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ABSTRACT

Social entrepreneurship initiatives offer an alternative to more traditional government foreign aid programs. Social entrepreneurship is described in this article, along with the historical context of African nations typically receiving aid.  Three aid-providing sectors – charity, government, and social entrepreneurship are also critiqued. We then examine the perceptions of aid recipients in an East African village to determine their views of social entrepreneurship as compared to other types of foreign aid.  Open-ended interviews were conducted with village elders to establish an exploratory research foundation.  In general, village leaders were more favorable to social entrepreneurship efforts because they offered the possibility of self-reliance and sustainability over time.  Large government foreign aid largesse rarely reached villagers, so had little effectiveness in relieving their poverty.

INTRODUCTION


World poverty is one of the pre-eminent issues of our time.  More innovative solutions, such as those found in social entrepreneurship, may hold the key to addressing the overwhelming needs in a global community concerned about poverty.  The aim of this paper is to explore the current business models of foreign assistance and to conduct exploratory interviews to determine the views of populations intended to benefit from these programs.   

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP

The concept of social entrepreneurship emerged in the 1980s from the work of Bill Drayton at Ashoka, and was reinforced when Muhammad Yunus brought prominence to the concept of social entrepreneurship through his establishment of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh [1].  There are two major approaches to social entrepreneurship. The first focuses on intentions and outcomes, with a definition described by “innovative efforts to solve persistent social problems of poverty and marginalization” [5].  The second approach focuses on opportunities and needs as an adaptation to realities of social enterprising.  Social entrepreneurs are “people who realize where there is an opportunity to satisfy some unmet needs that the state welfare system will not or cannot meet and who pool the necessary resources” [5].  
HISTORICAL APPROACHES TO SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Three legs, or sectors, for solving social problems have evolved during the past several hundred years: charity, government aid, and non-governmental organizations.  While charity may have appeased the consciences of the givers, it may have also perpetuated poverty by taking initiative away from the poor. During the Enlightenment, the seeds of the welfare state were created when political thinkers suggested that a republican state should take a scientific approach to administer aid to the poor in a more secular, fair, and rational way.  With government as the main actor in resolving social problems, increased access to education and health care resulted.  Limits to government programs, however, have also been noted, with criticisms that such programs are excessively bureaucratic, ineffective, wasteful, political, and antithetical to innovation .The recent rise in social entrepreneurship emphasizes innovation, experimentation, and flexibility to solving social problems.  Social entrepreneurs aim to create sustainable improvements and are willing to draw on both self-interest and compassion to complete their tasks.  Social entrepreneurs have access to private resources and are able to attract voluntary gifts of money, time, and in-kind donations, leveraging public money devoted to the same problem [1].  
Colonization of Africa and History of Foreign Aid

In the 19th century, Western European countries actively worked toward nation building as they colonized poor nations and identified themselves as being superior and responsible for an evolving world.  They divided Africa among European colonizers, which had a detrimental effect on Africa.  Common beliefs about poor nations, and particularly Africa, changed to some degree when other nations began to acknowledge African’s civility.  This time in history represented a genuine tendency away from racism and towards equality, but “a paternalistic and coercive strain still survived” [2, p. 124].  After World War II, the United States began to approach third world nations from the perspective of providing foreign aid. Part of their motivation was the race for developed nations to provide aid to third world countries so they would not fall under the influence of communists.  They took the position that “…material prosperity was more feasible under freedom (private property, free markets, and democracy) than under communism” [2, p. 25].  The International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, United Nations Development Program, and the Peace Corps are a few organizations still in effect today, providing some level of foreign aid or human rights advocacy throughout the world.  The overall effects of these organizations are greatly debated around the world [2].
 

NEW DEVELOPMENT MODELS AND SOCIAL ENTREPREURSHIP

Some of the global social entrepreneurship programs that have been established include: sustainable local enterprise networks (SLEN), web-based micro-lending marketplaces, bottom-of-the pyramid marketing , social businesses, and  market-making.  SLEN’s are enterprises functioning in densely networked, trust-based environments which include a financial anchor [6].  Web-based micro-lending marketplaces facilitate social investment by acting as an agent between social lenders and borrowers with a specific need for a small amount of money [3].  Bottom-of-the-pyramid marketing emphasizes affordability, access and availability when marketing to the poor.  Social businesses exist to serve a social good while being self-sustaining, and is “cause-driven rather than profit-driven” [7, p. 20].  The market-making model’s purpose is to “midwife new markets or scale up underdeveloped ones,” for example, by eliciting the assistance of governments in Africa and the Caribbean to organize demand and create economies of scale [4].  
RESEARCH

The case study approach was used to provide an in-depth investigation into a small village in East Africa regarding their experiences with aid agencies.  A total of 5 subjects participated as both individuals and in a group. Questions were structured but open-ended, with confidentiality guaranteed.

We discovered that the villagers are interested in assistance that does not make them dependent on any sort of external enterprise.  The village had already engaged in social entrepreneurship when they created and constructed a school for orphaned children by identifying college-educated villagers who were unemployed but able to teach without pay.  They were interested in extending their social enterprises by creating a fish farm and restaurant attractive to tourists.  Sadly, the village has not been able to harness the capital needed to build a restaurant. Despite Western perceptions that such villagers may lack basic business skills, the villagers printed a copy of the official business plan as they reported, “We applied to several banks in the city.  All of them wanted capital in order to give us a loan.”  One respondent indicated, “That is how we see foreign aid in [our country].  They use the money donated back in the United States and other countries on meetings held in beautiful hotels to decide how to use the money.  It never reaches us because they spend it on training, conference and administration.  None of the money reaches the people in need.”  Similar beliefs are held in other villages, “I have family in [another part of East Africa] and they say the same things to me when we discuss this subject.”  While independence from foreign aid and the norms of the village are guiding their efforts toward sustainable projects, a shared vision of foreign aid as wasteful and misdirected seems to affect the people.      

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The purpose of this research was to examine the perceptions of typical Eastern African villagers and their experiences with competing types of foreign aid – traditional government-based aid and newer development models based on social entrepreneurship.  The village in our study provided a rich setting to investigate the differences between top down, large agency bureaucratic foreign aid programs and locally driven sustainable social entrepreneurship.  Villagers were generally more positive about local efforts as compared to larger government projects, which rarely had a visible, significant impact on the villagers’ lives.  The village leaders were very clear in their statements that the people of the village support and partner with each other; it is how they stay alive.  The people will continue that partnership and develop their businesses with the intention of providing for the social good of the community.  
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