
Founders Who are Effective Over Time:
Their Characteristics

HE SEVEN CASES THAT CONSTITUTE THE

base of the study come from many
regions and countries, but all have had
substantial impacts on large popula-
tions. They include:

Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee

(BRAC) was established in 1972 to implement a
systemic approach to rural poverty alleviation.
BR AC  now  work s  i n  6 0 , 0 0 0  v i l l a ge s  i n
Bangladesh to organize the poor for self-help
and build local capacities for economic develop-
ment, healthcare, and education (www.brac.net).
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Sahel (Six-S) was established in 1976 to provide
flexible funding for local projects in West
African villages. Six-S has built local capacities
to identify projects and to use resources effec-
tively, involving 2 million people in village proj-
ects in nine countries and assisting 1,500
villages to develop self-sustaining, income-gen-
erating projects (www.iisd.org/50comm
/commdb/list/c12.htm).

The Green Belt Movement (GBM) was estab-
lished in 1977 to promote grassroots mobiliza-
tion, “conscientization,” and leadership
development through environmental activities.
It has mobilized 50,000 Kenyan households to
plant 20 million trees, among other activities.
(www.greenbeltmovement.org)

Plan Puebla (PP) was initiated in Mexico in
1966 to improve crop production with farmer-
oriented cooperatives and support activities as
well as better agricultural technology. It
increased maize production by 62 percent
among 47,000 Mexican farmers and helped them
to double their family incomes.

The Grameen Bank (GB) was established in
1976 to provide group lending for poor people
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without collateral in Bangladesh. The Bank has
now provided small loans to 2.3 million poor
borrowers, mostly women, and fostered micro-
c r e d i t  i n i t i a t i v e s  a r o u n d  t h e  wo r l d .
(www.grameen-info.org) 

The Self-Employed Women’s Association

(SEWA) was founded in 1972 to organize poor
women street vendors and domestic workers to
improve working conditions, get health care, and
gain access to credit. SEWA has organized hun-
dreds of thousands of women to influence the
Indian government to improve standards for
informal sector workers. (www.sewa.org)

The Highlander Research and Education

Center (HREC) was founded in 1932 in rural
Appalachia to use adult education to help local
leaders organize and gain political voice. It devel-
oped education programs to offer key support to
the U.S. labor and civil rights movements.
(www.hrec.org)

Examining these cases suggested that there
are three patterns of innovation strategy that
helped to scale up the impacts of these social
entrepreneurship initiatives: 

• interventions that built local capacity to
solve problems, such as the programs of BRAC,
Six-S, and GBM; 

• initiatives that developed and shared

problem-solving packages, such as the Grameen
Bank’s microcredit program and the Plan
Puebla agriculture program; and 

• innovations that built political movements

that encouraged grassroots voices to be heard
in larger decision making, such as SEWA and the
Highlander Center. 

Different patterns enabled different kinds of
leverage for social transformation: Capacity-
building changes cultural factors to support new
kinds of local problem-solving, package dissem-
ination enables enhanced income and economic
development, and movement building increases
the political power of otherwise marginalized
groups.

Characteristics of Founders
The founders of these initiatives come from rich
and poor backgrounds, from industrialized and
developing countries. Some founders are indi-
viduals, and some are teams; some are men, and
some are women. They include lawyers, profes-
sors, managers, and grassroots organizers. No
immediately obvious and highly visible charac-

teristics distinguish these leaders by back-
ground, country of origin, gender, occupation,
or even as individuals or groups. Comparing
these cases, what characteristics emerge as
being associated with successful social entre-
preneurship?

The accompanying table on page 23 (Charac-
teristics of Initiative Leadership) presents
summary data and ratings across the cases on a
dimension of leadership and a dimension of
organizational arrangements that seem charac-
teristic of successful social entrepreneurs in
these cases:

• bridging-capacity that enabled leaders to
work effectively across many diverse constituen-
cies; and

• operational organization, which refers to
the actors (e.g., staff, volunteers) involved in the
implementation of the initiative’s fundamental
activities.

The first column of the table rates and
describes each initiative in terms of its leader-
ship’s ability to understand the perspectives of
and work effectively with constituencies whose
concerns and resources were critical to the ini-
tiative. In many cases, individuals have experi-
ences and skills that enable bridging capacity

with very diverse stakeholders; in others, the
leadership team possesses the necessary skills
and resources. We rated the leadership “high”
when it could understand and work effectively
with all of the stakeholders that are central to
the organization’s strategy; “moderate” if it had
the skills to work with most key stakeholders;
and “low” if it was ignorant of or at odds with
stakeholders critical to its success. While this
aspect of leadership emerged from our examina-
tion of the cases, it is consistent with the chal-
lenges posed by settings in which success turns
on effective dealing with many different con-
stituencies (e.g., Brown & Covey, 1987; Moore,
2000).

In most of these cases, the social entrepre-
neurs—whether individuals or groups—had
backgrounds and experiences that enabled
them to build effective links with very diverse
actors. The leaders of BRAC, SEWA, and
Grameen Bank, for instance, were members of
national elites who were committed to working
with marginalized groups; the founder of High-
lander came from poor circumstances but
gained access to elite constituents through edu-
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cation; the founders of Six-S had diverse back-
grounds that collectively enabled them to
understand and connect with very different

TA B L E :  C H A R AC T E R I S T I C S  O F  I N I T I AT I V E  L E A D E R S H I P

perspectives. The two initiatives whose leader-
ship had less success in bridging diverse stake-
holders had more difficulty in expanding the
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B r i d g i n g  C a p a c i t y Ad a p t i ve  Le a d e r s h i p  C a p a c i t y

B U I L D  LO C A L  C A PAC I T Y

BR AC H i g h : Founder  was  internat ional  bus iness  execut ive

who committed himsel f  to  work  on pover t y  in  h is

countr y.  D eveloped c lose  contac ts  with  grassroots  com-

munit ies  and ac t iv ists  as  wel l  as  with  government  of f i -

c ia ls,  bus iness  leaders,  donors,  and development  NGOs

H i g h : Founder  has  led  organizat ion for  30  years  and

guided t rans i t ion  f rom doing re l ief  work  to  being a

grassroots  development  catalyst,  a  par tner  with  gov-

ernment  and internat ional  coal i t ions,  and a  successful

market  compet i tor.  Founder  understands  pol i t ica l  con-

tex t  and ut i l izes  key  pol i t ica l  re lat ionships  ef fec t ively

Six-S H i g h : Founding team of  t wo development  ac t iv ists

f rom France  and Burkina  Faso  able  to  understand and

work  across  Nor th-S outh boundar ies  as  wel l  as  with

vi l lages,  donors,  and governments

M o d e r ate : Co -founders  led  organizat ion for  15  years

and managed i ts  bui ld ing regional  net works  and inst i -

tut ing non-program-based funding patterns  with  inter-

nat ional  donors.  Managed pol i t ica l  contex t  to  avoid

sabotage.  Data  not  avai lable  on leadership  success ion.

Greenbelt  Movement M o d e r ate : Founder  was  b io logy  professor  who grew up

in  Kenyan v i l lage.  Has  good re lat ions  with  grassroots

groups,  environmental  ac t iv ists,  and internat ional

groups,  but  has  had di f f i cult y  bui ld ing broad coal i t ions

for  expanding impac ts.  Founder  has  not  maintained

strong donor  re lat ionships.

M o d e r ate : Founder  has  led  in i t iat ive  for  30  years,

expanding organizat ion to  many v i l lages,  but  hasn’t

developed a  large -scale  st rategy  or  organizat ion to

carr y  i t  out.  Uses  key  pol i t ica l  re lat ionships  to  main-

ta in  safet y  and subdue threats  to  organizat ional  ex is-

tence

S H A R E  PAC K AG E

Grameen B ank H i g h : Founder  was  an economics  professor  who grew

up in  B angladesh and completed graduate  educat ion in

the  United States.  O ver  the  years,  has  bui l t  s t rong and

last ing re lat ionships  with  bus iness  leaders,  govern-

ment  of f ic ia ls,  donors,  academics,  and poor  v i l lagers,

both  men and women.

H i g h : Founder  in  p lace  for  30  years,  and has  led

expansion f rom smal l,  local  exper iment  to  nat ionwide

organizat ion with  branches  in  other  countr ies,  12  d i f-

ferent  bus inesses,  and c lose  t ies  to  government  and

internat ional  donors.

Plan Puebla M o d e r ate : Founding team of  four  young researchers

worked with  univers i t ies  and farmers,  but  d id  not

develop net works  with  broader  const i tuencies.

Government  of f ic ia ls  with  less  br idging capacit y  suc-

ceeded them.

M o d e r ate  to  Low: Founders  worked for  10  years  to

translate  agr icultural  research  results  successful ly  to

smal l-scale  farmers.  Af ter  pr ivate  funding ended,

founders  were  able  to  gain  government  suppor t  for

program but  d iscont inued their  own involvement.

B U I L D  M O V E M E N T

Highlander  Center H i g h : Founder  grew up poor  in  rural  Appalachia ,  but

gained l inks  to  e l i te  intel lec tuals  v ia  school ing and to

internat ional  exper ience  that  inspired founding of

Highlander to suppor t grassroots  se l f-help  and advoca-

c y.  Had few re lat ionships  with  donors  and depended on

net works  and col leagues  to  connec t  donors  to  the  in i-

t iat ive.

H i g h : Founder  led  the  in i t iat ive  for  near ly  50  years

and maintained involvement  unt i l  h is  death.  Had

strategic  re lat ionships  with  academics,  soc ia l  ac t iv ists,

union leaders,  and pol i t ica l  leaders.  O vercame mult ip le

ser ious  chal lenges  to  the  sur v ival  of  organizat ion and

campaigns  f rom “Red S care” ant i- communists  and seg-

regat ionists.

SE WA H i g h : Founder  born  into  h igh caste  and t ra ined as  a

law yer  in  soc ia l  ac t iv ist  fami ly  (e.g. ,  India’s  independ-

ence  movement) .  Maintained re lat ionships  with  e l i te

off ic ia ls,  profess ionals,  and soc ia l  ac t iv ists  whi le  con-

vening disparate  groups  of  ver y  poor  se l f- employed

women around common issues.

H i g h : Founder  led  organizat ion for  25  years  to  be  suc-

cessful  local  and nat ional  movement,  and then fac i l i -

tated r i se  of  new leaders  and internat ional  assoc iat ion.

Ut i l ized  re lat ionships  with  key  pol i t ica l  leaders  and

government  of f ic ia ls  to  suppor t  campaigns  and to

overcome chal lenges  f rom opposing const i tuencies.
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support expansion. BRAC was extremely suc-
cessful in creating systems to deliver programs
to thousands of villages over a long term. It is
less clear that Six-S and the Greenbelt Move-
ment were able to create the kinds of long-term
alliances needed to expand their impacts in the
long term. For innovations that focused on build-
ing development packages, the Grameen Bank
was more successful than Plan Puebla in devel-
oping a package that could be disseminated
widely over a long period. In movement building
initiatives, adapting effectively to political chal-
lenges was critical to long-term effectiveness,
and both SEWA and Highlander leaders were
able to respond creatively to continuing political
challenges. Many initiatives adapted program
components to fit their core innovations to
emerging contextual challenges, such as
Grameen’s partnering with non-Islamic women
to teach Islamic women observing purdah; High-
lander’s integration of blacks and whites in res-
idential education programs in the teeth of local
segregation laws; and SEWA’s addition of eco-
nomic development and support services to its
initial political organizing program.

Each of the three initiatives whose adaptive
capacity is rated moderate had difficulties in
responding to a major contextual challenge. Six-
S groups, overwhelmed by an influx of funding,
ignored necessary village capacity building
processes and became too focused on quick suc-
cesses and impacts valued by donors. The
Greenbelt Movement didn’t build the federations
and coalitions required to address effectively the
broader scale issues of government corruption.
Plan Puebla didn’t demonstrate to government
and other constituencies the importance of sus-
tainable social change program components.

We have talked here about two characteris-
tics of leadership—bridging capacity and adap-
tive capacity. But elsewhere in the study we
discussed the fact that each of these initiatives
was organized to mobilize and build upon the
assets of the poor constituencies they served,
and so they were able to turn relatively small
investments into sustainable activity resourced
in part by poor and marginalized groups. This
appears to be a critical component of the type
of transformational work these groups do. 

Reprints of this article may be ordered from
store.nonprofitquarterly.org, using code 130203.

impacts of the initiatives. The founder of the
Green Belt Movement has been challenged by
tribal politics, tensions with government
actors, and lack of long-term donor support.
The leadership team of Plan Puebla focused on
building relationships with local farm commu-
nities, academic colleagues, and targeted gov-
ernment officials; but the team’s inability to
cultivate relationships with a variety of outside
donors or other development organizations
resulted in reduced funding and an eventual
government takeover that undermined many of
its social change and community improvement
goals.

The second column of the table on page 23
focuses on the long-term adaptive capacity dis-
played by the leadership of these ventures in
response to changing contexts and circum-
stances. Many of these leaders or teams
expanded their own repertoires to provide new
visions for growing organizations over many
years. Some have also fostered leadership suc-
cession processes that put appropriate new
talent in place. Long-term adaptive capacity was
rated “high” when leadership successfully cat-
alyzed initiative adaptation to internal and exter-
nal changes or organized successions to deal
with challenges over the long periods required
for scaling up these initiatives; “moderate” when
they adapted with some difficulty to new organi-
zational or contextual challenges; and “low”
when their problems of adaptation or succession
undermined the effectiveness or expansion of
the initiative. While this definition of adaptive
capacity grew out of examination of these cases,
the concept resembles aspects of leadership
identified by analysts who have looked at the
phenomenon in other contexts (e.g., Heifitz,
1994).

The leadership of most of these initiatives
exhibited impressive longevity. Five of the seven
were led by their founders for 25 years or more,
and even Six-S and Plan Puebla had the same
leadership teams for 10 years or more. Launch-
ing and expanding successful social entrepre-
neurship ventures is not a short-term effort. The
adaptive challenges facing these initiatives
varied across forms of innovation. For capacity
building initiatives, many of the challenges
involved evolving understanding of local devel-
opment demands and the need to create organi-
zational arrangements and donor alliances to
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