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Advance Praise for BIG BETS



“I consider Raj’s book a gift to humanity. I wish Big Bets had existed when I was a young entrepreneur…. It shows what’s possible when people come together for the good of humanity and have the courage to take concrete steps, together making ‘big bets’ on solutions that lead toward a more equitably prosperous, peaceful, and healthy world. An awesome, inspiring read.”

—Strive Masiyiwa,

African technology entrepreneur and philanthropist

“For more than a decade, I have worked with Rajiv Shah to help the Congolese people recover from the ravages of war. Simply put, Raj is one of the smartest, most optimistic people I’ve ever met. In Big Bets, you’ll find the tools you need to take on some of our biggest, most difficult challenges.”

—Ben Affleck,

director, actor, and cofounder of the Eastern Congo Initiative

“Big Bets provides fascinating insight into Raj’s visionary style of leadership and decision-making and should be mandatory reading for change makers. Big Bets is refreshing at a time when positive change too often feels held back by cautious improvements or acceptance of the status quo. Leaders and decision-makers—whether of a country or a community—should take inspiration to make the big bets today to seize the opportunities of tomorrow.”

—Tony Blair,

former UK prime minister

“By extension, Raj Shah’s Big Bets can be instructive far beyond its headline aspiration. It can be read by a father aiming to give shape to his son’s changing world or an aid worker looking to break from the repeatedly failed patterns and short-term impacts so often attempted only to be abandoned. Big Bets offers the ubiquitous resets our modern world demands. From climate to conflict, poverty to politics, it’s Shah’s unique experience, and his organically clear-minded will to conceive lasting change, that makes Big Bets one helluva timely gift.”

—Sean Penn,

actor, director, and CORE cofounder and chairperson of the board

“Through powerful stories culled from his all-star career in public service, Raj Shah provides a road map for people who care about the biggest problems of our day but don’t know where to begin to solve them. His book will inspire you to think big and take action.”

—Adam Silver,

NBA commissioner

“Raj Shah has seen a better future—one in which we all come together to solve our toughest challenges—and written in Big Bets a playbook for everyone who’s eager to work together across divisions to make it a reality.”

—Larry Hogan,

former governor of Maryland

“In Big Bets, Rajiv Shah gives us the playbook and thus the power to fight, work, and innovate our way to a better, more just future. This book will make you more hopeful about the world—and your capacity to change it in big ways.”

—Darren Walker,

president of the Ford Foundation

“This is a book that will move mindsets and inspire readers to have higher hopes not only for what we can accomplish together but also for what they can aspire to achieve themselves.”

—Paul Polman,

former CEO of Unilever and coauthor of Net Positive
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INTRODUCTION How to Avoid the Aspiration Trap


If you’ve picked up this book, you’re drawn to the possibility of changing the world in a big, lasting way.

That’s good.

The world needs changing: Humanity is facing perils at every turn; we’re tearing each other apart even as our planet teeters on the edge of catastrophe.

And you can be the one to change it for the better.

That you have that agency might come as a surprise. You may be skeptical that you have the might or the means to do big things. For centuries, two factors determined an individual’s capacity for solving the world’s problems: divinity and dollars. You could be a sort of living saint, a person empowered by some holy authority or simply gifted with a genius for good and an otherworldly patience. Alternately, you could be a millionaire (and then a billionaire), amassing or inheriting great wealth. If you were saintly or rich, you could then hope to transform the world by thought or action in your own lifetime or soon after. In more recent history, similar powers were given to countries’ presidents or heads of state, as well as leaders of large businesses. They often have outsized mechanisms to create sweeping change for vast swaths of people.

You’re likely not a saint who can suffer the hardships of living and working to improve lives in the world’s poorest places. People like that are incredibly rare. Nor, I’m willing to bet, are you so rich you can write a check to solve the world’s biggest challenges: After all, no one is. Climate change alone is a multitrillion-dollar problem. And “president” and “prime minister” aren’t jobs that come open often or are won easily.

The good news is you don’t have to be a saint, a billionaire, or even a president to make big changes in the world.

I’m living proof of that. I grew up in a middle-class family in suburban Detroit, sketching car designs in my school notebooks—it was the Motor City after all—while facing immense pressure to become a doctor. I discovered when I was twenty-two that I wasn’t cut out to be a saint and, when I was forty-four, that I was unlikely to become a billionaire. I made misstep after misstep trying to find my way in the world and help make it better.

But with a mix of pluck and luck and a deep dedication to making a difference, I ended up working with teams that contributed to some of the biggest changes of the twenty-first century. We helped reduce preventable deaths by vaccinating nearly a billion children. We led programs to reduce hunger and famine by transforming farming communities in Africa. We organized huge relief and development campaigns—in Haiti, Afghanistan, and across Asia. We helped lead a determined effort to end a horrible outbreak of Ebola in West Africa, and then later to combat the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States. At the same time, we have helped bring electricity to people previously denied the dignity of a simple light bulb.

None of this was easy—if I make it seem so, it’s a mistake of memory or writing. After all, these challenges were spiked with complexity and risk, and the measure of our success is uneven. There were times I failed, and, in some cases, I’m still toiling away in hopes of progress. Still, along the way, I’ve seen that transformative change is possible if you embrace a certain way of thinking.

In the pages ahead, you’ll meet people who have done just that. None of them were real saints. A few were billionaires. One was president. But most were like you or me: thoughtful, dedicated, determined, and rarely the least bit sure at the beginning about what it would take to make a real difference. They blundered, took wrong turns, but put the failures behind them, and kept moving forward.

What set them apart was the big bet mindset: When faced with a problem and when in doubt, they pushed to solve rather than just improve. They didn’t seek to better a few lives with charity or comfort; instead, they set a huge, audacious goal: ending hunger, wiping out disease, transforming race relations. Though each of those challenges exists in some form today, I would argue that the change they achieved was far more sweeping because they set out to solve problems rather than settle for incremental improvements.

By doing so, they avoided the aspiration trap.

You can do the same. Anyone from intern to president in any organization—banks, government agencies, universities, or community groups—can benefit from the big bet mindset. This book will give you the knowledge and the tactics—and, most important, the frame of mind—to tackle humanity’s stickiest challenges.

Let me show you how.

Think of an extraordinarily tough challenge. Here’s a non-exhaustive list to start the conversation. Billions of people are mired in poverty, suffering malnutrition, or living in communities that limit their dignity and access to opportunity. Democracy in many nations is under fire. Our very way of life is contributing to a climate crisis that’s altering life on the planet and potentially making more of the world unlivable. Technology is changing our lives with inescapable speed, hurling us in directions that are both exciting and scary.

The creeping feeling of helplessness you get reading that paragraph is the aspiration trap beginning to close in on you. Would-be world-changers too often get so caught up in a tough problem’s complexities that they forget to seek and then address the root cause, or core reason, that a problem has gone unsolved. They worry about upsetting people on the way to real change, so they set their sights too low or are content to address only a small piece of the problem. They think there isn’t enough money or support to achieve large-scale change, so they ask too little of others. Or they lose their way and fail to track results precisely enough to know whether their efforts are succeeding or falling short.

The aspiration trap snares too many too often. It’s the reason so many people have grown cynical, detached, or apathetic. It’s the reason some people roll their eyes when you say, “We should end poverty,” or, “We can save our planet from the havoc we’re causing.” It’s the reason that instead of going big enough, people settle for doing good enough. It’s the reason that instead of seeking outright solutions for the root causes of the problems we face, many give aid or charity or make incremental improvements and then move on.

A big bet mindset unlocks the dedication required to avoid the aspiration trap altogether. It raises your expectations for the scale of impact you can deliver. It prepares you for the long timeline required for real progress—seeing improvements as milestones on the way to lasting solutions. It helps you shoulder the intellectual challenge to determine a problem’s root cause and what it will take to solve it. And it makes getting out of bed every morning invigorating and fun—because you’re trying to make genuine progress on big meaningful things.

And it will help you conceive and carry out big bets for humanity.

A big bet is a concerted effort to fundamentally solve a single, pressing problem in your community or our world. Big bets require setting profound, seemingly unachievable goals and believing they are achievable. Big bets require finding a new way of thinking or doing things—often inspired by a technological advance or a novel method for harnessing the know-how, fortunes, and energies of others. Big bets require developing broad alliances, often among unlikely partners like government and business, that can summon sufficient resources and diverse capabilities to break through the constraints that so often limit social progress. And big bets require following through on measurable outcomes for as long as it takes for people and communities to benefit.

You might be wondering, isn’t this guy just naïvely idealistic or simply naïve—as some have accused me of being in the past? Can big bets really pay off? Are there really enough individuals and institutions in the world ready to join alliances around big bets? Aren’t most people just concerned about themselves?

I’ve heard all those questions throughout the years. Questioning the motives or even the sanity of those seeking to make big change is easy. And today, doubt itself is a convenient refuge. Social media can be an open forum for gripes and sniping. Our politicians’ words and actions and corporate executives’ pay packages reinforce the prevailing cynicism.

But I’ve also seen how setting bold aspirations and maintaining a commitment to solving our biggest problems can stir people to action. Time and again, I’ve seen how the quest to solve the world’s biggest problems unlocks energy and enthusiasm and collaboration from all types of unlikely partners. They may not act when you say, “Would you like to help vaccinate a few kids you’ll never meet in a country you’ll never visit?” But their ears perk up, their ambitions stir, their hearts beat faster when you ask, “How would you like to ensure no child gets polio ever again?”

“Big” matters. If you aspire to solve big problems, people—sometimes one by one—will join you. They will pull more than their weight. Sometimes they’ll even perform unimaginable feats. The bigger your goals, the better your chances of bringing in sufficient partners, allies, and supporters to solve root causes and deliver large-scale change.



It doesn’t matter when the desire to try to change the world first strikes. Some people seem born with a mission, while others hear humanity’s call far later in life. You don’t need some elaborate life plan—or even your family’s complete support—to join the fray. I was inspired to make the world better when I was seventeen, and that desire came by a twist of fate. Even then, and long after, I struggled to give that calling a firm direction and worried how it fit with the expectations that come with being the first child of immigrant parents building a middle-class life in the United States.

My grandfather, Natwarlal Shah, who I called “dada,” and my grandmother, Madhukanta, who I called “ba,” raised four children, including my father, Janardan, in Ahmedabad, a large city in western India. They didn’t live in the richest part of town or the poorest. My dada was educated and worked as an accountant at a local bank. They were comparatively well off even if life in India was often cramped, unhealthy, and torn by fits of violence between Hindu and Muslim communities.

My dad’s parents didn’t accept that their children had to live that life. School had been my dada’s ladder, and he and my ba decided it would be the same for their children, who were pushed to work and study hard. When my father earned a scholarship to attend graduate school in the United States in 1967, my grandfather liquidated a big part of his retirement account, his and my grandmother’s lifeline, to buy his son a one-way ticket to Arizona.

My mother, Reena, had a different background, but it included a similar venture. Her family was wealthier, owning several cotton-processing facilities around India. But at a time when women in India didn’t have as much access to careers and education, my mom’s parents, Motilal and Bhanumati—my “dada” and “dadi”—were deeply committed to ensuring that she and her sister moved ahead. In addition to a better education, my mother also had the opportunity to go abroad, and she joined my father in California, where he moved after completing his master’s degrees in electrical and mechanical engineering. The timing proved auspicious: The United States had just opened its doors to immigrants from South Asia and the wider world.1

My father and mother made the most of it. In California, my father helped develop scientific equipment for the Apollo space missions. Later, my parents settled in Michigan. There, my dad worked as an engineer for the Ford Motor Company and my mom ran a Montessori school. I was born a few years later, and my sister, Ami, arrived soon after.

Years later, my dada and ba made their first trip to the United States. The occasion was momentous, as though royalty were coming. My father researched airfare and recommended his dad buy the tickets in India, as that would be cheaper with exchange rates and airline rules. And they strapped me into the blue family Maverick (a Ford, obviously!) for the drive to Detroit’s Wayne County Airport.

As I waited with my father for my grandparents to arrive, I watched him scan each passenger until two familiar figures appeared in the doorway. But when I looked up at my dad, I saw a flash of concern across his face. “What has happened?” he asked my grandfather, who looked ashen.I

My father guided my dada to a bench near the wall. There, my grandfather explained he was concerned about being asked to buy the ticket. He had again emptied his retirement account to pay for the flight, assuming my dad couldn’t afford to pay for his parents to visit. My grandfather had been stricken with worry that his plan for his son’s better life in the United States had fallen through.

My dad quickly explained that he had always planned to pay his father back—he was merely trying to save a few dollars on the exchange rates. My parents weren’t scraping by; they had more than enough to host my grandparents. My dada smiled with relief. The two proud men hugged and wept silently. As I played on the floor next to their packed suitcases, my grandfather looked down with pride. He picked up his American grandson and walked out of the airport as my dad struggled with all their bags.

Like that luggage, my grandparents’ bet was occasionally too big for me to handle. Every day, I felt the weight of making good on the opportunity my family had provided. If we forgot, our parents often reminded Ami and me of our cultural inheritance at the dinner table. We weren’t alone: Nearly all my friends of Indian descent were expected to work hard, play by the rules, bring home good grades, and become either a doctor or an engineer (the safest paths to success in our parents’ eyes). Those expectations were one reason I decided to become a doctor, starting my studies as an undergrad at the University of Michigan.

But I felt the pull to take risks, too, to put everything on the line even when I had no retirement account to liquidate. My grandfather had bet it all, my father and mother had abandoned everything they knew to find the life that they wanted—what risks would I take?

When I was seventeen, Nelson Mandela visited our hometown, Detroit, on a triumphant US tour. He had been released just a few months earlier from decades of imprisonment for fighting apartheid in South Africa. Sitting on the edge of the couch in my family’s living room, I watched every minute of Mandela’s speech on the field of Tiger Stadium, where my family and I went to games.2 I felt a thrill when he thanked everyone in “Motor town,” as he endearingly called Detroit, for being a part of the struggle for racial equality and human rights.

My family and I had faced our share of America’s racism—the hateful glances, the slurs, and, when I was a kid, the occasional shoves and punches—that came with being a skinny brown kid growing up in predominantly white communities. As such, I was mesmerized not just by Mandela’s demand for equity but his generosity of heart toward those who had been indifferent or even opposed to his people’s plight. At the end of his speech at the stadium, he said to those in Detroit, “I respect you. I admire you. And, above all, I love you.”

Mandela’s visit made me want to do something meaningful with my life. I had no idea what that meant, let alone how to do it. I had no idea what my parents might think. But I thought there might be a way to make change on a bigger scale, as Mandela had through the force of his conviction and personality.



To change the world in big ways, you may think you have to be like Mandela, a singular, saintly figure in human history. Or you might think you have to suffer as he did—to serve nearly three decades in a prison cell, breaking rocks as punishment. Or some of you might think you have to go into the field, living beside those you aim to serve. That is what most saints do—they pay some price to change the world.

But I soon discovered that for all my newfound conviction to sacrifice everything in the service of others, I wasn’t cut out to be a saint.

In college, I worked hard on the pre-med track while also studying economics, an interest—along with politics—that fueled my growing passion for social change. I knew I had a lot to learn about the world, so I went to study abroad for a year at the London School of Economics (LSE) in England. There, I hoped to get the necessary grounding in geopolitical and economic forces to make change.

I gained that education and more.

In London, I met my future wife, Shivam Mallick, a junior at Georgetown University who was also studying abroad for a year at LSE. With her stylish hats, oversized glasses, big smile, and loud laugh, Shivam was hard to miss and harder to connect with: She was always surrounded by an army of friends. Still, I saw enough of her in our econometrics class—she was confident and really cute—to like her right away.

Shivam became a great clarifying force in my life. Her parents had also expected her to go to medical school, but she found her own way (she always does), volunteering in a county prison during college. Studying government in London, she was super smart and had a sense of both purpose and adventure—she was, and still is, a woman on a mission. She encouraged me to find my own mission, and act on it. Talking endlessly in pubs and coffee shops in London, we vowed to stop just talking about doing something big and to get out there and try to do it.

Soon after my return home, I thought I might have found my opportunity. At a fundraiser, my parents met a doctor named Hanumappa Sudarshan, a legendary humanitarian who lived and worked in one of India’s poorest places.3 Dr. H, as he was known, was celebrated around the world for his singular dedication to the Soliga, a people who live in the Biligiri Rangana Hills, or B. R. Hills. Over fifteen years of work there, Dr. H shrank the incidence of leprosy nearly a hundredfold among the seventy thousand people in the area, from 21.4 per 1,000 population to 0.28 per 1,000, all but solving the problem, eliminating the disease in that slice of India.4

As I learned about his story in the university library, I grew convinced I was meant to be the next Dr. H. With Shivam’s encouragement and my parents’ support, I applied to be an intern at his clinic in the summer of 1995, before the start of medical school. That is how I found myself going hut to hut in the B. R. Hills with a sharpened plastic stick, like a toothpick, to probe for shedding skin, one sign of leprosy. It was oppressively hot and the work was difficult, made no easier by the fact that my very limited grasp of Gujarati, my parents’ tongue and one of India’s dominant languages, was of no use with people who spoke a different dialect altogether.

Leprosy was rare—such was the success of Dr. H’s work—so what we found most often were empty pantries and hungry children. Our most effective treatments were often sustenance, not medicine. At dinner, our patients and many hungry Soliga children sat along the floor of the large dining hall with us. We were served flavorless ragi balls made of nutrient-dense millet flour and a hot curry broth. Often those balls were the only thing that kept these kids from crossing the murky and often fatal line from hunger to starvation.

I would return after dinner to my little hut with its thatch roof. Tossing and turning as I tried to sleep, I would whisper a confession to myself: This wasn’t for me. I respected Dr. H’s remarkable life of service and was honored to be a small part of it. But I also knew I couldn’t hope to equal it.

Yes, some of it had to do with the difficulties of living in the B. R. Hills or anywhere like it. My hut stank from the mosquito coil whose smoke did little to end the ceaseless biting. And it was sweltering. I lost about ten pounds that summer. I missed modernity and its comforts.

What’s more, deep down, it nagged at me that we were treating only symptoms while providing comfort to a tiny slice of humanity. Dr. H is as close to a living saint as I’ve ever met—he saved tens of thousands from the horrors of leprosy. Every day, he and his team improved the well-being of the Soliga where they could. But as I looked at it, in 1993, more than 700 million people, or 12 percent of the world’s population, were hungry—ten thousand times the number of people who lived in the region where Dr. H worked.5 Eleven million children under the age of five died that year, almost all in poorer countries—56 percent of whom suffered from chronic malnutrition.6 We didn’t have enough Ragi balls to save them all.

As I arrived home from that summer—landing at the same airport where I’d seen my grandparents for the first time—I was weary, eager for a night of sleep in my own bed and a big American-style meal. And I felt weighted down by a sense of futility: that the best we can do is incrementally alleviate human suffering around the edges of an unacceptable status quo. I kept asking myself: How does anyone—how could I—ever hope to solve the world’s biggest problems like global poverty, hunger, or preventable disease? Was that even possible?



You may have similar questions, looking for your own path to change the world, whether solving the big problems or even seeking to improve upon them. You don’t have to get it right, right away. The truth is, if you pursue a call to serve, you’ll have missteps and false starts. I struggled for nearly a decade after leaving the B. R. Hills to find my path.

I didn’t find it at the University of Pennsylvania, where I pursued a medical degree and a doctoral degree in economics. Though I enjoyed seeing patients and even loved dissecting cadavers, I spent a lot of my time trying to do other things. I worked in poor neighborhoods of West Philadelphia to educate children about the dangers of HIV/AIDS. I volunteered for political campaigns and considered running for office. Shivam and I started a nonprofit organization to promote community service and political activism among young South Asian Americans like ourselves.7 I started a small data-analytics company with a graduate student classmate and joined a think tank in Washington, DC.

More and more, I thought the path to big change would be in politics. I applied twice—and got rejected twice—to work for Vice President Al Gore’s presidential campaign in 2000. But then I got a call from a friend working for the campaign who told me to apply again. The third time was the charm. The offer of a grunt campaign job left me with a choice: either continue at Penn in my MD/PhD program and pursue a career as a physician, or risk losing my scholarship to go work for the candidate I believed would be the country’s next president.

The morning after I took my board exams, I set out before dawn for a fourteen-hour drive to the Gore headquarters in Nashville. With Shivam at the wheel, I slept off too many post-exam beers from the night before. Months after graduating from business school, Shivam was helping me find my way, as she did more than once. Thanks to her, I arrived in Nashville rested and ready to change our nation on day one.

Unfortunately, it turned out that no one much cared about what I thought needed changing. I nearly had a medical degree, but my driver’s license turned out to be my most important credential. I spent most days chauffeuring campaign staff and volunteers around town in my beat-up Mercury Cougar or making photocopies of old newspaper articles at the Nashville Public Library. My greatest early accomplishment there was compiling the comprehensive file on Gore’s role in regulating the deadly Lawn Darts game of the 1970s.

The insignificance of it all was too much. One night, I called my sister, Ami, and told her I had made a big mistake. I had thrown away my confused but promising medical career for a humiliating slog that appeared to be going nowhere and would help no one. Ami let me vent and then reminded me that I had really wanted to join the campaign, building on interests I’d had since I was young. She told me to give it more time.

Sure enough, as the campaign heated up, my role soon expanded. I spent long hours working on policy papers in the “cage”—a group of desks surrounded by cubicle half-walls—with people who became lifelong friends. In the final weeks, the excitement built. And when the networks called Florida and the election for Gore, I thought my path was going to lead to the White House.

Instead, when Vice President Gore lost after a historic recount, I felt adrift. I had come this close to working with a president, a role that came with the immense power to make the big changes the world needed. At that point, I wasn’t going to work in the White House tackling the problems I saw in the world. And my path to the private sector as a physician still didn’t feel quite right. It didn’t occur to me that there were alternatives to those careers for anyone eager to make big changes for the betterment of society and the wider world.

My opportunity came when I received a call from a friend I’d met on the Gore campaign who went on to work for a relatively new foundation created by Bill and Melinda Gates. He asked me to come and work there, an offer that changed the course of my life. In my years at the Gates Foundation, and later in the Obama administration and now at The Rockefeller Foundation, I’ve worked on big bets with teams of remarkable, dedicated people—including Nelson Mandela himself, whose visit to Detroit decades earlier had inspired me to search for my meaning and purpose in the B. R. Hills, Nashville, and beyond.



You can also make and contribute to big bets on the issues that stir your sense of justice and compassion. The status quo endures in part because we are expected to accept the world as it is. By even picking up this book, you’ve shown an interest in making the world what it should be. And if you’ve read this far, you’re making clear you expect better for yourself, your community and country, and our world and planet.

You’re in luck.

Today, the power and tools to make big change are available to anyone. For nearly a century, people have looked to either government or the free market to produce and distribute new solutions. Yet over the last thirty years, technology and our growing interconnectedness have empowered individuals and institutions and extended their reach. As I found at the then start-up Gates Foundation, and in every role since, this technological shift offered greater opportunities to just about anyone to expand cooperation, find or share information, and execute vast operations—not just governments and corporations.

As a result, saints, billionaires, and presidents, as well as the public and private sectors, lost their monopolies on big change. Suddenly, people like you and me had the power to try to solve the world’s problems. With just your mobile phone, you can launch a campaign for political office, make a documentary that transforms how millions think about an issue, start a petition that draws attention to an important cause, or learn enough about an issue or technology to think seriously about its potential.

Even more, a wired world also provides the capacity to spark partnerships and locate sponsors and investors in ways that weren’t possible decades earlier. You, your team, or your organization can help support actions half a world away—analyzing data, tracking trends via Google, shipping supplies from around the world—all while sitting behind a comfortable desk in Bogota, Brooklyn, or Beijing.

These tools can help people like you launch the big bets that are the best way to create and lead large-scale change.

You don’t need help understanding why the world must change, or for whom. You need to know how you can change it.

By sharing my experiences and the lessons I’ve learned, I hope to show you how it’s possible to fundamentally reimagine your community, your society, and our world—and thus help you achieve your vision. The lessons I offer in the pages ahead, lessons gleaned from the successes and setbacks I’ve had since that phone call from the Gates Foundation, are usable by anyone in any organization at any level.

This is a playbook that emerged, by fits and starts, from those lessons and experiences.

Three steps can help you avoid the aspiration trap after you’ve set a big goal. Too often, people hesitate when it comes to committing to solve a problem. The sheer magnitude of what it will take—the high costs, the complexities, the daunting scale—causes them to step back. This hesitation makes it impossible to even figure out just what it would take to vaccinate every child, eliminate hunger, or end COVID-19. This book will give you some tools to help identify a big bet, pick a pathway forward, and maintain the momentum and confidence to keep moving.

First, this book will help you learn how to discover new ways of thinking and new ways to apply innovations to solve the tough problems we face. Right now, we’re living in a remarkable era of progress in science, technology, innovation, and social understanding. More important than what these breakthroughs can do is how broadly they can be scaled. What does that mean? It means that once the breakthrough is made, there is theoretically no limit to how many people can benefit from it. Everyone can receive a vaccine or cast a vote. But systemic constraints too often exclude women, the poor, people of color, vulnerable communities, and more while rewarding the rich and well connected. This book will help you learn how to identify strategies and routes to overcome those constraints.

Next, you’ll see ways to build the broad alliances—often between unlikely partners—necessary to create real change in your community or even around the world. If you’re like most people today, you may not trust our institutions, governments, businesses, or nonprofits, or you may be so focused on your own work and organization that you don’t know what others have to offer. I understand those feelings. But I’ve learned that connecting with individuals, working together, and unlocking people’s aspirations to make a difference, no matter what part of society they’re from, can yield tremendous outcomes.

And last, you’ll see how to define your big bets clearly enough so you can stay relentlessly focused on results until they’re achieved. Measuring outcomes is harder than it seems. And it isn’t done often enough by those seeking to make a better world. We must be as fierce in our measurement of success when working for social impact as businesses are in measuring profit.

You may be a student, a retiree, an entrepreneur; you may lead a big team at a small organization or be part of a small team at a big philanthropy, business, or government agency—anyone can use this playbook, which I developed over my career. I’ve seen the big bet mindset work in many settings and at different levels. And I really believe it can help make institutions themselves more ambitious, more effective, and more worthy of our trust.



For that reason, I wish I’d had this book twenty-five years ago when I was finding my way. Now, I want to share with you what I’ve learned in the hope that you too can avoid the aspiration trap and change the world in a big, lasting way.

For now, all you need to remember is that all big bets for humanity start with betting on yourself.

No matter who you are or where you’re from, you have the will and the skills, the heart and the smarts, to build the alliances required to scale and sustain the transformative solutions needed today.

If you use these lessons, you’ll find that a big bet pays off in many ways, helping us reimagine not only the world but also our place in it.

For that reason, your big bets will change you even as you change the world.


	
I. Throughout the book, I include what should be considered notional quotes from friends, family, and colleagues. These quotes should not be taken as verbatim; I didn’t take contemporaneous notes. But in all cases, they reflect my memory and my best effort to recall my thinking at the time.








1 Ask a Simple Question


“What does it cost to immunize one child?”

With that blunt and utterly basic question, my education in making big bets—in pushing to solve, not just to improve—began in earnest.

To get to a solution, you need to understand the problem in its most essential form. You need to have the courage to ask the simple, even naïve-seeming question. Rudimentary questions, I would learn, have incredible powers to reorient thinking, crack open possibilities, and reveal paths previously hidden.

All of that was ahead of me, months and years down the road. But that afternoon, on the other side of the room, sat the man asking that basic question, a face familiar to most of the world.

With a boyish grin and messily parted hair, Bill Gates, then forty-six years old and wealthy beyond measure, was asking that question of no one in particular. It was 2002. While still chair of Microsoft, the computer software giant, Bill was sitting—or more accurately, rocking forward and backward in his chair—at one end of the table in a giant conference room in the former check-clearing house that was home to his family foundation.1 Bill and Melinda Gates had established the Gates Foundation to help, among other missions, vaccinate the world’s children.2

I was then a twenty-eight-year-old medical school runaway, sitting with six or seven other Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation public health staffers on the other side of the room. I had some experience at that point—in India’s B. R. Hills, on Vice President Al Gore’s presidential campaign, and more. I had completed my degree—eking out the last few credits after Gore lost the 2000 election. But I wasn’t going to take the rest of my board exams or ever become a practicing physician. Instead, I sat there at the Gates Foundation, essentially an intern. I was, however, allowed to pick my title: I went with “Chief Economist,” though there were no other economists on staff.

I had arrived in Seattle, but I was still far from settled on philanthropy as a career. What I had was a hunger and a drive to figure out a way—both a path and a process—to make a big difference. When I received a phone call from David Lane, who had been chief of staff of the US Commerce Department and a higher-up in the Gore campaign and who was then running the Gates Foundation office in Washington, DC, I didn’t know what exactly to expect.3 But I took the job and a seat at that oak table in Seattle.

In front of Bill sat a printout of a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation (naturally) on the foundation’s vaccine project. Two years before, Bill and Melinda had committed $750 million to the extraordinary goal of immunizing every child on the planet against vaccine-preventable diseases.4 The manifestation of his commitment was the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization, or “Gavi.” At that point, I noticed while reviewing the slides before the meeting as a new member of the vaccine team, Gavi’s progress had been marginal.

Eventually, Bill stopped rocking and asked his question about cost. In reply, one of the more experienced public health experts on our side of the table said wearily, “You can’t really think about vaccinations that way.” Vaccinating children in poorer countries, he contended, was complicated. Even to protect one child required the patient, dose, syringe, trained health care professional, and clinic all to be ready at the exact same time and place, even in desperately poor parts of the world where public health care is inadequate at best, and roads and electricity are often lacking.

At that point, I didn’t know what a big bet was—I was still trying to figure out who was who. But it was clear that Bill’s question was about scale: If we understood the cost of vaccinating a single child, we could extrapolate from that to the cost of vaccinating all of them. With that, we could identify the funding gap and start figuring out how to solve it. At that point, less than two-thirds of children in Africa and Southeast Asia were vaccinated against diseases that were easily preventable with a single shot (or, in some cases, a series of shots).5 Bill’s goal was a solution to those vaccine-preventable diseases, which was the most cost-effective way to save lives.

All I knew was that the experts on my side of the table had been in public health for a long time. They were some of the more thoughtful and dedicated public health professionals in the world. They had helped convince Bill and Melinda to commit the $750 million toward universal childhood vaccines. And as I learned, some at the table were expressing concerns held by the broader public health community about an all-out push, an all-in bet, solely on vaccines. In the face of complexity, the conventional wisdom held that the best way to help children was to improve health systems in the countries where the kids lived.

You’ll find yourself in similar positions, especially when you’re one of the more junior people at the table. Someone, maybe even you, will propose a solution to a problem. And then someone else, often many others, will feel more comfortable questioning the idea or listing all the complexities that might preclude real change. No one will really know who is right. In the conference room that day, none of us could be sure it was possible to vaccinate every child. At the table and in all the conference calls, meetings, and emails before and after, the aspiration trap’s constraints, which too often stop big ambitious initiatives, became clearer and, in some ways, more considerable.

What I saw in the years ahead was how Bill’s questions broke us out of that trap. You can use simple questions to force everyone—from the most experienced experts to the newest interns—to reevaluate assumptions and scrutinize what is really known about a topic and the constraints that seem so forbidding. Complexity is often the bane of those seeking to make big change and solve pressing challenges; any task can seem impossible when so many things must change at once and so many people have to agree at the same time. Simple questions and their answers can cut through the fog and not only reveal a big, ambitious goal but also shape a culture and illuminate a path for achieving it.


The Right Issues at the Right Scale

Before I walked into that conference room, I was unsure what to make of “philanthropy.” The very idea felt small; it smacked of old institutions awash in rich people’s money that sponsored symphony concerts and other programming on public radio: This performance was brought to you by the so-and-so family trust. Philanthropy seemed mostly focused on making the status quo more tolerable with small improvements and an easy-listening soundtrack.

After that first session with Bill, I had a strong sense that something very different was afoot at the Gates Foundation. This wasn’t passively tossing cash to needy causes. This was an earnest and even radical effort to find a better way. Looking at the philanthropies of the past, including John D. Rockefeller’s foundation, Bill, Melinda, and their team had decided to emulate the model—to develop and scale technologies that could benefit humanity—but by leveraging the new opportunities and tools available in the twenty-first century.

Answering Bill’s not-quite-so-simple question was a key part of that project. Not only was the answer elusive, but its solution would involve changing how the world worked in fundamental ways. Big institutions had been trying to increase vaccinations for years—only to see the inoculation rate plateau in the 1990s, which is why nearly half of the 11.5 million children younger than five years old who died every year died of vaccine-preventable disease.6 That meant a solution was likely to require big changes—political, economic, institutional changes. Bill’s blunt question was aimed at the heart of exactly that change.

After a few more sessions with Bill and more weeks on the team, the scale of ambition and potential at the foundation felt intoxicating to me. It was wide enough to stretch my interests and abilities while also tapping what limited experience and expertise I already had.

For example, the computer-powered data revolution had sucked me into its orbit as an undergraduate and graduate student. At the Gates Foundation, I could be myself. Where else could I geek out over data points like the DALY table, which captured what public health officials called the “disability adjusted life year,” a tally of years of healthy life lost to disease, disability, or early death?7 Here was the ultimate quantification of lives improved—or lost—to good or bad policy decisions.

Unfortunately, despite the promise of this data, I had already learned that not all organizations act on new answers. Years before, as I looked for another way to contribute to public health, I had spent a summer interning in a closet-sized office in the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) in Washington, DC, which seeks to turn international resources into better health outcomes in South and Central America. At first, PAHO felt like the ideal location for someone with a passion for public health and some analytical chops. By clicking a mouse or throwing open a dusty volume off the shelf, I could be immersed in a vast trove of public health data.

One day I was asked to dig into the ramifications of a new policy put forth by the International Monetary Fund, a multilateral institution that provides emergency funding to nations so long as they follow stringent fiscal requirements and guidelines. When I did the math, using resources like the DALY tables and their data, I discovered the new rule would lead to cuts in care and worse health outcomes, particularly for women and children. This wasn’t a solution or an improvement but a downgrade. When I showed the work to my boss, he passed it along, but nothing happened. The policy went into effect and my paper likely went onto a shelf to start collecting dust.

The right answers alone, I learned, don’t change anything unless put into the right hands.

Even with my early doubts about philanthropy, I could tell after those first meetings at the Gates Foundation that I was at a place that put a premium on the answers. Bill’s question—deceptively simple, but in reality so complex—made me think I may have stumbled into exactly the right job. For the first time in my life, I felt I was in my element: answering hard questions that crossed many fields. But more than that, it felt like the place where people might listen to those answers and do something extraordinary.

You have to go where you’re empowered, especially early in your career. To be clear, “empowered” doesn’t mean “in power.” You don’t need to be in charge. What you need is a place that feels right—working on the right issues at the right scale. What felt right at Gates was that I went to work every day trying to make sure children didn’t die needlessly—and that I was expected to offer my insights on how to do that by answering simple questions that could help us find far larger solutions.




Money Alone Doesn’t Deliver Outcomes

Five years before I walked into that conference room, Bill was paging through the New York Times one morning when he came upon an article about rotaviruses, which disproportionately infect infants and can cause diarrhea, dehydration, and sometimes death. Though seventy thousand American children were hospitalized each year with the virus, very few died from it. But in poorer countries, the virus killed four hundred thousand to six hundred thousand kids a year in the early 2000s. What made this inequity newsworthy was a new vaccine being tested in the United States, but it wasn’t expected to be available in the poorer countries where children were actually dying.

As Bill and Melinda got to talking about the story, they were both horrified by the injustice. The vaccine cost around $116 in the United States, which wasn’t cheap, but in a country where the gross national income was $32,000 per person per year, it was at least attainable.8 In India, where the virus killed one hundred thousand children each year, per capita income was just shy of $450, putting such a pricey vaccine completely out of reach for most.9 Bill and Melinda had trouble comprehending how humanity could accept such inequity at such a scale, especially if every life, as they truly believed, had equal value.

To upend that injustice, the two kept it simple. Bill and Melinda wondered, “What’s the most effective way to save the most lives?” By doing the math, the answer became clear: not building new hospitals but expanding vaccinations. With one shot or series of shots, vaccinated children would never suffer from tuberculosis, diphtheria, tetanus, pertussis, polio, measles, and rotavirus. As a result, the question also revealed the goal. Their big bet was that all children who weren’t vaccinated could be.

That bet led to dozens more questions. How many children in poor nations have received the most basic DTP3 vaccination, which protects from diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis? In the early 2000s, the World Health Organization estimated there were 37 million children not immunized with DTP3.10 The questions continued. What about newborns? Slightly more than half of the 100 million children born each year in developing nations received vaccinations, so in the end, about 50 million newborns needed vaccination every year.11 If that persisted through their early childhood, a significant portion of those kids would die of preventable diseases. Mothers burying children who had every right to live was just flat-out wrong.

In 1998, a previous foundation—led then by Bill’s father, Bill Sr., an accomplished lawyer who was tall, kind, unassuming, and, in his own way, very funny—was trying to find a path forward. One night, the younger Bill hosted a dinner for discussion at his home. To find a way to break through complexities of vaccinations, Bill tossed out a question at the dinner table: “If you’re having trouble with a vaccine like the one on rotavirus, why not just buy it?”12

At first, the question was surprising to those at the table since vaccines were purchased all the time in bulk. But Bill clarified: Why not buy the hugely expensive intellectual property rights for these vaccines to allow for manufacturing, sale, and distribution to poorer countries at much cheaper prices? The idea fizzled—intellectual property rights were just one piece of a complicated system, and that version of the rotavirus vaccine proved problematic. Bill’s question was a bit fanciful, but the method of asking people to imagine what could be done with no constraints was another of Bill’s methods. One our team would later adopt—with a twist.

Soon after the dinner, Bill agreed to commit $750 million to solving the problem. But money alone doesn’t deliver outcomes. No one disagreed with the importance of vaccinating the world’s children. But the foundation’s investment was never meant to simply buy $750 million worth of vaccines for children. As Bill’s question at dinner made clear, the gift was meant to do something more: It was meant to unlock the thinking and cooperation needed to refashion the system itself and permanently solve the problem of so many kids going unvaccinated.

As such, the Gates Foundation money created real debates about what to do next within the public health community, including among the official institutions dedicated wholly or in part to children’s health like the World Bank, the World Health Organization, and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). Which vaccinations should be first? Which countries? What was more important—getting syringes in arms or building health systems in poorer countries that could deliver vaccinations and other health outcomes over several years?

Helping sort it through was Dr. William H. Foege, a physician and the former head of the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention who joined the Gates Foundation in 1999. Foege, a quiet, thoughtful bear of a man with a gray beard, was a legend: He helped eradicate smallpox in one of the most successful public health initiatives in history.13 As only he could, Foege had a way of reminding us all of what was possible—that not only did we all agree on the same principal matters, the syringe-versus-system debate was actually not a divide; it was just about looking at the same problem differently.

Still, by the time I arrived at the foundation, there had been only a modest improvement in kids being immunized. Gavi had helped protect ten million children against hepatitis B, a disease responsible for killing more than half a million people that same year.14 Working with Foege and others, Bill and Melinda’s contribution by then had mostly helped illuminate the incredible complexity of public health, and children’s health more specifically. The impediments had become clearer, but not the ways around them.

What you’ll see in your career is that money alone doesn’t overcome complexity and deliver results. In some ways, knowing that is a good thing: It’s a reason not to put all your hopes on a windfall. But simple questions can help you establish a goal—and reestablish it over and over again to keep everyone focused. Tremendous resources can help overcome constraints and the aspiration trap only if they are used to motivate and fuel dedicated people to think anew about a system itself.




Fill a Blank Sheet of Paper

Undeterred by complexity, Bill and Melinda charged Patty Stonesifer, the foundation’s co-chair and president, with finding a way to break through it. An Indiana native with close cropped hair and deep, thoughtful eyes, she became a technical writer just as booming tech companies sought to tell their stories. Patty landed at Microsoft and used her skills as both a communicator and a strategist to soar through the ranks—and earn the trust of Bill and Melinda. Bill Sr. continued as a co-chair as well.

Patty was a top-notch operator in business and technology. She had excelled, and prospered, in the dynamic technology business because she was uniquely able to master the details of the present while simultaneously reimagining the future—a characteristic I would work to nurture in myself and come to spot in so many others in the years ahead.

Patty came at the work with a passion for service. She had grown up as one of nine children in a deeply Catholic family that believed in community service. That faith and family ethos propelled Patty and her siblings into a range of careers, almost all serving their communities in one way or another. On a shelf in her foundation office, she kept a figurine of Jiminy Cricket, who had tried to put Pinocchio on the right path, as a reminder to let her conscience be her guide.15

Bill, Melinda, Patty, and Bill Sr. were new enough to philanthropy—and confident enough in their successes—to not be afraid of starting fresh, time after time and project after project. Their simple questions forced experts around the world to look at things anew. Often, smart people rush to describe complexity, thus making a problem feel intractable. Bill and Melinda’s questions started the conversation afresh, often beginning with the basics and building from there. It was a reset to the beginning of the thought process to see if there was another way forward.

Patty, among her numerous other responsibilities, was in charge of finding that way forward, or finding the people who could. Years later, I was in a meeting where a new colleague was trying to understand what made the Gates Foundation different—other than the resources of its founders. Patty didn’t hesitate; she simply pulled a blank piece of paper from a file in front of her and said without ceremony, “This.” Patty then explained that we always tried to start with a blank sheet of paper.

Starting with a blank sheet of paper made every day feel like an exercise in continued learning. Bill devoured books and studies and news reports at a dizzying pace, and we were all expected to do the same. If there was some new, interesting development on vaccines or anything else out there in the world, the race was on for who could know it, master it, and share it within the team before anyone else.

At one point, I was asked to prepare for a meeting with UNICEF, the United Nations agency charged with vaccinating children. When I asked what was needed, I was encouraged to start with the basics. I set off to learn how UNICEF functioned. Part of this approach was about geography as well as timing—Seattle in the early days of the internet wasn’t the easiest place to learn about international aid groups, and Wikipedia was still in its infancy. But most of it was about not accepting others’ answers for our own. I dug around, read whatever I found online, and talked to people in public health to learn from scratch about the organization. We were expected to be skeptical, probing, and thorough.

The foundation’s robust intellectual metabolism fed the ambition of the place. Compared with my experience at PAHO, the Gates Foundation’s culture was downright invigorating. Patty and Bill made it clear my answers would matter. Part of this was surely due to their own newness to the field. Though there were many in and around the foundation with decades of experience in public health, Bill, Melinda, and Patty had less than a decade combined. And I was mostly a blank slate and eager to learn.

That shared desire to learn drove us to ask questions reflexively—this wasn’t about some management process or philosophy. We asked simple questions because those were the building blocks toward solid solutions. And answers begat more questions. We filled up page after page—digital and printed—with the answers. For a young person, this was both intoxicating and liberating. But for me, with some sense of how public health had struggled to make big changes in low-income countries, it felt potentially revolutionary.

Of course, there were those who saw the Gates Foundation team’s simple questions as naïve, perhaps dangerously so. Often, people responded to these queries with an eye-rolling explanation about complexity. Others grew frustrated by the Socratic interrogations. Some worried the whole thing was squandering precious resources and time—that it might even cost lives.

At the time, I didn’t see the questions as naïve, though I was one of the greenest folks at the table. For me, the questions were fun: I genuinely enjoyed the intellectual work required to answer them. The queries were also an opportunity. I was able to earn my keep answering Bill’s questions. Even if they didn’t immediately lead to increased childhood vaccinations, I felt like I was helping everyone get smarter on the issues.

I felt right at home. There are few things more valuable or freeing than a blank sheet of paper. No doubt it can be scary and intimidating. In the face of that, old answers, even if they have proven incapable of solving the world’s problems, can offer false comfort. But if you fill a blank sheet with simple questions and do the hard work to answer them, you’ll find new ways of thinking that can lead to solutions, not mere improvements.




Looking for the Root Cause

Some questions, we came to realize, needed to be re-answered. Such was the case with Bill’s query in that early conference room meeting about the price of vaccinating the neediest children. In 1993, the World Bank had determined it would cost from $10 to $25 to vaccinate a child in a poor country for each healthy year saved—yes, back to those DALY tables again.16 But when our team decided to do the math ourselves nearly a decade later, we realized those numbers were founded on questionable or outdated assumptions and data.

In the early 2000s, experts estimated that between 70 and 80 percent of the world’s children had received shots of the most widely available vaccines.17 But we quickly saw that the 80 percent ceiling was suspect. In some cases, health ministries and local officials had collected the original data by asking local doctors or nurses to pick a range—like zero to 25 percent or 25 to 50 percent—for the estimated immunization rates in their communities. These estimates would then be aggregated and published as nationwide rates.

Such data looked precise on paper, but after just a few questions, it became clear these numbers were at best a guess, a range, or an average. To get to the real bottom line, we hired auditors from Pricewaterhouse-Coopers and Deloitte & Touche to visit vaccination clinics around Africa.18 Despite some criticism of this approach, the teams examined the books, often handwritten logs, not to audit the math but to secure the raw data.19

What data they found, what little existed, was very raw. Our teams mostly found handwritten ledgers, often unorganized and forgotten in the clinics’ filing cabinets, but rarely with substantial or complete data sets. They quickly realized that vaccination rates had been overreported for decades, mainly due to a lack of data. Kenya, one of the audited countries, had been reporting vaccination levels around 63 percent. After our audit we were confident that number was closer to 51 percent. Similar discrepancies were cropping up in most of the places we looked.20

Once we improved the data, we redid the math. We pushed our software—Microsoft Excel, of course—and worked with consultants to dig deeper and fine-tune our modeling. In some cases, we had to guesstimate. Nowhere was that truer than in estimating what it would cost to transport a vaccine over poor roads, or to run refrigerators essential to keeping vaccines cool where electricity was insufficient.

After almost a year of calculation, our team had what felt like the closest we could get to an answer for Bill’s question. It would cost eighty-four dollars to vaccinate a child in a poor country for each healthy year saved. Admittedly, our math was also based on many assumptions, some of which proved inaccurate in the years ahead. But those assumptions were built on a bedrock of good faith and the best data available. Though thrilled to have cracked the math, we were heartbroken by the answer; it was around five times the original estimate. It wasn’t the answer that we’d been hoping to present, but it was the best, most accurate answer possible at the time.

But Bill was totally unfazed. Even at the higher cost, vaccinations were far more efficient to any alternative. Doing the math had also forced a degree of rigor on the analysis, something he had been seeking with every question for years. The answer was still complicated but the overall cost—and its different components—were more clearly enumerated. We could see, in the numbers, where the chokepoints were, what drove up the costs, and where we might intervene to create the greatest change.

We didn’t stop there. Eventually, our math revealed it would cost an additional $10 billion to $13.5 billion over the next ten years to produce and deliver the existing suite of childhood vaccines. To add new vaccines, such as those for rotavirus or pneumococcus, would require another $3 billion to $7 billion just to get those vaccines introduced into poorer countries. The total to meet our goal of fully vaccinating every child could be as high as $39 billion.21

Bill’s simple question had forced us—and the best available consultants, accountants, and researchers—to do the math again. The result was not only a new answer but a choice. It was at that point clear that vaccinating children would cost far more than $750 million. What was the best use of the money?

Some saw the numbers as proof of the complexity and thought that investing in rustic and underdeveloped health systems, which were a major driver of the high delivery costs of vaccines, was the better bet than focusing on vaccines themselves. I could see their point. Each country, community, and village was different—and even if vaccines could be delivered to a seaport or airport, getting shots in arms required investing in personnel and infrastructure where both were expensive. We had a far better understanding of what was driving that, but overcoming it would take work and, as the data made clear, real investments.

Eventually, Bill put an end to the debate. We’d come to appreciate how complex and important health systems were, but the best way to improve those systems was by pursuing a measurable and achievable outcome like childhood vaccinations. Vaccinations could be tracked—and would require improving every part of a system, hiring health care workers, improving refrigeration, buying jeeps to transport doses. Vaccines were the tip of the arrow that could save lives while forcing improvements in health systems more broadly.

The reason vaccinating kids was more expensive than planned was the dire state of health systems in poorer countries. Both sides of the debate ended up being right. Reworking a problem creates new vantages that in turn reveal unforeseen obstacles, as well as solutions that hadn’t been visible before.

You may not like all the answers that your math and analysis reveal. If the answer is you have the resources and the capacity to just go out and achieve your goal, the world will quickly be a better place. But if you’re trying to solve a big enough problem, the answer most likely will be that you’re woefully short of the resources and the capacity needed. Knowing the true nature of the problem is the first step toward solving it. You must start looking for the root cause of the challenge and a way to transform it.




What Would You Do if You Had a Magic Wand?

Even with the new math, we were still struggling with what needed to change to make good on Bill and Melinda’s big bet. It was impossible to look at our spreadsheets and come away undeterred at the complexity of the system. Delivering shots was just one side of a wildly inefficient vaccination system. The other side was just as daunting: The vaccine supply wasn’t large enough to vaccinate every child in need.

One of the many revelations in our math was that the higher-than-expected cost of vaccinations was due to a deeply inefficient global vaccine production system. Vaccine makers didn’t produce nearly enough doses at a low enough cost, in part because they didn’t benefit from economies of scale.22 There had also been recent structural shifts in vaccine production methods that greatly benefited wealthier countries while reducing access to vaccine supply by poorer countries. Vaccines are made by global corporations, not charities, and their underlying interest is profit. Getting them to make cheaper vaccines on a faster time schedule wasn’t about asking. It was about purchasing.

Expanding purchasing was the subject of a lot of conference calls. As one of the Gates Foundation’s representatives on these sessions, I was on the phone continuously. And there were times when I took my role as Bill’s representative a little too seriously. I was often overly brash and confrontational, especially early on. I liked to drop my simple questions with a bit too much spin, making clear I thought I was right. My drive was fueled by the ambition of youth and what I believed was the righteousness of our cause. If two million kids were dying each year of preventable diseases, then every wasted hour is wasted lives.23 So I was impatient.

That impatience grew when our ideas met resistance—and we met a great deal of resistance in those days. On many calls, I would hear the voice of diligent lawyers at UNICEF. Stakeholders must protect their stake: Their job was to protect UNICEF and its people, in part by knowing regulations inside and out and ensuring the institution didn’t violate them. They did that well, much to my frustration.

There will always be a constituency for the past. For example, if we proposed loosening the rules, such as changing the number of bids required for a vaccine contract, one lawyer or another would say it might run afoul of the rules, and those words often stopped us in our tracks. In a sense, that was understandable. UNICEF was helping children by supporting education, health care, nutrition, and more. Those at UNICEF naturally wanted to protect their organization and the people engaged in this important work. But as they defended the institution’s interest, they were also defending a status quo that was leaving too many children unvaccinated.

Fortunately, I met—and joined on many conference calls—more than a few people within the system eager to move away from the status quo. At the time, Amie Batson was a health specialist at the World Bank, which invests in development projects in poorer countries. Amie had a unique mind: She knew the data, its implications, and the way the bank and other institutions operated. Amie was both deeply sympathetic to our worldview and open to experimenting with new approaches. She also had a gift for dealing with conflict.

Amie taught me a question for hard conversations—one that was more productive than my usual impatience. Whenever we talked with someone who pointed to complexity as a reason for caution or regulation as a reason for inaction, she would ask, “What would you do if you had a magic wand?” I’m not sure if Amie invented this technique. Bill did a similar thing when he asked about intellectual property and other thorny issues. But I adopted it immediately. The question allowed us to re-center the conversation from a different vantage point. If we avoided the resistance that built up as soon as change was discussed, we could get advice on what really needed to change.

The question was genuinely fun to ask, and we asked everyone, from Gro Harlem Brundtland, the former prime minister of Norway and head of the World Health Organization who had been instrumental in the establishment of Gavi, to young people working on vaccinations in the field. The question gave everyone the space and opportunity to imagine new possibilities. It nudged them out of their comfort zone and their day-to-day lived experience. It allowed them to be more creative and reimagine what was possible. Some vaccine makers said they would use a magic wand to deliver larger, regular orders that incentivized investments in delivery systems and provided economies at scale. Health workers on the ground wanted a sufficient vaccine supply at a reasonable price (and safe syringes and better refrigeration). At UNICEF, they wanted larger, more consistent funding to be able to place much larger, much longer-term purchases with vaccine manufacturers.

Even if everyone came at it from a different direction, the responses to this simple magic wand question all pointed at the same problem: the just-in-time nature of the current humanitarian system.

UNICEF, which was the buyer and distributor of vaccines for the world’s poor children, was always too strapped for cash. It relied mostly on donors to help it purchase vaccines. Unfortunately, donations were not only insufficient but too uncertain to establish long-term purchasing contracts with manufacturers or to offer enough confidence for countries to invest in expanding immunization outreach programs. Often during emergencies, UNICEF called donors like Norway or Japan for just-in-time donations that would last for a few weeks or months, but never long enough to expand global manufacturing capacity or build new systems of distribution. This just-in-time aid system was also why vaccine producers couldn’t sufficiently plan, clinics on the ground couldn’t staff or invest, and UNICEF couldn’t budget. Without any predictability or sustainability of funding, there was never a way to scale. Why invest, why hire, why commit if the money disappeared within a few months?

Finding a root cause, I learned, was essential to finding a solution. For the first time, we had a sense of why the world had struggled with childhood vaccinations for so long. Inequity was built into both sides of the system—production and distribution—and the actor tasked with overcoming it was woefully under-resourced. Unless addressed, this root cause would make any real progress impossible, or at least unsustainable.
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