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New York Times, January 27, 2008,  

The Young Social Entrepreneur – Wave of the Future?

Skip to next paragraphNicholas D. Kristof. DAVOS, Switzerland

With the American presidential campaign in full swing, the obvious way to change the world might seem to be through politics. But growing numbers of young people are leaping into the fray and doing the job themselves. These are the social entrepreneurs, the 21st-century answer to the student protesters of the 1960s, and they are some of the most interesting people here at the World Economic Forum (not only because they’re half the age of everyone else).

Andrew Klaber, a 26-year-old playing hooky from Harvard Business School to come here (don’t tell his professors!), is an example of the social entrepreneur. He spent the summer after his sophomore year in college in Thailand and was aghast to see teenage girls being forced into prostitution after their parents had died of AIDS.

So he started Orphans Against AIDS (www.orphansagainstaids.org), which pays school-related expenses for hundreds of children who have been orphaned or otherwise affected by AIDS in poor countries. He and his friends volunteer their time and pay administrative costs out of their own pockets so that every penny goes to the children.

Mr. Klaber was able to expand the nonprofit organization in Africa through introductions made by Jennifer Staple, who was a year ahead of him when they were in college. When she was a sophomore, Ms. Staple founded an organization in her dorm room to collect old reading glasses in the United States and ship them to poor countries. That group, Unite for Sight, has ballooned, and last year it provided eye care to 200,000 people (www.uniteforsight.org).

In the ’60s, perhaps the most remarkable Americans were the civil rights workers and antiwar protesters who started movements that transformed the country. In the 1980s, the most fascinating people were entrepreneurs like Steve Jobs and Bill Gates, who started companies and ended up revolutionizing the way we use technology.

Today the most remarkable young people are the social entrepreneurs, those who see a problem in society and roll up their sleeves to address it in new ways. Bill Drayton, the chief executive of an organization called Ashoka that supports social entrepreneurs, likes to say that such people neither hand out fish nor teach people to fish; their aim is to revolutionize the fishing industry. If that sounds insanely ambitious, it is. John Elkington and Pamela Hartigan title their new book on social entrepreneurs “The Power of Unreasonable People.”

Universities are now offering classes in social entrepreneurship, and there are a growing number of role models. Wendy Kopp turned her thesis at Princeton into Teach for America and has had far more impact on schools than the average secretary of education.

One of the social entrepreneurs here is Soraya Salti, a 37-year-old Jordanian woman who is trying to transform the Arab world by teaching entrepreneurship in schools. Her organization, Injaz, is now training 100,000 Arab students each year to find a market niche, construct a business plan and then launch and nurture a business.

The program (www.injaz.org.jo) has spread to 12 Arab countries and is aiming to teach one million students a year. Ms. Salti argues that entrepreneurs can stimulate the economy, give young people a purpose and revitalize the Arab world. Girls in particular have flourished in the program, which has had excellent reviews and is getting support from the U.S. Agency for International Development. My hunch is that Ms. Salti will contribute more to stability and peace in the Middle East than any number of tanks in Iraq, U.N. resolutions or summit meetings.  “If you can capture the youth and change the way they think, then you can change the future,” she said.

Another young person on a mission is Ariel Zylbersztejn, a 27-year-old Mexican who founded and runs a company called Cinepop, which projects movies onto inflatable screens and shows them free in public parks. Mr. Zylbersztejn realized that 90 percent of Mexicans can’t afford to go to movies, so he started his own business model: He sells sponsorships to companies to advertise to the thousands of viewers who come to watch the free entertainment. 

Mr. Zylbersztejn works with microcredit agencies and social welfare groups to engage the families that come to his movies and help them start businesses or try other strategies to overcome poverty. Cinepop is only three years old, but already 250,000 people a year watch movies on his screens — and his goal is to take the model to Brazil, India, China and other countries.

So as we follow the presidential campaign, let’s not forget that the winner isn’t the only one who will shape the world. Only one person can become president of the United States, but there’s no limit to the number of social entrepreneurs who can make this planet a better place. 

This article was recommended by Terence Yuen.

Title supplied by K K Tse.

Mark your Diary: February 13 , 2008, Wednesday 5.30-7.30pm
CSR Asia, a local social enterprise founded by two university professors, is hosting a Wednesday evening seminar on the topic of “Social Entrepreneurship: Meeting Social Challenges through Business”.
The speakers are Raymond Yim, CEO, Social Enterprise Incubation Centre, University of Hong Kong Social Sciences Research Centre, and Stephen Frost, Co-founder and Director, CSR Asia.
Raymond will discuss how social enterprises are run in HK, drawing on the examples of the Social Enterprise Incubation Centre and other initiatives. Stephen will talk about social entrepreneurship in the context of Corporate Social Responsibility, and the basic requirements for social entrepreneurship. He will suggest, among other things, that there should be more emphasis on the entrepreneurship part of the term rather than social, and ask why big business has not offered its considerable entrepreneurial skills to mentor budding social entrepreneurs.

The seminar is free of charge. To register for attendance, please write to marketing@csr-asia.com 

CSR Asia is a social enterprise that thrives to be the leading provider of information about Corporate Social Responsibility in the Asia Pacific Region. Find out more at www.csr-asia.com   
A Social Enterprise Success Story to Share
A reader sent me this video link 
TED | Talks | Iqbal Quadir: The power of the mobile phone to end poverty (video)
She felt that this is a social enterprise success story. It is hard to dispute. But I would like to urge you to view it from a slightly different angle: How a social entrepreneur creates a social enterprise success. While you are viewing it, ask yourself: What motivated this individual to do what he had done? What made him take up such a challenge? Would I do similar things in his position? I am sure you will find a lot of insights from the video. Please also note the source of this video – TED Talks, which contains a lot of very powerful and inspiring videos.

Your feedback is welcome at kakuitse@gmail.com
Happy Chinese New Year! 
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