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Impact 
Investment
New form of philanthropy applies more rigorous standards to ensure donors’ money 
is put to the most effective use possible. By Saniya More

zzIn the past, giving back to society was a fairly 
simple process: write a cheque, give away some 
used supplies such as toys and clothes, perhaps 
start a food drive.

But it would usually stop there. After the money 
and other supplies were given, few donors — if any 
— would follow up to ensure their resources were 
being used responsibly.

Today, an increasing number of philanthropists 
and individual donors have become more strategic 
about the causes they support, keen to see how their 
resources will be used.

“Rather than just giving away resources, people 
want to know how the money is impacting the 
organisation,” said Nikki Kinloch, the CEO of Sim-
plyGiving, Asia’s largest fundraising platform.

But what if there was a way to measure all the 
progress being made with each donation?

The philanthropic investment firm Omidyar Net-
work is aiming to do just that through a personal-
ised form of “impact investment”. The firm, created 
in 2004 by eBay founder Pierre Omidyar and his 
wife, Pam, focuses on “market-based approaches 
with the potential for large-scale, catalytic impact”, 
according to information published on its website.

Omidyar Network was one of 411 organisations 
represented at this year’s Asian Venture Philan-
thropy Network (AVPN) conference in Bangkok.

Since its creation, Omidyar Network has man-
aged over US$1 billion in funds for non-profit and 
for-profit endeavours around the world. It is respon-
sible for investing or channeling funds to projects, 
social entrepreneurs and startups including Khan 
Academy, Wikia, Change.org and Teach for India.

“Impact investment” is intended to generate 
not just financial returns but also create a positive 
social impact, explains Roopa Kudva, partner and 
managing director of the Omidyar Network in India. 
For example, a firm could invest in a small hospital 
in an Indian village. Over time, the hospital could 
make a profit but would serve a much more signif-
icant social purpose: to provide local people with 
access to modern medicine and treatment facilities.

“If you are looking to achieve impact investment 
at scale, very few structures can scale up as much as 
a business can,” she told Asia Focus. “That is why we 
believe that in addition to giving grants, we should 
also invest in for-profit companies. Any profits we 
then make are reinvested into the business.”

Currently, the Omidyar Network focuses its core 
investments on five sectors: education, financial 
services, emerging technologies, governance and 
citizen engagement, and property rights.

Working in the field for over a decade, Ms Kudva 
has witnessed positive change for social entre-
preneurs. More funding is available, government 
policies are improving, and a growing number of 
philanthropists want to be more strategic about 
their donations.

About 24% of the Omidyar Network’s committed 
financial aid goes to Asia, with the bulk of it going 
to India. Explaining why so much aid goes to the 
country, Ms Kudva says it comes down to rapidly 
increasing use of technology.

“Technology is a big driver of social impact, par-
ticularly in India,” she said. “Today, three out of 
four Indians have phones, amounting to about 300 
million smartphones in the country. Because of that, 
businesses are now able to reach consumers they 
could never reach before. People are using mobile 
phones to access necessities such as education, 
healthcare and job marketplaces.”

According to Ms Kudva, India’s unique talent 
pool and ability to scale up businesses help set the 
country apart. The country is the world’s third-larg-
est hub for startups.

Yet India also has certain limitations. Much of 
this talent, she says, is concentrated in specific 
industries and only in particular industries areas 
of the country.

“There are extraordinary talent gaps in fields like 
marketing and product management,” she said. 
“However, the moment you go outside the three to 

four main cities, the quality of talent dips.”
One of the main challenges India faces now is 

creating opportunities for its people. “This is a coun-
try where more than 50% of the population is below 
age 30. Also, there are one million people entering 
working age every month alone.”

Thus, the Omidyar Network has turned to 
impact investment, to create more opportunities 
by supporting entrepreneurs in various industries. 
One of these projects is the Akshara Foundation, 
a non-governmental organisation that works with 
government schools to help students better learn 
subjects including mathematics and English.

“One of the biggest problems in India is that 
almost every child goes to school but learning out-
comes are terrible. Children go to school, but they 
don’t learn,” Ms Kudva said.

Since 2000, the Akshara Foundation has helped 

over one million children in Karnataka state 
and now runs multiple programmes to increase 
school enrollment, lower the number of drop-
outs and improve learning outcomes and over-
all development.

Indus OS is another campaign the Omidyar 
Network has supported. The world’s first regional 
computer operating system, it currently supports 12 
local languages, and aims to “digitally connect the 
next one billion people in the emerging markets”.

As India’s second most used operating system, 
Indus OS has encouraged more users to get online, 
making it easier for them to pursue education and 
find jobs.

Akshara Foundation and Indus OS owe their 
success to their ability to focus on a specific group 
of people to accomplish a set of goals. But the key 
to success is the determination and passion to 
create change.

“We’ve always seen that purpose-driven organ-
isations tend to do much better in the long term. 
They keep their employees engaged, while also 
attracting funding and creating value for share-
holders,” Ms Kudva told Asia Focus.

A non-profit looking for investment from the 
Omidyar Network must also give the firm a seat on 
its board to monitor progress and ensure funds are 
being used effectively.

For those who wish to try their own forms of 
impact investment, she has some tips for both non-
profit and for-profit ventures.

For for-profits, Ms Kudva suggests doing some-
thing concrete. “There should be some proof of 
concept, it can’t just be an idea.”

Finding what makes a for-profit venture unique 
and innovative is extremely important, as is thinking 
about what problem the for-profit will try to solve.

On the other hand, when it comes to starting a 
non-profit, critical thinking is a must. “What’s the 
problem you’re trying to solve? What is the vision? 
How are you leveraging technology? These are all 
questions to consider,” she said.

Financial inclusion a core philanthropic goal
zzHelping the unbanked and small-scale 

entrepreneurs gain access to finance is 
definitely an area where financial institu-
tions can play a role in the philanthropic 
world, according to the MasterCard Center 
for Inclusive Growth.

“Financial institutions have an incred-
ibly critical role to play in terms of social 
business … and the role of financial insti-
tutions is clearly around access to finance,” 
Alison Eskesen, the centre’s Asia Pacific 
regional director, told Asia Focus.

MasterCard conducts and supports 
academic research on strategic philan-
thropic investments because financial 
inclusion is critical to growth, said Ms Esk-
esen. However, there are nearly 2 billion 
people who are still unbanked, according 
to the World Bank.

“Access to financial services can serve 
as a bridge out of poverty. We have set a 
hugely ambitious goal — universal finan-
cial access by 2020 — and now we have evi-
dence that we’re making major progress,” 
World Bank president Jim Yong Kim said 
in 2015, noting that the number of adults 
without a basic account had dropped by 
500 million between 2011 and 2014.

“This effort will require many partners 
— credit card companies, banks, micro-
credit institutions, the United Nations, 
foundations, and community leaders.”

MasterCard is helping the World Bank 
by committing to get 500 million people 
financially included by 2020. The com-
pany has invested in 750 programmes 
in 80 countries and as of May 2017, had 
connected around 310 million people to 
formal financial services via prepaid cards, 
debit cards and mobile money accounts.

Mobile money accounts have become a 
major force in Sub-Saharan Africa. While 
only 1% of adults globally say they use 
a mobile money account and nothing 
else, in Sub-Saharan Africa 12% of adults 
(64 million people) have mobile money 
accounts; 45% of them have only a mobile 
money account.

For entrepreneurs, the card provider 
is seeking to connect 40 million micro 
and small merchants to its payment net-
work. In Asia, the MasterCard Center for 
Inclusive Growth has been working with 
Mercy Corps’ “Kompanion Myanmar”, a 
microfinance institution, to deliver holistic 
services to small business, with a special 

emphasis on women and youth.
The two groups also work together 

in Indonesia, seeking to increase access 

to the products and services of formal 
financial institutions and other resource 
providers, and to link entrepreneurs to 

community business organisations to 
enhance their market access.

The company also supports women’s 
access to finance because most of the 
people excluded from formal financial ser-
vices are women. According to the World 
Bank, 58% of women have bank accounts 
compared to 65% of men. Meanwhile, 
more than half of all adults in the poorest 
40% of households in developing countries 
were still without accounts in 2014.

“Too many entrepreneurs, many of 
them women, remain disconnected from 
the networks and resources they need to 
thrive in today’s economy, like financial 
services,” said Shamina Singh, president 
of the MasterCard Center for Inclu-
sive Growth.

The problem with access to finance 
actually comes down to risk appetite and 
the main question is, “do financial institu-
tions have the risk appetite to move down 
the market?” Ms Eskesen said.

The absence of reliable data deters 
some lenders. MasterCard, thorough the 
Start Path global incubator, is working with 
startups to acquire more data from differ-
ent groups, including small businesses that 

may not have good bookkeeping. It is also 
working on alternative credit scoring and 
risk assessment for financial institutions 
in lieu of immovable collateral such land 
and houses.

The company also uses humanitarian 
projects to improve financial access for 
needy groups.

For example, the MasterCard Aid Net-
work since 2015 has distributed aid cards 
to more than 100,000 people through the 
International Rescue Committee, Mercy 
Corps, Save the Children and World Vision.

The cards help NGOs and donors track 
and report aid transfers, and give benefi-
ciaries control and choice, reducing the 
inefficiencies and expenses of humani-
tarian aid.

“Financial inclusion is in the DNA 
of the company and we fundamentally 
believe that every single MasterCard staff 
member needs to think about how to bring 
the unbanked into the formal economy,” 
said Ms Eskesen. “The easy entry point 
is often cards such as prepaid and debit 
cards, but we also look into things that are 
more unique and this is where the Master-
Card Aid Network fits in.”

By Erich Parpart

The MasterCard Center for Inclusive Growth has a goal to get 500 million people financially 
included between 2015 and 2020, says Alison Eskesen, Asia Pacific regional director.
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“We are turning away help from experts who may 
have answers or may have addressed some of these 
social issues in other countries. For example, China 
and India have been very reluctant, all of a sudden, 
because of changes in government, to let foreign 
foundations come in to help them and partner 
with local foundations in giving them access to the 
best-quality models and access to new technology 
in addressing their social problems.”

A lot of governments in Asia also perceive outside 
help as meddling in their internal affairs, or see 
philanthropy as being not completely altruistic but 
as a factor driving social unrest.

“Unfortunately, philanthropists and charitable 
organisations have been the first to suffer when 
governments decide to take a more closed-door 
approach to how they view charitable organisa-
tions,” she added.

SOME SOLUTIONS
To maximise social impact, it helps if a campaign or 
programme can attract a number of different play-
ers who each bring in different kinds of resources, 
making the whole greater than the sum of its parts.

“If one brings in financial resources, one brings 
in human resources, one brings in intellectual 
resources and anther bring access to multi-sector 
participation or access to government, together they 
can be far more impactful than any player alone,” 
Ms Batra said.

Technology is starting to help, especially the 
rapid growth of digital connectivity, smartphone 
ownership and mobile internet access. Basic ser-
vices can now be delivered quite cheaply to remote 
communities in places such as Indonesia, Myanmar 
or northern Thailand.

“Mobile technology and internet penetration can 
now provide quality ... education and healthcare 
solutions, and without harnessing technology there 
is no hope because it is the most cost-efficient way 
to scale up,” Ms Batra noted.

Maximising the impact of donations is also crit-
ical, says the Epic Foundation, a New York-based 
non-profit aiming to improve charitable giving. It 
promotes the concept of monitoring and cooper-
ation (M&C) instead of the traditional monitoring 
and evaluation (M&E) of NGOs.

Of the 3,000 NGOs that Epic surveyed, only 
half produced annual reports, according to Nicola 
Crosta, the foundation’s executive vice-president. 
Consequently, the first step to making an impactful 
investment via grant making is to do due diligence 
on the organisation that you want to fund.

Epic helps prospective funders set up a quar-
terly monitoring system with a webpage of flag-
ship indicators that are defined, plus a guarantee by 
both donor and NGO to discuss what is going to be 
measured. In return, the NGO will receive funding 
with no restrictions. AI and Big Data then take over 
to effectively measure the changes in performance.

“Many NGOs do not believe us at first because 
they question the policy of unrestricted funds with-
out telling them what kind of projects the money 
should be put into, but once they get into the process 
they realise that unrestricted funding does not mean 
unaccountable,” Mr Crosta said.

“This is the only way as a donor to really know 
what happened with your money, because if you 
only worry about a specific project you will not 
understand what the [NGO] is really doing. For the 
couple of years that we have been doing this, what 
is interesting is that the most robust, honest and 
impactful organisations almost all enjoy the system.”

While the M&E approach has always been seen 
as a headache for NGOs, he said, the M&C system 
allows them to have direct conservations with 
donors and is almost like a consultancy. This helps 
them to improve performance and ultimately, the 
lives of people.

Helen Smith Price, president of the Coca-Cola 
Foundation, which has given $820 million to local 
communities worldwide since 1984, reaffirmed 
this view. In Myanmar, for example, it has worked 
with Pact, one of the longest-serving international 
NGOs in the country, investing $6 million to pro-
mote women’s entrepreneurship and clean drinking 
water programmes since 2012.

“What we know and understand is that collabo-
ration matters,” she told Asia Focus. “I don’t think 
just any one entity can help solve the problems that 
are happening in the community. It takes all of us 
to figure out how to address and resolve some of 
those issues.”

THE SOCIAL ECONOMYCHINA
3,200 NGOs

542 SEs

INDIA
3.3 million NGOs

2 million SEs

MYANMAR
635 NGOs

600 SEs

THAILAND
116,000 SEs

MALAYSIA
5,827 NGOs

100 SEs

CAMBODIA
3,500 NGOs

92 SEs

SINGAPORE
400 SEs

JAPAN
205,000 NGOs

51,526 SEs

SOUTH KOREA
1,606 SEs

TAIWAN
1,000 SEs

HONG KONG
574 SEs

VIETNAM
1,000 SEs

PHILIPPINES
30,000 NGOs

60,000 SEs

INDONESIA
3,000 NGOs

454 SEs
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Better to give ...

The charitable giving 
culture in Thailand is 

highly concentrated in 
religion and education, 
while charity is oriented 

toward ‘doing good’ rather 
than creating changes”

DR SOMKIAT TANGKITVANICH
thailand development 

research institute

“Technology is a big driver 
of social impact, particularly 
in India. ... Because of that, 

businesses are able to 
reach consumers they could 
never reach before. People 
are using mobile phones to 
access necessities such as 

education, healthcare and job 
marketplaces.”

ROOPA KUDVA
omidyar Network
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