit. We continue to carry forward 
Tom’s giving spirit by funding organizations 
that envision a better future for low-income 
individuals and families, and provide Silicon 
Valley residents with pathways to economic, 
physical, and environmental security.

Tom Ford’s dedication to both community 

Tom Ford, Co-founder of 
Sand Hill Foundation, 1921-1998

http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://sandhillfoundation.org&name=sandhillfoundation
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The Park  
That Paid Off
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For a quarter-century, the Presidio of San Francisco has been a contested terrain.  At the center of that 
battlefield is the Presidio Trust, a government agency that represents an alternative model for funding 
and managing a public asset. Here’s how the trust turned a large military facility into a large urban park.
By GreG Beato
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I
n 1776, Spanish explorers established a fortified 
outpost on the northern edge of what would 
 become San Francisco. Over the next 200-plus 
years, this outpost, dubbed the Presidio, was 
a  military base—first under Spain, then under 
 Mexico, then under the United States. In all that 

time, the forces based at the Presidio never fired a shot in anger. 
Then, in 1989, the Pentagon announced that it was planning to close 
the Presidio as a military post. According to legislation enacted by 
the US Congress in 1972, the Presidio would eventually pass into 
the jurisdiction of the National Park Service (NPS).

It was at this point that the Presidio turned into a battlefield. 
The combatants have included members of Congress, federal agen-
cies, advocacy groups, environmentalists, and billionaires with art 
collections that they want to share with the world. At issue: How  
to maintain a 1,491-acre park—a large tract of open space and 

developed land that features historic architecture and iconic views 
of the Golden Gate Bridge—in a way that honors its past, serves 
present users, and remains financially viable in a political climate 
where Congress often trims NPS budgets with an unsparing hand.

For nearly two decades, an entity known as the Presidio Trust has 
played a central role in the Presidio saga. Created by Congress in 1996, 
the trust is a corporation wholly owned by the federal government 
that manages most of the parkland at the Presidio. Congress gave the 
trust a mandate to “increase revenues to the Federal Government 
to the maximum extent possible,” and many onlookers worried that 
this provision would doom the Presidio to a bleak future as a heav-
ily privatized business park—a place where corporate logos would 
bloom like wildflowers. “There were elements to what Congress did 
that made the trust threatening to the National Park Service,” says 
Craig Middleton, who signed on as the trust’s first employee in 1997 
and became its executive director in 2001. “The trust reported to the 
President of the United States, not the Secretary of the Interior. It 
had lots of flexibility relative to hiring and firing, contracting, all the 
things that [other] government [agencies] complain about.”

In fact, the NPS had taken part in developing the trust model 
for the Presidio. Yet NPS leaders viewed the Presidio Trust cau-
tiously once it came into existence. “We were really suspect,” says 
Middleton, who announced in February that he would be leaving the 
organization after serving there for 18 years. “People were saying, 
‘What does this mean for the parks? Does this mean that Yosemite 
is next—that they’re going to privatize that?’”

So far, no multinational has managed to purchase naming rights 
to any part of the Presidio. To be sure, the trust has replaced some 
old buildings with new ones, and a film production company and 
a sporting-goods retailer now occupy space where soldiers once 
spent their days. But that’s only part of the story. The trust has re-
habilitated hundreds of structures, built or rebuilt trails and scenic 
overlooks, and cleaned up landfills and toxic-waste areas.

Perhaps most remarkably, the Presidio hasn’t received or  required 
federal funding since 2012. When Congress created the trust, it 
 imposed a strict deadline: If the Presidio wasn’t financially self-
sufficient within 15 years, the General Services Administration 
would take possession of the land and dispose of it by means that 
could include selling it to private developers. That didn’t happen. 
And today the trust brings in revenues that exceed its operating 
costs by about $30 million a year. 

The battle over the future of the Presidio has not ceased. But 
the Presidio Trust, in part by organizing its work around cross-
sector partnerships, has demonstrated the feasibility of one model 
for funding and managing a large public park.

MARKING A TRANSITION

Along with being a strategic location for Army operations, the 
 Presidio was a favorite post among high-ranking officers who looked 
forward to winding down their careers by battling the sand traps of P
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% GOLDEN VISTA: Crissy 
Field, known as the “front 
door” to the Presidio, has 
become a popular spot  
for picnickers.

http://www.nps.gov/prsf/index.htm
http://www.nps.gov/index.htm
http://www.presidio.gov
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its 18-hole golf course. Local politicians loved the post, too, because 
it poured millions of dollars into the San Francisco economy with-
out requiring many services in return. It had its own police force, its 
own fire department, and its own utility systems. The Presidio also 
had a long history as de facto parkland for San Francisco’s civilian 
population. “The Army would put on a parade or an artillery dem-
onstration, and thousands of people would come out and sit on the 
sand dunes and have picnics,” says Whitney Hall, a retired US Army 
colonel who served as the Presidio’s commandant from 1978 to 1981.

In 1972, Congressman Phillip Burton drafted legislation that would 
eventually create the Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA), 
a non-contiguous area that covers about 28 miles of coastal lands north 
and south of the Golden Gate. Although the future of the Presidio as 
a military post seemed fairly secure at the time, it was situated amid 
what would become GGNRA land. So  Burton included a provision 
that would have far-reaching consequences: When the Presidio was 
“determined by the Department of Defense to be excess to its needs,” 
it would transfer to the jurisdiction of the Secretary of the Interior 
and become part of the GGNRA. 

Ultimately, it was a simple economic truth that determined the 
Presidio’s fate. “The cost to support each uniformed person at the 
Presidio was the highest of any Army post,” Hall explains. As early 
as 1979, the Army began to explore the possibility of divesting  itself 
of the Presidio. A decade later, in 1989, the end of the Cold War 
prompted a large-scale restructuring of US military facilities, and 
the Presidio turned up on a list of imminent base closures.

Parks advocates in the San Francisco Bay Area rejoiced at the pos-
sibility of adding the Presidio to the GGNRA. But they also faced an 
immediate practical consideration: How much would it cost to operate 
as a park? By NPS standards, the Presidio is tiny. Yellowstone  National 
Park could contain 1,488 parks as big as the Presidio within its borders. 
But over more than two centuries, the Presidio had developed a robust 
infrastructure that included 870 buildings—barracks, single-family 
residences, hospitals, a bowling alley, a golf course, and more. Main-
taining all of those structures, hundreds of which were subject to the 
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) and to California preser-
vation laws, would be quite expensive. “No one knew exactly what the 
numbers were, but it was believed that the Army had been spending 
$70 million a year to run the place,” says Middleton. The NPS didn’t 
have that kind of money. Even the “crown jewels” in its system, such 
as Yellowstone and Yosemite, were not nearly so costly to maintain. 
(In 1995, the appropriation for Yellowstone was $18.3 million.) 

BUILDING (a) trUSt

The Army did not plan to leave the Presidio until 1994, so the NPS had 
five years to figure out how to pay for its new park. The agency turned 
to a local nonprofit, the Golden Gate National Parks  Conservancy 
(GGNPC), which had formed in 1981 to raise funds to benefit the 
GGNRA. The GGNPC advised the NPS to create a stand-alone  
advisory group—the Presidio Council—to help determine the park’s 

purpose, its features, and, most important, its funding model. The 
council recruited the consulting firm McKinsey & Co. to work on the 
project. “They donated hundreds of hours of volunteer time to look at 
management models around the country that were dealing with sites 
that involved a combination of public, private, and nonprofit talent and 
funds,” says Greg Moore, president and CEO of the GGNPC. “Their 
research was the foundation of the Presidio Trust idea.”

At the heart of the trust idea lay a critical insight: The problem 
of funding the Presidio contained its own potential solution. All of 
those buildings were costly to maintain, but all of those buildings 
could generate rental income, too. “The Park Service people who 
were involved on the ground realized that their legislative authori-
ties were insufficient for this,” says Moore. 

Historically, the NPS has operated on an appropriations basis. 
Each year, the agency as a whole submits a budget to Congress, and 
Congress allocates the funding that it deems appropriate. In turn, in-
dividual parks must submit most of the user fees that they collect to 
the US Treasury. Over the past two decades, Congress has modified 
that structure, and parks are now able to retain some user fees for 
their own purposes. But in the early 1990s, every dollar that a park 
collected went to the Treasury. As a result, the NPS had little or no 
institutional capacity for enabling parks to maximize their revenues.

What McKinsey and the Presidio Council recognized, however, 
is that the Presidio would require an organization that possessed 
both special administrative powers—such as the ability to retain 
its own revenues—and a more entrepreneurial mindset. It would 
need managers who had experience in borrowing capital,  crafting 
partnerships, negotiating leases and other contracts, managing 
 facilities, and cultivating private donors. And that would mean 
 tapping private-sector expertise.

The NPS accepted this solution, at least in part. In October 1993, 
it published “Creating a Park for the 21st Century,” a document that 
presented its “grand vision” for the Presidio. The agency envisioned 
the new Presidio as “a national park unlike any other,” a place where 
nonprofit tenants would join forces to pursue work on “sustainable 
design, global climate change, environmental cleanup, resource 
protection, biological diversity, and other significant environmen-
tal concerns.” In partnership with the NPS, a “federally chartered 
partnership institution” with “new legislative authorities” would 
manage the Presidio. The site would be divided into two sections. 
Area A, which the NPS would oversee, would consist of 323 mostly 
undeveloped coastal acres. Area B, which the new institution would 
govern, would encompass the remaining 1,168 acres.

The NPS plan assumed that the new entity would be able to gen-
erate considerable revenue on its own. Even so, the plan called for 
annual appropriations of up to $25 million. At the time, the federal 
debt stood at $4 trillion, and Congress had no appetite for additional 
spending. Convinced that the Presidio would “drain money from 
every other park in the Nation,” Rep. John Duncan, a Republican 
from Tennessee, introduced legislation to sell the Presidio. So did 

GreG Beato is a contributing editor and 
columnist for Reason magazine. His work 
has appeared in The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, The Week, and more than 
100 other publications worldwide.

, PRIME LOCATION: The 
Presidio lies at the edge of 
the Pacific Ocean, just a 
few miles from downtown 
San Francisco.
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Senator Pete Domenici, a Republican from New Mexico. Domenici 
even put a price tag on it: He said that sale of the land could yield 
as much as $550 million.

But other members of Congress—including Nancy Pelosi, a 
 Democrat from California whose district includes the Presidio—
continued to push for the creation of a new federal agency to manage 
the Presidio. Eventually, that side won the debate. In 1996, Congress 
voted to establish the Presidio Trust. It also agreed to provide the 
trust with annual appropriations that would start at $25 million. But 
each year thereafter, those appropriations would decrease. And in 
15 years, they would stop entirely. 

CoNSerVING aUtHorIty

In some respects, the structure of the Presidio Trust mirrors the 
conservancy model that has grown in popularity over the past few 
decades. Across the United States, private citizens have formed 
nonprofit organizations—the Central Park Conservancy in New 
York City, for example, or the GGNPC—that help fund and main-
tain parks and other public spaces. In this model, a city or other 
 government entity typically owns the parkland in question, but the 
conservancy ends up playing an integral role in daily park opera-
tions. The GGNPC, which has raised more than $300 million for the 
GGNRA, also oversees restoration projects in GGNRA parklands, 
manages six native plant nurseries, operates eight gift shops, orga-
nizes a wide range of volunteer and outreach programs, and leads 
tours. The rise of conservancies, not surprisingly, has generated 
concerns about the danger of privatization and the possibility that 
the public will lose control of public assets.

The Presidio Trust was designed to provide the kind of entrepre-
neurial orientation and private-sector expertise that conservancies 
often bring to park management. Yet it differs from a conservancy in 
significant ways. For one thing, it’s wholly owned by the federal gov-
ernment and thus wholly accountable to the government. Empowered 

by an act of Congress, the trust can potentially be dissolved by an act 
of Congress. Equally important, having a statutory foundation gives 
the trust a crucial measure of authority. If its legitimacy had derived 
only from an informal agreement or even from a memorandum of 
understanding, it might not have lasted in its original form. 

Indeed, in the early days of the partnership between the trust 
and the NPS, the two organizations clashed repeatedly. “There is a 
 section in the Presidio Trust Act that gives the NPS a formal role with 
respect to interpretive functions for visitors,” says Toby Rosenblatt, 
who served as the first chair of the Presidio Trust Board of Directors. 
“Other than that, in terms of uses and budgets and every other oper-
ating aspect of the Presidio, it had no jurisdiction, and the Trust Act 
made that really clear.” Still, the NPS often tried to assert its institu-
tional preferences. “They [NPS leaders] were never great believers in 
the trust having its independent operations and budget,”  Rosenblatt 
says. “So they kept saying, ‘You’ve got to do things the way we do 
them.’ And the trust’s board and staff, with the help of attorneys, said, 
‘No, that’s not what the Trust Act says.’” Congressional authority gave 
the upstart agency the ability to move quickly and boldly—even when 
a much larger and more established agency pushed back.

SayING yeS

In 1999, two years after it launched, the trust needed to summon all 
of the authority that it could muster. That’s when it announced that 
it was moving forward on a proposal by the filmmaker George Lucas 
to build a new corporate headquarters for his company, Lucasfilm, 
on the site where the Letterman Army Medical Center (LAMC) 
and the Letterman Army Institute of Research (LAIR) then stood. 
Those structures, built in the late 1960s, were not particularly be-
loved. (“It was a big ugly high-rise and a wretched-looking research 
center,” says Moore.) But the plan to demolish them and replace 
them with new construction of comparable square footage—about 
900,000 square feet—drew howls of protest from nonprofit watchdog P

h
o

to
g

r
a

P
h

 b
y

 r
o

b
er

t
 c

a
m

P
b

el
l,

 c
o

u
r

t
es

y
 o

f 
t

h
e 

P
r

es
id

io
 t

r
u

st

http://www.centralparknyc.org
http://lucasfilm.com


24 Stanford Social Innovation Review / Summer 2015

groups, including the Sierra Club, the National Trust for Historic 
 Preservation, and dozens of other organizations. 

Amy Meyer, a longtime Bay Area parks advocate who served on 
the Presidio Trust board from 1997 to 2003, recalls the reaction that 
the Lucasfilm decision prompted. “People were saying, ‘What is this 
anomaly, this ‘trust’? It’s supposed to be taking care of a  national 
park, and now we’re going to have Star Wars on it?’” For many trust 
skeptics, the deal appeared to signal that the Presidio was on the 
verge of becoming, as the San Francisco Bay Guardian put it, “an 
intensively developed office complex.”

The NPS, in its 1993 plan, had suggested that “replacement con-
struction” of LAMC would be necessary. Yet the NPS also took issue 
with the trust’s plan for the site, characterizing the “overall size, scale, 
materials, detailing, and siting” of the Lucasfilm project as “incompat-
ible with Presidio’s status as a National Historic Landmark District.” 
Although the NPS had envisioned the Letterman Complex as a site 
of fairly extensive development, it had proposed to fill the space with 
 tenants “devoted to scientific research and education focusing on 
 issues of human health.” The licensing department of a billion-dollar 
movie production company wasn’t what the agency had in mind.

The terms of the Presidio Trust Act did not support the grand-
ness of the original NPS vision. The act specifically charged the trust 
with finding “tenants that enhance the financial viability of the Presi-
dio.” And in this case, that meant finding a tenant that could finance 
the Letterman Complex renovation on its own. The act enabled the 
 organization to borrow up to $50 million from the US Treasury, and 
Congress was providing annual appropriations of about $25  million. 
But this one project would cost at least $200 million. In the judgment 
of the trust’s board, the Lucasfilm proposal was the best available 
option. Lucas’s company would cover the costs of renovation in re-
turn for a long-term lease, and when it moved into its new building, 
it would start paying about $5.8 million annually in rent. As a result, 
the trust would gain some of the capital that it needed to continue 
renovating other parts of the Presidio.

Tactically, though, it was a risky proposition. Choosing to make 
Lucasfilm a marquee tenant gave the trust’s critics a high-profile 
target around which to organize their protest efforts. “It was a 
very a controversial deal,” Middleton notes. But saying yes to Lucas 
brought substantial benefits that went beyond the direct revenue 
that resulted from the deal. “Those first few years, we were practi-
cally having to beg [non-residential tenants] to come out here,” says 
Middleton. “It was too far away. Nothing had been repaired yet. 
If you were lucky, the lights went on when you turned the switch. 
Lucas gave others the confidence that somebody had really placed 
a big bet on the Presidio—so they could, too.”

eNGaGING aLL SeCtorS

The trust, in other words, regarded Lucasfilm as an anchor tenant 
that would help draw other potential tenants to the park. That kind 
of synergistic approach has been typical of how the trust operates. 

Indeed, the Presidio Trust Act put a strong emphasis on collabora-
tion. It specifically encouraged the trust to “maintain a liaison with 
the Golden Gate National Park Association,” for example. (That was 
the original name of what’s now the GGNPC.)

In addition, the act laid out clear guidelines for selecting a board of 
directors that would bring a variety of perspectives to the  endeavor. 
Although the Bay Guardian claimed that the trust’s founding board was 
“made up largely of big business leaders and real estate  developers,” 
the board was in fact fairly diverse. It did include Don Fisher, founder 
of the Gap; Toby Rosenblatt, a San Francisco developer; and May 
 Murphy, a real estate lawyer. But the remaining members were 
Meyer, a parks advocate; William K. Reilly, a former administrator of 
the  Environmental Protection Agency; Edward Blakely, dean of the 
School of Urban and Regional Planning at the University of Southern 
California; and John Garamendi, a high-ranking official at the US 
 Department of Interior (who is now a US congressman).

The range of viewpoints that the original board embodied set 
the course for a culture of collaboration. “The fundamental magic 
of the Presidio comes from the trust’s ability to take a cross-sector 
approach, to combine public funding and public expertise, nonprofit 
funding and expertise, and private-sector funding and expertise 
to achieve a public vision and a public mission,” says Moore. As an 
 example, Moore cites the effort to restore Crissy Field, the onetime 
airport of the Presidio. Moore’s group raised funds for the project, 
attracting $36 million from local foundations and other donors, 
and the NPS managed the restoration. “Together, we created this 
landmark site, beautiful and popular, and that made the buildings 
around it more leasable,” Moore says. “In every case, it’s been one 
improvement helping to leverage the other.”

The structure of the trust also provided a framework for philan-
thropic investment. Most important, it reassured donors that the 
 Presidio had a future as a public place. “For philanthropists, there 
was a practical realization that the restoration of historic buildings 
for leasing was a business proposition,” says Moore. “It was impor-
tant to get done, because without self-sufficiency, there wouldn’t 
be a  Presidio national park.” By focusing on building restoration, 
meanwhile, the trust created an opening for philanthropists to make 
an impact in other areas. “Crissy Field, the trails and overlooks, 
the restoration of Mountain Lake and the Presidio Forest, youth 
programs—that’s where private foundations and individual donors 
realized that they could contribute to the public dimensions of the 
Presidio,” says Moore. To date, private donors have invested about 
$150 million in the Presidio. 

LeaSING tHe FUtUre

In the early days of the Presidio trust, both advocates and critics of a 
new federal agency assumed that most of its revenue-generating ef-
forts would involve commercial leasing. Both the NPS and the trust, 
after all, assumed that successful redevelopment of the Letterman 
Complex was crucial to the Presidio’s long-term success. Many critics, 

http://www.nps.gov/nhl/
http://lucasfilm.com/letterman-digital-arts-center-san-francisco
http://www.presidio.gov/explore/Pages/crissy-field.aspx
http://www.presidio.gov/explore/Pages/mountain-lake.aspx
http://www.presidio.gov/about/Pages/restoring-the-presidio-forest.aspx


25Stanford Social Innovation Review / Summer 2015

meanwhile, worried that the place would become a vast office park 
where corporate fat cats would ultimately push out every other species.

To a large extent, however, it is residential leasing that has shaped 
the economic fortunes of the Presidio. “Jim Meadows, the trust’s first 
executive director, made the important recognition that the most 
valuable and marketable asset in the Presidio was the residences,” 
says Rosenblatt. “The early money that came from appropriations was 
all devoted to rehabilitating and upgrading the residential property 
and getting it leased.” The trust applied much of the $50 million that 
it was able to borrow from the US Treasury toward this end as well.

Investing most of its capital in residential real estate allowed the 
trust to generate significant returns very quickly. By 2001, the trust 
had 872 rentable housing units. In the wake of the dot-com bust and the 
recession that followed, its efforts to rent commercial space faltered. 
But its residential revenues continued to increase rapidly: They rose 
from $7.3 million in fiscal year 1999 to $21.3 million in fiscal year 2001.

The trust’s decision to use most of its available capital to develop 
residential housing also had a significant long-term impact. “There 
were two ways we could have approached residential leasing,” says 
Middleton. “We could fund it ourselves and then charge market-
rate [rents] on short-term leases. Or we could do a deal where we 
gave someone a 50- or 60-year lease and then let them pay for the 
cost of fixing up their housing.” The trust had adopted the latter 
approach in the case of the Lucasfilm project because it didn’t have 
enough money to do otherwise. With its residential property, how-
ever, the trust was able to take the other approach—a move that 
proved to be extremely fortunate. “Rental prices in San Francisco 
have  skyrocketed,” notes Middleton. By 2013, the trust was bringing 
in $44.2 million annually from residential leasing (compared with 
$19.6 million from non-residential leasing).

reNeWING tHe SPaCe

The trust has used its ample revenue to rehabilitate both the natural 
and the built environment over which it has responsibility. Today 
the Presidio is a cleaner, more beautiful, and more vital public place 
than it was when the trust took it over. The trust has dredged and 
purified the once-toxic Mountain Lake, removed hundreds of non-
native koi, carp, turtles, and other creatures that people had dumped 
into the lake over the years, and made the surrounding area safe 
again for native species like the chorus frog and the Western pond 
turtle. So many coyotes now inhabit the park that they have their 
own Yelp page. (They get mostly good reviews.) 

To rejuvenate the Presidio’s 300-acre forest, the trust has re-
moved aging trees and planted nearly 4,000 cypress and pine trees 
where those trees had stood. In May 2014, it completed a 20-year 
environmental remediation project to clean up waste that the Army 
had left behind. “There were 15 large landfills, hundreds of leak-
ing underground petroleum tanks, toxic chemicals and materials, 
lead-based paint,” says Jan Blum, a longtime Presidio volunteer who 
helped with the cleanup process. “Over that 20-year period, more 

than 350,000 tons of contaminated soil were removed or, in some 
cases, capped to make it safe for everyone. It was a very big deal.”

Working in concert with the NPS and the GGNPC, the trust has 
constructed eight scenic overlooks in the park and added or improved 
22 miles of trails and 15 miles of bikeways. It has also rehabilitated 
the vast majority of its 433 historic buildings. In September 2014, the 
trust completed a $30 million makeover of its historic Officers’ Club. 
The club, a 37,000-square-foot structure that stands on the site where 
Spanish soldiers first set up a permanent residence in the late 1700s, 
features portions of adobe walls from that era, along with meeting 
rooms, a restaurant, and other modern amenities. In addition, there 
is a museum exhibition space where uniforms, weapons, and other 
artifacts from the Presidio’s period as a military post are on display. 
Other recent building efforts include the Inn at the Presidio, a 22-room 
boutique hotel, and the Military Intelligence Service Historic Learning 
Center, a project of the National Japanese American Historical Society. 

FIeLDING CrItICISM

The scope of what the trust has accomplished is impressive. Yet the 
fight over the best use of Presidio land continues. People cherish the 
Presidio in different ways and from different perspectives. So it’s not 
hard to find critics of the trust. Blum, for example, says the trust has 
done a great job with building restoration but that it could do more to 
showcase the Presidio’s ecological attributes. “The Presidio is home 
to 16 different rare or endangered species,” she says. “It has over a 
dozen different ecological habitats. This park is really a biological 
treasure, but most of the public doesn’t know it.”

Others fault the trust for taking insufficient care of the  Presidio 
legacy. “Restoring the Officers’ Club, restoring the Inn at the 
 Presidio—we’re very happy with what the trust has done in both 
those places,” says Gary Widman, president of the Presidio  Historical 
Association (PHA), a nonprofit advocacy group. “When it comes to 
new construction, that’s where they run away from their responsi-
bilities under the Presidio Trust Act, part of which says that they 
have a responsibility to protect the Presidio from development.”

Two development proposals were especially controversial. In 
2007, former trust board member Don Fisher put forth a plan to 
construct a new museum in the park. “He had an extraordinary 
modern art collection, and he wanted to build some place to show 
it off,” says Middleton. Fisher wanted to build in the most historic 
area of the Presidio, the Main Post, and he wanted to build big: His 
proposed structure would have had 100,000 square feet of space. 
Like the Lucasfilm project, this project has the potential to serve as a 
much-needed magnet for further development. “This was when the 
Main Post had almost nothing in it. All these buildings were empty, 
and nobody wanted to touch them because they were going to be 
so expensive to rehabilitate,” Middleton explains. But the scope and 
style of Fisher’s museum design sparked criticism. “It was a gorgeous 
building, but it didn’t fit with the rest of the site,” Middleton says. 
“People had a bad reaction to it, and we couldn’t overcome that.” 

Visit ssireview.org to learn more about 
the Presidio Trust..

3“Trust Rules” sidebar

ssireview.org/presidio_rules
http://www.yelp.com/biz/coyotes-of-the-presidio-san-francisco
http://www.presidioofficersclub.com
http://www.innatthepresidio.com
http://njahs.org/640/
http://njahs.org/640/
http://presidioassociation.org
http://presidioassociation.org
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In 2009, Fisher withdrew his bid and moved his collection to the 
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. 

During the same period, the trust also unveiled a plan to construct 
a lodging facility on the Main Post that would consist of 110 rooms in 
14 buildings with 90,000 square feet of total space. The project drew 
complaints from the NPS, the National Trust for Historic Preserva-
tion, and the PHA. “Building a 14-building hotel in the middle of the 
single most historic piece of real estate on the Presidio is not protect-
ing it from development,” says Widman. In 2012, the PHA and the 
Sierra Club filed a federal lawsuit in an attempt to block the project, 
claiming that it violates the Presidio Trust Act, the National Historic 
Preservation Act, and the National Environmental Policy Act. In 2013, 
a judge ruled in favor of the trust, but the PHA has appealed the case, 
which is now before the US Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit. 

Another point of criticism is that the trust could do more to 
present and interpret the history of the Presidio. At present, Hall 
suggests, the Presidio functions well as a recreational space for the 
people of San Francisco, but it does too little to attract national 
and international visitors by highlighting features that make it a 
national historic landmark. “The history display in the back of the 
Officers’ Club [was] the result of years and years and years of being 
hounded and pecked at by neighborhood groups and others, who 
said, ‘Where’s the history? What is this place?’” Hall says.

FULFILLING ItS ProMISe

None of the issues raised by critics is likely to fade anytime soon. In 
fact, as the trust continues to solidify its financial position, criticism 
of its actions will probably intensify. For much of its early history, 
the trust was able minimize expectations because it had to focus on 
the basics—repairing infrastructure, renovating buildings, cleaning 
up landfills. To a large degree, therefore, it deferred attending to the 
question that the NPS posed in 1994: What kind of park should the 

Presidio be? The trust has, in many ways, been more conservative in 
its stewardship than the NPS had intended it to be. The NPS, after all, 
had envisioned the Presidio as a new kind of service institution. It had 
wanted to create enough short-term lodging options to host as many 
as 720 people a night. (The trust has fallen far short of that goal.) Most 
of all, the NPS had aimed to create something that would be different 
from Yosemite or Gettysburg or any other park in the NPS system. 

Now the Presidio Trust is in a position to explore such ideas.  Leaders 
at the trust note that they’re entering uncharted territory. “With the 
Trust Act, Congress provided us with a very clear North Star,” says 
Joshua Steinberger, chief strategy and communications officer at the 
trust. “It offered a clear picture of what success or failure looked like. 
But there was less direction about what happens after 15 years.” 

In 2013, the trust provided funding to launch the Presidio  Institute, 
a nonprofit organization that seeks to promote leadership and  service 
through a cross-sector fellowship program. That organization also uses 
office space at Fort Scott, a former Army training center. Developed 
in partnership with the White House, McKinsey & Co., and other 
entities, the institute echoes the original NPS vision of the Presidio 
as a global center for exploring social and  environmental issues from 
a cross-sector perspective.

The trust is also pursuing a large infrastructure project called 
the New Presidio Parklands. For decades, a highway that connects 
downtown San Francisco to the Golden Gate Bridge has separated 
Crissy Field from the Main Post at the Presidio. Now the  California 
 Department of Transportation is constructing a series of at-grade 
 tunnels that will replace the highway; above those tunnels, the  Presidio 
Trust will be able to create a 13-acre landscape. As this project moves 
forward, familiar questions arise: How much new construction should 
there be? What are the best uses for the new parkland?

“The trust is in a transition from real estate development and 
financial sustainability into park-making,” observes Blum. “They P
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http://www.preservationnation.org
http://www.preservationnation.org
http://institute.presidio.gov
http://www.presidio.gov/explore/Pages/fort-scott.aspx
http://newpresidioparklands.org


Stanford Social Innovation Review / Summer 2015 27

say they want to ‘activate’ the Main Post. They want to ‘activate’ 
the Parklands. And they want to create a place that is welcoming 
to visitors from everywhere. But we already get 1.6 million visitors 
a year. How many people do we want to attract, and how will that 
affect the visitor experience? What is the ultimate goal?”

While Blum suggests that the Presidio might become too busy, 
others argue that the trust has fallen short in efforts to draw people 
to the park through programming. Currently, the trust spends about  
$6 million a year on presentations at the Officers’ Club, a weekend 
food truck event on the Main Post, and other fare of that kind. Over 
the next five years, the trust plans to increase that figure to $7  million. 
“That’s almost no increase at all,” complains Don Green, a retired 
economist who has been a member of various advocacy organiza-
tions with an interest in the Presidio. “The program budget should 
at least double, from $6 million to $12 million, because that’s what 
the trust is supposed to be doing—providing services to the public.”

SayING No

The NPS, which will celebrate its 100th anniversary next year, now 
faces an estimated $11 billion in deferred maintenance costs. All 
across the country, US national parks are filled with leaky water sys-
tems and crumbling buildings. But because Congress controls their 
purse strings, they can do only so much to fix those problems. The 
Presidio, by contrast, stands as a beacon of self-determination. The 
Presidio Trust—often criticized for leaving the Presidio vulnerable 
to commercialism and undue private-sector influence—has grown 
into a powerful mechanism for ensuring the park’s autonomy. Not 
only does the trust enjoy a strong financial position, but it’s able to 
choose (or not to choose) new projects as it sees fit. 

Just ask George Lucas. In 2012, he and his team submitted a bid 
to build a new museum on a prime location within the Presidio. 
The site, which boasts postcard-worthy views of the Golden Gate 
Bridge and Alcatraz Island, now is home to a nondescript structure 
that once served as the Presidio’s commissary. (Its current lessee 
is a discount sporting-goods retailer.) For more than a decade, the 
trust has planned to develop “a cultural institution of distinction” 
at this location. Lucas proposed to build a museum on the site that 
would house his $1 billion collection of narrative art—a collection 
that includes works by illustrators like Norman Rockwell, along with 
works of animation and cinematic set design.

In many respects, it was an extraordinarily attractive proposal. 
Lucas was planning to pay the entire cost ($300 million) of  building 
the museum. He was also going to create a $400 million  endowment 
that would cover all operating costs in perpetuity. And he was ready 
to pay millions of dollars per year in rent to the Presidio Trust. 
Lucas’s high profile and the museum’s tourist-friendly content, 
moreover, would attract hundreds of thousands of visitors every 
year. There would be learning opportunities for children, research 
libraries for scholars, and meeting facilities for visiting artists. For 
all of these reasons, the project had won the support of California 

Governor Jerry Brown, Senator Dianne Feinstein, House  Minority 
Leader Nancy Pelosi, San Francisco mayor Ed Lee, the director of 
the Smithsonian American Art Museum, and other luminaries.

When the Lucas team unfurled its sketches for the Beaux Arts-
style building that it envisioned for the site, however, the designs 
prompted a wave of criticism. The proposed museum looked stolid 
and sepulchral, particularly in the context of the open space that it 
would inhabit. “People were calling it the museo-leum,” says Meyer. 
It was also too tall and would potentially block views from the Main 
Post. Others noted the project’s lack of a thematic or historic con-
nection to the Presidio. 

In February 2014, the Presidio Trust board unanimously rejected 
the project, along with the two other proposals that it was consider-
ing for the site. According to the current chair of the board, Nancy 
Hellman Bechtel, none of the projects “quite hit the mark.” Many 
park advocates applauded the decision. “I give them a lot of credit 
for standing up to this push to bring a vanity project into one of 
the most beautiful sites in America,” says Blum. “That took a lot of 
courage.” But courage alone would not have been enough. The trust, 
thanks to its access to other sources of revenue, had reached a point 
where it could afford to say no—even to a $300 million museum.

ProVIDING a MoDeL?

Despite the success of the Presidio Trust, even many of its strongest 
allies are reluctant to vouch for the portability of its model. “If there 
are places like the Presidio that face the same challenges, maybe 
smaller in scale, I think the trust model is worth considering,” says 
Moore. “But when you look at Yellowstone or the Grand Canyon, 
or the majority of our national parks sites, they’re too different in 
their composition for an approach like this.” Rosenblatt sounds a 
similar note: “The NPS and some of the major Friends of the Park 
groups always worried that the Presidio Trust structure would be 
a precedent for other national parks. And we’ve always said, ‘You 
shouldn’t make that leap,’ because very few other national parks or 
monuments have so many leasable resources.”

In Middleton’s estimation, however, the trust does illustrate at 
least one important and broadly applicable principle. “The trouble 
with these big [government] systems is that they create policies that 
have to apply to everything equally. So whether it’s a little historic 
park or a much bigger park, they’ve got the same template,” he says. 
“The lesson here is to be flexible enough and autonomous enough to 
design for the place, instead of trying to impose the same  solution 
throughout the system.”

Middleton also believes the trust stands as a powerful example 
of what government can do well. “It’s a demonstration of how the 
 public sector can be really effective,” he says. “In our culture, the 
myth is that the only people who can innovate are in the private 
 sector, and the people who stop you from innovating are in the pub-
lic sector. In the Presidio, we’re the regulators and the safeguarders, 
but we’re also the implementers. And I love that.” nP
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% CHANGING SPACES:  
Throughout the Presidio 
site, the Presidio Trust has  
overseen the  rehabilitation 
or construction of both 

natural and built assets. 
Examples include the  
Bay Area Ridge Trail (top 
left), the Presidio Officers’ 
Club (bottom left), the 

Letterman Digital Arts 
Center, home of Lucasfilm 
(top right), and  various  
residential housing units 
(bottom right).

http://www.presidio.gov/about/Pages/mid-crissy-lucas-cultural-arts-museum.aspx


When one sector of society becomes dominant—as the public sector did under communism and the 
private sector is now doing in the name of capitalism—societies go out of balance and people suffer. 

A healthy society requires a respected public sector, a responsible private sector, and a robust plural sector. 
Calling it “plural,” in place of inadequate labels like nonprofit or third, will help this sector take its rightful place 
alongside the other two and also help us to appreciate the unique role it has to play in restoring that balance.

,
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Time for The
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By Henry MintzBerg
illustration by AdAM SiMpSon

hat is frequently called the “third  
sector” turns out to be surprisingly 
obscure. No wonder, with vague  
labels like this one. What does third 
sector mean to most people? This 
sector deserves a better name, and 
it deserves greater recognition of the 

critical role it will have to play in restoring balance in this troubled world.
What might best be called the “plural sector” (more later on why) 

has been consistently excluded from the great debates of our time—
over left versus right, public sector governments versus private sector 
markets, nationalization versus privatization (as if these two sectors 
are the only homes for our important institutions). People argue about 
the need for government control of health care services to insure 
equality, compared with leaving control to the marketplace for the 
sake of efficiency, without recognizing how many of these services 
are actually supplied by community institutions in the plural sector 
for the sake of quality. And then we use the term PPP as if partner-
ships exist only between organizations that are public and private.

The plural sector is not some middle position between left and 
right, but as different from the other two sectors as they are from 
each other. Its particular focus is on communities, whereas the 
other two sectors focus on governments and businesses. It is time, 
therefore, for the plural sector to take its rightful place alongside 
the ones called public and private.

The PluraliTy of This secTor

What, then, constitutes a sector that can be called plural? The answer 
is any association of people that is neither public nor private—owned 
neither by the state nor by private investors. Some are owned by their 
members; others are owned by no one. There are vast numbers of both.

Cooperatives, for example, are owned by their members—
whether customers, suppliers, or workers—each with a single share 
that cannot be sold to any other member. Amul, a dairy cooperative 
in India, has three million members.1 Mondragon, the world’s larg-
est federation of worker cooperatives, headquartered in the Basque 
region of Spain, employs 74,000 people,2 in businesses ranging from 
supermarkets to machine tools. And many of us belong to co-ops 
as customers, whether in credit unions or sporting goods stores.  
Indeed, the United States alone is home to 30,000 cooperatives with 
a total membership of 350 million,3 more than the country’s entire 
population. Similar ownership patterns can be found in professional 
associations, chambers of commerce, and kibbutzim.

Owned by no one are a great many associations of enormous 
variety: foundations, clubs, religious orders, think tanks, activist 
NGOs such as Greenpeace, and service NGOs such as the Red Cross. 
Most US hospitals, called “voluntary,” are supported by donors but 
owned by no one (58 percent, compared with 21 percent by govern-
ments and 21 percent by private investors).4 In Canada, close to 100 
percent of hospitals are likewise non-owned, even though Canadian 
hospitals are mostly funded by government. Included in this sector 
are non-owned organizations that engage in business activities and 
so form part of what is called the social economy. Red Cross chap-
ters in North America sell swimming lessons, and the Kenyan Red 
Cross has built commercial hotels to support its beneficial work.

W
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Henry Mintzberg, Cleghorn Professor of 
Management Studies at McGill University, is 
the author of a weekly TWOG (tweet2blog, @
mintzberg141 or mintzberg.org/blog). A MOOC 
entitled “Social Learning for Social Impact” 
will be released by edX in September 2015.

This article draws on Mintzberg’s book, 
Rebalancing Society: Radical Renewal Beyond 
Left, Right, and Center, San Francisco, Berrett-
Koehler, 2015.

In an article entitled “The Invisible World of Association,”5 a 
group of us categorized the associations of this sector into four 
groups: mutual associations, which serve their own members (book 
clubs); benefit associations, which serve other people (food banks); 
protection associations, which advocate for their own members 
(chambers of commerce); and activist associations, which advocate 
for the needs of others (Amnesty International).

Most of these associations are legally registered and formally 
organized. But especially important are the more spontaneous  
associations of this sector, in the form of social movements and 
social initiatives. The former bring people together, often in large 
numbers, to challenge some aspect of the status quo, as we saw in 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square and the occupation of Wall Street, and con-
tinue to see in the American Tea Party movement. Social initiatives, 
in contrast, are usually undertaken by small groups that champion 
programs of social change, usually in local communities, although 
some, like the Grameen Bank, have scaled up to become global.

Environmentalist Paul Hawken’s book Blessed Unrest includes a 
112-page appendix that lists social sector associations under head-
ings such as culture, education, pollution, social justice, and religion.6 
Hawken refers to all of this as a “movement” of more than one mil-
lion associations, which he describes as “dispersed” and “inchoate.” 
We need many more such associations, but we also need them to 
work together in partnership as a force for radical renewal in society.

Why call iT Plural?

This sector has to take some of the blame 
for its own obscurity, as it has not been 
able to settle on an acceptable label for 
itself. Third sector sounds third-rate, an 
afterthought. Referring to the sector as 
the home of non-profits and non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs) makes little 
sense, because governments are literally 
non-profit and businesses are literally 
non-governmental. Calling the sector 
voluntary overemphasizes the role of vol-
unteers, whereas civil society, an old term 
but of increasing currency these days, is 
hardly descriptive—in contrast to uncivil 
society? The social sector is a better label, 
but logically used only when the other 
two sectors are called political and eco-
nomic—which rarely happens.

At a meeting I attended recently of 
researchers in this sector, in little more 
than one hour they used almost all of 
these labels. If the experts can’t get their 
vocabulary straight, how is anybody else 
supposed to take this sector seriously?

I propose the label plural sector for 
two reasons. The first is the variety of 
this sector’s associations and their range 
of ownerships. Forms of ownership in 
government departments and business 
enterprises tend to be limited and their 

structures tend to be more consistently hierarchical. The second 
reason I favor the label plural is that it can be seen to take its place 
naturally alongside the labels public and private. Public, private, 
and civil society just doesn’t do it. When I have introduced this la-
bel in discussions about the sectors, it has been used quite readily.

revisiTing de Tocqueville

The plural sector has long played an important role in the United 
States. Alexis de Tocqueville used the term “association” for the 
many organized activities he found in the new country.7 The Ameri-
can people’s preference for limiting government encouraged them 
to organize for themselves, into plural sector associations alongside 
private sector businesses.

“The political associations that exist in the United States are only 
a single feature in the midst of the immense assemblage of associa-
tions in that country,” de Tocqueville wrote in the 1830s. “Americans 
of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions constantly form asso-
ciations.… Whenever at the head of some undertaking you see the 
government in France, or a man of rank in England, in the United 
States you will be sure to find an association.”8

Struggling for Sustainability 

A
mong the forces that have been 

undermining the plural sector, two 

merit particular attention: pres-

sures from the other two sectors 

and the consequences of new technologies.

It is evident that in those countries where 

they have dominated, communism debili-

tated the private sector and capitalism has 

been co-opting the public sector. Less evi-

dent is that both have been relentlessly un-

dermining the plural sector. To achieve bal-

ance in society, we need to understand why.

Communist governments have never 

been great fans of community associations 

(as remains evident in China), for good rea-

son: These are a threat to their omnipotence. 

De Tocqueville put the point well: “A despot 

easily forgives his subjects for not loving him, 

provided they do not love one another.”23  

The first real crack in Soviet communism  

arguably came because of the influence of 

two plural sector organizations in Poland:  

the Catholic Church that survived under 

communism, and the Solidarity Union that 

the Church’s presence helped give rise to.

But even elected governments have of-

ten been hard on community associations. 

Sometimes for no more than the conve-

nience of their administrators, governments 

have forced the mergers of community hos-

pitals into regional ones, just as they have 

promoted amalgamations of small towns 

into bigger cities. The importance of com-

munity figures hardly at all in a prevailing 

dogma that favors economic scale no mat-

ter what the social consequences.

We see much the same pressures, for 

much the same reason, emanating from 

the private sector, especially in the global 

arena. Consider how global manufactur-

ing firms play local communities off against 

each other to gain tax advantages in locating 

operations.24 Likewise, fast food chains are 

hardly promoters of local cuisines, or global 

clothing retailers of local dress. There is a ho-

mogenizing effect in globalization that is an-

tithetical to the distinctiveness of communi-

ties. As a consequence, while private sectors 

have been expanding their powers globally, 

plural sectors have been withering locally.
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De Tocqueville saw these associations as not only quintessentially 
American, but also a central component of the country’s democracy. 
“If men are to remain civilized or to become so, the art of association 
together must grow and improve.” 9 That it certainly did, in America at 
least. But more recently, Harvard University professor Robert Putnam 
has written about Americans “bowling alone,” 10 and Institute for Policy 
Studies scholar Chuck Collins has commented on the steady “erosion 
of the community institutions that we all depend on”, such as schools, 
libraries, and parks.11 (See “Struggling for Sustainability” below.)

If de Tocqueville saw it correctly, then this erosion would appear to 
lie behind the decline of democratic processes in the United States—
from decreasing voter turnouts in public elections to private sector 
lobbying that has coopted so much of the country’s political activity. 
Perhaps, then, the plural sector needs to regain the influence that 
de Tocqueville described so compellingly almost two centuries ago.

Time To rebalance socieTy

Each of us personally, and all of us together, require attention to 
three basic needs: protection, provided primarily by our govern-
ments; consumption, provided primarily by our businesses; and 
affiliation, found especially in our communities. With regard to the 
last of these, between our individualized and collective natures, we 
are social beings who crave human relationships: we need to belong 
and identify, especially in a world of so much isolated individualism. 
Accordingly, a healthy society combines respected governments in 
the public sector, responsible businesses in the private sector, and 

robust communities in the plural sector. Weaken any one of these 
and a society falls out of balance.

The communist regimes of Eastern Europe were out of balance 
because their public sectors dominated the other two. Certain needs 
for protection may have been served, but at the expense of personal 
consumption. Many countries today, including the United States and 
others of the “developed” world, are falling out of balance in the oppo-
site direction. Their private sectors have become dominant, with the 
result that consumption, alongside the accumulation of wealth, has 
become excessive, at least for some people, whereas protections have 
become inadequate for many others. Moreover, under both regimes, 
communities have been weakened, and so too, as a consequence, have 
been the local affiliations provided by these communities.

One of the great periods of development—social and political as 
well as economic—took place in the United States in the four de-
cades that followed World War II. The public sector was certainly 
strong (consider the welfare programs introduced in those years), 
businesses and their employees shared the fruits of rapid economic 
growth, and the plural sector remained robust. All three sectors 
were in relative balance.

Then came 1989. As the communist regimes of Eastern Europe 
began to collapse, pundits in the West had a ready explanation: 
capitalism had triumphed. They were wrong, gravely wrong. Balance 
had triumphed. As noted, these communist regimes were severely 
out of balance in favor of their public sectors, and so they collapsed 
largely under their own dead weight.

Popular now among many govern-

ments is cutting back public services, in 

the expectation that plural sector associa-

tions will provide them instead. This might 

make sense for certain services, except that 

alongside cutting their own budgets, these 

governments have also been inclined to cut 

their financial support for plural sector as-

sociations. The prime beneficiaries of much 

of this cutting have been the wealthy own-

ers of private sector businesses. Will the 

foundations that some of these people cre-

ate alleviate the problem? And if so, will this 

kind of funding co-opt the independence of 

these associations? We need true balance 

in society, not new versions of imbalance.

Also detrimental to the plural sector 

has been a progression of major new tech-

nologies, from the automobile and the tele-

phone to the computer and the Internet. 

Many of these technologies have reinforced 

personal individualism at the expense of so-

cial engagement.

Wrap some sheets of metal around many 

of us and out comes road rage. Have you ever 

experienced sidewalk rage? Indeed, have you 

ever been tailgated by someone walking be-

hind you on a sidewalk? (Unless, of course, 

he or she was texting on a cell phone!) The 

sidewalk may not be a community, but it ex-

ists in one and certainly has a greater sense 

of social contact than does a road.

Telephones help keep us “in touch,” but 

they can also distance us from people in 

our local community, because it is easier to 

call than to visit. And contemporary elec-

tronic devices distance us further: They put 

our fingers in touch, with a keyboard, while 

the whole of us sits, often for hours, typing 

alone. No time even for bowling.

The new social media—Facebook, Linked-

In, Twitter, and so on—certainly connect us 

to the people on the other end. But let’s not 

confuse networks with communities. (If you 

are not sure of this, try to get your Facebook 

“friends” to help you rebuild your barn.25) 

These new technologies are extending our so-

cial networks in remarkable ways, but at the 

expense of our local relationships. Many of 

us are so busy texting and tweeting that we 

barely have time for meeting and reading.26

In his New York Times column, Thomas 

Friedman reported asking an Egyptian friend 

about the role of social movements in that 

country’s protests: “Facebook really helped 

people to communicate, but not to collabo-

rate,” he replied.27 That is why, although larger 

social movements may raise consciousness 

about the need for renewal, it is the smaller 

social initiatives, developed by groups in com-

munities, that make it happen.

Of course, by facilitating connections 

among people, these new media help peo-

ple find others with common cause. More-

over, they make it possible for local com-

munities to connect with each other globally 

and thus to carry their initiatives into wider 

movements. Will this connection make up 

for the debilitating effects that the new 

technologies have been having on tradi-

tional forms of associating? I hope so. As 

social animals, we will find our affiliations in 

one form or another. Let’s just hope that we 

find them before it is too late.

—henry minTzberg
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But a failure to understand this has been throwing many coun-
tries, led by the United States, out of balance ever since, as too much 
power has shifted to their private sectors. The results are evident in 
the unrelenting degradation of our environment, the accelerating 
demise of our democracies, and the ongoing denigration of ourselves, 
treated as “human resources”—as if we are economic commodities.

In the United States, this imbalance shows up in statistics on 
rates of incarceration, obesity, the use of antidepressants, the costs 
of health care (with mediocre results), levels of poverty, high school 
dropouts, and most surprisingly, social mobility. Income disparities 
have reached levels not seen since the Great Depression. One poll 
of US working men reported that 70 percent “either hate going to 
work or have mentally checked out.” 12

Intent on limiting the power of government, the framers of the 
US Constitution instituted checks and balances. But these applied 
only within the public sector. Perhaps, then, it’s time to revisit the 
Constitution to institute greater checks on the private sector for 
the sake of balance across all three sectors. Radical renewal will 
require that each sector maintain sufficient influence to be able to 
check the excesses of the other two. The plural sector, however, has 
a special role to play in the process of renewing society.

leading radical reneWal

We can hardly expect governments—even ostensibly democratic 
ones—that have been coopted by their private sectors or over-
whelmed by the forces of corporate globalization to take the lead 
in initiating radical renewal. A sequence of failed conferences on 
global warming has made this quite clear.13

Nor can private sector businesses be expected to take the lead. 
Why should they promote changes to redress an imbalance that fa-
vors so many of them, especially the most powerful? And although 
corporate social responsibility is certainly to be welcomed, anyone 
who believes that it will compensate for corporate social irrespon-
sibility is not reading today’s newspapers.

This leaves the plural sector. Radical renewal will have to begin 
here, in communities on the ground, with groups of people who ex-
hibit the inclination, independence, and resourcefulness to tackle 
difficult problems head on. “What now?” asked former UN Secre-
tary General Kofi Annan in 2013 about the repeated failures of the 
talks on global warming. His answer: “If governments are unwilling 
to lead when leadership is required, people must. We need a global 
grassroots movement that tackles climate change and its fallout.” 14

But will a plural sector that has been so marginalized in the bat-
tles over public versus private be able to take the lead in restoring 
balance? It had better, before we are swamped by our problems—if 
not literally by global warming, than politically by social turmoil.

The plural sector may be obscure, but it is not impotent. Paul 
Hawken has described, and articles in Stanford Social Innovation 
Review indicate regularly, the enormous vigor of this sector. A good 
deal of it can be attributed to the independence and flexibility of 
many of its associations, whose people are deeply engaged in what 
they do, especially when the missions are compelling, such as treat-
ing the ill or protecting the environment.

These people are not workers forced to maximize “value” for 
some shareholders they never met, or civil servants who must submit 
to a plethora of government controls. Many are more like members 

with a purpose than employees in a job. Consider the health care 
professionals who volunteer for Doctors Without Borders, the lo-
cals who self-organize to deal with an unforeseen disaster in their 
community, or the protesters in mass movements. “At its best civil 
society is the story of ordinary people living extraordinary lives 
through their relationships with each other.” 15

If the private sector is about individual ownership and the public 
sector is about collective citizenship, then the plural sector is about 
shared communityship.16 Its associations are able to function as com-
munities of engaged human beings rather than collections of pas-
sive human resources. While individual leadership has received so 
much attention in the private sector, in the well-functioning asso-
ciations of the plural sector, it is this communityship that matters. 
Leadership facilitates that.

Aside from functioning as communities, many plural sector as-
sociations function in communities, and they often remain rooted 
there, even after becoming global. As Gui Azevedo and I wrote in 
another article, “Social initiatives … seem to be essentially indig-
enous: they work from the ‘inside up,’ and out, by people collectively 
engaged. They are not solving the world’s problems so much as their 
own common ones, later to discover that their own problems are the 
world’s problems.” 17

Of course, not all plural sector associations take advantage of 
their potential. Some structure themselves too formally, thanks to 
board members or CEOs who force them to adopt unsuitable busi-
ness practices (including use of the very label “CEO”), whereas 
others are driven by granting foundations or governments to apply 
inappropriate controls.18

Moreover, even at its best, the plural sector is not some sort of 
Holy Grail. We hardly need a new dogma: communism and capital-
ism have provided more than enough of them. It is balance that we 
require. If, at their worst, public sector departments can be crude 
and private sector businesses can be crass, then plural sector asso-
ciations can be closed. The best of the latter may open us up, but the 
worst of them close themselves down by excluding outside concerns. 
Bear in mind that the witch-hunts of old were community-based, 
as are many of today’s terrorist cells as well as some of the narrow 
populist governments of the world.

But compared with what we have been getting of late from so many 
of our established institutions in the public and private sectors, the 
associations of the plural sector offer a way forward. And with plural 
sector success in restoring some degree of balance in society can come 
more of the reforms we require of our governments and more of the 
socially responsible behaviors we should expect from our businesses. 
In other words, constructive social movements and social initiatives, 
carried out in local communities and networked for global impact, 
are the greatest hope we have for regaining balance in this troubled 
world. But something will first have to change in the plural sector.

Time To geT The Plural secTor acT TogeTher

Why is it that with so much energy and activity in the plural sec-
tor, the world continues its unrelenting march toward imbalance in 
favor of private sector forces? This trend can be explained by a vari-
ety of factors, for example the sheer size of many corporations and 
court decisions that have granted them certain rights as “persons” 
(for example, to make political donations). But one key factor has 
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been largely overlooked: Although many of the associations of the 
plural sector have their own acts together, collectively this sector 
does not. Many initiatives are making enormous differences in the 
lives of people around the world. Yet altogether they don’t add up 
to a consolidated movement for “collective impact,” as John Kania 
and Mark Kramer have written in these pages.19 Hence society con-
tinues to fall out of balance.

Years ago, in one of his satirical songs, Tom Lehrer devoted some 
lines to the Spanish Civil War: “Though [Franco] may have won 
all the battles, we had all the good songs!” The struggle now going 
on over the future of this planet will not be won with good songs, 
however heartwarming they may be.

Is the problem with the plural sector its own plurality? Certainly 
the dispersal of efforts that Hawken described may be necessary to 
let thousands of social flowers bloom. “‘The landscape of the third 
sector is untidy but wonderfully exuberant.’ It promotes pluralism 
by enabling multiple interests to be represented, different functions 
to be performed, and a range of capacities to be developed.” 20 True 
enough. But unless the sector can get its own act together, many of 
its flowers will continue to be bulldozed by more powerful forces.

Private sector businesses are no less dispersed; indeed, they com-
pete aggressively with each other. Yet when it comes to their common 
interests, such as lobbying for tax cuts, this sector is able to get its 
collective act together. Businesses often speak with one voice, do-
mestically in institutions such as chambers of commerce, and globally 
through international agencies, such as the World Trade Association 
and the International Monetary Fund, which have often acted on 
behalf of economic concerns. In this regard, the plural sector could 
do well to take a leaf or two from the playbook of the private sector.

This does not mean, however, that plural sector organizations 
should imitate business practices without careful thought. Each 
sector can certainly learn from the others—including the private 
sector from the plural sector, for example about engagement in mis-
sion and more open forms of governance. But given the obscurity 
of the plural sector, it has to focus on its distinctiveness. Let’s wel-
come partnerships across institutions of the three sectors, as long 
as they are balanced, with full recognition of the contributions that 
can be made by each of the partners. Examples can be found in the 
Danish initiatives for renewable energy and in how the Brazilians 
dealt with their HIV/AIDS crisis.21

Milton Friedman was quite clear in his emphasis on the distinct 
role of the private sector—that the business of business is business.22 
This tenet has served businesses well—too well when these interests 
have led to interference in democratic processes. Right now what 
plural sector associations need are partnerships with each other, to 
collaborate for the cause of better balance in this world.

Please welcome the plural sector! n
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The work of innovation can be slow and cumbersome—particularly in the social sector. But by adopting 
a model that is increasingly common in the business world, nonprofit organizations can launch, test, and 

implement new programs and services more efficiently and more effectively.

,

34 Stanford Social Innovation Review / Summer 2015

The nonprofit organization Worldreader 
launched in 2010 with a simple and clear mis-
sion: to bring digital books to disadvantaged 
children and their families. In just five years, 
the organization has expanded its  operations 
to 54 developing countries. Today it offers 
15,000 books in 43 languages, and it has 

reached more than two million readers.
Worldreader is not just on the leading edge of international educa-

tion and technology. Its growth also reflects a new wave of nonprofit 
organizations that employ a rapid experimentation method called 
“lean.” First developed for use in the for-profit business world, the 
lean method focuses on swiftly turning new ideas for products or 
services into iterative experiments. Lean practitioners build simple 
prototypes called “minimum viable products” (MVPs), move quickly 
to get feedback on these MVPs from constituents, and then develop 
iterations of their MVPs on the basis of that feedback.

The founders of Worldreader embraced a culture of lean experi-
mentation from day one. Instead of spending significant amounts of 
time and money launching a full-fledged platform, they developed 
the smallest-scale version of the platform that they could muster 
(their MVP) and tested it in the field. In that experiment, which 
began in March 2010, they introduced Amazon Kindle e-readers to 
16 sixth-graders in Ayenyah, Ghana. The Worldreader team hypoth-
esized that the kids would embrace the e-readers, that they would 
read more, and that their literacy rates would increase.

Focusing on a single school may seem terribly inefficient. But this 
high-touch MVP approach (sometimes called a “concierge MVP” in 
lean parlance) enabled Worldreader to find holes in its platform and 
to troubleshoot problems before investing more time and resources 
in the initiative. The Worldreader team saw, for  example, that the 
screens on the Kindles kept breaking because kids were sitting on 
the devices during recess. “We taught students how to care for 

e-readers,” says David Risher, cofounder and president of World-
reader. “And we took the broken screens to the Kindle  factory and 
asked [people at Amazon] to make the next generation of Kindles 
more durable—and they did.”

The most important test of Worldreader’s rapid experimentation 
approach came in late 2011, when the organization faced a critical 
challenge: The proliferation of basic-feature mobile phones—what 
we now, in the era of smartphones, call “dumb phones”—across the 
developing world created an opening for Worldreader to expand far 
beyond its incremental, Kindle-based growth model. How could it 
take advantage of that opportunity?

Some nonprofits, confronted with an opportunity of this kind, 
might shift into a strategic planning mode. They would start by 
conducting a series of internal debates about what the “right” strat-
egy is, and then they would focus on developing work plans, board 
presentations, and funding proposals. Worldreader followed a dif-
ferent course. Instead of launching a grand planning and develop-
ment process, the organization set up a small experiment to test a 
critical hypothesis—the “riskiest hypothesis,” as lean practitioners 
call it—of the proposed mobile strategy: Would children in the 
countries targeted by Worldreader actually read books on a basic 
phone? To answer this question, the Worldreader team partnered 
with an app developer that had already created a basic-phone reading 
app. The MVP version of Worldreader Mobile consisted of nothing 
more than lists of books and a simple text reader. It had no book 
covers, descriptions, ratings, comments, or bookmarks. But it had 
just enough functionality to allow the team to test that hypothesis.

Almost immediately, as it turned out, thousands of users down-
loaded the app and began using it. Only at that point—after the ex-
periment had verified the hypothesis regarding user demand—did 
Worldreader enter a formal contract with its app developer and begin 
to make improvements to the product. Today, more than 185,000 
users read books on the Worldreader mobile platform every month. 

By Peter Murray & Steve Ma
Illustration by Luc MeLanSon

The Promise of  
Lean Experimentation
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Continuous rapid experimentation, along with a focus on building 
solutions that work for children and their families, has made that 
kind of growth possible.

THE ART OF LEAN

In our work, we regularly interact with leaders of social purpose orga-
nizations. When they first hear about lean, they often say, “Of course 
I run a lean organization. I run a nonprofit.” But there is a world of 
difference between being lean and being frugal. Most nonprofit  leaders 
believe that they have to be frugal: They pay low salaries, rely on do-
nated goods, and work in cheaply furnished offices. Being lean goes far 
beyond cost-cutting, however. The lean process enables organizations 
to speed up and focus experimentation in order to reduce wasted ef-
fort. Many organizations spend a great deal of time and resources on 
building solutions that don’t end up achieving their intended  impact. 
Lean accelerates the process of weeding out ineffective ideas and helps 
quickly validate ideas that show real promise.

Today, the dominant mode of operation in the nonprofit sector 
puts a premium on strategic planning. It emphasizes processes that 
generate multi-year plans that cover—often in elaborate detail— 
a variety of tactics, roles, and outcomes. The old adage “Plan your 
work and work your plan” captures the spirit of this approach. 
Planning is important, of course. But by its nature, it discourages 
experimentation and risk-taking. The emergence of strategic phi-
lanthropy has reinforced this emphasis on planning. Under that 
model, funders encourage nonprofits to propose specific tactics for 
every desired outcome and to adhere to those tactics over multiple 
years. The strategic philanthropy model works well for problems 
with clear, proven solutions, but often it doesn’t work for problems 
that require new approaches.

The lean model reinvents the traditional strategic planning process. 
In effect, it offers a new adage to follow: “Plan your tests and test your 
plans.” Lean practitioners don’t enumerate the precise tactics that 
they will use because they don’t know in advance which ones will be 
successful. Instead, they run many small tests and adjust their  efforts 
after discovering what works (and what doesn’t work). Done well, lean 
helps organizations innovate more efficiently, build new services that 
meet the needs of their constituents, and develop disruptive solutions 
to seemingly intractable problems. Lean can be particularly effective 
as a means of testing and validating revenue models that have the 
 potential to create sustainable, long-term funding streams.

The adoption of rapid experimentation has been slower in the 
social sector than in the business sector (for reasons that we will 
 explore below). Yet there are a growing number of nonprofits that 
use lean to support innovation in education, health care, interna-
tional develop ment, and other fields within the social sector.

THE ORIGINS OF LEAN

To understand the lean method—and its applicability to the  nonprofit 
sector—it helps to understand its origins in the for-profit sector. 
Part of a broad revolution in the business world, lean belongs to a 
set of innovation and process improvement methods that also in-
cludes Six Sigma, which managers at Motorola developed to enable 
error reduction; Agile, a flexible and iterative approach to software 
development; and Human-Centered Design, a solution-building 
process created by leaders at the design firm IDEO.

Lean has two distinct strains: “lean production” (also known 
as “lean manufacturing”), a structured method first developed 
by Toyota more than 25 years ago that applies to complex pro-
cesses like manufacturing, logistics, and health services; and “lean 
startup,” a set of principles and practices developed in Silicon 
Valley over the past decade that help entrepreneurs and intra-
preneurs launch new products and services.1 Think of lean pro-
duction as a way to maximize the efficiency and impact of a good 
idea, and think of lean startup as a way to figure out whether an 
idea is worth pursuing in the first place. Although the two strains 
developed separately and have distinct processes, they share a 
commitment to identifying clear hypotheses, conducting rapid 
experiments, and developing new product or service models in 
response to experimental data.

Over the past decade, several developments—increasing global 
competition, accelerated technological change, the emergence of big 
data—have forced nearly every major company to adopt data-driven, 
rapid experimentation methods in most aspects of their operations. 
Today, when you buy a pair of stretch pants at H&M or download a 
new iPhone app or make a purchase from Amazon or click a link on 
Facebook, you are generating data for a series of experiments that will 
inform how companies make their next strategic decision. Companies 
that have incorporated rapid experimentation into their operations 
range from large corporations like General Electric, Target, 3M, and 
Xerox to high-growth start-ups like Dropbox, Etsy, and Upworthy.

THE ELEMENTS OF LEAN

The lean process, as it applies to the business world, has several core 
components. We have adapted those components to form a model 
that suits the way that organizations operate in the social sector. 
Here we will list the components in the order that they might occur 
in a typical lean experimentation project. But keep in mind that lean 
is more circular than it is linear, and the sequencing of components 
in any given experiment will vary. (See “The Lean Experimentation 
Process” on the opposite page.)

Ideation and analysis | With your target constituents in mind (or, 
better yet, with your constituents in the same room), generate ideas 
for programs and solutions that you think might solve their prob-
lems or help them achieve their aspirations. These ideas are what we 
call “value hypotheses.” As you develop such ideas, analyze similar 
programs and solutions that already exist, and figure out how your 
approach might improve on those offerings. (In the business world, 
that process is called “competitive differentiation”).

Constituent discovery | Get out of your office and listen to the 
people you hope to serve. Through surveys and one-on-one conver-
sations, find out what your constituents truly need and want. Put 
your value hypotheses in front of constituents, and observe how they 
respond to those ideas. (In the business world, this process is called 
“customer discovery.”) Done well, constituent discovery will bring 
to light ideas that you hadn’t considered, and those ideas in turn 

http://www.acceleratechange.org
http://www.acceleratechange.org
http://www.publicinterestnetwork.org
http://agilemanifesto.org
http://www.ideo.com/by-ideo/human-centered-design-toolkit
http://www.ideo.com
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should lead you back to the ideation phase. Ideation and constituent 
discovery should complement each other in a rapid feedback loop.

Building | Determine the one or two “riskiest hypotheses” that 
 apply to your idea. A risky hypothesis, in this context, is an assump-
tion that is critical to the success of your idea—an assumption that 
may, however, prove to be invalid. In the lean process, you should focus 
your attention on the riskiest hypotheses. To test those hypotheses, 
develop an MVP (that is, a basic prototype of your idea). Also create 
a rough financial model for your idea that covers cost estimates and 
potential revenue sources. In many cases, your MVP will be a small-
scale version of your program or service. (One common lean tactic 
is to customize and test pre-built products. This approach is wide-
spread in the technology world, where there has been a proliferation 
of ready-to-use tools for developing apps, social platforms, and the 
like.2) Another option is to build a “paper MVP”—a lean tool that dra-
matically reduces the cost of testing demand for a program. A paper 
MVP can take the form of a simple flyer about a not-yet-built program, 
for example, or a basic online sign-up page for a prospective service.

testing | Design a plan to validate (or invalidate) your riskiest 
hypotheses. Then roll out your MVP to a group of constituents and 
collect data on how they react to it. Be sure to test the MVP in a way 
that will provide data on metrics that pertain to those hypotheses. 
Avoid focusing on vanity metrics that might give you feel-good 
 results but don’t actually help you validate or invalidate an idea.

responding to data | Analyze the results of your test. Did your 
MVP appeal to fewer people than you had hoped it would? Did it 
encounter unforeseen logistical challenges? Did you charge a price 
for it that ended up being too high?

If your data show that you have a flop on your hands, hit the 
 reset button and begin the experimentation process again before 
investing more resources in your idea. In the lean startup field, 
that’s called a “pivot.”

If your data show promise, use feedback from the test to build a 
better iteration of your idea. Then test that version of the idea, and 
continue iterating and testing the idea until you have verified that it 
will deliver its intended value. We call this process the “build-test-
respond” cycle. (It’s a variation on the “build-measure-learn” cycle 
used in the lean startup model.)

Scaling up | Once you have an idea that works, use the data that you 
have gathered during the constituent discovery and testing phases 

to get buy-in—from your board, your staff, and your funders—for 
implementing the idea more widely. As you scale up, continue to run 
experiments on ways to increase efficiency and to create additional 
value for your constituents.

THE PRACTICE OF LEAN

The Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles 
(CHIRLA) provides a textbook case of how an organization can use 
lean to identify promising service models. CHIRLA serves people 
who confront barriers related to language, discrimination, undocu-
mented status, poverty, and limited access to technology. In 2014, 
the organization was seeking to develop new services that would 
meet the needs of its community, significantly increase its member-
ship, and provide financial sustainability. (In particular, it sought 
to create services that would generate at least as much income as 
they cost to provide). Instead of devoting large amounts of time and 
money to implementing one or two ideas—ideas that may or may 
not have worked—CHIRLA leaders launched a lean experimenta-
tion process. Over the course of just a few months, they were able 
to test the viability of more than a dozen potential services.

As part of an ideation and analysis phase, CHIRLA leaders drew 
on their deep experience with serving constituents to gain a sense 
of what those constituents might want or need. Using that insight, 
they developed a list of more than two dozen offerings that they 
thought had the potential to provide significant value in a finan-
cially sustainable way. The list included financial services (such as 
prepaid debit cards for unbanked immigrants), legal services, English 
classes, prescription discount cards, low-cost international phone 
cards, and health insurance products. The CHIRLA team then did 
market research to learn about similar services that other organi-
zations were already offering.

A building phase came next. The CHIRLA team chose 14 of the 
proposed services and developed paper MVPs for them. Instead 
of building a full working version of any of those offerings, the 
team developed flyers that described each potential service. For 
most  services, the riskiest hypothesis hinged on a simple question: 
Would people actually sign up for them—and would they pay a price 
that would make them sustainable? The flyers made the services 
 tangible and allowed the CHIRLA team to begin assessing how 
much demand there might be for each offering.

In the following phase of its work, 
the CHIRLA team engaged in both 
constituent discovery and testing. The 
team developed a survey that com-
bined general questions with MVP-
specific questions that focused on 
 determining the viability of their ideas 
for new services. Rosamaria Segura, 
membership coordinator at CHIRLA, 
led the constituent discovery process. 
She delved into the lives of local im-
migrants to understand their needs 
and aspirations. In each constituent 
interview, she also tested the riski-
est hypotheses for six to eight service 
ideas. “Inviting our constituents to 
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help us discover what services they really 
needed was a game-changer,” Segura says. “As 
the data came in, we responded to the feed-
back, reconfigured the surveys, and quickly 
got a sense of whether our ideas were worth 
pursuing and where our blind spots were.”

Ultimately, Segura completed more than 100 constituent discovery 
interviews. She and her colleagues now had data on which services 
people would or would not sign up for. The work of responding to the 
data began almost immediately. CHIRLA leaders concluded that 10 of 
the proposed services either didn’t have sufficient demand or would 
require significant iteration before further testing could take place. 
Four of the proposed services, meanwhile, had strong demand and 
merited further exploration. In addition, a review of the interview 
data led the CHIRLA team to explore several new service ideas.

One of those ideas involved offering classes to help people in 
the CHIRLA community pass the written driver’s-license exam 
in California. The state had recently passed a bill that would allow 
undocumented immigrants to apply for driver’s licenses. According 
to state records, however, 70 percent of those who take the exam in 
a language other than English fail in their first attempt. CHIRLA 
leaders, noting that many undocumented immigrants would fall 
into that category, saw a new need that their organization could 
fill. They developed a plan to offer classes on passing the exam and 
moved quickly to test the viability of that idea.

Initially, CHIRLA staff members thought that they might need 
multiple sessions to prepare immigrants for the exam. But instead 
of building a curriculum around that hypothesis, they designed a 
simple three-hour course—an MVP, in other words—and ran trial 
classes for 60 constituents. After that single three-hour session, 
nearly 90 percent of participants passed a mock version of the 
driver’s-license exam. Clearly, a multiple-session course wouldn’t 
be necessary. Through the MVP test, CHIRLA also learned that 
demand was high for the classes and that people would pay to gain 
access to them. On the basis of those findings, CHIRLA invested 
resources in curriculum development, a train-the-trainer program, 
and marketing materials for the new offering.

Lean experimentation enabled CHIRLA to identify a program 
model that had three crucial features: high constituent demand, 
demonstrated impact, and financial sustainability. Today, the orga-
nization continues to improve the driver’s-license exam class, and it 
plans to scale up the model in order to serve thousands of immigrants.

THE VARIETIES OF LEAN

Organizations throughout the nonprofit sector have begun to apply 
the lean method to their operations. Although lean can help organi-
zations to test and improve a wide array of programs and processes, 
it is particularly effective as a way to optimize certain core activities.

Demand testing of new ideas | Lean can help an organization de-
termine whether anyone will take advantage of a given program or 
service. Using lean, nonprofits can test assumptions about the pain 
points, needs, and aspirations of their constituents.

GuideStar, an organization that gathers and shares informa-
tion about nonprofits, recently created a user advisory panel that 
 includes about 850 members. The purpose of the panel is to provide 
rapid, actionable feedback that will help the organization decide 

which innovations are worth exploring. In its 
first two months of working with the panel, 
GuideStar called on users to help test four 
MVPs, along with 10 ideas that were at the 
concept stage. Among the products tested 

were a mobile app, a Charity Check widget, and a product to help 
organizations prepare their US tax forms. After examining feedback 
from the user panel, GuideStar is moving forward on the best ideas 
and is altering or scrapping the others.3

Short-term outcome testing | Through lean, an organization can 
rapidly test strategies for achieving clearly defined short-term out-
comes—outcomes that relate to school attendance, reading rates, job 
placement, health improvement behaviors, and the like. A-B testing, 
in which an organization tests alternative approaches on randomized 
samples of constituents, is a critical tool of lean outcome testing.

At a school in the Los Angeles Unified School District, investi-
gators conducted a rapid experiment to test the impact of parental 
 involvement on student performance. In an experiment that  involved 
A-B testing, the investigators arranged to send some parents of 
high-school students text and email messages to notify them that 
their kids had missed an assignment. As it turns out, the students 
whose parents received the messages experienced performance 
 improvements that were much larger than the gains shown by stu-
dents whose parents didn’t receive such messages.4

Process efficiency improvements | Lean production, the process 
improvement strain of lean, can help an organization improve the 
flow of a process by identifying and eliminating waste. In that way, 
lean can streamline a program and increase its impact.

The American Red Cross used practices from the Toyota Produc-
tion System (TPS)—a precursor to lean production—to improve in-
the-field training for its disaster volunteers. Through that effort, the 
organization was able to reduce the time required to register and 
train volunteers from 3 hours and 45 minutes to just 30 minutes.5 
Similarly, the Food Bank for New York City used TPS-based practices 
to test alternative approaches to serving, seating, and line manage-
ment. As a result, the organization cut the average wait time for its 
patrons from 1 hour and 30 minutes to 18 minutes.6

revenue growth | Given its roots in the business world, the lean 
method is particularly well suited to testing new revenue- generating 
strategies. Lean, for example, can help an organization evaluate 
its plans for fundraising optimization, membership growth, social 
ventures, and program fee changes.

Environment America is a federation of state-based advocacy 
groups. Before the start of each major campaign, a small team of can-
vassers from the organization tests a variety of pitch messages. The 
purpose of those messages is both to recruit supporters and to gener-
ate income for the organization. Following that initial test, members 
of the team analyze metrics that include the percentage of people who 
listen to a pitch, the percentage of people who make a contribution, 
and the average contribution amount. Using those data, they deter-
mine which pitch is most effective, develop materials to support that 
pitch, and then train hundreds of staff members to use it.7

Citizen organizing | Lean enables advocacy groups to experiment 
with various campaigns and campaign tactics. Through lean, such 
groups can rapidly test which media channels and which messages 
actually move people to take action.

visit ssireview.org to learn more about lean 
experimentation.

3“Lean resources” list
3“Funding Lean approaches” sidebar
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SumOfUs, a corporate watchdog group that organizes citizens 
through online petitions, has more than five million members. Each 
week, the organization conducts micro-experiments to evaluate 
 dozens of email-based corporate accountability campaigns. It ends 
up shelving more than 80 percent of those campaigns because the 
experiments reveal a lack of member interest in them. Then it focuses 
its resources on the campaigns that its members clearly care about.8

THE CHALLENGE OF LEAN

In 2013, Steve Blank wrote an article in Harvard Business Review titled 
“Why the Lean Start-Up Changes Everything.” 9 It was a provocative 
title, but it was accurate enough: Rapid experimentation methods 
have permeated the business world. So why haven’t they spread as 
widely within the social sector? Does lean not apply as directly to 
social problems as it does to commercial situations?

There are, to be sure, limitations to applying lean in the social sector. 
It cannot replace longitudinal research. No form of rapid experimen-
tation, for instance, can test whether an intervention aimed at kids in 
preschool will affect high school graduation rates. Nonprofit leaders 
also find it difficult to measure social impact using the kind of cold, 
hard numbers that lean favors. It’s easy to measure revenue. It’s much 
harder to measure (say) the effect that a given strategy might have had 
on changing people’s minds about a social issue. Lean, moreover, can 
be disruptive to existing programs and disorienting for staff members 
who are comfortable with established approaches to pursuing social 
impact. Perhaps most important, lean works best as a tool for testing 
and improving discrete programs and processes. It cannot serve as a 
master strategy, and it cannot answer fundamental questions about the 
theory of change that governs an organization’s overarching approach.

 In the business sector, companies have adopted rapid experi-
mentation methods partly in response to increased global competi-
tion and accelerated technology change. For-profit companies that 
don’t quickly adapt to the new environment will ultimately collapse. 
Organizations in the social sector are generally less vulnerable to 
such disruptive forces. But as these forces spread across the sector, 
more and more organizations are likely to adopt the lean method.

For rapid experimentation to become widespread in the social 
sector, funders will need to embrace new approaches to supporting 
innovation. Traditional funding processes for nonprofits  discourage 
rapid experimentation by reinforcing risk aversion and an adher-
ence to top-down planning. The rules for submitting grant pro-
posals often require nonprofits to spell out every strategy,  tactic, 
and  outcome in a detailed timeline. In addition, many funders have 
 adopted cumbersome grant amendment processes that inhibit  efforts 
to test new approaches.

A few pioneering foundations are trying to change this situation by 
explicitly funding experimentation.10 Contests and prizes like those 
funded by the Gates, Knight, and MacArthur foundations have opened 
up space for experimentation. The use of prizes, however, works only 
within very limited parameters and sometimes causes more harm than 
good.11 Fellowships, meanwhile, provide people who have an entre-
preneurial mindset with an opportunity to develop and test new ideas. 
But that kind of individual support is rarely enough to catalyze a cul-
ture of rapid experimentation throughout an organization. Funders, 
therefore, should make sponsorship of lean experimentation a larger 
part of their ordinary grantmaking process. 

THE POWER OF LEAN

All too often, the process by which nonprofit organizations develop 
and launch new products and programs can stretch for months or even 
years. The lean process, in contrast, enables teams to build and test 
a new approach in a matter of weeks or even days. If that  approach 
is not effective, teams can pivot away quickly. If the  approach needs 
improvement, they can undertake new iterations rapidly. And if the 
approach shows promise, they can cite data to prove its effective-
ness so that funders can invest in it with confidence.

Various tools are now available that will help nonprofit  leaders 
to engage in rapid experimentation.12 But at its core, the lean pro-
cess is simple. In 2014, at a Lean for Social Good Summit in San 
 Francisco, one of us (Steve Ma) saw just how quickly that pro-
cess can unfold. Dominique Aubry, who is now president of Lean 
 Leadership Inc., spoke about the lean process for an hour. She then 
broke participants into teams and had them develop solutions to 
specific problems. Next, after they had spent two hours refining 
their ideas, Aubry told them to leave the conference facility, hit the 
streets, and interview relevant constituents about their proposed 
solutions. In just one day, participants went through ideation, con-
stituent discovery, building, and testing—followed by iterating, 
testing again, and iterating again.

If you’re ready to make the leap into lean, start by testing it out. 
You don’t need to hire consultants who are experts in lean. (We are 
consultants, so trust us: You don’t need consultants.) You don’t need 
to hold a board vote about implementing lean. And you don’t need 
special grant funding or funder buy-in to run lean experiments. You 
do need buy-in from your team to embrace rapid experimentation, 
and you need to be willing to look at the data that you gather and to 
change your approach accordingly. Once you’re ready, get out of your 
office and talk to your constituents. Identify your value  hypotheses, 
build MVPs fast, and test them in the field. Then respond to the 
results —and iterate. n
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People engage in time banking—a complementary currency system in which hours of service take the 
place of money—in dozens of countries worldwide. For decades, it has been a relatively small-scale 

movement. But signs are emerging that it may be an idea whose time has come.

,

hirty-five years ago, one of us (Edgar S. Cahn) started to experiment with a new way 
to link untapped social capacity to unmet social needs. He created a practice known 
as “time banking”—a mode of exchange that lets people swap time and skill instead 
of money. The concept is simple: In joining a time bank, people agree to take part 
in a system that involves earning and spending “time credits.” When they spend an 
hour on an activity that helps others, they receive one time credit. When they need 
help from others, they can use the time credits that they have accumulated.

Long before Occupy Wall Street, time banking represented a commitment to pur-
suing a more equitable and inclusive economic order. Those of us who developed time 
banking wanted to show that a different kind of currency could exist alongside the dol-
lar. We refused to give money a monopoly on the definition of value. The money-based 
market system fails to reward many types of critical work—the work of raising healthy 
children, building strong families, caring for the elderly, revitalizing neighborhoods, 
preserving the environment, advancing social justice, and sustaining democracy—and 

we believed that there should be a way to honor and reward that kind of work.
In 1995, Cahn founded an organization called TimeBanks USA. For two decades, TimeBanks 

USA has served as an incubator for new time banking initiatives.1 (Co-author Christine Gray, 
who is now married to Cahn, joined the organization in 2000.) Over that period, time banking 
has evolved from a set of experimental programs into a movement that has spread globally. The 
movement has spawned conferences, regional associations, training materials, scholarly  papers, 
and multiple software systems. Today organized time banking takes place in more than 30 
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countries—including China, Russia, and various countries in Africa, 
Europe, North America, and South America. In the United States, 
there are about 500 registered time banks, and together they have 
enrolled more than 37,000 members.2 The smallest of them has 15 
members; the largest has about 3,200. In the United Kingdom, time 
banks have enrolled about 32,000 members, and more than 3,000 
organizations have registered to use one of the major time bank-
ing software platforms. Worldwide, time bank databases document 
more than 4 million hours of service. (And that figure understates 
the true scope of time bank participation: Survey data indicate that 
at least 50 percent of time bank members do not record their hours 
of service regularly.)

In 2002, the journalist Susan Dentzer investigated whether time 
banking was “a concept whose time was coming—or merely a fringe 
idea.” In her ambivalent response to that question, Dentzer wrote, 
“Time [credits] could be to long-term care [among other uses] what 
windmills and solar panels are to the nation’s energy supply: a small, 
unconventional, even noble way of serving the few, but nothing to 
be relied upon to meet the needs of the masses.”3 Thirteen years 
later, solar panels and windmills have moved far beyond the fringe 
of our system of energy production. As yet, time banks have not 
undergone that kind of remarkable growth.

But time banking, we believe, has emerged as a platform for 
 innovation that meets the needs of the current moment. Over the 
past three decades, we have learned a great deal about how time 
banks can serve as a vehicle for social change. Time banking pro-
vides a medium of exchange that advances goals that money does 
not and cannot advance. It fosters community-building efforts 
that have the potential to prevent or neutralize the negative exter-
nalities created by the relentless pursuit of profit. In recent years, 
meanwhile, several momentous forces have converged to create a 
new urgency around applying the time bank model on a large scale. 
A world increasingly dominated by a fixation on money requires a 
complementary currency that will open up opportunities to weave 
(or reweave) social connections.

THE PROBLEM OF FISCAL MONOCULTURE

We live in a world preoccupied with money. Cost-benefit analysis, 
risk assessment, evaluation, return on investment—all treat money 
as the sole measure of value. Money, of course, is indispensable.  
It allows us to freely exchange all manner of goods and services. It 
underpins capitalism, and capitalism remains a powerful engine of 
growth and development. Yet our single-minded focus on money 
carries costs as well. Robert F. Kennedy captured the essence of 
this tension when he said, referring to what’s now called the Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP): “It measures everything in short, except 
that which makes life worthwhile.” 4

The use of GDP as an all-purpose indicator of economic well-
being is a byproduct of the fiscal monoculture that surrounds us. In 
a book about using local currencies, Gwen Hallsmith and Bernard 
Lietaer describe that problem: “As with agriculture, a monoculture 
crop has the effect of making everything dependent on its health and 
well-being. If you grow only one crop, you are more susceptible to 
the ravage of insects and blight.” 5 Relying exclusively on money is 
like hoping for bigger and bigger returns on one crop—while grad-
ually depleting the fertility of the soil in which it grows. When we 

allow our preoccupation with that monocrop to circumscribe our 
choices, we give up much of our power to create, to solve problems, 
and to advance basic values.

We tend to think of the money-based economy as an essential 
foundation of the public, private, and independent sectors. Yet each 
of those sectors draws from and builds on another economy—the 
“core economy,” as the economist Neva Goodwin calls it.6 The core 
economy is extraordinarily productive. It raises our children, pro-
vides elder care, makes neighborhoods safe and vibrant, helps to 
create an informed electorate, holds officials accountable, promotes 
environmental preservation, and advances social justice. The trans-
actions of the core economy are largely absent from the calculations 
that make up the GDP. For this reason, they are also largely absent 
from our public discourse, and they remain vulnerable to displace-
ment by monetized transactions.

Another consequence of our fiscal monoculture is that we tend 
to value extrinsic rewards over intrinsic rewards. Earning money 
confers an external benefit in the form of purchasing power. We use 
money to buy property, goods, and services. The acts of earning and 
purchasing often generate an emotional hit. But that hit does not 
provide an intrinsic reward. Intrinsic benefits derive from actions or 
relationships that have meaning in and of themselves. People often 
take lower-paying jobs because of the personal satisfaction that they 
get from doing those jobs. Likewise, people often volunteer their 
time and accept no money in return—simply because they want to 
do work that helps others or that reduces suffering, deprivation, or 
injustice. A fixation on money reduces our ability to generate those 
kinds of intrinsic rewards.

BANKS WITHOUT MONEY

The time bank movement gives new life to a broad range of activities 
that produce intrinsic rewards. It provides a platform for generating 
a kind of wealth different from money and for recognizing critical 
work that markets based on money do not value.

One function of time banks is to facilitate the exchanges of ser-
vices between members. Using specially created software that oper-
ates somewhat like Craigslist, time bank members list the services 
they can perform, when and where they can perform those services, 
and so on. Or, using the same software platform, they list the services 
they would like to receive. When one member provides a service to 
another member, they use the platform to record that exchange. Time 
credits in the service recipient’s account then transfer to the service 
provider’s account. The services that members may offer cover a 
broad range—from cooking, gardening, and quilting to helping with 
tax preparation and providing respite to caregivers. A time bank with 
several hundred members may offer hundreds of different services.

Exchanges based on member-to-member service, however, 
make up only one form of time banking. Members can also earn 
time credits by participating in community events or by work-
ing on community-building projects. They might help out at a 
neighborhood farmers’ market, lead a yoga or Bible study class, 

http://www.amazon.com/dp/1893520021/?tag=googhydr-20&hvadid=53385637008&hvpos=1t1&hvexid=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=1411162305316345627&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=b&hvdev=c&ref=pd_sl_yn1nbvkul_b
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1893520021/?tag=googhydr-20&hvadid=53385637008&hvpos=1t1&hvexid=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=1411162305316345627&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=b&hvdev=c&ref=pd_sl_yn1nbvkul_b
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1893520021/?tag=googhydr-20&hvadid=53385637008&hvpos=1t1&hvexid=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=1411162305316345627&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=b&hvdev=c&ref=pd_sl_yn1nbvkul_b
http://www.amazon.com/The-Tribal-Moment-American-Politics/dp/0759123802
http://www.amazon.com/The-Tribal-Moment-American-Politics/dp/0759123802
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organize a wellness day, create a baby-sitting co-op, or take part 
in a tutoring program, for example. Time banks vary greatly in 
how they “pay for” such activities. In some cases, they support 
those activities by going into time credit “debt” to members who 
take part in them. Those members understand that their time 
bank will never be able to “repay” them, but they donate hours of 
community service to the organization anyway. With this form of 
time banking, the way that time banks account for time credits is 
often intentionally loose.

Every time bank follows a few basic rules: All hours are equal 
in value, regardless of whether a member provides a highly skilled 
professional service or simply drives another member to a doctor’s 
appointment. Time credits are not for sale and cannot be converted 
into money. Members can spend time credits only on labor that 
builds community resources, furthers a charitable purpose, provides 
personal support, or remedies a social problem. When a member 
 receives an hour of service, there may be a moral or social obliga-
tion to pay it back, but there is no legally enforceable obligation to 
do so. (The US Internal Revenue Service has ruled that because 
time banks are not commercial barter organizations, time credits 
do not count as taxable income.)

For members, an earned time credit has two distinct meanings: 
It embodies a kind of purchasing power, and it conveys a sense that 
one’s work has value. The first is an extrinsic reward; the second 
is an intrinsic reward. Each transaction flows from a relationship, 
and such relationships create a spirit of trust that allows people to 
 reweave the fabric of community. A currency that treats all hours as 
equal does more than simply provide an alternative to market price 
as a measure of value. It empowers people whom the market does 
not value and validates their contribution to society.

TIME BANKING IN ACTION

Although time banking has spread globally, most time banks are 
 local or regional entities that operate as independently run member-
ship associations. They come in all shapes and sizes, ranging from 
small, informal groups to large, formally structured organizations. 
Some time banks exist for only a short time. Others have lasted 
for decades. People, moreover, have used time banking to further 
a  variety of social goals.

Business and community development | The Arroyo SECO Network of 
TimeBanks (ASNTB), which covers 13 neighborhoods in Los  Angeles, 
has established a dual-currency loan fund for members who wish 
to start a small business or a worker-owned cooperative. The fund 
lends money to ASNTB members through its financial partner, the 
Permaculture Credit Union, and members use time credits to pay 
associated loan-processing fees. Borrowers can also participate in 
the Local Economy Incubator, which matches entrepreneurs with 
mentors who provide expertise in areas such as strategy, business 
plan development, branding, and communications. Microlending 
programs that succeed do so in part by leveraging social capital: 
 Borrowers are more likely to repay their loans when they are account-
able to their community. ASNTB takes this principle one step further 
by emphasizing values such as reciprocity and “paying it forward.”

Social services | In Rhode Island, a group of parents who have 
children with bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, or autism use time 
banking to create a kind of extended family. The Parent Support 

Network of Rhode Island offers assistance to those parents when 
their children rejoin them after leaving a congregate care facility. 
Through the network, parents receive time credits for providing child 
care, coaching, transportation, and personal support to each other. 
The children, meanwhile, earn time credits by participating in their 
own mutual support group. Parents and children then spend those 
credits on outings that the network sponsors. This use of time bank-
ing has enabled parents to prevent the institutionalization of their 
children, and it has saved the state government millions of dollars 
that would otherwise be spent on support services.

Sharing expertise | Our Time Bank, a group based in Los Angeles, 
runs a program called the Westside Repair Café. It’s a four-hour 
event that takes place in a local park or auditorium every two or three 
months, and it’s open to the public. People bring faulty appliances, 
broken furniture, torn clothing, and the like, and volunteer repair 
experts fix those items. Transition Culver City, an environmental 
organization, cosponsors the repair café, and one goal of the event 
is to give people an incentive to keep old items that would otherwise 
end up in a landfill. Time bank members can pay for repairs with time 
credits or by bringing a dish to a potluck meal that happens in con-
junction with the event. Non-members can take part in the  Westside 
Repair Café by making a small donation (typically $5 or less). Those 
who provide repair services earn time credits for their efforts.

Juvenile justice | In Madison, Wis., the Dane County TimeBank 
sponsors a program called TimeBank Youth Court in all four of the 
city’s high schools. The program gives teens who commit minor 
 offenses an alternative to going through the official criminal justice 
process. The police, instead of issuing tickets to young offenders, 
refer them to the Youth Court. In a Youth Court proceeding, a jury 
of teen peers can impose sentences that involve apologizing to the 
victim of the offense, making restitution to the victim, or perform-
ing community service. The program draws on the resource of the 
time bank to develop creative but suitable sentencing options. In 
addition, most sentences require offenders to serve on the Youth 
Court jury. (Teen jurors, meanwhile, receive time credits for their 
service.) Because of TimeBank Youth Court, minor offenses by 
teens in Madison no longer trigger an out-of-school suspension or 
an  arrest record. One data point illustrates the impact of the pro-
gram: Between 2009 and 2010, the number of tickets that the police 
issued to kids at one high school dropped from 126 to 26.

Disaster relief | In August 1992, Hurricane Andrew hit the south-
ern tip of Florida and wrought havoc on a then-unprecedented scale. 
Southern Miami was home to what was then the largest time bank 
in the United States. Before the National Guard and the Red Cross 
arrived, members of that time bank responded to the devastation 
and provided guidance to relief teams that were unfamiliar with the 
terrain. They also provided sustained relief to hurricane victims; they 
sorted donated clothes and delivered food and water, for example. In 
1993, the total number of time credits earned by members exceeded 
150,000, and by 1994 more than 3,000 members were earning more 
than 12,500 time credits per month.

 
CHALLENGING TIMES

Today we face a series of unprecedented social and environmental 
problems that will likely grow in magnitude over time. At its current 
scale, time banking cannot solve these problems. But our experience 
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has demonstrated that it can provide a distinctive  response to 
them. Here are three challenges for which time banking can pro-
vide  innovative solutions.

A thinning of community | Several observers have lamented the ero-
sion of a sense of community that has occurred in recent  decades, 
particularly in the United States. Amitai Etzioni gained considerable 
attention by noting the loss of tight-knit communal bonds and the 
shift from “we” to “me” that came with  urbanization. “Between 
the urban villages, in row houses, and high rises, you find large 
pockets of people who do not know their next-door neighbors, 
with whom they may have shared a floor, corridors, and elevators 
for a generation,” he writes in his book The Spirit of Community.7 
 Robert D. Putnam, in his book Bowling Alone, offered a rallying cry 
to reverse the decline in social capital.8 John McKnight and Peter 
Block, similarly, aim in their recent book to chart a path toward 
rebuilding what they call “the abundant community.” 9 (A sense 
of community, we believe, is closely linked to the health of the 
core economy—to the network of relationships that depend on 
non-monetary forms of interdependence.)

To appreciate how time banking can build and reinforce com-
munal bonds, consider the results of a survey of older adults who 
belonged to a time bank established by the Visiting Nurse Service 
of New York. In the survey (which took place in 2009), 90 percent 
of respondents said that they had gained new friendships through 
the time bank, and 70 percent said that they had contact with their 
new friends at least once a week. Two-thirds of them said that their 
access to health services and other resources had improved. Most 
respondents reported that time bank membership gave them the 
support that they needed to stay in their homes as they aged. They 
also indicated that their involvement in the time bank had given 
them an increased sense of belonging and that their trust in people 
from other backgrounds, cultures, and age groups had increased. In 
addition, 98 percent of them said that they had skills that enabled 
them to help others via the time bank.

An aging population | Every day for the next 17 years, 10,000 baby 
boomers will pass the 65-year mark. Family caregivers provide most 
of the long-term care services for the elderly. According to the US 
Congressional Budget Office, family members provide 55 percent 
of the care that keeps elders out of nursing homes.10 The American 
Association of Retired Persons has estimated that the total value of 
unpaid informal care comes to $450 billion.11 As baby boomers age, 
meanwhile, the caregiver support ratio will decline: Between now 
and 2030, the number of potential caregivers of every person over 
the age of 80 will shrink from seven to four.12

The need to fill that widening care gap makes time banking 
a solid investment for government, philanthropy, and individual 
households. Time banks, after all, typically offer services needed 
by people who are older or who have disabilities: friendly visita-
tion, telephone companionship, shopping, transportation, minor 
home repairs, reading mail, assistance with paying bills, relief for 
family caregivers, peer counseling, and the like. Time banking 
might also evolve into a form of ancillary, non-medical long-term 
care insurance—a system that reduces costs by providing informal 
support while engaging participants in efforts to avoid the need for 
institutionalization.

There is ample precedent for such uses of time banking. In 
 Allentown, Pa., the Lehigh Valley Hospital runs a time bank pro-
gram that has 500 members. For the past decade, members of the 
time bank have generated between 10,000 and 15,000 time credits 
per year by providing informal care to elderly and disabled people. 
By offering complementary care and support, they have helped to 
reduce re-hospitalization rates and to decrease the disproportionate 
costs incurred by “super-utilizers.” (Super-utilizers are patients with 
complex physical, behavioral, and social needs who undergo inpatient 
admissions.) Some people who receive care through the program 
have “paid back” time credits by learning how to function as trans-
lators for Latino patients. Once certified to serve in that role, they 
take on wage-earning jobs as translators in sponsoring hospitals.

In the Maryland counties of Anne Arundel, Calvert, Frederick, 
and Talbot, a group called Partners in Care functions as a time 
exchange community that supports older adults who want to stay 
in their homes. Partners in Care teams fix leaking faucets, change 
lights, and install safety equipment such as shower seats, toilet  risers, 
and railings. Members of the community also earn time credits by 
providing rides to older people who can no longer drive. In 2012, 
drivers for the group logged a total of 174,000 miles.

A fragile environment | Climate change has heightened the 
 unpredictability of Mother Nature. To an increasing degree, we 
have been witness to floods, droughts, hurricanes, earthquakes, 
violently swinging temperatures, and rising sea levels. Our carbon 
footprint, together with other externalities generated by the global 
economy, may no longer be ecologically sustainable. These develop-
ments increase the need for response networks that can quickly and 
flexibly incorporate volunteers into systems of strategic support. 
And in that context, disaster specialists are discovering that time 
banking can serve as a powerful tool of emergency preparedness.

In 2010 and 2011, a series of earthquakes occurred in and around 
Christchurch, New Zealand. The work done by members of one 

Time banks draw strength from their rejection of 
 market price as the exclusive measure of value.  
They reflect an understanding that communities  
can create their own medium of exchange.

http://vnsny.org
http://vnsny.org
http://www.lvhn.org
http://www.partnersincare.org
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organization in that area—the Lyttelton Time Bank—illustrates the 
role that time banks can play in building and mobilizing resources 
during an emergency. Before the earthquakes, the time bank had 
an extensive database that included 330 individual members and 
18 organizations. It maintained a list of potential volunteers, and it 
 operated a system of regular email communication. During and after 
the earthquakes, the time bank put those assets to work. It provided 
up-to-the-minute information on safety precautions; on the closure 
of roads, schools, and businesses; and on the availability of clean 
 water, food, and other resources. It also set up a job-matching board, 
delivered counseling services, coordinated the handling of donated 
supplies, and deployed volunteers. The Lyttelton Time Bank “acted 
as a hub organization activating its extensive social network through 
which valuable resources could flow,” write the authors of a report on 
the organization’s response to the earthquakes. 13

TIME OF OPPORTUNITY

Even as certain global challenges make time banking an increasingly 
relevant form of social innovation, another recent development—the 
advance of digital technology—has made it easier for time banks to 
operate and to extend their reach. Time banking on a significant 
scale would not be possible without the use of computer technol-
ogy that stores and manages information on the services that each 
time bank member either needs or can provide. The anthropolo-
gist Polly Wiessner has observed that such technology reduces the 
transaction costs of finding people with whom one can cooperate. 
(“Search costs for untapped assets to fill unmet needs are efficiently 
reduced by the database lists [of] assets and their availability,” she 
writes.14) Equally important, technology decentralizes the process 
of matching needs with resources: Users can now exchange time 
credits directly, and that capability lowers costs for the entire time 
banking system. The ability to track each transaction also reinforces 
the sense of trust and reliability on which that system depends.

In April of this year, TimeBanks USA released a new version of 
Community Weaver, a software application that tracks the hours that 
time bank members earn and spend.15 The new version is  designed 
to run on smartphones and tablets. Optimizing the software for 
mobile use will increase the flexibility with which members can 
offer services, make requests, and schedule the use of time credits. 
It will also allow members who don’t have access to a computer to 
take advantage of those capabilities. (TimeBanks USA provides this 
software to community groups free of charge.)

Digital technology is giving rise to other developments that sup-
port the expansion of time banking. Among young people especially, 
we are seeing the emergence of “sharing economy” practices that 
use online platforms to bypass formal markets. Commercial peer-
mediated exchange systems (Airbnb for accommodation, Lyft for 
transportation, TaskRabbit for odd jobs, and so forth) are expand-
ing rapidly. Time banking is consistent with that trend, but it goes 
further than many sharing economy initiatives in helping to reweave 
nonmarket relations. The growth of time banking also reflects a 
shift from profit-driven modes of production to network-based 
modes of production—exemplified by Wikipedia and open source 
software—that rely on peer-to-peer collaboration.

In broad terms, time banks help people draw on the capacities of 
their community in order to confront challenges both old and new. 

Three benefits of the time bank model are worth emphasizing. First, 
time banking allows each person to define himself or herself as a 
worker who contributes in a measurable way to advancing the public 
good or to solving an urgent social problem. Second, time banking 
enables a community to gauge its social capacity and to mobilize its 
resources to fill unmet social needs. Third, time banking provides 
large-scale social welfare systems with a framework for engaging the 
recipients of services as active collaborators in achieving outcomes. 
Instead of being passive recipients of those services, beneficiaries can 
gain new skills, build new connections, and become agents of social 
change in their own right.

Time banks draw strength from their rejection of market price 
as the exclusive measure of value. They reflect an understanding 
that communities can create their own medium of exchange. The 
emergence of time banking and other alternatives to our fiscal mono-
culture—facilitated by the growing use of social media and other 
forms of digital technology—could help the human family rebuild 
some of the capacities that have enabled our species to survive and 
evolve: our willingness to teach each other, care for each other, come 
to each other’s rescue, stand up for what is right, and take collective 
action in response to injustice. n
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Executives from the finance industry represent a growing percentage of board members, and an even 
larger percentage of board leadership, at some of America’s most influential nonprofits.  

Overrepresentation of financiers results in less diverse boards—an essential element of governance—and 
greatly affects the culture and dynamics of nonprofit boardrooms.
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Over the past twenty-five years the compo-
sition of the boards at some of America’s 
most important nonprofit organiza-
tions has dramatically changed. With-
out much notice, a legion of Wall Street 
executives (investment bankers, hedge 
fund managers, and others) has taken 

a growing number of seats in nonprofit boardrooms. Not only that, 
they hold a disproportionate share of the leadership positions on 
these boards.

One of the obvious reasons for this shift is undoubtedly the pres-
sure that nonprofit organizations are under to raise more private 
funds. After all, given the significant growth in personal wealth 
generated by those working in high finance, it shouldn’t be too 
surprising to find more of them on nonprofit boards. A more subtle 
reason for the growth of financiers on nonprofit boards is likely the 
growing popularity of using business approaches (and talent) to run 
nonprofit organizations.

Since 2008, when Matthew Bishop and Michael Green popular-
ized the term “philanthrocapitalism” to describe a new trend of 
donors seeking to conflate business aims with charitable endeav-
ors,1 the nonprofit sector has engaged in active interrogation and 
discussion about the trend and its effect on public charities.2 Schol-
ars and practitioners have documented various pressures placed on 
nonprofit organizations by donors and private foundations to adopt 
business approaches.

Although some of the pressure to adopt business approaches has 
come from external forces, it may also be true that the concepts and 
norms of philanthrocapitalism are also now carried into nonprofit 

organizations by the directors of public charities themselves. Per-
haps a new fault line to consider is the very makeup of the govern-
ing boards of nonprofit institutions.

To understand the ways in which the composition of nonprofit 
boards has evolved in recent years, my research team and I examined 
the biographies of governing directors in 1989 and 2014 of three sets 
of nonprofit organizations: major private research universities, elite 
small liberal arts colleges, and prominent New York City cultural 
and health institutions. The most striking finding was the sizable 
presence and growth on charitable boards of those whose primary 
professional background and skill set were drawn from the financial 
services industry. The tally indicates that the percentage of people 
from finance on the boards virtually doubled at all three types of 
nonprofits between 1989 and 2014.

More striking, the data reveal that finance professionals hold 
an even greater percentage of nonprofit board leadership positions 
(i.e., board chair, vice chair, or their equivalent). In the case of lib-
eral arts colleges and New York City nonprofits, financiers make up 
44 percent of board leadership positions, and in the case of private 
universities they hold 56 percent of leadership slots.

Of course the social sector, especially the largest and most pow-
erful nonprofit organizations such as those represented by the three 
types of institutions studied, has long populated its boards with 
men and women of wealth and professional backgrounds tied to the 
corporate world. Indeed, it is not unusual for many (although not 
all) of such members to have the capacity to contribute substantial 
resources, especially those from business and industry. What’s new 
is the increased concentration of directors drawn from one narrow 
sector of business and industry: finance.

http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/32/ebook/1/scripts/redirect.php?url=http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/the_wall_street_takeover_of_nonprofit_boards&name=the_wall_street_takeover_of_nonprofit_boards
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This quiet yet dramatic self-transformation of the nonprofit 
boardroom has come about with little notice and discussion. To 
understand fully these trends and the impact, the nonprofit sec-
tor should ask itself some tough questions: What is sparking these 
changes in board composition? What values are being represented 
and promoted? What are the consequences for organizations and 
the people they serve? How might they affect the quality of board 
governance? How might the sector respond?

This article begins to shed light on the increasing influence of 
the finance industry on nonprofit boards. In addition to examining 
the data, it explores some of the explanations and consequences of 
these prevailing governance composition choices—and they are 
choices—that deserve attention and reflection from nonprofit lead-
ers, trustees, and constituents.

FINANCIAL EXECUTIVES GAIN POWER

When people examine nonprofit boards, most of the focus is on gov-
ernance practice issues such as size, structure, meeting frequency, 
and term length. Less attention, however, has been paid to funda-
mental issues of board composition and demography. And when 
people do examine these issues, they tend to focus on the gender 
and racial makeup of boards. Very little attention is paid to what 
industry board members hail from or whether there is enough job-
related diversity. These questions are particularly relevant at a time 
when “some people believe that public governance is overly affected 
by corporate interests.” 3

Finance is a vital part of the US economy, but the sector is actu-
ally quite modest in size. In 2012, finance and insurance represented 
7.9 percent of US gross domestic product, and according to the US 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, the financial services industry employs 
just 6 percent of the private non-farm workforce. If nonprofit boards 
were composed of a representative group of people from society, 
one would expect trustees with a finance background to represent 
roughly 6 to 8 percent of board members.

Instead, according to our research, trustees with professional 
backgrounds and skills primarily from the financial services  
industry represent about four times that number at major private 
research universities, liberal arts colleges, and New York City-based 
nonprofits. (See “Board Membership of Select US Nonprofit Orga-
nizations” on page 49.)

research universities | Our research found that in 2014, 40 percent 
of directors at major US private research universities had a substantial 
professional career in finance. This represents a dramatic increase 
from 1989, when trustees with a finance background represented 19 
percent. Even more alarmingly, directors with a finance background 
represented a majority, 56 percent, of board leadership positions in 
2014, up from 26 percent in 1989.

To arrive at these figures we reviewed the biographies of more 
than 1,700 members of the governing boards (not including emeriti 
or honorary members) in 1989 and 2014 of 23 of the nation’s leading 
private research universities: Boston College, Brandeis University, 
Brown University, California Institute of Technology, Columbia 
University, Cornell University, Dartmouth College, Duke Univer-
sity, Emory University, Georgetown University, Harvard University, 
Johns Hopkins University, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
New York University, Northwestern University, Princeton University, 

Rice University, Stanford University, University of Chicago, Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, Vanderbilt University, Washington University 
in St. Louis, and Yale University.

Board members whose biographical backgrounds could not be 
found and those whose professional biographies revealed no discern-
ible professional career but who were married to someone in finan-
cial services were not included in the data. (This was also the case 
for liberal arts colleges and New York City nonprofits.) If spouses of 
people whose wealth was drawn from the financial services industry 
were included, the number of finance-related board membership 
slots at these nonprofits would all be even higher.

Liberal arts colleges | Finance executives are also well represented 
on the boards of leading US liberal arts colleges. In 2014, 34 percent 
of board members came from the finance industry, almost twice as 
many as in 1989, when they accounted for 18 percent of board mem-
bers. When we look at board leadership, the percentage of finance 
professionals holding those positions at liberal arts colleges rises to 
44 percent, up from 28 percent in 1989. The percentage of directors 
from the finance industry at liberal arts colleges is smaller than at 
research universities, but the number is still quite large in com-
parison to their numbers in the overall workforce or the economy.

Following the same procedures used with the private research 
universities, we reviewed more than 1,750 biographies of the gov-
erning board members of 29 liberal arts colleges in 1989 and 2014: 
Amherst College, Barnard College, Bates College, Bowdoin Col-
lege, Bryn Mawr College, Bucknell University, Carleton College,  
Claremont McKenna College, Colby College, Colgate University, 
Colorado College, Davidson College, Grinnell College, Hamilton 
College, Haverford College, Kenyon College, Lafayette College, 
Macalester College, Middlebury College, Mount Holyoke College, 
Oberlin College, Pomona College, Smith College, Swarthmore  
College, Trinity College (Connecticut), Vassar College, Wellesley 
College, Wesleyan University, and Williams College.

new york City nonprofits | To see whether these board composition 
practices were limited to higher education, we examined a third set 
of select nonprofit organizations made up of high-profile New York 
City-based nonprofit institutions, primarily, but not exclusively, in 
the arts, cultural, and health care sectors. The findings were star-
tlingly consistent with those of the research universities and lib-
eral arts colleges. People from the finance industry accounted for 
40 percent of board seats at select New York City nonprofits, more 
than double the number, 19 percent, in 1989. Finance executives 
held 44 percent of the leadership posts at these nonprofits in 2014, 
up from 29 percent in 1989.

Many of these high profile organizations are among the most 
well-endowed and most successful fundraisers in the social  
sector, making them worthy of study. In fact, 11 of the 15 organiza-
tions were included in the Philanthropy 400, compiled annually by 
the Chronicle of Philanthropy and listing public charities that have 
raised the most money from private sources. Of course, in choosing 
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organizations based in New York City—the heart of financial ser-
vices in the United States—we are focusing on a specialized segment 
of the nonprofit sector, but neither the changes between 1989 and 
2014 nor the overrepresentation in board leadership is explained by 
a proximity to Wall Street.

Using the same biographical analysis methods as with universi-
ties and liberal arts colleges, we analyzed more than 1,050 trustees 
at 15 prominent New York City-based institutions. These are some of 
the most sought after and prestigious board positions in the United 
States: American Museum of Natural History, Carnegie Hall Corpo-
ration, Central Park Conservancy, Frick Collection, Lincoln Center 
for the Performing Arts, Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center*, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Metropolitan Opera Association, 
Museum of Modern Art, New York Community Trust, New York 
Public Library, New York-Presbyterian Hospital, Whitney Museum 
of American Art, WNET/Thirteen, and the Young Men’s & Young 
Women’s Hebrew Association, a.k.a. 92nd Street Y. (*1989 board 
composition data was not available for Sloan Kettering.)

WHY NONPROFITS FAVOR FINANCIERS

Because board composition and board leadership decisions often  
occur behind closed doors through opaque processes, each individual 
selection may seem sui generis. But the data suggest trends and shifts 
that are remarkably similar across all three types of nonprofits that 
we studied. How do we explain this development? The most obvi-
ous answer is that nonprofit organizations are simply following the 
money. Driven by the heightened pressure and expectations to raise 
ever larger sums, nonprofit boards and managers are selecting new 
board members with an eye toward those with the greatest capacity 
for making “transformative gifts.”

In today’s economy, superstar money managers certainly outstrip 
the earning power of most others. For example, in 2010, in total the 
top 25 hedge fund managers earned nearly four times as much as the 
500 chief executive officers of the Standard and Poor’s 500 compa-
nies, and the average top 25 hedge fund manager took home nearly 
178 times as much as the average law partner of a top 50 law firm.4

Moreover, a disproportionate number of the largest charitable 
gifts in recent years have come from people in the finance profes-
sion, a point almost certainly understood and internalized by so-
phisticated organizations with ambitious fundraising goals. Between 
2003 and 2013, the percentage of the 50 largest US donors whose 
source of wealth was finance soared from 10 percent to 36 percent. 
(See “‘Philanthropy 50’ Donors by Source of Wealth” on page 50.)

 Well-endowed nonprofit organizations, with millions or even 
billions of dollars under management, may also have an incentive 
to bring increasing numbers of finance professionals onto their 
boards to help oversee their complex portfolios and, perhaps more 
important, to provide access and connections to sophisticated  
investments. In Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Thomas Piketty’s 
meditation on wealth and income distribution, the author makes an 
argument—succinctly summarized by economist Paul Krugman—
that “it’s generally more valuable to have the right parents (or to 
marry into having the right in-laws) than to have the right job.” 5 
To borrow from Piketty, for the wealthiest nonprofit institutions it 
may be more valuable to have access to the right investment advisors 
and vehicles than to have the right income stream. Even in a time 
of astounding fundraising, outstanding investment performance 
has the potential to reap substantial rewards.

Consider Amherst College. In 2001, as it neared the conclusion 
of a seven-year effort to raise $200 million in its then-record-set-

ting capital campaign, the en-
dowment performance for that 
single year generated returns in 
excess of $200 million. (In 2013,  
Amherst celebrated the conclusion 
of another capital campaign, which 
raised $502 million—$77 million 
above its goal—increasing its  
total endowment to more than 
$1.82 billion, a bit more than $1 
million per student.)

HOW FINANCIERS ARE 

CHANGING NONPROFITS

As financiers come to dominate 
the boards of leading nonprofits, 
it is not surprising that their ap-
proaches and priorities have made 
their way, very explicitly and fun-
damentally, into the governance of 
the nonprofit sector. Practices such 
as data-driven decision-making, an 
emphasis on metrics, prioritizing 
impact and competition, manag-
ing with three- to five-year hori-
zons and plans, and advocating 
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executive-style leadership and compensation have all become an es-
sential part of the nonprofit lexicon.

Nonprofit leaders regularly hear about these finance practices 
from board members and donors whose native habitat is the financial 
services world. Moreover, nonprofit managers have come to accept 
them as reasonable principles upon which donors base their giving. 
More often than not, organizations are also expected to incorporate 
these principles in the management of the not-for-profit enterprises 
for which managers and boards share responsibility.

Although many of these business approaches may strengthen non-
profit capacity, we should also be mindful of the ways in which these 
same tools can morph into pathologies, ignore the costs or trade-offs 
associated with extending business thinking to the charitable sector, 
or distort organizational priorities. Numerous critics have written 
thoughtfully about the ways in which market-based thinking and 
approaches applied to the nonprofit sector provide false promise, 
with the potential to dilute charitable values, undermine long-term 
mission focus, incentivize small, incremental goals, and threaten 
shared governance and other forms of participatory problem-solving.

Beyond leading to the borrowing of financial concepts and tools 
in the boardroom, the rise in the number of nonprofit directors with 
ties to finance may also contribute to deeper changes in the under-
lying institutional values and motivations, a trend that economic 
sociologists refer to as the financialization of the nonprofit sector.

Financialization describes a spread of financial logics, influence, 
and strategies into new fields and organizations in ways that trans-
form the culture, policies, and values of institutions.6 Indeed, wealthy 
nonprofits—like colleges, universities, and museums—have long  
engaged with financial markets as endowment investors, but the 
scope and scale of today’s nonprofit borrowing, aggressive debt 
financing, securitization transactions, and complex real estate 
transactions is unprecedented. Such shifts may affect the organi-
zation’s strategic direction and orientation in a number of ways,  
including directing board and management attention to debt service, 

incentivizing organizations to invest resources on activities that 
return higher profit margins to cover debt service, elevating the 
centrality and importance of financial managers in strategic plan-
ning and decision-making, and increasing the need for and power of 
senior staff well versed in complex financial instruments.

  To be sure, the growing presence of finance executives on non-
profit boards may not be the only reason for the growing presence of 
business tools and practices in the nonprofit sector. Certain private 
foundations and other funders are surely contributing to the pressure 
on nonprofits to adopt these practices. Many nonprofit consultants 
promote these ideas. Nonprofit management programs in colleges 
and universities contribute to the promotion of business approaches. 
And publications, including this one (Stanford Social Innovation  
Review), have also played a role. But the growing presence of finan-
ciers on the boards of nonprofits is certainly one of the most impor-
tant reasons for this trend.

WHY BOARD DIVERSITY MATTERS

Another significant impact from having so many people from finance 
on the boards of nonprofits is that it crowds out people from other 
parts of society and reduces board diversity, an important element 
of governance. Traditional narratives about board governance,  
especially nonprofit governance, almost take for granted the desir-
ability of having a considerable degree of diversity among board mem-
bers. To the extent that board members have a mix of educational,  
cultural, functional, and industry backgrounds, they are more likely 
to exhibit useful differences in the ways that they perceive, process, 
and respond to issues they might confront on the board. Diversity 
of this sort clearly enhances the presence of functional area knowl-
edge and the skills of the board.

One of the reasons diversity is important is that it can produce what 
social psychologists call “cognitive conflict”—task-oriented differences 
in judgment among group members that emerge when they are faced 
with interdependent and complex decision-making. It is the clash of 

perspectives and the expres-
sion of dissenting views that 
help uncover underlying 
assumptions, change out-
looks, and stimulate conver-
sations around topics.

Since cognitive con-
f lict involves the use of 
“critical and investigative 
interaction processes,” it 
can enhance a board’s per-
formance in dealing with 
complex and ambiguous 
matters. These differences 
can broaden a strategic per-
spective by forcing more 
discussion, explanation, 
justification, and possibly 
modification of positions 
on important issues and 
encouraging consideration 
of alternative views and 
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courses of action.7 Because these benefits come from diversity, when 
the number of directors from a single industry reaches rates as high 
as 40 percent, boards are likely to have less cognitive conflict and 
therefore less effective group decision-making.

Another drawback of having so many board members from fi-
nance is that it increases the likelihood that the financiers will turn 
to financial jargon when communicating. This may prove frustrating 
to other board members, making them less inclined to offer infor-
mation or opinions that highlight their expertise or perspective. It 
may also create “in-group” and “out-group” divisions on the board 
that divide the collective body rather than bring the members to-
gether for effective work. All of this can lead to the uncritical adop-
tion of financial concepts, approaches, and values at the nonprofit.

Moreover, the benefits of collective decision-making embodied 
by the synergistic combination of diverse talents and strengths rep-
resented by a board8 can be undermined if professionals from one 
industry become predominant, potentially leading to groupthink. 
The social phenomenon of groupthink occurs when cohesiveness 
and a sense of social belonging (i.e., a clubby camaraderie) lead 
otherwise independent and well-meaning individuals to prioritize 
unanimity, loyalty, and peer approval over considered reflection. 
Indeed, these are most often subconscious actions.9 As Benjamin 
N. Cardozo School of Law Professor Melanie Leslie argues, “non-
profit boards are extraordinarily vulnerable to ‘groupthink.’… Board 
members’ preferences for consensus, approval, and group solidarity 
can intensify the effect of pre-existing biases that impede rational 
decision-making, such as confirmation bias, in-group bias, and over-
confidence in one’s ability to act fairly.” 10

Those concerned about the racial and gender demographics of 
nonprofit boards should also be alarmed that close to 40 percent of 
board seats (and an even higher percentage of board leadership posi-
tions) are allocated to people from an industry that is not particularly 
diverse. According to the US Equal Opportunity Commission, in 2012 
women made up 40 percent of all employees but just 17.8 percent of 
executive and senior level managers in positions in the “securities, 
commodity contracts, and other financial investments and related 
activities” category.11 (In the subcategory of investment banking, 
the numbers dropped further to 34.7 percent and 15.6 percent.12)

For racial minorities, the numbers in the finance category are 
similarly paltry, with blacks holding just 1.4 percent of executive 
positions and Hispanics holding only 2.3 percent.13 This smaller rep-
resentation of women and racial minorities in finance has a similar 
impact on nonprofit board representation. Men hold the overwhelm-
ing majority of the nonprofit board seats held by the finance pro-
fessionals. (See “Gender of Financial Professionals Holding Board 
Seats” above.) Definitive information about the racial identity of 
trustees could not be determined from the biographical research, 
but it is likely that blacks and Hispanics make up a small percentage 
of the finance executives sitting on the nonprofit boards.

In the case of colleges and universities, in particular, racial and 
gender diversity are essential if board policies are to be perceived 
as legitimate and receive backing from the institution’s varied con-
stituencies. For instance, decisions related to sexual assault policies, 
tenure procedures, and work-family balance policies, among other is-
sues, would benefit greatly from having both men and women on the 
boards of affected institutions. Similarly, debates about admissions 

policies, free speech and harassment, and financial aid policies will 
be enhanced and more credible with the meaningful contributions 
of trustees of color.

Of course, having a diverse group of decision-makers is neces-
sary, but not sufficient, to guarantee quality decision-making. In 
addition to identity-based representation, the best boards should 
also take care that there is ample inclusion and weighty voices of 
those with substantive commitments to equity and diversity issues 
to ensure that those values are woven into the guts of the institu-
tion. But no matter the type of organization, board demography 
(“who we are”) communicates powerfully to constituents, staff 
members, partners, and vendors about institutional priorities, val-
ues, and commitments.14

Accordingly, gender and racial parity on nonprofit boards becomes 
exceedingly challenging when a significant portion of directors is 
drawn from the finance industry. In theory, organizations can use 
the remaining board seats to attempt to achieve their diversity goals, 
but a tension surely arises from this approach. With approximately 
two of five seats taken by finance professionals and, if this trend con-
tinues unabated, perhaps soon reaching one of two seats, then the 
game of musical chairs and competing priorities will only intensify. 
Furthermore, such a system places substantial burdens on the other 
professions and industries from which directors might be drawn (e.g., 
accounting, advertising, agriculture, consulting, consumer products, 
education, energy, health care, legal, manufacturing, marketing, me-
dia, nonprofit, operations, retail, and technology) to provide diverse 
directors in a way that effectively gives the finance industry a pass.

Perhaps even more significant, the data show that finance profes-
sionals are more likely than their peers to be in board leadership posi-
tions. In each of the three types of nonprofits we studied, the percent-
age of finance professionals in leadership positions grew during the 
twenty five-year period, in some cases substantially This pronounced 
discrepancy raises further questions about how we make sure diverse 
voices are at the table and involved in decisions at the board leadership 
level. Because nonprofit boards are often much larger than the typical 
corporate boards, the chairs and vice chairs can influence especially 
important decisions, such as setting board agendas, making board as-
signments and committee placements, meeting frequently with key 
staff, and reviewing the executive director’s performance. On many 
boards, nonprofit boards especially, the difficult decisions—the ones 
that lead to the greatest institutional change—are often heavily de-
bated and influenced by board leadership.
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THE FUTURE OF NONPROFIT BOARDS

Individual finance professionals do bring skills, wisdom, and other 
positive attributes to nonprofit boards. Wall Street executives have 
had storied careers in volunteer nonprofit board governance. Take 
John C. Whitehead, for example. During his career the former co-
chairman and senior partner of the investment banking firm Goldman 
Sachs & Co. chaired the boards of more than eight major nonprofit 
organizations, including the Brookings Institution and the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee, and he sat on the boards of nearly a dozen 
more, including the J. Paul Getty Trust and Nature Conservancy. 
Most boards would surely benefit from having a modern-day John 
Whitehead on them. My concern, however, is that nonprofit orga-
nizations may suffer if their boards are dominated by members of 
any single narrow industry.

Boards and board governance are inevitably shaped by the iden-
tity and background of those who make up the boards themselves. 
Board members carry with them interests, priorities, mental maps, 
systems, expectations, and cultural norms undoubtedly shaped by 
their own experiences and professional backgrounds, all of which 
certainly affect the ways in which they carry out their duties. This 
is not to say that finance professionals care less (or more) about a 
nonprofit organization or its mission. Nor do I believe that all finance 
professionals think alike. But if boards are to operate as designed, and 
if they are to be maximally effective, then the composition of non-
profit boards must be more diverse and not dominated by financiers.

The concentration of nonprofit board power in the hands of 
finance professionals is quite striking. As we think about the sec-
tor in its entirety and who gets the opportunity to govern its most 
prominent organizations, these data reveal a great deal about 
where priorities have been placed and perhaps even why some 
critics—including nonprofits themselves—believe nonprofits are 
inappropriately appropriating business practices and models. For 
the sake of fundraising and achieving important financial goals, 
finance professionals are quietly accumulating unprecedented 
power in nonprofit boards. Fundraising and the ability to secure 
resources will always be critical board priorities, but nonprofits 
should be wary not to be led down a path where those priorities 
distort or limit nonprofit governance.

So what could be done to mitigate the extreme concentration 
of financiers on nonprofit boards? The first step is that nonprofits 
should begin to give far more consideration to industry diversity 
and representation as they recruit new board members. The effec-
tiveness of any board recruitment and selection process, however, 
depends on the people overseeing the process. Those gatekeepers—
nomination and governance committees, chief executives, advance-
ment staff, and board members—always need to be aware not only 
of each individual member selection but also of the effects of high 
concentrations of professionals from a single industry.

When selecting board members, nonprofit organizations should 
not be unduly focused on recruiting people from the finance indus-
try just because they may have the ability to contribute money. Set-
ting up the organization for good governance must matter too. It 
is important not to undervalue contributions of those who might 
contribute to the mission in a myriad of other ways. Organizational 
leaders, from both senior staff and board levels, need a suspicious 
and watchful eye on the development pressures that contribute to 

board membership and board leadership decisions that further ex-
acerbate this phenomenon. Industry diversity (along with gender 
and racial diversity) needs to become an important and real part 
of more boardroom conversations. How boards behave, the work 
they take on, the decisions they make, and the manner in which 
they interact with one another and management is a function of 
who is on the board. Everyone who cares about the fate of nonprofit 
organizations has a stake in this issue.

For those who do not believe the status quo presents a problem, 
a reasonable question to consider is this: Where is the reasonable 
line? If 40 percent from the finance industry is acceptable, what 
about 50 percent? 60 percent? Is there a tipping point?

In the long term, creating a more balanced board will require dif-
ficult and sensitive conversations for the nonprofit sector. Nonprofit 
organizations and their leaders, incentivized to follow the money, 
have been largely silent about this dramatic shift. But questions of 
governance effectiveness and access to leadership are too impor-
tant to sweep under the rug. Is this the system we want? Are these 
sets of practices likely to bring about the social change we desire 
and envision? Do they appropriately tell the story about “who we 
are” and “who we want to be”? These questions and their answers 
may be uncomfortable. But if governance is leadership, all those 
associated with the nonprofit sector will need to participate in the 
discussion and solution. n
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the laborer the legal minimum wage, which 
is $7.25 an hour in South Carolina. Some day 
laborers simply want to earn enough money 
to get by for the night. But others sincerely 
want to get ahead, and they are trapped in a 
tenuous work environment. Many customers, 
meanwhile, have an unmet need for a higher-
quality workforce than most day labor agen-
cies are able to provide.

The experience of living and  working 
alongside day laborers led me to launch 
In Ever y Stor y Labor Ser v ices. It’s a 
 temporary-staffing company, based in 
Charleston, but it’s different from most 
enterprises of its kind. We invest in work-
ers and help them to reach their goals. As a 
result, we are able to offer a better service 
to our customers. Along the way, we are 
working to create a long-term solution to the 
problems associated with temporary work.

STAFFING STORY

The staffing industry offers special opportu-
nities in the field of social enterprise. Since 
the current economic recovery began in 
2009, companies have begun to use staff-
ing services more frequently and in more 
varied ways than ever before, and the in-
dustry’s growth has significantly outpaced 
that of the economy overall. According to the 

 Alternative  Staffing Alliance, 
meanwhile, a growing num-
ber of alternative staffing 
organizations (ASOs)—both 
nonprofit and for-profit—
have launched throughout 
the United States. Although 
many ASOs have been in 
operation since the 1970s, 
one-quarter of the 62 known 
enterprises that engage in 
social-purpose staffing have 
launched in the past five 
years. “We conservatively 
estimate that the [alterna-
tive staffing] sector annu-
ally employs about 30,000 
workers in competitive jobs 
and generates $180 million 
in fee revenues,” says Janet 

Lifting Up Day Labor
A social enterprise called In Every Story brings better pay— 
and a spirit of empathy—to a highly marginalized workforce.
BY DeRek SNOOk

I
n June 2009, I voluntarily 
moved into a halfway house for 
the homeless called the Star 
Gospel Mission in Charleston, 

S.C. I ended up living there for a full year. 
I shared a single room with 26 other men. 
Each of us had a bed and a locker—and not 
much else. Why did I do it?

There was an experiential reason: I had 
recently graduated from Furman  University 
and had then spent several months in  Kenya, 
where I worked at a school for orphans. 
There, I noticed a disconnection between 
those who want to help people and those 
who are on the receiving end of that help. I 
realized that the more deeply I empathized 
with the orphans at that school, the better 
chance I had of making a difference in their 
lives. When I came home, I saw that the 
same kind of disconnection existed with 
 respect to low-income workers in the United 
States. I wanted to apply what I had learned 
in Kenya to my own community.

There was a philosophical reason: In 
his book Walden, Henry David Thoreau 
writes, “The mass of men lead lives of 
quiet desperation.” Later in the book, he 
offers an alternative to that plight: “If one 
advances confidently in the direction of 
his dreams, and endeavors to live the life 
which he has imagined, he will meet with 
a success unexpected in common hours.” 
As I watched my college peers take jobs 
or enter graduate programs, and as I con-
sidered my own plans, Thoreau’s insights 
occupied my mind.

And there was a spiritual reason: I 
wanted to test my actions against my  beliefs. 
As a Christian, I believe that Christ came 
from heaven to walk in our shoes and to 

eliminate our obstacles. It only makes sense 
that I should do the same—that I should 
walk in others’ shoes and, if possible, elimi-
nate the things that stand in their way.

While living at the mission, I noticed that 
many of the men who lived there worked 
regularly as day laborers. Even though they 
worked every day, they still couldn’t afford 
to rent a place of their own. I decided to 
spend some time working day labor my-
self. It was an eye-opening experience. I 
saw workers gather at 5:30 a.m. in a run-
down cinder-block building to put their 
names on a list in the hope of landing a job 
for the day. I got a sense of how discourag-
ing that way of life could be—the low pay, 
the hard work, the lack of dignity, the feel-
ing of worthlessness.

Day labor agencies typically charge clients 
$13 an hour for a laborer’s work and then pay 
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Van Liere, who manages the Alternative 
Staffing Alliance. 

ASOs exemplify many advantages of the 
social enterprise model. They offer the resil-
ience and flexibility that come with market-
based solutions. They provide an environ-
ment in which people can quickly acquire 
skills while working in a position that can 
develop into a long-term job or even a career. 
They also create opportunities for workers 
who face special barriers to employment. 
Many ASOs, in fact, focus on specific disad-
vantaged groups: the homeless, the disabled, 

veterans, people with criminal backgrounds, 
young people, and so on.

At In Every Story, we seek to outperform 
our competitors in the unglamorous and 
often negatively viewed day labor segment 
of the industry. We opened our first office 
in 2011, and we now place 140 workers in 
jobs every day. For the most part, we serve 
customers in four fields: construction, land-
scaping, hospitality, and city government. 
Through organic growth that derives from 
customer and employee referrals, In Every 
Story has grown by more than 80 percent 
per year, and in 2014 our revenues topped  
$3 million. This year, we hope to open a 
second branch in Greenville, S.C., and 
 ultimately we aim to replicate our model 
in multiple US markets.

 In 2014, after several years of operat-
ing as a nonprofit, we recognized that a 
for-profit model would better help us ac-
complish our social mission. Our fundrais-
ing efforts had become a distraction from 
placing workers on job sites, and in any case 
the vast majority of our revenue comes di-
rectly from our customers. The for-profit 
model also allows us to bring on investors, 
and it gives us the ability to offer equity and 
franchising opportunities to some of our 

employees. Today, we run our business un-
der the auspices of a for-profit entity called 
IES Labor Services LLC. That entity, in turn, 
donates a portion of its profits to a nonprofit 
arm that funds certain social benefits that 
we offer to day laborers.

“YOUR BeST STORY”

At In Every Story, we strive to help workers 
follow the principle “Live your best story.” 
We do so in three important ways.

First, on a financial level, we pay more 
than our competitors. We offer a minimum 

rate of $8 an hour, and the rates that most 
workers receive are higher. We also have a 
rewards program that works as follows: A 
worker sets a goal, and if he saves half of 
the money needed to meet that goal, we will 
pay him the other half. (I use “he” because 
most of our workers are men.)

Second, on a spiritual level, we seek to 
help workers by guiding them through a 
process that revolves around the idea of 
telling a story. When a worker fills out an 
application, we ask him a question: What’s 
your “next step,” and what stands between 
you and that step? A worker may write, “My 
goal is to be reunited with my children.” 
Later, he might come to our office in a state 
of agitation over a conflict that he had with a 
supervisor. Through conversation, we learn 
that the worker often struggles with resolv-
ing conflict. We then encourage him to view 
his problem in the context of a story. “Great 
authors use conflict to make stories  matter,” 
we say. Seen in that light, the worker’s con-
flict with his supervisor becomes an oppor-
tunity to develop qualities like patience, 
perseverance, and an ability to commu-
nicate. We point out that those qualities  
will help the worker to reach his “next 
step”—to be reunited with his children.

Third, at a career-building level, we en-
gage in a practice that we call “keeping the 
promise.” To back up the commitment that 
we make to workers, we encourage custom-
ers to hire each worker who has been on 
a job for 90 days. We also celebrate such 
hires by listing the names of newly employed 
workers in our lobby. In 2014, more than  
30 laborers were able to achieve full-time 
employment through In Every Story.

In each of these areas, we are investing in 
workers’ lives, and that investment in turn 
enables us to offer a superior service to cus-
tomers. We conduct regular Net Promoter 
Score (NPS) surveys to gauge how these 
practices affect both workers and customers. 
Today, four years after I launched the com-
pany, we receive NPS ratings that are near 
the top of the industry as a whole.

At In Every Story, we regard deep em-
pathy as a critical tool for helping both our 
workers and our customers to abide by the 
“Live your best story” principle. Indeed, 
we view empathy as its own reward. I’ll 
never forget the time when I was living 
at the Star Gospel Mission and my bunk-
mate, John, put me in my place. John was 
in his early forties and wanted to go back 
to community college. But he was afraid 
to do it. I became frustrated with him. I’d 
say, “John, I don’t get it. You’re clean cut, 
you’re a sharp guy, and going back to school 
is a normal thing to do.” One day, John 
asked why I hadn’t yet launched In  Every 
Story Labor Services. I started giving him 
a list of reasons, but he stopped me and 
said, “Derek, I don’t get it. You’re clean cut, 
you’re a sharp guy, and starting a business 
is a normal thing to do.”

Not only did my experience at the 
 mission help me better understand John’s 
obstacles, but it also helped me better under-
stand my own. I came to see myself not as 
better or worse than other people—people 
like John—but instead as their equal. I re-
alized that what makes any of us a success 
or a failure in life isn’t where we end up; it’s 
our willingness to face our fears, overcome 
obstacles, and reckon with what it means to 
“live [our] best story.” n

Derek Snook is president of In Every Story Labor Services, 
a staffing company based in Charleston, S.C.
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We regard deep empathy as a critical tool for 
 helping both our workers and our customers to 
abide by the “Live your best story” principle.

http://ieslaborservices.com
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Alignment Is Not a Luxury
To pursue its environmental mission, Tiffany & Co. balances  
corporate leadership with traditional philanthropic grantmaking.
BY ANISA kAmADOlI COSTA

I
n April 2014, Tiffany & Co. was 
one of three for-profit compa-
nies to sign an open letter to US 
President Barack Obama that 

commended his administration’s decision 
to propose new rules for the importation 
and sale of ivory. (The other two companies 
were the Walt Disney Company and the auc-
tioneer Guernsey’s.) The letter, published in 
The Washington Post, praised the administra-
tion for taking steps to implement a nearly 
complete ban on the elephant ivory trade 
in the United States. It was a very public 
demonstration of how Tiffany, where I lead 
sustainability efforts, has placed leadership 
in this area at the center of its corporate so-
cial responsibility (CSR) efforts.

But in our drive to protect threatened 
forms of wildlife, we have not relied on CSR 
initiatives alone. In tandem with such ini-
tiatives, the Tiffany & Co. Foundation— 
a grantmaking entity that the company es-
tablished in 2000—has supported nonprofit 
organizations that work to safeguard  African 
wildlife. A notable success on that front came 
in 2014, when the International Rhino Foun-
dation used a grant from the foundation to 
relocate several critically endangered black 
rhinos to a safe haven in Botswana.

Challenges such as climate change, eco-
nomic inequality, political instability, and 
threats to biodiversity all vie for global 
attention, and they call for a response by 
companies that are part of the global econ-
omy. In recent years, however, an argu-
ment has emerged that traditional corpo-
rate philanthropy is no longer a vital tool 
for effecting meaningful change. As CSR 
initiatives become more robust and more 
thoroughly integrated into the operations of 

companies all around the world, and as the 
social  enterprise model becomes more wide-
spread, some people have proclaimed that 
philanthropic giving has become  irrelevant. 
“Philanthropy Is Dead,” reads the headline 
of an article published by The  Guardian in 
February 2014. The article profiles a  London 
businessman who says, “The only way chari-
ties are going to survive this is if they start 
reforming as social enterprises and start 
building commercial principles into what 
they do.” Later in the article, he asserts, 
“There is a new model that doesn’t use  
the word fund. Instead they are using the 
word investment.”

That view comes with a significant blind 
spot: It ignores solutions that cannot be 
monetized—solutions that require phil-
anthropic support. Community engage-
ment, scientific research, and education, for 

example, are critical elements of any effort 
to confront the world’s most complex chal-
lenges. But they do not readily lend them-
selves to the use of market incentives. Our 
experience at Tiffany demonstrates that 
corporate philanthropy remains an essen-
tial vehicle for effecting social change. A 
nuanced philanthropic strategy, we believe, 
can balance market-based approaches and 
can serve as a tool that is equal in strength 
to even the most ambitious CSR programs.

For more than 175 years, Tiffany has relied 
on the bounty of the earth both to supply raw 
material for the company’s iconic products 
and to inspire the artisans who create those 
items. Today, by strategically aligning our 
CSR initiatives with the grantmaking efforts 
of our foundation, we are working to leave 
behind a world that is no less abundantly 
beautiful than the one that we inherited.

INTeGRATeD eFFORTS

The earth’s biodiversity is under threat from 
an ever-rising demand for natural resources. 
As the following examples illustrate, Tiffany’s 
commitment to preserving biodiversity draws 
strength from a close alignment of CSR prac-
tices and philanthropic grantmaking.

ecosystem preservation | At Tiffany, we 
aspire to be a leader among jewelry com-

panies in promoting re-
sponsible practices in the 
mining industry. Our com-
pany is a founding mem-
ber of the Initiative for 
Responsible Mining Assur-
ance (IRMA), which seeks 
to establish a certification 
system for mined materi-
als that would be similar 
to the Forest Stewardship 
Council’s certification of 
wood-based products. Along 
with requirements related to 
good governance, fair labor 
practices, and respect for 
local communities, IRMA 
certification would include 
strict protocols for protect-
ing biodiversity.Il
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Tiffany and the Tiffany & Co.  Foundation 
both operate on the premise that there are 
certain places in the world where mining 
cannot occur without destroying landscapes, 
devastating wildlife, and damaging commu-
nities. In keeping with that premise, Tiffany 
became the first signatory of the Bristol Bay 
Protection Pledge. Today, the pledge has 
more than 100 supporters from the jewelry 
industry, all of which have promised never 
to buy gold from the proposed Pebble Mine 
in the pristine area near Bristol Bay, Alaska. 
If built, the mine would be one of the world’s 
largest open-pit gold and copper mines. It 
would also threaten the most productive 
salmon fishery in the world.

Tiffany has helped lead opposition to the 
mine through high-profile position state-
ments. In 2009, the company placed an ad-
vertisement in National Jeweler that urged 
fellow jewelers to recognize their respon-
sibility to source precious metals in a sus-
tainable way. A year later, we placed an ad in 
National Geographic with the aim of educat-
ing consumers about this critical issue. And 
in 2014, we placed ads in three newspapers 
(The Washington Post, The Seattle Times, and 
the San Francisco Chronicle) to applaud a pro-
posal by the US Environmental Protection 
Agency to protect Bristol Bay permanently 
through application of the Clean Water Act.

Translating expanded public awareness 
into permanent protection of Bristol Bay 
will require action by a wide range of par-
ticipants. Toward that end, the Tiffany & 
Co. Foundation has supported a variety 
of nonprofits that do work in the Bristol 
Bay region. These organizations have con-
ducted scientific analyses of the proposed 
mine’s impact on salmon habitat, enabled 
local communities to establish their own 
 priorities for land use, developed alternative 
economic opportunities for those commu-
nities, and elicited support from all parties 
that have a stake in the local ecosystem.

Tiffany’s pursuit of public leadership in 
this area blends seamlessly with the Tiffany 
& Co. Foundation’s grantmaking activity. By 
drawing on the distinct strengths of both 
entities, we increase the likelihood that we 

can protect one of the world’s few remain-
ing unspoiled ecosystems.

Coral conservation | Coral reefs are critical 
to sustaining a vibrant marine ecosystem, 
and conserving coral—a slow-growing ani-
mal that is vulnerable to myriad environ-
mental threats—is therefore a top global 
priority. Given that coral has long been 
used in fine jewelry, this issue has special 
relevance for our company. For 15 years, 
Tiffany and the Tiffany & Co. Foundation 
have engaged in distinct but complemen-
tary efforts to limit the loss of coral popu-
lations worldwide. This dual approach has 
laid the groundwork for advances in the 
field of ocean stewardship.

In 2002, Tiffany became one of the first 
jewelers to stop using coral in its products. 
Understanding coral reef systems, the com-
pany concluded that there was no way to 
harvest the species sustainably. Since then, 
Tiffany has not only altered its own prac-
tice in this area but also encouraged other 
jewelers to do the same. In addition, we 
have advocated international policy mea-
sures to protect coral. In 2008, Michael J. 
 Kowalski, the longtime chairman and CEO 
of  Tiffany, testified before the US Congress 
about the importance of preserving this 
crucial  marine species and recommended 
that red coral receive protection under 
the  Convention on International Trade in 
 Endangered Species. (Kowalski retired from 
the CEO post earlier this year.)

Alongside the company’s efforts to de-
crease the demand for coral harvesting, 
the Tiffany & Co. Foundation has made 
a series of grants that aim to ensure the 
long-term resilience of coral in the face of 
climate change and other threats. Through 
the foundation, we have funded research on 
how coral adapts to ocean warming and on 
how reef management practices can mitigate 
the impact of human activity. In addition, 
the foundation has been able to leverage 
Tiffany’s brand recognition to encourage 
other stakeholders—recreational sailors and 
marine tourism providers, for example—to 
engage in initiatives that protect the ecosys-
tems that they value so highly.

SHAReD ReSPONSIBIlITY

Tiffany is not alone in aligning corporate 
social responsibility with corporate phi-
lanthropy. Although our approach is by no 
means common, other companies are  taking 
steps to integrate their efforts to achieve 
social and environmental impact.

The Walt Disney Company, for example, 
has also marshaled both corporate and phil-
anthropic capital in support of biodiversity. 
As noted, Disney’s Animal Kingdom joined 
Tiffany in applauding proposed new rules to 
limit the trade in elephant ivory. In addition, 
Walt Disney Studios in 2008 launched Disney-
nature, an independent film label that focuses 
on conservation themes. The label works with 
some of the world’s top nature filmmakers to 
share stories that educate viewers about bio-
diversity. The company’s theme parks (par-
ticularly Disney’s Animal Kingdom, and the 
Seas and Land pavilions at Epcot) provide 
venues for public education as well. Comple-
menting these efforts is the Disney Worldwide 
Conservation Fund, a philanthropic vehicle 
that receives much of its funding from the 
Walt Disney Company. To date, the fund has 
invested in nonprofit conservation programs 
in more than 100 countries.

The example of Disney, like that of Tiffany, 
focuses on efforts to advance environmental 
conservation. Yet the underlying principle—
harmonizing philanthropy and business prac-
tices for maximum impact—is one that corpo-
rate leaders can apply to any complex global 
challenge. All too often, people view corporate 
philanthropy as less strategic or less ambitious 
than other forms of philanthropy. They regard 
it as an activity that’s less about advancing 
change than it is about public relations. But 
companies that carefully align foundation 
grantmaking with CSR policies are showing 
that they can achieve real, long-term impact.

Corporate practitioners, we believe, 
must resist the tendency to use grant making 
as a kickstand to prop up CSR initiatives. In-
stead, they must regard philanthropic capi-
tal as a powerful vehicle in its own right—
one that they should deploy in tandem with 
other  efforts to practice social and environ-
mental responsibility. n

AniSA kAmADoli CoStA (@anisanyc) is chief sustain-
ability officer of Tiffany & Co. She also serves as chair and 
president of the Tiffany & Co. Foundation.

The author would like to thank Samara Rudolph and Rebecca 
Burton for their contribution to this article.
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Zone of Impact
A school-based collective impact project in West Dallas, Texas,  
is yielding lessons on how to compile and use big data.
BY SACHA lITmAN

I
n recent years, the idea of “col-
lective impact” has become a 
staple of conversation within 
the social sector. Collective 

impact initiatives have been relatively suc-
cessful at the “collective” part—at getting 
stakeholders around a table to build trust 
and to identify common goals. But many 
initiatives have struggled when it comes to 
the “impact” part. How can the leaders of a 
collective impact effort determine whether 
they are truly helping to solve the large-scale 
problem that they have targeted?

The answer to that question lies partly in 
another concept that has garnered a lot of 
attention in the nonprofit sector: “big data.” 
Too often, organizations in that sector have 
been unable to collect and analyze data at a 
large enough scale to assess the true impact 
of their work. Indeed, some of us who work 
in the sector jokingly refer to our tendency 
to rely on “small data.” With regard to col-
lective impact initiatives, this challenge is 
especially acute. For that reason, those who 
lead ambitious, multi-partner initiatives 
are beginning to invest in big data—data 
sets that are granular enough to facilitate 
program decisions, broad enough to ad-
dress complex issues, and comprehensive 
enough to enable an accurate estimate of 
social impact.

To explore how leaders can incorporate 
the use of big data into a collective project, 
I want to discuss the School Zone (TSZ), 
a cradle-to-career initiative that provides 
support to families that are trying to exit 
poverty. My firm, Measuring Success, is 
working closely with TSZ leaders on data-
related aspects of the initiative.

Launched in 2011, TSZ serves children 

from birth to the age of 18 who live in West 
Dallas, Texas, an urban community that has 
a history of low academic achievement rates. 
The initiative brings together 16 public, 
charter, and parochial schools, along with 
29 nonprofit organizations that  offer re-
sources such as in-school and out-of-school 
programming, substance abuse interven-
tion, housing and food assistance, and medi-
cal care. Leading the initiative is the Budd 
Center at the Annette Caldwell  Simmons 
School of Education and  Human Develop-
ment at Southern Methodist  University 
(SMU). Additional partners include the 
 Dallas Independent School District ( Dallas 
ISD) and the Center on Research and Evalu-
ation (CORE) at SMU.

TSZ began by posing questions such as 
these: Which after-school programs provide 
the most successful interventions for which 

kinds of students? How do music lessons 
or athletic activities affect students’ math 
scores? Do students with behavioral chal-
lenges respond better to a mentorship pro-
gram or to a peer-to-peer learning program? 
To ensure that data collection processes 
and systems were in place to answer those 
questions, TSZ turned to CORE, and CORE 
then partnered with Measuring Success. 
 Together, we are creating a prototype sys-
tem that will link otherwise discrete bodies 
of student data from participating schools 
and partner organizations.

It’s hard to overstate the value of incor-
porating data from many different sources 
into one system. Ultimately, the TSZ system 
will encompass details on students’ aca-
demic achievement and on their participa-
tion in interventions conducted by multiple 
providers. By collecting and aggregating 
such data, TSZ leaders will be able to track 
the students’ academic and socio-emotional 
development longitudinally against various 
indicators of community poverty. Doing so 
will also allow for effective case manage-
ment across the TSZ ecosystem.

COlleCTING leSSONS

The work of applying a big data approach 
to TSZ is at an early stage, but already we 

have made notable progress. 
We have completed research 
and data-sharing agree-
ments that enable access 
to a broad array of student 
data. In a related effort, we 
have formed a “data cohort” 
that brings together 11 of the 
29 nonprofit partners, and 
that group has developed a 
common language for data 
sharing. Drawing on newly 
available data, some partner 
organizations have begun 
to make shifts in their pro-
gram offerings—by mov-
ing, for example, to provide 
free tutoring for struggling 
students. Best of all, the aca-
demic achievement curve Il
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for students in West Dallas is beginning to 
bend upward. In 2014, for example, the math 
readiness scores of TSZ-affiliated students in 
grades 3 through 12 actually doubled.

Many factors have contributed to our 
initial successes. But certainly one critical 
factor has been the deep commitment by 
all TSZ partners to developing a capacity for 
effective data use. Here are several lessons 
that we have learned as we have sought to 
build that capacity.

treat data use as a journey, not as a destination | 
Data sharing across an entire ecosystem re-
quires trust between participating organiza-
tions. The Collective Impact Forum estimates 
that it takes on average three years for par-
ticipants in a new collective impact initiative 
to gain enough trust to begin collaborating 
effectively. At the outset, many of the part-
ner organizations in TSZ had not previously 
worked together. So the Budd Center worked 
with staff members from those organizations 
to help them understand the fundamentals 
of data-driven decision-making. The center 
worked with the Dallas ISD and SMU to put 
in place a legal infrastructure to support data 
sharing, and it also installed data collection 
software. In meetings with partners, mean-
while, we have helped them to adopt a “data 
vocabulary” and to cultivate a data-friendly 
mindset (“We are an organization that uses 
data”). The process has involved a great deal 
of trial and error. But through persistent, 
long-term effort, TSZ has begun to create 
a data-sharing infrastructure and a data-
sharing culture.

Handle privacy issues forthrightly and con-

structively | Only if both the beneficiaries and 
the partners in a collective impact initiative 
are willing to share information can such 
a project develop a robust data system. In 
the case of TSZ, we had to persuade parents 
to release data about their children, and 
we did so by explaining how the initiative 
would enhance their child’s educational 
and socio-emotional well-being. The Budd 
Center sent request letters to more than 
8,000 West Dallas parents, and roughly 
2,000 of them granted TSZ permission 
to access their children’s data. That step 

provided an important early breakthrough 
for data collection.

Encouraging TSZ partner organizations 
to share proprietary information is equally 
challenging—and equally crucial. To moti-
vate them to sign data-sharing agreements 
with TSZ, we had to show how they would 
benefit from this arrangement. Funder in-
centives tend to push organizations to argue 
that they offer the only or the best solution 
to a given problem—not just one piece of a 
larger puzzle. As a result, they treat data 
about program participants like a rare asset 
that some other organization might steal 
away. To counter that tendency, we show 
 organizations how they can use shared data 
to make their grant applications more com-
pelling to funders: An organization that 
 offers an after-school program, for  example, 
could use TSZ’s data system to call up a re-
port that shows an increase in school atten-
dance from 75 percent to 90 percent among 
students in the program.

Allow for database autonomy | People often 
assume that all participants in a collective 
impact effort must use the same database 
system. Our experience contradicts that 
received wisdom. Initially, the Budd  Center 
asked TSZ partners to adopt a universal data-
base so that data aggregation would be easier. 
But it quickly became clear how costly and 
how labor-intensive that approach would be. 
Most TSZ partner organizations use their 
 databases for purposes that go beyond what’s 
relevant to the data-sharing needs of the ini-
tiative. So TSZ has developed data-sharing 
practices that apply only to data that relate 
to its collective impact goals. Filtering out 
nonessential information has proved to be 
an important aspect of the new data-sharing 
infrastructure.

Measuring Success is building a sys-
tem that will allow each school system 
and each nonprofit partner to export its 
data to a central repository without hav-
ing to give up its incumbent data system. 
Likewise, TSZ leaders will receive the 
 information they need without imposing 
unnecessary work and undue costs on part-
ner organizations.

Build your data system iteratively | Any col-
lective impact initiative will face a big temp-
tation: Should it seek funding to acquire a 
“gold standard” data system? For TSZ, that 
would not have been an effective strategy. 
Existing off-the-shelf systems were too com-
plex for the evolving needs of the initiative. 
A custom system would have cost millions 
of dollars to automate fully, and TSZ lead-
ers would not have been able to adapt it to 
changing needs. (Software code, once it has 
been written, can be difficult to modify.) 
So we built a “minimally viable product” 
(MVP)—a relatively inexpensive prototype 
of a full-fledged data system—that proved to 
be a far better fit for the initiative. The MVP 
approach has allowed TSZ to build a data 
system iteratively, in response to feedback. 
By creating a scale model first, moreover, 
TSZ has enabled participants and funders to 
experience what the system can do for them. 
Now those stakeholders are more likely to 
develop a commitment to the system.

lINkING ISlANDS OF DATA

Our next step will be to turn the data sys-
tem prototype into a platform that allows for 
both automated data uploading and direct 
data entry. As a result, TSZ participants will 
have access to a central data architecture 
from which they can pull richly textured 
information—including longitudinal data 
from multiple schools and nonprofits—on 
each TSZ-affiliated child. Eventually, we 
intend to add a predictive analytics engine 
that will enable TSZ evaluators to assess 
which interventions are most likely to work 
for a given child.

The ability to link otherwise disconnected 
islands of data helps Netflix to offer person-
alized movie choices. It helps  Amazon to 
recommend books for customers to buy. It 
helped the Obama for President campaign to 
micro-target voters in 2008 and 2012. And, 
we are discovering, it can help social sector 
organizations to develop carefully designed 
solutions for underserved families and chil-
dren. By incorporating big data as a strategic 
tool, collective impact initiatives can achieve 
real, measurable impact. n

SACHA litmAn is the founder and managing director of 
Measuring Success, a consulting firm that provides data 
 aggregation and analytics to foundations and nonprofits.

The author wishes to thank Regina Nippert, executive director 
of the Budd Center, and Scott K. Baker, executive director of 
CORE, for their assistance in preparing this article.
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Who’s Afraid of DAFs?
Critics of donor-advised funds miss the real story of why they have 
grown so fast, argues a longtime community foundation leader.
BY JACk SHAkelY

I
t’s human nature to fear what 
we don’t understand. The 
 objects of such unreasoning 
fear,  according to a Scottish 

tradition, are “ghoulies and ghosties and 
long-leggedy beasties and things that go 
bump in the night.”  Today, on the philan-
thropic landscape, nothing goes bump in 
the night quite so resoundingly as donor-ad-
vised funds (DAFs). The astonishing growth 
of DAFs—charitable giving vehicles over 
which donors retain a measure of control—
is  almost beyond comprehension. And for 
many people, incomprehension has given 
rise to fear and even hate.

Ray Madoff, a professor at Boston 
 College Law School, fears that advised-
fund donors will sit on their philanthropic 
assets indefinitely. To counter that threat, 
she advocates legislation that would give 
DAFs the life span of a houseplant. By law, 
other kinds of charitable trusts can exist 
for 50 years, and some can exist in perpetu-
ity. But Madoff  believes that donor-advised 
funds should face a requirement to spend 
down their assets within seven years. She 
doesn’t  explain why these ghoulies should 
die at such a young age, nor does she give 
any examples of DAF malfeasance.

Alan Cantor, a consultant to nonprofits, 
goes further. Donor-advised funds, he ar-
gues, are “philanthropic warehouses” that 
rich people set up for the nefarious pur-
pose of applying a charitable tax  deduction 
to money that may never find its way to 
frontline charities. Research by the National 
 Philanthropic Trust shows that donor- 
advised funds, in the aggregate, give away 
three times as much as a percentage of their 
assets as private foundations do. But that 

fact doesn’t faze Cantor. Because some DAFs 
may be giving away absolutely nothing, he 
contends, all of these ghosties must be sub-
ject to strict regulation.

Others in the philanthropic community 
have rallied to defend donor-advised funds. 
They note, for instance, that DAFs provide 
nonprofits with a user-friendly source of fun-
draising opportunities. But if we really want 
to move beyond fearing this creature, we need 
to start by understanding how it became so 
large. How, after languishing in the back cor-
ners of the community foundation world for 
decades, did the donor-advised fund became 
the hottest thing in philanthropy? The answer 
lies in the largely untold story of one DAF in 
particular—the Fidelity Charitable Gift Fund.

It’s a true long-leggedy beastie. In the mid-
1990s, when I was president of the California 
Community Foundation, I did my best to 

kill it off. I made speeches about the Fidelity 
Charitable Gift Fund at conferences. I argued 
that the US Internal Revenue Service should 
withdraw its tax exemption because it did not 
operate for “exclusively charitable purposes,” 
as dictated by the  Internal Revenue Code. 
An attorney for my foundation wrote a few 
articles in obscure law journals on the same 
theme. We caused a ruckus. Thank goodness 
we didn’t succeed.

I fought so ha rd a g a inst Fidelit y 
 Charitable because I appreciated the value 
of DAFs. They are an efficient, 21st-century 
alternative to the private foundations that 
dominated philanthropy in the 20th cen-
tury. They are easy to set up and inexpen-
sive to manage. The institutions that house 
DAFs can easily bundle them together for 
investment purposes. As an experienced 
fundraiser, moreover, I understood that 
all fundraising is really a matter of rela-
tionship building—and I knew that a great 
way for a community foundation to build 
relations with potential donors is to offer 
donor-advised funds. In short, I had a plan 
for asset development, and I feared that 
Fidelity was stealing away the assets that I 
hoped to develop.

What I didn’t understand then, and what 
many detractors of DAFs fail to understand 

now, is that entities like 
 Fidelity Charitable have the 
financial incentive and the 
marketing might to reach a 
vast constituency of would-
be donors. The growth of 
such funds represents the 
greatest marketing phenom-
enon in the recent history 
of charitable giving: For the 
first time ever, philanthropy 
has a sales force. And phi-
lanthropy as a whole has 
 benefited from it.

A NeW PlAYeR

D o n o r - a d v i s e d  f u n d s 
emerged as an alternative 
to private foundations in 
the 1970s. Gathering small Il
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funds of this kind under one institutional 
roof for investment and management pur-
poses made sense. Even so, DAFs back then 
were the stepchildren of philanthropy. 
 Nobody really liked them. At community 
foundations, boards of directors chastised 
staff members for going after DAFs when 
they should have been raising unrestricted 
funds. Staff members, for their part, pre-
ferred to increase foundation assets through 
wills and bequests.

I took the helm at the California Com-
munity Foundation in 1980. In those days, 
community foundations were little known 
and largely unheralded. They had no alumni, 
no grateful patients, no cadre of volunteers, 
and no corporate ties—in short, no ready 
base of support. The task of raising funds 
for a community foundation seemed daunt-
ing. So, to the head-shaking disapproval of 
my peers, I devised a fundraising strategy 
that featured donor-advised funds. I tried 
to market DAFs to groups that I labeled 
“agents of wealth”—tax attorneys, accoun-
tants, financial advisors. Donor-advised 
funds, I figured, were the future of philan-
thropy. And I wasn’t alone.

Enter Edward (Ned) Johnson, who had 
taken his father’s firm, Fidelity Investments, 
and built it into one of the largest mutual 
fund companies in the world. Sometime in 
the 1980s, Johnson met with folks at the 
Boston Foundation. What happened at the 
meeting is now the stuff of lore. The story, 
whispered over many a cocktail at many a 
community foundation conference, goes 
like this: Johnson said that he was prepared 
to create what would then have been the 
largest-ever donor-advised fund—its  assets 
would have totaled $200 million—at the 
Boston Foundation. He would do so, how-
ever, only if the foundation agreed to let 
Fidelity invest those funds. Representatives 
of the foundation, mindful of the IRS rule 
that a donor cannot direct the investment of 
a gift and also receive a tax deduction for it, 
said no. Johnson returned to his office and 
vented his frustration to his legal counsel. 
“The Boston Foundation doesn’t have a 
patent on community foundations, boss,” 

the lawyer said. “Why don’t we petition 
the IRS to let us create our own charitable 
vehicle? We can use your $200 million gift 
as seed money.”

Did it actually unfold that way? Well, this 
much is true: In 1991, Johnson received IRS 
approval to create the Fidelity  Charitable 
Gift Fund, a nonprofit public charity de-
voted to the marketing and servicing of 
donor-advised funds. (The fund now carries 
the brand name Fidelity Charitable, but its 
official name is still the Fidelity Charitable 
Gift Fund.)

Fidelity Investments advisors, who had 
viewed community foundations as com-
petitors, loved the Fidelity Charitable 
Gift Fund. Now they could offer clients a 
philanthropic vehicle that cost nothing to 
 establish and that didn’t need IRS approval. 
They also had the same financial incen-
tive to serve  advised-fund donors as they 
had to serve other clients. What’s more, be-
cause investment fees are quantity-driven, 
 Fidelity Charitable could charge fees that 
were lower—often much lower—than those 
of any community foundation.

Overnight, Fidelity Charitable had a 
sales force that was 100 times as large as 
the  fundraising forces at all US commu-
nity foundations combined. And Johnson 
didn’t stop there. In the mid-1990s, Fidelity 
launched a huge advertising campaign that 
featured full-page ads in Newsweek, The New 
Yorker, Smithsonian, Time, and other maga-
zines. The ads very effectively explained 
the advantages of donor-advised funds. The 
 Fidelity campaign was so effective, in fact, 
that I developed a campaign of my own that 
rode on its coattails: I simply extolled the 
added benefits that come with local man-
agement of a DAF.

The Fidelity Charitable ad blitz, together 
with direct marketing by Fidelity finan-
cial advisors, was remarkably successful, 
and that success validated the old fund-
raising axiom “Cows don’t throw milk at 
the farmer.” As it turned out, there were 
lots of people who were open to creating 
philanthropic funds—but no one had ever 
asked them to do so. Now Fidelity was 

asking them. And that’s how, over time, 
the Fidelity Charitable Gift Fund became 
the second-largest fundraising organiza-
tion in the world (following the United Way 
of America).

A GROWING FIelD

Fidelity’s success was not lost on other invest-
ment firms. Soon Charles Schwab,  Vanguard, 
and other companies set up their own non-
profit charitable funds. All of these philan-
thropic vehicles thrived, and the number of 
people with an incentive to sing the praises 
of donor-advised funds grew and grew.

And community foundations, which 
had once called themselves (with a touch 
of pride) “the best-kept secret in philan-
thropy,” found that they were secret no 
longer. Those that embraced DA Fs as 
part of their asset development plan—
the  Silicon Valley Community Founda-
tion, for  example—expanded rapidly. The 
California Community Foundation, which 
had $18 million in assets when I came on 
board, today has assets worth $1.4 billion. 
The $1 billion community foundation is no 
longer unusual.

People at community foundations have 
also learned that by using donor-advised 
funds to build relationships, they can attract 
broad-based funding for the arts, educa-
tion, health care, and the like. Sometimes, 
in fact, they can even attract the elusive 
unrestricted dollar. Many years ago, dur-
ing my time at the California Community 
Foundation, a wealthy woman set up a small 
donor-advised fund under our “roof.” Then 
she started attending our quarterly donor 
luncheons. Apparently, she liked what she 
heard and saw at those luncheons—because, 
some time later, she decided to leave the 
foundation a $260 million unrestricted gift 
upon her death.

The Fidelity Charitable Gift Fund didn’t 
steal the assets that I wanted to cultivate. 
On the contrary, it marketed a philan-
thropic vehicle that has encouraged a new 
set of donors to enter the field. That bump 
in the night that I feared? It was opportu-
nity knocking. n

JACk SHAkely is president emeritus of the California  
Community Foundation in Los Angeles. He served as  
president there from 1980 to 2004.
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HI g H l I g H tS fR o m S cH o l a R ly j o u Rn a l S /  By  a d r i e n n e  day

O r g a n i z at i O n a l 

D e v e l O p m e n t

They Light  
a Spark

I
n 1876, Alexander 
 Graham Bell uttered 
the indelible words, 

“Mr.Watson, come here, I want  
to see you,” and ushered in a 
new era. Thomas A. Watson, by 
most accounts, played a criti-
cal role in the invention 
of the telephone as we 
know it today. Yet Bell 
got the patent, most 
of the money, and 
virtually all of the 
fame associated  
with that inven-
tion—and Watson 
got relegated to a his-
torical footnote.

A team of scholars 
has taken a close look at 
people like Watson. “[Every-
one knows] about the leaders, 
the Steve Jobses and the Tim 
Cooks,” says Marco Tortoriello, 
an associate professor of stra-
tegic management at the IESE 
Business School at the Univer-
sity of Navarra in Barcelona, 
Spain. “But there are all sorts 
of organizational roles that sel-
dom, if ever, get the spotlight.” 
Tortoriello and his colleagues 
focus in particular on “cata-
lysts”—people who enable in-
novation by bringing special 
forms of knowledge to bear on 
that process. Catalysts are, for 
the most part, distinct from 
“innovators.” The latter group, 
in this formulation, includes 
those who get credit for devel-
oping new forms of knowledge.

To investigate the relation-
ship between innovators and 

ADRIENNE DAY is a journalist based in 
new York City. She has written for numerous 
publications, including City Limits, the New 
York Times, and the Village Voice.
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catalysts, the scholars stud-
ied the research and develop-
ment division of a company 
that specialized in generating 
patents for different kinds of 
computer chips. The schol-
ars identified the innovators 
among that group by studying 
employee performance reports 
and by analyzing the number 

Krackhardt, professor of orga-
nizations and public policy at 
Carnegie Mellon University.

As it turns out, idea-spark-
ing employees are relatively 
rare—albeit less rare than idea-
generating employees. About 
14 percent of the researchers 
covered in the study were cata-
lysts, and about 8 percent were 
innovators. Only about 1.5 per-
cent of them were both cata-

lysts and innovators.
The impact that the 

catalysts in the study 
had on fellow research-

ers was striking: “All 
it took was having 
one catalyst in an in-
novator’s network to 
almost double [his 

or her] patent rates,” 
 Krackhardt notes. To 

be effective, he explains, 
a catalyst must combine 

two attributes. First, he or 
she needs to be part of a “closed 
network”—a group of people 
within an organization who 
have overlapping ties to each 
other. Second, he or she needs 
to have access to a diverse array 
of information that is external 
to the group. “Part of being a 
catalyst is that you’re in touch 
with different kinds of knowl-
edge sources,” says Krackhardt.

At the time of the study, 
 Andrea Cuomo was an executive 
vice president at the computer-
chip company. He took part in 
commissioning the research 
and also helped test-drive its 
results. “After analyzing the 
paper, we decided to move cer-
tain people into different labs,” 
he says. Doing so, he notes, al-
lowed the company to acceler-
ate its patent-creation process. 
Cuomo also suggests a deeper 

n O n p r O f i t S  &  n g O S

What Holds 
Women Back?

I
n 2004, the Interna-
tional Labour  Office 
released a 71-page docu-

ment called “Breaking the Glass 
Ceiling.” It carried the subtitle 
“Women in Management” and 
concluded that, in fact, there 
weren’t very many women who 
fit that description. “The rule 
of thumb is still: the higher up 
an organization’s hierarchy, the 
fewer the women,” the report 
asserted. But most of the data 
in that report came from the 
for-profit sector. So a team of 
researchers decided to find out 
if the persistence of gender in-
equality in management was 
equally strong in the nonprofit 
sector. The researchers built 
their study around one non-
profit—the Dutch division of 
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF 
Holland, the Dutch branch of 
Doctors Without Borders), an or-
ganization that provides medical 
aid to people in places of crisis.

According to Liesbet Heyse, 
an assistant professor in organi-
zation sociology at the Univer-
sity of Groningen in the Neth-
erlands, MSF Holland serves 
as a “critical case” for studying 
gender equality (or lack thereof) 
in nonprofit management. MSF 

of patent applications that 
each researcher filed. Identify-
ing catalysts was a more sub-
jective exercise. In interviews 
with researchers, Tortoriello 
asked them to indicate which 
colleagues were most active 
in providing valuable knowl-
edge that aided the innova-
tion process. The catalysts, in 
short, were those with a repu-
tation for “spark[ing] ideas” in 
other researchers, says David 

lesson that he took away from 
the study: “The real organiza-
tion [of a company] has nothing 
to do with what appears on an 
organization chart.” n

David Krackhardt, Bill McEvily, and Marco 
Tortoriello, “Being a Catalyst of Innova-
tion: The Role of Knowledge Diversity and 
Network Closure,” Organization Science, 
December 26, 2014 (online publication).
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Holland, in other words, has 
several characteristics that 
should make it an especially 
promising environment for ad-
vancing the “women in man-
agement” cause. First, as a hu-
manitarian organization, MSF 
Holland presumably adheres 
to a social mission that encom-
passes gender equality. Second, 
it has low pay levels, and that 
factor tends to correlate with 
higher percentages of women in 
management. (Upper-level jobs 
at MSF Holland “are not very 
status-oriented,” Heyse says. 
“You don’t do them for the big 
bucks.”) And third, because of 
the nature of its work, MSF Hol-
land will tend to attract women 
who don’t aim to start a fam-
ily. As a result, it should include 
large numbers of women who 
are strong candidates for mana-
gerial roles. In sum, if gender 
inequality in promotion to man-
agement exists at MSF Holland, 
then chances are high that it’s 
endemic to the nonprofit sector.

Heyse and her colleagues 
analyzed MSF Holland’s per-
sonnel database for the years 
2003 to 2008. The data-
base featured extensive 
information about the 
age, gender, nationality, 
period of employment, 
location of employment, 
and intra-organizational 
career trajectories and pro-
motions of more than 2,200 
employees. The research team 
found that—even when 
it controlled for factors 
like age, nationality, and 
previous work experi-
ence—women at MSF 
Holland made a slower 
transition to manage-
ment than their male 

counterparts. But when the 
team controlled for occupa-
tional category, it found that 
the effect of gender was no 
longer statistically significant. 
“It was not gender per se that 
made [women] move more 
slowly into management posi-
tions,” says Heyse. Instead, she 
explains, the factor that was 
most likely to determine wom-
en’s chances of advancement 
was their choice of occupation.

The researchers divided 
 employees into three occu-
pational categories: medical 
doctors, other medical staff 
members (such as nurses and 
midwives), and nonmedical 
staff members (such as finan-
cial controllers and logisti-
cians). Overall, women made 
up 55 percent of the medi-
cal doctors, 80 percent of the 
other medical staff, and 34 per-
cent of the nonmedical staff. 
Both the female-dominated 
“other medical” group and the 

male-dominated “nonmedical” 
group boasted faster promotion 
rates than the mixed-gender 
“medical doctors” group—but 
the nonmedical group had the 
fastest overall promotion rate. 
(That pattern held true regard-
less of the gender of individual 
employees.) In other words, 
the occupational group that 
featured the best opportuni-
ties for promotion was also the 
group that featured the lowest 
proportion of women.

Carrie Oelberger, an as-
sistant professor of nonprofit 
and public management and 
leadership at the University 
of  Minnesota, notes that the 
work of Heyse and her col-
leagues generally supports the 
conclusion that occupational 
segregation by gender persists 
in the nonprofit sector. But 
Oelberger disagrees with the 
contention that MSF Holland 
represents a “critical case” for 
studying gender disparity in the 
managerial ranks of nonprofit 
 organizations. She disputes, in 
particular, the suggestion that 

an international aid organi-
zation like MSF Holland 

will necessarily have more 
gender-neutral promotion 
practices than other non-
profits. “My work studying 

[human resources] in inter-
national aid organizations, 

especially large ones, has 
shown that organizations often 
have policies that run contrary 

to their expressed mis-
sions,” she says. n
Marleen Damman, Liesbet 
Heyse, and Melinda Mills, “Gen-
der, Occupation, and Promotion 
to Management in the Nonprofit 
Sector: The Critical Case of 
 Médecins Sans Frontières Hol-
land,” Nonprofit Management and 
Leadership, 25, 2014.

C i v i C  e n g a g e m e n t

Going 
Off-Script

U
ntil recently, those who 
study protest move-
ments have paid little 

attention to the role that spon-
taneous action plays in those 
movements. “Spontaneity is al-
most a bad word in social move-
ment literature, as if it under-
mines the organizational aspect 
of a protest,” says Dana M. Moss, 
a doctoral candidate in sociology 
at the University of California, 
Irvine. But Moss and her col-
league David A. Snow, a profes-
sor of sociology at UC Irvine, 
argue that spontaneity is often 
a vital element of the collective 
 action process. (Snow serves as a 
faculty advisor to Moss.) “We are 
adamant that it’s operative over 
the course of social movements. 
Until we have an understanding 
of what spontaneity is, scholars 
who study protest events are 
likely to dismiss or  ignore it,” 
Moss contends.

In their study, Moss and 
Snow analyze a series of events 
that include the shooting of stu-
dents at Kent State University 
in 1970; the Bloody Sunday mas-
sacre in Northern Ireland in 
1972; the 2011 uprising in Egypt; 
a Ku Klux Klan march in Austin, 
Texas, in 1983; the student-led 
protests in Beijing in 1989; and 
the Occupy demonstrations that 
began in 2011. To understand 
those events, the  researchers 
drew on three sources of 
 material: ethnographic obser-
vations of protest activity by 
outside parties, on-the-ground 
 observations by protest partici-
pants, and published accounts 

http://www.ssireview.org/pdf/Gender_NML.pdf
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by historians, social scientists, 
and government commissions 
that have investigated protest-
related incidents. Notably, they 
did not rely on media accounts 
of protests. To date, Moss says, 
“most research on protest 
events has been based on 
media reports and presenta-
tions, and those data are not 
 going to be as systematic as 
 ethnographic observation.”

Snow and Moss identifi ed 
four conditions that can precip-
itate spontaneous protest activ-
ity. The fi rst condition is a non-
hierarchical structure. A “fl at” 
structure, in which participants 
essentially act as equals, will 
tend to be one that “valorizes 
innovation, creativity, and im-
promptu contributions,” Moss 
explains. “There’s room for 
spontaneity because it’s actu-
ally encouraged as part of the 
organizational structure.”

The second condition is 
“heightened ambiguity,” which 
occurs when the events that sur-
round a protest movement don’t 
go according to a scripted plan. 
Snow off ers an example that 
comes from his own participa-
tion in a rally at the University 
of Akron that took place a few 
days after the shootings at Kent 
State. The university hosted an 
open forum where people gave 
talks about recent events. When 
the last talk ended, there was 
a moment of ambiguity about 
what would happen next. “So I 
yelled out, ‘Strike! Strike! Shut 
it down!’—which was picked 
up among other crowd mem-
bers,” Snow recalls. Protest-
ers repeated that chant as they 
marched toward a campus ad-
ministration building and at-
tempted to shut it down. “It was 

totally unplanned,” Snow says. 
In this instance, spontaneity en-
abled participants to organize 
around a new call to action.

The third condition is “be-
havioral/emotional priming and 
framing,” which comes into 
play when members of a pro-
test group have a preexisting 
sensitivity to certain kinds of 
stimuli. “We sometimes make 
decisions quickly because we’ve 
been primed by being immersed 
in an issue or by having had 
certain kinds of experiences,” 
says Snow. In the incident at 
the University of Akron, the 
language of Snow’s rallying cry 
(“Shut it down!”) was already 
familiar to student protesters, 
so they readily took his lead 
and began marching toward 
the administration building.

The fourth condition in-
volves “ecological/spatial con-
texts and constraints”—aspects 
of a protest group’s physical 
environment that can aff ect 
 human interaction. In the case 
of the student movement that 
culminated in the Tiananmen 
Square massacre, a high-density 
university population increased 
the likelihood of spontaneous 
action, even in the absence of 
extensive organizational activ-
ity. Dingxin Zhao, a professor 

Using an approach known 
as experimental economics, the 
research team fi rst created a 
marketplace “game” in a labora-
tory setting at Weber’s univer-
sity in Switzerland. In the mar-
ketplace, student participants 
acted as “fi rms,” as “consum-
ers,” or as “third parties.” Each 
fi rm had to select one of two 
products to off er. One product 
had an unspecifi ed “negative 
externality” associated with 
it; the other product—called 
a “fair” product—had no such 
negative impact but was more 
costly to consumers. Each con-
sumer had to decide which of 
those products to buy. Purchase 
of the product with a negative 
externality would cause a third-
party participant to lose money, 
but purchase of the fair product 
would not have that eff ect.

Participants in that version 
of the experiment showed a 
signifi cant amount of concern 
for social impact: Roughly 
45 percent of the products that 
they traded fell into the “fair” 
category, and that percent-
age was stable over 24 rounds 
of the game. The researchers 
then conducted a version of 
the experiment in which they 
changed some of its condi-
tions. They increased the level 
of competition in the market-
place by adding more fi rms 
and by varying the cost of the 
socially responsible product. 
Making the socially respon-
sible product more expensive, 
they discovered, caused sales 
of that product to drop—but 
sales did not go all the way to 
zero. “Consumers and fi rms 
responded to prices and costs 
in a sensible way, but also in a 
manner that showed a stable 

e C O n O m i C  D e v e l O p m e n t

The Price of 
Competition

D
oes the way that mar-
kets operate have a 
 corrupting infl uence 

on people’s behavior? Outside 
of a market context, how much 
do consumers care about mak-
ing socially responsible choices? 
And does a preference for those 
choices vary from one society 
to another? “There’s a lot of 
evidence that market competi-
tion largely crowds out concern 
for other people’s well-being,” 
says Roberto A. Weber, a pro-
fessor of behavioral economics 
at the University of Zurich. To 
test that proposition, a research 
team that includes Weber con-
ducted a study of market and 
nonmarket behavior in two 
 diff erent countries.

of sociology at the 
 University of Chicago 
and the author of a 
book on the 1989 pro-
democracy movement 
in China, notes that all 
of Beijing’s universities 
were in the same dis-
trict and that students 
were crowded into 
high-rise dormitories. 
The student protesters, 
therefore, didn’t really 

need to be organized. “Someone 
yelling or chanting would make 
noise throughout the building, 
and soon 5,000 people would 
just go out on campus [and 
 protest],” he says. n

David A. Snow and Dana M. Moss, “Pro-
test on the Fly: Toward a Theory of Spon-
taneity in the Dynamics of Protest and 
Social Movements,” American Sociological 
Review, 79, 2014.
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concern for social im-
pact,” Weber says.

The researchers 
then ran a similar ex-
periment in China, 
and that experiment 
yielded notably dif-
ferent results: Over 24 
rounds of the marketplace 
game, the market share of 
the fair products ranged from 
20 percent to 25 percent—that 
is, about half of the correspond-
ing share in the Swiss version 
of the experiment. What ac-
counts for that diff erence? In 
both countries, the researchers 
conducted a variation of the ex-
periment in which students had 
to make a series of choices in a 
“nonmarket” context. Instead 
of buying and selling “products” 

that had prices and negative ex-
ternalities, participants decided 
between options that involved 
distributing sums of money to 
three people. With the removal 
of the marketplace dynamic, in 
other words, they were no lon-
ger behaving as self-maximizing 
consumers. And in this version 
of the experiment, the Swiss and 

Chinese students showed 
very little diff erence in the 
choices they made.

From those results, 
Weber and his colleagues 

conclude that market con-
ditions can have a large in-

fl uence on whether people 
care about the social impact 
of their choices. But that eff ect 
also varies by social context. Ac-
cording to Weber, the diff erence 
in how Swiss and Chinese par-
ticipants behaved in the market-
place game refl ects a diff erence 
in cultural norms between the 
two countries: “In Switzerland, 
there are strong norms about 
being socially responsible in 
your product purchases, and 
fi rms are held to expectations of 
social responsibility.” In China, 

Weber suggests, people are less 
apt to judge market-based activ-
ity by that standard.

Lise Vesterlund, a professor 
of economics at the University 
of Pittsburgh, saw Weber give a 
talk about this research and says 
that she fi nds its conclusions 
“extremely compelling.” Mar-
ket conditions may undermine 
people’s commitment to social 
responsibility, she observes, but 
they don’t eliminate that com-
mitment: “Despite competi-
tive pressures, you can sustain 
a product that doesn’t impose 
negative externalities on others, 
because some consumers are 
willing to pay for it.” n
Björn Bartling, Roberto A. Weber, and Lan 
Yao, “Do Markets Erode Social Responsi-
bility?” The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 
130, 2015.
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danger Ahead
Review by MaRiNa GORbiS

M
y fellow futurists and I often la-
ment that being a futurist is a 
stressful occupation. Two new 
books—The Future of Violence,

by Benjamin Wittes and Gabriella Blum, and 
Future Crimes, by Marc Goodman—make it 
easy to see why. Both books describe a grow-
ing list of technologies that, even as they 
deliver a dizzying array of benefi ts, make us 
more vulnerable to threats than ever before.

“Nothing vast enters the life of mor-
tals without a curse,” the Greek playwright 
Sophocles wrote. That pronouncement came 
to mind as I read about how easy it would 
be for students in a lab to use gene-splicing 
technologies—the same technologies that 
scientists use to treat crippling diseases—
to recreate the smallpox virus and quickly 
spread it in highly populated urban areas. 
Reading about robots was equally stressful. 
Today we use robots in operating rooms to 
support surgical procedures and on battle-
fi elds to scan the terrain and to deliver sup-
plies. But what happens when these auto-
mated tools fall into the hands of criminals 
who decide to reprogram them for nefarious 
purposes? Then there is the technology that 
enables and underlies all of the other new 
technologies: the vast and ever-growing 
digital network that connects devices in 
our homes and offi  ces and, increasingly, on 
our bodies. Such devices continuously col-
lect and transmit data and then store those 
data on remote servers that are highly vul-
nerable to digital stalkers, data aggregators, 
and members of cyber-crime syndicates. To 
be sure, these devices empower us. But the 
more that everything we touch, carry, and 
wear becomes part of a network, the less 
secure we become.

If you are thinking, “Well, I can just get 
rid of my iPhone, close my Facebook account, 
and stop banking online,” then I have bad 
news for you. Even if you never touch a com-
puter or a mobile phone again, you are still 
vulnerable. Unless you plan to fl ee into the 
woods and never drive a car or take a bus 

or fl y in an airplane, you cannot escape the 
global information network. Our basic infra-
structure—including our utilities, our trans-
portation systems, and our energy grid—is 
now a part of that network and can’t function 
without it. Herein lies a paradox of contem-
porary life that both of these books urgently 
bring to our attention: Democratized access 
to information and universal connectivity go 

hand in hand with democratized insecurity 
and universal vulnerability.

Wittes, a senior fellow at the Brookings 
Institution, and Blum, a professor at Harvard 
Law School, point out that the technologies 
we use are not just technologies; they are 
platforms. By itself, a platform does not pro-
duce anything, but it creates a common set 
of procedures and specifi cations for  human 
activity. Each new platform enables an in-
crease in networking by opening new ways 
to connect people, places, and organizations. 
Like all good futurists, Wittes and Blum put 
our current predicament into historical per-
spective. They cite an earlier platform inno-
vation—the 80,000-kilometer (50,000-mile) 
system of roads built by the Roman Empire 
across  Europe, the Near East, and North 
Africa. These roads, Wittes and Blum note, 
“allowed Rome to move troops around the 
empire quickly and thus to project power into 
the far reaches of her domain. They allowed 
commerce and human mobility. They oper-
ated, in short, as a giant platform for Rome’s 
expansion and the projection of her culture 
over a huge geographic area, a platform for 
growth, communication, and human inter-
activity. They were the closest thing to the 
Internet the ancient world had.” Along with 
increasing trade and cultural exchange, how-
ever, the roads increased opportunities for 
banditry. In fact, banditry spiked to such a 
level after the assassination of Julius Caesar 
that parts of the network became almost im-
passable. In response, Rome mounted a brutal 
security campaign that consisted of execu-
tions, searches, and the stationing of sentries 
along the roads. And it worked. Within a year, 
the empire was able to restore order.

That analogy illustrates the critical 
 dilemmas that we confront in the new world 
of technological platforms. Even as these 
platforms open up opportunities for growth 
and creativity, they also serve as venues 
where new types of banditry can take place. 
As a result, we are now grappling with the 
need to develop systems of regulation, po-
licing, and surveillance in order to minimize 
 cyber-banditry. How do we balance the use 
of these measures with the goal of protecting 
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Not-So-Ordinary 
Altruism
Review by baRbaRa H. FRied

I
n “Famine, Aff luence, and 
 Morality,” an enormously influ-
ential article published in 1972, 
the philosopher Peter Singer 

posed the following hypothetical: You are 
walking by a shallow pond and see a young 
child drowning. You could wade into the pond 
and save her, but doing so would ruin a $500 
pair of shoes. Are you morally required to save 
the child? If, like most people, you answer yes, 
then Singer has another question for you: 
Why are you not under an equal or greater 
moral duty to contribute $500 to fight global 
starvation—an act of generosity that could 
save 10 lives or more? If the point of helping 
others is to help them, and not to make our-
selves feel good, shouldn’t we give where our 
money will produce the most good? There are 
powerful psychological reasons why we are 
more inclined to save the child in front of us 
than we are to save a nameless, faceless child 
8,000 miles away, but are there moral reasons?

In recent years, Singer has taken his 
case—and his discomforting questions—
directly to the public. Those efforts have 
helped inspire the Effective Altruism (EA) 
movement, a worldwide network of people 
who have made a commitment to fight global 
poverty and disease. Many members of EA 
have pledged to give a significant percentage 
of their future income to that cause. The Most 
Good You Can Do is Singer’s latest outreach 
effort on behalf of EA. It’s partly an evange-
lizing effort and partly a how-to guide for the 
converted. To my mind, the book is less than 
wholly successful on both fronts, for reasons 
that highlight the challenges that EA faces as 
it seeks to become a mainstream movement.

EA is not an easy product to sell. Its core 
belief—that if we can save someone else from 
death at a trivial cost to ourselves, we are mor-
ally obligated to do so—is widely if not univer-
sally shared. But EA asks us to extend the logic 
of that belief to places where most of us don’t 
want to go. It urges a level of charitable giving 

liberty and personal privacy? Indeed, what 
does personal privacy mean in a world where 
we freely share personal information and 
leave an often deliberately public digital trail 
across various platforms?

To help us navigate such challenges, 
Wittes and Blum suggest that we view certain 
core values of democracy—liberty,  security, 
and privacy—as existing in a state of “hostile 
symbiosis.” They borrow that concept from 
earlier writers, including the evolutionary 
 biologist Julian Huxley and the science fiction 
writer H. G. Wells. Quoting Wells, they note 
that the tissues of the human body are “all of 
the same parentage, all thriving best when 
working for the common good, and yet each 
ready to take advantage of the rest, should 

opportunity offer.” For Wittes and Blum, the 
same dynamic applies to the relationship be-
tween liberty, privacy, and security. We live 
in an age when “any entity can theoretically 
attack or defend you,” they write. “It is a 
 relationship of profound mutual dependence 
yet, simultaneously, mutual danger and hos-
tility.” To maintain a state of mutual benefit, 
therefore, governance approaches need to 
focus on regulatory efforts that  allow for 
“elaborate adjustment” (to use Wells’s term). 
Wittes and Blum do not give concrete pre-
scriptions in that regard, but they provide 
a much-needed intellectual framework for 
policymaking in an environment defined by 
technology-based platforms.

Future Crimes covers a lot of the same 
territory as The Future of Violence, albeit in 
much greater detail. It also highlights an-
other dimension to the relationship between 
security, privacy, and liberty. Goodman, a se-
curity scholar and consultant, vividly shows 
that much of our loss of privacy results not 
from high-minded concerns about security, 

but from the commercial imperative to sell 
us diapers, toothpaste, and other bounties of 
the market economy. In online communities, 
for example, we willingly share our personal 
health information in order to gain knowl-
edge and to improve health outcomes. Yet 
there are armies of unregulated data aggre-
gators that routinely glean that information 
and then sell it to pharmaceutical companies 
and other organizations so that those entities 
can market something to us. (Former Vice 
President Al Gore and others have referred 
to this process as the “stalker economy.”)

Many of the platforms that we use every 
day, from Facebook to OKCupid to WebMD, 
are ultimately little more than a means of 
extracting our personal data. In the adver-

tising-based model 
that powers most of 
these platforms, we 
are the product. And 
that model exposes 
our data not just to 
legitimate compa-
nies but also to the 
forces of Crime Inc., 

as Goodman labels it—an increasingly well-
organized and well-financed global network 
that steals large amounts of personal data for 
commercial and political purposes.

Goodman offers several well-conceived 
proposals for combatting Crime Inc., ranging 
from efforts to crowdsource security work to 
the use of competitions and prizes. He also 
 issues a call to establish a Manhattan  Project 
to fight cyber-crime—a bold project that 
would “draw together some of the greatest 
minds of our time, from government, aca-
demia, the private sector, and civil society.”

His call has urgency. We are quickly 
 approaching the point at which our new 
platforms might become unusable, just as 
the roads of the Roman Empire became 
 impassable until imperial authorities en-
gaged in a huge effort to improve security. 
Both books, therefore, are essential reading 
not only for policymakers but for anyone 
who seeks to understand how we can main-
tain a healthy symbiosis in the new world of 
technology platforms. n

BArBArA H. Fried is the william w. and Gertrude H. 
Saunders Professor of Law at Stanford Law School.

Democratized access to information 
and universal connectivity go hand in 
hand with democratized insecurity 
and universal vulnerability.
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that is many times greater than what most 
people currently give. It asks us to be guided 
not by emotion but by reason in choosing how 
and where to give. And hardest of all, it asks 
us to care as much about the lives of distant, 
unidentifi ed others as we do about a drown-
ing child whom we happen upon.

For Singer and other EA members, many 
of whom are committed utilitarians, the 
moral demands of EA are compelled by, and 
limited only by, the logic of utilitarianism: 
We should help others until further help 
will do more harm than good overall. In the 
past, Singer urged people to give away up to 
10 percent of their annual income. (He urged 
people who are mega-rich to give more.) In 
The Most Good You Can Do, he pulls fewer 
punches on this score. The book off ers as 
exemplars several people who have lived in 
accordance with the stringent morality of 
EA. Singer calls them “ordinary,” but most 
of them have made what readers are likely 
to regard as extraordinary sacrifi ces. One of 
Singer’s “ordinary” altruists gave away most 
of a multi-million-dollar fortune,  retaining 
only enough to yield a $60,000 annual in-
come for him and his family; he even do-
nated one of his kidneys to a stranger. Singer 
clearly hopes that such examples will inspire 
others to follow suit, but I suspect that they 
will have the opposite eff ect on most people.

Singer’s metric of goodness also derives 
from utilitarianism: We should act so as to 
increase the aggregate welfare of society. In 
practice, that standard gives priority to saving 
lives, and it measures success by the number 
of lives saved. In The Most Good You Can Do, 

a similar book about “our climate,” it would 
leave the impression that the earth had 
merely drifted closer to the sun; it wouldn’t 
cover the human decisions and actions that 
have caused global temperatures to rise.

The town of Port Clinton, Ohio, where 
Putnam graduated from high school in 
1959, is Ground Zero for his study of “the 
 American dream in crisis.” He notes that 
75 percent of his fellow graduates went on to 
attain a higher level of education and greater 
economic security than their parents had 
achieved. Because of socio-economic trends 
that range from the decline of manufactur-
ing to residential sorting, that is not true of 
more-recent graduating classes. Comple-
menting this decline in social mobility has 
been a decline in social solidarity. The book’s 
title reflects the time—now long gone—
when people used the phrase “our kids” to 
refer not just to their own children, but to 
all kids in their community.

Putnam, a professor of public policy at 
Harvard University, ably uses demographic 
data to reorient our view of what’s gone 
wrong. The collapse of the working-class fam-
ily that started to aff ect African- Americans 
in the 1960s, he notes, began to aff ect white 
Americans in the 1980s and 1990s. Since 
then, there has been a sharp decline in the 
ratio of US children overall who grow up in 
two-parent families, and the distribution of 
those children divides sharply along class 
lines. The proportion of kids with college-
educated parents who live in single-parent 
families is less than 10 percent; for kids with 
working-class parents, it’s close to 70 percent.

What echoes loudest and longest in my 
mind, though, are the voices of the young 
people whom Putnam features. Consider 
David, an 18-year-old from Port Clinton 
whose father has been in and out of prison. 
“I’ll never get ahead!” David writes on his 
Facebook page. “I’ve been trying so hard at 
everything in my life and still get no credit at 
all. Done.” Or listen to Andrew from Bend, 
Ore., whose attitude toward the future re-
fl ects his comfortable upbringing: “My dad 
always reminds me every day how much my 
mom and my dad love me. … Some of my 

Singer pulls no punches about the implica-
tions of this principle, either. He argues that 
it’s morally indefensible to give money to build 
a new wing at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, or to supply guide dogs to the blind, when 
it could go toward anti-poverty eff orts that 
would save hundreds if not millions of lives. 
But that isn’t a battle that EA can win, and it 
isn’t a battle that EA needs to win if its goal is 
to increase aid to the global poor. Waging that 
battle also comes at a high cost. It sidetracks 
people into arguments over utilitarianism 
as a moral theory and leads them to ignore 
the substantial common ground between 
utilitarianism and common-sense  morality—
common ground that Singer’s “shallow pond” 
example brilliantly highlighted. And by insist-
ing that reason is morally superior to emo-
tional empathy, EA can be read to insist that 
effective altruists are morally superior to 
every one else. Singer, in this book, doesn’t 
shy away from that implication—not a strat-
egy likely to win friends and infl uence people.

These problems are practical, rather than 
moral, in nature. But for a movement dedi-
cated to eff ective altruism, they are important. 
The core message of EA is as powerful now as 
it was when Singer fi rst pressed it 40 years ago. 
The central challenge for EA, as it works to go 
mainstream, is to translate that message into 
a call to action with broad appeal. n

THe MOST GOOd YOU CAN dO: 
How eff ective Altruism is Changing 

ideas About Living ethically
Peter Singer 

211 pages, Yale University Press

Stolen Future
Review by biLL SHORe

I
n Our Kids, Robert Putnam re-
vives the lost art of bearing wit-
ness. He goes beyond raw data 
and listens to those who are 

 otherwise voiceless in our society. By blending 
portraits of individual people with aggregate 
data, he gives us a remarkably clear picture 
of inequality in the United States. That ac-
complishment  alone makes for a worthy read.

But the same generosity of spirit that 
fuels Putnam’s empathy causes the book 
to fall short in accounting for the powerful 
forces that have made widening inequality a 
fact of American life. If Putnam had written 
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technologies, but they share two critical char-
acteristics: They generate digital data, and 
they extend almost everywhere. Meier argues 
that access to these technologies helps us to 
be more humane. They help us reach out, of-
fer assistance, contribute our skills, and ex-
tend the scope of our compassion. All around 
the world, people are using the resources at 
hand— high-skilled data expertise, free social 
media accounts, expensive satellite imagery, 
off -the-shelf drones—to help in moments of 
crisis. In the book, Meier recounts the suc-
cesses, failures, and hard-won lessons of this 
dispersed group of risk-taking innovators.

Meier himself has spent the past five 
years working with others to deploy digital 
tools in almost every kind of disaster. When 
an earthquake struck Haiti in 2010, he was 
in Boston and his fiancée was in Port-au-
Prince. The stress of not hearing from her 
led him to begin collecting news reports, 
text messages, and tweets about the situ-
ation in Haiti. To gather those disparate 
bits of information into a single picture, he 
organized them using an online map. He 
then recruited volunteers from his personal 
network, and they jumped in to help him 
manage the fl ow of digital data.

Other humanitarian crises followed—an 
earthquake in Chile, a fi re in Russia, a revolu-
tion in Libya, political unrest in Kyrgyzstan, 
a super-storm in the United States. Far-fl ung 
volunteers like Meier mounted a digital re-
sponse to each of these events. In many cases, 
participants in one eff ort laid the groundwork 
for those who stepped forward to help in an-
other crisis. The digital output of each event 
(crisis maps, crowdsourcing platforms, FAQs) 
became fodder for the next action. This cycle 
of adopting a tool, adapting it to a task, and 
then moving on to the next challenge is a 
central feature of digital humanitarianism.

Meier’s loose-knit network eventually 
turned into the Standby Task Force, a group 
of volunteers who remained on call to help 
with mapping, social media filtering , and 
other urgent digital chores. The group honed 
its use of crowdsourcing and microtasking 
(breaking tasks such as tagging photos into 
a series of one-click actions). The upshot 

OUr KidS: 
The American dream in Crisis

Robert D. Putnam 
386 pages, Simon & Schuster

friends give me a wisecrack like, ‘Andrew’s 
parents say they love him again!’ But it’s like, 
yeah, that’s how I want it.”

In the book’s fi nal chapter, Putnam im-
parts a lesson that he probably didn’t intend. 
He off ers a list of proposed social programs 
that is so familiar that many readers will be 
able to mouth the words as if they were lis-
tening to a golden oldie: Increase the earned 
income tax credit. Invest in early education. 
Expand child care options. Promote mentor-
ing. Other parts of the book hold up a mirror 
to our society, and this chapter is no diff er-
ent: We are too timid, and too oblivious, to 
advance new or bold ideas about fighting 
poverty and inequality.

Even in Putnam’s capable hands, com-
pelling research data and moving human-
interest stories are not suffi  cient. They don’t 
help us to understand the economic and 
 political forces that perpetuate the crisis 
that Putnam describes.

Inequality has not widened on its own. 
Imagine walking into your house one eve-
ning to find drawers and closets emptied, 
furniture overturned, and nothing of value 
left. Would you conclude that socio- economic 
trends were responsible for that state of 
 aff airs, or would you note that a specifi c per-
son or group of people had ransacked the 
place? Would your remedy be to encourage 
neighbors to think of every house as “their 
house,” or would you want to fi nd and stop 
the perpetrators before they struck again?

Millions of poor children are suff ering be-
cause of decisions we have made—decisions 
about how we tax and how we spend, who is 

fi rst in line for support and who is last. On our 
list of priorities, we’ve put children’s needs so 
far below tax loopholes, entitlements, corpo-
rate bailouts, defense spending, and foreign 
intervention that no one actually has to say 
“no” to kids. We can take the easy option of 
shaking our heads sadly as we explain that 
there just isn’t anything left for them.

Putnam’s compassion for “our kids” is 
infectious. Here’s hoping that his book will 
help generate the political will to do more 
for them. After all, everyone likes to say 
that “children are our future.” But the call 
to change how we treat them will be more 
eff ective if we clarify what happened: The 
shabby house where they live didn’t just 
deteriorate, it was robbed. n

LUCY BerNHOLZ is co-leader of the digital Civil Society 
Lab at the Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society 
(PaCS). She is also a visiting scholar at PaCS.

Always on Call
Review by LUCy beRNHOLZ

W
e humans have been helping 
other humans ever since we 
fi rst walked upright. For most 
of the subsequent millennia, 

proximity has determined how much help 
we could provide in any given situation. Over 
the past century and a half, technologies that 
range from the telegraph to the airplane 
have expanded the reach of our response. 
But how and when we could respond to a 
crisis still depended on how near we were to 
it. Over the past half-decade, however, our 
ability to help others has begun to  escape 
the constraints of time and distance.

That’s because new technologies—from 
ever-ready digital sensors to social network 
platforms, from smartphones to readily 
available satellite imagery—are making the 
world an ever-more-connected place. Some 
have likened the result of this expansion of 
digital connectivity to a global circulatory 
system. In Digital Humanitarians,  Patrick 
Meier suggests a diff erent anatomical met-
aphor: He posits the emergence of a new 
“nervous system” in which billions of peo-
ple are able to contribute information to a 
shared network of digital data.

T he b o ok covers m a ny d i f ferent 
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of these eff orts was a resilient, remarkably 
powerful, “always-on” network that could 
sift through huge streams of tweets or text 
messages. In time, the Standby Task Force 
evolved into Digital Humanitarian Network, 
a more structured entity that focuses on 
complementing the work and extending 
the reach of various UN and NGO partners.

In tracing the rapid development of digi-
tal humanitarian action, Meier tells a story 
that matters to all of civil society. At fi rst, 
the new digital humanitarians met with 
skepticism and resentment from established 
humanitarian organizations. In fi ve short 
years, the two parties sprinted through sev-
eral stages—combative distrust, arrogant 
dismissiveness, hesitant collaboration— 
before reaching a point where they can pur-
sue shared goals in a spirit of co-creation. 
It has been neither easy nor pain-free. But 
every segment of the social sector is going 

through some version of this story, and 
every one in the sector can learn something 
from Meier’s account.

The best parts of Digital Humanitarians 
are those that show how humanitarian in-
stitutions, independent volunteers, and lead-
ing digital companies reinforce each other’s 

eff orts. The tale that Meier tells is one of com-
plementarity: Digital humanitarians are not 
replacing established aid organizations or 
government agencies. Instead, humanitarian 
aid has become a dynamic ecosystem that en-
compasses amateurs and experts, one-off  par-
ticipants and long-term professionals, drone 
operators and satellite imagery analysts. The 
global digital “nervous system” provides the 
context in which they do their work.

This emerging system is also a source of 
new and pressing challenges. The use of digi-
tal tools to serve humanitarian goals—often 
by volunteers or for-profi t businesses with 
an informal commitment to humanitarian 
work—raises critical ethical questions and 
creates a need to establish new codes of con-
duct. Meier’s most compelling contribution, 
in short, is to demonstrate that we must 
develop a policy framework for humanitar-
ian action that assumes a digital context. n

diGiTAL HUMANiTAriANS: 
How “Big data” is Changing the Face 

of Humanitarian response
Patrick Meier 

187 pages, Taylor and Francis Press
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more senior citizens in the United States 
than at any other time in history, and the 
over-85 demographic is the fastest-growing 
age group in the country. Poo argues that 
an aging population is actually a blessing. 
“It is time that we really see and listen to 
elders,” she writes. 

The second group includes members 
of the so-called sandwich generation. One 
in eight Americans, most of them women, 
is juggling responsibilities both for chil-
dren and for aging loved ones. Increas-
ingly, Americans spend more time caring 
for  elders than they do for their kids. In 
addition, as families become smaller, each 
member of the sandwich generation has 
fewer siblings with whom to share elder 
care. The current system of informal care is 
a holdover from a time when life expectancy 
was about 60 years and when families could 
rely on women to provide uncompensated 
care giving labor. Now that so many adults 
between the ages of 35 and 60 are stretched 
so thin, that system cannot last for long.

Caregivers, the third group that Poo dis-
cusses, make up the fastest-growing work-
force in the United States. Their work, 
 although it is in great demand, is difficult 
and unstable. One-quarter of domestic work-
ers are paid less than the prevailing mini-
mum wage, most do not receive benefi ts or 
sick leave, and many experience abuse on the 
job. Poo wants us to honor this labor—and, 
more specifi cally, to improve their access to 
child care, transportation, and job training. 
“Turning caregiver jobs into dignifi ed jobs 
will have a ripple effect of society, on the 

economy, and on our spiritual health,” she 
writes. “By  doing so, we can affi  rm the dig-
nity of people at every stage of life.”

Today, Poo contends, we face two possi-
ble futures—one marked by increased social 
polarization, and one characterized by an 
acceptance of interdependency. Most Ameri-
cans, she believes, will embrace the latter 
option. They belong to what she calls the 
Caring Majority. “In my work,” she writes, 
“care has emerged as the connective tissue 
that can keep our diverse interests aligned.”

In the second part of The Age of Dignity, 
Poo details current eff orts to empower this 
Caring Majority. She advocates building a 
Care Grid, as she calls it—an infrastructure 
of support, partly public and partly private, 
that meets basic needs and brings quality care 
to every home. One existing eff ort that fi ts 
her vision is PACE (Program of All-Inclusive 
Care for the Elderly), an initiative supported 
by Medicare and Medicaid that delivers sub-
sidized in-home care in 13 states. She also 
off ers examples from Germany, Japan, and 
other countries where the care infrastruc-
ture is shifting for the better. Many of these 
examples highlight relationships between 
middle-aged people and their elders. I wish 
that Poo had also devoted attention to dis-
cussing programs that build partnerships 
between those who are 25 and younger and 
those who are 85 and older. There is a lot of 
untapped potential in such programs.

The Age of Dignity ends with an exercise 
that involves closing one’s eyes and imagin-
ing an ideal future community. In a course 
that I teach on the sociology of aging, I ask 
students to engage in a similar exercise, and 
by and large their visions of an ideal future 
match the vision that Poo presents in this 
book. They too seek intergenerational con-
nection, and they too fi nd that they belong 
to the Caring Majority. As part of the course, 
students develop semester-long partner-
ships with local elders, and they are amazed 
by how much they have in common their 
older partners. Both groups—the young and 
the old—yearn for a “circle of care” (to quote 
Poo) on which they can depend throughout 
their lives. n

 A New Vision 
for elder Care
Review by MeiKa LOe

A
i-jen Poo begins The Age of 
Dignity with a story about her 
grandfather. She discusses the 
guilt that she feels because he 

spent his fi nal months of life in a nursing 
home—an experience that was “lacking 
in comfort and beauty.” That story sets 
up a book that is part personal narrative, 
part  demographic warning, and part call 
to  action. “As America ages, many of us are 
grappling with the dignity with which our 
grandmothers, the suns of our universes, 
will live,” Poo notes. In response to that 
problem, she off ers a simple vision that many 
people will want to support. Care, she writes, 
is “the solution to the personal and economic 
challenges we face in this country. It doesn’t 
just heal or comfort people individually; it 
really is going to save us all.”

Poo, who is director of the National 
 Domestic Workers Alliance, has been organiz-
ing caregivers and other workers since 1996. 
I became aware of her eff orts when, in 2010, 
she spearheaded the successful campaign 
to pass the Domestic Worker Bill of Rights 
in the New York State legislature. In 2014, 
she became a MacArthur “Genius” Fellow, 
and in 2012 Time placed her on its list of the 
“100 Most Infl uential People in the World.” 
After years of organizing domestic workers—
a  labor force that was historically excluded 
from US labor protections—Poo now aims to 
organize all Americans to help create a more 
caring society. “A new society-wide caring 
 infrastructure will enable us to minimize our 
reliance on the old and often dehumanizing 
institutional model,” she writes.

The fi rst section of the book introduces 
readers to a system that is on the brink of 
failure, and she focuses on three groups 
that depend on this system. Most important 
are members of what she calls “the elder 
boom”—a trend caused by the aging of the 
baby boom generation and by the fact that 
Americans are living longer. There are now 

MeiKA LOe, professor of sociology and women’s studies at 
Colgate University, is the author of Aging Our Way: Lessons for 
Living from 85 and Beyond (Oxford University Press, 2011).

THe AGe OF diGNiTY: 
Preparing for the elder Boom in America

Ai-jen Poo with Ariane Conrad 
226 pages, The New Press
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T
he two young men pictured here are 
dancers with the School of Dance and 
Social Integration for Children and 
Adolescents (or Edisca for short). The 

school is located in Bom Jardim, an impoverished 
neighborhood of 200,000 residents in the city of 
Fortaleza, a metropolis of more than 3 million on 
the northeast coast of Brazil. Founded in 1992 by 
Brazilian dancer Dora Andrade, who grew up in For-
taleza, Edisca focuses on rigorous ballet training, 

providing the young people with focus, discipline, 
and a sense of accomplishment. Along with dance, 
Edisca provides schooling, social skills, nutritional 
and health advice, and meals. Since Edisca’s found-
ing, about 2,000 youths have gone through the pro-
gram. The dance troupe has performed throughout 
Brazil, as well as in Germany, Austria, France, and 
the United States. Some of the students have gone 
on to careers in dance and theater, and many others 
have graduated from college.—Eric NEE
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