
Since its founding in 1981, Ashoka has elected nearly 2,000 Fellows working in over
70 countries. These Fellows are leading social entrepreneurs who have pioneered
innovative solutions to societal challenges. As agents of change, these individuals
have been as inspiring as they have been effective. However, as Ashoka has grown,
it has faced a new challenge: to leverage the collective knowledge of Ashoka Fellows
and galvanize members of the broader community in order to identify, envision,
and realize the many untapped possibilities to effect positive social change through
social entrepreneurship. Innovators often struggle to communicate their mission
and describe their successes to potential investors who, in turn, struggle to assess
the prospects of nascent ventures. Bridging this gap between innovation and
investment is a crucial step in this leveraging and galvanizing process.

Ashoka’s approach to addressing this gap has been to develop networks of con-
tacts guided by well-defined protocols in order to assess the entrepreneurial poten-
tial of social enterprises. The increasing number and diversity of entrepreneurial
ventures worldwide specifically directed toward addressing social problems is a
welcome trend that nonetheless creates its own set of challenges. While Ashoka has
continued to identify and assess social entrepreneurs using tried and true methods,
the organization has also begun to experiment with new approaches to leverage the
knowledge of these social entrepreneurs to attract other innovators.
Changemakers is an important initiative of this sort, drawing on open source
models to join innovators around the world into communities of change with
peers, experts, investors, and interested members of the public. Our experience
leads us to distinguish between different types of “open” models, including open
innovation, open sourcing, and crowd sourcing. Changemakers has established a
blend of these, which we call “crowd collaboration,” creating spaces where a wide
range of voices can come together to propose, refine, reorient, reuse and reinvigo-
rate innovative social solutions.

This paper reviews Ashoka’s experience with Changemakers as a mechanism
for accelerating innovation in order to take social change from a prospect for a few
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to a process for many. This experience shows that crowd collaboration has very
promising incipient value as one of these tools.

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS: FROM ISOLATION TO COLLABORATION 

Not every social enterprise is a strong source of innovation. Indeed, the core of the
“citizen sector”1 consists of many usually small-scale enterprises that deliver a well-
understood solution to a well-defined societal problem. For example, the homeless
shelters across the world that provide safe harbor for street people are essential
services that meet an immediate need.

Social entrepreneurs are often in a different category. The term describes inno-
vators whose ideas have the potential to disrupt existing patterns of actions, driv-
ing further societal change. However, the most promising innovations are often
lost to view and lacking the resources to take effect; these innovators are working
away quietly at a small-scale, local level, unknown to the much broader communi-
ty that could benefit from them. They are “needles” lost in the societal haystack.

This isolation, often a major stumbling block for social innovators, is no coin-
cidence: innovators often deliberately isolate themselves in order to realize a vision
that may be at odds with existing norms or received wisdom. Even when success-
ful and accepted, local solutions are often applied only to local problems although
their broader application could greatly multiply their benefits. The innovators
themselves often lack contact with peers who face comparable problems, experts
who could offer potentially crucial advice, and with investors who could supply
material resources. But how can we create spaces where innovation can be brought
out of its isolation, welcomed into a collaborative environment that provides the
material resources, access to networks and connections, and exposure to new ideas
required to scale up social solutions? This is exactly how Ashoka’s Changemakers
and similar endeavors can multiply social value by aggregating the effects of inno-
vative social solutions.

If we start with the alarming scale of the world’s pressing social problems and
the bewildering variety of potential solutions that might address them, it is easy for
policy makers and innovators alike to become overwhelmed and hard pressed to
determine the best path forward. Paradoxically, however, social solutions need to
work at a large scale to address global problems even though the most effective
solutions are often developed in small-scale local initiatives. We need a way to
combine the global vision that international organizations provide with grassroots
knowledge of conditions on the ground.

Organizations such as Ashoka that act as aggregators of social change try to
bring the widest possible range of perspectives to bear on a given social problem,
allowing local perspectives from around the world to contribute insights that can
resonate with the concerns of others. These organizations are meeting grounds
where innovators, collaborators, and investors come together to create new condi-
tions for rendering judgment. These organizations work at a global level, helping
to select, refine, foster, maintain, scale, and replicate social solutions. They support
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social entrepreneurs worldwide, integrating them into a network of new partner-
ships, helping them to tap the power of modern computer communications in
order to form dynamic communities of innovators, experts, and change-minded
investors. By doing this, aggregators of social change set up long-term structures
that can continue to scale, reproduce, and multiply high-impact social innovations
around the globe. This can bridge the innovation-investment gap by identifying
and refining the best social solutions and by allowing investors to participate in the
process.2

As mentioned earlier, bridging the gap between social entrepreneurs and the
investors who can give them resources to succeed and scale up is not trivial. In
grappling with this problem, we have identified four specific challenges:
• identifying innovation gaps and selecting the best solutions;
• assisting innovators in refining their approach to maximize their impact;
• evaluating progress and establishing the requirements for enterprise sustain-

ability; and 
• mobilizing the support and effort required to bring the most promising inno-

vations to scale regionally, nationally, or globally.
Ashoka’s twenty-six years of experience in selecting Fellows has led to a com-

prehensive selection process that addresses these four challenges.3 Ashoka’s global
nominator network (partner organizations, businesses, social entrepreneurs, and
community leaders) proposes leading social entrepreneurs as potential Fellows,
and each candidate is evaluated according to five selection criteria: an innovative
idea, with real change potential; a history of creative approaches to engineering
their visions into reality; entrepreneurial quality; the idea’s social impact; and “eth-
ical fiber.”

This nomination, selection, and confirmation process at both local and global
levels provides each Ashoka Fellow candidate the opportunity to receive unique
feedback from a wide range of perspectives, helping them refine their own innova-
tions and open their networks to new resources and peers. Ultimately, the elected
Ashoka Fellows join a community of nearly 2,000 peers and gain access to a wealth
of partners and resources.

As mentioned, the Ashoka Fellow selection process helps address the chal-
lenges of “innovation gap,” difficulties to attain innovator support, achieving sus-
tainability, and successfully scaling up. We are working to address these challenges
using crowd-sourcing and open-innovation techniques to help build practitioner-
and investor-engaged communities and bring innovations to scale around the
world.

CHANGEMAKERS: CREATING A SPACE FOR OPEN JUDGMENT

Created by Sushmita Ghosh, president emeritus of Ashoka, in 1993, Changemakers
started as an in-print publication reporting on social entrepreneurs. As the initia-
tive evolved, it went online and in 2003 began focusing on ways to build on- and
off- line communities for social action by “open sourcing social solutions,”4 that
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draw on the same principles as those of the open source software community.
Changemakers does this by holding collaborative competitions to solicit,

refine, enrich, and even implement innovative solutions to specific problems. The
goal of Changemakers is to accelerate the speed at which social innovations go to
scale and ultimately to help achieve Ashoka’s mission.

Changemakers competitions have included themes ranging from “Disruptive
Innovations in Health and Health Care” to “Ending Corruption,” which challenge
participants to provide the most innovative solution. A current competition looks
at ways that video and computer games can be used to improve health and health
care. All the entries to the competitions are displayed online, and any visitor to the
site can comment. This allows competitors to revise their proposals with the
broadest possible spectrum of input. A panel of judges selects roughly twelve final-
ists, and the Changemakers community and general public vote on-line for three
winners according to three criteria: innovation, social impact, and sustainability.
Winning proposals receive US$5,000 and considerable public exposure, but the
greatest value gained is from the various insights and solutions open to all the
competitors and, in fact, to anyone who visits the site. Although many of the hun-
dreds of competitors are small organizations, organizations such as the U.S. Army
and the multinational Proctor & Gamble have also submitted proposals.

Changemakers develops networks among peers and the greater public.
Individuals and groups who participate in the competitions discover a wide set of
possible connections to other people interested in the same social problems.
Changemakers’s open source model allows competitors and other visitors to the
site to find and develop their own connections, many of which develop into fruit-
ful relationships. A group of U.S. doctors, for example, discovered a health clinic in
Nicaragua that entered the “How to Improve Health for All” competition and vol-
unteered their professional services to assist the clinic.

THE MOSAIC TOOL:
FRAMING CHALLENGES AND MAPPING SOLUTIONS 

In the early 1990s, Ashoka founder Bill Drayton spent a week with several of
Ashoka’s India environmental Fellows. The discussion focused on barriers that
they faced in their individual work, and a number of trends began to emerge.
Noting this, Ashoka began to analyze the collective work of Fellows across a vari-
ety fields and discovered striking similarities in two key areas: the barriers to suc-
cess experienced by individual Fellows; and a series of general principles for inno-
vative strategies. This analysis ultimately led to a series of knowledge management
products and services centered on the idea of a Mosaic of Solutions.

The Mosaic of Solutions is a tool used in Changemakers that begins the com-
petition process and is then refined post competition based on the results and
findings. It serves as an intellectual framework for the competition, offering an
entrepreneurial perspective on the future of the field. Each competition’s Mosaic
is created by a team at Ashoka and begins by analyzing the work of Ashoka’s 26-

128 innovations / summer 2007

Charlie Brown

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/itgg/article-pdf/2/3/125/704135/itgg.2007.2.3.125.pdf by guest on 08 September 2023



Open Sourcing Social Solutions

innovations / summer 2007 129

Fi
gu

re
 1

.A
sh

ok
a,

H
ow

 t
o 

Im
pr

ov
e 

H
ea

lt
h

 f
or

 A
ll,

“M
os

ai
c 

of
In

n
ov

at
iv

e 
So

lu
ti

on
s.”

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/itgg/article-pdf/2/3/125/704135/itgg.2007.2.3.125.pdf by guest on 08 September 2023



year history, including the nearly 2,000 Fellows. Additional innovations are
included in the analysis depending on the field of work. The instrument is
designed to map underlying factors that cause or entrench a given problem against
a series of relevant principles of innovation. By beginning with the work of Ashoka
Fellows, the tool provides a quality base of information and insights driven by on-
the-ground work. As shown below in the sample Mosaic on Health Care, each
Mosaic is presented as a simple matrix, outlining barriers on the x-axis and prin-
ciples on the y-axis. Each cell of the resulting table maps specific solutions to par-
ticular problems, allowing users to see, at a glance, the precise purchase offered by
the most innovative solutions.

All competition entrants plot themselves on the mosaic when completing the
entry form. Using a drop-down menu the entrant selects the appropriate barrier
and principle that reflects their particular innovation. The process offers an
opportunity for the entrant to see how their work fits into a broader landscape of
social change as they are plotting themselves among examples of the best known
innovations from the field. Once plotted on the Mosaic, entrants often search out
other entries of similar or different location, opening new opportunities to con-
nect —conceptually or in person— with these innovations. Entrants have used
the Mosaic to benchmark from other innovations, spot new opportunities for
expansion, and develop partnerships with other entrants.

Such a graphical and system-wide view of the many innovators in the Ashoka
network makes it possible to draw on insights from work that, at first glance, may
not be an obvious match with the specific social problem on the table. For exam-
ple, if urban migration is a major enabler of human trafficking, then a rural elec-
trification project that effectively reverses urban migration turns out to be a rele-
vant solution to the human trafficking problem.

Ashoka Fellows also have participated directly in the use of Mosaics of
Solutions in the areas of health care, ending corruption, and sports for social
change. In addition, a pool of investors now uses the tool as a source of informa-
tion in making their philanthropic decisions. The Mosaic is proving itself as a key
tool for Ashoka to create a process of sourcing and supporting leading social entre-
preneurs: it integrates them into a growing knowledge base that facilitates more
effective decision-making by social innovators, social decision makers, and the
general public.

A TALE OF TWO TECHNIQUES:
OPEN INNOVATION AND CROWD SOURCING

Open innovation is a process whereby organizations—both social and commer-
cial— collaborate across institutional boundaries in developing new products,
processes, and services. Crowd sourcing, on the other hand, involves the delegation
of one or more specific analytic tasks to a large, diffuse group, through open invi-
tation and (often but not always) a mechanism for aggregating offered views. Tasks
accomplished through such open invitation (as oppose to open innovation) do not
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necessarily, or usually, involve creativity or novelty, but rather are linked to specif-
ic business or strategic objectives. Changemakers’ aim is to deploy both of these
techniques.

Several features of the Changemakers website illustrate further important
aspects of open innovation. The site structures direct, person-to-person feedback,
with any visitor to the site able to comment on a project in a way that may poten-
tially change the project’s description, potentially leading to a further cycle of feed-
back. For example, a Thai entry in the 2006 “How to Provide Affordable Housing”
Changemakers competition enabled the global building materials corporation
LaFarge to source a new innovation for their work in China. Changemakers frames
its process not in terms of individuals proposing projects but as a learning experi-
ence for each visitor to the site, and for the proposing organization itself.

In the field of social innovations, the use of crowd sourcing and open innova-
tion techniques includes the public in decisions to enhance the public good.
Because potential investors are included in the process, they can see and select
from a range of innovative solutions, and have input into the process of prioritiz-
ing, refining, and scaling up those solutions. The innovation-investment gap is
bridged through openness: both sides are seated at the same virtual table, where
their interests and needs form part of the collaborative process that plots and iden-
tifies the most pressing innovation gaps and the most innovative solutions. This
process streamlines and enhances the ability for high-impact social innovations to
go to scale in a fraction of the time previously required.

Mainstream business also recognizes the value of crowd sourcing. For exam-
ple, Marketocracy5 spent three years tracking over 55,000 people to see who did the
best job managing virtual mutual fund portfolios. The top 100 were aggregated to
generate the Marketocracy m100 Index, which was launched in 2001. This crowd-
sourced approach to mutual funds regularly outperforms Standard & Poor’s 500-
stock index. Burger King asked contributors to the broadband entertainment site
Heavy.com to produce their own BK ads, resulting in over 3.5 million downloads
or streams of the ads. According to Steve Smith in the October, 2006 issue of
EContent: “What the BK campaign demonstrates is nothing less than the first fault
line in a tectonic shift away from the ad model that dominated mass media in the
last century.”6 This “co-creation” model enables consumers to submit their own
ideas for ad campaigns and according to Steve Henry, executive creative director of
the London office of advertising company TBWA, replaces “the old-fashioned
model of an agency pumping out an idea.” Now, according to Henry, “you’ve got
access to a global creative department of 4 billion people.”7

A useful way to assess the value of crowd sourcing for addressing social prob-
lems is to examine its limitations from the perspective of business entrepreneurs.
The centrality of profit as a basic value can limit the openness of the innovation
process within business enterprises. We see that the website of the TBWA ad agency
makes it clear that they view open innovation as proprietary: “Any idea you sub-
mit becomes the property of TBWA. But we promise, any idea we use, you will get
paid for.”8 On the other hand, social innovation’s emphasis on social values and on
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cooperation allows open innovation and crowd sourcing techniques to contribute
more effectively to a broader set of outcomes. This premise has allowed
Changemakers to build a platform for social innovation, rather than attempting to
control or own the innovations that emerge.

Greater use of these techniques is correlated with a progressive advance in
forging social networks which can be broken into three categories of community
making: among social innovators; between social innovators and experts; and
between social innovators and the general public. Stimulating these linkages is crit-
ical. According to Ashoka founder Bill Drayton and his co-authors of an article on
health networks, “‘cross-pollination’ between sectors is desirable if sustained
progress … is to be a reality, and cross-sectoral success stems from the ownership
that develops when various stakeholders participate in developing action and pol-
icy.”9

Philanthropic organizations are beginning to work with crowd sourcing and
open innovation techniques to great effect, a development that Edward Skloot, for-
mer executive director of the Surdna Foundation, calls “philanthropopulism.”10

The Rockefeller Foundation recently created an “Ideas Portal”11 that allows inter-
ested individuals and organizations to submit ideas for programs that address
social problems. The site has received more than 2,400 ideas and the Foundation
is seriously considering about thirty of these.12 The Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation is currently sponsoring the third in a series of Changemakers collabo-
rative competitions that focus on health care issues. Nancy Barrand, a senior pro-
gram officer of the Foundation believes the competition is a tool that “helps us
reach a different audience and gain access to ideas and information much more
quickly.”

FROM CROWD SOURCING AND OPEN INNOVATION 
TO CROWD COLLABORATION

Beyond crowd sourcing and open innovation is a natural evolution, a process that
seeks an effervescent process of mass collaboration, which we call “crowd collabo-
ration.” Crowd collaboration represents the accumulation of ideas from many peo-
ple with varying skills sets and backgrounds, refined by mutual feedback and pro-
ductive critique, and with unfettered replication, redistribution, and reuse of inno-
vations. In open innovation, a wide variety of people participate in the innovation
process itself, providing unique and broad critiques while crowd sourcing remains
fundamentally individualistic whereby many people propose ideas, and the best
idea is selected. For example, Alpheus Bingham, vice president of Eli Lilly’s e.Lilly
research unit, recently said,“If I can tap into a million minds simultaneously, I may
run into one that’s uniquely prepared.”13 Bingham’s idea is that using the Internet
to cast a broad net can help companies to find that one uniquely skilled individual
who could provide what they are looking for. In other words, traditional crowd
sourcing cherry picks from a digitally enlarged tree and open innovation brings to
bear value from external ideas while crowd collaboration moves closer to the
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model of open sourcing by allowing many stakeholders to contribute to improv-
ing and implementing the initial challenge presented.

Changemakers reflects this evolution by, beginning with the key dimensions of
crowd sourcing, casting the wide net for solutions to a proposed challenge, then
allowing a panel of judges to choose roughly 12 finalists from which the general
public votes for three winners. This technique has allowed competition sponsors
and Ashoka to engage a broader audience in the traditional decision-making
process while simultaneously finding new high-impact solutions.

Changemakers shows that
open innovation is moving
beyond trying to “bring
home” the best solution from
“out there,” to a system that
offers the potential to move
innovations from one context
to another. For example,
Denmark’s Global Advice
Network entered its Business
Anti-Corruption Portal in a
recent Changemakers compe-
tition on “Ending
Corruption.”14 As with all
competition entries, the
process included a wide-open
on-line discussion and, as is
often the case, much of the
discussion centered on how to
expand, replicate and redirect
the innovations presented by
the project. To just give one
more of many possible examples, the University of New Mexico Health Sciences
Center entered its initiative, Project ECHO: Knowledge Networks for the
Treatment of Complex Diseases in Remote, Rural, Underserved Communities, in a
separate Changemakers competition on Disruptive Innovation in Healthcare.15

The resulting discussion addressed various issues: extending this particular
telemedicine model “in the treatment of HIV AIDS … in resource-poor or isolat-
ed regions anywhere in the world” or “to educate and monitor the outcome in
school based interventions for many chronic disease including childhood obesity.”
The replicability of the project in other areas was a common discussion topic for
this entry. For example, Roxie June, a member of the Navajo Nation, commented
that the ECHO could “serve as a model for other health care providers in other
states such as Arizona” and Uday Pathak, a doctor from Bihar, India wrote that “we
could … use your model for disseminating information on a host of other dis-
eases.”
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Changemakers is now leveraging crowd sourcing and open innovation tech-
niques to build communities of innovators through crowd collaboration.16 The
Changemakers model allows participants to bring together disconnected ideas and
processes thanks to their membership in different communities.17 The core value
of open innovation is bringing a plurality of voices together to discuss fundamen-
tal principles of successful social innovation, allowing the solutions that result to
have greater concrete impacts around the world. Changemakers is now embarking
on allowing the plurality of voices to not just discuss but act on new ideas. A group
including seven finalists from the 2006 “How to Improve Health for All”
Changemakers competition has formed a collaboration to replicate their individ-
ual innovations among themselves, effectively taking their solutions global. This
group used Changemaker’s online infrastructure to develop and subsequently
present their collective strategy at the 2007 Skoll World Forum.

THE FUTURE OF CROWD COLLABORATION 
AS AN ACCELERATOR OF SOCIAL CHANGE

Crowd sourcing has provided opportunities to widen the traditional decision
making process, within foundations and other philanthropic or business ventures.
An initial step beyond crowd sourcing and open innovation is to allow the gener-
al public to engage in the process by not just ranking or selecting the “best” solu-
tions but also providing critique and new ideas to the solutions. True crowd col-
laboration opens up this process even further by making it possible for various
constellations of interested parties to find a spectrum of common measures for
different problems in various contexts around the world. Ashoka’s elaboration of
this process through Changemakers has provided a key first step toward engaging
the public in decisions and opening the door for a much larger engagement.

Democratizing the processes of finding social solutions and judging their
worth creates a market place where beneficiaries can spell out what they need and
how they think those needs can be met, and where investors can play a more active
role in selecting, refining, replicating and scaling up projects. This process not only
provides a larger pool of solutions but allows the criteria for what makes a great
solution more clear and multi-pronged. Ashoka’s exploration of this technique has
allowed it to integrate a very innovative tool into its core structure in a manner that
builds on the knowledge of its community of its efforts to aggregate the effects of
innovative social solutions.

Open Innovation also allows us to join social problems with solutions in many
possible ways. A plurality of voices proposes, critiques, and refines possible inno-
vations, and a plurality of stakeholders brings to bear an equally broad spectrum
of criteria in judging them. The process does not apply a single criterion to find an
optimal solution. It does not winnow out a single winner. Instead, it allows all
those who participate in the process to offer, and to take away, something of value,
be it an idea that can be applied to a different problem in a different context; an
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expert opinion; advice from a peer who has already made it past a barrier, connec-
tions with peers; or access to a growing archive of social solutions to social prob-
lems. The $5,000 prize for winning entries in the Changemakers competitions is
valuable, but the value that emerge through the process are worth more and are
more widely distributed. From this perspective, what counts is not one single point
where judgment and innovation converge, but the entire field of possibilities that
they frame.

Ashoka has chosen a strategy of openness as way to leverage its community
and the knowledge generated by that community in order to increase the rate and
scope of social change. This process is not unique to Ashoka. The “open sourcing
of social solutions” movement has spread to other organizations such as the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation and the National Geographic Society and is helping to
build new and stronger innovator communities and is transforming isolated inno-
vations into global solutions.
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