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INTRODUCTION 

“For them, I set no boundaries in space and time.” – Jupiter’s prophecy in Virgil’s Aeneid  

“… Innovators enable collaboration across boundaries and time. Let us unleash innovations to unlock the 

potential of every person everywhere, especially women and young people.” – President of the UN General 

Assembly Miroslav Lajčák to Business Leaders and Innovators 

“‘Statesman’” is a term of praise, a word we use to express our admiration for those men and women who lead 

their communities with exceptional wisdom and skill. Unlike the modern bureaucrat, the statesman is a figure 

that appears in every period. In this sense we might say his virtue is timeless.” – Anthony T. Kronman- Yale Law 

School 

In February 2019, at the Cyprus Institute, Prof Jeffrey Sachs, University Professor at Columbia University, and 

Director of the United Nations Sustainable Development Solutions Network spoke of “Eudaimonia in the 21st 

Century: Looking to Aristotle for New Solutions.” “Aristotle shows us the way to return to a global growth that 

is both sustainable and moral”, said Prof. Sachs, one of the architects of the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs).  Sachs’ search for answers to achieve sustainability had him looking to the leadership of ancient Greek 

philosopher Aristotle to understand solutions to this complex challenge to achieve the SDGs.   

While global education is rightly emphasizing STEM education as an important democratizing tool for the 

future of work, Sachs urged us to refocus our attention and commitment on the values of ethics, eudaimonia, 

justice, mutual good, knowledge, and philosophy, so that from the early days children learn the right concepts 

of a good life, with respect for the community and the common good, with a desire to address inequalities 

such as poverty.  Eudaimonia, or virtue ethics play a role in advancing the SDGs because they focus on the 

central role played by motives in moral questions. The SDGs are a set of goals premised on the fundamental 

principle of “no one left behind,” or an “endeavour to reach the furthest behind first ,” a bedrock principle 

which calls for ambition and altruism on the part of leaders both in the public and the private spheres.      

Digital technology has ushered in a new age and has profound impact on the world of development, 

disrupting entire industries and allowing some to achieve exponential growth. But the challenge now is how 

to reimagine business to make the SDGs central to the overall technology strategy so as to achieve the 

Aristotelian vision of global growth based on virtue ethics-- the connective tissues of the SDGs. The UN 

Secretary General Guterres has thrown out a challenge:  “Let me start by a brutal sentence: either the 

Sustainable Development Goals are fully assumed with enlightened self-interest by the business community 

or the SDGs will be a very nice exercise in diplomatic discussions in New York and maybe in some policies of 
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some Governments, but the impact on people, the impact on poverty, the impact on the planet, will be 

extremely, extremely small. Without your leadership, our project will simply fail.”      

Our research examines how the SDGs, considered the grandest vision for sustainable development for the 

world, can be accelerated by ambitious leaders in the field of innovation. Through careful selection based on 

the type of industry, scale, impact, and diversity, we study a cohort of bold leaders who are shaping a brave 

new world.  In turn, the urgent charge of the SDGs provides a platform and an innovation lab to incubate new 

ideas for inclusion and technologies.  

The SDGs, launched in 2015, are a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure 

equality and inclusion for all people.  The SDGs provide the private sector an unprecedented blueprint to 

make positive impact on the lives of many. Because of their reach and influence, the SDGs provide a 

cartography to align strategic social impact goals and design a developmental agenda through innovation and 

inclusion. 

Yet, four years after the adoption of the 2030 Agenda, Secretary General Guterres has said that “we are not 

yet on track and must step it up.” In July, at the High-Level Political Forum in July 2019, Secretary General 

Guterres urged all stakeholders to “ratchet up the ambition and highlight the imperative of inclusion”.  The 

leaders in our study are chosen to be profiled because of the ambition of their ideas, their global reach, 

diverse impact, enduring influence and their acknowledgment of a challenge. We are aware that there are 

many more leaders in the field, but these innovators and disruptors are uncommon in their ability to cross-

fertilize a world of new ideas. While the cardinal targets of Goal 9 on fostering innovation are integral to the 

business plans of these leaders, the research will examine the way in which inclusion is an imperative to 

transforms innovation.  Secretary Guterres specifically referencing the rapid technological change has said, 

“inequality raises economic anxiety, erodes public trust, and undermines social cohesion, human rights, peace 

and prosperity.”  Meanwhile, mounting evidence illustrates in the Secretary General’s words, the 

“transformative results of equality and inclusion”, particularly of women, in higher gross domestic product, 

greater stability, and enhanced private sector performance and institutional effectiveness.”  
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Why the Private Sector Should Care About the Sustainable Development Goals 

 “There are leaders out there who while watching the bottom line realize to whom so much is given much more 

can be expected.” – Phumzile Mlambo Ngcuka 

The SDGs provide business an unprecedented opportunity to make positive impact in the lives of many. 

Because of their reach and influence, the SDGs provide a blueprint by which to align strategic goals and 

change the global discourse, design and developmental agenda, through innovation and inclusion— and a 

critical tool kit to achieve corporate social impact goals. 

During the past five years, the business sector has increasingly played a more integrated role in the 

discussion and programming of the global development agenda. The 17 goals and 169 targets set forth a 

broad scope of development objectives for all countries and called for action by actors beyond government. 

For the first time, the business sector fully participated in the creation of SDGs and was recognized as an 

essential partner in the achievement of the goals. In contrast to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 

adopted in 2000 and targeted at increasing donor assistance for developing countries, the SDGs are a broader 

set of goals that are universal in applying to all nations and targeted at all financing and players, particularly 

the private sector. 

The importance of the engagement of the private sector is underscored by Goal 17, which emphasizes the 

need for enhanced public-private partnerships to mobilize and share knowledge, technology, and financial 

resources for the Global Goals. There are many ways in which the business sector can be a key engine for 

sustainable development. These include filling the financing gap, driving innovation, expanding access, 

creating job opportunities, building inclusive businesses, and producing goods and services that address 

development challenges. 

Larry Fink, chairman and CEO of Black Rock, the world’s largest equity fund, caused a stir with his 2018 letter 

to CEO’s in stating: “stakeholders are demanding that companies exercise leadership on a broader range of 

issues ....ability to manage environmental, social, and governance matters ...which we are increasingly 

integrating into our investment process.” Businesses are being offered guides to incorporating the SDGs in 

their strategies, including by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, Accenture Strategy, 

EMPEA, and the Silicon Valley Community Foundation. 

As to whether the SDGs make business sense, the 2017 Commission on Sustainable Business, chaired by Mark 

Mallock-Brown, identified a 12 trillion market in four of the SDGs by 2030. A 2015 Harvard Business School 

study of 180 U.S. companies found that for over more than a decade, companies that scored well on ESG 
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(Environment, Sustainability and Governance) factors also achieved significant returns. The SCR300 “SDG 

Commitment Report” reports that of 400 of the world’s largest companies with a market cap of more than 25 

trillion dollars, 300 disclose commitment to the SDGs and that for 2017 the UNGSII SCR300 Global 

Sustainability Fund outperformed market benchmarks, such as Dow Jones and Standard & Poor’s. 

The SDGs align development goals (inclusive growth, social equity, environmental protection) with key 

business imperatives (revenue growth, resource productivity, risk management) and create a business case 

for the business sector’s involvement in global development. This focus has come at the right time as 

companies are moving from uncoordinated corporate responsibility programs toward a more systematic 

integration of social, environmental, and governance concerns into their core business strategy. While these 

efforts vary widely by country, industry, company size, and individual company, companies increasingly 

recognize the importance of sustainability to the future of their businesses. This recognition is because they 

must confront and adapt to intense business competition, uncertainty over access to energy and materials, 

climate change threats, and greater scrutiny from the public and their own employees about corporate 

practices. 

The SDGs were adopted by the 193 nations at a time of great upheaval-- when reactionary populism and 

nativism was sweeping the world. As a new global order took hold, innovators came to the forefront to 

rethink deeply entrenched narratives and find ways to solve some of the great challenges including, gender 

bias in leadership, climate justice, income inequality and the digital divide.   Global technocrats and 

entrepreneurs have been now recast as advocates and statesmen and women and visionaries — who find 

unusual ways not just to rethink our new world order but also to reshape it. These corporate titans are 

visionary thinkers who protect their bottom lines while doing the right thing. These leaders enable cheap 

mobile access for the poor, invest in female-founded start-ups, and seek to challenge deep-rooted gender and 

racial biases in hiring and promotion. Together, they show that the SDGs call for visionary thinking. The 

groundbreaking work from this group of global innovators serves as a snapshot of the leaps forward that 

technology took during the first five years of the SDGs — and of the good this progress could do in the next 

ten years for global health, mobile money, and more. 

The SDGs seek to mobilize global efforts around a common set of goals and targets which transcend the 

boundaries of geography or economies. The SDGs call for worldwide action among governments, business 

and civil society to end poverty and create a life of dignity and opportunity for all. Unlike their predecessor, 

the Millennium Development Goals, the SDGs explicitly call on all businesses to apply their creativity and 

innovation to solve sustainable development challenges. The SDGs define a common framework of action and 

language that will help companies communicate more consistently and effectively with stakeholders about 
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their impact and performance. Scaling up and accelerating the implementation of the SDGs is a monumental 

task that costs over 15 billion dollars a year.  

Technology companies are some of the fastest growing companies in the private sector. And provide 

contributions to development in their own right – as engines of growth, innovation and employment.   A new 

era of entrepreneurs are creating a shift in mind set and investing in sustainable societies is ‘smart business.’ 

Digital technology can have a profound impact on global development across sectors and in many parts of the 

world. Although much has been said and written about the impact of technology on achieving the SDGs, little 

has been done to examine the innovators and their humanistic vision for inclusive innovation.      

Digital technology has the capacity to accelerate the achievement of the SDG goals by minimizing inequality. 

However, in the midst of these forces of innovation, there are legitimate concerns that the advent of new 

technologies could be a double- edged sword.  With the SDGs’ pledge to ‘leave no one behind’, there is a 

considerable risk that that new technology could exacerbate the existing divides in society between those 

who can benefit, and those who are left behind.  ICTs have profound impact on the people of the world in 

every corner of the world, in areas of health, education, commerce, carbon reduction, security and inequality. 

In the near future, AI will usher changes we are yet to fully comprehend or imagine. Changes in the way we 

work, learn and relate in the Fourth Industrial Revolution can widen inequalities.  Now more than ever, we 

need leaders who will lead with a higher purpose and make gender equality and global change a part of the 

business imperative. 

The Higher Moral Purpose of Leadership:  How Innovators Can Accelerate the SDGs 

 “A rate of change that a Business As Usual (BAU) approach simply cannot deliver.”  - Jeffrey Sachs 

The clock is ticking and the pace of progress toward achieving the SDGs is slow. Disparities between women 

and men have grown wider in many areas.  In achieving the SDGs, the bedrock principle is leaving no one 

behind. A key shift from the Millennium Development Goals has been the inclusion of business as a key 

partner— this change reflects the extraordinary rise in the power of business and the tech industry in the last 

few decades.  

The SDGs also bring $12 trillion in market opportunities across their value chains. However, implementing 

the SDGs according to Brookings costs 4.5 trillion a year. This shows the need for a private sector to innovate 

based on an analysis of needs. Implementing the SDGs will require partnerships and innovations and mobilize 

funding and investments. If we want companies across the board to be more innovative, we need more 

innovative leaders; leaders who are able to turn new ideas and technologies into assets that will transform 
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the SDGs. These leaders must be encouraged to adopt holistic and systemic solutions to achieve the scale of 

impact required for realizing the SDGs.  

Technology is one of the most powerful tools we have for solving the world’s major challenges—ending 

poverty and hunger, ensuring universal access to basic services, and making the transition to a low-carbon 

economy. Although technology has the powerful potential to transform communities, it is not by itself a 

solution. It must be properly deployed—directed towards the common good.  For that, we require truly 

visionary corporate leadership, when and where it matters. Information communication technology (ICT), 

especially mobile broadband, will be the essential infrastructure platform for the SDGs.  Paragraph 15 of the 

Agenda 2030 states: 

 “The spread of information and communications technology and global interconnectedness has great 

potential to accelerate human progress to bridge the digital divide and to develop knowledge societies, 

as does scientific and technological innovation across areas as diverse as medicine and energy.” 

While this is recognized in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, where the terms ‘technology’ and 

‘technologies’ appear at least 50 times and ICT is explicitly cited, the full potential of ICT is neither 

systematically nor adequately reflected in the individual goals and subsequent targets.  

ICTs have the capacity to paradoxically bridge gaps or widen gaps. Despite technologies’ immense capacity 

for good, it has enormous potential to polarize society.  It must be directed towards social purpose and 

extended to the poor. As Jeffrey Sachs has said, “Technology must be combined with a will towards the 

common good.” Information communication offers a powerful platform for achieving the SDGs. Meeting the 

SDGs call for stretch - a transformation of societies far deeper and faster than ever before. It is as Jeffrey Sachs 

states: “a rate of change that a Business As Usual (BAU) approach simply cannot deliver.”   

ICT has the potential to alter the status quo and revolutionize society and upscale human history. “ICT has 

demonstrated the fastest most global technology uptake…. In future rapid innovation around the Internet of 

Things, advanced robotics, artificial intelligence and big data promised further substantial gains across the 

entire global economy.”  However, ICT also exacerbates divisions. Four billion people from the Global South 

do not use the internet, and the majority of them are women.    

One of the key leadership challenges of our time is to find ways to marshal the extraordinary innovation, 

technology and resources of the private sector. Relatively little analysis has been done on the linkages 

between leadership and the SDGs. Goal 8 (“decent work and economic growth”) emphasizes job creation, 

entrepreneurship, innovation, and small-and medium-sized enterprises. Goal 9 focuses on building resilient 
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infrastructure, promoting inclusive and sustainable industrialization, and fostering innovation—all tasks in 

which business and entrepreneurs are essential. Goal 17 (“partnerships for the goals”) encourages and 

promotes “effective public, public-private and civil society partnerships,” which are critical to commercial 

success and economic development in emerging markets, especially in sub-Saharan Africa.  

There is an investment gap of 2.5 trillion per year, thus there is a need for new collaboration models and 

financing instruments. Corporates and investment funds will be critical to mobilizing the needed funds. 

Innovators use their unique strengths to provide solutions to societal challenges such as early childhood 

education, water safety and sanitation, employment for people with disabilities, small business development, 

energy conservation, and disaster relief. How do we use values and principles as a guiding principles and 

harness technological innovations to contribute to the public agenda?  

It is important to distinguish philanthropy from innovation. Unlike traditional philanthropy, innovators 

contribute new ideas That is why the tech leaders that we have studied believe in a larger purpose; stimulate 

breakthrough ideas and create new patters and connections in thinking.  This last factor is helpful in focusing 

on the inextricably interrelated nature of business and development in the SDGs. The SDGs, unlike the MDGs, 

reflect a common vernacular that increasingly is understood by government, civil society, and business. As 

Horst Köhler, the former International Monetary Fund Chief and one of the architects of the SDGs, said, these 

goals are “our declaration of inter-dependence for the 21st century.”  

Why Transformational Leadership is Key to the SDGS?    

 “Transformational leaders engage with others in such way that leaders and followers raise one another to 

higher levels of motivation and morality.” -- Joseph Nye 

It is an inconvenient truth that innovation can be double-edged. Yet if these novel tools are wielded by 

virtuous leaders, the potential dangers can be minimized. Sustainability means etching virtue into the very 

code of innovation to provide security for future generations Each section will profile an industry leader, 

examining what lessons can be learned for future leaders from their character, followed by an analysis of how 

their organizations are aligning their work in support of the SDGs. Only through this holistic, and ultimately 

humanist, investigation can a true profile of inclusive leadership that is required for innovation in the age of 

the SDGs be developed.   
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It’s easy to fall into the conceptual trap that innovation is an external force. It is instead a result of human 

leadership. Behind innovation there is always leadership that has supported and enabled the change. At the 

heart of this study is the belief that strong leadership is required for innovation in the age of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 

What are the implications of this belief? By placing leadership at the forefront of our study, we seek to 

examine current leaders driving innovation so as to understand the vision that is required to achieve the 

2030 Agenda. Moreover, we must analyze how their leadership principles and perspectives translate in 

tangible action. This approach is unabashedly eudaimonistic, or concerned with virtuous action, and draws 

direct inspiration from modern virtue ethics. We believe this approach does not just fit with the sustainability 

philosophy of the SDGs but is essential to it. Ignoring virtue in leadership is to disregard the SDGs themselves. 

Moral theories from both Eastern and Western traditions discuss the relationship between morality and 

happiness. Aristotle said that happiness is the end of life because it is an end-in-itself, meaning there is no 

other reason to be happy than to be happy. His concept of happiness, eudaimonia, means happiness in the 

sense of flourishing as a human being. Drawing from Aristotle, Ciulla argues that “The relationship between 

leaders and followers and the ends of that relationship must rest on eudaimonia.” It is the goal and the 

ultimate test of ethical and effective leadership. 

Eudaimonia is also the foundation of the Sustainable Development Goals. “Development” has long been 

criticized as a Western construct, consisting of a linear future of primarily economic growth. Sustainability, in 

the development context, has meant opening up our understanding of development and creating a more 

inclusive vision of development. The famous Brundtland Report defined it from the lens of long-term benefits 

as opposed to short term benefits. Accordingly, “sustainable development” refers to “development that meets 

the needs of the present without comprising the ability of future generations to meeting their needs.” The 

2030 Agenda has further refined this definition, with sustainable development meaning effort in “three 

dimensions – economic, social and environmental – in a balanced and integrated manner.” No longer can 

development mean providing economic opportunity at the expense of social justice and the environment; 

development must also ensure new opportunities also benefit the healthy functioning of society and are 

environmentally conscious. The welfare of others, or general eudaimonia, is at the center of the SDGs. 

The Egyptian philosopher and vizier, Ptahhotep, who lived over four millennia ago and wrote about virtue in 

leadership. Ptahhotep offers this advice to leaders: 
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 “If you are a man who leads,  

Who controls the affairs of the many,  

Seek out every beneficent deed,  

That your conduct may be blameless...” 

While eudaimonia is part of the character of the transformative leaders we study, the leaders we feature do 

not fit into one normative theory of leadership. They open their connections to the world and their success in 

business and in public life derive heavily from linkages. They draw strength from relationship based on social 

capital as well as from financial capital.  But these leaders are no monolithic thinkers. Difficult as it is, they 

engage with counterparts in other corporations and fields. These leaders are intersectional and cosmopolitan 

thinkers.  They have access to different stakeholders and viewpoints, they wear multiple hats and can step 

outside a single role to consider and pursue different ideas and approaches. These are transformational 

leaders who provide their followers a greater purpose beyond the day to day work by creating and 

articulating a vision of change that transcends short term goals and focuses on a higher set of principles. 

Rossbeth Moss Kanter calls these leaders vanguard leaders, those who are part of something bigger than the 

companies they manage and lead. Their guiding principles and lofty goals are drawn from unexpected 

juxtapositions of people and ideas.  

The Harvard Business Review has observed that over the last 50 years, leadership scholars have conducted 

more than 1,000 studies in an attempt to determine the definitive styles, characteristics, or personality traits 

of great leaders. None of these studies has produced a clear profile of the ideal leader.  The Great Man theory 

of leadership is one based on what is considered the natural traits of leadership which has now been 

debunked.  

James MacGregor Burns’ 1978 book on leadership made him the father of leadership studies. In this work, 

Burns develops a normative theory of leadership. Transforming leaders are distinguished by the fact that they 

are more concerned with end values such as liberty, justice and equality, than with modal values, that is 

values about day to day routine obligations. In short, they are concerned with cosmopolitan values and 

adaptive leadership. In his normative theory of leadership, the notions of collective purpose and social change 

have moral priority serves as the best indicator of successful leadership.  The transforming leader works from 

higher levels of motivation and morality. This form of leadership moves people away from ethics of self-

interest toward conceptions of morality that embrace universal moral principles like the SDGs.  

Burns’ suggestion that socially useful goals can elevate followers to a higher moral ground, or the common 

good, is important for the SDGs. A transforming leader uplifts the levels of human conduct and ethical 

aspiration of both leader and led. Transactional leaders are incrementalists— business as usual leaders often 
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focusing on the mechanisms. The leaders in this study are transformational leaders who alter the framework- 

with a grand design of transforming the world- sense of belonging to a transformative enterprise.    

Burns has said that leaders “raise one another to higher levels of motivation and morality…” beyond everyday 

wants and needs.  They aspire to reach more principle levels of judgment in pursuit of end values such as 

liberty, and justice.” John Gardner builds on Burns,   in the “Moral Aspects of Leadership” he argued that 

leaders should “serve the basic needs of their constituents” and defend “fundamental moral principles.”  They 

should also “seek the fulfilment of human possibilities.” John Gardener has said that the best leaders “express 

values that hold society together—“Lift people out of their petty occupations and unite them toward higher 

goals.” They both stress an important facet of leadership, where nations, multilaterals follow these leaders 

and often a new narrative in history is shaped because of their leadership.      

In adaptive leadership, Ronald Heifetz presents a new theory of leadership for both public and private leaders 

in tackling complex contemporary problems. Central to his theory is the distinction between routine technical 

problems, which can be solved through expertise, and adaptive problems, such as crime, poverty, and 

educational reform, which require innovative approaches, including consideration of values. 

Heifetz believes that leadership is, at its essence, about influencing change that builds and enables the 

capacity of individuals and organizations to thrive.  Specifically, that leadership is the practice of mobilizing 

groups of people to tackle tough challenges and thrive.  The bottom line is that leaders need to understand the 

importance of adaptation and are able to employ the relevant processes and tools to build the adaptive 

capacity of organizations.  

The idea that leaders have big and audacious ideas is important to accelerating the SDGs. The leaders profiled 

here champion audacious ideas driven by a transformative purpose that could help accelerate the SDGs.    

In the final analysis, the common thread that runs through these leaders is the greatest of leaders, Nelson 

Mandela’s axiom that it is upon every generation to be great. Moreover, it is the most humane of all principles 

articulated by Nelson Mandela, the fact that: “In Africa there is a concept known as ubuntu- the profound 

sense that we are human only through the humanity of others…”   

As President Obama said in his eulogy for Nelson Mandela: “Mandela understood the ties that bind the human 

spirit. There is a word in South Africa, ubuntu that describes his greatest gift- his recognition that we are all 

bound together in ways that are invisible to the eye; that there is a oneness to humanity; that we achieve 

ourselves by sharing ourselves with others, and caring for those around us.”  
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We interview the following leaders:  

 Vas Narasimhan is the CEO of Novartis who is bringing Novartis to a new age of innovation and 

stresses the role of partnership between medicine and big data.  Top of Form 

 Natalie Payida Jabangwe is the CEO of EcoCash, the mobile money service of Econet Wireless, a 

leading wireless telephony company in Zimbabwe. She heads the second-largest mobile financial 

service company on the African continent, serving more than 6 million. 

 Tony Cole is the co-founder and former Group Executive Director of Sahara Group[1]an energy 

conglomerate with operations spanning the entire energy chain in Nigeria and neighboring West 

African countries to East Africa and beyond. 

 Mats Granryd is Director General of the GSMA – the trade organization which represents the world 

wide mobile network (over 800 operators) and mobile innovation.  He led the mobile industry in 

becoming the first sector to broadly commit to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) in 2016. 

 Mitch Zuklie is Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Orrick. Under Mitch’s leadership, the law 

firm has pursued a strategy to be a leading advisor to the global technology & innovation, energy and  

infrastructure sectors and has been named the most innovative law firm for three years in a row.  

 Ratan Tata is Chairman Emeritus of Tata Sons the holding company for Tata Group, one of India's 

largest conglomerates; he is the head of its charitable trusts.  

 Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala is on the Boards of Twitter and the Chair of the Global Alliance for Vaccines 

and Immunization (GAVI) which brings together the public and private sectors with the shared goal 

of creating equal access to new and underused vaccines for children living in the world’s poorest 

countries 

 Finally, as part of looking to the future, we interview the founder – Kumar Mahadeva and current 

CEO Brian Humphries (the former CEO of Vodafone) of Cognizant Technology Solutions one of the 

world’s technology services on the Future of Work. Cognizant’s Center for the Future of Work wrote 

the very influential “21 Jobs of the Future”, 2017, and “The Shape of Work to Come:42 Things to 

Know about the Future of Work,” 2019. 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tonye_Cole#cite_note-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twitter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/GAVI_Alliance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/GAVI_Alliance
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THE LEADERS AND THE SDGS  

Bending the Curve of Life: Vas Narasimhan 

In the end what will we be measured by? Did we actually bend the curve of life? Did we extend and reimagine the 

care of patients around the world? In fact, the only thing we are going to remember is not the profit and loss and 

what happened to the share price, but how many lives did we transform? - Vas Narasimhan, November 2018 

Vas Narasimhan is the CEO of Swiss-based pharmaceutical giant Novartis. Since becoming one of the youngest 

Fortune 500 CEOs in February 2018, Vas has taken unprecedented steps towards integrating technology with 

pharmaceutical development to improve access to drugs and care of patients. His goal is, in his own words, to 

“inspire collective action to improve the health of the world.” 

Listening to Vas Narasimhan speak is like having one of the smartest and most 

successful innovators in business walk into your living room, pull up a chair and say, 

“This is what I’ve been thinking.” During a crisis of leadership, Narasimhan reminds 

us that standard-bearers of business can create new vision and offer new solutions. 

Narasimhan likes to cite Paul Farmer and Jim Kim of Partners in Health, his 

intellectual mentors from at his studies at Harvard Medical School and the Kennedy 

School of Government. His zeal is also imbued with hope and optimism. He often 

refers to Steven Pinker’s Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, 

Humanism and Progress as a hopeful portrayal of the Enlightenment’s impact on the 

human condition. “While challenges to human development remain formidable, the 

solutions lie in the Enlightenment ideals of reason and science.” 

His hopeful portrayal of the human condition is grounded in the way in which new 

drugs have helped to increase life expectancy and help lower mortality rates of 

communicable diseases. As a result of 900 million malaria treatments provided by 

Novartis without profit, Narasimhan explains, “the number of malarial deaths 

worldwide has been halved since 2000 – an amazing public health accomplishment.” 

“Taken together, this 

set of 17 specific and 

concrete goals 

describes a vision that 

is both idealistic and 

eminently pragmatic. 

To be achieved, the 

SDGs will require 

leaders who 

demonstrate both 

those traits, too…”  

- UN Secretary-

General António 

Guterres 
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In a welcome letter to the Task Force on Digital Financing of the Sustainable Development Goals, the Secretary 

General stated: “Taken together, this set of 17 specific and concrete goals describes a vision that is both 

idealistic and eminently pragmatic. To be achieved, the SDGs will require leaders who demonstrate both those 

traits, too.” Narasimhan brings that difficult balance of idealism and pragmatism to his vision on how to make 

innovation accessible. Starting in 2019, every novel medicine or therapy must have a defined strategy to 

improve access, and expanding access will be a key measurement of success for leaders in the pharmaceutical 

industry.   

Building for Collective Action 

Narasimhan’s leadership trajectory spans the public and the private sector.  He combined medical school with 

a graduate degree in Public Administration. Soon after medical school he worked for the World Health 

Organization (WHO) and McKinsey & Company.  As a CEO, he notes that “sometimes the most important role 

we can play as international partners is to bring people together and foster a continuous exchange of 

knowledge and expertise across borders and institutions.”  

Narasimhan’s genius lies in his ability to collaborate with those who may have been unusual bedfellows to the 

traditional big pharma. He works seamlessly with Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance  and WHO. He has mastered the 

art of teamwork both within and outside the company.  He embodies the era of the SDGs, an era that calls for 

innovation, creativity and collaboration.  

His vision is ambitious: a digital revolution in medicine. To Narasimhan, the role of business and innovation is 

to solve problems of the world, providing a firsthand account of how the imagination and energy of leaders 

can continue to transform the SDGs and our lives. 

A Humanist Vision of Innovation  



WORKING PAPER 

16 | P a g e  

 

The importance of vision in innovation has been vividly stated by Michel de Montaigne: “A man who does not 

have a picture of the whole in his head cannot possibly arrange the pieces. What good 

does it do to a man to lay in a supply of paints if he does not know what he is to paint.”   

If there is one important driver of innovation, it is leadership capable of anticipating 

change. Narasimhan sees his role in history by turbo charging the research and 

development. However, creating a hugely ambitious culture of R&D and access 

principles is just the first step. Instead of a future of singular and monolithic industry 

leaders transforming the human condition single-handedly, Narasimhan believes the 

future will be inevitably collaborative. Mobilizing other industry leaders to achieve a 

common goal calls for a bold vision of connection. Collaboration on shared goals like 

the SDG is the centerpiece of leadership in the 21st century.    

 

“When governments are backtracking when multilateralism is being tested, how can an industry leader be a 

deal breaker?” Narasimhan reasons, “Given my background in public health and as a physician, I like to see 

myself as bridge builder.” This self-description as a “bridge builder” has been justified 

by his efforts to bring the industry closer to Gavi, a global vaccine alliance. The 

partnership has helped to unite the public and private sectors with the shared goal of 

creating equal access to new and underused vaccines for children living in the world’s 

poorest countries. He sees himself as building bridges not only with the public sector 

but also with disparate private sector partners. “We have never talked to each other, 

so this is difficult, but we need to work with industry leaders in insurance, energy, 

and most of all technology.”   

Aristotle observed that people become virtuous by acting virtuous: if you do good, 

you will be good. Herminia Ibarra at Harvard Business School takes forward this 

concept. She argues that in order to think like a leader, one must act like a leader. She 

calls this dynamic outsight: change from the outside-in. Those who act like a leader – 

proposing new ideas, making contributions outside areas of expertise, or connecting 

people and resources to a greater cause – create a new way to internalize leadership 

identity.   

There cannot be any doubt that the innovations made in the age of the SDGs will be forged on the anvil of 

collaboration. At the same time, much radical thinking on accelerating the SDGs come from the individual 

“A man who does not 

have a picture of the 

whole in his head 

cannot possibly 

arrange the pieces. 

What good does it do 

to a man to lay in a 

supply of paints if he 

does not know what 

he is to paint.”   

- Michel de Montaigne 

“When governments 

are backtracking 

when multilateralism 

is being tested, how 

can an industry leader 

be a deal breaker? 

Given my background 

in public health and as 

a physician, I like to 

see myself as bridge 

builder.”  

– Vas Narasimhan, 

CEO of Novartis 
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leaders profiled in this study. Just as much as the amalgam of the computer and distributed networks led to a 

digital revolution that today allows us to disseminate and access any information anywhere, we are at another 

exponential moment which Ginny Rometty of IBM calls: “exponential learning for exponential impact,” 

when the SDGs intertwine with machine learning, digitization and AI.  The idea is that these innovations will 

make it easier for those most left behind to share in development.        

Secondly, we are struck by how Narasimhan forges a symbiosis between people and machines. He sees the way 

in which new advancements in artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning forge partnerships between 

humans and machines to accelerate access and inclusion in health. We were struck by how he connects 

humanism to the sciences, one that is animated by purpose. This is not grand rhetoric, but real tangible results-

driven strategies via social business, telemedicine, and access principles. 

One way in which Narasimhan sees medical innovations reaching the far corners of the world is by steering 

Novartis in to the digital revolution. His vision for Novartis is that of focused medicines company powered by 

data and digital technologies. He envisions the ways in which machine learning and artificial intelligence can 

transform drug research. Scientific conclusions are more likely to be accurate and egalitarian when the data 

base is bigger. “We've been working to place artificial intelligence and predictive analytics in the heart of all of 

our operational areas,” he notes. Novartis recently partnered with QuantumBlack, a McKinsey company, to 

create software that tracked all of Novartis’ 500 clinical trials around the world in real time. He is now 

expanding this technological approach to other areas, like manufacturing and regulatory affairs, among 

others. 

Narasimhan sees how data science can help amplify his “big sense of purpose” that he brings to leadership.  

“As a data science and medicine company, we stand at the cusp of fundamentally changing drug discovery.”  

He sees the imperative of deep learning through mining the existing data of over two million patients in 

clinical trials. “AI will help find biomarkers. Predictive analysis of machine learning has the capacity to find 

signature markers.”  This capacity for bold and ambitious thinking is a hallmark of Narasimhan’s philosophy:  

“Unlocking the biology through predictive analysis of AI and blockchain will blow up the drug discovery 

process. This is important in expediting drug discovery and developing precision medicine.” 

He does reflect on the fact that pharma has been slow to embrace the digital revolution. “As an industry we 

must evolve and embrace the new tech revolution.” Here again, his answer is to collaborate with what he calls 

the “ecosystem” of industry partners. Novartis have taken the initiative, partnering with MIT Media Lab and 

Google. In an unusual twist to his quest to push the intellectual frontiers of science, he even takes groups of 

scientists to Boeing to observe how it uses real time data and how this can help scientists mine trial sites in 

South Africa in real time.  A hallmark of a leader is to balance binary oppositions, he tells us. There is a tension 
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in “Innovating at high speed on precision medicine like gene therapy and expanding access to all medicines.”  

The way he can do this is through his vision of inclusion and innovation.   

Marrying tech and pharma harnesses the expertise of both worlds and disrupts the business as usual, but this 

is not for disruptions sake, but for a purpose. He often speaks of Ethiopia’s 10 million diabetes patients and 

ways to use technology and innovation to avoid a health crisis that would be similar to the HIV/AIDS crisis. 

Programs life “SMS for Life” allows depots all around rural Africa to let the Central Depot know their inventory 

level of drugs that are rolled out, avoiding wastage and stock outs. In his words, technology offers “The 

difference between getting a life-saving medicine and dying.” The drone-based blood delivery service “Zipline” 

picks up blood from a central depot in Rwanda and drops the blood in a parachute at the hospital door, 

eliminating the challenges of weak infrastructure and refrigeration. 

Moral Values in Leadership: Unmasking the Complexity 

Niccolò Machiavelli classically posed the question: “Can one be a good leader in terms of effectiveness without 

being a good leader in terms of morality?” The popular view in leadership literature is that the essence of 

effective leadership is in fact ethical leadership. Leadership studies luminary James McGregor Burns argued 

that leaders aspire to reach more principled levels of judgment in pursuit of values such as liberty, equality 

and justice. John Gardner too speaks of leaders defending fundamental moral principles.  

Platitudinous rhetoric on the ethical dimensions to leadership sometimes mask the complexity of reconciling 

conflicting priorities or the mixed motives of leaders.  

Stanford legal ethics scholar Deborah Rhodes claims that “virtue begets virtue and observing moral behavior 

by others promote similar conduct. Employers reap the rewards in higher moral, recruitment, and retention.” 

Despite the impossibility of drawing causal relations from correlations between social and financial 

performances, employees who view their leaders as moral and caring about ethical issues are more willing to 

pursue the common good and work harder.  Rhodes argues that a leaders ethical and moral values has a 

direct correlation to workplace performance.  At the same time, while a reputation for ethical conduct by 

leaders creates financial value, the financial case for values undermines its very purpose. As David Vogels of 

Berkeley argues, “to make the case for values turns solely on instrumental considerations reinforces a 

dynamic that undermines ethical commitments. We respect moral conduct most when it occurs despite, not 

because of self-interest.”    

 “Ultimately, what defines moral behavior,” asserts Rhodes, “is a commitment to do right whether not it is 

personally beneficial.  What defines moral leadership is adherence to fundamental principles when they carry 
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a cost.” Narasimhan know this well. As age 20, Narasimhan took time off of college, to work with the Red 

Cross in Gambia: “My experience working in public health with a variety of NGOs in Africa, South America and 

India has given me a sense of the of the moral purpose of my work, and a desire to dramatically improve 

human health. It’s that ideal that I take into leading Novartis.” 

 

Deeply pragmatic, however, Narasimhan understands that a big purpose without a strategy to achieve its 

goals, has little impact. Collaboration is key to Narasimhan’s sense of mission and purpose. Driven by the 

question of how Novartis fits into the broader health care ecosystem, and how solutions need to be 

sustainable, he is intent on building bridges with policymakers – governments on global public health issues.  

His visits to Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa allow him to see urgency of improving noncommunicable disease 

care.  His vision for Novartis to become a “medicine and data science” company is driven by egalitarian 

notions of how big data can democratize medicine and health care and finally help with the question: “How do 

we build medical innovation in the furthest parts of the world?”  

A Theory of Change 

The great advances of the 21st century arise when ideas and needs come together with capabilities. 

Narasimhan shows that a transformative vision is one which is built on the theory that inventions and 

innovations will not have any value unless they are used by many people as possible. 

WHO estimates that two billion people don’t have access to the medicine they need. 

“For me as a physician, this is not acceptable,” Narasimhan told us. His leadership 

vision is defined by both “how will history remember us” and also “how will we 

change the course of disease in those parts of the world that are often unseen on a 

map and that often are not part of the cartography of business… I want nothing 

more than to create incredible innovations that reimagine medicine, and then get 

these medicines to the millions of people around the world who need them.” 

We ask Narasimhan to distill his leadership philosophy. “I really think my role as a 

leader is to inspire collective action. In this role I try to inspire one hundred and 

twenty-five thousand people to improve the health of the world and what I'm 

actually realizing is that in this job, I can inspire a lot of people outside of Novartis.”   

This philosophy mirrors James McGregor Burns’ claim that great leaders “raise one another to higher levels of 

motivation and morality… beyond everyday wants and needs. They aspire to reach more principle levels of 

judgment in pursuit of end values such as liberty, justice.”  

“My philosophy 

today is to inspire 

action to create a 

healthier world, 

where it used to only 

be to improve the 

health of the world.”  

– Vas Narasimhan, 

CEO of Novartis 
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Narasimhan repeats, “My philosophy today is to inspire action to create a healthier world, where it used to 

only be to improve the health of the world.”  

In the final analysis, the theory of change that this Study posits is how leaders can influence others, both in 

the public and private sectors, to advance human development.  John Gardner in the “Moral Aspect of 

Leadership” argues that leadership is conferred by followers. He notes further, that transformational 

leadership happens when leaders raise one another to higher levels of motivation. The goals Narasimhan has 

set are ambitious in their breathtaking sweep of inclusion and innovation in medicine and medical care. The 

next stage of Narasimhan’s leadership will measure whether he is able to bring other leaders to share his 

vision and level of moral consciousness. 
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Novartis and the SDGs: Inspire Action to Create a Healthier World 

SDG 3: Good Health and Well-Being 

The first principle of the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 

states: “Human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development. 

They are entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature.”1 As 

one of the foundational documents of sustainable development, the Rio 

Declaration affirms the primary role of public health in the contemporary 

development agenda. Of course, universal health is not a new concern: in 1966, 

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 

recognized “the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable 

standard of physical and mental health.”2 However, what has changed between 

the ICESCR and the Rio Declaration is an acknowledgement that health is fundamentally interconnected to 

every part of development and is not just a secondary issue. As Secretary General Kofi Annan explains, “The 

goals of sustainable development cannot be achieved when there is a high prevalence of debilitating illnesses, 

and population health cannot be maintained without ecologically sustainable development.”3 

Sustainable Development Goal 3 aims to guarantee the health and well-being of all, continuing and expanding 

upon earlier development agendas. As a whole, Goal 3 represents one of the most ambitious public health 

undertaking in history. The U.N. General Assembly has repeatedly noted that “global health challenges 

require concerted and sustained efforts, and that partnerships with a broad range of actors — including 

national Governments, local authorities, international institutions, business, civil society organizations, 

                                                                  

1 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, “Rio Declaration on Environment and 
Development,” A/CONF.151/26, June 14, 1992, https://www.un.org/documents/ga/conf151/aconf15126-
1annex1.htm. 

2 “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,” opened for signature December 16, 1966, 
United Nations Treaty Series, vol. 993, p. 3, https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/1976/01/19760103%2009-
57%20PM/Ch_IV_03.pdf. 

3 United Nations General Assembly, “Health and sustainable development: report of the Secretary-General,” 
E/CN.17/2001/PC/6, March 2, 2001, https://undocs.org/A/63/332. 

Goal 3: Ensure 

healthy lives and 

promote well-being 

for all at all ages  
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foundations, philanthropists, social impact investors, scientists, academics and individuals.”4 Of this 

constellation of actors, Novartis has established itself as a leader and organizer within public health. 

Achieving the ambitions of Goal 3 will require sustained innovation and acceleration from industry, and 

Novartis – with the leadership of Narasimhan – is poised to do just that. 

Perhaps one of the most important aspects of Goal 3 is its call for more “research and development of 

vaccines and medicines for the communicable and non-communicable diseases that primarily affect 

developing countries.” Novartis is an industry leader in research and development, investing over $170 in 

research and development, more than any other company relative to sales. Novartis has also discovered over 

100 novel medicines that are being distributed around the world. These efforts are part of a long history in 

leading the fight against some of the world’s biggest health challenges, including leprosy and malaria. Since 

2000, Novartis has donated over 56 million blister packs valued at approximately US$90 million through the 

World Health Organization, treating more than six million leprosy patients worldwide.  

Target 3.3 specifically calls for the end of malaria, and Novartis has been for many years at the forefront of 

collaboration for malaria eradication. In 2001, they began a 10-year alliance with the WHO to provide malaria 

treatment, without profit, for use by public health systems in developing countries and pioneered the supply 

of artemisinin-based combination therapy (ACTs) without profit to public-sector buyers. The WHO describes 

ACTs, first developed by Novartis, as “the most effective antimalarial medicines available today.”5 Since 2001, 

Novartis and its partners have provided over 900 million treatments, without profit, to more than 60 malaria 

endemic countries, with the goal of providing a total of 1 billion treatments by the end of 2021. The 

agreement with WHO expired in 2011, but Novartis continues to tackle malaria through the Novartis Malaria 

Initiative, one of the largest access-to-medicine programs in the healthcare industry. Since 2010, Novartis has 

participated in an initiative called the “Affordable Medicines Facility-malaria,” a Global Fund financing 

program to expand access to ACTs for patients at a subsidized price in both the private and public sectors. 

More than 115 million antimalarial treatments, including 63 million pediatric treatments, were provided 

                                                                  

4 United Nations General Assembly, “Global health and foreign policy: note by the Secretary-General,” 
A/69/405, September 26, 2014, https://undocs.org/A/69/405. 

5 “Overview of Malaria Treatment,” WHO, January 18, 2018, 
http://www.who.int/malaria/areas/treatment/overview/en/. 
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through this channel. Furthermore, in 2012 Novartis launched their own program to expand access to 

quality-assured ACTs in the private sector in several malaria-endemic countries.  

Despite these efforts, the world is not on track to end malaria by 2030. Great strides have been made, as the 

global malaria incidence rate in 2015 was 94 per 1,000 people at risk - a 41 per cent decrease since 2000.6 

However, in 2016, 216 million cases of malaria were reported versus 210 million cases in 2013.7 Over time, 

malaria parasites build resistance to existing drug treatments, meaning new medicines need to be in a state of 

constant development. “Resistance to treatment presents the biggest threat to the incredible progress that 

has been made in the fight against malaria in the past 20 years. We cannot afford to wait; this is why we are 

committing to advance the research and development of next-generation treatments," said Narasimhan.8 In 

April 2018, Novartis renewed their commitment to malaria elimination, pledging US$100 million to research 

and develop next generation antimalarial trials over the next five years. A year later, Novartis launched a 

Europe-Africa partnership with the West African Network for Clinical Trials of Antimalarial Drugs 

consortium, ten academic organizations based in Africa and Europe, and the not-for-profit organization 

Medicines for Malaria Venture. The collaboration aims to advance the development of a much-needed new 

antimalarial therapy while strengthening clinical trial development capabilities in Africa. Finally, Novartis has 

spearheaded the use of local insights into accelerating the fight against malaria, sponsoring second opinion 

research studies in both Africa and Asia. The first of its kind in many years, the Malaria Futures for Africa 

study and Malaria Futures for Asia study gathered the views of opinion-leaders in the countries most affected 

by the disease. 

Novartis’ efforts to treat sickle cell disease (SCD) exemplifies their commitment to innovation in the age of 

“no one left behind.” SCD is a genetic disorder which causes red blood cells to form into crescents, rather than 

discs, resulting in a host of health problems and a shorter lifespan. The majority of children with SCD are born 

in sub-Saharan Africa, where SCD is endemic. “Most children with sickle cell disease in Africa suffer relentless 

                                                                  

6   United Nations Economic and Social Council, “Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: report 
of the Secretary-General,” E/2017/66, May 11, 2017, https://undocs.org/E/2017/66. 

7 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2018, 
June 20, 2018, 5, 
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2018/TheSustainableDevelopmentGoalsReport2018-EN.pdf. 

8 “World Malaria Day 2019,” Novartis, April 25, 2019, https://www.novartis.com/news/world-malaria-day-
2019. 
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pain, experience numerous infections and die before their fifth birthday.”9 Across the world, more than 500 

children with SCD die every single day.10 What treatments exist for SCD are expensive and not available in the 

regions where SCD is most prevalent. While SCD is a global health priority for both the WHO and the UN, the 

treatment of SCD is not explicitly mentioned in any of the SDGs goals, targets, or indicators. As long as SCD 

remains largely invisible in the development agenda, the achievement of Target 3.2 — which calls for “the end 

[of] preventable deaths of newborns and children under 5 years of age” by 2030 — will be impossible. 

Novartis aims to expose this overlooked area of public health and to spearhead the innovation of low-cost 

treatment strategies for SCD. During the World Economic Forum, Narasimhan announced a new public-

private partnership to improve the diagnosis and accelerate treatment for people with SCD in Ghana. The 

Ministry of Health of Ghana, Ghana Health Service, the Sickle Cell Foundation of Ghana and Novartis signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding to create a holistic approach to help tackle the disease. The partnership aims 

to improve and extend the lives of people with SCD through a comprehensive approach to screening and 

diagnosis; treatment and disease management; training and education; and elevating basic and clinical 

research capabilities. Novartis aims to collaborate on field-testing and implementation of SCD treatment 

guidelines, the establishment of centers of excellence across regions, and the implementation of new-born 

screening at these centers. What began as a pilot project in Ghana has catalyzed several countries to tackle 

sickle cells disease in their own regions, with the potential to treat hundreds of thousands of children across 

sub-Saharan Africa. Narasimhan comes from a public health background himself and is uniquely positioned to 

promote similar partnerships and collaborations with public health actors in the coming years, which he 

believes can be powerful vehicles for transformative change.  

Innovation through Social Business Initiatives 

While philanthropy and not-for-profit efforts help address important public health issues, they have 

limitations: they only assist people with specific diseases and can only be sustained as long as donors are 

willing to pay. Over the last decade, Novartis has placed significant focus on their Social Business programs. 

Programs such as Novartis Access and Healthy Family aim to expand access to a broader range of medicines 

and healthcare while also earning a small profit that can make them self-sustaining and able to grow. Target 

                                                                  

9 Cathy Kristiansen, “Research Needed to Treat Sickle Cell Disease in Africa,” Fogarty International Center, 
NIH, December 2014, https://www.fic.nih.gov/News/GlobalHealthMatters/november-december-
2014/Pages/sickle-cell-disease.aspx. 

10 McGann, P. T., “Time to Invest in Sickle Cell Anemia as a Global Health Priority,” Pediatrics 137, no. 6 (June 
1, 2016), https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-0348. 
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3.C specifically calls on member states and partners to “[s]ubstantially increase health financing and the 

recruitment, development, training and retention of the health workforce in developing countries, especially 

in least developed countries and small island developing States.” The Secretary General reports that close to 

45 percent of all countries and 90 percent of least developed countries (LDCs) have less than one physician 

per 1,000 people, and over 60 percent have fewer than three nurses or midwives per 1,000 people.11 Locally 

oriented and sustainable social business programs, which help to build a foundation of educated healthcare 

professionals in LDCs, are potent means by which Novartis is advancing Goal 3. 

 

Source: Novartis in Society Report, 2018, pg. 48, 

https://www.novartis.com/sites/www.novartis.com/files/novartis-in-society-report-2018.pdf. 

The Healthy Family program was launched to address social issues that impact access to healthcare, such as 

education, infrastructure, and distribution. These programs are active in India, Kenya, and Vietnam where it 

has reached over 40 million villagers through health education and provided direct health benefits to over 3 

million villagers through diagnosis and provision of medicines. Arogya Parivar was the first social business 

model launched by Novartis in 2007, and today operates across 11 Indian states, covering 14,000 villages and 

small towns that are home to more than 32 million people. Over 500 health educators and sales supervisors 

conduct community health education and establish a distribution network for sustainable medicines supply 

with more than 60,000 doctors, pharmacists, and distributors. In 2017, more than 7 million people attended 

nearly 150,000 health education meetings. Sales of Arogya Parivar products funded the health education 

                                                                  

11   United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, The Sustainable Development Goals Report 
2018, June 20, 2018, 5, 
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2018/TheSustainableDevelopmentGoalsReport2018-EN.pdf. 
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activities, allowing the program to break even in less than three years, meeting both commercial and social 

targets. The program expects to reach 44 million people by 2022.  

Similar programs were launched in Vietnam in 2012 and Kenya in 2013, tailored to local culture, healthcare 

infrastructure, and laws. In Vietnam, Cùng Sông Khòe is a public-private partnership currently operating in 16 

provinces of the Northern and Mekong regions; in 2017, more than 160,000 people either received health 

education or health screening. In Kenya, Familia Nawiri in Kenya works with locals, NGOs and outreach 

workers to address access and availability of medicines and doctors across nine counties. Since the start of 

the program, some 735,000 people have attended around 23,000 health education meetings, and more than 

43,000 patients have been diagnosed and treated at nearly 300 health camps. 

 

Source: Healthy Family 2017, pg 22, https://www.novartis.com/sites/www.novartis.com/files/2017-healthy-

family-report.pdf. 

Novartis Access offers a portfolio of 15 medicines for key non-communicable diseases for $ 1 per treatment 

per month to governments, NGOs, and other institutional customers. The program started in September 2015 

and has launched in six countries – Kenya, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Pakistan, Uganda, and Cameroon – delivering 

more than 800,000 monthly treatments.  
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Source: Novartis Access Factsheet, https://www.novartis.com/sites/www.novartis.com/files/factsheet-novartis-

access.pdf. 

Improving Access to the Latest in Drugs and Pharmaceuticals 

All the aforementioned strategies focus on infectious diseases and established medicines that are near off-

patent or already available as generics. However,  in 2018, Novartis under Narasimhan’s leadership adopted 

the Novartis Access Principles in a commitment to fundamentally shift the way Novartis does business and 

significantly accelerate patient access to critical healthcare innovations. For every new product in the R&D 

portfolio, Novartis is responsible for assessing the product against the unmet health needs of underserved 

populations, devising a global access strategy that enables anyone to affordably access the medicine, and 

strengthening existing infrastructure for medicine delivery.  

This groundbreaking set of principles serve as an industry lodestar on the issue of access embedded in Goal 3. 

Target 3.8 seeks to guarantee “access to safe, effective, quality and affordable essential medicines and 

vaccines for all,” however Target 3.B expands the scope of access beyond “essential medicines” to “the 

research and development of vaccines and medicines for the communicable and non-communicable diseases 

that primarily affect developing countries.” The challenge of Target 3.B cannot be underestimated; it calls for 

pioneering new drug discovery for underserved 

populations and geographies. A 2012 trilateral report 

by WTO, WHO, and WIPO claimed “Market-based 

innovation models fail to address the disease burden 

specific to developing   countries, the so-called 
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neglected diseases.”12 With the access principles and social business model, Novartis has developed a novel 

approach that overcomes the previous pitfalls encountered by earlier market-based solutions.  

Entresto, a recently discovered drug for heart failure, would normally take as long as 15 years to reach a low 

to middle income country. However, through an impactful access strategy, Novartis was able to launch their 

first emerging market brand of the drug within a year of the initial launch in the European Union. Novartis 

has 128 emerging market brands, and in 2018 alone launched more than 60 local brands reaching 220,000 

additional patients in 30 different countries around the world.  

The Novartis Access Principles take a holistic approach as well, looking at how to improve present medical 

infrastructure and advancing Target 3.C and Goal 9. Innovative digital approaches and unconventional 

technology partnerships can help to leapfrog developmental barriers. In resource-constrained countries, 

infrastructure and supply chain problems make it difficult to get essential medicines to patients in a timely 

manner, particularly those living in remote areas. In an example of using technology to resolve this issue, 

Novartis invested in a business called “Zipline,” a drone-based delivery service. These drones pick up blood 

from a central depot in Rwanda and then parachute drops these packages in front of hospitals, eliminating the 

need for roads, refrigeration and local storage. Zipline is expanding across Africa as a method of overcoming 

the challenges of delivering blood over large regions of Africa. 

In 2009, Novartis and several public and private partners, launched the SMS for Life program to prevent 

stock-outs of anti-malarial drugs in Tanzania. Since then, the program has been rolled out in more than 

10,000 public health facilities in Kenya, Ghana, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Cameroon. In 2016, 

Novartis launched a new enhanced version, SMS for Life 2.0, in Kaduna State, Nigeria. Novartis also runs 

numerous technology-enabled programs across emerging markets with an increased focus on chronic 

diseases. In rural Nigeria, a Novartis-run telemedicine program allows doctors to send scans of patients with 

diabetic macular edema to a central hub in Europe where they can be diagnosed. In Kenya, Novartis teams 

work with physicians in Spain to train local doctors to perform kidney transplants. In Ethiopia, a country with 

over 10 million diabetes patients and only seven endocrinologists, Novartis is using technology and 

innovation to increase treatment and medication to patient groups. Novartis has invested in several health 

                                                                  

12 World Health Organization, World Intellectual Property Organization, and World Trade Organization, 
Promoting Access to Medical Technologies and Innovation: Intersections between Public Health, Intellectual 
Property, and Trade, WIPO Publication, no. 628E., Geneva, Switzerland, 2013. 
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working training applications in a program called Last Mile Health, where the goal is to train one million 

village health workers using digital technologies.  

The innovative use of science, technology, and data to further public health is not explicitly described in Goal 

3 but is certainly an important facet of the overlapping Goal 17. Target 17.6 calls for enhanced “North-South, 

South-South and triangular regional and international cooperation on and access to science, technology and 

innovation,” and Target 17.18 aims “to increase significantly the availability of high-quality, timely and 

reliable data.” Ultimately, the potential for science, technology, and innovation to advance Goal 3 is evident. 

The High Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development notes that “Information and Communication  

Technologies have the potential to deliver incredible advances across the whole of the global  healthcare 

ecosystem.”13 

Novartis’ focus on using technology to enable access in emerging markets is rooted in a core strategy to 

enable large-scale adoption of digital technology and data science across the business. Novartis uses machine 

learning and predictive analytics to improve the initiation and management of clinical trials – making trial 

timelines shorter while improving the quality of data. They are rethinking what a trial site is and bringing the 

treatment to the patient: at their local doctor’s office, or even in their home. They are collecting richer and 

more diverse insights via apps and sensors that give real-time data and quality of life information to enhance 

their understanding of disease progression. They are also using the latest technologies to mine their vast 

troves of biological data and wealth of compounds to find new disease targets and match them to existing 

treatments.  

                                                                  

13 High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development, “2017 HLPF Thematic Review of SDG3: Ensure 
healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages,” July 19, 2017, 8, 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/14367SDG3format-rev_MD_OD.pdf. 
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Apps like FocalView, which Novartis launched in 2018 and has made freely available to the research 

community on an open-source platform, can help accelerate the development of treatments and bring them to 

the patients who need them most. FocalView is a first-of-its-kind app designed to modernize ophthalmic 

clinical trials, making them more accessible and flexible. Using patients' self-recorded measurements, 

FocalView aims to enable more sensitive trial endpoints and more accurate patient-reported outcomes. 

Another example aimed at easing clinical trials accessibility is the alliance Novartis has established with 

Science 37, a leader in decentralized clinical trial technology and design. Travel-time alone can be a major 

barrier to a patient taking part in a clinical trial. Decentralized, or virtual, trials 

harness digital technology to allow some or all aspects of a clinical trial to be carried 

out at a participant's home or local physician's office, rather than at a central trial 

site such as a large hospital. 

SDG 5: Gender Equality  

Goal 5 is dedicated to the achievement of equality and has serious implications 

on private industry practices. While Target 5.1 generally calls for efforts to 

“[e]nd all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere,” 

Target 5.5 is most relevant to business: “Ensure women’s full and effective 

participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-

making in political, economic and public life.” Progress on Target 5.5 is measured partially by Indicator 5.5.2, 

the proportion of women in managerial positions. Globally, women remain underrepresented in managerial 

positions. In the majority of the 67 countries with data from 2009 to 2015, fewer than a third of senior- and 

middle-management positions were held by women.14  

Novartis aims to achieve gender balance in management within five years. Currently, women make up 42% of 

management, and of the top 350 leaders, 28% are women. Four of the 19 senior positions reporting to the 

CEO are held by women, two of which are Executive Committee members, up from zero in 2017. In 

September 2018, Novartis joined the United Nations Equal Pay International Coalition with a pledge to 

continue its global practice of conducting regular gender pay equity analyses and remediating where 

                                                                  

14 United Nations Economic and Social Council, “Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals: report 
of the Secretary-General,” E/2017/66, May 11, 2017, https://undocs.org/E/2017/66. 

Goal 5: Achieve gender 
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appropriate. 

 

Source: Novartis in Society Report 2018, pg. 40, 

https://www.novartis.com/sites/www.novartis.com/files/novartis-in-society-report-2018.pdf. 

In line with the cross-cutting objectives of Goal 5 and Goal 10, Diversity and inclusion (D&I) has been a 

priority for Novartis over a number of years, with their most senior executives held accountable for D&I goals 

in their yearly objectives. Novartis is a leader in D&I and were ranked second in the 2018 Thomson Reuters 

D&I Index, an index of the top hundred most diverse and inclusive organizations globally.15 They are taking 

steps toward mitigating any biases that may exist in the staffing process by applying techniques to make the 

recruitment processes more objective and attractive to the right candidates, including training recruiters 

specifically on unconscious bias management. One of the most important diversity goals is to increase the 

representation of women when hiring for senior positions, and there is evidence that a neutral tone in job 

postings, diverse interview panels, and diverse candidate slates increase the chances of attracting and hiring 

more women. Other actions taken so far toward more gender-balanced representation in management 

include requiring diverse candidate slates and interviewer panels in recruitment processes, taking steps to 

remove unconscious bias from development and promotion decisions, and working to introduce new policies 

on parental leave for both fathers and mothers. Beginning in 2019, Novartis will implement a policy of 14 

weeks parental leave for both parents as standard everywhere at the company. Novartis is also committed to 

pay transparency by telling employees how their pay compares to internal and external benchmarks.  

Going beyond Target 10.2 — “By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of 

all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or other status.” — Novartis 

                                                                  

15 Thomson Reuters, 2018, “Thomson Reuters D&I Index Ranks the 2018 Top 100 Most Diverse & Inclusive 
Organizations Globally,” https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en/press-releases/2018/september/thomson-
reuters-di-index-ranks-the-2018-top-100-most-diverse-and-inclusive-organizations-globally.html. 
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became the first major pharmaceutical company to support the United Nations’ workplace standards 

protecting the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people. Novartis recognizes that it is 

important to be sensitive to different identities that do not necessarily fit into binary male or female sex 

categories.   

Novartis takes a country-led approach to gender pay gap reporting. They were the first company in the 

pharmaceutical sector to publish a Gender Pay Report in the UK in April 2018. The report shows that, when 

looking at the gender pay gap by job bands across all Novartis affiliates in the UK, women earn, on average, 

the same or more than men in all but one job band. Within their UK employees, on average, women earn 0.4% 

more than men in salary and men earn 0.8% more than women in bonuses.  

  

Source: Novartis Gender Pay Report, https://www.novartis.co.uk/file/2901/download?token=NlDWqkeC. 

In effort to achieve more global consistency in measuring gender pay equity, in 2017 Novartis piloted a new 

assessment methodology in eight countries representing approximately one third of Novartis associates 

worldwide. This methodology is based on regression analysis of employee pay within the same job level and 

function. Novartis aims to expand the methodology to more countries over time. At the same time, they are 

implementing processes and tools to ensure gender equal pay across the organization. Novartis’ novel 

algorithmic approach to assessing the gender pay gap represents a unique approach that ties together Goal 

17, which calls for improved data aggregation, and Target 5.B, which calls for the enhanced “use of enabling 

technology, in particular information and communications technology, to promote the empowerment of 

women.” 

In addition to promoting gender quality in the workplace, in an effort to improve health outcomes for women, 

Novartis has established a working group to assess overall gender disparities in healthcare, with a focus on 
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chronic diseases, in particular chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, cardiovascular disease and diabetes. 

This work will help inform recommendations on how to address this gap. 

SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Production 

There is rising concern in the healthcare industry about the downstream and 

upstream consequences of healthcare services on the environment. Nearly every 

aspect of pharmaceuticals is intimately connected to the environment and 

natural resources, from the complex manufacturing process of medical 

equipment to the transportation of medicine around the world. Target 12.6 

encourages “companies, especially large and transnational companies, to adopt 

sustainable practices and to integrate sustainability information into their 

reporting cycle.” In May 2018 the Executive Committee of Novartis officially 

endorsed a new Environmental Sustainability Strategy committing to be Carbon 

Neutral, Water Neutral and Plastic Neutral by 2030.  

Carbon Footprint: Novartis is committed to using 

resources efficiently and reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions by establishing targets on total GHG emissions 

for 2020 and 2030, which represent an absolute 

reduction of 30% by 2020 and of 50% by 2030, based 

on 2010 levels. Together with the new vision 2030 and 

targets 2020, Novartis endorsed a carbon price of USD 

100 per ton of CO2e, in line with the cost of climate 

change to society as calculated by the World Bank. Building a carbon price into investment decisions is 

important as it helps identify projects that will most cost-effectively reduce GHG emissions. Novartis has a 

dual strategy GHG reduction, primarily from energy and fuel usage, i.e. to improve energy efficiency and to 

adopt renewable energy sources. The second track is to undertake forestry carbon sink projects to 

complement the internal reduction efforts. 

1,320.4

1,250.4

1,123.2

2016 2017 2018

Total GHG Emissions (1,000 tCO2e)

Source: Novartis Environmental Data Supplement 2017. 

Goal 12: Ensure 

sustainable consumption 

and production patterns 



WORKING PAPER 

34 | P a g e  

 

Water: Novartis closely monitors all water streams into and out of company sites, which helps ensure 

effective management of water resources and costs. 

Sites with high level of water scarcity and high water 

usage are included in a corporate water saving 

program. They regularly monitor the levels of active 

pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs) in Novartis effluents 

and in the aquatic environment as a result of Novartis 

activities. Novartis minimizes release of APIs into 

wastewater from their operations, following a site and 

substance-specific approach. These levels are below 

those approved as safe by medical regulatory agencies and therefore do not present a health risk. 

Plastic: Novartis aims to minimize waste and increase material efficiency with the ultimate goal of becoming 

plastic neutral. By 2025, Novartis has committed to eliminating polyvinyl chloride in packaging and reducing 

waste disposal by half versus 2016 levels. By 2030, Novartis aims to be completely plastic neutral, with all 

new products meeting sustainable design principles. 

SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals 

Goal 17 serves as the connective tissue of the Sustainable Development Goals, 

and many of the aspects of Goal 17 manifest themselves in Novartis’ programs 

and initiatives examined previously in this report. Novartis continues to stay 

at the forefront of technology advancements through internal teams, but also 

through partnerships with other industries, academia, and government. Their 

application of these emerging technologies helps drive the next wave of 

medical innovation, improves their own R&D engine, and ultimately 

contributes to better health and wellbeing around the world.  

The Novartis Biome is a digital innovation lab and series of open innovation 

initiatives that houses and supports digital health startups through access to resources and mentoring. Novartis 

is also one of the largest investors in Startup Health, an organization that invests in entrepreneurs in developing 

countries working towards transformative change. Startup Health’s mission is to solve to solve ten of the 

world’s major health challenges, including expanding access to care, reducing costs, and finding cures for 

cancer and other diseases. StartUp Health’s West Coast operation and the Novartis Biome innovation lab are 

now located together, helping them to work more closely together. 

Source: Novartis Environmental Data Supplement 

2017, pg. 4. 
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Novartis is also working with companies like Microsoft to better treat leprosy. The Novartis foundation 

partnered with Microsoft in 2018 to develop a proof-of-concept digital health tool enabled by artificial 

intelligence to aid in the early detection of leprosy. Doctors can simply take a photo of a skin lesion with their 

smartphones, and the artificial intelligence detection algorithm can diagnose whether the lesion is simply a 

rash or a leprosy lesion. The product is being developed as a case study for future applications in providing 

diagnoses and treatment for patients in remote areas.  

In early 2018, Sandoz, a division of Novartis, announced a collaboration with Pear Therapeutics, Inc. to 

commercialize and continue development of reSET – a prescription digital therapeutic for treatment of patients 

with Substance Use Disorder. Every day, approximately 115 Americans die after overdosing on opioids. The 

misuse of and addiction to opioids-including prescription pain relievers, heroin, and synthetic opioids is a 

serious national crisis that affects public health as well as social and economic welfare. The Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention estimates that the total "economic burden" of prescription opioid misuse alone in the 

United States is $78.5 billion a year, including the costs of healthcare, lost productivity, addiction treatment, 

and criminal justice involvement. This collaboration brought together Sandoz’s expertise in launching and 

commercializing treatments with Pear's leading experience in prescription digital therapeutics design, 

development, and implementation. In December, Novartis announced together with Pear, FDA clearance for 

reSET-O, a prescription mobile medical application specifically designed to help patients with Opioid Use 

Disorder and intended to increase retention of patients with Opioid Use Disorder in outpatient treatment by 

providing cognitive behavioral therapy. 

  



WORKING PAPER 

36 | P a g e  

 

We Must Do Seemingly Impossible Things: Ratan Tata 

 “What advances a nation or a community is …to lift up the best and the most gifted, so as to make them of the 

greatest service to the country.” - Jamsetji Tata, Founder of the Tata Group  

Western civilization’s vision of a leader grew out of heroic epics: The Iliad and The Odyssey – a brave warrior 

leading by example in the Trojan War. The warrior-cum-leader ideal has taken hold of our public conscience 

but this idea that leadership is a divine or inherited trait has long been held in different civilizations.  For 

example, Arjuna and Krishna are blessed by divine grace and are two valiant warriors, both important 

characters in the great Hindu epic, the Mahabharata. Max Weber too argued that charisma is a divine grace. 

However, this definition of leadership as an inherited trait rather than a learned trait has been assailed.  

Ratan Tata’s leadership in India is a learned trait although it could be attributed to an inherited trait handed 

down by generations of the Tata industrialists who played a singular role in developing a nation struggling to 

grow into independence after British colonial rule.  Ratan Tata’s vision for business and for India’s 

development has grown out of a more modernist understanding of what it is for India to be part of the global 

marketplace.     

Ratan Tata is one of India’s most prominent business and philanthropic leaders and was head of the Tata 

Group, a Mumbai-based global conglomerate with family roots extending to the 19th century, from 1991 to 

201216. Over the past decade-and-a-half, the Tata Group has changed more than ever before in its long and 

illustrious history. Rejuvenating existing businesses, entering new ones, manufacturing breakthrough 

products, and expanding into foreign markets are among the initiatives the Group has undertaken with vigour 

during this period.  

In 1996, Tata Teleservices was set up to tap into India’s burgeoning telecom market; in 1998, the Indica, 

India’s first indigenously made car, was successfully launched; in 2002, the Group acquired VSNL, India’s top 

international telecom service provider; in 2004, Tata Consultancy Services went public in the largest private 

sector initial public offering in the Indian stock market; and, in 2008, the trailblazing Tata Nano car was 

unveiled. 

                                                                  

16 Tata Trusts, Leadership – Rata Tata, available at https://www.tatatrusts.org/article/inside/ratan-n-tata 
(last accessed on May 9, 2019) 
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Ratan Tata’s vision looks at the way history will judge the Tata enterprise: “One hundred years from now, I 

expect the Tatas to be much bigger, of course, than it is now. More importantly, I hope the group comes to be 

regarded as being the best in India — best in the manner in which we operate, best in the products we 

deliver, and best in our value system and ethics.” 

Ratan Tata embodies the moral leadership that essayist John Gardner speaks of in “Moral Aspects of 

Leadership.”17 The best leaders seek the fulfilment of human possibilities and “express values that hold 

society together – to lift people out of their petty occupations and unite them toward higher goals.” 

We met Ratan and Noel Tata a few days after Noel Tata is inducted as chair of the Board of Tata Trusts.18 This 

is at a turning point in the history of the Trusts. Given the Trusts’ work on every one of the 169 SDG Targets, 

we limit our discussion to the recent work on innovative sanitation and clean water technology.      

Adaptive Leadership 

Ronald Heifetz, founder of the Center of Public Leadership at Harvard Kennedy School, presents a new theory 

of leadership for both public and private leaders in tackling complex contemporary problems. Central to his 

theory is the distinction between routine technical problems, which can be solved through expertise, and 

adaptive problems, such as crime, poverty, and educational reform, which require innovative approaches, 

including consideration of values. 

Heifetz believes that leadership is, at its essence, about influencing change that builds and enables the 

capacity of individuals and organizations to thrive.  Specifically, that leadership is the practice of mobilizing 

groups of people to tackle tough challenges and thrive.19  The bottom line is that leaders need to understand 

the importance of adaptation and are able to employ the relevant processes and tools to build the adaptive 

capacity of organizations.  Ratan Tata embodies Heifetz’s adaptive mindset, adapting the Tata enterprises 

                                                                  

17 J.W. Garner, The Moral Aspects of Leadership, 73 (513) NASSP Bulletin 43 (1989) 

18 Reeba Zachariah, Ratan’s half-brother Noel joins Tata Trusts board, TOI, Feb. 14, 2019, 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/ratans-half-brother-noel-joins-tata-trusts-
board/articleshow/67984260.cms 

19 RONALD HEIFETZ, ALEXANDER GRASHOW AND MARTY LINSKY, ADAPTIVE LEADERSHIP: TOOLS AND 
TACTICS FOR CHANGING YOUR ORGANIZATION AND THE WORLD 14 (2009) 
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from a national to international brand, from a more traditional mindset to a vision of accomplishing the 

impossible.        

Unless a leader is actually teaching you something you didn’t know or expanding your worldview and moral 

outlook, you are not being led, says Ratan Tata.“We have been…thinking small…I would urge that we all, in 

the coming years, think big, think of doing things not in small increments, not in small deltas, but seemingly 

impossible things. But nothing is impossible if you really set out to do so. And we act boldly.” 

Ratan Tata stepped down from the Tata Group in 2012 to become chairman of Tata Trusts. The Tata founders 

bequeathed most of their personal wealth to the many trusts they created for the greater good of India and its 

people. Since becoming the Chairman of Tata Trusts, Ratan Tata shifted the trusts’ focus from charitable work 

to programs that seek to transform lives. Ratan Tata’s philosophy was to take the Tata Trusts to a different 

level of relevance in the 21st century - to maximize the benefits the trusts seek to bring to disadvantaged 

communities. Tata cites Jonas Salk and his discovery of the polio vaccine as his inspiration to make a 

sustainable difference, rather than individual philanthropic projects that scratch the surface. His credo is “Can 

we fund a research project that aims to eliminate or control a certain disease and, therefore, has the potential 

to benefit a larger number of people, or should we help individuals suffering from that disease? We believe 

we can make a greater difference through large projects that serve mankind.”  

Ratan Tata is a man of ideas. Some of Tata’s leadership traits include increasing the “dare quotient” - making 

ideas matter. Many speak of Ratan Tata’s living legacy. "Tata has shown that there is no other way he will do 

business other than do it ethically," says Gopalakrishnan an Executive Director of Tata Sons, Ltd. He points to 

the Tata Finance episode as an example. A senior company official had committed fraud and rather than wait 

for regulatory intervention, the Tata Group self-reported the incident, protected the interests of the 

depositors, and conducted an objective and transparent inquiry.  

Activist Marian Wright Edelam says: “The time has come for you, Marian, to have a frank talk with yourself. 

Where are you headed? You are in the midst of a history making epoch…”20 Tata lives by these high standards 

and self- reflection. Tata chooses to deflect the credit and attention showered on him away from himself. Tata 

states "I have spent a lot of time and energy trying to transform the group from a patriarchal concern into an 

institutionalized enterprise. It would be a mark of failure on my part if the perception gained ground that I 

                                                                  

20 Deborah L. Rhode, LAWYERS AS LEADERS 31 (2013) 
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epitomize the group’s success."  Those in a position of power set a tone - a moral tone and a moral example by 

their behavior. Employees take cues about appropriate behavior from their supervisors.  

Deborah Rhode has written “Leadership not only poses special challenges and special obligations, it can also 

bring exceptional rewards. Those that are most fulfilling are generally not, however, the extrinsic perks that 

accompany positions of power…satisfaction with work depends on… contributing to social valued ends that 

bring meaning [to] purpose.”21 “Legacy” is often the hardest form of success to measure says Rhodes.  She 

writes: “The philosopher William James insisted that the greatest use of life is to spend it on something that 

outlasts it but what that something is depends on personal values. Contemporary leadership experts 

agree.  They underscore the need for a larger purpose but warn against confusing fame with legacy. A focus 

on ensuring recognition of a legacy can get in the way of achieving it.”22   

  

                                                                  

21 Id. At 207 

22 Id. 
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The Tata Group and the SDGs 

“[The Tata's have] enriched the nation, the whole of that wealth is held in trust for the people and used exclusively 

for their benefit. The cycle is complete, what came from the people has gone back to the people many times over” 

– Ratan Tata 

What does it mean to be sustainable? The Tata Group believes that the role of business is not just about giving 

back to society from its profits but also about ensuring that the processes it employs to earn these profits are 

ethical, socially responsible, and environmentally sound. The Tata Group has been a partner to the SDGs 

campaign since they were launched in 2015. Their companies carry out various initiatives across 

geographies, which aim to impact global discourse, design, and development surrounding the SDGs, through 

business innovations and by helping communities in need. At the backbone of the Tata Group’s sustainability 

efforts is the Tata Sustainability Group (TSG), a business group with the aim of developing corporate 

governance frameworks for the Tata Group as a whole and providing consultation services on sustainability 

to other businesses and NGOs. While the Tata Trusts handle the philanthropy work of the Tata Group, the TSG 

investigates novel business models that align and advance the SDGs. Commending the Tata group on its 

vision, Yuri Afanasiev, UN Resident Coordinator in India, said, “India’s private sector will play a critical role in 

addressing the country’s most pressing development problems through developing commercially viable 

business models, and offering solutions that can be scaled to achieve the SDGs.” 

The Tata Sustainability Group helps individual Tata companies achieve their sustainability goals, and it also 

leads group-wide efforts, such as Tata Group’s volunteering and disaster response programs. It creates 

policies and makes recommendations regarding group companies’ sustainable development efforts. Although 

Tata claims to have had sustainable development in its DNA for more than a century, the company is not 

taking the future for granted. The Tata Sustainability Group provides training to the companies’ future 

leaders and employees in sustainable development. Its methods to achieve that include: 

The Tata Index: The Tata Index for Sustainable Human Development is one tool TSG has used to drive 

sustainable development across the Tata Group. The index, created in cooperation with the UN Development 

Program, defines objective measures for assessing Tata companies’ community initiatives. The index provides 

a standardized measure to quantify progress made in sustainable development efforts. The goal is to drive 

continuous improvement in sustainability. The Tata Index is undergoing a review to widen its scope be-yond 

human development. Elements of the Index are used in the Tata Business Excellence Model, modeled on the 

Malcolm Baldridge quality framework, which annually assesses where companies are in their business 

excellence journey. Going forward, elements of the refreshed Sustainability Assessment Framework will find 

its way into the TBEM framework, thereby reaffirming sustainability as a core element of business excellence. 
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CEO Training: The Tata Sustainability Leadership Program trains chief executives and board members from 

across Tata Group on the risks and opportunities of climate change. The three-day program is held on the 

campus of the University of Cambridge (UK) in partnership with the Cambridge Institute for Sustainability 

Leadership. About 150 Tata chief executives and board members have gone through the three-day program. 

One of the core focuses of the Tata Group is sanitation. India loses many children in infancy or within the first 

two years because of malnutrition. Tata Group quickly recognized the importance of hygiene, sanitation, and 

education. They focused their efforts at the village level, and their approach became holistic, which attracted 

other philanthropic organizations. They have also received tremendous support from the state governments. 

Ratan Tata has said: "There is a tremendous need for NGOs and philanthropic organizations to consider 

partnering with government agencies. Unfortunately, there has been a view that the government shuns 

collaborating with NGOs or philanthropic groups because officials consider the so-called welfare of the people 

to be their business. But our own experience in working with state governments has been very positive. We 

have terrific cooperation, and without the infrastructure that government agencies have built, we could never 

have achieved the impact we have today." 

For the purposes of this Study, we focused on the Tata Trusts engagement with SDGs 5 (gender equality), 6 

(clean water and sanitation) and 17 (partnerships for the goals). Among these, we focused on Tata Trusts and 

innovative sanitation including partnership with the Swachh Bharat Mission, Internet Saathi and Tata Engage. 

SDG 5: Gender Equality  

The Tata Group has a long history when it comes to supporting gender equality. The 

Lady Meherbai D. Tata Education Trust exclusively supports research on women’s 

issues. The Trusts also fund gender empowerment-focused NGOs in South Asia.23 The 

Tata Group continues to extend this legacy with various programs, including the 

Internet Saathi, a digital literacy program helping rural women in India access 

and use the internet. 

                                                                  

23 Team YS, Six gender empowerment-focused NGOs get funded by Tata Trusts and Harvard University South 
Asia Institute (SAI), YOURSTORY, May 9, 2016, https://yourstory.com/2016/05/gender-empowerment-ngo-
funding 

Goal 5: Achieve gender 

equality and empower all 

women and girls 
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Goal 5 is clear about the connection between ICTs and empowering women and girls. Target 5.B calls for the 

enhanced “use of enabling technology, in particular information and communications technology, to promote 

the empowerment of women.” ICTs can enable developing nations to leapfrog over currently existing gaps in 

gender equality and open new opportunities for women in a fast-growing market. Internet Saathi is at the 

forefront of using ICTs to accelerate the achievement of Goal 5. 

Internet Saathi 

Internet Saathi is a joint initiative of Tata Trusts and Google to impart digital literacy to rural women by 

training community members to bridge the digital divide and empower women. It is one of the largest 

digitally connected rural networks in India. Its current coverage includes 18 States and over 210,000 villages. 

The goal of the program is to promote gender equality in internet usage across rural India by expanding 

opportunities for women to take more ownership of their lives and improve their economic well-being.24 

 

 

The “Saathi”, the Hindi word for “friend,” functions by:  

 Collaboration with ground partners and identification of villages  

 Identification of potential women trainers (Saathis) 

 2-day in person training of the Saathis 

 Assessment, final selection and device distribution of 2 internet enabled devices for each Saathi  

                                                                  

24 See generally – Village Square, TBI Blogs: A Unique Project is Empowering Women in Rural Assam by 
Introducing Them to the Internet, THE BETTER INDIA, May 18, 2017, 
https://www.thebetterindia.com/101045/empowering-rural-women-assam-internet-saathis/ 
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 Each Internet Saathi reaches ~ 600 women across 2 to 4 villages in a span of 6 to 8 months 

This programme has managed to train over 22 million women. It has significantly helped overcome the rural 

online gap in India – in the year 2015 only 1 in 10 women had access to the internet. Currently the internet 

gap is 3 in 10 women. The program aims to train about 30 million women and cover over 300k villages by the 

end of 2019. 

In a 2017 study by Ipsos found a positive impact on the programme on internet awareness and usage among 

women in rural India.25 Women trained by Internet Saathis are twice as likely to express themselves in village 

level meetings and three and half times more likely to join other social causes. Additionally, 45% of women 

trained by Internet Saathis believe they have increased their income by learning new skills and 57% of 

women trained by Internet Saathis feel they have learnt better ways of investing money.  

A typical Internet Saathi is a trained Internet Trainer equipped with mobile Broadband enabled smartphone 

devices and has completed outreach & training to 600+ women in her community. She is an influencer within 

her community and is passionate to drive positive change for her community. Saathis are usually the most 

digitally literate person in their village, twice that of the rest of the village. One in three Internet Saathi 

beneficiaries believe that the program positively impacted their personal and children’s education and two in 

ten Internet Saathi beneficiaries claimed to have started their own business with an average revenue of over 

Rs 4,000 per month. 

Internet Saathi Profile 

                                                                  

25 Ipsos, Connected Women – The Mobile Gender Gap Report 2018, February 2018, 
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/GSMA_The_Mobile_Gender_Gap_Report_2018_32pp_WEBv7.pdf 



WORKING PAPER 

44 | P a g e  

 

  

The next phase for Saathis involves fostering women entrepreneurs in rural India. For this purpose an 

independent not-for-profit entity was launched in December 2017 to build sustenance for Internet Saathi 

network called Foundation for Rural Entrepreneurship Development (FREND). FREND will create income 

opportunities for Internet Saathi by opening up the network to other like-minded organizations to drive 

further socio-economic uplift in Rural India. The goal is to ensure Rs. 100k for 100k women by 2022  

SDG 6: Clean Water and Sanitation 

The SDGs have kindled a revolution in sanitation. In the waning months of the year, the World Bank and the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation Team announced that they would accelerate 

innovative sanitation through $1 billion of financing. The Urban Sanitation 

Innovative Partnership seeks to increase sanitation access, especially by poor 

households, through a combination of policy reforms, financing, infrastructure, 

and technology. The World Bank has worked with the Gates Foundation on 

sanitation for the past two and a half years and has committed US$10 billion to 

water and sanitation services over the past 25 years. SDG target 6.2 seeks to 

achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all, and to 

end open defecation, while SDG indicator 3.9.2 identifies unsafe water, unsafe 

sanitation, and lack of hygiene services as an important factor in reducing 

premature death and illness. 

India is ranked 120 out of 122 nations for its water quality and 133 out of 180 for water availability. It is 

estimated that only 18 percent of the total population has access to treated water. Over 138 million rural 

households are water stressed resulting in more than 1,180,000 deaths annually due to contaminated water 

and diarrhea. Having access to clean drinking water all the time is therefore, central to human development. 

Goal 6: Ensure availability 

and sustainable 

management of water and 

sanitation for all 
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Tata Water Mission – A Tata Trusts Initiative 

Improving access to safe water and environmental sanitation has been a key focus area for Tata Trusts. The 

mission aims to create a healthy future for millions of Indians through provision of safe, assured and 

adequate drinking water, along with improved sanitation and hygiene facilities for underserved communities 

by advocating a decentralized, demand-responsive and community-managed approach, and promoting 

innovative technological and economically sustainable solutions in achieving their goals. The mission has so 

far impacted 6 million individuals spread across more than 7000 villages in 12 states in India. 

The Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM) was launched on October 2nd 2014 in order to accelerate the nation’s 

efforts to achieve universal sanitation coverage and focus on safe sanitation. It is comprised of two sub-

missions, the Swachh Bharat Mission (Grameen) and the Swachh Bharat Mission (Urban). The former works 

to make gram panchayats open defecation free (ODF), clean, and sanitized through solid and liquid waste 

management activities. 

The Tata Trusts have partnered with the Swachh Bharat Mission, having donated over Rs. 1 Billion to the 

cause in 2018.  In 2016, the Trusts took on the role of development support partner to the Government of 

India’s Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM), which has the target to develop sanitation facilities for over 500 million 

Indians, who do not have access to toilets and continue to defecate in the open. Tata Trusts stepped in to 

make the SBM more effective and sustainable, by looking at all aspects of sanitation and toilets — supply 

chain, finance, behavior change, toilet design and usage.   

India’s Sanitation Warriors: Torch Bearers for the Swachh Bharat Mission 

Tata Trusts in collaboration with the Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation launched the Zila Swachh 

Bharat Prerak (ZSBP) initiative. In 2016, Tata Trusts partnered with district administrations in 25 districts 

across three states under SBM to make them ODF. To support the implementation, the Trusts had deployed 

young men and women at the District Collector offices, who achieved quick progress. The Ministry of Drinking 

Water and Sanitation, impressed by the work, asked the Trusts to replicate the model in 26 states, which led to 

the creation of the Zila Swachh Bharat Prerak Programme, which was formally unveiled in December 2016. 

Selected Preraks started training by March 2017 and (the first batch of Preraks) set out in the field in April 

2017. 

The initiative aims to place around 600 "young professionals" in each district of the country to give a boost to 

the Swachh Bharat Mission. The initiative is a first of its kind partnership between a philanthropic organization 

and Government of India to effect change at this scale, hoping to “positively and sustainably impact 100 million 

lives by 2021. There are 475 Zila Swachh Bharat Preraks (ZSBP) at the moment, who are assisting the district 
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administration in implementation of Swachh Bharat Mission (Grameen). In 2017, the ZSBP initiative was 

recognized through an award by the Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation’s for outstanding support to the 

implementation of the Programme.  

The Trusts faced certain challenges in the program, the hardest one among them was empowering youth to 

take on the challenge. Training was conducted in partnership with University of Chicago Booth School of 

Business and includes domain level sanitation issues, technical aspects of the Swachh Bharat Mission, the 

functioning of district-taluka-block- gram panchayat administrations, community mobilization for behavioral 

change, etc., soft skills such as — communication, leadership, team building, etc. The 475 Preraks, of which 35% 

are women, were trained in batches of 40-50 over a series of three-day workshops held in New Delhi.  

Scale and Impact 

There has been a dramatic increase in the number of toilets being built, number of households with toilets, and 

number of districts declared ODF. At the end of March 2017, India had about 65% of districts declared ODF. By 

September 2018, that figure had jumped to 92.6%, increasing coverage to another third of India in just 18 

months. 

One key reason the ZSBPs were able to accelerate the SBM was their training in working with data. The Prerak 

initiative introduced evidence-linked management practices to the programme, which helped them support 

the district administration in constantly improving the efficiency of the mission. Accurate data collection was 

ensured through addressing gaps, smoother disbursals of incentives, prioritizing certain villages, efficiency in 

project management software, and faster payments and streamlining procedures. 

The success of the ZSBP programme is a testament to the power of the public-private partnership model. Tata 

Trusts took on the onus of the national recruitment drive, interviewing and hiring talented young professionals, 

and paying their salaries and allowances. The MDWS facilitated the placement of ZSBPs at the districts and 

coordinated with the state governments. Together, they shared the responsibility of the initial training and 

capacity building. They also monitored the performance of the preraks who worked to bridge the gap between 

the district administration and the beneficiaries in the villages, maintained the SBM MIS dashboards, and drove 

progress on the ground. 

One of the objectives of the prerak model was to influence the government ecosystem by infusing innovative 

thought processes; this has been fairly successful in the ZSBP initiative. Such a public-private partnership 

model, which strengthens the government system and supplements the efforts of the community, can be 

adopted in other areas for enhanced service delivery and sustainable development. 
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SDG 17: Building Partnerships      

The Tata Trusts have paved the way in forging partnerships with various entities 

to create impact, be it the Government of India for Swachh Bharat Mission or 

Google for Internet Saathi. 

Tata Engage 

Towards achieving Goal 17, they established Tata Engage – a group level 

volunteering platform, which encourages and facilitates volunteering among 

employees, their family members, and retirees around the globle. The initiative 

helps individuals volunteer with non-profits and impact lives through meaningful 

community engagement. Launched in March 2014, the project has achieved 1.2 

million volunteering hours as of 2016-17, making Tata Group truly visible in its volunteering efforts. The 

project also celebrates “Tata Volunteering Week” which sees participation by over 650 NGOs across 150 

locations around the world. A full-time six month deputation to a non-profit has also been introduced through 

the establishment of the Engage+ program. 

  

Goal 17: Strengthen the 

means of implementation 

and revitalize the global 

partnership for 

sustainable development 
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Lighting Up All of Africa: Tonye Cole 

 “The mission to realize the SDGs is possibly the most daunting objective faced by the United Nations. The impact 

the attainment of these goals will have on the ability of the entire global system to co-exist peacefully cannot be 

over-emphasized. It is in the interest of all humanity to collaborate on the SDGs, especially in Africa where we 

believe access to energy holds the key to achieving the 17 goals by the 2030 target.” -Tonye Cole 

Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala in Reforming the Unreformable: Lessons from Nigeria provides an account of ‘petro-state 

definition’ relevancy: “If you depend on oil and gas for 80 percent of government revenues, over 90 percent of 

exports are one commodity, oil, if that is what drives the growth of your economy, if your economy moves up 

and down with the price of oil, if you have volatility of expenditures and of GDP, then you’re a petro-state.”26 

Tonye Cole – the energy entrepreneur and founder of the Sahara Group – operates within a petro-state but 

brings a different narrative to the table. Tonye Cole has been profiled by Forbes magazine as a business titan. 

He served on the UN SDG Expert Advisory Council. His efforts to confront global challenges through the World 

Economic Forum are well known. As the co-founder of Sahara Group, Tonye has created jobs for hundreds of 

young men and women. He is consulted by presidents of countries whose economies are failing. Tonye has 

become an inspiration and a mentor to millions of young people across the continent. 

Tonye Cole borrows heavily from the Ubuntu principles of humanism: "I am, because we 

are, and since we are, therefore I am." This Ubuntu notion is different from the idea that 

leaders are somehow more unique, more special than their followers. In Plato's Republic, 

Socrates tells us that leaders are by nature more likely to engage in philosophy and to 

rule in a city while the rest inhabit a space outside of philosophy. This creates a strict 

class division in the ideal state, one which Ubuntu eschews. G. W. F. Hegel too referred to 

the trait views of leadership, that some people are better equipped by nature to be leaders. He has said: “The 

world historical persons, the heroes of their age age...must therefore be recognized as seers – their words and 

deeds are the best of the age...”27 The Ubuntu philosophy on the other hand is premised on the view that 

                                                                  

26 Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Reforming the Unreformable: Lessons from Nigeria, 2014. 

27 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Reason In History, a general introduction to the Philosophy of History, A 
Liberal Arts Press Book, The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc. 1953. 

"I am, because 

we are, and 

since we are, 

therefore I am." 

 – Ubuntu 

Philosophy 
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personal characteristics must bear relationship to the goals of the followers. Ubuntu is a cosmopolitan moral 

theory – which goes beyond a communitarian argument – to include all human society.  

Tonye Cole believes that if we are truly going to fulfill our purpose of reimagining the world and improve the 

lives of people, we need to take bold moves in the most transformative areas. To Cole, Ubuntu is an important 

concept for the harmonious co-existence and sustainable development in a multicultural society such as 

South Africa: “It is the sine qua non in the reconstruction and development of society and its institutions... As 

a cohesive moral value that is inherent in all humans.” 

James Macgregor Burn's normative theory of leadership is a study of transformative leaders like Gandhi and 

James Madison and others who are distinguished by the fact that they are more concerned with end values 

that go beyond modal values of honesty and responsibilities. They are more concerned with cosmopolitan 

values which move people toward universal moral principles. 

Burn's conception of the higher moral good involves actual social change. The problem is that transforming 

leaders are left with a variety of value systems. Although no one can rightly claim knowledge of the greater 

good, the SDGs are transcending value conflict between narrow particularist ends and are a universal set of 

development principles.  

SDG 2: Zero Hunger 

In Africa, agriculture remains a vital source of employment and income 

generation. In Nigeria the sector contributes to an estimated 70% of employment 

in Nigeria, but only 22% of GDP, thus indicating a significant potential for 

productivity gains. Despite a strong reliance on farming and agriculture, 

malnutrition is often prevalent in many regions and invariably an estimated 50-

70% of harvests can be lost due to the lack of appropriate storage facilities and 

limited market information.28 

On top of this, climate change could impact output by an estimated 30% 

according to World Bank estimates. The recent state of emergency declared in 

                                                                  

28 International Food Policy Research Institute, “Food Security Portal: Nigeria,” 
http://www.foodsecurityportal.org/nigeria 

Goal 2: End hunger, 

achieve food security and 

improved nutrition and 

promote sustainable 

agriculture  
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Kaduna over tomato shortages and soaring food prices caused by the moth tuta absoluta exemplifies climate 

and environmental pressures to agricultural production that may  

Sahara Group has spearheaded the creation of more sustainable agribusiness in Nigeria with the collaborative 

Food Africa Project. The Food Africa Project is an innovative public-private partnership between the Sahara 

Group, SDG Fund, UN Agencies, world-wide recognized chefs the Roca Brothers, Nigerian National 

Government and Kaduna State Government to improve food security and nutrition, and alleviate poverty by 

strengthening of local value chains for farmers. The pilot project in Kaduna provides a backward and forward 

integration approach for food supply chain management and introduces more sustainable practices to reduce 

crop waste, and improve smallholder farmers’ profitability. Recognizing the link between the gaps in skills 

and structural unemployment in the region, the project promotes income generating opportunities and offer 

technical support to promote trade of local goods and services.  

Its unique feature is demonstrated by a clear effort to promote national ownership with a matching fund 

approach, where SDG Fund takes the lead to onboard private sector in the design phase and acted as a 

convener to bring together all partners. Jointly with the Sahara Group, the SDG Fund provides bulk of co-

financing, convened additional partners and mobilized contributions. Chefs Roca Brothers contributes 

knowledge to showcase how local food production can be processed for new markets and consumers, while 

specialized UN Agencies provide expertise on food production, employment and international trade. 

The program will feature an agro-processing facility and serve as a Center of Excellence to increase farmers’ 

income and efforts to reduce food loss. The center will provide training in the food industry on issues linked 

to food safety, business planning and product diversification. Designed as a hybrid public-private facility, the 

program will eventually be sustained and managed by the community’s local farmers. 
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It is expected that 5,000 women and men of Kaduna will be directly impacted with new job prospects, 

increased income and additional skills to compete in the thriving food industry. 

In addition, an estimated 500,000 residents will indirectly benefit from the Food 

Africa Project which is designed to be scaled-up in the region and eventually 

replicated in other parts of Sub-Saharan Africa. 

SDG 4 and 5: Quality Education and Gender Equality 

Sahara Group has appointed Zuriel Oduwole, a globally acclaimed Girl Education 

advocate as ambassador in its bid to accelerate the achievement of the triad of 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that focus on improving the access of 

children (especially girls) to education, fostering gender equality and creating 

more opportunities for girls across Africa. 

The leading energy conglomerate’s partnership with Zuriel’s Dream Up Speak Up 

Stand Up (DUSUSU Foundation) will target SDGs 4, 5 and 10 that seek to enhance 

access to Quality Education, Gender Equality and Reduced Inequalities by 2030. 

Globally, there are 31 million fewer girls than boys in primary school. According to the 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2016), over 9 million girls of primary-school age are 

out of school in sub-Saharan Africa.29 The partnership seeks to promote access to 

education and economic empowerment through film-making and other activities. 

Sahara Group’s Head of Corporate Communications, Bethel Obioma, said the 

project will be driven by Sahara Foundation, the Group’s Corporate Responsibility 

vehicle. “This represents another major step for us at Sahara Group towards promoting the SDGs in Africa and 

across the globe. We believe the foundation for sustainable development rests on empowerment and access 

to equal opportunities for all children,” he said.  

                                                                  

29 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, “One in Five Children, Adolescents and Youth is Out of School: Fact Sheet 
No. 48,” UIS/FS/2018/ED/48, February 2018, http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/fs48-
one-five-children-adolescents-youth-out-school-2018-en.pdf. 

Goal 4: Ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality 
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lifelong learning 

opportunities for all 

Goal 5: Achieve gender 

equality and empower all 

women and girls 
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Speaking at the presentation of Zuriel as Sahara’s Ambassador in Accra, Ghana, Seyi Ojurongbe, Manager, 

Sahara Foundation said the partnership reinforces Sahara’s unwavering commitment to promoting equitable 

and inclusive quality education for all. According to him, “empowering the youth, especially the girl child, is a 

goal that Sahara Group supports passionately, and we have consistently 

implemented several educational and capacity building projects to enhance the 

achievement of this goal in Africa.” 

SDG 6: Clean Water and Sanitation 

According to a 2017 joint report by WHO and UNICEF, 2.1 billion people lack safe 

drinking water at home, more than twice as many lacks’ safe sanitation. Some 3 in 

10 people worldwide, or 2.1 billion, lack access to safe, readily available water at 

home, and 6 in 10, or 4.5 billion, lack safely managed sanitation.30 

The implication of this is that these people are at risk of various water related 

diseases, many of which are fatal.  At the moment, only 61% of the people in sub-

Saharan Africa have access to have access to clean water sources. Similarly, over 40% of all people globally 

that lack access to drinking water are in sub-Saharan Africa. In these areas, the burden of carrying water falls 

primarily on women and young girls who are forced to walk several miles in search of water. 

The inadequacy of clean water sources has accounted for poor sanitation in the affected areas with rural 

areas topping the list. A vast majority of rural people still practice open defecation or lack adequate sanitation 

facilities. The consequences of such practices are very devastating for human health and the environment. 

Even in more developed areas where household toilets are readily available, a large number of the toilets are 

either connected to septic tanks that are not safely emptied or use other means that discharge sewage into 

open drains. 

In line with its commitment to promote clean water sources and encourage good sanitation, Sahara 

Foundation is committed to the donation of boreholes in areas of need. The donation of these boreholes has 

contributed to the eradication of Guinea-worm disease in Nigeria and Ghana. Sahara’s interventions have also 

enhanced access to water and sanitary facilities in schools and communities, resulting in the wellbeing of 

                                                                  

30 Progress on Drinking Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: 2017 Update and SDG Baselines. Geneva: World 
Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2017. 
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students. Over the years, Sahara Foundation has implemented numerous Water Sanitation and Hygiene 

(WASH) programs in schools across Africa. This includes over fifty borehole projects in Ghana, Cote d’Ivoire 

and Nigeria; toilet constructions in schools where they were either dilapidated or none existent including 

schools in Ghana, Nigeria and Tanzania. These interventions have resulted in improved school attendance but 

particularly improved safety for the students who prior to such interventions had to use bushes as their 

toilet. 

SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy 

Improved access to energy in Africa has the potential to alleviate poverty, 

promote industrialization, facilitate gender equality and reduce the region's 

vulnerability to climate change. Consequently, the current low rates of 

electrification in many SSA countries has been identified as the most pressing 

obstacle to economic growth, more important than access to finance, red tape or 

corruption. Goal 7 calls for universal access to affordable, reliable, and modern 

energy services, including clean fuels and technologies. 

The Sahara Group and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) have 

joined forces to promote reliable access to affordable and sustainable energy, 

and to mainstream the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)  in the private 

sector in Africa. The partnership was formalized in April 2019 with a Memorandum of Understanding 

between the organizations. 

Per the agreement, UNDP and the Sahara Group will work to identify best avenues to build on their respective 

network and experience to create power solutions that will help drive sustainable development and provide 

support for SDG nationwide monitoring and reporting. 

Goal 7: Ensure access to 

affordable, reliable, 

sustainable and modern 

energy for all 
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 “650 million people in sub-Saharan Africa do not have access to electricity.  UNDP looks forward to 

partnering with Sahara Group to ensure everyone in this region has access to affordable energy, a critical part 

of our work supporting countries to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030.” said UNDP 

Administrator Achim Steiner. 

SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals 

The Sahara Group was appointed as one of two African companies on the Private 

Sector Advisory Group set up by the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals fund (UN-SDGF) in 2016. It has since played a significant role in driving 

that by mandate by the creation of the first country-level Private Sector Advisory 

Group (PSAG) Nigeria, which was inaugurated by the Vice President of Nigeria 

and comprises over thirty leading businesses and corporate foundations in 

Nigeria. The PSAG aims at mirroring the Global Private Sector Advisory Group 

which was established by United Nations Sustainable Development Fund to 

effectively achieve effective public-partnerships for the SDGs as a result of the 

numerous challenges faced during the implementation of the Millennium 

Development Goals. Cole explained that the group would galvanize ideas and initiatives from various 

stakeholders to achieve accelerated and inclusive development across the nation. “We strongly believe that 

the achievement of the PSAG objectives will not only improve the global SDG ranking of Nigeria, it will also 

improve the standard of living across the nation through the provision of sustainable solutions to basic 

problems,” said Cole 

  

Goal 17: Strengthen the 

means of implementation 

and revitalize the global 

partnership for 

sustainable development 
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If You Find Problems, You Must Find Solutions: Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala 

‘Investing in women is smart economics, and investing in girls, catching them upstream, is even smarter 

economics.” - Ngozi Okonjo Iweala 

Ngozi Okonjo Iweala often quotes Nelson Mandela. Her favorite quote is from that historic day on the evening 

of May 2, 1994, when Mandela claimed victory in the first democratic elections in South Africa: “I am your 

servant, I don’t come to you as leader…  Leaders come and go but the organization and the collective 

leadership that has looked after the fortunes and reverses of this organization will always be there: “ Okonjo- 

Iweala feels the same about being a servant leader, a servant leader who is also not afraid to cause trouble. 

“Wahala” is a popular Pidgin English word in Nigerian meaning trouble. So, I was essentially nicknamed 

Okonjo the Trouble Maker. I loved this nickname …. To me it was a badge of honor.” 

As a world-renowned development economist, author, and advocate, Okonjo-Iweala has been a force for 

economic development, sustainable financing, and anti- corruption. Okonjo-Iweala has held some of the most 

distinguished positions in the government of Nigeria, the World Bank, and in organizations and institutions 

worldwide. Disrupting the status quo has been a common thread across her professional endeavors and has 

been instrumental in ushering change and breaking glass ceilings in the public and private sector.  Okonjo-

Iweala’s impressive ability to drive change makes her one of the most influential figures on the world stage.  

In a time of global volatility, it is a time to take stock of how to keep Africa rising.  Through a prism of war, 

disease, poverty, starvation and corruption. This ‘single story’ (The failure to represent Africa fairly) has had 

deleterious consequences. 

The 2030 agenda aims to fundamentally transform society through disruptive thinking in business and 

financial sectors and in public policies.  A global leader at the forefront of this transformation, Ngozi Okonjo-

Iweala has emphasized that realizing such ambitious social and economic sustainable development goals will 

require mobilizing private financing on an unprecedented scale. To mobilize financing to drive the SGDs, she 

has been a fierce advocate for building partnerships between innovations in the business and technology 

sectors. These partnerships in the private sector have transformative potential.  As a global leader, Okonjo-

Iweala has demonstrated an unrelenting commitment to using innovative technologies and financial solutions 

to achieve targets for several SDGs. She is particularly energized by the revolutionary impact that 

digitalization is having on the financial ecosystem, and how innovations in business models and the financial 

ecosystem can be harnessed for sustainable finance and achieving the SDGs. 

Okonjo Iweala speaks of a narrative of a rising Africa- an Africa of hope and opportunity rather than the single 

story of war, disease, poverty, corruption. An alternative narrative is one of the power and potential of 



WORKING PAPER 

56 | P a g e  

 

technology to revitalize Africa.  She talks of using drones to deliver vaccines through ziplines and the private 

public partnerships with Gavi and Novartis.  Most of all she sees the power of innovation to stabilize the 

continent. The telecom revolution has created a mini revolution in the region. Africa is ahead with mobile 

money- pay for solar with cards. 

Another transformative cornerstone is the mitigating effects of climate change on 32 countries in Africa- 

through the African Risk Capacity- the weather- based insurance initiative that Ngozi is heading.   She 

articulates the greatest impact of the work being to “keep the population at home.” The idea she explains is to 

look for solutions in their own country.   

Guiding Principles of Ubuntu Leadership  

At the center of Okonjo-Iweala’s world view is the spirit of ubuntu, a concept that elevates empathy and 

community participation as integral to an enriched and full-filled human experience.  Okonjo-Iweala is 

inspired by Desmond Tutu who writes: No Future without Forgiveness:  

Ubuntu is very difficult to render into a Western language. It speaks to the very essence of being human. 

When you want to give high praise to someone we say, “Yu, u nobuntu”; he or she has ubuntu. That 

means that they are generous, hospitable, friendly, caring, compassionate. They share what they have. … 

We say, “a person is a person through other people” (in Xhosa Ubuntu ungamntu ngabanye abantu, and 

in Zulu Umuntu ngumuntu ngabanye). I am human because I belong, I participate, and I share.’31  

As one whose “humanity is caught up, inextricably bound up in [others],”32 Okonjo-Iweala’s leadership style 

embodies ubuntu, focusing on using compassion and humanity to empower the community and world around 

her. 

Shaping the Contemporary World Over   

Okonjo-Iweala served two terms as Finance Minister of Nigeria from 2003-2006 and 2011-2015, and as 

Nigeria’s Foreign Minister in 2006. She was the first woman to hold both positions. She has spent more than 

two decades at the World Bank as a development economist, rising to the number-two position of managing 

                                                                  

31 Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness (1995) at pp. 34-35 

32 Id.  
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director, which she served from 2007-2011. While at the World Bank, she was 

responsible for an $81 billion operational portfolio including Europe and 

Central Asia, South Asia, and Africa.  

In 2012, she and Colombia’s Jose Antonio Ocampo squared off against American 

physician Jim Yong Kim in The World Bank’s first-ever contested presidential 

selection. Although she was unable to break the traditional gentleman's 

agreement on the World Bank leadership, Okonjo-Iweala helped to challenge 

business as usual with her candidacy and has laid the foundation for future 

challenges from non-Americans, especially from developing countries. Seven 

years later, Okonjo-Iweala is once again a potential presidential candidate for 

the leader of the World Bank. 

The power of partnerships between the private and public sector to bring 

about meaningful change is her priority. She is currently the head of the board 

of the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization (GAVI) Gavi Board. In this role, along with Larry 

Summers and the Ministers of Health of Myanmar, Ethiopia, Chad and Congo, she is leading the future 

strategic vision for providing crucial immunizations and health services to children in developing countries. 

Okonjo-Iweala also sits on the boards of the African Risk Capacity, an innovative weather-based insurance 

mechanism for African countries; the Commission on the New Climate Economy with Lord Nicolas Stern and 

Paul Polman; and the Nelson Mandela Institution. Recently, she was appointed to the Twitter Board.   

How Corruption is a Threat to Development 

“Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala is a heroine not just of Nigeria, but of the entire continent. Her 

crusade against corruption has put her life at risk.” - The Independent (UK) 

According to Transparency International, of the ten countries considered most 

corrupt in the world, six are in sub-Saharan Africa.  A 2002 African Union study 

estimated that corruption cost the continent roughly $150 billion a year. To 

compare, developed countries gave $22 billion in aid to sub-Saharan Africa in 

2008, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.  

It has been estimated that Nigeria has lost more than 600 billion to corruption 

since independence.  Okonjo-Iweala has dedicated her. As one of the most vocal 

crusaders against corruption has threatened her personal security.  In 2012, 

Okonjo-Iweala’s 83-year-old mother was kidnapped in retaliation for Okonjo-

“I would like to 

congratulate my 

friend Ngozi Okonjo-

Iweala who has been 

named by the Council 

on Foreign Relations 

as one African woman 

out of six women who 

have shaped the 

contemporary world 

order.” - President 

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, 

2019 

“The 2030 SDGs has a 

powerful vision, but 

we must ensure 

financing is sufficient. 

That means making 

creative use of digital 

technologies that are 

revolutionizing the 

financial markets.” 

 -Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala 
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Iweala’s leadership in anti-corruption policies and Nigerian government reform. The kidnappers demanded 

that Okonjo-Iweala publicly resign from office. She did not, and her mother escaped. Okonjo-Iweala discusses 

the danger of confronting deep-seated corruption in her most recent book, Fighting Corruption Is Dangerous 

(2018). Okonjo-Iweala’s vision for macroeconomic reform in Africa considers and combines African culture 

and history, sustain. In Reforming the Unreformable: Lessons from Nigeria (2012), Okonjo-Iweala presents a 

framework used by her and her team that stabilized the macroeconomy, increased economic growth and 

fiscal transparency, reduced the debt burden, strengthened the integrity of public and civil service and 

redirected resources being syphoned to private interest back to the people and the poor. She also details the 

challenges and confronts head on the daunting complexity of pushing for macroeconomic and development 

economic reform, as well as pushing back against corrupt trade, tariffs, and customs practices.  

SDG 3: Good Health and Well-being  

SDG 3 aims to promote health and well-being across the human life cycle. 

Providing immunizations and vaccines to prevent illness in children and 

adults alike is an essential way that countries can help reach this goal.  

Okonjo-Iweala’s vision of making developing countries shape GAVI’s agenda 

has been instrumental in many sustainable reforms. ant contributions to 

achieving SDG 3 through her leadership as chair of the GAVI Board, an 

organization that helps provide access to affordable vaccines to children in 

developing countries.33 Okonjo-Iweala is leading the strategic vision for the 

organization on the GAVI Board, which includes Larry Summers and the 

Ministers of Health of Myanmar, Ethiopia, Chad and Congo.  Together this 

team oversees the strategic direction, policy-making, operations of the 

Vaccine Alliance and monitors programme implementation.34  

Vaccines are one of the most cost-effective investments in health and development in history.  A study in 

Health Affairs covering 73 GAVI-supported countries over the 2011-2020 period shows that for every US$1 

                                                                  

33 World Health Organization. “Dr Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala appointed Chair-elect of Gavi Board”.  
https://www.who.int/life-course/news/gavi-chair-elect/en/ 

34 GAVI. “ Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala appointed Chair-elect of Gavi Board”. 
https://www.gavi.org/library/news/press-releases/2015/ngozi-okonjo-iweala-appointed-chair-elect-of-
gavi-board/  

Goal 3: Ensure 

healthy lives and 

promote well-being 

for all at all ages  

https://www.who.int/life-course/news/gavi-chair-elect/en/
https://www.gavi.org/library/news/press-releases/2015/ngozi-okonjo-iweala-appointed-chair-elect-of-gavi-board/
https://www.gavi.org/library/news/press-releases/2015/ngozi-okonjo-iweala-appointed-chair-elect-of-gavi-board/
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spent on immunization, US$16 are saved in healthcare costs, lost wages, and lost productivity due to illness, 

and return on investment increases to US$ 44 when taking into account the broader benefits of people living 

longer and healthier lives. 

Since its creation in 2000, GAVI has immunized 580 million children in developing countries and saved 8 

million lives through over 430 immunization programs and vaccination campaigns. In 2017 alone, 65 million 

children were immunized with GAVI-supported vaccines, equal to more than 190 million points of contact 

between these children and the primary health system.  Under the leadership of  Okonjo-Iweala, GAVI plans 

to increase immunization coverage another 300 million children.35 As Chair, Okonjo-Iweala leads 

representatives from the World Bank, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, UNICEF, Civil Society 

Representatives, the Private Pharmaceutical Sector and representatives of developed, emerging markets and 

developing countries to formulate international vaccine implementation policy.36 

GAVI uses its unique partnership model to ensure access to vaccines in countries that need them the most.  

For example, rotavirus causes diarrhea in infants and young children, causing over 500,000 deaths each year 

in children under the age of 5 with over 95% of deaths in low-income countries in Africa and Asia. Thanks to 

long-term supply agreements with manufacturers, GAVI has been able to secure rotavirus vaccines at under 

US$1 per dose for two types of rotavirus vaccine, less than 2% of the public price in the US in 2019 at 

US$70.49 per dose.  To date, GAVI has helped strengthen health systems and immunization services in more 

than 60 countries. By 2019, 15 countries had started to fully self-finance all their vaccines that had been 

introduced with GAVI support. GAVI currently supports 13 live-saving vaccines for some of the most 

prevalent diseases targeting developing markets, including HPV, polio, rotavirus and others. 

 

                                                                  

35 “GAVI’s Mission”.  https://www.gavi.org/about/governance/gavi-board/  

36 “GAVI’s Mission”.  https://www.gavi.org/about/governance/gavi-board/  

https://www.gavi.org/about/governance/gavi-board/
https://www.gavi.org/about/governance/gavi-board/
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Artificial Intelligence can be used in gathering gender-disaggregated data and tracking performance metrics.  

Leveraging digital technologies for better health outcomes:  

Digital technologies can be a powerful tool to advance gender issues in areas of education and health. One example 

of such a dynamic initiative in this area is the Mobile Alliance for Maternal Action (MAMA) founded by the United 

States Agency for International Development, Johnson & Johnson, the United Nations Foundation, and BabyCenter. 

MAMA uses mobile technology to deliver free messages to pregnant women and new mothers on pre- and postnatal 

health. In Bangladesh, the majority of consumers had a pre- school education.  These initiatives can be used in 

vaccination efforts too. 

SDG 4: Increasing Educational Opportunities and Success 

SDG 4 is committed to creating equal learning outcomes across economic and 

gender divides. Economic growth and global competitiveness are increasingly 

driven by knowledge and education, and universities play a key role in advancing 

societies.  In particular, science and technology has propelled the growth of many 

countries in recent years.  However, the Sub-Saharan African (SSA) region has 

fallen behind in developing a robust knowledge economy.  The average number 

of scientists and engineers per million in SSA is only 83, compared to 423 in 

North Africa and 783 in Asia (excluding Japan). 
Goal 4: Ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality 

education and promote 

lifelong learning 

opportunities for all 
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The Nelson Mandela Institute (NMI) was established in 2004 to help narrow the gap between SSA countries 

and the rest of the world in the fields of science and technology. NMI currently has three affiliated centers of 

excellence devoted to graduate education in Burkina Faso, Nigeria, and Tanzania. Between 2008 to 2016, 349 

students graduated from NMI affiliated institutions, of which women comprised over 18% of MSc graduates 

and SSA students comprised over 40% of MSc graduates.37 

 

Regarding the specific need to expand educational opportunities for women under SDG 4, Okonjo-Iweala’s  

models to increasing spending towards educational equality as well as determining more effective ways to 

                                                                  

37 Nelson Mandela Institute of Science and Technology. https://www.nm-aist.ac.tz/ 

https://www.nm-aist.ac.tz/
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spend money that is allocated will be useful38 During an interview with Foreign Affairs,  she described how 

the Government of President Goodluck Jonathan of Nigeria, under which she served as Minister of Finance, 

implemented a conditional cash transfer program in Nigeria to help girls enroll in school.39 She has used her 

global platform to bring attention to increased funding for basic education for underprivileged children, 

particularly those living in war-torn countries or countries that are experiencing natural disasters, with a 

focus on girls education.40  

SDG 5: Gender Equality, Empowering Women and Girls 

As finance minister, Okonjo-Iweala managed the Nigerian Federal Government 

budget, and implemented a budgetary incentive program that would motivate 

ministries to implement initiatives to empower girls and women in their sector.  

Simultaneously, the Ministry of Agriculture had developed a new e-wallet 

system, which transferred subsidies directly to farmers through the financial 

technology, removed the government from the supply changes, and allowed 

farmers to directly purchase for the fertilizer and pesticides they needed.  

Seizing the moment, Okonjo-Iweala offered the ministry a budget increase as 

reward for bringing this new, innovative technology to more women, which 

helped to tremendously benefit and improve the lives of women in Nigeria. 

41 

                                                                  

38 Okonjo-Iweala, Ngozi. 2013.“Securing Development: Challenges of Economic Inclusion in Africa”. 
https://ngoziokonjoiweala.com/2016/12/01/securing-development-challenges-of-economic-inclusion-in-
africa/ 

39 “Reforming Nigeria:  A Conversation With Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala” 2014. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/interviews/2014-02-12/reforming-nigeria 

40 Okonjo-Iweala, Ngozi and Sheikha Lubna Al Qasimi. 2018. “On Women's Day, take the next step for girls' 
education”. https://www.cnn.com/2017/03/07/opinions/girls-education-okonjo-iweala-lubna-al-qasimi-
opinion/index.html  

41 “Why Should Finance Ministers Care About Gender Equality? Mainstreaming Wasn’t Getting Results Fast 
Enough”. 2016. The World Bank. http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/speech/2016/05/05/why-should-
finance-ministers-care-about-gender-equality  

Goal 5: Achieve gender 

equality and empower all 

women and girls 

https://ngoziokonjoiweala.com/2016/12/01/securing-development-challenges-of-economic-inclusion-in-africa/
https://ngoziokonjoiweala.com/2016/12/01/securing-development-challenges-of-economic-inclusion-in-africa/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/interviews/2014-02-12/reforming-nigeria
https://www.cnn.com/2017/03/07/opinions/girls-education-okonjo-iweala-lubna-al-qasimi-opinion/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/03/07/opinions/girls-education-okonjo-iweala-lubna-al-qasimi-opinion/index.html
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/speech/2016/05/05/why-should-finance-ministers-care-about-gender-equality
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/speech/2016/05/05/why-should-finance-ministers-care-about-gender-equality
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Okonjo-Iweala’s leadership efforts enabled 3 million women to participate in the e-wallet program in 2014.42 

This achievement demonstrates the necessity of cross- sector collaboration for advancing the status of 

women in society as it combines a both SDG 5 and SDG 9.  

As Minister of Finance, Okonjo-Iweala was able to leverage the resources at her disposal to work with other 

ministers such as the Minister of Agriculture to bring technological and financial resources to women in rural 

areas.43  Additional achievements with budget-incentives include the Ministry of Water Resources developing 

a new system for women to manage their communities’ water and sanitation centers, and the Ministry of 

Public Works developing a new training regimen to levy women into positions of subcontractors in 

procurement. 

SDG 8: Equal Economic Access  

 SDG 8 strives to create equal economic access to the workplace.  As an 

economist with over twenty years of development experience, Okonjo-Iweala 

has a sound understanding of the key challenges facing emerging economies 

and seeks to help citizens of those nations to obtain stable economic futures. 

Her efforts in towards achieving SDG 8 have been particularly robust during 

her time at the World Bank and in Nigeria. Most significantly, she chaired the 

IDA replenishment process that raised nearly $50 billion in low interest credit 

for the poorest developing countries.  

                                                                  

42 Id.  

43 Akinboro, Bolaji. 2014. “Bringing Mobile Wallets to Nigerian Farmers”. 
https://www.cgap.org/blog/bringing-mobile-wallets-nigerian-farmers  

Goal 8: Promote 

sustained, inclusive and 

sustainable economic 

growth, full and 

productive employment 

and decent work for all 

https://www.cgap.org/blog/bringing-mobile-wallets-nigerian-farmers
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In addition, Okonjo-Iweala has also heavily pushed for anti-corruption policy to help increase investment in 

Nigeria.  This initiative ensures that jobs are created and accessible to all members of the population. Okonjo-

Iweala has encouraged the involvement of the private sector in bring much-needed jobs to a continent where 

more than 60% of the population is under the age of 30 and where 

unemployment is high.44   

Within Nigeria, she helped support entrepreneurial citizens through the You 

WIN Program, GWiN program (Growing Girls and Women in Nigeria) and the 

creation of the Development Bank of Nigeria. 

SDG 13: Addressing the Harmful Impacts of Climate Change  

The African Risk Capacity (ARC) is a Specialized Agency of the African Union 

created to help African governments better plan, prepare, and respond to 

extreme weather events and natural disasters. Through collaboration and 

innovative finance, ARC supports countries in improving their capacity strengthen 

their disaster risk management systems in order to protect the food security and 

livelihoods of vulnerable populations.  As chairperson of the ARC Governing 

Board, Okonjo Iweala attempts to transfer the burden of climate risk away from 

governments, farmers and pastoralists. Because droughts do not happen in the 

same year across all parts of the African continent, the ARC can capitalize on the 

natural diversification of weather risk across Africa and use risk pooling and risk 

transfer to establish a contingency financing facility. Analysis from the Boston 

Consulting Group shows that the potential benefit of ARC outweighs the estimated 

cost of ARC by 4.4x, in other words, each dollar spent on early intervention through ARC saves US$ 4.4 spent 

after a crisis is allowed to evolve. From its unique software, to the development of contingency plans and 

financial support, ARC is specifically designed to target SDG 13, and protect the most vulnerable citizens and 

communities in Africa.  

                                                                  

44 Ford, Liz. 2013. “Rebuilding Africa 'can't be dependent on donors' – Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala” 
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2013/feb/01/rebuilding-africa-donors-ngozi-okonjo-
iweala  

“There has to be a focus 

on sectors that create 

jobs and support our 

young entrepreneurs.”- 

Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala  

 

Goal 13: Take urgent 

action to combat climate 

change and its impacts 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2013/feb/01/rebuilding-africa-donors-ngozi-okonjo-iweala
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SDG 9: Sustainable Infrastructure and Industrialization 

“No matter how much government money we get, it’s not going to deliver the sums 

we require to build infrastructure, so we’re looking aggressively at public-private 

partnerships” 

Partnership between the public and private sector played a critical role in all of 

Okonjo-Iweala’s platforms as Finance Minister. In addition to working with the 

World Bank and DFID on the budget-incentive plan, she emphasized the 

importance of public-private partnerships in rebuilding Africa's infrastructure. 

SDG 9 is not only about bringing technology to disconnected communities, but 

also focusing on revitalizing developing countries’ infrastructure to enable them 

to grow their GDP, to expand their economic viability, and to recalibrate their 

economy.   

To encourage the private-sector support for these initiatives, Okonjo-Iweala introduced initiatives to publish 

the government's budgets and accounts on a regular basis in newspapers and online to increase transparency 

and accountability.   

SDG 17: Cross-Industry Partnerships 

SDG 17 underscores the importance of partnership goals and seeks to strengthen 

global alliances to support and achieve the ambitious targets of the 2030 agenda.  

Accomplishing this goal involves bringing together national governments, the 

international community, civil society, the private sector and other actors.  Dr. 

Okonjo-Iweala’s efforts to strengthen global partnerships are evident in the 

budget-incentive program programs she has established, which formed alliances 

between the World Bank and the UK development aid agency, DFID to design and 

implement this revolutionary scheme. 

In addition, Okonjo-Iweala has used her role as chair for the Board of Gavi to 

introduce a new era of public-private partnerships between multilateral 

organizations, private sector, civil society, developed and developing country governments.  This partnership 

has been critical towards ensuring children their future, protecting children from pneumonia, largest killer of 

children under five-- an intricate component of SDG 3.  Dr. Okonjo-Iweala’s ability to apply innovative 

solutions to cross-cutting issues makes her a formidable leader for the 2030 agenda.   

Goal 9: Build resilient 

infrastructure, promote 

inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and 

foster innovation 

Goal 17: Strengthen the 

means of implementation 

and revitalize the global 

partnership for 

sustainable development 
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Moonshoot - Going Over and Above the Mandate of Excellence: Natalie Payida Jabangwe    

“Nothing is future-proof forever and nothing cannot be broken, you must break the rules.” - Natalie Payida 

Jabangwe, 2018 

The Bottom of the Pyramid (BoP) is a demographic term that covers the approximately 4.5 billion people who 

live on less than US $8 per day at the base of the global economic pyramid. These people live primarily in Asia, 

Africa, and South America and though they are largely excluded from formal markets, they are value-

conscious consumers, entrepreneurs, producers, business partners, and innovators who have a strong 

demand for basic needs.  

Although great strides have been made toward financial inclusion, close to one-third of adults – 1.7 billion – 

are still unbanked, according to the latest Findex data. About half of unbanked people include women in poor 

households in rural areas or out of the workforce.  The story of EcoCash and its leader, Natalie Jabangwe, is 

the story of achieving financial inclusion in some of the most challenging parts of the world.  Jabangwe who 

was recently appointed to the Secretary General’s Task Force on Digital Financing of the Sustainable 

Development Goals states:  

“I say this as the CEO of one of the fastest-growing mobile money companies in the world, but it’s about so much 

more than mobile. It’s about artificial intelligence, blockchain, big data, machine learning—it’s about applying 

rapidly evolving digital technologies onto financial services platforms to create products beyond financial 

inclusion….As far as I am concerned, the story of EcoCash, like the story of Ant Financial, and IEX, and others is 

this: technology is creating new values in a very short period of time. I want to keep creating new value, and 

unlocking new value chains in the market, both through my leadership on EcoCash and on the Task Force  

Ant Financial, a payments company affiliated with Alibaba, is a case study of a transformative financial model. 

It is currently worth US$ 150 billion with 520 million payments customers in China and over 112 million 

customers abroad through its affiliates. According to CEO Eric Jing, Ant Financial got its name because ants 

are small and its service was to support the “little guys.” Ant has been instrumental in expanding financial 

inclusion within China and across the Asia Pacific, through improving the availability, convenience, and 

affordability of financial products for consumers within a large online ecosystem.  

Econet Wireless was created in 1993 in Zimbabwe by Strive Masiyiwa. After a protracted legal battle, in 1998, 

the Supreme Court granted telephony license, at a time when 70 percent of the country inhabitants had never 

heard a ringtone. Starting with a mobile payment system developed to help NGO’s make cash transfers to 

refugees after the Burundi War, the system was extended and integrated in Econet Wireless' technology, along 
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with a credit solution. EcoCash was officially launched in 2011 and by November 2017, the service had over 6.7 

million registered users, accounting for 80 percent of adult Zimbabweans. 

In less than a decade, EcoCash has become Zimbabwe’s largest mobile finance company; today, eight out of ten 

monetary transactions in Zimbabwe are done using EcoCash. Natalie Payida Jabangwe, CEO of EcoCash, has a 

simple explanation for EcoCash’s explosive growth, summarized in two words: “Needs must.” An old English 

idiom and a favorite phrase of Shakespeare – “Needs must I like it well: I weep for joy.” – “needs must” means 

to be compelled by necessity.45 In the context of Jabangwe’s vision, the “needs must” model is about placing the 

needs of community at the center of business. Jabangwe eschews the tech-centric or product-centric approach 

in favor of a custom-centric approach. Such an approach requires deep empathy and understanding of the 

community’s needs and desires. Jabangwe is constantly in search of new solutions to unresolved problems and 

challenging the status quo when told it can’t be improved. She advocates the need for “moonshoot” leadership 

to combat the volatility and uncertainty in all environments. “Moonshoot” leadership is described as your 

ability to futureproof yourself through innovation and disruption to launch to the next level. EcoCash and its 

sister products are revolutionizing the financial industry in Zimbabwe. She pushes for the company to provide 

the best-in-class service and always overshoot in that endeavor. 

Most businesses incorporate sustainability and the 2030 Agenda as outputs: the Global Goals become means to 

highlight or thematically organize existing CSR or products. What makes the “Needs must” approach so 

revolutionary is that it inverts this paradigm – the pressing needs of sustainability become the inputs to 

business. The 2030 Agenda, issues of sustainability, and the problems facing the community are determinates 

of corporate target setting and product development. 

Jabangwe represents the Millennial leader-activist whose approach to business is about making an impact on 

the quality of life of clients and transforming the companies she heads from incumbent traditional companies 

to entrepreneurial companies. Although Jabangwe is a computer science engineer by profession, she has had a 

broad multidisciplinary education in English literature, history, and geography, and she holds an Executive 

MBA from Imperial College London. Her professional genesis into the systemic interventions in the digital 

economy started in Atlanta, United States at the age of 21. While studying at Spelman College as part of the 

Mayor of London’s Leadership Exchange scholarship and interning at the mayor of Atlanta’s office, Jabangwe 

                                                                  

45 William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of King Richard III, The Oxford Shakespeare, Oxford: Oxford Univ. Pr. 
2008. 
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developed the city of Atlanta’s first information technology security policies. She would go on to work on NCR 

Corporation’s digital payments strategy, and in 2014 she was head-hunted by Econet Wireless to lead EcoCash. 

In her five years at the helm of EcoCash, Jabangwe has dramatically scaled the reach of the business, growing 

from approximately three million customers when she first joined to over 7.6 million today. Earlier this year, 

she was named as part of Zimbabwe President Mnangagwa’s Member Advisory Council. Her accomplishments 

have not gone unnoticed internationally either: she is a 2017 Oxford University Tutu Fellow, a 2018 World 

Economic Forum Young Global Leader, and a UN Women’s Entrepreneurship Day ambassador. Most 

importantly, she is a member of the UN Secretary General’s Task Force on Digital Financing of the Sustainable 

Development Goals. However, the accolades and titles are secondary for Jabangwe, who explained: “I want to 

be remembered as a great contributor to the economic development of nations and a champion in developing 

the potential of others.” 

Jabangwe is the apotheosis of an innovator with audacious ideas, a characteristic that is critical for innovation 

according to David Hornik who teaches entrepreneurship and Venture Capital at Harvard Law School and is 

one of Silicon Valley’s best known investors across the technology and software.  He has invested in Splunk, 

Fastly, PayCycle, Rocket Lawyer, evite, Ebates, WePay, Bill,com, and Handle Financial. Himself an innovator, 

Hornik is the creator and executive producer of “The Lobby,” August Capital’s annual gathering of thought 

leaders across digital media. David Hornik has earned a mythological status as the first innovator to be 

profiled in Adam Grant’s “Give and Take.” In our conversation with Hornik we asked him what he thinks are 

the most important criteria that he would consider before funding an innovative idea. He gave us three: “The 

idea must be big and audacious.” The second: “I don’t fund business plans, I fund people and people who are 

deep thinkers.”  Third, he said: “As an investor, I have a responsibility in shaping the moral compass of the 

business, so the business must have good intentions.” Jabangwe fits all the criteria of the modern unicorn.  

How EcoCash Revitalized Formal Finance in Zimbabwe 

Jabangwe’s push for innovation and need to remain agile in rapidly changing environments has been 

foundational to the company’s success. In a short time, EcoCash has seen phenomenal adoption and has become 

the most prominent digital financial instrument in the country, contributing 53 percent of Zimbabwe’s GDP in 

2017. EcoCash is Zimbabwe’s leading and fastest growing mobile money service controlling 99.8 percent of the 

national mobile money market. 

After the collapse of the Zimbabwe dollar in 2009, the country adopted the U.S. dollar to stabilize prices. But 

since it can’t print them itself, the country is now so low on dollars that banks have stopped dispensing cash or 

transferring money abroad. The government, under budgetary pressure, has essentially created quasi-U.S. 
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dollars that exist only electronically in local bank accounts and are now coursing through the economy. But 

they are deeply devalued: On the black market, a USD 100 bill can cost as much as 350 in digital dollars. With 

serious liquidity problems in rural areas, simple, daily transactions have been challenging, and robbery, while 

on the road or at home, has been a real risk. 

The hyperinflation and resulting unemployment crisis of 2009 pushed many Zimbabweans into the informal 

sector, which remains the largest in Africa and the third largest in the world. Those who do work in the 

formal sector may also have second or third jobs in the informal sector. Over 60 percent of Zimbabwe’s USD 

17.85 billion GDP is generated in this “shadow economy.”46 

In addition, hyperinflation has had a profound impact on faith in formal financial institutions. When 

Zimbabwe underwent the process of “dollarization,” banks had to convert accounts balances with largely 

worthless Zimbabwean dollars, meaning many had their balances wiped out completely. Roughly 12 percent 

of the population previously had bank accounts, but after 2009 have chosen to use informal financial services 

instead. To this day, many still distrust banks. 

Launched in 2011 by telecommunication company Econet, EcoCash allows users to trade electronic dollars 

over their phones. Users set up a mobile wallet—either linked to a bank account or topped up through 

transfers from another user—and then use the service to make everyday payments by punching codes into 

the phone’s call function. Customers perform cash-in and cash-out transactions through an authorized agent. 

Through this P2P service, EcoCash brought payment services to the informal sector and ultimately bridged 

the formal and informal economies. 

The adoption of EcoCash was buoyed by Zimbabwe’s high mobile penetration rate as well as parent-company 

Econet’s market-leading position in the telecommunications sector. In less than two years, 2.3 million 

Zimbabweans had signed up for the service. Jabangwe was scouted in order to grow EcoCash past P2P money 

transfers and expand its product offerings. Under her leadership, EcoCash now offers the most 

comprehensive set of mobile finance options in Africa and has facilitated over USD 23 billion in transactions. 

                                                                  

46 Leandro Medina and Friedrich Schneider, “Shadow Economies Around the World What Did We Learn Over 
the Last 20 Years?” International Monetary Fund, 2018, 
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2018/01/25/Shadow-Economies-Around-the-World-
What-Did-We-Learn-Over-the-Last-20-Years-45583. 
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Jabangwe’s vision goes beyond achieving financial inclusion to expanding the possibilities of the human spirit 

through inclusion. She has said:        

 “There’s financial inclusion and then what I call eligibility. Once people are included, what else might 

they eligible for? Digital financing makes a lot of new things suddenly possible. Maybe a person is a 

newly arrived immigrant or very young or otherwise someone who just doesn’t have a big credit file. 

Data lets us see that he pays his rent and utility bills on time—that should matter, and now it can. Or it 

might reveal that he has a big social network of friends and family who send small amounts of money to 

each other all the time to help each other out. That “social capital” should matter, too, and now it can. 

Along with blockchain, e-commerce no doubt will be a big part. That alone holds all kinds of potential 

for consumers to have access they didn’t have before to SDG-related goods and services they need, and 

for suppliers to produce and deliver those goods in more sustainable ways. I think there are limitless 

opportunities….47  

The digital mobile banking services company is not only exceeding business growth expectations but is also 

showing the world how businesses have a responsibility towards society. Through innovation, EcoCash is 

lowering the barriers of entry to banking that for so long have financial excluded 68 percent of the citizens of 

Zimbabwe. While traditional commercial banking had prohibitive account minimums and account 

maintenance fees, along with burdensome paperwork requirements, EcoCash has streamlined and eliminated 

the banking processes increasing financial inclusion and uplifting many out of poverty. 

                                                                  

47 https://digitalfinancingtaskforce.org/ecocash-from-start-up-to-98-market-share-in-four-years/ 
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EcoCash is advancing Sustainable Development Goals by increasing financial inclusion, creating a cash light 

economy, establishing a reliable financial infrastructure, generating employment and creating value for 

consumers. The success of EcoCash has resulted in many low income, previously unbanked Zimbabweans 

having the ability to transact with the local and global economy at large, borrow money for enterprise 

ventures, and save money for financial emergencies. EcoCash has had a particular positive impact on women 

in rural communities of Zimbabwe, as it has facilitated savings club and helped enterprising women raise the 

capital needed to start their venture.  

SDG 1: No Poverty  

A decade of financial turmoil which included hyperinflation, currency collapse 

and the adoption of the US dollar, left 68 percent of Zimbabweans unbanked. The 

lack of access to formal banking services caused many Zimbabweans to become 

dependent on alternative financial services that charge expensive fees for 

transactions with no means for savings, accessing credit, or asset building. The 

lack of accessible financial infrastructure resulted in the majority of citizens 

trapped in a cycle of poverty, and financially excluded from the economy.  

In 2011, EcoCash was founded to offer cheap, quick and convenient ways for 

consumers to transfer, save, borrow and pay. Being able to have access to a banking account is foundational 

to greater financial inclusion as it allows all people to save money, send and receive payments, and 

participate in commercial transactions in the local economy. Through providing affordable, quick, and 

convenient access to financial services, EcoCash is ensuring that all Zimbabweans have equal rights to 

economic resources which advances the Sustainable Development Goal 1 of ending poverty.  

Since its inception, EcoCash has expanded financial inclusion from 32 percent to 83 percent. EcoCash is now 

the largest financial system in Zimbabwe, processing 70 percent of country’s national payments by volume. 

This has had particularly important benefits for rural populations, who are frequently not reached by 

traditional bank intermediaries and whose service cost is frequently prohibitive for low income households, 

small scale entrepreneurs and informal businesses. EcoCash allows for the rapid and seamless movement of 

money from urban centers to rural areas, having a dramatic impact on rural economies and fueling economic 

growth. The access to cash unleashes new economic opportunities from purchasing daily necessities and local 

goods, education, and enterprising.  

EcoCash has built the resilience of the poor and vulnerable to economic shocks of the country’s major cash 

shortage problem and larger economic crisis by allowing them to continue daily commercial transactions and 

Goal 1: End poverty 

in all its forms 

everywhere 
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sustain business despite the country’s cash crunch. EcoCash is also building the resilience of the poor and 

vulnerable through its EcoCash Save platform which enables the underprivileged to affordably save and 

prepare for financial emergencies. EcoCash Save allows customers to open a savings account with as little as 

$1 and devoid of fees. These customers receive an interest of 4 percent per annum on their savings. 

Traditional banks have prohibitive requirements including high account opening fees and maintenance fee 

requirements while only offering interest of 2 percent per annum. This equalization of banking has 

significantly impacted the low and middle income families in Zimbabwe and now EcoCash makes up almost 

50 percent of all savings accounts in the country. 

EcoCash has made significant strides in reducing poverty in Zimbabwe. Low and middle income citizens are 

now able to transact in the economy where they were previously financially excluded. They have also been 

equipped with the mechanisms to save for financial emergencies and access credit to create businesses. In the 

last 6 years, $23 has been transacted through EcoCash. 

Exhibit 1: EcoCash Socioeconomic Objectives 

Socioeconomic Objectives:  

1) Increase financial inclusion: Banking the unbanked by providing them an easily accessible, quick, 

affordable, secure and convenient mobile financial service   

2) Creating a cash light economy: Digitizing all financial transactions and payments where cash is 

used to minimize ‘cash-crunch’ and ‘change-problem’   

3) Establishing financial infrastructure and generating employment: To facilitate mobile money 

transactions create a digital financial ecosystem including agents, merchants and partners and 

eventually provide employment opportunities   

4) Creating value for consumers: Creating value for financially excluded and underserved segments 

by providing them much needed financial services  

Exhibit 2: EcoCash Save Competitive Advantage Over Traditional Banking 
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Source: Mahnidra Comviva. “The EcoCash Story.” Nov. 2018. www.mahindracomviva.com/wp-

content/uploads/2018/11/the-EcoCash-story.pdf 
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SDG 5: Gender Equality  

Sustainable Development Goal 5 promotes gender equality as a means to maximize 

productivity and economic growth. Women’s empowerment is paramount to the 

success of society and closing the gender gap is at the forefront of this mission. The 

financial access gender gap is 7 percent globally and 9 percent in developing 

countries. For banks in Zimbabwe, the financial access gender gap is 10 percent, 

however, for EcoCash the gender gap is only 5 percent. EcoCash has been able to 

reduce the financial access gender gap by 50 percent through ease and affordable 

financial access, targeted initiatives empowering women, and increased women 

employment.  

Increasing women’s access to and use of financial services can have both 

economic and societal benefits. Greater inclusion of women in financial services promotes greater stability in 

the banking system and enhances economic growth. EcoCash has launched savings clubs that allow women to 

reach financial goals, save money for basic needs and emergencies, and get capital for small business 

investments. The EcoCash Savings Club help facilitate the saving practice known as ‘Mukando’ or ‘Maround’ 

where members pool their money together to borrow and use on a rotating basis. EcoCash Savings Club offers 

a more inclusive, secure, transparent and convenient way for people to pool funds using their mobile wallet. 

Anyone registered on EcoCash can participate and set up a Savings Club. EcoCash Savings services 1,340 

active clubs and 8,250 customers, with 60 percent of EcoCash Savings Club users are women.  

The EcoCash Savings Club is particularly beneficial in rural communities where the effects of the cash crunch 

are even more exacerbated. For example, in the Marondera District in rural Zimbabwe, a women’s group at 

the Border Church Clinic uses the Savings Club to support the financial emergencies of pregnant women and 

new mothers. The EcoCash Savings Club also supports social investors women’s groups. Five women 

entrepreneurs have grouped together to use the EcoCash Savings Club to collect capital for their business 

ventures.  women save $200 each month, with one woman getting $1000 once in five months. The women 

with funds travel to Mozambique to buy clothes in bulk at discounted prices and sell it in Zimbabwe at higher 

prices. 

These low-income women who were previously unbanked by commercial institutions due to their limited 

funds have now been empowered to build communities around savings, have been able to create economic 

opportunities and enjoy financial success. The financial inclusion of women in Zimbabwean economy is 

fundamental to its recovery and success. 

Goal 5: Achieve gender 

equality and empower all 

women and girls 
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EcoCash also advances the Sustainable Development Goal of gender equality by its commitment to women in 

leadership evidenced by its CEO Natalie Payida Jabangwe. Women in leadership positions in the burgeoning 

financial services in Zimbabwe can influence banking policies that empower all women and give hope as an 

archetype to what all women can be.  

SDG 8: Decent work and economic growth  

EcoCash supports job creation and has had an extraordinary effect on the 

Zimbabwean labor market. EcoCash has created employment opportunities for 

more than 50,000 people. It is the largest job creator in the financial services 

sector in Zimbabwe providing financial stability to many families and enhancing 

overall economic growth. EcoCash allows for many citizens who would otherwise 

be without work to become EcoCash agents or brand ambassadors. These agents 

and brand ambassadors can perform cash-in and cash-out transactions for 

EcoCash customers, register new users and educate customers on how to use 

mobile money and its benefits. These include many women, small entrepreneurs 

and people who live in rural communities. Many agents who started with one 

shop, have now opened three or four shops employing other people. A 

phenomenal $370 million has been paid to agents and dealers in commission since inception.  

EcoCash also achieves higher levels of economic productivity through innovation. The EcoCash agents use a 

$15 handset to process transactions which replaces the $500 point of sale machine traditionally used and 

cuts down the waiting time. Since inception EcoCash has processed $39.8 billion transactions facilitating 

economic activity and growth in country. 

EcoCash has expanded access to banking by disrupting the banking industry and lowering the barriers to 

banking of high fees and burdensome paperwork. In digitizing the banking industry and training agents in 

even the most rural areas, EcoCash has helped in decreasing the underbanked population in Zimbabwe by 51 

percent. 

Moreover, in current cash crisis, EcoCash has enabled merchants to digitize their payments and overcome 

cash shortage and change problem, thus sustaining business activity in the time of economic crisis. EcoCash 

has enabled 4,000+ billers and 50,000+ merchants like electricity companies, water and sewage companies, 

city councils, churches, supermarkets, insurance companies, hospitals, schools and many small and medium 

merchants, to accept payments digitally. Around 50,000 merchants relied on EcoCash to continue operating 

during the financial crisis. Through the innovation of digitizing payments, EcoCash has enabled all types of 

Goal 8: Promote 

sustained, inclusive and 

sustainable economic 

growth, full and 

productive employment 

and decent work for all 
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merchants to continue and sustain business during the cash crunch scenario and mitigated the damage to the 

Zimbabwe economy and the livelihood of its citizens. In the absence of a Zimbabwean currency, EcoCash has 

filled a gap necessary for economic growth and has been  

According to the governor of the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe, John Mangudya, “as much as 70 percent of the 

country’s day-to-day commercial transactions are made through EcoCash. If it wasn’t for mobile money, we 

would’ve come to our knees.” 

Exhibit 3: EcoCash Growth 

Source: Mahnidra Comviva. “The EcoCash Story.” Nov. 2018. www.mahindracomviva.com/wp-

content/uploads/2018/11/the-EcoCash-story.pdf 
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SDG 9: Industry innovation and infrastructure 

Investments in infrastructure lead to sustainable development and strengthens 

communities through productivity and economic growth. EcoCash advances this 

Sustainable Development Goal through replacing the expensive machinery 

traditionally used to complete transactions and providing access to capital to 

small business owners.  

The digitizing and mobilization of banking has significantly lowered the cost of 

infrastructure needed for financial services in Zimbabwe. EcoCash established a 

financial infrastructure rooted in mobile money transactions and dependent on a 

digital financial ecosystem. The cost of the handset used by agents is only $15 

and easily accessible to all citizens, as compared to the $500 point of sale 

machine traditionally used. The digital and mobile banking services of EcoCash are also transborder, enabling 

200+ countries and territories to send remittance directly to mobile wallets of EcoCash users in Zimbabwe. 

EcoCash has launched many innovations like mobile-based merchant payments, Africa’s first Mastercard 

Debit Card and Virtual Card, NFC contactless payment service EcoCash Ta and QR Code service EcoCash scan 

& Pay, creating the digital financial infrastructure in Zimbabwe, digitizing payments and moving Zimbabwe 

towards a cash-light economy. This digital infrastructure is both reliable and sustainable in a country laden 

with currency cash problems. It ensures that divorced from the country’s cash shortage, millions of citizens 

will be able to continue to transact, participate in the local and global economy and escape poverty through 

access to financial resources. 

EcoCash also increases the access of small businesses to capital through services like EcoCash Loans, Savings 

Club. EcoCash loans allows customers often denied by commercial banks to get short-term small-value loans 

without documentation and collaterals, just based on their mobile-usage and EcoCash transaction history.  

In 2018, EcoCash launched a EcoCash Business Wallet for merchants. All payments made to merchant using 

are collected in a EcoCash Business Wallet. Merchants can not only cash-out this money or transfer it to bank 

account, but can also now pay vendors, pay employee salary, pay bills, buy airtime, refund customers and pay 

informal vendors like plumbers, electricians all through their EcoCash merchant wallet digitally. This helps to 

create a digital value chain where merchant gets money digitally from consumer and he pays same money 

digitally to vendors and employees, thus establishing a true cashless ecosystem. Merchants also gets benefit 

such as higher transaction limits, lower service charges, daily account statements and security through 

insurance coverage.  

Goal 9: Build resilient 

infrastructure, promote 

inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and 

foster innovation 
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SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals 

EcoCash fulfills development goal 17 in numerous ways. Mobile money services 

like EcoCash inherently require partnerships with numerous stakeholders in 

both the public and private sector, as they require the transfer of currency, 

heavily regulated by the state, telecommunications and banking infrastructure, in 

addition to distribution mechanisms generally at the ground-level.  

In the case of EcoCash, target 17.8 is particularly fulfilled, as it is owned by 

EcoNet, a leading telecommunications provider and through mobile internet, the 

service has helped to operationalize technology and further develop innovation 

capacity building, particularly in Zimbabwe.  

Target 17.3 is clearly aided by EcoCash as it targets the mobilization of financial 

resources. The utilization of the service has helped to provide access to money 

transfer, banking, and savings infrastructure to populations that were otherwise 

unreached, and has helped to inject capital into these communities.   

Finally, target 17.1 has also been supported by EcoCash and there is evidence that 

it could fulfill this goal further in the future. Mobile money has the potential to 

increase tax collection, as it provides not only a mechanism to reach unbanked 

populations, but a method of client identification and monitoring of transactions. 

In the case of EcoCash, the Zimbabwe Revenue Authority (ZIMRA) and the 

Zimbabwe National Road Administration (ZINARA) have already partnered with 

the company in order to digitize tax and toll payments. ZIMRA, the primary tax 

collection agency of the Zimbabwean government, has also recently collected tax 

payments valued at $8.2 million USD using EcoCash. Given these factors, it is 

possible the service can increasingly be used to fulfill target 17.1.  

  

Target 17.1: Strengthen 

domestic resource 

mobilization, including 

through international 

support to developing 

countries, to improve 

domestic capacity for tax 

and other revenue 

collection. 

 

Target 17.3: Mobilize 

additional financial 

resources for developing 

countries from multiple 

resources. 

 

Target 17.8: Fully 

operationalize the 

technology and science, 

technology and innovation 

capacity building 

mechanism for least 

developed countries by 

2017 and enhance the use 

of enabling technology, in 

particular information and 

communications 

Goal 17: Strengthen the 

means of implementation 

and revitalize the global 

partnership for 

sustainable development 
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Tackling Some of the Biggest Issues Facing Our World Today: Mats Granryd - Director General of 

GSMA   

“I’m committed to accelerating change and tackling some of the biggest issues facing our world today – and 

this includes bridging the gender digital divide.” - Mats Granryd 

 “Mats Granryd can use his vast convening power to nudge things in the right direction. There are certain 

people in a specific time and place, where because they were there, and made certain choices. they nudge 

others in the right direction.” - Phumzile Mlambo Ngcuka  

In 2016, under Mats Granryd’s leadership, the mobile industry became the first sector in the world to commit 

to the SDGs.  As a powerful platform for the SDGs, mobile technology continues to have an impact across all 

17 goals of the SDGs and bring together the public and the private sectors. Mats Granryd, the Director General 

of The Global System for Mobile Communications, better known as GSMA, is a trade body that services mobile 

and internet providers globally and represents the interests of mobile network operators worldwide. 

Approximately 800 mobile operators are full GSMA members and a further 300 companies in the broader 

mobile ecosystem are associate members.  

Through our interview with GSMA Director General Mats Granryd, we can trace the rise of a new gender 

empowerment consciousness finding its expression through mobile phone usage. For many billions of people, 

especially women across the globe, a mobile phone is more than just a communications tool – it’s the only 

means of accessing different services, including access to health services, energy, and educational 

opportunities.  Used well, it is a potentially powerful tool to help lift women out of poverty, the seminal goal 

of the SDGs.    

It is an unassailable argument that mobile technology is the gateway to the global economy, and Granryd is at 

the forefront of a movement sweeping across the private sector-- the race to close the gender gap and 

immerse women in the digital age. On the World Economic Forum blog, Granryd asserted that mobile 

technology was more than just a phone: it was an enabler across the entire spectrum of the SDG Goals. He 

wrote: “Mobile is a key enabler of sustainable economic growth and a major contributor to the delivery of the 

UN’s 17 SDGs.”  Calling the goals audacious in its ambition, he pledged to use the mobile phone industry to 

“halt climate change, and fight injustice and inequality – all to be achieved by 2030.” 

Mobile internet services provide not only access to services, but access to political participation as it can be a 

tool to engage citizens. A quarter of a million education-related apps are available on smartphones which has 
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enabled 1.2 billion people using mobile to improve their education or the education of their children.  This 

increase in use has a positive impact on women in low and middle income countries.  

Mats Granryd could be likened to a leader whose excellence in management or occupational competence 

cannot be separated from his virtue. The Greek notion of virtue (areté), which is also translated as excellence, 

does not separate an individual’s ethics from his or her occupational competence. When writing about ethics, 

both Plato and Aristotle use numerous examples of doctors, musicians, coaches, rulers, to talk about the 

relationship between moral and technical or professional excellence. Aristotle writes,“Every excellence brings 

to good the thing to which it is the excellence and makes the work of that thing be done well....Therefore, if 

this is true in every case, the excellence of man also will be the state which makes man good and which makes 

him do his work well.” It could be said that Granryd’s ethics and virtue has enabled his rise as a leader.     

The words “leadership” and “leader” have also been the subject of considerable definitional debate. 

Leadership scholar Joanne B. Ciulla examined the 221 definitions of the word and then compared and 

contrasted the definitions based on their social and historical context. Whereas Joseph C. Rost concluded that 

most who defined the nature of leadership seemed to think that a leader was little more than an effective 

manager, Ciulla noted the strong normative element that permeates the conceptualizations of leadership.  

James MacGregor Burns suggests that many leaders – transactional ones – are competent in that they 

promote exchanges among subordinates in their pursuit of collective outcomes, but that only 

transformational leaders are leaders in a strong moral sense. Granryd is one of those transformational 

leaders and the age of the SDGs seem to bring the normative elements of his leadership into the forefront.   

If a hallmark of a leader is the capacity for big and transformative thinking, Granryd is one such leader. He 

looks at the real obligation of business and governments towards society and ways in which GSMA can lead 

by a set of value principles by bringing new innovations to the world. One of his key leadership skills is his 

capacity to build partnerships: partnerships between the private sector, the public sector, civil society, and 

academia. Although a firm believer in collaborations and partnerships, he is committed to individual 

accountability. In the 2018 Connected Women Report, he made a call to action to divide responsibilities 

among different stakeholders to close the gender gap. Annual collaborations like the Ecosystem Accelerator 

also bring together multiple actors to build connections between start-ups and mobile operators, with the 

aim to scale innovative and sustainable mobile services in emerging markets. The idea is that in fostering 

these partnerships, there are more individualized and indigenized mobile solutions put in place in areas and 

for people who need them the most. Whether it is through “National Dialogues for Digital Transformation,” 

which convene mobile industry leadership and senior policymakers to identify closer public-private 
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collaboration, or by partnering with the World Bank, Granryd’s innovative collaborations help to advance 

towards the SDGS and impact at scale.  

Granryd has been a key player in efforts to reach the SDGs both internally at GSMA and externally through 

partnerships. His engagement with a range of public, private, and nonprofit organizations demonstrates his 

focus on addressing economic inequality from multiple fronts. One key part of his work is his involvement 

with The B Team, a non-profit organization with the goal of utilizing the power of business to help create 

wealth for needy members of the global population.48 Within the private sector, he has worked with business 

leaders in his role as Commissioner on the Business & Sustainable Development Commission.49 Not only does 

the Commission allow for collaboration among a range of industrial sectors, it also includes specific initiatives 

that target income inequality. For instance, the organization has developed a “Blended Finance Taskforce,” to 

support investment and protect against systematic barriers for investment.50 Granryd’s collaboration to 

address inequality further include his recent appointment to the United Nations Task Force on Digital 

Financing of the Sustainable Development Goals, a role that allows him to use his extensive private sector 

experience to help reach SDG 10.51  

For Granryd, acceleration of the SDGs include engagement with both people and data. “We cannot sustain this 

industry if we don’t have the best talent,” he tells us. “We need to reach out to more women in order to make 

sure that our industry includes the entire talent pool.” In order to close the gender gap in mobile phones, he 

recommends that it is “important to understand the data and there is very little availability of gender 

disaggregated data.”  

Granryd explains new changes in data collection as an important strategy. “Data is skewed and it is 

challenging to get the gender-disaggregated data on mobile phones.”  GSMA will use “Artificial intelligence to 

predict if the phone user is a man or women based on whereabout, call duration, incoming or outcoming.”   He 

mentions that it is important to use data to identify the barriers to mobile usage. Thirdly, data helps to “push 

                                                                  

48 http://www.bteam.org/planb/#drive-full-transparency  

49 https://www.gsma.com/aboutus/leadership/director-general 

50 https://www.blendedfinance.earth/better-finance-better-world  

51 https://www.gsma.com/newsroom/press-release/gsmas-mats-granryd-appointed-to-un-task-force-on-
digital-financing-of-the-sustainable-development-goals/ 
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governments to have a gender strategy built into their regulations, to make sure concrete strides are being 

taken to bridge this gap based on this data that we are now getting.”  Although AI provides a mechanism to 

close this gap, it is also important to understand that the gaps vary from region to region: “In South Asia – 

40% less women than men have mobile phones. In sub-Saharan Africa, its 25-30%.” 

How would we leverage this data into implementing the SDGs? Granryd responded that closing the gender 

mobile gap would advance Goals 1 and 5. In his words, Goal 5 is a determinant of Goal 1 and the confluence of 

the Goals can contribute to reducing poverty and increasing employment. In Granryd’s words, “women 

reinvest 90 percent of their income in the family. By having women being the contributors to the household 

in financial terms, we can almost guarantee that money will be reinvested in education, health and well-

being.”  

We discussed ways in which GSMA can reach 3.5 billion people who are not connected to the internet.  “What 

are the major steps needed to reach these people and not have to wait another 20 years before they are 

online?” we ask Granryd.  His answers can be divided into different areas: increasing affordability and skills 

training, addressing stigma, and creating locally developed content to close the gender gap.  

Affordability: “Affordability is key,” says Granryd: “We need to work on the affordability of devices. To make 

sure the cost of buying devices and using devices are on a level that makes sense. If you compare prices, 

Africa mobile operators pays three times more than European ones. This is not fair. African operators are 

then cash strapped. They can’t build out. There needs to be a better strategy.”  

Skills: Second, it is important to improve skills. GMSA’s training toolkit is an easy and intuitive ‘train the 

trainer’ tool.  

Stigma: The third barrier is stigma, which is more complicated and is very prevalent in South Asia. This is one 

area which needs more governmental intervention. He says: “We as mobile operators have difficulty 

addressing this.  One of the good examples of addressing stigma was in India. Based on research, the mobile 

operator rolled out a combo sim pack, where both the husband’s and wife’s credit was topped up. This was a 

quite way to work around the gender gap.”  

Local Content - An Eco System Accelerator: “Fourth, the local content needs to be relevant. We need to find 

entrepreneurs who can solve a problem relevant to local people in local languages. All the apps are being built 

in the US and Europe. On the innovation for local content, we have an ecosystem accelerator where we give 

out grants to entrepreneurs. We have 3-4 entrepreneurs per terms. We have 40 so far. They get more money 

when they meet key targets. We coach them. They have to develop a product. We help them, we invest in 
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them. For example, in Samoa, they are making baskets in a village. There is no google map. One entrepreneur 

did their own google map which connected producers and buyers. This creates a locally relevant solution and 

service.” In order to reach scale, the increasing number of mobile products and services must meet potential 

users. Despite a plethora of mobile products and services in emerging markets, reaching scale is still a 

challenge. The GSMA Ecosystem Accelerator acts as a bridge to connect operators and innovators, enabling 

strong partnerships that will support innovators to bring their products and services to scale. Although 

telecommunications can help connect many women to critical services such as health care services and 

facilities, mobile devices are hamstrung by geographic location. That is why collaboration with different 

stakeholders is key. Granryds responds to us that: “The World Bank and IMF must address cost through 

taxation. We work with standardization of products to bring to scale and lower unit costs. There are also 

multiple stakeholders: regulators, politicians, private sector, and culture.  The barriers are interlinked that’s 

why it is so important to have many stakeholders are involved.”  

Granryd also makes important points about the distinction between coverage and usage and sees the 

importance of government and private sector collaboration. “We also need to distinguish between coverage 

and usage. There are activities underway to accelerate coverage (where the gap is about 10 percent). That is 

moving. Usage is where we get into local content and digital skills. This is the 40 percent gap. This is where 

we will see more emphasis for women. Coverage is where the World Bank is involved. We see a huge interest 

from mobile operators and government to make a difference.”  

SDG 2: Zero Hunger 

Goal 2 aims to end hunger and all forms of malnutrition by 2030.  Hunger is most 

pervasive among rural populations. Since 2015, there has been an increase of 

almost 150 million people living in rural areas in developing countries using 

mobile technology.  GMS partners with “Living Goods” project in Uganda where, 

community health workers use apps to register members of a household and 

record relevant health information. This initiative has shifted health related 

behavior in a country where poor nutrition and child mortality are key factors. 

For new mothers using the service, there was a 32 percentage-point 

improvement in the number of women successfully initiating breastfeeding 

compared to non-users. In turn, “Living Goods” partners with governments, 

implementers and funders to advance digitally empowered community health 

workers who can act as frontline health workers in the community.     

Goal 2: End hunger, 

achieve food security and 

improved nutrition and 

promote sustainable 

agriculture  
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SDG 5: Gender Equality 

“We cannot sustain this industry if we don’t have the best talent- the talent of women.” - Mats Granryd 

GSMA sees its defining role as accelerating digital and financial inclusion for women 

through mobile. GSMA Connected Women’s mission is to reduce the gender gap in 

mobile internet and mobile money services in low- and middle-income countries and 

advance women’s empowerment.  In today’s increasingly “connected” world, women 

are “unconnected” and being left behind. “Connected Women” sees that successfully 

targeting women is smart business for it not only advances women’s digital and 

financial inclusion but unlocks significant growth potential for the mobile 

industry. If the gender gaps in low- and middle-income countries can be closed 

by 2023, it is estimated that it would provide an estimated additional $140 

billion in revenue to the mobile industry over the next five years.  There is a 

direct correlation between women’s empowerment and economic growth. For 

GSMA, the relationship between mobile technology and sustainable development is clear: mobile money will 

help low-income and disconnected women, connecting them to the financial community and introducing 

them to a new market.52   

Despite concerted action, women face barriers in fully accessing and benefiting from mobile internet and 

money services.53  According to research generated by the GSMA’s Connected Women program, “fewer 

women than men own a mobile phone in low-and middle-income countries”.54 The gender gap in mobile 

money services and mobile internet is astronomical, because while 45 percent of the population of LMCs do 

not access mobile internet, these individuals are disproportionately female.55 These statistics underscore a 

profound challenge -- as the world becomes increasingly more mobile, digital, and cyber-based, women are 

                                                                  

52 https://www.spencerstuart.com/research-and-insight/a-conversation-with-mats-granryd-director-
general-of-the-gsma  

53 https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/connected-women/  

54 https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/connected-women/the-commitment/  

55 https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/GSMA-Connected-
Women-The-Mobile-Gender-Gap-Report-2019.pdf (pg 2) 
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not only left behind, but the gap between the connected and disconnected becomes more seismic, depriving 

women not only of opportunities, but the tools they need to function in a rapidly changing world.  

Granryd has stressed that it is a fundamental human right for women to fully participate in the digital 

community,56 but changes of this magnitude require quantum leaps forward, not gradual patchwork 

solutions. “Through the Connected Women Commitment Initiative, 36 mobile operators have made 51 formal 

commitments to reduce the gender gap in their mobile money and/or mobile internet customer base across 

Africa, Asia and Latin America”, and, in partnership with mobile operators, has connected 22 million women 

to critical information, employment, and financial services.57  

However, the research that GSMA engaged in has found that these findings differ by regional and 

environmental differences that further compounded some of these obstacles. For example, safety and security 

was a dominant concern for women in Latin America, while literacy and digital skills topped the charts in 

every country.58 Changes will have to be granular and tailored to benefit each community and “unlock this 

substantial market opportunity for the mobile industry, deliver significant socio-economic benefits and 

transform women’s lives”.59  

Mobile phones can have transformative impact on women’s lives. However, women are being left behind as 

myriad interconnected barriers keep them from accessing and using mobile at the same rate as men. This 

unequal access to mobile technology threatens to widen the gender gap in technology.  

The double- edged sword of mobile technology can have other effects on women. While women feel safer 

with a mobile phone, safety concerns related to mobile have been identified as barriers to mobile ownership 

and use. Safety concerns have been identified as bullying, ID theft harassment etc. and general gender-based 

cultural discomfort associated with purchase of a mobile phone.  To address these gaps, it is important to 

collect gender disaggregated data, the GSMA’s Gender Analysis and Identification Toolkit (GAIT) - a machine 

                                                                  

56 https://www.spencerstuart.com/research-and-insight/a-conversation-with-mats-granryd-director-
general-of-the-gsma  

57 https://www.gsma.com/betterfuture/news/closing-the-mobile-gender-gap  

58 https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/GSMA-Connected-
Women-The-Mobile-Gender-Gap-Report-2019.pdf  

59 https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/connected-women/  
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learning algorithm that analyzes mobile usage patterns - helps to understand the scale of the mobile gender 

gap as a prerequisite to closing the gap.  

GSMA’s most recent Mobile Gender Gap Report of 2019 underlines the commercial and economic opportunity 

that closing the mobile gender gap represents and shows how the mobile gender gap is changing in low- and 

middle-income countries. The ranking of the factors preventing equal mobile ownership and mobile internet 

use for men and women could help to create the solutions that can directly address the gaps.   

 

Source: https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/GSMA-Connected-

Women-The-Mobile-Gender-Gap-Report-2019.pdf 

The GSMA argues that if mobile operators in low- and middle-income countries could close the gender gap in 

mobile ownership and mobile internet use today (as a result of addressing safety concerns along with other 

barriers such as cost and digital literacy), this would generate an estimated incremental revenue of $15 

billion over the coming year. 

The GSMA has committed to an ambitious agenda of gender equality policies both internally and externally.  

Most recently, In July 2019, GSMA adopted another powerful agenda: the UN Women's Empowerment 

Principles as part of its commitment to promoting gender equality and the empowerment of women in the 

workplace, marketplace and community. The seven Women's Empowerment Principles, subtitled Equality 

Means Business, outline the business case for corporate action to promote gender equality and women's 

empowerment.   
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One of the most important initiatives that GSMA has sponsored is the launch of ‘Rural Women’s Alliance’. 

Public policies and private programs that contribute to the empowerment of rural women through the mass 

use of ICTs is the goal of the alliance.  

Although according to GSMA over 1.2 billion women in low- and middle-income countries do not use mobile 

internet and women are, on average, 10 percent less likely than men to own mobile phones than men and 26 

percent less likely to use mobile internet than men, the gender divide tends to be wider in rural areas than 

urban areas; in Brazil, for example, while the gender gap is two per cent in urban areas, it grows to 32 per 

cent in rural areas. Ensuring rural women have access to digital technologies is pivotal to improve their 

livelihoods. Through the Alliance founded by UN Women, the subscribers undertake to join forces to foster 

actions such as: promoting programs that provide connectivity to rural, remote and underserved areas; and 

encourage ICT training for women and girls in rural areas. The Rural Women’s initiative highlights the cross-

cutting nature of digital technologies, essential for the empowerment of women.  

 

Source: https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/GSMA-Connected-

Women-The-Mobile-Gender-Gap-Report-2019.pdf 

GSMA’s digital ID program is another important initiative that has gender implications. Through the 

Commonwealth Digital Identity Initiative, the GSMA Digital Identity program is partnering with the 

World Bank’s ID4D program to help make progress in providing a digitally-enabled identity for 

every woman and girl in the Commonwealth by 2030.  

Over 230 million women and girls across the Commonwealth have no access to an official form of identity yet 

the ability to prove one’s identity is essential to exercising rights and securing access to a number of life-
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enhancing services including healthcare, voting, education, financial services, employment and social 

protections. Identification is also becoming ever more critical to gaining access to mobile connectivity and a 

range of mobile services in the digital identity ecosystem about the challenges in ID-linked services for 

women and girls. 

GSMA launched the tech4girls program in 2018 and co-founded the global EQUALS partnership in 2016.    

Equals is a global partnership of corporate leaders, governments, non-profit organizations, communities, and 

individuals around the world working together to bridge gender digital inequalities. EQUALS was founded by 

five partners:  apart from GSMA, the other partners are: the International Telecommunications Union, UN 

Women, the International Trade Centre, and the United Nations University. It links multilateral organizations, 

public industries, and private companies in the fight against gender discrimination in mobile and internet 

access.60. The goal of Equals is to reverse the increasing gender digital divide, and to close the gap by 2030 – 

supporting UN Sustainable Development Goal 5 by empowering women through their use of information and 

communication technologies. They aim to accomplish this goal by creating gender-disaggregated data; 

integrating a gendered perspective in public policy and budgets; combatting issues of safety and harassment, 

access and digital literacy that serve as the primary barriers preventing women from accessing the internet; 

and inspiring multiple stakeholders to support these endeavors.61  

The first of its kind, the Equals Report on Taking Stock: Data and Evidence on gender Equality in Digital 

Access, Skills and leadership, reveals persistent digital gaps and the complicated nature of gender equality in 

ICT Access. The report also enshrines 25 case studies on how technology impacts women and girls in various 

contexts, including jobs and wages, security and privacy, cyber threats, and new technologies such as artificial 

intelligence (AI). 

The research finds that while digital technologies offer new opportunities for women, without an 

understanding of gender diversity and inclusion, and a lack of attention to gender dynamics, advancement in 

this area will be inhibited. Addressing barriers for women and girls to meaningfully access and participate in 

the digital economy, including access to the ICT industry, remain profoundly important concerns. More effort 

must be made by all stakeholders to transcend barriers for women’s greater participation of women and girls 

in a digital revolution. Even in the emerging AI industry, creeping gender bias hampers the full participation 

                                                                  

60 https://www.gsma.com/betterfuture/news/closing-the-mobile-gender-gap  

61 https://www.equals.org/access  
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of women in an industry where systems and processes and shaped largely by men. The gender digital divide 

grows as technologies become more sophisticated and expensive. Women’s leadership and representation in 

the technology sector is predicted to grow with the emergence of new and technologies.  

In an era of rapid technological transformations, the future health of our global economy and the leave no one 

behind principle hinges on the empowerment of women and girls. The work of EQUALS corresponds to the 

key concept in the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Equals report to calls for more credible 

gender-disaggregated data, as well as better measurement tools, to accurately capture women’s level of ICT 

access, skills, and leadership participation. Research, government policy, and design principles should include 

gender awareness and analysis, for example by being aware of issues that may have second generation bias 

such as unconscious bias. 

SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy 

Mobile-enabled, pay-as-you-go (PAYG) solar in the off-grid energy sector has 

facilitated the delivery of clean energy solutions across parts of Africa, Asia and 

Latin America. Since 2014, PAYG solar sales increased six-fold to reach over 1.6 

million units by 2017, resulting in an estimated 8.5 million individuals having 

access to clean and reliable energy in their homes, vastly improving their lives in 

a range of areas.  For example, in Kenya, M Kopa Solar has installed off-grid solar 

systems. Recipients pay for with mobile phone based payment systems, such as 

M-Pesa. Customers pay via their cellphones, daily or weekly, at a rate of $0.40 

per day. This is approximately 10 cents less than a household’s average daily 

kerosene expenditures.  Once paid off, the system is yours to keep. To prevent 

non-payment, M-Kopa’s products are fitted with wireless switches that are 

connected to a customer’s phone.  According to the M-Kopa leadership, some 

500 new customers are added to their database every day. Mobile payments are 

made via M-Pesa. Basic solar in Africa is both a business and development 

opportunity. 

SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities   

SDG 11 focuses on making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 

and sustainable, addressing vulnerability to disasters.  

Goal 7: Ensure access to 

affordable, reliable, 

sustainable and modern 

energy for all 

Goal 11: Make cities and 
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and sustainable 
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The mobile industry is helpful in providing infrastructure to assist with disaster response efforts, in 

collaboration with other public and private organizations. Mobile phone companies have provided important 

humanitarian assistance during epidemics and natural disasters. Examples include AT&T’s drone based cells 

on wings to help to locate and connect with people in Puerto Rico in the aftermath of the 2017 hurricane, as 

well as Ncell’s early warning system in Nepal, which alerted people to the  floods and landslides that affected 

Nepal in August 2017. As part of the GSMA “Big Data for Social Good Initiative,” Telefónica has been able to 

predict traffic-related pollution in São Paulo up to two days in advance, allowing the city to take steps to 

address this problem. 

SDG 10: Reduce Inequality 

Economic inequality is a pervasive problem that impacts individuals in both 

developed and developing countries alike. To address growing financial barriers, 

SDG 10 seeks to reduce inequality within countries as well as between countries 

through targeted fiscal policy and sustainable financial growth.62 Under the 

leadership of Granryd among others, GSMA works generally to reach this goal by 

increasing mobile access across socio-economic boundaries through 

collaboration with public and private actors.63 Mobile access is crucial for 

reaching income equality, as it allows individuals to access everything from 

employment information to basic communication to even the news cycle. GSMA 

is committed to advancing SDG 10 through specific collaborations to even a 

section of the company’s website devoted to exploring mobile phone company efforts to reach SDG 10.64  

Part of GSMA’s work towards developing increased income equality involves the earlier discussed, Ecosystem 

Accelerator program with the goal of bringing mobile stakeholders together to discuss the ways technology 

can be used to decrease inequality.65 This program works to bring together mobile operators to address 

barriers in the industry, including five key issues: 1) coverage, 2) affordability, 3) education, 4) handset costs, 

                                                                  

62 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg10  

63 https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/  

64 https://sdgexplorer.gsma.com/# 

65  https://digitalfinancingtaskforce.org 
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and 5) service. During the 2019 program, Head of GSMA’s Mobile Development team Yasmina McCarty “called 

[on companies] to rise to the challenges of today’s uncertain world and build a digitally inclusive future for 

all,” a statement that indicates GSMA’s focus on the overall goal of reducing inequality.66 Furthermore, in 

support of SDG 17 as well as SDG 10, the symposium connected stakeholders across sectors as it invited 

representatives from both public government and private industry.67  

In addition to programing focused on reducing overall inequality, Granryd’s leadership at GSMA helped 

spearhead a specific way to meet SDG 10 though a “Mobile Money Certificate” scheme, a development that 

allows consumers in need of mobile connections to receive the highest level of consumer protection.68 The 

process can prevent economic inequality “by providing financial services to individuals and small businesses 

that would otherwise be financially excluded.”69 As part of the program, GSMA networked with providers 

including the Kenyan company Safaricom and Vodacom Tanzania to develop good practices and appropriate 

solutions.70 Thus far, money certificate programs have witnessed success, boasting approximately 700 million 

accounts by the end of 2017, a development that has an immeasurable impact on individual economic 

stability.71 

The Mobile phone industry’s impact is pivotal to mobile money and in reducing inequalities.  Mobile money 

has transformed lives in emerging markets and been central in driving financial inclusion and reducing 

inequalities.  At the end of 2017, there were nearly 700 million registered accounts (up 62 percent from 

2015), and mobile money has evolved into the leading payment platform for the digital economy in many 

emerging markets. Although initially built on domestic payments and cash transfers, this has now broadened 

                                                                  

66 https://digitalfinancingtaskforce.org 

67 https://digitalfinancingtaskforce.org 

68 https://www.gsma.com/newsroom/press-release/gsmas-mats-granryd-appointed-to-un-task-force-on-
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digital-financing-of-the-sustainable-development-goals/  
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to international remittances, as seen in the Pacific region. For example, more than 70 percent of formal 

remittances between New Zealand and Tonga are processed through the KlickEx/Digicel service. 

   

Source: https://www.gsma.com/betterfuture/2018sdgimpactreport/ 
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SDG 17: Global Partnership for Sustainable Development 

Speaking recently about “hyperconnectivity,” Granryd has stated that,  “The 

combination of 5G, the IoT, Big Data and AI will impact almost every aspect of 

our daily lives from the way we consume entertainment to the way in which we 

learn and interact with colleagues – all underpinned by ubiquitous hyper-

connectivity.” But this hyper connectivity also calls for partnerships across  

sectors and industries like never before.    

The solution of mobile access spearheaded by GSMA--under Granryd’s 

leadership--requires the combined efforts of a multitude of different 

stakeholders. In part because of Granryd’s commitment to these unique 

partnerships, the mobile industry was one of the first sectors to commit to the 

SDGs.72 SDG 17 accentuates the importance of global partnerships in achieving the 2030 sustainable 

development agenda,73 and GSMA’s research and report on connecting women calls on mobile network 

operators, internet companies, policymakers and regulators, and the development community to combine 

their resources, diverse talents, and means to successfully and finally close this gap.74  

Within the sphere of income inequality, GSMA has also worked to develop partnerships with a range of actors. 

As Granryd states, “collaboration between the private sector, the public sector, civil society, and NGOs has 

never been more important,” indicating the central role that these synergies play in the mission of GSMA.75 

The overall structure of the GSMA further indicates a commitment to SDG 17 through its focus on 

collaborative knowledge building. The organization includes a series of working groups that target everything 

from roaming to security algorithms. The groups serve to pool experts to increase overall collaboration, a 

process that allows each group to “liaise with and act as point[s] of contact for external organizations in 

                                                                  

72 https://www.gsma.com/aboutus/leadership/director-general  

73 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg17  

74 https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/GSMA-Connected-
Women-The-Mobile-Gender-Gap-Report-2019.pdf  

75 https://www.devex.com/news/q-a-gsma-director-general-on-how-to-partner-with-the-mobile-industry-
94452  

Goal 17: Strengthen the 

means of implementation 

and revitalize the global 

partnership for 

sustainable development 

https://www.gsma.com/aboutus/leadership/director-general
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg17
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/GSMA-Connected-Women-The-Mobile-Gender-Gap-Report-2019.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/GSMA-Connected-Women-The-Mobile-Gender-Gap-Report-2019.pdf
https://www.devex.com/news/q-a-gsma-director-general-on-how-to-partner-with-the-mobile-industry-94452
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relation to matters within their remit.”76 These partnerships allow for accurate recommendations to be 

generated, and improve GSMA’s power to creative positive change. 

The recommended actions are varied, accounting for women’s diverse needs ranging from changing public 

policy, shifting private-sector manufacturing and marketing agendas, and altering societal norms. 

Furthermore, with the understanding that the private sector can only be successful if they are supported by 

policy makers and the development community, each barrier must have a targeted and granular 

recommendation for each sector in each community. The GSMA research recognizes what should be 

recognized by all those working to achieve the SDGs that success requires the combined, concerted efforts of 

varied stakeholders.  

Despite the innovations and collaborations that GSMA has sparked across the entire mobile industry 

ecosystem, there is still a considerable mobile gender gap in low and middle income countries. In Granryd’s 

position as a leader, there is much more needs to happen to make the strides that are required to fast tracking 

and scaleup of the SDGs. Scaling up the mobile-enabled products and services provide real-world solutions to 

developmental challenges. As the reach of mobile grows, it is becoming an increasingly powerful tool for 

delivering information, services and connectivity and opportunities to those who need it the most. While 

mobile phone ownership and mobile internet use have grown among women, there is still a big gender gap. 

Women’s lower levels of mobile ownership and use not only reflect existing gender inequalities, but also 

further reinforce them and exacerbate them. If the mobile gender gap is not addressed, women risk being left 

behind as societies and economies digitize. 

 

 

  

                                                                  

76 https://www.gsma.com/aboutus/workinggroups/  
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Diversity is Our Core Value; it is a Moral and a Business Imperative: Mitch Zuklie 

“Gender diversity in business is directly linked to increased creativity, collective intelligence and financial 

performance. … It’s no surprise then that many of our country’s most innovative companies are instituting new 

policies to invest in women leaders,” - Mitch Zuklie, Chairman of Orrick in a Fortune op-ed about Orrick’s  

industry-leading parental leave program. 

As part of our broader study on the role of innovation and inclusion in accelerating the SDGs, we look at 

leadership, inclusion and innovation at Orrick, a global law firm that counsels some of the leading tech firms 

around the world. Embracing innovation is a key product of the age of the SDGs, and although the firm’s 

stated mission does not include the SDGs, its disruptive vision within the traditional culture of law firms is 

deeply embedded in the innovations that are so fundamental to the acceleration of the SDGs. 

Orrick counsels over 2,700 startups, including more than 30 unicorns, as 

well as global leaders such as Microsoft, Oracle, Facebook, Netflix, Baidu, and 

JD.com, China’s largest e-commerce company.77 The firm’s practice is on the 

leading edge of emerging issues in cyber and privacy, intellectual property, 

fintech, AI, and autonomous vehicles. It’s also among the very top advisors to 

the renewable energy markets globally.   

Not only does the firm advise disruptive companies, it is also disrupting the 

legal services model itself.  For three years in a row, the Financial Times 

named Orrick as North America’s Most Innovative Law Firm (2016, 2017 

and 2018) pointing to the firm’s innovations in legal advice, talent 

development, use of technology and process transformation. Driving the 

firm’s transformation is Zuklie, the Chairman and CEO of Orrick, who, not surprisingly draws inspiration from 

decades of practicing as a leading advisory to Silicon Valley’s tech ecosystem. While he has taken a holistic 

approach to innovation, it’s his focus on changing the law firm talent model and embracing gender equality 

that interests us most from and SDG perspective.   

Anthony Kronman in the Lost Lawyer writes that “statesman is a term of praise, a word that we use to express 

our admiration for those men and women who lead their communities with exceptional wisdom and skill.” To 

                                                                  

77 https://media.orrick.com/Media%20Library/public/files/p/public-companies-brochure-pdf.pdf  

“When companies like Microsoft 

make it clear that they factor 

diversity and inclusion in their 

hiring efforts, and will reward 

performance, it changes the 

way firms approach the work 

and the issue. For Orrick, it 

reinforces and accelerates our 

own work, and makes it clear 

that there’s a business case for 

diversity and inclusion. “ 

http://fortune.com/2015/05/11/law-orrick-parental-leave/
https://media.orrick.com/Media%20Library/public/files/p/public-companies-brochure-pdf.pdf
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Kronman, statesmanship is akin to a skill at making judgments about the public good and creating solutions for 

the preservation of the collective enterprise and the lawyers- statesman role is defined by excellence, 

leadership, judgment, wisdom, and character. Although Kronman bemoans the fact that this idea no longer 

commands the authority it once did, Zuklie is the modernist reconstruction of a Lawyer-statesman ideal, one 

who uses his skill to understand the public good and the collective enterprise to achieve those goals. Zuklie’s 

excellence as a lawyer is linked to his leadership characteristics. Kronman asserts that:  

“The ideal of the lawyer statesman was an ideal of character. This meant that as one moved toward it, 

one became not just an accomplished technician but a distinctive and estimable type of human being- a 

person of practical wisdom.”   

For Kronman, this ennobling thought of the outstanding lawyer, as this ideal presents him, is, “to begin with a 

devoted citizen. He cares about the public good...He is distinguished, too, by his special talent for discovering 

where the public good lies and for fashioning those arrangements needed to secure it.” Zuklie has identified 

diversity as a public good and created structural arrangements that aspire to achieve those ends.      

Against this backdrop of a nation’s continuing struggle for diversity and gender equality, and a profession that 

is known for its historical patterns of exclusion, one of the most important leadership qualities of the 21st 

century is the capacity to advance diversity and inclusion in every realm of life. The pervasive nature of gender 

bias and the strategic acumen needed to address those biases demand leadership at the highest levels. And 

Mitch Zulkie seems to understand this intuitively.    

Martin Luther King famously said: “There comes a time when time itself is ready for change.” One of the key 

characteristics of leadership is the ability to mine the conditions that are supportive of transformative change.  

Orrick has anticipated change and is riding the wave of transformation in innovation and inclusion.  Firms like 

Orrick are combining strong leadership with innovative workplace strategies to change this paradigm. Orrick 

is one of these firms, and Zuklie is leading a revolution in the legal profession to bring the values of inclusion 

and innovation to the law firm culture and thereby aligning the law firm’s goals with several of the objectives 

of the SDGs both in the office and outside. Social change happens through a complex interrelationship of social, 

economic and political forces. Leaders both inform and are informed by those forces. Zuklie is responsive to 

change while shaping the change necessary for the achievement of the SDGs. As a leader, he plays a role in 

building an organization that is based on shared values and interacts with innovation industries around the 

world.  It takes a leader as against a manager to a transformative sense of common cause. Orrick has made 

efforts to create a compelling public purpose and a commitment to the public good through its efforts on 

inclusion.   
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Given that inclusion is both a business and moral imperative, 21st century leaders are judged by what they do 

to create diverse and inclusive legal institutions. In the US, until the past half century, almost no women or 

minorities reached leadership positions in law and almost no one saw it as a problem. The future of the legal 

profession is now undoubtedly inclusive. In a world where women were seen to be a distraction from the 

competitive edge, debiasing the workplace is about the competitive edge.     

Rosabeth Moss Kanter argues that leaders must get ready for the future.  She calls this skill the “imagination to 

innovate.”   To create conditions that make productive change a natural way of life.  The impact of projects must 

go beyond departures from the past and must include a fitness for the future.  This fitness for the future is what 

Mitch Zuklie aspires to build. Given that Orrick is the leading law firm technology and innovation, it is important 

that Orrick leads the way. Zuklie understands that action today will help women lead both in law and 

innovation. 

Mitch Zuklie’s enduring legacy at Orrick might very well be the initiatives for women’s leadership that he has 

put in place. This is important because Orrick is the leading law firm for technology- related corporations and 

will therefore have much impact on the role of women in the tech industry and the future of work.   

It is ironic that the legal profession most responsible for producing America’s leaders has focused so little 

attention on that role, asks Deborah Rhode.  “Lawyers lead teams, committees, task forces and major initiatives, 

but they have no training.” Her central claim in Lawyers as Leaders is that the legal profession is a magnet to 

those with ambition and analytic capabilities to be leaders but fail to develop other qualities that are critical to 

effectiveness. The question, “What is a leader?” is really the question “What is a good leader?’, with good 

including both a morally commendable, normative component as well as a pragmatic, performance-oriented 

component. James MacGregor Burns suggests that many leaders – transactional ones – are competent in that 

they promote exchanges among subordinates in their pursuit of collective outcomes, but that only 

transformational leaders are leaders with a vision to change the course of history that is larger than their 

institutions. Aristotle would agree with James MacGregor Burns’ idea that transforming leaders elevate the 

values of followers. Zuklie’s colleagues at Orrick and his clients agree that Zuklie’s brand of leadership creates 

the momentum for large scale social change.  In very concrete ways, he understands that women’s full inclusion 

is both a moral and business imperative. 

Zuklie’s greatest skill is to elevate people by aspiring in them a sense of purpose and possibility, a belief that 

broader social change must happen while each individual, man and woman is developing to his or her full 

potential – both professionally and personally. His philosophy is one in which there is a collective responsibility 
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to make change. And this change happens from the ground up.  In his way of thinking, it is not the great man or 

woman who makes history, but the collective achievement of a great people.   

SDG 5: Orrick and Gender Equality 

Women have historically been excluded from the legal profession and denied 

opportunities to advance, a problem directly conflicting with SDG 5’s objective of 

gender equality. The problem is especially acute in large law firms.  While half of 

today’s law school graduates are female, that percentage slips to 19% in large law firm 

partnerships and slips even farther behind in the senior partner ranks.  While Goal 5, 

Target 5.2 calls for work family reconciliation policies, law is an intensive service 

profession and firms have been lax in making an authentic commitment to meet 

women’s and men’s need for care giving. Within Orrick itself, the firm helps 

achieve SDG 5 by developing policies that allow women to both seek leadership as 

well as balance family responsibilities which are often designed to boost women's 

participation in historically male dominated fields. Child care policies unless structured in gender neutral 

terms, unfortunately, though intended to help women, indirectly reify social expectations and help crystallize 

historically embedded gender norms including the notion that women are primary caregivers and thus best 

suited to play a leading role in the private sphere of the family rather than in the business worlds.   

 

Orrick understands the way in which the time off from work can be a double-edged sword for women and 

provides parental leave for both sexes and offer suggestions on how to design leave so that the outcomes are 

more egalitarian. This includes 16 weeks of paid leave for caregivers (the firm does not distinguish between 

paid and unpaid leave) and with additional time for the birth parent out of recognition that giving birth is a 

medical disability. The leave may be taken any time in the first 12 months after the child arrives, enabling 

parents to share responsibilities flexibly. Moreover, Orrick recognizes that the challenges of parenting are 

really felt upon returning to the office.  So, the firm offers onramping (flexible hours at full pay) and guardrails 

(predictable hours) to help those returning. And, the firm offers a comprehensive set of Agile Working options, 

ranging from flexible hours to work from home to remote working (in a location where the firm does not have 

an office). One hundred and seventy-five of the firm’s lawyers took advantage of these Agile Working options 

during 2018. As one indicator that these arrangements are helping the firm retain great talent and there is no 

stigma around using them, a fifth of the lawyers promoted to partnership in 2019 used Agile Working, including 

a father who was out on caregiver leave during the induction ceremony. Only when gender neutral work family 

reconciliation policies enable men to share caregiving duties will the playing field be equalized, and a more 

egalitarian model be achieved. Orrick’s reconceptualization of equality norms is a strong step in that direction.   

Goal 5: Achieve gender 

equality and empower all 

women and girls 
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The firm has also helped launch two community programs to help women who have taken time off to raise 

families to return to the profession.  In the US, this program is sponsored by the Diversity Lab and is known as 

the OnRamp Fellowship.  In London, it was created by the organization She’s Back and is known as Reignite 

Academy.78 This includes benefits such as one-on-one coaching and paid internships to ease the return process.  

 

According to Zuklie, “These programs are focused on retaining, advancing and, hopefully, inspiring the best 

rising talent at our firm. We have an unprecedented talent drain in our profession. As a result, clients are 

sometimes frustrated with the high turnover rate on their law firm teams.”79 By focusing on supporting parents, 

Orrick can help stop talent drain early. 

 

The parenting programs at Orrick are not limited to women, a vital step towards reaching SDG 5. It is not 

enough for women in the legal profession to be given access to childcare if their male counterparts are not 

participating on the same level, as this allows for a system where male leadership may stigmatize women who 

do take time away from work. Orrick Chief Talent Officer Siobhan Handley has stated that “In designing these 

programs, our focus is on listening to new parents [not just mothers] to understand how we can help them be 

successful both at Orrick and in their family lives.”80  

To achieve change at scale, national laws and policies have a critical role to play in implementing the SDGs’ 

commitments over the coming years. Identifying approaches that have cross-cutting effects across a range of 

the goals would accelerate progress.  Family leave policies across high- and low-income countries alike have 

the potential to have impact on family leave policies.  

One of the important legal and policy reforms focus on paid parental leave, which enables women and men to 

take time off work following the birth of a child while maintaining their jobs and at least partial income. Paid 

parental leave has the potential to benefit children and families and may also reduce economic and gender 

inequality in employment. Paid parental leave advances employment and gender equality, two social 

determinants of health that are central to Goal 1, 5, 8, and 10. Gender specific leave policies result in women 

                                                                  

78 https://www.orrick.com/News/2018/09/Orrick-Signs-on-as-Founding-Member-of-Reignite-Academy  

79 https://www.orrick.com/ja-JP/News/2017/06/Orrick-Again-Takes-the-Lead-in-Supporting-Parents  

80 https://www.orrick.com/ja-JP/News/2017/06/Orrick-Again-Takes-the-Lead-in-Supporting-Parents  
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doing most of the unpaid care work. The impact of family leave policies depends on the duration of leave, the 

wage replacement rate, and whether leave is made available to both parents. 

While Orrick’s policies are to be lauded, the question remains as to how other organizations can better 

replicate these policies.   

Target 5.5 calls for women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels 

of decision-making in political, economic and public life.  According to UN Women data, around the world, 

women remain underrepresented in leadership roles in the private and public spheres: less than 1/3rd of 

senior and middle management roles are held by women.    

Not only does Orrick have a clear vision for promoting women, they have also taken definitive steps to 

promote and value female leadership.  Women serve in key roles such as co-leader of the Tech Companies 

practice, the Employment practice, and the Innovation Team. 

To provide input on the firm’s gender diversity efforts and to promote a dialogue about the issue more 

broadly in the profession, Zuklie has formed a Women’s Advisory Board.  The Board includes senior leaders 

from top corporate legal departments and firm clients, such as Oracle, and Facebook.  They serve as a 

sounding board for new policies and approaches and give Zuklie and his colleagues another way of listening 

to the best ideas in the market. 

Orrick understands that law firm leadership tracks are simply too linear and rigid for women with families 

and while leadership programs for women are important, the imbalances created by childcare are perhaps 

the most significant challenge faced by women in the legal profession. Target 5.4 outlines this problem on a 

macro level and calls on leadership to “recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the 

provision of public services, infrastructure and social protection policies and the promotion of shared 

responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate.”81 

While Orrick has been recognized by Yale Law Women in their list of “Top 10 Family Friendly Firms,” the 

seventh time the firm was awarded the honor,82  it is important to note that needs to be done towards 

increasing women’s involvement in firm leadership, there is still much ground that needs to be covered 
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82 https://ylw.yale.edu/top-ten-list/  
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before gender parity is reached. Although Orrick is providing senior-leadership support to advance attorneys’ 

careers and offering programs that provide flexibility and address major work-life balance issues, in 2018, 25 

percent of partners at Orrick were female which means that the gender gap still remains.83   This is still higher 

than the national average where according to McKinsey, only 19 percent of equity partners are women.  

Perhaps one of the most exciting and promising developments in the legal profession is the increased 

collaboration between law firms and corporate legal departments to address diversity.  A leading example is 

the Mansfield Rule – for which Orrick was one of the founding firms. Named after Arabella Mansfield, the first 

woman admitted to practice in the US, the Mansfield Rule incubated at the 2016 Women in Law Hackathon 

hosted  by the Diversity Law in collaboration with Bloomberg Law and Stanford Law, and often referred to as  

next the generation of the Rooney Rule- certifies that law firms consider at least 30 percent of women, LGBTQ+ 

and minority lawyers for significant leadership roles.  

Participating law firms are called upon to consider a diverse slate of candidates for committees, and 

leadership activities. They are also encouraged to generate and post job descriptions for these leadership 

roles and ensure that the processes for election and/or appointment to these roles are transparent and 

accessible to all lawyers. The Mansfield Rule is a measurement tool as to whether law firms have considered 

women and attorneys of color — at least 30 percent of the candidate pool — for leadership and governance 

roles, equity partner promotions, and lateral positions. Zuklie has said that “Systemic problems require 

systemic solutions.”  Firms like Orrick that qualify as “Mansfield Plus” by exceeding these standards, have the 

opportunity to send their women partners to pitch the firm’s work to a group of participating clients.   

As another example of collaboration, Orrick, four other law firms and two dozen legal departments are 

collaborating with the Diversity Lab to create the Move the Needle Fund in 2019.  The fund is a precedent-

setting 5-year collaboration design to advance women and diverse lawyers, with $5 million of funding.  Each 

law firm has identified a goal (Orrick’s focuses on the diversity and inclusion of its client teams and team 

leadership) and will test research-backed methods to achieve those goals, with the support of the 

participating corporate legal departments.  The hope is not only to help the firms make progress but also 

generate learning about how to move the needle that will be helpful to the profession.     
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Transformative leaders work outside of their organizations to advance the public good.  Zuklie and Orrick work 

outside the Firm to help connect women in areas where female representation is lacking. This involves 

collaboration with the organization ChIPs, a non-profit group formed by tech companies that aims to help 

women lawyers thrive in the tech industry.84  Zuklie himself uses his position to serve as a mentor for women 

in the community, particularly those seeking to engage in industries that have historically been difficult for 

women to penetrate. Female entrepreneur Meeta Vengapally and CEO of Garnysh, a startup that uses analytics 

to support fitness goals, described Zuklie as an important supporter and mentor during the startup process.85 

This kind of individual support is needed for women to innovate and contribute on the same level as men, a 

necessary change towards reaching Goal 5. 

The business case for diversity clearly establishes that while correlation does not equal causation, the 

correlation does indicate that when businesses commit themselves to diverse leadership, they are more 

successful. McKinsey has been examining diversity in the workplace for several years. Companies in the top 

quartile for racial and ethnic diversity are 35 percent more likely to have financial returns above their 

respective national industry medians. Companies in the top quartile for gender diversity are 15 percent more 

likely to have financial returns above their respective national industry medians. Research reinforces the link 

between diversity and company financial performance—and suggests how organizations can create better 

inclusion strategies for a competitive advantage.  

While social justice was the initial impetus behind these efforts, Orrick has increasingly begun to regard 

inclusion and diversity as a source of competitive advantage, and specifically as a key driver of growth. The 

diversity work reaffirms the global correlation between diversity—and company financial outperformance. 

This strategy included attracting and retaining the right talent and strengthening women’s leadership and 

decision-making capabilities.  

In yet another example of collaboration between corporate legal departments and law firms. Orrick works in 

tandem with Microsoft to create a dialectic which challenges both sectors to aspire to the highest ideas of 

inclusion. The core belief rest on the fact that diversity in our legal teams is a business necessity and delivers 

better business results; when law firms and their clients work together there is shared accountability.  Through 

                                                                  

84 https://www.orrick.com/News/2018/06/Orrick-Partners-with-ChIPs-Network-to-Host-Program-for-
Young-Women-Exploring-Careers-in-Tech-Law 

85 https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/312194 
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annual bonuses, Microsoft incentivize their partner firms to focus on and improve the diversity. This approach 

makes it clear that Microsoft not only values diversity and pays attention to this when it hires firms, but also 

that there is a duty to improve together.    

Mark Parris, a partner at Orrick says: “diversity and inclusion is a core value, and an imperative for Orrick for 

three reasons. It’s important to our clients, like Microsoft, so it’s a client imperative. We believe it’s a business 

imperative, in that to be successful in a global market, you need to bring diverse perspectives to the issues 

and the solutions. And finally, we believe that in addition to making our clients and business stronger, 

fostering diversity and inclusion in the workplace and across the legal profession is a moral imperative and 

the right thing to do.  It makes us better and stronger as a firm. All of our work is linked to and built on that 

foundation.” 

What can we learn from the Orrick case on diversity? 

When we asked Zuklie this question, he mentioned that “while a mission statement can mobilize people 

around it and can builds common cause,” clear, defined and measurable goals are important.  “The phrase, “if 

you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it” comes to mind.  

“Setting measurable goals allows you to track progress over time and hold leaders accountable for that 

progress,” Zuklie says. 

Having external pressures from clients is a valuable incentive.  “When companies like Microsoft make it clear 

that they factor diversity and inclusion in their hiring efforts, and will reward performance, it changes the 

way firms approach the work and the issue. For Orrick, it reinforces and accelerates our own work, and 

makes it clear that there’s a business case for diversity and inclusion. “ 

The research on opportunity costs is now firmly established. Diverse teams, including those with greater 

gender diversity, are on average more creative, innovative, and, ultimately, are associated with greater 

profitability. There are other costs including, immediate costs that result from a lack of inclusion and 

diversity—lost stock value, lower market share, human resource costs, and public relations costs, among 

others. 
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Orrick and Innovation 

Goal 9 strives to generate inclusive trade as well as sustainable 

industrialization across the globe. Companies need to raise their sustainability 

ambitions and build new business models and develop and deploy disruptive 

technologies. These actions are how we define “breakthrough innovation” and 

will position companies to overcome market disruptions and pursue growth 

opportunities, while at the same time helping to advance sustainability and 

radically improve lives. 

Given Orrick’s longstanding position as a global leader in innovative renewable 

energy and public infrastructure finance, the firm’s practice is aligned with the 

objectives. of Goal 9. Most recently, the firm has helped companies like 

Microsoft achieve sustainability objectives through new techniques for 

mitigating the financial risk inherent in renewable power purchase agreements.  The firm is also active in 

corporate PPAs in Europe recently advised on the first climate action bond in Europe on behalf of Italy’s 

SNAM. 

Case Study 1 – Reengineering the Power Purchase Agreement to Advance Sustainability Goals 

The CEO of Google Sundar Pichai in his conversation with Under Secretary General Phumzile Mlambo- 

Ngcuka discussed Google’s commitment to renewable energy and carbon neutrality as one of the largest 

purchases of renewable energy. Often lawyers provide the service to make this a responsible choice.   

 While renewable energy is increasingly central to corporate sustainability programs, corporate purchasers are 

less equipped to manage weather-related variability in renewable energy supply, which creates pricing swings. 

These swings can wreak havoc on a corporation’s balance sheet, and the traditional power purchase model didn’t 

address this risk. Orrick worked with Microsoft, Allianz, Nephila Capital and Resurety on a novel framework for 

purchasing renewable energy – the Proxy Generation power purchase agreement (PPA) and the companion 

Volume Firming Agreement (VFA). This framework makes purchasing renewable energy both environmentally 

and fiscally responsible by shifting balance sheet risk away from buyers to insurance companies – something that 

had never been done before in this context. The Orrick team helped execute Microsoft’s vision of the Proxy 

Generation PPA and VFA because of its deep experience in both renewables and energy swaps, representing parties 

across the spectrum.   

Case Study 2 – The Observatory: A Peer-to-Peer Innovation Portal 

Goal 9: Build resilient 

infrastructure, promote 

inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and 

foster innovation 
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Orrick is also investing in platforms to engage the firm's lawyers, and the profession more broadly, in innovation.  

With legal tech companies attracting $1.7B in capital in 2018, and Orrick’s team members leading more than 150 

of their own innovation projects, Orrick s launched The Observatory, a custom-built crowdsourced technology and 

innovation portal that today monitors 600+ legal technologies and tracks homegrown Orrick innovation projects. 

The Observatory allows Orrick’s entire team and clients to learn about available and forthcoming technologies, 

read user reviews, and leverage one another’s ideas. Because of this tool, lawyers thinking about innovating turn 

to The Observatory for inspiration. And, the firm and its clients are having more informed conversations about the 

latest innovations in legal service delivery, helping to advance change in the profession. By creating an 

independent digital unit or outpost to spark innovation, Orrick has developed the agility of a start-up and acquired 

a digital DNA to seize the full advantages of a digital era.  With an ambitious agenda and autonomy, the lab has 

come up with ideas and initiatives that build synergy across Orrick’s ecosystem. The challenge now is to make SDGs 

an integral part of the overall technology strategy. 

But the firm is also investing in sustainable development in a very direct way. In 2002, Orrick launched a global 

operations center in Wheeling, West Virginia. While others have since followed, it was the first global 

insourcing center within a U.S. law firm.  Since the launch of the center, the firm has continued to invest in West 

Virginia talent pool and infrastructure so that today it is a center for innovation.  In that time, technology has 

enabled the disaggregation of process-based tasks within complex legal work. The firm has leveraged that 

opportunity to build the most sophisticated analytics operation in Big Law and to develop a powerful project 

management platform.  This includes new kinds of jobs for lawyers and new roles in delivery of legal services 

for technologists, project managers and business analysts. This team, working with lawyers in markets 

worldwide, is transforming the delivery of legal services.  They have helped the firm earn the Financial Times’ 

Most Innovative Law Firm in North America Award three years in a row.   

Innovation at Orrick is not limited to the innovation center.  Under Zuklie’s leadership, the firm has engaged all 

of its team members in innovating.  The firm invites partners to do so through “2% Time” – devoting a portion 

of their time each year to a project to make the firm stronger.  This can be as complex as a new online client 

service or as simple as mentoring the next generation of Orrick talent.  Orrick’s associates get 50 hours each 

year to work on their own innovation project – time that counts just like client work in evaluating their 

contribution. And hundreds of Orrick lawyers and staff participate in hackathons each year to crowdsource 

solutions to common problems. Led by the firm’s Chief Innovation Officer Wendy Curtis, these hackathons draw 

on a human-centered design thinking approach the firm developed in collaboration with Stanford and Indiana 

universities  This approach was inspired by some of the most innovative companies, like Google and Amazon, 

for example, that seek ideas from all corners of their organizations. One of the best examples is Google’s famed 
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“20% time”, which encouraged employees to spend one day a week working on side projects that are outside 

the scope of their normal duties.  

Zuklie’s transformative leadership style helps to spark innovative in a profession known for its rigid nature. 

Part of Zuklie’s vision as CEO was to build a better business model that would allow employees to seek out their 

own individual goals. He promotes leadership and encourages lawyers at Orrick to take on their own 

innovation and development, so every employee becomes an “owner” of the culture and direction of the firm.  

The challenge now is to focus on scaling up business impact on the SDGs. How can Orrick’s template of 

innovation and inclusion shape the leadership of other industries and organizations around the world? 

Innovators like Orrick need to embed the SDGs into core business strategy and actions as a lodestar to others 

in the field. A UN survey shows that while 92 percent of business leaders support the SDGs, less than 20 percent 

have plans or policies to achieve them. Under Zuklie, Orrick could establish a concrete SDG strategy that not 

only invests in the firm but sees itself as a global leader in achieving the SDGs.   
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Looking Forward:  A “State of the Union” for The Future of Work 

 “…We want technology to help us, as a tool, but we don’t want technology for technology’s sake. The jobs 

in our report …point not to a cyber dystopia — a grim, dark singularity — but to a recognizable world in 

which technology has improved things for humans, not robbed us of what we value most: our very 

humanity.” 

 “Don’t underestimate human imagination or ingenuity. Our greatest quality is our curiosity. We want to know 

what’s around the riverbend. How it works. What it means.” – “21 Jobs of the Future” Cognizant Report 

The fear of a “jobless future” has never been greater. Seemingly every day, an academic, researcher or 

technology leader suggests that in a world of automation and AI, workers will increasingly be a surplus to 

what businesses need. So how can the power of technology be harnessed to accelerate the SDGs? There are a 

growing number of use cases for AI and IoT enabling the SDGs. For example, preventative healthcare 

programs and diagnostics are significantly improved through AI leading to new scientific breakthroughs. 

There are 8 billion mobile devices with smartphone cameras being used to diagnose heart, eye and blood 

disorders; microphone and motion sensors yielding insights into bone density and osteoporosis — and 

managing cancer, diabetes and chronic illness remote care. Despite legitimate concerns about automation 

replacing jobs, AI augmentation and targeted automation with intelligent devices can improve the work 

environment, increase productivity, and be a significant driver of economic growth. As strong as the potential 

is for good, however, AI also carries with it some significant challenges. From disease diagnostics to crop 

production, machine learning and AI have the capacity to address critical global challenges. Yet this is only 

possible if inclusive strategies and frameworks are used in these massive transformations.  

In this final section, we look at ways in which leaders in the private sector are currently leveraging existing 

technologies. We speak with the leaders of Cognizant, the fastest growing technology services in the world to 

understand the future of jobs and the opportunities and threats that technology poses for the future.  As the 

largest technology service provider and creator of digital infrastructure whose clients range from 3M and 

Prudential Insurance to 16 out of the top 20 North American financial institutions, Cognizant’s mission is to 

be at the forefront of innovation and anticipate change.  Its recent report on the “Shape of Work to Come: 42 

Things to Know About the Future of Your Work” released in July 2019 is referred to as a State of the Union for 

the future of work.  We talk to both Kumar Mahadeva the founder of Cognizant technology Solutions and 

Brian Humphries, the current CEO and the former CEO of Vodafone Plc. From Environment, Social and 

Governance (ESG) to allyships, clear targets, to collaborations, these conversations provide insights into 

initiatives that can scale up the SDGs.      
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In their much quoted 2017 study on “21 Jobs of the Future” Cognizant examines the impact of AI on 

employment and AI’s potential to take on a variety of tasks traditionally performed by people. But just how AI 

will affect the labor market is not that easy to predict. The Study argues that although AI will eliminate some 

jobs, others will emerge. Over the next 10 to 15 years, nearly 21 million new jobs will be created by the 

advent of AI. To a great extent, the future of work will see AI to augment and complement human skills. 

Collaboration will include not just human to human but human-machine collaboration. AI is an inflection 

point for humankind and the SDGs and is the ultimate breakthrough technology, which is realized today in 

intelligent agents, augmented reality, and rapid advancements in deep neural nets providing fundamental 

human-like perception.  

Our Question and Answer with Cognizant, showcases some of the ways in which AI and Machines Learning 

can have a profoundly transformative impact on development while also underscoring some of the ways in 

which they can polarize communities.  

SDG 5: Some of the biases in AI can be addressed by including more women 
with skills in AI 

How can Cognizant helps address gender inequalities?  

 “Our company is acutely aware of the ever-growing need for qualified talent—talent 

to help businesses succeed and communities thrive in a digital economy. In May 2018, 

we launched the Cognizant U.S. Foundation, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, private 

foundation formed with an initial $100 million grant to support science, 

technology, engineering and math (“STEM”) education and skills training across 

the United States. Since its inception, the foundation has awarded $12 million to 

organizations working to educate and train the next generation of talent in a 

diversity of communities—from Charlotte to Chicago to women and veterans in many parts of the country.” 

Goal 5: Achieve gender 

equality and empower all 

women and girls 
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Cognizant also works to promote women with AI skills within the company. According to them: “One of the 

ways we are elevating the experience of work for women is through our global 

Women Empowered (“WE”) program. WE is committed to developing more 

women leaders at all levels of our company, providing career growth and 

leadership development opportunities, and building a community of women 

focused across all industries in business and technology…We are proud to have 

been named to the top quadrant of Forbes list of Best Employers for Women 

2018.” 

What role do you believe technology industries like AI and the private 
sector can play in achieving SDG 5 - closing the gender gap and elevating women? How do you get 
more women to participate and stay in the industry, while fighting male attitudes? 

Having a well thought through strategy on building and accelerating deliberate male allyship through 

sensitization, dialogues at the leadership levels and subsequently cascading to levels below.  This is 

supported by appropriate org processes that further facilitates this allyship. More recently, gender goals 

having a place in our Annual Operating Plan is a significant shift that has led to multiple meaningful initiatives 

globally. 

How is Cognizant’s commitment to elevating the experience of work for women reflected in the 
leadership? 

We have set a clear tone from the top that diversity and inclusion are a business imperative. In fact, we now 

measure our senior leaders on hiring and retaining women in leadership levels to ensure continuous 

improvement to our overall gender mix at senior levels.  

What was the inspiration behind Cognizant’s Women Empowered initiative? Have you faced any 
backlash to this initiative? 

The need for it came as we observed the best practices at our client organizations. Over the years, it has 

helped build a community of voices that further our organization commitment to a gender equal work and 

opportunities culture.  We have received phenomenal support for this initiative from both men and women 

across all geographies. 

At the 2019 MAKERS conference, Cognizant pledged to employ at least 100,000 women around the 
world by 2020. What are some of the challenges you think Cognizant will face in achieving this goal?  

Cognizant continues to be highly committed to a diverse and inclusive workforce. Not only because it is the 

right thing to do, but also because it gives us the best available talent out there. When we made this pledge, 

Target 5.5: Ensure women’s 

full and effective 

participation and equal 

opportunities for leadership 

at all levels of decision 

making in political, 

economic and public life. 
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we meant it and have stayed the course. I am really pleased with our progress to date and we are on track to 

hitting this big milestone in Cognizant history. 

What steps do you think the private sector, and companies like Cognizant, can take to hold the sector 
as a whole, and other companies, accountable for fair gender policies and elevating gender 
empowerment? 

Acknowledging the benefits and importance of a gender diverse work force and accordingly making the 

necessary adaptations to their talent acquisition, development and retention strategies 

SDG 10: Cognizant has been at the forefront of using AI to reduce 
inequalities around the world 

What is it about AI and IoT that is most transformative to achieve the 
promotion of inclusive and sustainable industrialization? 

 The ability to augment labor productivity and innovation through human-

machine collaboration is the most transformative element of AI & IoT. 

Some of these are already in play in the form of smart factories where 

humans and smart machines are working side by side to improve 

outcomes. 

 On one extreme, it will help humans focus more on complex, judgement-

based tasks and customer service elements while machines do repetitive 

and mundane tasks while on the other extreme is the ability of machines to simplifying the 

complexities by taking up the responsibility of more complex, compute intensive, massive data 

churning type of activities thereby allowing scaling of human 

workforce available for such tasks.  

 These will lead to new opportunities through innovation spillovers – 

for instance Google Maps as an innovation, led to growing cab share 

services like Uber. This revolutionized personal transport while 

creating higher employment and inclusivity of more people into the 

transportation industry. It further created a ripple effect by hyper-

localization services and in developing economies like India, the 

inclusion of unskilled/unemployed labor into services like Uber Eats 

or Swiggy in India has generated increased employment. 

 Across industries, this will create a ripple effect of human-machine 

collaboration made possible by AI & IoT to promote more inclusivity 

Target 10.2: By 2030, 

empower and promote the 

social, economic and 

political inclusion of all, 

irrespective of age, sex, 

disability, race, ethnicity, 

origin, religion or economic 

or other status. 

Target 10.3: Ensure equal 

opportunity and reduce 

inequalities of outcome, 

including by eliminating 

discriminatory laws, 

policies and practices and 

promoting appropriate 

legislation, policies and 

action in this regard. 

Goal 10: Reduce 

inequality within and 

among countries 
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and sustainability. Having said that, this transformation will need to be enabled by an effective 

reskilling/skill augmentation engine. 

What is the largest challenge in applying AI and IoT in emerging and developing economies? 

There are three key challenges in emerging and developing economies as listed below: 

 Skilled workforce: While many leading technical universities are pioneering research in AI, there are 

a large number of graduates in STEM areas in developing economies like India who lag in practical 

proficiency levels. This is an area, which needs attention so that the emerging workforce is able to 

apply AI & IoT practically. There is also a shortage of expertise and talent in AI, ML and high tech like 

IoT.  

 Funding of research and funding of startups: is another area of challenge in emerging the developing 

economies. There is a large difference in investments when compared to developed economies. In 

addition, the gestation period for returns is larger with AI and IOT deployments. Companies are also 

not willing to take risks with investments in AI in emerging and developing economies. Technology 

also needs to mature - as explainable AI kicks in - mitigation of these risks become easier. 

 Data Protection & Privacy: AI, ML and robotics are largely dependent on volumes of data. As a result, 

devices and applications making use of these technologies are designed to continuously capture and 

relay user information. In such a scenario, it becomes imperative to have strong and transparent 

policies for data protection and privacy while not blocking the sharing of data. When such laws and 

policies are not in place, it increases the risks of companies operating in such economies. 

Cognizant is a leader in the automating processes. How do you think the current skills of workers need 
to change to promote innovation in emerging markets? 

The skill sets expected of the workforce of future can be broadly classified into the following categories:  

 Technology, algorithmic and programmatic know-how: This is required to conceptualize, design and 

implement systems and applications that make use of either one or more areas within AI (ML, natural 

language processing and generation, video and speech analytics, etc.) to transform business processes 

and workflows 

 Strategic and operational decision making: This would be required to put into action insights gained 

from applications using AI for enhancing performance, reducing costs, gaining competitive advantages 

and furthering social causes. 
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 Frugal Engineering practices: Given the lower amount of investments and the need to show ROI faster, 

frugal engineering practices and ability to prototype and pilot fast will help the workforce add more 

value to what organizations will look for. 

This will mean going beyond repetitive task-based skills and changing to be higher up the value chain in the 

above areas. 
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SDG 12: As Cognizant has shown, AI technology can also be used to 
protect the environment and reduce consumption.  

Cognizant has several corporate sustainability strategies aimed at 
protecting the environment through innovative technology. Could you 
speak about your favorite project? 

As an organization, we are constantly looking for ways to reduce our 

environmental impact. There are numerous programs within the company 

focused on conserving energy, reducing and disposing of waste, and recycling. 

My favorite project would have to be the one where we proactively encourage 

and work with our employees to foster a mindset of conserving energy and 

shrinking individual carbon footprints (carpooling, bicycling, optimizing energy 

consumption, embracing greener lifestyles, et al). We can make unimaginable 

difference to the cause of a cleaner and greener environment if we all begin with ourselves. 

What role do you see the private sector playing in the protection of the environment? 

The role of the private sector in environmental stewardship has changed dramatically in the past decade or 

so, spanning environmental protection to driving research, innovation and best practices. The environmental 

role of the private sector must go far beyond pollution control mandated by regulations. The private sector 

must apply its expertise and resources to modifying and developing products, services, processes and 

technologies that reduce exposure to toxic chemicals, prevent waste, encourage recycling, reduce energy 

consumption and greenhouse gas emissions, driving occupational health and safety for its employees and 

contractors, ensure good environmental performance by suppliers, work closely with industry and academia 

in driving research and contributing to sustainability through innovation, and most importantly, bring in 

utmost transparency and objectivity to environmental disclosures. 

Cognizant’s was named the #16 on Barron's 100 Most Sustainable Companies for 2018. What are the 
programs you would like to highlight?  

Cognizant endeavors to advance sustainability by considering environmental, social and governance (“ESG”) 

matters throughout our business and operations. Our ESG initiatives are overseen by our Governance 

Committee and reported on to the board. Our executive management is responsible for developing and 

carrying out our ESG undertakings, with the Governance Committee regularly receiving progress reports 

from various leaders within our organization on our ESG efforts. 

Goal 12: Ensure 

sustainable consumption 

and production patterns 
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At Cognizant, our commitment to sustainability grows out of our core values and purpose. Our company’s 

purpose is to not just help clients around the world create new sources of value in today’s digital era, but also 

shape a better world through technology and talent.  

With disruptive digital technologies impacting governments, industries and each one of us, we are uniquely 

positioned to leverage our 25 years of global technology leadership and our more than 280,000 employees 

worldwide to elevate humanity through technology and talent. We believe it is our responsibility to apply our 

technology expertise, passion for innovation, and the energy of our global teams to the evolving needs of our 

communities and environment.  
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CONCLUSION 

The innovations driven forward by the leaders profiled in this study are important first steps to the 

achievement of the 2030 Agenda. According to OECD, time is running out to fill the huge gaps in achieving the 

SDGs. The SDGs – with their large breadth and no-one-left-behind objective – present a novel challenge to the 

development community. It is becoming increasingly clear that unprecedented collaboration and engagement 

with new actors will be necessary to meet the ambitions of the SDGs. It’s no longer sufficient to just expand 

development to overlooked communities; innovation must accelerate progress and must do so on an 

increasing scale. The only feasible methodology for acceleration is through collaboration, especially between 

the private and public sectors. Finally, significant foresight is necessary to ensure the sustainability of 

innovation, meaning a focus on public safe-guards and inequality, especially in the area of “Big Data.” 

Accelerating development in a manner that is inclusive, equitable, and sustainable is perhaps the challenge of 

the 21st century. The innovations examined in this study must not be seen as the paradigmatic apogee of 

development initiatives, but as launching points for new methods of private sector investment in the 

achievement of the SDGs. 

Scaling Up 

In an age of global crises – ranging from climate change, to affordable access to health care, to the refugee 

crisis – pilot programs and narrowly tailored investment are not enough. More must be done to either 

translate these early programs to the national and international scale. In addition, scaling must be met with a 

strong set of good practices to provide a stable platform for innovation. Ultimately, scaling innovation means 

navigating a complex web of interconnected factors which impact scaling in unpredictable manners. 

Scaling, as a jargon term, has its roots in the business has a series of important connotations: increasing 

growth and profit in proportion. The aim of scaling is to reach more people sustainably, or in other words, to 

grow without collapsing under the weight of the project. The business community has developed its own 

model for scaling, which involves research and development, testing the product, bringing the product to the 

market, and then reproducing and adapting the product to new markets. This model has generally been 

applied to development as well, with pilot programs taking the place of the traditional product. The goal is to 

determine efficacy of a pilot project and then transition the project to scale through replication and 

modification. 

However, the development framework for scaling requires significantly more collaboration than the typical 

business notion of scaling. Each step of the scaling process requires input from a diverse set of actors 
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throughout society. While businesses can be highly specific in their approach, targeting slivers of a market, 

development must impact as many as possible, either directly or indirectly. One role of partners in developing 

innovation is in identifying gaps and allowing flexibility in scaling. Yet perhaps the most important role of 

partner groups is in sustaining the impact of innovation by supporting their adoption and integration across 

large geographies and populations. In order to truly scale innovation, efforts must be distributed through an 

ecosystem of actors. 

Collaboration for scale is, of course, not alien to the private sector. Globalization has allowed for the creation 

of intricate supply-chains that cross continents, involve a diverse set of participants, and demand enmeshed 

collaboration. The skills, techniques, and lessons learned by international business are invaluable to 

effectively bring development innovation to all. 

Sustainable growth of innovation means adopting a set of interlocked good practices as well. First, leaders 

must be aware of alternative options. Innovation rarely moves from ideation to actualization unchanged. 

Often times, initial ideas are insufficient and require wholesale change. Leaders must be able to validate and 

explore new options for achieving impact and let go of those that are ineffective or unfeasible.  

High Level Architecture for Innovation: 

Source: adapted from “Insights On Scaling For Innovation 

 

1. Ideation

• Defining and 
analyzing  the 
development 
problem and 
generating 
potential 
solutions
through horizon 
scanning of 
existing and new 
ideas

2. Research and 
Development

• Further 
developing 
specific 
innovations that 
have potential to 
address the 
problem

3. Proof of Concept 

• When the 
intellectual 
concept behind 
an innovation is 
field-tested to 
gain an early, 
"real-world" 
assessment of its 
potential

4. Transition to 
Scale

• When 
innovations that 
have 
demonstrated 
small-scale 
success develop 
their model and 
attract partners 
to help fill gaps 
in their capacity 
to scale

5. Scaling

• The process of 
replicating
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an innovation 
across large 
geographies and 
populations for 
transformation
al impact

6. Sustainable 
Scale

• The wide-scale 
adoption or 
operation of an 
innovation at the 
desired level of  
scale/expotential 
growth, 
sustained by an 
ecosystem of 
actors
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Second, leaders must constantly be analyzing the pathways for scale. Selecting appropriate partners, in either 

the public or private sectors, is only the first step. There are numerous methods of scaling that leaders must 

sift through and identify as best for the particular innovation. Horizontal scaling expands by replicating 

programs in new geographies and populations. Vertical scaling attempts to increase impact by changing high 

level policy or institutional environment to create top-down change. Functional scaling attempts to increase 

the functional scope of innovations, such as innovating in sickle cell disease treatment by promoting better 

general nutrition alongside researching low-cost treatments. Selecting one, or a hybrid, of these approaches is 

key to scaling. 

Next, leaders must understand their role in scaling innovation. One aspect of this leadership role is in 

determining how they can eliminate constraints for their innovations. For example, financial partners can 

also play a non-financial role by using their position to influence key actors and ease open bottlenecks. 

Perhaps the most difficult part of understanding the role of leaders is in determining when further 

engagement is needed. When is it best to hands-on with an innovative program, and when is it best to hand 

off the program to partners? It’s not enough to develop a new program, scale it up, and then watch from a 

distance. Leadership in the age of the SDGs requires long-term advice and input from partners over the 

course of the lifetime of the project. 

Finally, leaders must ensure transparency. In the context of innovations for the achievement of the SDGs, 

transparency means ensuring accountability and comparability. Transparency forms the bedrock for 

collaboration, as partners must be aware and informed. In addition, transparency aids public adoption of 

innovation, as public perceptions rely on transparent communication of objectives and efficacy. A recent 

consideration in transparency is comparability, ensuring that data is standardized and capable of being 

compared to the data of other initiatives. Comparability makes engagement in international multistakeholder 

programs easier and more efficient, furthering the goal of impact through collaboration. 

Sustainable Technology – Inclusion,  Responsibility, and Safeguards 

Inclusion: 

The 2030 Agenda places inclusion at its heart: “As we embark on this great collective journey, we pledge that 

no one will be left behind. Recognizing that the dignity of the human person is fundamental, we wish to see 

the Goals and targets met for all nations and peoples and for all segments of society. And we will endeavour to 

reach the furthest behind first.” 
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While innovations in Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) have the potential to raise the quality of life 

for all members of society, the technological transformations of the 21st century have largely had an 

asymmetric impact. This imbalance is evident in the vast geographical disparities in economic growth and 

social development around the world, much of which has been fueled by access to new developments in STI. 

When discussing and evolving “delivery through technology,” it’s not enough to use innovative technology to 

open up new markets and potential client bases. Underserved segments of society and communities need to 

become copartners in development; catch-up economic growth is only possible when technology is integrated 

through bottom-up approaches that build an inclusive foundation for society. 

The work of the Tata Group, in partnership with Google, to bring ICT literacy to rural India with the Internet 

Saathi Initiative and the efforts of GSMA serve as important role models to inclusive development. Both 

Internet Saathi and GSMA address two common sore spots for technological inclusion: the urban/rural divide 

and the persistent gender gap. While there is an ethical texture to these inclusive aims – it’s the right thing to 

do – there are significant practical implications as well. Focusing on access for women and girls is an impact 

multiplier: according to research, women reinvest 90 percent of every dollar made back into her family, 

compared to only 30 to 40 percent for men.86 Numerous studies have demonstrated that women earners are 

more likely to support educational attainment of their children than men, and that each additional year of 

schooling for children is directly correlated with improved potential earnings.87 The result is a cumulative set 

of impact multipliers that can dramatically accelerate the economic growth of a society. Unlocking these 

multipliers is one of the goals of inclusive development. 

 

However, while impact assessment is essential, it is far too easy to get lost in analysis of expected efficiency. 

The benefits of certain sectors of inclusive development were for a long time not immediately clear, but in 

recent years, have come to light. For example, accessibility was long considered expensive and inefficient. 

                                                                  

86 Women's Health and the World's Cities, 36 

87 10.1080/09645292.2018.1484426/ 10.1162/qjec.2008.123.3.1251 
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While the ILO estimates that one in seven of the world’s population have disabilities, many businesses 

historically ignored accessibility issues. ICT companies that pioneered accessibility principles and guidelines 

have recently reaped the rewards through huge value-add innovations. Technologies like predictive text, text-

to-speech, and voice control have not just improved accessibility for millions with disabilities but have found 

much broader application. In early 2019, Amazon announced that it had sold over 100 million devices with its 

voice user interface, Alexa.88 Many top technology companies are now focusing on accessibility to move 

beyond conventional interaction approaches and to become more human-centric. Importantly, the impact of 

these accessibility innovations was not immediately apparent when they first entered the market. Technology 

firms need to start thinking about inclusive design and development as innovation locations that serve as 

long-term investment opportunities, even when initial impact is relatively opaque. 

Responsibly using Big Data: 

We are in the midst of a data revolution. The Cape Town Global Action Plan for Sustainable Development Data 

was launched in 2017 at the inaugural United Nations World Data Forum, and it calls for a commitment by 

governments, policy leaders, and the international community to undertake key actions under six strategic 

areas of data for sustainable development: its dissemination and use; coordination and strategic leadership; 

innovation and modernization of national statistical systems; strengthening of basic statistical activities and 

programs; multi-stakeholder partnerships; and mobilizing resources and coordinating efforts for capacity 

building. Big data can provide essential insights to inform policy and CSR efforts, and it is a vital tool that 

needs to be embraced by more development stakeholders.89 

Key Principles of the Cape Town Global Action Plan for Sustainable Development Data 

    Completeness of scope. The Plan shall address all aspects of coordination, production and use of data for 

sustainable development. The plan shall describe necessary steps to modernize and strengthen statistical systems. The 

plan shall address short, middle and long-term actions, with particular focus on building the infrastructure and the 

capacity needed to support local, national, regional and global statistical requirements. The plan is to be perceived as a 

living document, open to potential adjustments at a later stage to account for future development. 

                                                                  

88 https://www.cnet.com/news/amazon-has-sold-more-than-100-million-alexa-devices/ 

89 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/hlg/cape-town-global-action-plan/ 



WORKING PAPER 

120 | P a g e  

 

    Accountability. The modern production of statistics requires comprehensive interaction among data providers, 

producers and users. Therefore, trust among data providers, producers and users of statistics is key for the effective 

functioning of the national, regional, and global statistical systems in full adherence with the UN Fundamental Principles 

of Official Statistics. Accordingly, the plan identifies national statistical systems, under the leadership of National 

Statistical Offices as the necessary and appropriate leaders of this effort. 

    Cooperation. The Plan recognizes the crucial role of cooperation among countries, regional organizations, and other 

international organizations and stakeholders in supporting countries’ plans and efforts in capacity building. The Plan 

recognizes the expertise and abilities of these key stakeholders as essential resources for progress and modernization. 

Indeed, they have a crucial role in capacity building exercises and in carrying out statistical capacity building efforts in 

their areas of work. Nonetheless, the role of international organizations and regional entities to the development of 

methodologies and data in their respective programmes must be conducted in full consultation and coordination with 

National Statistical Offices. Coordination and streamlining of these activities are necessary to avoid duplication of efforts 

and channel effort to furthering the Agenda. 

However, big data is not an infallible panacea. To ensure that global sustainable development goals are 

realized and that progress is appropriately and responsibly tracked using big data, applications of big data 

analytics should respect individual privacy and the highest norms of ethical conduct. While the use of big data 

has many benefits, especially in the context of the SDGs, this use raises questions about the potential harms 

posed to individuals and to identifiable groups or populations. The key to ensuring that data is utilized 

responsibly is to properly assess the likelihood of risks and related harms in proportion to the expected 

benefits of data use. A balance needs to be struck between protecting privacy and maximizing the utility of big 

data for safe-guarding civil rights, ensuring fairness, and preventing discrimination. 

Who owns data (e.g., governments, individual, or data collectors)? How and when it should be used? Who has 

power to modify, package, derive benefit from, or assign access to it— many questions that arise with the use 

of big data analytics remain yet to be answered. 

Development partners using big data need to assess whether their data analytics approach is truly inclusive. 

Incomplete representation in datasets – due to the exclusion of certain populations – can lead to biases in 

conclusions or recommendations based on data analytics. This in turn can lead to unfair or discriminatory 

decision-making and magnify social inequalities. At the root of this issue is the “black box” nature of much 

data analysis and number-crunching algorithms. The opacity of big data can render it almost impossible for 

stakeholders to engage and critique data analysis in a meaningful manner. In addition, recent research has 

challenged the effectiveness of existing privacy protections. One of the most difficult challenges is the “de-
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anonymization” of big data: with just a few points identifiable information, individuals can be singled out of 

nominally anonymous data. 90 

To combat potential exploitation of big data, companies and country governments need to bake ethical 

guidelines and privacy into implementation from the very beginning. It is not enough to enshrine privacy as a 

general principle or to retrofit products with privacy protections as an afterthought. A few possible mitigation 

strategies have already been offered by privacy and ethical frameworks that are adaptable to sustainable 

development and humanitarian contexts, such as the “UNDG Guidance Note on Big Data for SDGs: Data 

Privacy, Data Protection and Data Ethics” and the “UN Global Pulse Data Privacy and Data Protection 

Principles.”91 

ICTs and Social Safeguards 

The unprecedented adoption of social media and messaging platforms across developed and developing 

countries has connected people and communities to each other and the rest of the world as never before. 

Internet penetration is far from universal but, in 2018, more than 4 billion people—over half the world’s 

population—are connected to the Internet. The number of social media users rose by 13 percent between 

2017 and 2018, and now stands at 3 billion people.92 And for many, social media and messaging platforms 

have increasingly come to supplant traditional media outlets as the most up-to-date sources of news and 

information on current affairs. 

As is often noted, these dramatic transformations in communications technologies and the proliferation of 

social media platforms hold tremendous power and promise. Many of the case studies above have 

demonstrated that new media can democratize access to information and knowledge, establish new spaces 

and practices of dialogue and discussion and enable the rapid mobilization of public forces for social change. 

                                                                  

90 Unique in the Crowd: The privacy bounds of human mobility, Yves-Alexandre de Montjoye, César A. 
Hidalgo, Michel Verleysen & Vincent D. Blondel 

91 https://undg.org/document/data-privacy-ethics-and-protection-guidance-note-on-big-data-for-
achievement-of-the-2030-agenda/ and https://www.unglobalpulse.org/privacy-and-data-protection-
principles 

92 https://hootsuite.com/pages/digital-in-2019 

https://undg.org/document/data-privacy-ethics-and-protection-guidance-note-on-big-data-for-achievement-of-the-2030-agenda/
https://undg.org/document/data-privacy-ethics-and-protection-guidance-note-on-big-data-for-achievement-of-the-2030-agenda/
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The same systems, however, have also given rise to serious social challenges, foremost among which is the 

phenomenon of fake news—the accidental or deliberate spread of misinformation. Rumors and deception 

campaigns are not necessarily new, but what is new is the speed at which this information can circulate 

online and across social networks and the damaging impact it can have. The proliferation of potential sources 

of information online has also made it increasingly difficult for many people to distinguish between what is 

credible and what is not. Deliberate disinformation campaigns have been used to stoke hatred and 

manipulate citizens for political gain. Moreover, the phenomenon itself has more recently been 

instrumentalized by some politicians to sow confusion by using the label “fake news” to attack professional 

and independent news outlets that produce critical or negative coverage. 

Exhibit: Facebook’s WhatsApp in India 

India has rapidly outpaced the United States as the largest global market for Facebook and it’s growing faster 

each day. As of 2018, there are over 225 million users of Facebook’s encrypted messaging app WhatsApp in 

Inida. In 2018, a clip from a Pakistani anti-kidnapping public service ad was edited to appear as a real 

kidnapping and went viral on the WhatsApp platform. Users circulated the video along with rumors that 

hundreds of child kidnappers were invading Indian cities. By the time news media and the police were able to 

debunk the viral fake news, at least two dozen were killed in mob attacks.93 In the first three months of 2019, 

Facebook removed 5.4 million pieces of content that included child sexual exploitation, 4 million pieces of 

hate speech, 6.4 million pieces of terrorist propaganda, and 1.76 billion pieces of spam, among other banned 

content.94 However, the child-kidnapping mob violence in India demonstrates the deadly stakes facing ICT 

companies around the world. Despite the volume of Facebook’s recent moderation efforts, small errors can 

have dramatic impacts on vulnerable communities around the world. 

The fake news phenomenon is not just a concern for ICT firms, as rumors, hoaxes, and disinformation have 

clear ramifications for every sector of industry. Fake news has been particularly damaging to public health 

efforts around the world, including developed countries with digitally literate populations. “Disinformation 

and unfounded allegations of harm from vaccines, or from food fortification are directed through abuse of the 

social media reaching at hundreds of millions of people with enormous success and resulting in economically 

                                                                  

93 https://www.latimes.com/world/la-fg-india-whatsapp-2019-story.html 

94 https://law.yale.edu/system/files/area/center/justice/document/dtag_report_5.22.2019.pdf 
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damaging and costly care for preventable diseases.”95 Pharmaceutical companies like Novartis may soon need 

to become central partners in addressing fake news on social media. 

Policy makers and experts are still grappling with solutions to rampant fake news. In the developing world, 

the best approach seems to be through media literacy to develop the capacity of the public and key 

stakeholders to seek credible news sources and detect and stop the spread of fake news. Media literacy 

efforts are just the first step, and industry leaders need to work closely with ICT and local governments to 

develop holistic solutions. 

The rise of fake news holds an important lesson to innovators in every field: do not think ground-breaking 

technology will immediately erase harmful human behavior. Rumors and hoaxes have existed as long as 

humanity, and although people have access to more information and research than ever before, social media 

has simply magnified existing human tendencies toward psychologically shocking content. Careful effort must 

be made by innovators to integrate social safeguards into every aspect of new technology.   

Public/ Private Partnerships to Help the Furthest Left Behind 

There is a growing realization on how adapting core business practices and value chains towards 

sustainability can lead to new business opportunities and greater competitiveness in a fast-changing global 

economy. It can also help those furthest left behind.  

The Business and Sustainable Development Commission which is a group of CEO's and civic leaders that were 

convened by the UN recently put out a report identifying twelve trillion dollars of opportunities that can be 

created through achieving the SDGs.  

Public-private partnerships have the capacity to promote and spur innovation and leverage new technologies 

that can then be scaled up or replicated for wider impact. For instance, GSMA has shown some great examples 

not only of innovation for development through mobile cash transfers and the use of mobile technology to 

advance health and education, but also of partnerships with governments to widen the scale of these efforts 

and then replicating these models in other African countries. 

                                                                  

95 Case Studies in Public Health, Tulchinsky, 26 
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According to World Bank data, 1.06 billion people live without electricity; 4.5 billion still lack access to safely 

managed sanitation; and 2.1 billion lack access to safely managed drinking water. In 2016, more than 300,000 

children under five years of age died from washing-related diarrheal diseases.  Public-private partnerships 

(PPPs) can be a tool to meet these needs for infrastructure services. In a well thought out regulatory 

environment, Public Private Partnerships can bring greater efficiency and sustainability to the provision of 

public services. Several criteria have been taken into account in designing programs engaging public private 

partnerships including whether the project promote entrepreneurial activities of disadvantaged or low-

income persons?  

Recognizing the opportunities that effective private sector engagement through development co-operation 

provides, and in addressing the concerns of all stakeholders through an inclusive process, the Global 

Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation (GPEDC) developed the “ Kampala Principles” which were 

launched in July 2019. The Principles are a set of strategic priorities for private sector engagement through 

development co-operation. 

 

OECD Kampala Principles 

The five principles promote ownership of private sector engagement (PSE) through development co-operation 

by partner countries and ensure the alignment of PSE projects and programs with national sustainable 
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development priorities. They focus on realizing sustainable development results and serve as a basis for 

inclusive dialogue and more effective partnerships. The principles support greater transparency and 

accountability and   

The Kampala Principles call for at the policy level there is a need to identify key sectors, markets and 

populations where increased private investment and entrepreneurial activity to support sectoral, national 

and international sustainable development priorities and efforts to leave no one behind.  Ensure sustainable 

results by aligning core business and development interests.  

Financial Inclusion:  “The JP Morgan model is outdated”  

Some of the most vibrant public and private partnerships have included financial inclusion models and this 

model has been identified as an enabler for 7 of the 17 SDGs.   

UN Secretary-General António Guterres recently called for ‘more action, more ambition and more political 

will’ to ensure the SDGs would be met, urging business leaders to use their leadership positions and platforms 

to galvanize the global community to take action on the issues. At the end of 2018, he launched a global task 

force charged with recommending strategies to harness the potential of financial technology to advance the 

Sustainable Development Goals. The Task Force on Digital Financing consists of leaders from a range of 

sectors from both developed and developing countries.  

 “We have already seen how technology has helped expand financial inclusion—itself an important goal—by 

1.2 billion people in just six years,” said Secretary Guterres. “But we have only just begun to tap the potential 

of digital finance and investment to meet the broader agenda set forth in the Sustainable Development Goals 

and the Paris Agreement on climate change.” “Digitization makes it possible to process financial data much 

faster, more accurately, and in exponentially greater volumes,” said co-Chair Maria Ramos. “Not just financial 

institutions, but entire financial systems are being transformed by the digital revolution. We have an historic 

opportunity to ensure that what emerges are financial systems that put people at the centre.” 

Our study indicates that strategic approaches towards developing national financial inclusion strategies 

bringing together financial regulators, telecommunications, competition and education ministries increase 

the pace and impact of reforms, but most of all what is needed are new and imaginative models of financial 

inclusion. 
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Kumar Mahadeva, the visionary founder of Cognizant says that that the JP Morgan model is “outdated” and 

cannot solve the challenges of emerging markets.   Although JP Morgan has often been characterized as the 

"greatest banker” of the United States, financial models such as ANT are remaking the world. 

The most valuable FinTech company in the world – Ant Services Financial Group highlights the role of 

financial inclusion in development.  SDG Advocate Jack Ma founded Ant Financial via his Alibaba Group.  With 

a valuation of $150 billion, Ant Financial Services Group is the highest valued TechFin company in the world, 

and the world's most valuable Unicorn company. Ant's flagship Tianhong Yu'e Bao money-market fund is the 

biggest in the world, with over 588 million users of Ant's mobile payments network, Alipay, contributing, 

more than a third of China's population. Yue’bao’s mobile money market fund has a minimum investment 

threshold of Rmb1 ($0.15), making it accessible as an investment tool to anyone with a smartphone. Yue’bao 

is now the world’s largest money market fund with about $200bn in assets under management. The SDGs 

cannot be achieved without bringing those who were previously unbackable to the banking system. The role 

of financial inclusion in development highlights the role financial inclusion in attaining many SDGs.   

Ant’s technology and innovation for social good – share many of the same values of targeting rural poverty 

and gender equality as the SDGs. Ants are small and represent the little people, to provide access to financial 

inclusion to the underserved or unserved.   

Building Partnerships is Important for Scale 

From B-Kash in Bangladesh to G-Cash in the Philippines, Ant Financial is forming joint venture to bring digital 

wallet services around the world to serve the underserved. In Hong Kong, working the with Li Kashing 

company, Ant Financial launched a blockchain-powered cash remittance service that will allow real-time 

transfers of cash between individuals in Hong Kong and the Philippines. 

Ant has an open stated intention to reach two billion users by 2025.  The way in which they’ll achieve that is 

through local partnerships, and many of those have been started already from Thailand to Korea to Indonesia.   

Financial inclusion is key to helping to and achieving the SDGs. Digital financial payment products – a mobile 

phone linked to a bank account – allow people to get money from far-flung relatives and friends in a crisis, 

reducing the odds they’ll fall into poverty. There’s growing evidence that digitizing payments—for health, 

education or other social safety nets – yields big benefits for individuals, in addition to improving efficiency 

for governments and aid agencies by reducing transaction costs and leakage.  Still women continue to be left 

behind from these services and partnerships must be bolder and more ambitious involving multilaterals and 

big business like IFC and Ant.    
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The IFC estimates that the microfinance sector reaches less than 20 percent of its potential market among the 

world’s 3 billion poor people. Digital financial services such as loans, savings, and money transfers help small 

and medium sized businesses run by women. To help address a gap, Ant Financial and IFC partner to use 

Internet-based financing to expand lending to more Chinese micro and small enterprises and women-owned 

businesses.  

IFC has provided Ant Financial subsidiary, Ant Credit, about 1.5 billion yuan ($245 million) in financing. This 

arrangement includes 500 million yuan ($80 million) specifically looking at women entrepreneurs through 

the IFC/Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women Entrepreneurs Opportunity Facility, that provides financing to 

women-owned SMEs in developing countries.  

Information that establishes creditworthiness, collected with the help of big data technologies and cloud 

computing, allow Ant Financial to lend without having to take securities and assets such as buildings or 

inventories as guarantees for loans. This lowers the threshold for loan disbursements and helps to provide 

financing to clients who previously stood no chance of obtaining loans. 

Ant Credit is able to provide microloans to small businesses and individual entrepreneurs over the Internet. It 

evaluates small business owners creditworthiness based on transactional and behavioral data. Ant Credit’s 

clients are disproportionately small businesses owned by women—on Alibaba Group’s online marketplaces. 

Given that women account for 1.1 billion of unbanked adults, or most of the financially excluded, Ant financial 

services can be a major tool of economic empowerment. Consider, Chen Yuanyuan, a small business owner 

who shortly after her loan application, received a text message telling her that the company had approved a 

$67,000 loan. Her business now has a turnover exceeding $8 million a year. Ant’s digital-lending system has 

become a game-changer in financial inclusion in China. 

Kumar Mahadeva too states that globalization and the emerging economies have brought a new demographic 

that calls for financial inclusion in the model of Ant which has 300 billion in investments and uses the Base of 

the Pyramid (BoP) innovation. It has been estimated that 4.5 billion people represent a huge market of 

creative and resilient customers.   

“The Future of Work is Female: Many of the Future Innovations will come from the Minds of Women” 

SDG 9 seeks to promote industrialization that is inclusive and resilient. Similar to how mechanization was the 

pillar of industrialization in the twentieth century, today’s notion of the same is being defined by new 

frontiers in AI and Deep Learning. In keeping with SDG 9 and 5, the common thread of skewed gender 
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participation in innovation needs to be changed to advance both innovation and inclusion.  Women-led 

private technology companies achieve 35 percent higher return on investment, and when venture-backed, 

bring in 12 percent higher revenue than male-owned tech companies96.  Other research shows similar results 

for venture-backed organizations that are the most inclusive of women in top management to the tune of 34 

percent higher total return for shareholders. In a 2018 study by BCG and MassChallenge, a US-based global 

network of accelerators, the average investment amount in a company founded or cofounded by women 

averaged less than half the amount invested in companies founded by male entrepreneurs. However, startups 

founded and cofounded by women actually performed better over time, generating 10% more in cumulative 

revenue over a five-year period: $730,000 compared with $662,000.97 Despite these findings, a woman CEO 

and founder of a tech firm is a rarity even in Silicon Valley.  

 

With the MeToo and #TimesUp movements targeting technology companies, the conspicuous absence of 

women leaders in technology has come to the forefront. In Brotopia: Breaking Up the Boys’ Club of Silicon 

Valley, Emily Change, the Bloomberg anchor wrote that women are vastly underrepresented in technology, 

and they have to figure out how to navigate workplace discrimination despite research showing that diversity 

— and women, in particular — can make businesses more successful. 

                                                                  

96 Karen E. Klein, “Women Who Run Tech Startups Are Catching Up,” Bloomberg, 20 February 2013, para. 1. 

97 https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/why-women-owned-startups-are-better-bet.aspx 

https://www.amazon.com/Brotopia-Breaking-Boys-Silicon-Valley/dp/0735213534
https://www.amazon.com/Brotopia-Breaking-Boys-Silicon-Valley/dp/0735213534
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2018/why-women-owned-startups-are-better-bet.aspx
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When we meet Kamakshi Sivaramakrishnan, one of the few women of color CEO/founders of a technology 

firm in Silicon Valley, she is in the midst of selling her company Drawbridge to LinkedIn/Microsoft. She makes 

a bold prediction: “The Future of Work is Female.” She tells us, “I truly hope and expect that in my lifetime 

there will be a generation where the success of women in science and technology is not an exception – it is the 

norm. I hope that my entrepreneurial story – though just one such story – can serve as inspiration to 

empower other women and girls to follow, so we can achieve gender equality.” 

The twenty-first century has been defined predominantly by increasing interconnectedness, alliances and 

partnerships that were thought improbable before. However, women’s leadership in hard core engineering 

fields is still rare. Kamakshi’s path towards founding a groundbreaking tech company has been anything but 

conventional. According to Kamakshi, “I grew up having broken pretty much every rule in the book that I was 

given as a young woman or as a child.” She studied engineering in India before moving to the US, where she 

eventually went on to pursue a Ph.D. at Stanford University in information theory. Although Kamakshi and 

her tech company have not worked in the area of the SDGs, Kamakshi is the extraordinary unicorn in Silicon 

Valley who wants to and needs to align her innovations with the SDGs. The word unicorn was coined by 

Aileen Lee in 2013, she wrote an analysis of the start-up and tech ecosystem in which she called a group of 

billion-dollar start-ups as “unicorns”—a reference to their supposed rarity. Kamakshi is rare because she is a 

woman of color unicorn in Silicon Valley’s old boys club. 

Kamakshi’s challenge to the future of work is this: ”I expect that many of the future innovations will come 

from the minds of women.”  

 As for future challenges, Kamakshi talks of the technology frameworks for AI and machine learning which are 

rapidly advancing, and as with any technology, there are risks, real or perceived. But these advancements are 

creating and revolutionizing practically every conceivable industry, and the value will only continue to grow 

and have an impact. Among possible risks, she remains concerned about the “subconscious bias that can be 

created by the vast gender asymmetry and under-representation of the female psychology, perspective style 

and even consciousness.”  

To block the implicit biases that Kamakshi emphasizes, we need to challenge our assumptions. This is never 

so important as in the field of technology delivery for the SDGs. Diversity spurs innovation.  In fact as 

Columbia Professor Katherine Phillips  has said, diversity makes us smarter. In the era of the SDGs, we have to 

push ourselves harder to think of ways in which gender and global diversity in modes of thinking and analysis 

can accelerate the SDGs. 

Transformative Leadership: Lessons from the Narratives  
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The SDGs provide a framework for leaders in the public and private sphere to anchor their activities upon a 

set of universal moral goals. In this Study, we see one unifying thread binding together the profiles: the 

centrality of cooperation. Ngozi Okonjo- Iweala’s mantra is that “innovation is a collaborative process.”  Every 

era of creative ferment, whether it is the Enlightenment or the Industrial Revolution, the sharing of ideas was 

an important process for creation. The leaders of innovation then and now expand on the ideas that already 

exist but use them differently and for different purposes.    Bringing everyone together and creating 

partnerships is important to the leaders we examine. Vas Narasimhan talked about his early training, "When I 

was working in Peru on a TB program, running a project with the Ministry of Health, I saw how difficult it is to 

get the various stakeholders from around the country together and align around a common goal.” 

The leaders analyzed here all strive for innovation through inclusion. James MacGregor Burns, the famous 

leadership theorist, argued that the best leaders “raise one another to higher levels of motivation and 

morality.” Our findings support his conclusion. The SDGs set a high bar, and contemporary leaders must be 

willing to collaborate for their achievement. 

In the final analysis, Burns argues that “transforming leaders define public values that embrace the supreme 

and enduring principles of a people. These values are the shaping ideas behind human civilization.  The SDGS 

are in the words of Mary Robinson the greatest diplomatic feat of the 2st century.  At testing times such as 

now, during the life span of the 2030 Agenda, when people confront the possibilities – and threat- of great 

change, powerful values and transformative leaders from the public and private sphere must rise to the 

forefront.  They are the motivation for women and men who seek to herald a renaissance through the 2030 

Agenda; and they are the standard bearers for a new and inclusive age of economic growth for future 

generations to come.”     

No leader is perfect, and they often acknowledge missteps that help them learn, but transformative leaders 

have a vision for the common good.  In Plato's Republic, Socrates tells us that leaders are fitted by nature to 

"engage in philosophy and to rule in a city." This philosophy or end values is what differentiates the leaders 

from another. A hall mark of a transformative leader is one who is engaged in end values of liberty, justice 

and equality than others. For James McGregor Burns, the notions of collective purpose and social change have 

moral priority in a normative theory of leadership. What distinguishes a transformative leader from others is 

that the former is concerned with a higher purpose that goes beyond, civility, tolerance, and openness." 

Although these are important values, a transforming leader operates at a value level higher than others to 

embrace a set of moral principles. The SDGS provide a unifying set of universal moral principles or virtues 

that offer leaders a framework within which to both align their work as well as unite their values.        
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Even at an early age, transforming leaders are concerned about a legacy. Even in her early 30's, Natalie 

Jabangwe has said, "I want to be remembered as a great contributor to the economic development of nations 

and a champion in developing the potential of others."  Jabangwe’s narrative shows that the social sciences 

are as relevant in the age of technology as ever before.  Her creativity calls upon a rigorous respect for both 

the sciences and the humanities. Her work combines science and the humanities in what Ada Lovelace, the 

woman who pioneered computer programming in the 1840’s and the daughter of the poet Lord Byron called 

the poetical science.  Lovelace has said,” human imagination must bring together facts, ideas, conceptions in 

new endless every- varying combinations.”   

Transforming leaders have the capacity to see into the future: seeing the connections that others do not see 

and they anticipate change. Ngozi Okonjo Iweala has said:  "Mobile phone technology can help to bring 

financial services to the 80 percent of African women who do not have a bank account and bolster the growth 

of the world's poorest continent. It's not just about empowering women, it's about economic growth. Unless 

we can make access to finance easier for women in their businesses, we will be missing out on a significant 

portion of growth within our economies." 

Financial and Digital Exclusion:   

Women’s access to financial services, including mobile remittances, is less than half that of men in Chad, Niger, 

Morocco, Pakistan, and Yemen. The equivalent number in India is 66 percent. These regions are home to about 72 

percent of all women who face constraints on access to financial services. Women’s use of the Internet and mobile 

phones remains only 50 to 75 percent that of men in Bangladesh, India, Iran, Senegal, Turkey, and Uganda. Sub 

Saharan Africa and the MENA region account for 52 percent of all women lacking access to the Internet. Mobile 

money and digitalization of financial services offer greater opportunities for women and could be a democratizing 

tool in these regions.      

--Source: McKinsey Global Research on the Power of Parity, 2015  

The leaders work for the broadest possible impact. Although Mats Granryd is committed to a " Business Plan 

for Sustainable Development,” his higher purpose is the impact on the world and not necessarily business. He 

says: "I am inspired by individuals who are working to change the world for the better, in ways large and 

small. ... Not everyone will be a Malala, but we should all aspire to have that kind of impact." 

While Malala showed us the courage of the human spirit, we look back on the wisdom of Ada Lovelace who 

cautioned us that, “The Analytical Engine has no pretensions whatever to originate anything. It can do 

whatever we know how to order it to perform.” Her idea was that augmented intelligence occurs when 
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humans create a symbiotic relationship with technology.  Artificial Intelligence cannot replace humans but 

instead become their partners.  What leadership in the age of the SDGs and the digital revolution shows us is 

that purposeful leadership is imperative to sustainable change.  In Leonardo da Vinci’s words: “Human 

ingenuity will never devise any invention more beautiful, nor more to the purpose than Nature does.” 
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