
The global development community is teeming with 
promising technological solutions to improve the lives 
of the world’s poorest people. Examples include clean-

energy, portable fuel cells powered by sodium silicide to bring 
power to off-grid homes; a cell phone fingerprint recognition 
app to improve health worker attendance; a special pen to self-
test for pre-eclampsia to prevent maternal mortality; a low-cost 
psychometric-based test to screen credit applications from small 
business owners; and cyanobacterial fertilizer to improve soil 
fertility. These particular examples are among several currently 
being sponsored by the U.S. government as part of its renewed 
focus on supporting transformative technologies for development.

Whether these or any other technologies succeed in 
having a transformative impact depends not just on their 
individual brilliance and creativity but also on whether they 
can be brought to a scale where they can reach millions of 
poor people. Participants in the Brookings Blum Roundtable 
examined what it takes to propagate technological solutions 
for development so that their reach can be maximized. 

A keystone of the roundtable discussion was recognizing the 
importance of the business model—the specific combination and 
design of product, distribution, supply chain, financing, pricing, 
payment and sales—through which a solution is propagated. 
This is equally applicable whether the solution is delivered 
commercially or as a public good or service. Most business 
models employed in administering development interventions 
are not viable at scale, which explains their limited reach and 
impact. Identifying the appropriate business model to use for 
a given product or intervention is therefore a critical challenge. 

1Partnerships for 
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This challenge can be divided into two parts. First, there is 
the issue of finance. Poor people can rarely afford to pay the 
full cost for a good or service, and these costs can be especially 
high when new markets or products, like solar power, are being 
introduced. The second issue is managing delivery to large 
numbers of beneficiaries. Marketing and distributing goods 
and services efficiently to poor people spread out throughout 
a country or the world hinges on effective logistics, systems, 
staffing and training.

Devising and implementing a scalable business model 
is hard for any single organization to do alone. Roundtable 
participants noted the potential for partnerships to expand 
the scope for achieving scale both by pooling the resources 
and expertise of different parties to enable larger and 
more ambitious interventions, and by dividing up tasks 

according to an appropriate division of labor. 
Below we describe three technology-infused develop-

ment solutions and how they are organized to pursue 
impact at scale. (These examples either were cited during 
the roundtable discussion or have been analyzed by round-
table participants.) In each case, a unique partnership of 
actors is formed to tackle the twin challenges of finance 
and delivery. Moreover, these partnerships employ hybrid 
models combining public and private actors and thus do 
not conform to a traditional division of subsidized versus 
for-profit approaches—see the figure below.2 These examples 
demonstrate that the role of innovation in development does 
not stop with the design and harnessing of new technolo-
gies but extends to the business models and partnerships 
through which they are propagated. 
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Case 1: M-Pesa 
The mobile money service M-Pesa enables cell phone users 
to transfer money and utilize other simple financial services 
at a minimal cost and without requiring a formal bank 
account.3 M-Pesa has reached scale in Kenya and has been 
rolled out in other countries alongside other mobile money 
systems from rival operators, many of which employ a similar 
business model.

While M-Pesa is profitable in Kenya—it is currently 
responsible for 18 percent of the revenue of the mobile 
operator Safaricom—it benefited from some “soft money” in 
its early development to help pilot the initiative. A total of £1 
million was made available through a challenge fund from 
the U.K. Department for International Development. This was 
matched by approximately £9 million in investment between 
Safaricom and its parent company, Vodafone, with the latter 
being responsible for developing and hosting the technology.

Safaricom reaches its customers through its network of 
agents. Agents are the most visible element of the service, 
and were responsible in the early years for gaining the trust 
of customers to encourage the adoption of a new product. 
Rather than creating an agent network from scratch, M-Pesa 
identified existing networks of competent intermediaries in 
the Kenyan economy which they could readily employ. These 
included their own airtime dealers, the fuel retailer Caltex, 
Group 4 Securicor courier services, supermarket chains and 
other retailers, dry-cleaners and the Pesa Point ATM network. 
At present, Safaricom has over 45,000 agents, or nearly 1 
for every 500 adult Kenyans. Regular interactions between 
M-Pesa and its agents provide an opportunity for training 
(to ensure a high quality of service), information gathering 
(to inform improvements to the service) and instilling loyalty 
(to retain agents and avoid rehiring costs). 

DFID

FI
N

A
N

CE
D

EL
IV

ER
Y

SAFARICOM
VODAFONE

AGENT NETWORKS

Ph
ot

o 
by

 A
le

x 
Ir

vi
n

“When you undertake something which represents 
a paradigm shift, you have to understand the orga-
nizational cost involved. Map Maker would not have 

happened had the right people not backed it and had a 
couple of individuals not taken on enormous personal 

costs to see it all the way through. When you look 
around the world for innovations that really transform, 
they have at their heart this one core team or this one 

core person who makes that happen.” 

— Lalitesh Katragadda   @KLalitesh
 Co-Founder, Google India

6



Ph
ot

o 
by

 A
le

x 
Ir

vi
n

SHELL FOUNDATION
DELL AWARD

HUSK POWER
UNIVERSITY

SHELL FOUNDATION
OPTIMA

FI
N

A
N

CE
D

EL
IV

ER
Y

HPS

HPS

ACUMEN FUND, DRAPER 
FISHER JURVETSON, LGT 

VENTURE PHILANTHROPY, 
BAMBOO FINANCE, IFC

Case 2: Husk Power 
Husk Power Systems (HPS) has developed a profitable approach 
to biomass energy generation and distribution that is loaded 
with innovation across the value chain.4 This includes the 
generation of gas from rice husks, distribution of power to 
homes via low-cost bamboo poles, a sophisticated system to 
prevent power theft, specially designed smart meters and a tariff 
model tailored to the low-income customer segment. Starting 
in 2007, HPS has developed 75 mini–power plants serving 
25,000 Bihari households and is now planning to replicate its 
business model in Tanzania and Uganda.

As with M-Pesa, HPS benefited initially from grant fund-
ing to test and refine its business model. This included an 
award from the Dell Social Innovation Challenge and, more 
significantly, a $2.3 million multiyear commitment from 
the Shell Foundation. The latter helped to finance a range 
of sunk costs including research and development, capital 

expenditures, human resources, training, and health and 
safety and was complemented with extensive on-the-ground 
technical assistance from the Shell Foundation team. Once 
HPS was ready to scale, it was able to draw in impact investors, 
including the Acumen Fund, Draper Fisher Jurvetson, LGT 
Venture Philanthropy, Bamboo Finance and the International 
Finance Corporation.

Operating in poor, rural and remote locations presents 
obvious challenges in hiring qualified personnel. To overcome 
this challenge, HPS has established a dedicated training center 
called Husk Power University, which is being run as a separate 
philanthropic project through the owners’ foundation, Samta 
Samriddhi, with support from the Shell Foundation and the 
business training group Optima. A partner organization, the 
Rural Power University, is sponsored by HSBC and the Indian 
philanthropic foundation, Dasra.

Global poverty data has major lags. We don’t really know what’s happened due to global financial crises over past 4 yrs. No data! #blum2012 

“The biggest constraints to public-private partnerships are culture 
and experience. In our firm, we are used to taking risks and we know 
sometimes we’re going to lose. We also think, rightly or wrongly, that 
we’re smart enough that we will do well over the long run. From the 
time we were selling lemonade, we wanted to be entrepreneurs. Those 
in government sometimes have a whole different way of thinking. We 
need to create shared experience where the risk takers and those less 
likely to take risks can work together.” 

— Richard Blum
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, Blum Capital Partners, LP
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Case 3: PEPFAR
The U.S. President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) 
is one of the world’s largest foreign aid programs. Here we 
focus on one aspect of the program: its provision of life-saving 
antiretroviral treatment (ART) to 3.9 million people, or nearly 
half the total number of ART patients worldwide. 

PEPFAR is fully funded by the U.S. government, but it is 
better understood as part of a bigger picture of global ART 
financing, in which there is a de facto division of labor between 
PEPFAR, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and 
Malaria (for which the U.S. government is the lead funder) 
and developing country governments. As PEPFAR’s scale 
and reach have increased, so has its budget, despite a steep 
reduction in per capita treatment costs. Its annual expenditures 
are currently over $6 billion, of which more than a third is 
devoted to treatment. The goal of universal provision of ART 
for all 34 million people living with HIV/AIDS—a number that 
is rising by 2.5 million a year—demands additional resources, 
with growing reliance on developing country governments. 

The delivery component of PEPFAR is complex and 
involves a multitude of players and partnerships that vary 

from country to country. This adaptable approach has been 
driven by a focus bringing treatment to scale as quickly as 
possible through whatever means are feasible. ART drugs are 
procured from pharmaceutical companies, including more than 
a dozen in developing countries, thanks to the ground-breaking 
initiative by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration to approve 
generic ARTs for use in PEPFAR-supported countries. Many 
organizations are involved in the transporting, storage and 
inventory management of drugs to ensure their ready supply in 
the hardest-to-reach areas and at a reasonable cost. In several 
PEPFAR partner countries, this process has been managed 
under the Supply-Chain Management System, administered 
by a consortium of private sector, nongovernmental and 
faith-based organizations. Drugs are then administered to 
patients through a range of hospitals and health clinics run by 
government, nongovernmental organizations and the private 
sector, with various organizations often subcontracted under 
larger management authorities. Under recent reforms, efforts 
are under way to integrate PEPFAR’s delivery modalities with 
government systems to enable longer-term sustainability.   
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“When talking about innovation and technology, 
it’s very important to define the specific impact 
you’re trying to have. Discussing innovation and 

technology in general terms is sometimes one of 
the barriers to getting to specific best practices 
and figuring out which actors—government, the 

private sector, etc.—are best at what in this space.” 

— Sylvia Mathews Burwell
President, Walmart Foundation
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First step in moving toward a green future: cut the $650 billion in annual global fossil fuel subsidies. #Blum2012
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