
ACUMEN PARTNERS 
Acumen Partners are a global community 
of individuals and institutions helping to 
solve the world’s toughest problems. 

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A PARTNER
Our group of 350+ Partners gives over $10,000 each year to 
support our work. Our Partners come from more than 20 
countries around the world and include private individuals, 
family foundations, corporate partners, institutional 
supporters, and entrepreneurs.  We build strong networks of 
Partners in the regions we work, as we believe that having 
local support is an essential part of our model.

At Acumen, we refer to our donors as ‘Partners’ because 
giving to Acumen is about more than a financial 
contribution. Our Partners play an integral role in the 
organization, and we value the expertise and perspective 
that they bring to the table.  

PARTNERS’ IMPACT
Our investment approach is designed to generate 
the highest available social return on our Partners’ 
philanthropic dollars by:

 + Recycling Returns:  All returns realized on our 
investments are recycled back into Acumen to be 
reinvested in new social enterprises serving the poor.

 + 3:1 Leverage:  Historically, for every $1 given to Acumen 
by our Partners, our companies have leveraged an 
additional $3 of co-investment or follow-on capital.

 + Maximizing Impact:  We quantify the social impact 
potential of every dollar we invest and, with our Partners’ 
assistance, Acumen provides ongoing post-investment 
management support for our companies to scale their 
work and impact.
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CONTACT INFORMATION
For more information about becoming an Acumen 
Partner, contact:

Batool Hassan 
Director of Business Development 
E: bhassan@acumen.org 
M: +1 (646) 747-3969

WAYS TO SUPPORT ACUMEN
Partners can support Acumen in a variety of ways at 
different contribution levels (see Commitment Levels on 
back).  Partners can choose to designate their support to:

 + A Geographic Region: India, Pakistan, East Africa, West 
Africa, Latin America

 + An Investment Sector: Agriculture, Education, Energy, 
Health, Housing, Water & Sanitation

 + Geographic & Sector Expansion
 + Leadership: Global Fellows Program, Regional Fellows 
Programs, +Acumen

 + Innovation & Ideas: Impact, Knowledge, Research
 + An Unrestricted Gift providing flexibility and directed 
toward the greatest need area (of the above)

Photo: Acumen Partners visiting GEWP in India
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ACUMEN FUND COMMITMENT LEVELS
Commitment Level Select Partners

Stewards $5M+ Aman Foundation, Andrea Soros Colombel & Eric Colombel,  
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Leadership Partners $1M+ af Jochnick Foundation, Mahvash & Jahangir Siddiqui Foundation, 
Skoll Foundation, Small Foundation

Keystone Partners $500K+ Catherine S. Muther, Edmond de Rothschild Foundation,  
Woodcock Foundation

Sustaining Partners $250K+ Bohemian Foundation, Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women, Nathan 
Laurell, Osprey Foundation, The Dow Chemical Company

Senior Partners $100K+ Joseph & Susan Gatto Foundation, KCB Bank,  
King Khalid Foundation

Associate Partners $50K+ Amjad Ali Khan, Sadeesh Raghavan, Zafer Achi

Development Partners $10K+ Doug & Christine Rohde, Malik & Najmi Sarwar, Mary Pat Ryan
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ABOUT ACUMEN
Acumen’s mission is to change the way the world 
tackles poverty by investing in companies, leaders, 
and ideas. We raise charitable donations to invest 
patient capital in business models that deliver critical 
goods and services to the world’s poor; improving the 
lives of millions. 

Since 2001, Acumen has invested more than $82 
million in 73 companies around the world. Acumen 
also works to build a global community of emerging 
leaders that believe in creating a more inclusive world 
through financial and operational expertise combined 
with moral imagination. Acumen is committed to 
learning at the edge, sharing ideas, insights, and 
lessons learned. 

GIVING TO ACUMEN
As a 501(c)3 entity in the USA, all donations to Acumen 
are tax-deductible. Acumen’s Board of Directors cover 
100% of our fundraising and administrative costs, 
so, as a Partner, your contribution directly supports 
investments, post-investment management, metrics, 
and leadership development. 

PARTNER BENEFITS
Partnering with Acumen means joining a global community 
of Partners committed to changing the way the world tackles 
poverty.  Benefits of being an Acumen Partner include:

 + Partner-only Communications including Quarterly 
Partner Updates and Conference Calls (featuring Acumen 
entrepreneurs and team members).

 + Partner-only Events hosted throughout the year in 
various Partner geographies (breakfasts, dinners, etc. 
with Acumen entrepreneurs and team members).

 + Annual Investor Gathering & Deep Dive Sessions in 
New York (full-day meeting to share insights from our 
entrepreneurs, senior team, leaders, advisors, and guest 
thought-leaders).

 + Annual Global Fellows Graduation Ceremony in New 
York (evening event where Global Fellows share their 
experiences working in the field with our investees).

 + Partner-only Field Visits with Acumen team members to 
visit our regional offices and investee companies where 
Partners experience first-hand what it takes to build 
sustainable businesses.

PARTNER ENGAGEMENT
Beyond financial support, our Partners have supported our 
team and entrepreneurs by:

 + Providing Technical & Pro-bono Assistance
 + Hosting Partner Events
 + Mentoring our Team
 + Sitting on Global & Regional Fellows Selection Panels
 + Launching +Acumen Chapters
 + Advising/Facilitating +Acumen Online Leadership Courses
 + Serving on our Board or Advisory Committee
 + Serving on our Investment or Social Impact Committee Photo: Acumen Partners in the 2012 Deep Dive Sessions

http://acumen.org
http://plusacumen.org/


OUR COMMUNITY
Our global community is the 
foundation of our work. It is a network 
of individuals and institutions that 
believe that tackling poverty begins 
with human dignity.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
 + Margo Alexander, former UBS Global Asset Management 
(Board Chair Emeritus)

 + C. Hunter Boll, Acumen & Source Audio LLC
 + Andrea Soros Colombel, Trace Foundation (Board Chair)
 + Stuart Davidson, Labrador Ventures
 + David Heller, former Goldman Sachs Global Securities
 + Julius Gaudio, D.E. Shaw & Co.
 + William E. Mayer, Park Avenue Equity Partners
 + Pat Mitchell, Paley Center for Media
 + Robert H. Niehaus, GCP Capital Partners LLC
 + Jacqueline Novogratz, Acumen
 + Michael E. Novogratz, Fortress Investment Group LLC
 + Ken Ofori-Atta, Databank
 + GV Prasad, Dr. Reddy’s Laboratories
 + Thulasiraj Ravilla, Arivind Eye Care
 + Naveed Riaz, Citigroup Africa
 + Ali J. Siddiqui, JS Group & JS Private Equity
 + Joseph E. Stiglitz, Columbia University
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ADVISORY COUNCIL
 + Senator Bill Bradley (Chair)
 + Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, BRAC
 + Syed Babar Ali, Lahore University of Management 
Sciences

 + Chris Anderson, The Sapling Foundation
 + Ambassador Elizabeth Bagley
 + Diana Barrett, The Fledgling Fund
 + Seth Berkley, GAVI Alliance
 + Angela Glover Blackwell, PolicyLink
 + Lord Mark Malloch-Brown, FTI Consulting
 + Tim Brown, IDEO
 + Peter Cain, Ambac Assurance Corp.
 + Niko Canner, Entrepreneur & Management Consultant
 + Maria Eitel, Nike Foundation
 + Katherine Fulton, The Monitor Institute
 + Ashraf Ghani, Institute of State Effectiveness
 + Seth Godin, Author
 + Peter Goldmark, former Environmental Defense Fund
 + Allen Grossman, Harvard Business School
 + Jill Iscol, IF Hummingbird Foundation
 + Ahsan Jamil, Aman Foundation
 + Antony Jenkins, Barclays
 + Saj-nicole Joni, Cambridge International Group Ltd.
 + Nathan Laurell, New Frontier Holdings
 + Geraldine B. Laybourne, Oxygen Media LLC
 + Susan Meiselas, Magnum Photos
 + Harriet Mouchly-Weiss, Strategy XX
 + Catherine Muther, Three Guineas Fund
 + Arif Naqvi, Abraaj Capital
 + Sally Osberg, Skoll Foundation
 + Jan Piercy, ShoreBank Corporation
 + Paul Polman, Unilever Global
 + Amy Robbins, The Nduna Foundation
 + Ram Shriram, Sherpalo Ventures
 + Rob Stewart, JBG
 + Kerry Sulkowicz, Boswell Group
 + Colonel Patrick E. Tierney, US Army
 + Daniel R. Toole, UNICEF
 + Fareed Zakaria, TIME
 + Niklas Zennström, Joost, Atomico

Photo: Acumen Board & Advisors visiting d.light design in India

http://acumen.org
http://plusacumen.org/


· Crabby Beach Foundation · Craig & Jennifer Staub · Credit Suisse 
· Crown Family Philanthropies · Dan Toole & Beth Verhey · Daniel 
Darling · David & Keira Barry · David & Peggy Tanner Philanthropic 
Fund · David Rose · DC for Acumen · Denise & Ira Wagner · Dennis 
Miller · Dhiren & Katie Shah · Dominique Browning · Doug & Christine 
Rohde ·  Dubai for Acumen · Dwight Anderson · Efroymson Family 
Fund, a CICF Fund · Erin Levin · Faisal & Tanya Mian · Fareed & Paula 
Throckmorton Zakaria · Fawad Anwar · Frances K. Dibner Fund · Gary 
Rindner · Geeta & Krishen Mehta · Gerry Ohrstrom · Glenn & Eva Dubin 
· Global Bridge Foundation · GOOD Magazine · Grant Me the Wisdom 
Fund · GSRD · GVC Fund · Henriette Nielson · Hilton Pharma Ltd · Hong 
Leong Holdings Ltd · Hunter Douglas ·  imago dei fund · Imc2 · Ingrid 
Stange · James O’Shaughnessy ·  James Wong · Jennifer R. McCann* · 
Joan & George Hornig · John & Tina Novogratz · John Hughes & Annette 
Langseth · John P. & Anne Welsh McNulty Foundation · John Schaetzl 
· Joy Family Foundation · Julie Menin · K. Richard & Elizabeth Flynt 
Foundation · Katherine Collins · Katherine Fulton & Katharine Kunst 
· Kevin Kruse · Kristen Spindler & David Smoot · Laird Norton Family 
Foundation · Laura & Gary Lauder* · Laurent Demuynck & Maia Ming 
Fong · Leith Greenslade · Lemelson Foundation · Lesley Goldwasser & 
Jonathan Plutzik · Lindsay & Brian Shea* · Louis Legacy Foundation · 
Maa-Amato Family · Malik & Najmi Sarwar · Manoj Varghese · Marcie 
Polier Swartz · Marks Family Foundation · Marten Hoekstra · Martha 
& Toby Brooks · Mary Pat Ryan · Masahiko Sumiya · Matthew Dontzin 
· Merrill Lynch · Michael Poppel · Mikael Ahlstrom · Mike Jacobellis · 
Miracle Noodle · ML Resources Social Vision · Mohsin Nathani · Monis 
Rahman · Montag Family Foundation · Morgan Stanley · Mr. & Mrs. 
James R. Treptow · Ms. Laurie Bernstein · Muneer Khan · Munib & 
Kamila Islam · Murray Dalziel · Murray Metcalfe  · Narendra & Julie 
Rocherolle · Nathan Cummings Foundation · Neal Githens ·  Neeraj 
Mehta & Jennifer L. Mehta · New York for Acumen · New York Life · 
Nuru Project · Origen Private Equity Limited · Paul Hastings LLP** · Paul 
Petruccelli · Pavan Sukdev · Pedro Ha · Peter F. Moore · Prashant Jhawar 
· PricewaterhouseCoopers · Puricom Water Industrial Corp. · Quantum 
Reservoir Impact · Ram Sundaram · Ramesh & Neeraja Murthy · Ravi 
& Ginny Akhoury · Raymond Everett & Lucy Chow · Rebecca Eastmond 
· Roger D. Bayat · Rohit Bansal · Romita Shetty & Nasser Ahmad · 
Ron & Beth Dozoretz · Ronald G. & Patricia J. Anderson · Ross Ulmer · 
Rudy & Alice Ramsey Foundation · Russ Dirgantoro · Russell Faucett 
· S and P Goodwill Fund · San Francisco for Acumen · Sanjay Gupta · 
Sanne Charitable Trust · Sara Ahmed · Sasha Rabsey & Fred Berkowitz 
· Schering Plough · Scott M. Pinkus · Scott Turner · Shaiza Rizavi · 
Shamaya Gilo · Sharique Siddiqui · Sharjeel Kashmir · Shehnaz & Shakil 
Tapal · Shirin Sultan Dossa Foundation · Shiven Malhotra · Simon 
Clark · Stage Right Enterprises · Stephanie Gaines · Steve Silberstein · 
Supporting Opportunity Foundation · Susquehanna Foundation · Syed 
Ali Zaidi · The Agarwal Foundation · The Jacquelyn and Gregory Zehner 
Foundation · The Knight Family · The Louie-Marsh Family Fund · The 
Marjorie Merriweather Post Foundation · The Miller-Wehrle Family 
Foundation · The Mr. & Mrs. Michael P. Kirby  Charitable Gift Fund · 
The Thanks Be to God Foundation · Thomas Cooper · Thomas Darden 
· Timothy J. Boyle · Toronto for Acumen · Unaizah Moonis · Vancouver 
for Acumen · Veligati Foundation · Venetia Maunsell · Verdele Polson · 
Wahid Maskatiya · Walid Muslih · Warren Jason · Wes Fuller · William 
Rosenzweig & Carla Fraccia · Yoav Shoham and Noa Eliasaf Shoham · 
Zeelaf & Munir Mashooqullah 

Founding Partners
The Alexander Family Foundation · Andrea Soros Colombel & Eric 
Colombel · Apex Foundation · Catherine S. Muther · C. Hunter & 
Pamela T. Boll · Charles and Roberta Katz Family Foundation · Cisco 
Systems Foundation · George W. & Patricia A. Wellde · I Jerome Hirsch · 
Jennifer R. McCann · Laura & Gary Lauder · Lindsay & Brian Shea · The 
Novogratz-Caceres Family Foundation · Phalarope Foundation · The 
Rockefeller Foundation · The Sapling Foundation · The Sigrid Rausing 
Trust · TOSA · William H.A. Wright II · W.K. Kellogg Foundation

Pro bono Partners
Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher LLP · Paul Hastings LLP · McKinsey & 
Company ·  White & Case LLP

OUR PARTNER COMMUNITY
Acumen Stewards ($5,000,000+)
Aman Foundation · Amy Robbins ·  Andrea Soros Colombel & Eric 
Colombel* ·  Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation ·  The Robert and Kate 
Niehaus Foundation · The Sapling Foundation* · The Three Dogs 
Foundation*

Leadership Partners ($1,000,000+) 
Anonymous (3) · Abraaj Capital Employees · af Jochnick Foundation 
· The Alexander Family Foundation*· Barr Foundation · Blood Family 
Foundation · C. Hunter & Pamela T. Boll* · Chandra Jessee · David & 
Susan Lyons · d.o.b Foundation · Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
(GAIN) · Google · GV Prasad · Julius Gaudio · LF Foundation · Lundin 
for Africa Society ·  Mahvash & Jahangir Siddiqui Foundation · Oak 
Foundation · Partridge Foundation · Peter & Devon Briger Foundation 
· Skoll Foundation · Small Foundation · The Stone Family Foundation · 
Zennström Philanthropies

Keystone Partners ($500,000+) 
Catherine S. Muther* · Edmond & Benjamin de Rothschild Foundations 
· Giving Wings · Lehman Brothers · Phalarope Foundation* · Sidney E. 
Frank Foundation · The World We Want · Woodcock Foundation  

Sustaining Partners ($250,000+) 
Anonymous · DCD America, Inc. · George W. & Patricia A. Wellde* · 
Francisco Garcia Paramés · Goldman Sachs · John L. Thornton · Kathryn 
& Robert Stewart · Liquidnet Holdings, Inc. · Nandan Nilekani · Nathan 
Laurell · Nike Foundation · Osprey Foundation · Peery Foundation · 
Shawn & Brook Byers · The Sunil Paul & Michelle Odom Foundation · 
Susan & Gib Myers · The Dow Chemical Company · Tokyo Foundation

Senior Partners ($100,000+) 
Anonymous · Alwaleed bin Talal Foundation · Arjun Gupta · Barry 
Haimes · Bohemian Foundation · Brightwurks · Brinson Foundation · 
Bruce Campbell · Charles & Roberta Katz Family Foundation* · David 
& Anita Keller Foundation · Diana Barrett · Fadi Ghandour · Fiona & 
Stanley Druckenmiller · Friso & Mabel van Oranje · George & Amanda 
Hanley Foundation · Geraldine Laybourne · Hans Taparia · Herb 
Allen III · IDEO · Irving Foundation · Jay & Eileen Walker · Jill & Ken 
Iscol · Joe & Amy Novogratz · Jonathan & Jennifer Soros · José & Trish 
Suarez · Joseph and Susan Gatto Foundation · JS Bank · KCB Bank · 
Ken Ofori-Atta · King Khalid Foundation · KL Felicitas Foundation · 
Lodestar Foundation · Margot Pritzker · Marisa Mueller Foundation 
· Mediabrands · Michael & Sarah Peterson · Miles Morland · Misbah 
Ahmad · Mr. Mark Lampert & Ms. Susan Byrd · Osprey Foundation · 
Planet Wheeler Foundation · Prakash and Mita Narayanan · Resnick 
Family Foundation, Inc. · Rod & Liz Berens ·  Rural India Support Trust 
· Salesforce.com Foundation · Salvatore Ferragamo · Select Equity 
Group Foundation · Shaukat Tarin · Shopify · The Dow Chemical 
Company · The Gilder Foundation · The Harnisch Foundation · The 
MCF Foundation · The Mohinani Group · The Nommontu Foundation · 
The One Foundation · The Rockefeller Foundation* · Tudor Investment 
Corporation · W.K. Kellogg Foundation* · William E. Mayer ·  Work-in-
Progress Fund of Tides Foundation 

Associate Partners ($50,000+) 
Anonymous (3) · Adnan Asdar · Akhil Gupta · Ali & Hina Asghar · 
Ali Jameel · Amjad Ali Khan · Anke Heydenreich · Ann & Thomas L. 
Friedman · Apex Foundation* · Atticus Trust · Carol Baker & Mark 
Stein · Charles & Susan Harris · Citi Foundation ·  Craig & Kirsten 
Neville-Manning · Elenor and Howard Morgan Family Foundation · 
Farooq Naseem · Farrokh Captain · Harriet Mouchly-Weiss · Hasan 
& Shameela Rizvi · Hussain Dawood · Jay & Randi Coen Gilbert · 
Jeffrey C. & Suzanne C. Walker · Karin Helene Bauer · Kashif  Zafar · 
Khalid Qurashi · Krupa Family Foundation · Leslie Gimbel · Liebe & 
Bill Patterson · Maggie Kaplan · Mary Lyndon Haviland · Matthew & 
Anupama Tate · Mike Velings · Muna Al Gurg · Nasim Beg · Nasreen 
Kasuri · Niko Canner · Orient Links  Co. LLC · Peter Cain · Peter Kellner · 
Rachel McAdams · Ralph & Dorothy Bahna · Sadeesh Raghavan · Samir 
Rath · Sean Phelan & Audrey Mandela · Shahzad Qasim · Sheryl & Dave 
Sandberg · Samuel M. Victor · Steve Smith · Susan Petersmeyer · Syed 
Babar Ali · Tahir Wahid · The Bernard and Anne Spitzer Charitable 
Trust · The Cohn Family Foundation · The globalislocal Fund · W.L. 
Lyons Brown Foundation · White & Case, LLP** · Zafar Siddiqi · Zafer 
Achi

Development Partners ($10,000+) 
Anonymous (15) · Abacus Wealth Partners, LLC Philanthropic Fund · 
Adventures of the Mind Foundation · Ajay Parekh · Alan Boyce · Alan 
Grossbard · Alec Hanson · Alexander Crable · Allegro Foundation · Anne 
Wade & Gil Hagan · Apax Foundation · Argosy Foundation · Ashutosh 
Garg · Asif Khaja · Asiff Hirjii & Sarah Wigglesworth · Balamurali 
Ambati · Barry McHugh ·  Benesse Holdings, Inc. · Better World Fund 
· Bill & Betsy Meehan · Bloomberg LP · Bobby & Madhavi Rao · Brad 
Rosenberg · Carolyn S. Brody · Cathrine S. Steck Foundation · Charles 
Melcher · Chicago for Acumen · Christine A. Jacobs Family Foundation 
· Coburn Ventures · Commonwealth Secretariat · Connie Steensma 

*Founding Partner 
**This organization also provides pro-bono support to Acumen 
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More money than ever is flowing into impact investing, yet many
entrepreneurs creating companies that serve the poor still find it difficult to raise
capital, particularly at the early stages of their company’s growth.   
By Sasha Dichter, Robert Katz, Harvey Koh, & Ashish Karamchandani 

Bihar is far from
the economic growth 
that has transformed 
Indian megacities like 
Mumbai, Delhi, and 
Chennai. It has the low-
est rate of economic ac-
tiv it y of any Indian 
state ($430 a year GDP 
per resident); between 
80 and 90 percent of its 
villages have no electric-
ity; and many of these 
villages are so remote 
that the government has 

declared them unreachable with the conventional electrical 
grid, consigning millions of people to darkness and poverty.

Gyanesh Pandey, Ratnesh Yadav, and Manoj Sinha knew 
there had to be a way to address this issue. In 2005, costs 
for producing renewable energy had been dropping glob-
ally, and they believed this represented an opportunity for 
Bihar to become part of India’s story of economic trans-
formation. They experimented with different sources of 
renewable power and ultimately settled on rice husks. Bihar 
is in India’s rice belt, and the husk left over from milling 
rice grains is not only plentiful, it is generally considered 
a waste product as well. By developing their own small, 

Closing 
the Pioneer 
Gap

p h o t o g r a p h  b y  h a r i k r i s h n a  k at r a g a d d a  / g r e e n p e a c e 
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Husk Power Systems, a grow-
ing social business, burns 
rice husks to generate power 
and provide electricity to 
low-income Indian villagers.



38     Stanford Social innovation review • Winter 2013

low-cost, rice husk-fired power generators, the team believed they 
could produce reliable, renewable, and affordable electricity for the 
70 million people who were off the grid.

The first plant the three social entrepreneurs built in 2007, using 
their own personal savings, looked modest. It produced just 30 to 
35 kilowatts of power, required three operators to keep it running 
eight hours a day, and delivered power to about 400 homes in the sur-
rounding village over low-voltage power lines strung up on bamboo 
poles. The economics of delivering power through this system were 
attractive, and the team believed that this new, small-scale design 
and mini-grid could be the key to lighting up rural India.

Although excited about the promise of the business, the team’s 
personal bank accounts were nearly depleted by the cost of devel-
oping and building this plant. With a business plan in hand, in 2007 
they entered and won three business plan competitions at the Uni-
versity of Texas, the University of Virginia, and the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, netting them $97,500 in prize money. They 
used this money to construct and operate a second power plant, pay 
their growing team, and continue their research and development.

The three entrepreneurs also began talking to potential investors 
about investing in their company, named Husk Power Systems. Al-
though there was some interest, the feedback they got was that the 
business was at an early stage and too risky for investment. The team 
was at an impasse. Between their personal savings and prize money 
they had invested nearly $170,000 into the company. They had two 
pilot sites up and running, providing about 800 customers in Bihar 
with access to clean and affordable power. But they still couldn’t 
raise the capital they needed to grow their business.

Husk’s story is not unique. Many other companies whose mis-
sion is providing the poor with critical products and services face 
similar challenges. Despite the growing numbers of impact inves-
tors and the billions of dollars pouring into social impact funds, 
entrepreneurs like Pandey, Yadav, and Sinha still have a tough time 
raising the money they need to grow their businesses. Philanthropy 
and prize money will only get them through the seed stage of devel-
opment and is not enough to adequately fund an ongoing business, 
yet few investors will fund a company like Husk in the early stages.

Although many impact investors care about social impact, their 
primary goal is to generate a significant return on their investments. 
And despite its social promise and the huge demand for its service, a 
social business like Husk faces a daunting set of challenges: poor in-
frastructure, customers with limited ability to pay, the challenges of 
attracting talented managers, and nonexistent supply chains. These 
barriers mean additional costs and additional risks, and early-stage 

investors will very rarely realize high financial returns on their in-
vestments to compensate them for taking on these risks.

As a result, most investors, even those who care about impact, 
choose either to avoid these companies altogether or to invest at a 
later stage when the execution risk is lower or when the risks are 
better understood. This means that early-stage companies like Husk 
find it difficult to raise capital to grow their business. This hampers 
the growth of the market, and, ultimately, keeps poor people from ac-
cessing high-quality goods and services that can improve their lives.

In many ways, the Husk story reminds us of the early days of 
microfinance: a social entrepreneur (Muhammad Yunus) willing 
to look beyond conventional wisdom and experiment with market-
based approaches (loans, not charity) to serve the poor (Bangladeshi 
women). It’s easy to forget how revolutionary an idea microfinance 
was, and how much time and money it took to go from the seed of 
an idea to a global industry that today serves hundreds of millions 
of poor people with a critical service to improve their lives.

The question that entrepreneurs, impact investors, and every-
one who believes that business can play a role in alleviating poverty 
must answer is this: What will it take to replicate the successes of 
microfinance in other critical areas such as drinking water, power, 
sanitation, agriculture, health care, housing, and education?

Rise of impact investing

Interest and activity in impact investing is booming. Since 2010, many 
of the major development agencies and development finance institu-
tions have either launched their own calls for impact investing pro-
posals or accelerated their direct investments into impact investment 
funds. In 2011 the Global Impact Investing Network and J.P. Morgan 
published a report predicting nearly $4 billion of impact investments 
in 2012, and as much as $1 trillion in the coming decade. At the 2012 
Giving Pledge conference, whose billionaire attendees have pledged 
to donate at least half their wealth to charity, impact investing was 
the “hottest topic,” according to The Economist. And a 2012 Credit 
Suisse report affirmed J.P. Morgan’s claim that impact investing is a 
$1 trillion-plus market opportunity. Although these predictions are 
at a minimum ambitious, and at a maximum wildly inflated, there is 
no doubt that impact investing has captured the world’s imagination 
much as microfinance did before it.

The promise of impact investing is undeniable, but we believe there 
is a growing disconnect between the difficult realities of building in-
clusive businesses that serve the poor and the promises being made 
by many of the newer, more aggressive funds and financial institu-
tions. Part of the reason for this disconnect is definitional. Clearly, 
when J.P. Morgan and Credit Suisse talk about a $1 trillion impact 
investment market they are using the broadest of definitions. Much 
of the capital that now qualifies as “impact investing” is invested 
in more traditional businesses in developing markets (such as real 
estate, large-scale infrastructure, shopping malls, and aluminum 
factories), a trend that has been going on for decades and that has 
accelerated because of the strong economic growth in many devel-
oping countries. In addition, there’s been a huge growth in clean 
tech investing (which some include in their definition of impact 
investing): According to a 2012 McKinsey & Co. report, up to $1.2 
trillion could be invested in solar alone over the next decade. But 

S a sh a Dich t er  is chief innovation officer at Acumen Fund, heading up work in 
impact, leadership, and business development. He is also a blogger on generosity, 
philanthropy, and social change.

Rober t K at z  is an MBA candidate at the Stanford Graduate School of Business. 
Previously, Katz was knowledge manager at Acumen Fund, where he led research 
on Acumen’s portfolio companies and the impact investing sector.

H a r v e y Koh  is an associate partner at Monitor Group based in Mumbai. He is 
a leader in the Monitor Inclusive Markets India unit, focusing on the low-income 
housing and clean drinking water programs. 

A sh ish K a r a mch a n da n i  is a partner at Monitor Group based in Mumbai. After 
seven years leading Monitor’s Indian consulting business, he founded Monitor In-
clusive Markets to catalyze market-based solutions to social problems.
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We pored over reams of data, including detailed social, opera-
tional, and financial performance information from Acumen’s port-
folio as well as detailed reports on capital sources, including grants 
and subsidies. With early data in hand, we tested our hypotheses 
and initial findings by conducting extended interviews with more 
than 60 sector experts—investors, entrepreneurs, policymakers, 
and donors. Because we had access to the full Acumen database, we 
conducted deep-dive investigations into more than 20 companies, 
the first time an impact investor has submitted its portfolio results 
for this kind of external analysis.

Building an inclusive Business

One of the first things we learned is that creating and growing a 
company like Husk is difficult, much more difficult than building a 
traditional business. These social entrepreneurs are truly pioneers. 
Not only are they aiming to provide new products and services to 
customers with both low incomes and an appropriate aversion to 
changing long-standing practices, these entrepreneurs also need to 
overcome the additional challenges of poor physical infrastructure, 
underdeveloped value chains, and thin pools of skilled labor to build 
their businesses. As a result, costs rise, time horizons lengthen, and 
roadblocks come up—all of which can be overcome, but it takes 
time and money to do so.

For Husk, for example, building a mini power plant that could 
generate energy from burning rice husks was challenging enough. 
But to make the innovation commercially viable the company had 
to develop a consistent source of rice husk, string wires on bamboo 
poles to connect every house in the village, create an electronic me-
tering and payment system for customers with no credit history, and 
create Husk Power University to recruit and train the mechanics, 
engineers, and operators needed to run the plants. Although a new 
power company in a developed market would just build a plant or re-
brand and resell power, Husk had to build a fully vertically integrated 
company that does everything from sourcing feedstock to produc-
ing power to deliver to people’s homes to collecting payment. Each 
of these pieces of the value chain is critical to Husk’s commercial 
viability, but they layer on additional direct costs and add degrees 
of difficulty to the successful execution of the company’s business 
plan. From an investor’s perspective, that means higher costs and 
more execution risk without larger financial returns, because Husk’s 
customers, even if there might be millions of them, have a limited 

ability to pay for power.
To better understand Husk’s evolution, 

consider the four stages of development 
that a new, pioneering enterprise under-
goes: blueprint, validate, prepare, and scale. 
(See “Scaling a Business” at left.) Pioneer-
ing social entrepreneurs have an idea and 
develop plans—a rough blueprint—for 
a business that could disrupt the status 
quo and make a dent in a big problem. The 
entrepreneurs then take their ideas and 
begin market tests that require multiple 
rounds of trials to prototype, refine, and 
validate the business model, to learn that 

only a small subset of these funds is investing in social businesses 
like Husk that target low-income customers in developing countries.

A broad definition of impact investing is in many ways appropriate 
because nearly all of this capital has the potential to create positive 
impacts on society. But a broad definition also masks the fact that 
most funds—even those that talk about fighting poverty—bypass 
the more difficult, longer-term, and less financially lucrative invest-
ments that directly benefit the poor, and instead gravitate toward 
the easier, quicker, and more financially lucrative opportunities that 
target broader segments of society.

Today, only a small subset of impact investing funds are willing to 
take on the high risks and low- to mid-single digit annual returns that 
come with investing in these markets. This is particularly surprising 
given the actual track record of the global venture capital industry. 
According to a recent study by the Kauffman Foundation analyzing 
the investment returns of its $250 million invested in 100 venture 
capital funds, only a third of these funds exceeded the returns avail-
able in the public markets and, as an overall conclusion, “the aver-
age venture capital fund fails to return investor capital after fees.” 
If Kauffman’s experience is representative, it suggests that venture 
capital investing has not adequately compensated limited partners 
for the high risk and low liquidity of these investments. Nevertheless 
the rhetoric in impact investing is that “market” rates of net return 
should be 10 to 15 percent per year or higher.

Realities on the gRound

To better understand the subsector of impact investors and other 
funders that focus primarily on supporting companies that directly 
address long-standing social inequities, especially global poverty, 
we undertook a research project funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation. Specifically, we wanted to understand the sources of 
capital available to early-stage entrepreneurs focused on low-income 
markets, why it is still so difficult for them to raise money, and what 
it takes to scale up new businesses in these markets.

Our starting point was the research that Monitor Inclusive Mar-
kets (a unit of Monitor Group) had already undertaken of more than 
700 businesses in India and sub-Saharan Africa. We then conducted 
a broad overview of the impact investing market—mostly at the fund 
level to understand investment strategies—and then undertook an 
in-depth look at Acumen Fund’s $77 million investment portfolio in 
71 companies in India, Pakistan, and East and West Africa.

Scaling a Business
1. BluepRint 2. validate 3. pRepaRe 4. scale

● Understand cus-
tomer needs

● Develop initial cus-
tomer proposition

● Develop business 
plan

● Develop core tech-
nologies and prod-
uct or service 
prototypes

● Conduct market 
trials

● Test business model 
assumptions

● Refine business 
model, technolo-
gies, and product or 
service

● Stimulate customer 
awareness and 
demand

● Develop supply 
chains upstream and 
downstream

● Build organizational 
capability to scale up 
systems, talent, and 
plant

● Move into new geog-
raphies and market 
segments

● Invest in assets and 
talent

● Enhance systems 
and processes

● Exploit scale 
efficiencies

● Respond to 
competitors

http://www.kauffman.org/research-and-policy/we-have-met-the-enemy-and-he-is-us.aspx
http://www.mim.monitor.com/downloads/Blueprint_To_Scale/From%20Blueprint%20to%20Scale%20-%20Case%20for%20Philanthropy%20in%20Impact%20Investing_Full%20report.pdf
http://www.mim.monitor.com/
http://www.mim.monitor.com/
http://www.acumenfund.org/ten/
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the product or service works and that customers are willing to buy it 
at a price that will provide a sufficient return to support the company 
in the long term. Next, the company needs to prepare for growth, both 
internally (for example, strengthening the executive team, board, 
governance, and operating systems) and externally (for example, 
stimulating customer demand for its products and establishing effec-
tive distribution channels to get its products to the customer). Only 
then is the company in a position to scale up the business.

the pioneeR gap

One of the most striking findings of our research is that few impact 
investors are willing to invest in companies targeting the poor, 
and even fewer are willing to invest at the early stages of the cre-
ation of these businesses, a problem that we call the Pioneer Gap. 
Monitor found that only six of the 84 funds investing in Africa of-
fer early-stage capital. This finding was confirmed by interviews 
we conducted with nearly 30 impact investors: The overwhelming 
majority of these funds and advisors expressed a strong preference 
for investing in the later stage of a company’s development—scale—
after commercial viability had been established and preferably once 
market conditions were well prepared for growth.

The reason this happens is twofold. The first is ideological, the 
belief that by definition anything that uses investing tools must hit 
market rates of return—without a clear definition of which market 
those returns are based on. The second reason is structural: Most 
of the money going into impact investing still relies on traditional 
fund structures with traditional return expectations. Funders look 
to investors to realize significant financial returns and create social 
impact, but in practice the financial returns nearly always come first 
for funds with external sources of capital.

What our research uncovered is that although there certainly are 
many businesses with positive social impact and promising financial 
prospects, businesses that directly serve the poor nearly always oper-
ate in environments that make outsized financial returns extremely 
unlikely. At Husk, for example, the costs of building out each piece 
of the supply chain may never provide financial returns for inves-
tors, and yet without Husk or someone else taking on these costs, 
the business will never grow and millions of Biharis will continue 
to live without power.

Viewed through a purely financial lens, the decision not to in-
vest in Husk at a very early stage makes sense. The early stages of a 
social business are beset with complexities—all the challenges of a 
traditional startup, multiplied by the very difficult operating envi-
ronment—and a potential investor will be unlikely to realize out-
sized financial returns within an acceptable time frame (typically 
five to seven years). Viewed through an impact lens, however, this 
approach makes no sense. Impact investing was meant to fill the gap 
faced by companies like Husk. And although there is certainly much 
more capital available than there was just five years ago, most of it 
is for later-stage investing.

Understanding these limitations, early-stage social businesses tend 
to look to other sources of funding, particularly grants. Our analysis 
shows that most social businesses—whether in Acumen’s portfolio or 
in the broader landscape surveyed by Monitor—had received mean-
ingful grant support early in their development. Of the 71 companies 

in Acumen Fund’s portfolio, 67 received grants at the blueprint, vali-
date, or prepare stages. These grants paid for the market development 
costs that companies serving the poor must meet in order to function.

Husk provides an excellent example of the role strategic grants 
play in building an early-stage social business. Pandey, Yadav, and 
Sinha had established a blueprint for providing off-grid power in 
Bihar, but were having limited success raising early-stage capital to 
complete the validate stage of their growth. In 2008, with two power 
systems up and running, the Husk team met Simon Desjardins, pro-
gram manager of the Shell Foundation’s Access to Energy program. 
Desjardins’s goal was to bring modern energy to low-income com-
munities by backing promising ventures in emerging economies, 
and Husk seemed to fit the bill.

Fortunately for Husk, Desjardins was not a traditional program 
officer, and Shell was not a traditional grantmaker. Rather than 
simply make a grant to Husk to help it provide power to more vil-
lages, Desjardins asked an atypical question: How could grants help 
Husk get to a point where it would be more attractive to investors? 
Desjardins and the Husk team set out to determine what investors 
would need to see in order to fund Husk. They agreed that investors 
expected the team to have more plants in place, to lower the cost of 
each plant, and to demonstrate the ability to build plants and sign 
up customers more quickly and efficiently.

So Shell’s grants were tied to Husk hitting a series of operational 
milestones. The first grant called for Husk to build three additional 
plants in six months—faster than they had built them before—and 
maintain consistent uptime at each plant. Later grants pushed the 
company to reduce the cost of building a plant, develop a proprie-
tary payment system, build local mini-grids, create and implement 
health, safety, and environmental safeguards, and establish Husk 
Power University. In total, Shell gave Husk Power $2.3 million in 
grants between 2008 and 2011 to hit these milestones.

In addition to the Shell grants, Husk benefited from a new policy 
by the Indian Ministry of New and Renewable Energy to give a capi-
tal subsidy to companies providing power to off-grid villages. This 
significantly reduced Husk’s out-of-pocket costs to build a plant 
and helped individual plants reach profitability within an accept-
able time horizon.

Meanwhile, from 2007 to 2009 Husk stayed in active conversa-
tion with Acumen and other potential investors. By late 2008, with 
10 plants in place and having hit nearly all of the milestones called 
for in the early Shell grants, Husk was finally ready to attract impact 
investors. The company was still small—with fewer than 10 plants 
serving a few thousand households—and years away from profit-
ability, so the risks were still high. Yet Husk had enough of a track 
record to attract a $1.65 million pre-Series A round of investment led 
by Acumen Fund, with participation by LGT Venture Philanthropy, 
Bamboo Finance, and Draper Fisher Jurvetson.

Since 2009, Husk has grown from 10 to 75 plants and is on track 
to open hundreds more in the coming years. Strategic grants, a well-
executed public subsidy program, and investor capital came together 
to help Husk’s team reach these impressive milestones.

enteRpRise philanthRopy

Husk’s early growth required a combination of founder money, 

http://www.shellfoundation.org/pages/core_lines.php?p=corelines_inside_content&page=excelerate&subpage=Special%20Feature
http://www.mnre.gov.in/
http://www.lgtvp.com/
http://www.bamboofinance.com/
http://www.dfj.com/
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targeted grants aimed at achieving specific operational milestones, 
public subsidy, and impact-focused investors willing to take an early 
bet on a promising young company. Across the Acumen portfolio 
we see the most successful companies walk a similar path, balanc-
ing the needs of multiple stakeholders and finding creative ways to 
attract different types of capital at different stages of their growth. 
(See “Successful Enterprise Grantmaking” above.)

One of the most critical sources of funding at the early stages of a 
company’s growth was from what we call “enterprise philanthropy.” 
This kind of philanthropy—exemplified by the grants given by the 
Shell Foundation—provide grants along with ongoing, hands-on 
support to help companies move from the blueprint through the 
validate stage of their development. Enterprise philanthropists are 
not only willing to make grants, they are also willing to invest time 
and money in social businesses at the early stage of their growth. By 
doing so they are helping firms bridge the Pioneer Gap.

Not every grant to a company qualifies as enterprise philanthropy. 
A successful enterprise grant will accelerate the development of a 
social business and position the business to take on investor capital. 
Enterprise philanthropy, as distinct from traditional grantmaking, 
has four distinct characteristics: an aligned purpose; a focus on a 
profitable proposition; clear progression through operating milestones; 
and persistence through the many cycles of iteration of a new busi-
ness model. (See “The Four P’s of Enterprise Philanthropy” on p. 43.)

In our research we saw examples of successful enterprise grants 
as well as other grants to companies that clearly failed. When the 

grants failed, it often was because there wasn’t an alignment of pur-
pose between grantmaker, investors, and the company, or the grant 
did not help the company get to a profitable proposition. Enterprise 
grantmaking is difficult in practice. It requires a high degree of en-
gagement and successful management of previously strange bedfel-
lows (donors, entrepreneurs, and investors).

It is therefore not surprising that giving grants to a business is not 
something that most philanthropists are used to doing. If anything, 
enterprise grantmaking runs counter to traditional philanthropic 
practice. In Shell’s case, grant money was used to build a local tal-
ent pool, develop metering systems, and create safety standards and 
practice—costly investments in the value chain that a traditional 
power company in the developed world would not have to make. 
Although Shell understood the potentially catalytic effect of these 
targeted grants, most grantmakers would not feel comfortable giv-
ing grants that don’t have a direct impact on villagers’ lives.

BRidging the pioneeR gap

The reason the Pioneer Gap exists is the persistent misalignment 
between the demands of investor capital and the economic reali-
ties of building businesses that serve low-income customers. The 
risks of investing in these types of businesses are simply too high 
and the financial payoffs too low to consistently realize funds’ ex-
pected returns.

Philanthropy and other grant capital, including public fund-
ing, have an important role to play in closing this gap. As the Husk 

Successful Enterprise Grantmaking
company company 

descRiption
gRant type gRant descRiption outcomes

gulu agricultural 
development  
company (Uganda)

Cotton ginnery 
with extensive 
smallholder farmer 
outreach

Training & 
development

Grant from the Danish International 
Development Agency used to train and 
certify 10,000 smallholder cotton and 
sesame farmers as organic

Farmer incomes increased by an  
average of 140 percent 

visionspring 
(Global) 

Manufacture and 
sales of low-cost 
reading glasses

Business model 
innovation

Grants from the Mulago Foundation, 
the Jasmine Charitable Trust, IADB, and 
others focused on piloting optical shops 
and mobile eye vans in addition to the 
original “Vision Entrepreneur” model

90 percent of optical shops’ costs  
covered by sales

Mobile van sales increased 200 
percent

lifespring  
hospitals (India) 

Low-cost, high- 
quality maternal 
care hospital chain

Training & 
development; process 
improvements

Grants from the Nike Foundation and 
the Rockefeller Foundation to study 
clinical practices and train nurses more 
effectively

Incidence of cesarean section reduced 
50 percent

Increased retention of skilled nurses

Western seed  
company (Kenya)

Plant breeders and 
producers of hybrid 
maize seed and 
dissemination to 
smallholder farmers

Market creation Grants from the Africa Enterprise 
Challenge Fund to create a direct 
access sales program that reached 
farther into rural areas, bringing access 
to previously unserved farmers

More than 40,000 farmers reached 
through the direct access sales 
channel

national Rural  
support  
programme 
(Pakistan) 

Agricultural  
microfinance bank

Technical assistance Grants from the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation and IFC helped NRSP 
successfully spin off a for-profit 
microfinance bank in 2010

NRSP Bank has provided agriculture  
financing to more than 120,000  
smallholder farmers since 2010

international  
development  
enterprises–india 
(India)

Promotes agricultural 
technologies for 
smallholder farmers

Market creation Grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation paid for extensive 
marketing efforts in rural areas to 
create demand for drip irrigation

Significant sales increases for drip 
irrigation and manually operated pedal 
pump

http://www.acumenfund.org/investment/gulu-agricultural-development-company.html
http://www.acumenfund.org/investment/gulu-agricultural-development-company.html
http://www.acumenfund.org/investment/gulu-agricultural-development-company.html
http://um.dk/en/danida-en/
http://um.dk/en/danida-en/
http://www.visionspring.org/home/home.php
http://www.mulagofoundation.org/
http://www.jasmine.org.nz/
http://www.iadb.org/en/inter-american-development-bank,2837.html
http://www.lifespring.in/
http://www.lifespring.in/
http://nikeinc.com/pages/the-nike-foundation/
http://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/
http://www.westernseedcompany.com/
http://www.westernseedcompany.com/
http://www.aecfafrica.org/
http://www.aecfafrica.org/
http://nrsp.org.pk/
http://nrsp.org.pk/
http://nrsp.org.pk/
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/Pages/home.aspx
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/Pages/home.aspx
http://www1.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/corp_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/home
http://www.ide-india.org/
http://www.ide-india.org/
http://www.ide-india.org/
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example illustrates, direct grants to the company and a government 
subsidy program both played significant roles in accelerating the 
growth of the business without distorting the end market for af-
fordable power in rural Bihar.

The big question is whether enterprise philanthropy can grow 
large enough to meet the need. Enterprise grantmaking is hard to 
do, it often requires hands-on support and high engagement, and it 
is different enough from traditional grantmaking that it will feel very 
foreign to most grantmakers. It is hard to imagine a world in which 
billions or tens of billions of dollars of enterprise philanthropy flow 
into the sector as direct grants. The challenge is not just the avail-
ability of philanthropic capital and the mindset shift that would 
have to occur on the part of grantmakers, it is also that an entire 
infrastructure of enterprise grantmakers, on the ground and able 
to work directly with companies, would have to be built globally. 
This is certainly possible, but it is daunting.

A complementary solution to addressing the Pioneer Gap is to 
increase the supply of impact investment capital whose risk/return 
profile is aligned with the realities of early-stage companies in remote, 
underserved markets. Despite the rhetoric of the impact investing 
sector, our interviews affirm that most impact investors won’t invest 
in the early stage. And why would they? Most impact investment 
funds are backed by limited partners who expect returns of 10 to 
15 percent per year or higher. Although there’s no doubt that some 
risky early-stage ventures with huge potential social impact will offer 
these levels of financial return, our research shows that most of these 
early-stage companies do not offer a sufficiently attractive invest-
ment proposition to hit this financial benchmark across a portfolio.

The clear solution is to create more investment funds that have 
more moderate financial return targets—for example, 5 percent 
per year or lower. These funds, whether investment capital or phi-
lanthropy, would be designed to look for the highest social return; 
those structured as investment funds would hit a minimum thresh-
old of financial return. This orientation would be the exact opposite 
of what is predominantly happening in today’s impact investing 
market, where financial returns are paramount and firms must hit 
minimum social impact targets.

What might such funds look like? The simplest and most attrac-
tive approach is for limited partners to make their social impact the-
sis more rigorous and explicit and then offer capital to investment 
funds that will commit to hitting these social targets while offering 
a more modest rate of financial return. To make this work, the in-
vestment committees of the major institutional funders—many of 
them government bodies funded by public monies—would have to 
be comfortable having a subset of their investment capital explic-
itly structured to tolerate lower financial returns in order to achieve 
more aggressive social impact targets.

Another approach would be to build more blended investment 
funds that combine investment capital with philanthropic or techni-
cal support funding. For example, a new $50 million investment fund 
could also raise a $10 million philanthropic fund—this approach is 
similar to the recent fund raised by Grassroots Business Fund. The 
advantage of this structure is that it gives the investors freedom to 
deploy targeted grant capital to their investees, much like the Shell 
Foundation did for Husk Power Systems. In addition, by having the 

investor provide both the grant and investment capital, getting align-
ment of purpose toward creating a profitable business proposition 
is a more straightforward undertaking. The challenge of course is 
that most investors are not adept at raising philanthropy, and many 
philanthropic funders do not want to feel they are subsidizing inves-
tors’ returns. So, although conceptually attractive, this approach has 
some limitations in practice unless individual investors prove more 
willing to provide both investment and grant capital.

Finally, at the most aggressive end of the impact spectrum, more 
funds could be created that are backed by philanthropic capital. Acu-
men Fund is one such model, as is any fund created from private 
capital that doesn’t have an explicit return expectation to external 
investors. Such philanthropically backed funds have the most flex-
ibility to take early-stage risk and to test the limits of where markets 
will work to solve some of the toughest social issues.

Although it is easy to describe each of the three solutions above, 
it is difficult to make more of this funding materialize in practice. 
Investment committees are slow to change their investment theses 
and their risk tolerance, and it is challenging for a limited partner 
thousands of miles away from an investment to be able to distin-
guish between the kinds of impact different funds will actually 
have on the ground—meaning higher-return funds can look like 
they represent limited trade-offs in terms of impact. Harder still is 
to increase the supply of philanthropy, both because philanthropy 
is always difficult to raise and, more challenging still, because the 
growing orthodoxy is that impact investing can and should be 
funded by traditional investor capital.

One way to attack this problem is to have more fund managers 
and more funders experimenting with fund structures that more di-
rectly and appropriately align fund partners with the fund’s impact 
objectives: rather than use traditional fund structures that provide 
incentives to maximize fund returns (through carry), create funds 
that explicitly aim to maximize social impact while requiring a lower 
minimum return on invested capital. For example, a fund could 
have a bonus structure whose sole payout mechanism is a function 
of hitting social impact targets, instead of specific financial targets.

More broadly, the sector needs a mindset shift. For the impact 
investing sector to reach its potential, it needs to return to first 
principles and articulate what kind of impact we aim to create for 
which populations. Our research has shown us that unless we create 
a structural shift in the supply of capital, the Pioneer Gap will persist; 
businesses that most aggressively target the most difficult-to-reach 
people and the toughest social problems will continue to struggle 
for funding; and “impact” will be loosely defined rather than a core 
purpose of nearly all impact investing funds.

the futuRe of impact investing

The growing interest in impact investing is a sign of an emerging 
consensus: the time has come to use the tools of business and invest-
ing to achieve social good. In the froth of excitement surrounding 
impact investing, however, we worry that a limited notion of the 
tools of impact investing may be hamstringing its goal: to build and 
scale organizations that help to solve big social problems.

A close look at impact investing reveals myriad investing goals, 
theories of change, and financial return expectations. It is early enough 

Profitable Proposition

Purpose

Progression

Persistence

http://www.gbfund.org/
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in the life of the sector that no one philosophy or approach can con-
fidently claim to achieve the greatest impact per dollar invested. But 
for any of these approaches to flourish, we need much more clarity 
about our definitions of success. Impact investing was created as a 
reaction to the limitations of single bottom line investing, yet ironi-
cally many of the newest impact investing funds have traditional 
private equity fund structures that expect high financial returns 
and that compensate fund partners on these financial returns with-
out any explicit aim or incentive for achieving social impact targets.

At Acumen, the investing in impact investing has always been a 
means, not an end in itself. For most other funds that cannot be the 
case because of investor demands for high financial returns. One of 
the risks we face is that more and more of the capital coming into 
impact investing has impact as a secondary goal. Our research in-
dicates that it is difficult if not impossible to have impact as a pri-
mary goal while generating consistent capital growth for limited 
partners. Driven by the traditional fund structures and return ex-
pectations, many fund managers will have no choice but to screen 

out all investments that promise anything 
less than significant capital growth. With 
that as a first screen they will quickly dis-
cover that they cannot invest in many of 
the most innovative, early-stage, high-
potential businesses.

The result will be that the Pioneer Gap 
will persist, and many of the most promis-
ing social businesses will have to improvise 
to raise money. Philanthropic grants can 
play an important role in funding early-
stage companies, but we worry that they 
do not have sufficient funds to meet the 
needs of the sector. Targeted government 
subsidies and funding can also play a role, 
but they have to date also proven to be 
insufficient. Without a structural change 
in the capital market for social businesses 
that attracts more impact investors, many 
will fail to bridge this gap.

The problem is not one of will. Many 
new and existing impact investors are do-
ing this work because they care profoundly 
about social impact. But there are two ma-
jor barriers to creating a well-functioning 
impact investing marketplace. The first is 
ideology—the simple notion that any in-
vestment involving trade-offs or submarket 
rates of return inherently is bad investing 
and is unsustainable. The second is a lack 
of imagination on the part of funders to 
create products that match the real needs 
in the marketplace.

Over the course of our study we heard 
a lot of frustration. Impact investors are 
frustrated that there are not enough in-
vestment-ready companies, which makes 

it hard for them to meet their stated financial and social goals. So-
cial entrepreneurs are frustrated because in the early stages of the 
company’s development, when they need money most, impact in-
vestors won’t invest. The market has incredible potential, but this 
potential will be realized only if investing capital can align itself 
with the realities on the ground. And until the enabling environ-
ment for pioneering social businesses changes radically—until we 
have better infrastructure, deeper talent pools, and more proven 
business models—investors will not be financially compensated 
for the risks they take.

Impact investing has come far as a sector. Just a decade ago, the 
notion that philanthropy could be used for investment was unheard 
of. The idea that direct grants to a for-profit company could be a 
mainstream strategy to fight poverty would have seemed absurd. 
The idea that pursuing social impact could be incorporated in an 
investing strategy—whether in public or private markets—was seen 
as a fringe notion. So much has become mainstream, so much more 
is possible, but only if we realize that we are just at the beginning. n

The Four P’s of Enterprise Philanthropy
All the stakeholders who fund a new enterprise must be aligned in their purpose. 
This isn’t always the case. For example, in 2007, Acumen co-invested in a promis-

ing microinsurance business in Pakistan, the First Microinsurance Agency (FMiA) along with 
the Aga Khan Agency for Microfinance and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. These three 
organizations’ seemingly complementary motivations weren’t closely enough aligned to create 
a successful enterprise. The Gates Foundation grant allowed the business to grow quickly with-
out compelling the company to be financially viable. Aga Khan was primarily focused on pro-
viding quality insurance coverage to a geographically focused clientele, which made it difficult 
for the company to refocus when the business opportunity in Karachi seemed more promising. 
Ultimately, the business suspended operations and was acquired by New Jubilee, a large insur-
ance provider. Poor alignment of purpose among FMiA’s three main capital providers was part 
of what kept this business from thriving on its own.   

Grants can play an important role in covering certain costs as-
sociated with startup and market creation, but using grants to 

directly subsidize the end price of the product to consumers will undermine the long-term vi-
ability of the business. In the case of Husk, the Shell Foundation grants were never used to sub-
sidize the price of power to the end user. Even the capital subsidy from the Indian government, 
which shortened the breakeven time for individual plants, required the company to set a price 
that covered all plant operating costs and corporate overhead.  

Enterprise philanthropy can help a firm along the path from blueprint to scale 
by using milestones to chart the progress toward viability. At Husk, the Shell 

Foundation grants were made in four tranches: before the next tranche could be released, the 
company had to show progress toward specific business milestones. Of course, it is not always 
easy to toe the line on progression—Husk came close to running out of money a number of 
times along its way. But the company’s ability to hit these milestones was crucial to its ability to 
make a convincing pitch to the first round of impact investors. 

Developing new business models in any market is hard work. The microfinance 
model took many years and billions of dollars of subsidy before it took hold as a 

financially self-sustaining, even profitable, business. Why, then, do many impact investors expect 
their portfolio companies to achieve breakeven and profitability in a short time, often two or three 
years? The challenge of building a new business serving customers who have never had a func-
tioning market for many products and services is that time horizons can be long. The question in-
vestors and entrepreneurs must answer is how to demonstrate enough progress to know that a 
new, innovative solution has the potential to become a sustainable business serving millions.

Profitable Proposition

Purpose

Progression

Persistence



10 THINGS WE’VE LEARNED ABOUT TACKLING GLOBAL POVERTY

 1. Dignity is more important to the human spirit than wealth.
 2. Neither grants nor markets alone will solve the problems of poverty.
 3. Poverty is a description of someone’s economic situation, 
  it does not describe who someone is.
 4. We won’t succeed in the long term without cultivating local leaders,  
  local money, and strong local communities.
 5.  Great people, every time, no exceptions.
 6.  Great technology alone is not the answer.
 7.  If failing is not an option, you’ve ruled out success as well.
 8.  Governments rarely invent solutions, but they can scale what works.
 9.  There is no currency like trust, and there are no shortcuts to earning it.
 10. Patient capital investing is built upon a system of values;  
  it is not a series of steps to be followed.

Acumen Fund is working to create a world beyond poverty by investing in companies, 
leaders, and the spread of ideas.   We invest patient capital in business models that 
deliver critical, affordable goods and services to the world’s poor, improving the lives 
of millions. Since 2001, Acumen Fund has invested more than $65 million in enter-
prises that provide access to water, health, alternative energy, housing and agricul-
tural services for low-income customers in South Asia and Africa.   We are building a 
global community of emerging leaders that believe in creating a more inclusive world 
through the tools of both business and philanthropy. We can create better systems to 
enable people to help themselves – and if we can, we must.

Nothing about this work is easy.  We are proud of our accomplishments over the last 
ten years, but we’ve learned at least as much from our struggles along the way.  While 
we know we don’t have all the answers, there are some important truths we have 
discovered in doing this work.  These truths will guide our work in the next decade 
and beyond.

HERE ARE THINGS WE HAVE LEARNED TO BE TRUE.



DIGNITY IS mORE ImPORTANT TO THE HUmAN SPIRIT THAN WEALTH.

“Poverty” is not just about money. What keeps people from realizing their full poten-
tial is lack of choice and opportunity.  It is this choice – this dignity – that human be-
ings crave.  Over the last ten years we have learned that working towards this funda-
mental idea of dignity is inherently more difficult, complex, and messy than working 
on solving a single technical problem.  It demands letting go of the notion of solving 
problems for poor people.  It requires listening to the poor as agents who want to 
change their own lives.  Most importantly, it requires that we unfailingly, uncompro-
misingly address people’s full humanity. This is where dignity starts for us all.

NEITHER GRANTS NOR mARKETS ALONE WILL SOLVE THE 
PROBLEmS Of POVERTY 

In traditional aid, the lack of real feedback loops to donors and donor agencies si-
lences the voice of the customer.  When this happens we lose a crucial instrument in 
designing solutions that really work for the poor.  At the other end of the spectrum, 
traditional venture capital and private equity put investors’ demands first, even when 
this undermines customers’ needs or bypasses the poor altogether.  

We are not going to solve the problems of poverty by just pouring money on them, 
nor can we sit back and let markets take their course and pretend that billions of poor 
people’s lives will be transformed by an invisible hand.  This isn’t about “trade versus 
aid,” it’s about building systems that encourage – indeed demand – real, sustained, and 
honest engagement with low income people as active participants in their lives. 

Patient capital makes markets work for the poor by balancing seemingly competing 
aims: it is an investing approach with long time horizons, because the companies we 
invest in build markets where they’ve never worked before; it focuses on financial sus-
tainability but incorporates grants and smart subsidies; it uses markets not to maxi-
mize profits but as a listening device, because when someone has the choice to pay 
for a product (even at a subsidized price) she has the chance to have a say about what 
she desires, what she feels is worthwhile, what she does and does not want.  
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“What keeps people from realizing their full potential is lack of choice and opportunity.”
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POVERTY IS A DESCRIPTION Of SOmEONE’S ECONOmIC SITUATION; IT DOES 
NOT DESCRIBE WHO SOmEONE IS.  

Low-income people face a different set of constraints because of their economic situ-
ation, but they make decisions, like everyone, that are based on status and beauty and 
avoidance of risk, and not just “what’s good for them.”  

We know that small-scale farmers are risk averse for very good reasons: every season they 
must risk everything they own to scratch out a barely sustainable wage (if they are lucky).   
We have seen that price matters, but sometimes charging too little – even in very low-
income communities – can signal poor quality.  We have watched wealthy people pretend 
they are poorer than they are to save money, and seen poor people pay more to be seen 
as wealthier, to save face, to bring extra care to their mother or child.  We have seen that 
people will pay for convenience – to have safe water delivered – but they will not always 
pay for maintenance of something that belongs to the community. 

All of this we have learned because we focus on the customer not as someone with a 
series of problems to be solved, but, every day and always, as a full human being. 

WE WON’T SUCCEED IN THE LONG TERm WITHOUT CULTIVATING LOCAL 
LEADERS, LOCAL mONEY, AND STRONG LOCAL COmmUNITIES

Institutions and leadership will always outlast the money spent on any particular program.  
Yet all too often, poverty alleviation programs are designed in conference rooms half a 
world away, with local buy-in bolted on all too late in the process. Worse, too often good 
programs are cut off after funds are spent, not for lack of success but because decisions 
are far removed from local realities, based on incentives that have nothing to do with 
needs on the ground.   

Acumen Fund doesn’t create the “next great idea” – we look for entrepreneurs with a 
powerful innovation and the drive and skills to make it happen.   We build strong teams 
in the countries where we work and surround them with the support, intellect, and full 
investment of local business and thought leaders – including, increasingly, local funding.   

This is what it takes to solve the toughest problems of poverty: robust local solutions 
whose long-term viability is based not on the decisions of a faraway funder but because they 
have deep, lasting support from local teams, local capital, and, most importantly, millions of 
local customers. This approach can take longer to execute, but it’s the only one that lasts.
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GREAT PEOPLE, EVERY TImE, NO ExCEPTIONS. 

Great business ideas are just that – ideas. The real work is the drive and passion to  
execute in challenging environments. 

Hundreds of business plans cross our desks every year, and we’ve learned that nothing 
comes close to mattering as much as the entrepreneur and her team. A business plan,  
an innovative product, money in the bank – these are all secondary. 

We are looking for world-class leaders who break every mold and are willing to walk 
through walls to solve a pressing problem for their customers. These leaders are tough, 
disciplined and unrelenting; they are also empathetic, open-hearted and patient. They 
must have exceptional financial skills, operational skills and what we call moral imagi-
nation: the ability to put yourself in another’s shoes and build solutions based on her 
perspective. 

These leaders are rare. And we know it. So we choose them carefully and consciously 
invest in them – in our portfolio companies, in our Global and Regional Fellows, and  
in the Acumen Fund team.

Too much development work assumes programs and policies matter more than leader-
ship, but leadership matters most of all.

GREAT TECHNOLOGY ALONE IS NOT THE ANSWER

We often say, “Build it and they won’t come.”   

Our office is littered with “the next great technology” – water filters, cookstoves, you 
name it – that have gone nowhere.   Occasionally a new product—like the Rotavirus  
vaccine or the long-lasting anti-malarial bednet—can truly move the needle, especially  
for large-scale problems that require a single, public intervention.  Usually, though, tech-
nology isn’t enough.  No matter how great a new product is for the poor, it almost never 
sells itself.  People buy services that they understand: they don’t buy technologies alone.

Innovations in delivery – which require genuine input from customers, working partner-
ships with distributors, and getting economic incentives right – are often more important 
than elegant designs.  No matter how great an invention is, the business has to function 
in the real world where dealers, distributors, business partners, employees, and especially 
customers must vote in favor of your product each and every day. 
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If fAILING IS NOT AN OPTION, YOU’VE RULED OUT SUCCESS AS WELL

We won’t pull tens of millions of people out of poverty with a comprehensive ten-point 
plan.  Plans written by experts can crash and burn when faced with the shifting realities 
of the marketplace, and even the best interventions must be designed to evolve if they  
are to go from good to great. 

At Acumen we invest in innovative models for tackling major social problems.  Every 
investment we make is risky, and a number have failed or fallen short of their goals: a 
company with a promising technology that failed to build robust distribution and market-
ing systems; a pharmacy chain targeting the urban poor that failed to manage for growth 
and ran out of capital; an investment where we discovered - too late - that our values were 
not aligned, forcing us to exit.  

Creating new blueprints for social change requires taking bets on innovative business 
models, on sometimes-untested entrepreneurs, and on emerging leaders.  We reach far, 
and sometimes we come up short.  What’s important is learning from these failures and 
using them to get better at what we do.  Openness to failing opens us up to the possibility 
of real, groundbreaking success.

GOVERNmENTS RARELY INVENT SOLUTIONS, BUT THEY CAN 
SCALE WHAT WORKS

Acumen Fund was created based on the belief that the public sector alone won’t solve 
large-scale problems of poverty.  We have always been big believers in the power of mar-
kets, and in the early years of Acumen we and our investees steered clear of major govern-
ment partnerships.  

Yet our thinking has changed as we’ve seen public agencies partner successfully with our 
investees without distorting the market: international NGOs serving as core customers 
of needed products – like bednets – that don’t have a ready market but which provide 
outsized benefits when distributed for free; government ministries setting up innovative 
subsidy schemes that allow fledgling businesses to get off the ground; and state govern-
ments becoming major customers for some of our most successful companies, providing 
the capital needed to scale while maintaining the core innovation and quality of service 
upon which the company was founded.  

We will often be disappointed if we expect governments to create new solutions.   
But the public sector is an integral partner when we look to scale what works.  
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THERE IS NO CURRENCY LIKE TRUST, AND THERE ARE NO 
SHORTCUTS TO EARNING IT.

Low-income communities are often understandably wary of outsiders coming in with 
“solutions to their problems.”  Having been short-changed in the past, they expect to be 
short-changed again.  Why bother trying something new when the old ways work well 
enough, when the new ways might cost more than you can afford, when trying something 
new means taking a risk that could mean not enough food on the table?  

We thought if you offered the poor clean, affordable solar lights that raised incomes, 
people would flock to buy them.  An Acumen Fund investee gave a woman a free solar 
lantern to use in her stall selling samosas on the street for a month to test it out.  At the 
end of the month, she said she loved the lamp: it allowed her to save money by avoiding 
kerosene, earn more by staying open later, and have a light to walk home safely. Still, she 
refused to buy the light when offered, saying she couldn’t be sure of the product’s quality.

We thought if you offered safe, quality housing to renters in slums at comparable prices, 
people would line up to buy homes.  But people had been fleeced by too many fly-by-
night housing developers to risk uprooting their families. It took the entrepreneur 
personally showing up at the site after violence erupted to prove his seriousness about the 
project, and then building a home for himself at the development to gain lasting trust.

We thought if farmers saw their neighbors double their productivity using inexpensive 
drip irrigation systems, sales would explode simply through word of mouth.   Yet we’ve 
learned that our investees’ field staff must show up again and again before new customers 
will sign up.

These examples make it all the more amazing that d.light has sold more than a half mil-
lion solar lanterns; that Saiban has built a thriving community for more than 2,000 out-
side Lahore, Pakistan; that Global Easy Water Products has sold hundreds of thousands 
of drip irrigation systems.

Trust is the most precious commodity we can offer.  Building it takes time, and it can be 
destroyed in an instant. It isn’t so much what we do most of the time, but how we do it 
that counts. We learn this over and over.
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PATIENT CAPITAL INVESTING IS BUILT UPON A SYSTEm Of VALUES; IT IS 
NOT A SERIES Of STEPS TO BE fOLLOWED.

We’ve spent a decade building a new approach to fighting poverty, and we’ve learned that 
our most valuable skill is our ability to balance the values we hold dear: generosity and 
accountability, listening and leading, humility and audacity – all built on a foundation of 
integrity and respect.  The work we do exists in the spaces in-between, the grey areas 
where the rules have yet to be written.  

Every day we make hard, sometimes excruciating decisions – between profit and impact, 
efficiency and equality, short-term and long term – in a complex, imperfect world that 
craves quick, easy answers.  This takes discipline, focus, and sacrifice, along with compas-
sion and empathy.  Effecting real change, in other words, is hard work. It requires nothing 
more and nothing less than the art of leadership.  

Indeed Acumen Fund’s greatest legacy may someday be the leaders we’ve had the honor to 
work with and support – our team, our investees, our Fellows, and our global community.   
This moment in history, filled with so much opportunity and so much distance between 
us, demands a new kind of leadership, one that starts by understanding problems from 
others’ perspective, one that begins with listening but is not afraid to take a firm, moral 
position.

In ten years of doing this work, we have learned that none of us has all the answers, and 
that all of us are needed to find them.  Our opportunity today is to deepen the questions 
we ask; to be audacious in our aspirations but humble in the way we walk through the 
world; and to work together to find solutions that create a world where the full dignity of 
each and every person can be expressed.  

If not us, then who?  If not now, then when?  
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“This moment in history demands a new kind of leadership”
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