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For my parents, who taught me the value of citizenship,


for Ted, forever ago,


and for Lara, Eleanor and Teddy, you are the future.













INTRODUCTION



Rob Gitin never intended to start a nonprofit organization. But in college, he stumbled upon a class titled “Poverty and Homelessness in America,” largely because he liked to sleep in late and the class met at two in the afternoon. The course changed his life. The students were required to intern with an organization that helped homeless people; Gitin selected a program for homeless youth, and he quickly fell in love with the work and the kids he encountered. The injustices they faced—let down at every step in their lives by the social services system—kept him up at night.


After three years volunteering or working at this program, he became determined to do something different to address the problem, and a few months after graduating, he and cofounder Taj Mustapha decided to try to create a program to reach the most disconnected youth. The well-known seed-stage funder Echoing Green supported him, and his organization, At The Crossroads (ATC), was born. He and Mustapha conducted nightly outreach with homeless youth, walking the streets of San Francisco’s Tenderloin and Mission districts, often from seven-thirty until eleven-thirty at night. They were able to build trusting bonds with some of the hardest-to-reach youth and helped them build healthier, more stable lives.


The work was personally fulfilling, but after about a year Gitin and Mustapha realized that they alone could only make a small dent in the growing homeless epidemic in San Francisco. If they really wanted to make a substantial impact, they would need an army of people and money to pay them. Gitin worked hard to raise funds, and he was able to hire some staff, but he faced a number of daunting hurdles in trying to scale up. He had no idea how to hire or manage well, and there was a ton of staff turnover. He also didn’t know the best methods for raising funds, and as a recent college grad with few contacts in the foundations or with high-net-worth individuals, he spent dozens of hours chasing donations that never panned out.


Despite those challenges, Gitin persevered, and he managed to grow the organization to a budget of around $800,000. But then he hit a wall; he couldn’t break past that level of funding. Even after fifteen years of successful work, the organization’s budget was still stuck at that level, and meanwhile the need for its services had increased several-fold, and ATC couldn’t keep up with the demand. Gitin decided to make a concerted new effort to expand services and to raise more funds, launching a four-year plan to achieve an annual budget of at least $2 million. He has now just about achieved that goal, and I’ll share the story of how he’s done so, along with the stories of a host of other nonprofit leaders and the methods they used to scale their organizations. The struggle to scale, I have found, is the most pressing challenge for the social entrepreneurship community.


I have had a front-row view of the boom under way in social entrepreneurship. As a social entrepreneur myself—cofounder of Spark, a network of millennial philanthropic donors who raise money to support gender equality—and a lecturer in the Program on Social Entrepreneurship at Stanford University, I have watched the launch of so many exciting innovations for good. And yet, while for many nonprofits this has been an invigorating and transformative time, so many other nonprofits, like At The Crossroads, have struggled on the sidelines. Despite doing important work, many operate in constant survival mode, scrambling for the money to make payroll every month. In 2014, almost two-thirds of reporting public charities in the U.S. had an annual budget of less than $500,000.1


I became obsessed with understanding how nonprofits can get off the treadmill and attain organizational sustainability, which I define as reliably raising around $2 million in annual revenue. Of course, for some organizations, a small budget is sufficient to sustain their operations and be highly impactful. Scaling revenue also does not necessarily equate to scaling impact; an organization can be very good at raising money with programs that aren’t really making a significant difference. But many organizations that have the potential to do a great deal more good by scaling, and that are trying to grow faster, are stymied.


I learned this the hard way in working to grow Spark. I cofounded the organization in 2004 with six friends from my undergraduate days at U.C. Berkeley. We wanted to create a membership network of young professionals to raise money for other organizations focused on issues of women’s equality. As recent college grads living in San Francisco, we saw that there was no shortage of charitable galas to support, but rarely did those events educate their guests about the problem addressed by an organization or give them an opportunity to get more involved. Over drinks one night after work, my friend Maya Garcia said to me, “These events are leaving so much untapped potential on the table. What if we do something different?” Our hope was that if we could connect young people to social causes in a meaningful way early on in their careers, they would become participants in the social justice movement for life. Passionate about global women’s issues, we decided to start there. We invited some other friends to join us, and the seven of us crammed into Maya’s studio apartment over the course of several months, sharing several bottles of wine, to begin planning.


We held our first fundraiser in a small art gallery in San Francisco, and were elated when our promotional work led to a line around the block of people coming to donate. We had earmarked funds from this gathering for an organization of women in Rwanda rebuilding their lives after the genocide, for whom we raised $5,000. That felt like a million dollars to us. As we continued to network, we doubled our revenue every few months, and by our third year, we could afford to hire our first executive director, Shannon Farley. By then, we had over ten thousand members, but we had hit a wall.


As I witnessed other exciting new nonprofits take off all around us, we began struggling to find more growth capital. We explored creative fundraising ideas, but we couldn’t bring in more than $500,000 annually. Year after year, we found ourselves spending inordinate amounts of time chasing gifts in increments of hundreds or thousands of dollars, barely making ends meet. We kept hearing about new forms of “venture philanthropy” being pioneered by leaders in the technology sector, such as Bill Gates, Pierre Omidyar and Mark Zuckerberg. But none of that money was reaching us at Spark.


In 2007, I decided to leave my job as a corporate lawyer and started teaching international human rights and social entrepreneurship at Stanford University so that I could devote myself full time to advancing social causes. Teaching with the Program on Social Entrepreneurship, where we host highly successful social entrepreneurs in residence for a quarter, I began to hear stories like ours at Spark over and over. Nearly all organizations struggle with the scaling challenges Spark faced. The difference with these social entrepreneurs was that they had somehow managed to overcome them. I wanted to understand why some social startups had beat the scaling challenge so successfully, sometimes growing to several million dollars in annual revenue within just a few years. I decided to study the nonprofit scaling challenge.


For the past five years, I have been traveling around the country, visiting the founders, leadership teams and funders of dozens of what I call breakthrough social startups. I’ve interviewed nearly a hundred social entrepreneurs,2 academics and philanthropists, both newcomers and veterans in the field, including the leaders of Teach for America, City Year, DonorsChoose and charity: water, and started our conversations with a simple question: “What is the key to nonprofit success?” I’ve spent time at organizations and observed their operations, getting a read on the aspects of their organizational cultures that contribute to success. I’ve also talked to staff members and to beneficiaries, seeking to understand what it is about the approaches of these organizations that has enabled them to build highly productive teams and such strong followings among those they seek to serve. While interviewing, I also scoured the research literature, reading hundreds of articles, books, studies and reports, looking for answers.


My first discovery was that very little actual data existed about how organizations grow, especially in the early stages, despite the volumes of advice offered. To bridge the gap, I conducted a survey of early-stage organizations, drawing from the portfolios of top seed funders such as Echoing Green, Draper Richards Kaplan, Silicon Valley Social Ventures, Ashoka and the Skoll Foundation. The survey asked nonprofit leaders a host of questions about how they had launched their organizations, how they measured impact, how they managed teams, how they sought funding and how they raised awareness. I then followed up in person with one hundred of them to dig deeper into how they applied the methods they described and to get more specifics about their responses to a range of the most difficult challenges, such as measuring their impact, managing their time, developing an active board that helped grow the organization, and hiring the right people. Their answers provided a treasure trove of insights and inventive methods that every organizational leader, whether of a fledgling startup or of a large, well-established organization, can profit from.


In the pages that follow, I present five key strategies that I heard over and over again were responsible for the breakout growth of the most successful social startups. Each organization that scaled most successfully employed many, or all, of the following practices:



•  testing ideas through research and development to get proof of concept before seeking major funding or media coverage;


•  measuring impact right from the start, often with inventive metrics tailored to their specific programs;


•  funding experimentation through a combination of selling products and services that were in strong alignment with their mission and employing bold strategies to raise philanthropic capital;


•  leading collaboratively in a fashion that allowed them to optimize the talents of their staff, including building a strong board of directors; and


• telling compelling stories in ways that utilized the most recent innovations and tapped into others to advocate on their behalf.




What is most exciting about my findings is that the specific methods for executing on each of these, which I describe in detail, can all be readily applied to the work of any nonprofit, starting immediately. During my interviews, I kept expecting people to say success was driven by a truly remarkable idea, or by the charisma of the founder, but no one did. Not one. This isn’t to say that factors like charisma, grit or brilliant ideas don’t contribute significantly to success. Of course they do. But the foundation of success is this set of best practices.


In these uncertain times, when so many social problems are not only persisting, but in many cases, worsening, we need every bit of creativity and determination to find better solutions. My hope is that the stories you read in this book and the tools it recommends will help you to make your own organization, or those you are supporting, thrive. We need to spend less energy keeping organizations alive, so that we can devote more energy to spreading positive impact. This book is a guide for how to achieve that.














Social entrepreneurs are not content just to give a fish or teach how to fish. They will not rest until they have revolutionized the fishing industry.


—BILL DRAYTON, FOUNDER, ASHOKA





Social entrepreneurship is a process by which citizens build or transform institutions to advance solutions to social problems, such as poverty, illness, illiteracy, environmental destruction, human rights abuses and corruption, in order to make life better for many.


—DAVID BORNSTEIN AND SUSAN DAVIS,
Social Entrepreneurship: What Everyone Needs to Know















PART 1



TESTING IDEAS













CHAPTER 1
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Social startups face a vexing catch-22: funders want to see proof of an organization’s success before offering grants, but nonprofits need funding to get their ideas off the ground. The lack of seed funding is one of the biggest differences between growing a nonprofit organization and a for-profit business. Private sector startups are often able to gain support for the research and development (R&D) phase of building their organizations from angel investors, who hope to earn a handsome return once the startup becomes profitable. For nonprofit startups, private angel funds don’t exist. Most foundations are also not interested in providing financial support for testing. Typically, they want to fund organizations with a proven approach. Even at the infancy of an idea, they press for results, asking: “What is your set of early outcomes? How do we know this is going to work?”


But how can organizations improve their programs with testing and prove impact without funding at the early stage? This dilemma has left many social startups in slow-growth mode for years. The solution is to adopt a powerful set of innovation methods—a cycle of researching, brainstorming, prototyping and implementing often called “human-centered design”—that the Silicon Valley entrepreneurship community developed for creating new products and services. These innovation methods not only allow an organization to produce compelling early indications of scalable success, but also help to speed up the development process; they avoid the common mistake of investing too much time and money in efforts doomed to fail. These methods have enabled much more rapid innovation at lower cost, while also facilitating the development of products and services more responsive to the needs and desires of customers. They have fueled the astonishing success of the Valley’s fastest growth companies, including LinkedIn, Airbnb, Uber and Pinterest—and have driven the breakout success of many of the most exciting new social enterprises too.


A consistent theme in my interviews with breakthrough social entrepreneurs was that they had used these innovation practices to develop their models for their products or services, and had tested them before going out to raise capital and seek press coverage. This allowed them to develop more effective programs and products. It also enabled them to tell a persuasive story about how they had arrived at their models, impressing funders with their research and development process and their initial set of results. In the long run, adopting these practices instills a culture of continuous innovation that helps to assure that organizations keep scaling their impact—always experimenting with ways to improve and expand their offerings, while discontinuing efforts that aren’t working so they can focus on new approaches.


There are three core methods to draw on. One is the lean startup approach to product development, popularized by Eric Ries in his book The Lean Startup.1 Closely related but with some methods of its own is the practice of design thinking, pioneered at the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University (known as the “d.school”) and the private innovation consulting firm IDEO. This method has been introduced in several books, including Change by Design by the CEO of IDEO, Tim Brown.2 Finally, open innovation, also referred to as “cocreation,” was introduced by Professor Henry Chesbrough, of the Haas School of Business at the University of California, and is described in his book Open Innovation.3 Collectively, these methods can be referred to as “human-centered design.” Though each has specific nuances in execution, which you can read about in more detail in the books mentioned, at the core of these methods are three fundamental principles: that organizations must design products and services based upon an in-depth investigation of the customers’ needs and desires; that organizations must test prototypes of products and services (often very simple ones) with customers, and further develop them according to their feedback; and that no matter how compelling an idea for a product or service may be to a founder or organization, if it fails to win the approval of the targeted customers in tests, the organization must pivot to a new approach and consider the failures valuable learning experiences rather than crippling mistakes.




A consistent theme in my interviews with breakthrough social entrepreneurs was that they had used these innovation practices to develop their models for their products or services, and had tested them before going out to raise capital and seek press coverage.





There is no one widely agreed-upon strict process to follow; organizations can either tailor the methods to their work as they see fit, or can follow one or another well-established guide. IDEO, for example, has developed a rigorous step-by-step method for nonprofits through its nonprofit spinoff IDEO.org. It offers a Field Guide to Human Centered Design for free download.4 Many other consultancies have followed in IDEO’s footsteps and developed their own set of specific procedures. Several companies and organizations have drawn on these resources to craft their own particular processes to fit their needs. Surveying the full range of methods, the following is a basic step-by-step process for producing optimal results:


1. Conduct in-depth research on the problem with the intended “customers,” who, for social innovators, we’ll call beneficiaries.


It is vital to build strong connections with the end-users in order to better understand their needs. This must involve methods such as focus grouping or surveys, as well as going out to target communities, observing the nature of end-users’ lives and conducting in-person interviews to understand the problems they face. Prominent civil rights activist Bryan Stevenson, founder and executive director of the Alabama-based civil rights organization Equal Justice Initiative, refers to this as gaining “proximity.”5 He stresses how important it is to build understanding and empathy with communities in order to design effective programs. As he said in a recent speech: “We cannot make good decisions from a distance. If you are not proximate, you cannot change the world.”6 Proximity is also critical to getting buy-in from the communities you hope to serve.


2. Brainstorm a series of solutions for addressing the problem(s) and select a first candidate for development.


Once you have conducted interviews, discuss key findings with your team and perhaps with a range of stakeholders and outside advisors. Hold a session in which you invite unfettered idea generation about the best ways to address the problem; or for established organizations, to make changes in existing programs or products. It is imperative that everyone understands that all ideas are welcome at the table, and none should be shot down during this brainstorming. A ubiquitous practice for idea generation in Silicon Valley is scribbling thoughts on brightly colored Post-it notes, then sticking them on a whiteboard, wall or large sheet of paper.


3. Create a rough prototype and get feedback.


This should be a very simple and inexpensive representation of the product (such as a sketch depicting the product), or how the service will work (a storyboard describing how the service would operate). You can present the prototype to targeted users and gain valuable feedback.


4. Refine the prototype and launch a pilot program or product to test results.


As you observe the responses to the pilot, you will generally discover additional ways to improve it, often launching a number of progressively more developed versions until you see the results you are aiming for. It is critical to have good benchmarks to measure impact during this phase to determine whether a pilot is successfully addressing the problem you seek to solve. You may find the approach simply isn’t working, and that it’s time to pivot to a new one.
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The Elements of Human-Centered Design








NEVER ASSUME YOU KNOW THE ANSWER


Too many nonprofits have made the mistake of not interviewing and testing before launching their service. A number of the respondents to my survey described this as the biggest mistake they made in building their organization. One of these is Rachel Armstrong, the founder of Farm Commons, a Minnesota-based organization that serves farmers by providing them with information regarding legal issues. Her original concept was that the farmers would be clients, paying the organization for providing legal services. But after the service was launched, it turned out the farmers didn’t want to pay for legal representation. What they did want was education about legal issues, and Farm Commons had to completely redesign its model, not relying on income from the farmers and developing extensive educational resources and tutorials.


Even if social entrepreneurs have direct experience with the problems they are trying to solve, research and testing with beneficiaries is invaluable. Speaking with beneficiaries and all the other stakeholders, who can either help to make one’s program a success or stand in its way, will always be enlightening. It will also build understanding in the community and earn buy-in. In the nonprofit world in particular, engaging beneficiaries is essential: communities will not embrace your efforts if you do not involve them in the process of developing your idea.


Take the case of CareMessage, a multimillion-dollar organization Vineet Singal and Cecilia Corral cofounded. It provides a sophisticated web-based system that allows health clinics to send patients text and voice messages to remind, educate and motivate them to manage their disease. One target is Spanish-speaking individuals who struggle to understand the information they receive from health care providers. Corral grew up between south Texas and Mexico, and her own parents spoke only Spanish at home. She knew very well the problems these patients have with the language barrier, because she watched her parents’ blank stares as they struggled to understand doctors, and sometimes even the translators.


Despite her familiarity with the problem, Corral led extensive interviewing and testing of the prototypes for CareMessage with targeted users. She sat in on meetings between Spanish-speaking patients and translators, and even enrolled people from her circle of family and friends in the program, without notice, to see how they reacted to receiving such messages. She then proceeded to question them about their thoughts as the service evolved, constantly asking, “Does this sound okay? Is it making sense?”



FROM POST-IT TO PROOF OF CONCEPT


To see how powerful this general approach of customer research and product testing can be for social enterprises, let’s take a close look at the process Tipping Point Community used in collaboration with the nonprofit Aspire Public Schools (a group of charter schools) to devise a boldly creative solution to ineffective preschool education in low-income communities.


Tipping Point Community, based in San Francisco, is one of many funders supporting nonprofits to embrace human-centered design practices. Others include Google.org, the Michael & Susan Dell Foundation, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. The Gates Foundation, for example, has spent hundreds of millions of dollars on R&D to test various solutions to the malaria epidemic. In a speech, Bill Gates described R&D funding as “urgent to stay ahead of emerging disease threats.”7 It is promising to see international, national and local funders recognizing the vital role they can play in dedicating significant amounts of philanthropic capital to R&D.


Tipping Point Community aims to find solutions to extreme poverty and to facilitate innovation. To promote more innovation and design thinking in its work, it established an R&D arm, called T Lab. As Renuka Kher, the founding managing director of Tipping Point’s T Lab, says, “The problem is that nonprofits are held to a different standard while in the business world we call R&D spending ‘infrastructure’ and it sounds essential, in the nonprofit world we call it ‘overhead’ and it is highly scrutinized.” As a result, while corporations spent $145 billion on research and development in 2015, nonprofits spent nearly nothing. Tipping Point decided to change that, making R&D spending a priority within their own organization.


Through their research, T Lab identified the lack of preschool in many neighborhoods as a key problem, leaving eighty thousand children in the San Francisco Bay area without early childhood education. The lab’s research group decided to tackle the challenge. Step one was for fellows of T Lab, a cohort of young professionals that Tipping Point trains and supports in human-centered design, to reach out to members of the communities lacking high-quality preschool options; the group asked questions about what they desired for their children in their early years, and their perspective on how to improve the situation. The fellows reached out to community-based organizations, schools and libraries to talk with parents, teachers, principles and anyone else who might have an opinion about how to solve the problem.
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R&D Spending in For-Profits versus Nonprofits. Whereas in the business sector we characterize administrative costs as essential “infrastructure” and leave a significant portion of the budget for research and development (R&D), in the nonprofit sector we refer to administrative costs as overhead and scrutinize anything over 20 percent, leaving virtually no space for R&D. Source: Tipping Point.








The team then held a brainstorming session, often called the “ideation” phase of human-centered design, and proposed a wide range of creative solutions. The team chose eight concepts, then developed a series of prototype solutions for testing. One was to convert a bus into a classroom, which was appealing because it would solve the problem of needing to either rent building space or, in many cases, construct a whole new building. They could also move a mobile classroom wherever needed, perhaps serving families in more than one location if scheduling permitted.
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The Ideation Phase of the T Lab Preschool Bus Project. Source: Tipping Point.








The team made a simple cardboard mock-up of a bus for their prototype, which they took to the community to ask parents, teachers and school administrators what they thought of the concept. They probed for any issues that might be important to consider. For example, they asked, “What would your concerns be if you put your children on a bus for preschool?” and “Would you be comfortable with your child being on this bus?” Many people were enthusiastic. They saw the concept as a great potential option for preschool. But some parents were worried about their children’s safety, asking if the bus would be driving around with the children in it. They also thought that the children might not like the bus, because it might not feel as nice as a regular classroom. Overall, the feedback indicated the idea had potential, especially since the concept was to park the bus while school was in session. The next step was to build a working prototype for testing with children.


The T Lab team first used painter’s tape to outline a life-sized bus in their office. They created a mock-up of the bus, furnishing the tape outline with cheap shelving, rugs, chairs and toys from IKEA to see how they could design the space. They then found a company with an old school bus for rent, and recreated their mock-up on the real bus. They got permission from Aspire to test the concept for two days at one of their elementary schools in Oakland, and invited parents to bring their children to come check it out, as well as teachers. Everyone was delighted with the result; not only were parents and teachers enthusiastic, but most importantly, the kids loved it!


With such positive responses, Aspire decided to invest further in the concept development. With $250,000 of R&D support from Tipping Point they were able to conduct a more robust five-month trial serving fourteen students. They parked the bus in the lot of an Aspire elementary school in Oakland, and invited families of Aspire students with preschool-age children to enroll. The bus was a huge hit, as described in a San Francisco Chronicle article, which reported that “on bench seats running lengthwise down the bus, are kids counting, coloring, laughing and occasionally throwing in a wobbly handstand on the rug at the back end, in front of the emergency exit. Outside, classmates are making noodle necklaces and building with colored blocks.”8 Following the trial, a waiting list developed for families who wanted a “seat on the bus.” With such a successful trial, Aspire decided to dedicate $450,000 to conduct a pilot program for the full academic calendar year. Tipping Point provided another $200,000 grant to support their pilot. This allowed Aspire to purchase the bus and serve twenty-eight four-year-olds, offering them a full five-day school week. The pilot program was an overwhelming hit with teachers and families alike, who realized that placing children in preschool made them more kindergarten-ready, setting them up for success throughout their education.
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The T Lab Human-Centered Design Process for the Preschool Bus Project. Source: Tipping Point.








Aspire was ready to scale the program when they ran into a wrinkle: the state of California refused to give them a license to operate more buses, saying they had failed to satisfy the state facilities code. Aspire decided they couldn’t let the state’s decision stop them. They went back to the drawing board, using the design of the bus classroom to redraw the classrooms in their schools, making space for preschool classes. In some cases, they decided to expand buildings. They learned that bringing the preschool programs in-house allowed them to serve more students than they could have with the buses. Going forward, Aspire hopes to provide all their students with preschool education, targeting a goal of serving 132 students in five classrooms by 2019.


When Renuka Kher heard that the state had shot down the bus idea, she was nervous about breaking the news to her T Lab team, who had become emotionally attached to the buses. But while they were initially sad that the buses wouldn’t be deployed, they realized that testing the buses had been a great learning process, which helped Aspire arrive at an optimal solution. This story is a perfect example of why in human-centered design it is so important to keep the focus squarely on solving the problem, as opposed to falling in love with a particular solution.


ANY ORGANIZATION CAN FOLLOW THE STEPS


Sure, the human-centered design method worked fantastically for Aspire, you may be thinking, because it was initiated by T Lab and backed by funding from Tipping Point. But social startup seed funding is still rare, despite the movement to support such R&D efforts, and most social startups can’t rely on assistance from donors for the pilot phase. The good news is that organizations can conduct this process on a veritable shoestring. A number of breakthrough social innovators I met used scrappy versions of human-centered design to perfect their models, collect signs of impact and obtain funding.


One of those is Alexandra Bernadotte, founder of Beyond 12, an organization that provides technology and coaching to support college students from underprivileged backgrounds. Born in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, Bernadotte’s parents immigrated to the United States so she could have better opportunities for success. Bernadotte worked hard to get into Dartmouth College, and she vividly recalled struggling through her four years there because she did not have the tools she needed to be successful, such as family members to review her resume or a network to get summer internships. Several years later, Bernadotte was working at New Schools Venture Fund, a venture philanthropy firm that supports education nonprofits, when she learned that she was not alone: by age twenty-four, only 9 percent of students from the lowest income quartile can expect to earn a bachelor’s degree, versus 77 percent of students from the highest income quartile. She decided to find a way to help more low-income children succeed.


While Bernadotte had a clear idea of the population she wanted to serve, she wasn’t sure how best to help them. On the one hand, a free technology platform to provide support would reach a large number of students; but on the other, a human coaching service would offer a more in-depth, personalized experience. Without funding in the bank, or a foundation willing to support her launching a formal design process, Bernadotte decided to create her own human-centered design approach to R&D. She started working with a small focus-group company to learn best practices for targeting students who were the first in their family to go to college. She ultimately did that through student groups, such as the Latino Alliance and the Black Student Union. She also got advice on the questions to ask them about their experience. With this crucial information in hand, she dove into the research phase by going to college campuses and talking with students. She set up tables at student unions, did outreach on Facebook and used word of mouth through the people she met to connect with both students who were persisting in college and some who had dropped out. Taking the student comments back to her team, she held a brainstorming session in which they came up with a variety of strategies for supporting students. They determined to test a model that combined a smartphone app, which would connect students with valuable campus resources, and individualized coaching to help them navigate personal challenges.


According to Bernadotte, this early design process was a key component of Beyond 12’s success, because the organization was able to develop an intimate relationship with their target users. Meeting with students was so valuable, in fact, that her team continues to regularly reach out to them for feedback about what is working for them and where Beyond 12 can improve. This feedback loop was critical when Beyond 12 received a grant several years later to hire the design firm IDEO to lead the organization through a more formalized design process. The goal was to make the service scalable and financially sustainable. Several beneficiaries who had gone through the Beyond 12 program helped improve their model.


IDEO started by researching analogous models from the business world, such as Weight Watchers, whose model also blends live coaching with technology support. As Bernadotte recalls: “Weight Watchers was such a great example that I never would have thought of because it’s not in our space, but they have been so successful at providing a very analogous experience. We were able to learn from it because it just fit with everything we were trying to do.” IDEO then ran design sessions with Beyond 12 students, covering the walls of the meeting rooms with brightly colored Post-it notes suggesting ideas for features to improve the app.


The design process produced dozens of feature ideas, which were whittled down to a few that IDEO and Beyond 12 prototyped using InDesign, creating sample screenshots. The team then took the screenshots to the students for feedback. The conversations clarified that what the students most needed were resources to help them better navigate their college experience (like reminders about academic and financial aid deadlines), so the team tailored the design of new features accordingly. Because the organization had such strong relationships with their beneficiaries, they were able to tap them for additional feedback multiple times throughout the development process.


Beyond 12 is now tracking the progress of more than fifty thousand students and coaching close to two thousand students on 180 college campuses. All the testing has paid off. Of the students coached by Beyond 12 who entered college in fall 2011, 82 percent persisted into their third year, compared to 59 percent of first-generation college students nationwide.
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Another example of a social entrepreneur who bootstrapped her early testing phase is Beth Schmidt, founder of Wishbone, a crowdfunding platform that sends low-income high school students to summer programs that help them pursue their dream careers. She was a high school teacher in east Los Angeles when she gave her students an assignment to write a paper about their passions. Blown away by what they wrote, she imagined founding an organization that would make her students’ dreams come true. To test the idea, she simply photocopied the papers that had impressed her and mailed them to her family and friends, pleading for donations. With the money that came in, she picked seven students and arranged for them to attend summer programs. Next she built a website to experiment with growing the program. It brought in enough donations to send sixty kids to programs the following summer. She then analyzed how the model was working, and she realized that the overhead was $2,000 per student, which was much too costly to scale. In response, she asked summer programs to provide scholarships, which reduced the price significantly. With that tweak to her model, she was ready to push for growth. As Schmidt says, “You can put a bunch of kids through a poorly made machine where they don’t have a great experience, and the machine is going to break down in a year and you’re going to hit a plateau. Or, you can actually spend the time to explore it, get it right and do the research you need to do to create a machine that works over the long haul.”


Sometimes your testing must be a little more sophisticated than using a photocopy machine and sticking some handwritten letters in the mail, but it can still be at quite low cost. Charles Best was a teacher in the Bronx when he developed his idea for a crowdfunding site for teachers. Now a $100 million fully self-sustaining nonprofit organization with celebrities like Stephen Colbert on its board, DonorsChoose is based in the heart of midtown Manhattan, with swanky offices that resemble a tech startup more than your typical nonprofit. As I waited to meet with Best, I was drawn to the flat-screen TV mounted on the wall of the waiting area showing that already that morning $87,712 had been donated to projects all over the country, including Bring Music to Our Classroom and Technology for Our Troops’ Kids.


The origins of DonorsChoose were much more humble. Best got the idea one day when he and his teacher friends were talking about books they wanted their students to read, field trips they wanted to take them on and a pair of microscopes they needed for a science experiment. It occurred to him that there must be people who would help to fund these needs if they could see where their money was going.


Best was living at his parents’ home at the time, so he used his rent savings to pay a web designer $2,000 to build a bare-bones website to test the idea. Today, paying a designer would not even be necessary, because so many free templates for websites, adequate for the testing phase, are available. To kick-start posting projects for funding, Best turned to his coworkers. “My mom made roasted pears for my colleagues,” he told me. “When I brought them to the teachers’ lounge people would pounce and I stopped them and said, ‘If you eat one of these pears, you have to go to this new website called DonorsChoose and ask for whatever it is you want most for your students.’” This is how Best managed to get the first eleven project requests on his website.


Then he had to find donors. His aunt funded one of the projects, and Best secretly funded the rest using his savings. Rumors about a website where teachers could get money for their classrooms spread across the Bronx, and teachers started posting hundreds of projects. By that time, word had also spread to donors that this website would provide a chance to contribute to local schools, so luckily donations began to trickle in and Best no longer had to fund them himself. After ten months of testing his pilot site, he was able to prove the promise of the model: if you built a platform where teachers could post their classroom wish lists, people would gladly fund them. With those results in hand, Best approached foundations to seek funding; he was able to get a $100,000 grant from the Goldman Sachs Foundation to go ahead and create a more robust website and fulfillment team to launch the organization.


ADDING IN COCREATION


While interviewing targeted users and testing prototypes with them is core to all the human-centered design methods, actually engaging users in helping to generate ideas for products and services, and having them actively develop them with you, is not always included. Such direct involvement in development may not be appropriate for all organizations, but it can be a great way to make the development process more affordable, and can also speed it up. The cocreation, or open innovation, process is a method for inviting your intended users to submit ideas for developing your product or service, and maybe even take part in the development process.


The method has been used to great success by a number of companies. LEGO has implemented the method, with its LEGO Ideas platform, which offers LEGO users the chance to submit design ideas.9 All users can then vote on the submissions; the company then produces the highest rated designs, with a small percentage of the revenue going to the designer. With the development of online crowdsourcing platforms such as Kickstarter and Indiegogo, cocreation has become even more interactive.


The Center for Youth Wellness is an example of how this approach can catapult nonprofit growth. Dr. Nadine Burke Harris, the founder, has become one of the most influential doctors of her generation, recently gaining international acclaim with prizes such as the Humanism in Medicine Award from the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Heinz Award.


When she finished medical school, Burke Harris was committed to bringing top-quality health care to poor communities. She managed to secure funding from the Sutter Health Hospital to start a clinic in the Bayview district of San Francisco, a low-income neighborhood. As she began to research the health conditions of her patient population, she came across a Kaiser study out of San Diego identifying a then little known phenomenon called “toxic stress” in children. Researchers found that adverse childhood experiences due to life traumas, such as drug problems, abuse, neglect or alcoholism, could cause disproportionate poor health outcomes down the road. She immediately realized that this was the cause of many of the serious medical problems of the Bayview community. She told me that making this connection was akin to finding a pathway to a cure for cancer. If pediatricians would screen children to discover whether they had experienced such traumas, they could more effectively target interventions to counteract the longer-term medical effects.


She founded the Center for Youth Wellness to advance that mission. In addition to spreading the word about toxic stress exposure through public advocacy, such as through a much viewed TED talk,10 she determined that she would create an Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) screening survey. Her hope was for the government to require every pediatrician in the country to use the ACE survey to screen patients for toxic stress exposure. Her initial plan was to use a sample survey during patient visits in her clinic in Bayview, and analyze the results over time. She wanted to test the user friendliness of the survey and perfect it before taking it to national authorities to lobby that it become a mandatory tool in pediatrics. Only after proving its effectiveness would she make the survey available for public use. But once the word that she was developing a survey got out through her TED talk, clinics and doctors from all over the world began contacting her to request it.


Burke Harris had applied for the Google Impact Challenge Award, offered by Google.org. When they awarded her a $3 million grant to develop her survey, the Google team suggested the cocreation approach to address the immediate need. Burke Harris took the advice and made a provisional version of the survey available for download, fully disclosing that it was not a finished product, including an official legal disclaimer. She invited those who downloaded it to participate in improving it. In just over a year, a thousand health providers in fifteen countries have downloaded the screening tool and are in the process of offering useful refinements to the Center for Youth Wellness with an online survey tool. These doctors are now co-creators with the Center for Youth Wellness and are poised to provide significant input on how the survey works on their patients, what can be improved and how to help make it as user friendly for the doctors as possible. The goal is that once Burke Harris finally does go to national authorities to advocate for its widespread use, the survey will have been well tested.
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In my study, I encountered numerous other examples of cocreation at work in the nonprofit world. For example, when Natalie Bridgeman Fields founded Accountability Counsel, a group of lawyers representing communities around the world that have suffered human and environmental rights abuses from development projects, she quickly realized that her small organization would never be able to reach the millions in need of representation. Her team developed the Accountability Resource Guide11 to make their process open-source, so any lawyer could read it and bring cases against the institutions funding harmful development projects.


Countless nonprofits have used Kickstarter, Indiegogo or other crowdfunding platforms to develop advocacy campaigns that engage their supporters not only to fund their work, but to get their ideas about how to improve programming. SurveyMonkey and Google Surveys are great ways to receive feedback from a targeted audience of stakeholders. And a cocreation model doesn’t even have to be sophisticated; of course, Facebook and Twitter are easy ways for nonprofits to use social media to get feedback and constantly improve upon their programming.


STAYING CLOSE TO THE PROBLEM AND THE BENEFICIARIES


The process of connecting with end-users and other stakeholders should be ongoing as your organization grows. As your organization hires more staff, you should implement a process for connecting new employees as well. One of the common ways nonprofits go off course is losing touch with the needs and desires of the community they are serving, thus failing to perceive new problems that might arise. Top-performing social entrepreneurs are dedicated to continuously improving their model and the services they’re providing, and they find ways to stay close to their beneficiaries. For example, Dr. Nadine Burke Harris is committed to maintaining her clinical practice as a pediatrician one day a week in between speaking engagements and running her organization. Andrew Youn, founder of One Acre Fund, which provides African farmers the tools to increase their production yields, lives in Rwanda in order to be close to the populations he is serving.




The process of connecting with end-users and other stakeholders should be ongoing as your organization grows. As your organization hires more staff, you should implement a process for connecting new employees as well.





Many of the breakthrough organizations I visited work closely with their staff to connect them to the people they serve, so they develop a deep understanding of the problem they are tackling. Charity: water, the New York–based clean water initiative, which has raised over $200 million, and in the last year brought clean water to nearly 7 million people, takes each staff member to the developing world at least once, to experience how the organization’s work touches the lives of its beneficiaries. Organizations also stay connected by hiring staff who have suffered the social problems the nonprofit addresses. For example, Jessamyn Rodriguez, the founder of Hot Bread Kitchen, a job-training facility for low-income women that helps them launch careers in food manufacturing, hires select graduates of their Bakers in Training onto their full-time staff. This allows the organization to leverage the insights of beneficiaries in administering and developing their programs.


A strong connection with the needs of your targeted users, and an open-minded commitment to listening to their input and responding to it, will gain you the support and engagement of those you seek to serve, the insights to improve your results and, in turn, the funds you need to take your organization to the next level.
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