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Samasource: Give Work, Not Aid 
Work is at the core of human dignity: it is how we define ourselves and our position in the world. The disparity in access to decent work that pays a fair wage between rich and poor represents, in my mind, the biggest threat to global stability. — Leila Janah, CEO and founder, Samasource As she landed at the San Francisco International Airport, Leila Janah reflected on her most recent visit to Samasource’s delivery centers in Kenya. Founded in September 2008, Samasource connected over 1,500 people living in poverty to work over the Internet. The company secured contracts for digital services from large companies in the United States and Europe, divided the work up into small pieces (called “microwork”), and then sent it to delivery centers in developing regions of the world for completion through a web-based interface. Samasource, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit with 20 people working at headquarters, was growing rapidly. By October 2011, the company worked with 16 partner delivery centers in South Asia (India and Pakistan), Africa (Kenya, South Africa, and Uganda), and Haiti (see Exhibit 1 for a map of Samasource’s partner delivery centers). The company had disbursed over $1 million in direct payments to workers. The data Samasource had collected showed that its work had an impact on over 6,000 people in these developing regions. While the company had come a long way since its founding, Janah also knew that it still had far to go to fulfill its mission of fighting poverty through the provision and execution of digital work. As she walked off the plane, her mind started racing with the scaling challenges the company faced. How could Samasource best secure additional funding to sustain and accelerate its growth? How could it best help entrepreneurs at delivery centers and workers develop new skills? And even more fundamentally, how could this social business efficiently scale to 10,000 workers and beyond? 

Microwork and Impact Sourcing 
Before founding Samasource, Janah had spent over 11 years exploring economic development in emerging regions through multiple paths. First, as a 17-year-old, she had won a scholarship to travel to Ghana and teach English to 60 children. During this time, she was struck by the curiosity and intellectual engagement of her students. As she recounted, “I left Ghana wondering how a country so rich in human capacity could be so poor.” When Janah arrived home, she received various letters from her students asking her to send them money or products such as pencils, calculators, or even computer games (see Exhibit 2 for examples). “I was shocked: these were letters from the same 
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students I had in my classes—students with talent and ambitions. What I realized is that they saw a greater opportunity in soliciting help from me than in earning their own money,” she commented. According to Janah, these letters were symptomatic of a larger issue: well-meaning outsiders, both individuals and organizations, had created a culture of handouts in many developing countries. “The sad thing,” she continued, “is that ‘asking,’ for them, was a rational response to severely limited economic opportunities.” The students she had in her classes weren’t lacking in human capital, but they were lacking in opportunities to deploy that human capital. Just a few years later, Janah went to Harvard University to pursue her undergraduate degree. She studied economic development with a focus on Africa. While at Harvard it became clear to her that while trade was good for developing countries at the macro level, the benefits didn’t necessarily flow to poor people at the bottom of the pyramid. During a year off, she joined the World Bank. While she found this big organization’s efforts to be well intentioned, she left after a short time, disillusioned with the process. Janah noted, “In trying to solve the problems of economic development, it was clear to me that the need wasn’t for aid to governments; the need was for dignified work to reach people.” Her next job was at a management consulting firm where she consulted for a large business process outsourcing (BPO) firm. During those engagements, she had the opportunity to learn how the industry worked. It became clear to her that digital work was a type that could yield development in emerging regions. In early 2008, she quit her job as a consultant and took a position as a visiting scholar for the Program for Global Justice at Stanford University. Later that year, Janah founded Samasource. Sama translates to “equal” in Sanskrit. In line with its name, the company’s mission was to alleviate poverty by solving what Janah believed to be “the greatest ethical battle of our time: disparity in access to opportunity to work.” Janah continued, We have been taught to view the poor as passive recipients of either handouts or goods from multinationals. We need to rethink our engagement with the poor. We have 4 billion brains at our disposal. UNESCO recently released a report that says that in the next 30 years, more people will receive education than in all human history. There are 1.5 billion people who speak English as a first or second language. We need to think about these people as producers, and not just in the traditional sense of empowering them with microfinance or by giving them work in manufacturing plants. We need to realize that digital work can provide education and development opportunities for people. 

Work Fragmentation 
In using digital services as a means for job creation and economic development, Samasource was tapping into larger economic trends. Janah explained, The major productivity innovation in the twentieth century was Henry Ford’s assembly line. Ford figured out a way to break down the making of an incredibly complex machine [the Model T] into small chunks that people with basic training could complete. He moved the Model T from the craftsman’s studio into the mainstream. The assembly lines of the future apply the same thinking to digital work. The Economist reported recently that there are three times more bits of information in our digital universe than there are stars in our physical universe. We now have the ability to use computers to help us break down complex processes and to insert human judgment when computers need help. This enables a new kind of worker to earn money; for the first time in human history, people who are living far from major centers of commerce can work on assembly lines. Much like the opportunities that factory 

2 
Purchased by Francisca Lopes (francisca_malpique@hotmail.com) on October 29, 2012 

Samasource: Give Work, Not Aid 

912-011 

work provided for working-class Americans in the last century, microwork will provide opportunities for marginalized people in this one. While the specialization that Ford’s assembly line created was not a new concept, both macro- and micro-economic trends had dramatically sped up the process of specialization over the past 25 years. With the fall of the former Soviet Union and a number of governmental reforms, the late 1980s and early 1990s flooded the global labor markets with high-quality, low-cost talent. Individuals in countries from Brazil and Russia to India and China were now available to companies outside their borders. The impact of this change would have been comparatively smaller if there hadn’t also been rapid advances in information and communication technologies (ICTs) (see Exhibits 3a and 3b for pictures of Africa’s telecommunication backbone in the 1980s and in 2011). Thanks to ICTs, it became possible to send digital documents around the world at minimal expense. Combined with complementary technologies such as scanners to digitally convert an application form for data entry or an X-ray for an outsourced radiologist, work could be comparatively easily transported to the best destination worldwide. In addition, the data could be captured within software programs (ranging from spreadsheets to enterprise systems) and then divided into smaller pieces. The changes in how work was done led to a significant increase in business process outsourcing . BPO traditionally involved both data entry processes as well as voice processes (i.e., call centers). Samasource’s estimates of the industry size suggested it was over $500 billion in 2010. Tapping into these trends, by 2011 Samasource had created its virtual assembly line (see Exhibit 4). The company targeted three categories of work, all related to cleaning up, augmenting, or making sense of digital data: content generation, data enrichment, and transcription services (see Exhibit 5 for examples). 

Competition 
There were a number of firms competing in the BPO marketplace. First, firms in both India (e.g., Wipro and Infosys) and the Philippines (e.g., SPi Global Teletech) had gained significant scale over time. These companies leveraged the large pool of college graduates with English skills in urban areas to compete effectively in the industry. With the advances in technology, a number of crowdsourcing providers had also entered the BPO space. These companies used their Internet-based technology platforms to divide the work and permit workers to connect to the Internet to complete it. Some companies required workers to prequalify to complete certain tasks, while others allowed anyone to do the work. While their business models differed, crowdsourcing companies included CrowdFlower, CrowdControl, Microtask, oDesk, and Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Finally, a number of firms were beginning to operate in developing regions, such as Rural Shores, B2R and DesiCrew in India. These regions included rural parts of India that had not yet been reached by the BPO boom, as well as other parts of the world that had not traditionally participated in the BPO industry (e.g., Africa). Companies were starting in these areas for two primary reasons. First, as costs continued to rise in the traditional BPO destinations, both customers and existing players began to search for new locations. For instance, while rural India suffered from an infrastructure that was worse than that found in the cities, it was still possible to find talented and underemployed individuals. Given the lack of employment alternatives, these workers tended to stay with a company for longer, as opposed to urban BPO companies that faced annual turnover of 30%–60%.1 Second, governmental and social enterprise initiatives promoted development of companies in new locations. 
1 “Job Creation Through Building the Field of Impact Sourcing,” Monitor Consulting, June 2011. 
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For example, both the South African and Kenyan governments made building domestic BPO businesses major economic development priorities.2 In its efforts to support global development, The Rockefeller Foundation commissioned Monitor Consulting to study the impact sourcing industry. Impact sourcing was defined as BPO delivered by individuals at the bottom of the economic pyramid in their local economy. These individuals had limited other options for employment and were estimated to have less than $3,000 of local purchasing power.3 Monitor estimated a market size for impact sourcing of $4.5 billion in 2010, rising to $20.4 billion in 2015. Further, it estimated that in 2010, $1.2 billion reached workers directly. 4 Samasource took a more stringent view and focused on workers making less than $3 per day in the informal economy. 

Samasource’s Business Structure and Operations 
Different from traditional BPO, impact sourcing relied on a marginalized population of workers to execute the work. Companies operating in this domain took different approaches to managing the supply chain. Samasource had chosen to build technology to allow it to sit in the middle of the supply chain and manage its relationships with customers and delivery centers separately (see Figure 1). Alternatively, some companies such as Digital Divide Data and eGramIT chose to own the delivery centers through which they executed work. Some BPO firms were also setting up their own wholly owned operations in developing regions. 5 

Customer 

Intermediary 

Delivery Center 

Figure 1. Impact Sourcing Supply Chain Samasource divided its operations into four outward-facing parts: development, technology, sales, and delivery (see Exhibit 6 for background on Samasource’s management). There was also a fifth part, operations, tasked with managing human resources, and financial and legal activities. 

Selection and Development of Partner Delivery Centers 
Given the key role that delivery centers played in both serving Samasource’s customers and helping to develop the local economy, Samasource had a robust screening process for partner selection and training. Samasource looked for partners that were locally owned, in a low-income region, and that ideally had a social mission (non-loss, non-dividend). Janah described the process: We start by examining the partner. Is the service partner located in a developing location? Who is going to work at the partner? We want to make sure that they will employ marginalized workers. What is the ownership structure of the partner? We want to make sure that the money will stay in the developing economy. Finally, do they have ethical labor and environmental practices? Do they pay fairly, have good policies, etc.? 
2 “Job Creation Through Building the Field of Impact Sourcing.” 3 “Job Creation Through Building the Field of Impact Sourcing.” 4 “Job Creation Through Building the Field of Impact Sourcing.” 5 “Job Creation Through Building the Field of Impact Sourcing.” 
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To set up its evaluation criteria, Samasource had relied on a number of global standards, such as Transfair (now Fair Trade) and World of Good’s Fair Wage Guide. It also met with a number of fairtrade organizations, as well as groups that were studying socially responsible sourcing. After screening the business on these criteria, the next step was to evaluate whether the partner had the capacity and capability to do the work. Given that many of its partners were start-ups, Samasource evaluated whether a partner was willing to exert the necessary effort to learn. Fundamentally, Samasource had to answer the question, “Do we really want to work with this partner?” Samasource’s typical partner was an entrepreneur with a social mission. For example, some of the first delivery centers in Kenya were run by a brother and a sister who wanted to find a way to provide jobs for marginalized workers in the country. Before working with Samasource, one of them had run a small Internet café, while the other had been an engineer and manager for Shell. They started with four employees each, working in downtown Nairobi. By September 2011, they had 80 full-time workers and 100 part-time workers who worked from home, computer labs, and Internet cafés. By then, they had scaled their centers and were profitable. Over 90% of their work was from Samasource. Samasource engaged in some recruitment for partners and received many requests. For example, in 2008, it ran a recruitment session in Nairobi that drew 60 participants in two weeks. The company received applications from 80 entrepreneurs and chose 7 of them. One year later, 4 were still working with Samasource. Many aspiring entrepreneurs also found their way to Samasource’s website and applied to work with the firm. The company believed that a pull model was absolutely necessary to find entrepreneurs who would be good long-term partners. Janah noted, “Too many development initiatives are push-based. ‘Look at this wonderful thing that we have built, now use it.’ We want locally motivated people who seek us out.” Once a partner joined Samasource, he or she would receive training on Samasource’s proprietary technology platform, the SamaHub, and then be given small trial jobs to learn the work, to illustrate responsiveness, and to develop communication ties between the various parties. Despite the focus on training and development, Samasource sometimes found it necessary to release partners. The company had a three-strike policy with partners whereby a missed deadline, missed update call, and so on, would result in a “strike.” Janah added, “We are okay with our partners making mistakes, but they have to be willing to learn from them. You can’t help people who can’t help themselves.” In 2011, Samasource focused on scaling within an existing region to show that it could have a successful impact on the region. Given the need, as well as some specific funding from The Rockefeller Foundation, Samasource had chosen to focus on East Africa. There was large fiber-optic investment in countries such as Kenya, and the company believed it could leverage that investment. Describing the situation, Janah said, “The head of a Kenyan mobile operator thinks that in the next two years, they will see everyone touched by high-speed Internet access. That creates an opportunity to use mobile phones to access the Internet. Combined with 95% literacy among the youth and 72% of the population under 30, in Kenya there is a perfect confluence of events to use microwork for development.” Given these trends, in 2011 Samasource appointed Jen Cantwell to serve as Managing Director, East Africa, in order to help support partner development and build Samasource’s presence in the region. Samasource invested significant time and effort in development and training at its partner centers. While hiring and equipment purchases were managed locally, Samasource helped the partners with tasks such as branding, building design (e.g., the color palette), and developing standard operating procedures. To date, Samasource had not invested funds in its partners’ centers. However, Samasource did work with entrepreneurs to develop their business plans and to target 
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sources for funding (typically loans). Samasource was considering setting up a separate fund to provide investment capital for promising partners. Some of Samasource’s existing investors had indicated a willingness to participate in such a venture. This kind of fund could further expand the number of entrepreneurs whom Samasource could target. Samasource also worked with its partners to find workers. The company required partners to hire disadvantaged workers. Since partners tended to come from similar backgrounds, many relied on their deep ties in the community to identify workers. As Samasource grew in different regions, it found that there were independent recruiters that would help. Janah explained: A recruiter in a place like Nairobi will have a number of disadvantaged workers approach her about finding a job. While the recruiter may want to place the worker, she can’t because the worker comes from the slums and most companies won’t hire the worker, as there is a lot of discrimination against people with no work experience from poor backgrounds. With Samasource, employers are forced to hire these types of people. We find that women recruiters are more likely to help, and they often do the work pro bono; they are just happy to help. For example, there is one recruiter who has made helping people in the slums a mission. She has a Swahili radio program on workforce development, and she has placed 100 people at one of our centers. 

Standardization across Centers 
To help its centers grow, Samasource focused on standardization. While it wanted to let each center express its own local character, management wanted to standardize the way that work got done. Throughout the year, Samasource held service partner summits to share best practices among the partners and learn how to best improve workers’ performance. In an effort to standardize operations, Samasource launched a new concept, Samalab—a Samasource-owned test center that Jen Cantwell developed and managed. Describing the thinking behind the initiative, Janah noted: Many franchise models own a share and set up a test site; we decided to do it differently and go to partners first. Our long-term scaling idea is to not own the whole vertical. We need sales and IT here to serve the customer and then operations on the other side to deliver the work. These are very different infrastructures. If we can find the right infrastructure and incentivize it, then we can make it work. So we’ll layer a franchise model on top of existing operations. Local entrepreneurs just want to be told what to do, and Samalab can help us do this. With the Samalab concept, the company hoped to test new processes, new approaches to recruiting, and new payment methods and then franchise the model to entrepreneurs. For example, payment was often a challenge for the centers, since workers often did not have bank accounts. Additionally, some workers worked from other locations, so they weren’t co-located at the center. While Samasource had been wiring funds to delivery centers, it was hoping to use a mobile banking infrastructure to provide mobile payments to workers. The Samalab created the opportunity to work this out under controlled conditions. The company hoped to have the first Samalab up and running in Kenya by early 2012. The plan was to start with a 5- to 10-seat center running two shifts. Eventually it hoped to scale up to 25 seats and then to launch Samasites—franchise-like delivery centers—using the Samalab model. Samasites would be businesses-in-a-box and would be run off the SamaHub. 
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Local Employees 
As the company’s name suggested, Samasource was founded on a fundamental belief that people from all backgrounds around the world were equal. That meant that an individual willing to be trained could do the necessary work. However, a great deal of training was necessary. First, given their disadvantaged backgrounds, workers were often shy and did not believe that they were capable. Therefore, Samasource worked with the delivery centers to change their perspectives. Second, Samasource helped workers understand what good work looked like. Most workers had not operated in offices and thus had to be taught about schedules and deadlines. Workers were literally on the opposite side of the world, so they needed to learn how to work with Samasource. Patricia Li, Director of Delivery, described the challenge: We discovered in one center where workers were late, they had been told that they needed to bathe before work. That meant going into the lake; they needed to wait for the sun to come up so the lake would be warm enough to bathe. You have to understand the context that the worker operates in and then help them to understand the changes needed to be successful together. Finally, Samasource trained the workers on how to complete the assigned tasks. This was typically done by educating trainers at the delivery center and by incorporating training and sample tasks in the SamaHub system. Li and her project managers spent a great deal of time on Skype, training the delivery-center managers, providing feedback on how to train the workers, and recording sessions for future training purposes. Each job in SamaHub had a project page that covered the best practices for that particular job. Li and her team also included screenshots of the delivery team doing the tasks so that workers could watch and learn as often as needed. Since work was done through SamaHub, the delivery team could also look for common problems and share specific tips among all workers. Li described the training process: We are trying to interact more with the team leaders, but not too much or else we become a crutch. We are getting to a point where we can say, ‘This info can be found here.’ It is always a challenge to balance our social mission and business objectives. We want to develop the workers, but we can’t spend too much time on that or else it will be unsustainable. In management meetings, we talk a lot about capabilities of the workforce. The delivery staff kept careful track of which centers did best with what kinds of work. For example, the delivery team learned that a center based in Uganda in an area where people had traditionally made pottery, crafts, and poetry was very good at handling creative and writing tasks. The centers in India, instead, preferred work that had clear answers. While the delivery team would typically match preferred work to a center, every so often Li would mix things up. She wanted to see how the centers responded to the change and if they had developed new capabilities. In addition to training programs, Samasource also developed quality and compliance processes involving statistical process control to monitor and correct problems. The objective was to have the SamaHub platform evaluate the task. Samasource evaluated the work using different approaches, depending on the nature of the work. If a question had a limited number of choices, then it would use double- or triple-keying. With this approach, multiple workers completed the same work, and then the system compared the output. If it matched, then the output was likely correct. If it did not match, then the work was run through the process again until it matched. In cases where the output had many different possibilities, then it wasn’t practical to compare the output among workers. Instead, Samasource would break the work down into pieces as small as possible. Then it would randomly insert questions with answers known by the system. At first, it would increase this percentage as a 
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way to evaluate the worker’s performance. As the worker showed her competence, then it would reduce the percentage. For the long term, the company planned to build additional capabilities into SamaHub. It was developing leader boards to show a worker his own performance against the Samasource’s global workforce. It wanted to set up systems where workers could earn a badge for different tasks and then qualify for a particular type of work. Also, workers could earn points that could then be converted into different incentives as well as career-path levels. Talking about the quality process, Li added: Structuring the work is very important for generating a quality output. A worker has to understand what a successful output looks like. Using all of our tools, we will sample a batch of work and then reject it with feedback if there is a problem, so that workers can learn from their mistakes and redo the work. Also, we have a QA team to fill gaps and make the final output client-ready. Our final tool is the delivery schedule. We generally start projects off with lower volumes and more frequent deliveries. We ramp up volumes and move to a regular delivery schedule as workers become more effective. 

Technology 
Samasource felt that SamaHub provided a competitive advantage. Initially, the company had just tried to win contracts and then use Basecamp (a web-based project management tool) to send work to distributed workers. However, it quickly recognized that it needed to manage work at the level of the individual worker. Given the need for training functionality and built-in incentives, it decided to build its own proprietary technology in-house. The goal was to develop a unified, distributed, microwork platform. To accomplish this objective, it relied on agile principles of fast iterations. Built on the Ruby on Rails® open-source web framework, the system helped to unitize the work and then manage it on a real-time basis. On the hub, the development team could track worker speed and worker quality. It could also evaluate performance at the level of a project, an account, or the delivery center. For a team leader at a delivery center, the system was a reporting tool and a work-structuring tool. While the technology group found it challenging to develop technology for people who were far away since they could interpret instructions very differently, the group found that by working closely with the delivery team, it could meet this challenge. Dave Yoon, Director of Engineering at Samasource, noted, “Everything we do is focused on the user—especially the workers at the centers. Technology is a magnifier of talent, but it can’t replace human capital.” Because it managed SamaHub on an ongoing basis, the technology team’s focus was on higher levels of automation. One area that received significant attention was quality control. Martin Anderson, Vice President of Engineering, noted, “When we first ramped up SamaHub, we had some automation, but most of the work went through human reviews. Figuring out how to get rid of those reviews was and continues to be an important part of the development process.” The technology team was constantly experimenting with new ways to eliminate and improve human reviews. For example, it implemented a detailed grading rubric with multiple criteria for reviewers to evaluate individuals’ work. This provided more detail about a worker’s performance and could lead to targeted training interventions. Another opportunity for the team was to make sure that the right workers were working on the right projects. Workers had different skills, and some needed more training than others. Anderson wanted the hub to identify high-performing workers and also workers who needed more help. His 

8 
Purchased by Francisca Lopes (francisca_malpique@hotmail.com) on October 29, 2012 

Samasource: Give Work, Not Aid 

912-011 

goal was to achieve as much of this as was possible algorithmically (i.e., without human intervention). Anderson described the challenge and opportunity that lay ahead: I’ve always been intrigued by the possibility of organizing work so that it is engaging and less monotonous for people. That got me really excited about the opportunity here. I think we are going to face a whole new level of challenges when we scale out our system to thousands of workers and hundreds of customers. Our problems are really about constantly innovating to automate processes within the platform. We have a great team that has been out in the field and really understands the environment and how people get work done. This will be key to our success. I have a lot of confidence in the market picking up the concept of microwork and businesses using it more and more. We have found some great advocates. Our customers are out evangelizing on the ideas of microwork. As people start using this concept of microwork as a way to manage their digital supply chain, then work will grow even more subjective, rather than objective, and that will make quality more difficult to manage. So my role is to think two years ahead and identify how to do it. 

Sales 
Claire Hunsaker managed the enterprise sales process as the Director of Sales and Marketing at Samasource. She and her three-person team were tasked with identifying leads, securing trials, making sure that the trials ran well, and then closing contracts. Describing the process, Hunsaker noted: Samasource is hired for the business value that we provide, and the social impact is an added benefit. It may help us get in the door, it may lead to a warmer meeting, but we still have to prove that we meet all of the business objectives. The social impact is just icing on a cake that is price and quality. In fact, sometimes being a social business can work against us. Both corporate buyers and the public have a lot of preconceived notions around how efficiently a nonprofit can operate. In reality, we run like any other business. While Samasource had not paid anyone to do public relations work on its behalf, the nature of its business was appealing to media outlets. Samasource had been featured in Forbes and the New York Times, and highlighted in a PBS documentary and many other television shows, as well as print and online media. This had led to an increase in the leads it received. However, given its small size, it had to target the types of firms that made business sense. The sales team focused on selling to Fortune 1,000 clients. Existing customers included Google, Intuit, LinkedIn, GoodGuide, ETS, and Benetech, among others. Samasource concentrated on deals that met the workers’ capacity. It wanted to sell to customers that could effectively use Samasource’s workers. Hunsaker added, “We are focusing on what’s nearby, which means Silicon Valley e-commerce. We want consistent, ongoing projects that are critical to a customer’s supply chain. That means contracts that are at least $10,000–$30,000 per month for at least six months. Our goal is to give a small taste, sell it, and then run a trial that turns into an ongoing, long-term project.” Samasource developed a consultative sales process that included a great deal of evaluation and adjustment in order to receive and deliver its work to a customer. Often it needed to integrate its work with a customer’s enterprise system, for example, by using an application program interface (API). When structuring pilot tests, Samasource found that the size and the growth rate were both key to success. Its early pilots had been too large: the fast ramp-up needed to execute the work overwhelmed the workers, who were not able to adjust quickly enough. This led to suboptimal 
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performance. At the same time, Samasource needed to ensure that the initiative didn’t ramp up too slowly because customer prices were set based on the flat part of the workers’ learning curve.6 If workers took too long to acclimate to a new task, then Samasource bore these costs, since it was unwilling to deduct the difference from a worker’s pay. When competing for deals, Samasource often was up against both existing large BPO players and the new crowdsourcing firms. Describing the value proposition that Samasource offered, Hunsaker noted: We offer our customers a hybrid approach, what we call “distributed labor management.” We give them more control than crowdsourcing, but are more flexible and technology-driven than BPO. Our biggest competition is internal, offshore operations. Where open platforms (such as crowdsourcing) fail but BPO succeeds is that BPO provides a worker context— training, a team, a delivery schedule, a series of goals. We have to provide context on the work and what needs to be accomplished. By helping a worker understand what they are doing, we can deliver better output in less time. However, the margins have to work for us. We are constantly looking at market positioning. Samasource faced a persistent challenge in that its corporate coffers did not match those of some of its venture capital–backed, for-profit competition. For example, one competitor that wanted to scale its business had recently hired a technical recruiter and a sales recruiter; these individuals then hired seven to eight of each type of worker. Given its limited resources, Samasource was always aware of the threat of employee burnout. A further challenge was to identify and recruit sales personnel who had been accustomed to working for firms that had pay packages with cash incentives and stock grants. Hunsaker described the challenges: It is hard to get sales personnel at a social enterprise. However, you know if you care more about meaning than money. If money is the focus, then someone won’t come here. However, every salesperson we hire creates 75 new jobs per month—that is meaning. We are undermarket, but we are not wildly off. Samasource realized the market was growing more competitive. For example, it had recently been cut off by a channel partner that viewed it as too much competition since it was making significant inroads into customer accounts. 

Delivery 
Li headed up delivery at Samasource. Before Samasource, she had spent six years working in Shanghai as part of a venture capital–backed start-up. While her experience was challenging, she yearned to do something that would have more impact. Samasource was an interesting blend of business and social mission: “When I interviewed with Samasource, I saw three things: (1) Samasource was on the cusp of scaling and tremendous growth, (2) it was being run as a start-up—a business, (3) this is where I could put all my skills to use to make a difference.” If Samasource sat in the middle of its supply chain, then delivery sat in the middle of Samasource. The delivery function was responsible for taking the work from sales and then preparing it for the Samasource technology platform so it could send the work to its partner delivery centers. That also 
6 A learning curve captures the fact that performance improves, in most tasks, with increasing cumulative experience, albeit at 

a decreasing rate over time. Samasource found that most workers exhibited a two-week learning curve, which meant that it took them about two weeks to acclimate to a new task and execute it at an efficient rate. 
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meant that the delivery area was in constant contact with technology development to discuss how the platform needed to evolve (see Exhibit 7 for pictures of the platform). These interactions covered not only how to structure the platform for current work, but also how to answer strategic decisions, such as where Samasource wanted to move in the future. Delivery had a major role in training partner delivery centers’ managers and workers to make sure that they could successfully execute the work that they received (see Exhibit 8 for pictures of workers at the centers). Delivery also worked with sales and operations to cost out the model, based on the current performance of delivery centers. Finally, since its team members were constantly in the field, the delivery function played a key role in helping development (i.e., fund-raising) tell its story about how the Samasource process worked and how it led to economic development. Li’s delivery team consisted of three project managers, a quality assurance (QA) and training manager, and a QA team in India. The project managers were responsible for interfacing with the customer (or sales) to fully understand and execute on the clients’ needs and with the delivery center to deliver on client expectations. The project managers would break down the work for a delivery center into specific, smaller steps (e.g., can a question have multiple choices, a range of options, or a free-response entry?). The project managers also needed to know the strengths and weaknesses of each center so that they could allocate work appropriately and also build capabilities where necessary. The QA team checked the work from delivery centers, before sending it to customers to ensure quality. Samasource assigned work to centers based on a sophisticated contracting process. Samasource used auctions to maximize partner participation. The bidding was structured to prevent collusion by partners. Additionally, there were pricing minimums based on the Berkeley Pay Parity guides (www.fairwageguide.org), which were implemented via Samasource’s technology platform, to ensure that workers received enough money for their work (workers typically earned less than $3 per day before starting at Samasource, adjusted for purchasing power parity). Sometimes the price would be set before the auction (due to the nature of the contract with the customer), and sometimes the delivery function would assign the work directly to a center (either to develop that center’s capability or due to the nature of the work). Once a center was selected, a project manager usually gave it a small sample from an overall job in order to confirm that the center understood the work and had the necessary competencies to execute it. After confirming the pricing and answering any questions, the center received the rest of the job. Typically, Samasource assigned the overall project to multiple delivery centers, and then the centers assigned the tasks to individual workers in their respective centers. Samasource hoped that workers would develop skills that would make them employable for life. While some workers were poached by other employers and moved on, Samasource found that its attrition rate was one-fifth that of a traditional center. The company wanted to help build career paths for its workers. For example, one worker, Vanessa, started work at a center in Nairobi. She was from a very poor community, and when she took the job, she became the primary breadwinner for her family. After two years at the center, she moved up to become a team leader. As Janah described: We would like to create a much clearer path for workers. We want to create levels in the system and use very meritocratic ways for workers to move through them. We have complete information on the tasks that a worker has done. We can use this information, and workers can see exactly how it works. I think our longer-term goal would be to have workers go back to local communities and set up their own centers. We could use a franchise model where the worker sets up a franchised small operation from their original center. 
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A center in Calcutta, India, provided another example of the impact that Samasource had on a community. It was the first technology center in Calcutta that employed only women. By 2011, it had grown to employ 65 Muslim women, none of whom had worked out of the home before. The women were ages 19–30, and most were their family’s primary earners. Describing its impact, Janah added: This kind of center can have a profound societal impact. Just with its existence, it can reduce mistreatment of women since women become economically valuable. The women also end up with freedom to explore the world as they can spend time on the Internet. They join Facebook; they make friends in other places, and allow them to come into their lives. I would like to see more all-women centers. 

Growth and Funding Model 
Samasource had experienced 400% growth in earned income from 2009 to 2010 with a tenfold increase in revenue (to over $2 million in 2010). In 2011, half of its operating budget was funded from sales revenue. Long term, it did not believe there was a role for donors in the business because earned income could fund operations. The company wanted to prove that it could build a healthy, sustainable, scalable, enterprise services company. However, in the short to intermediate term, donors played a large role in accomplishing this mission. Samasource solicited donations from individuals and foundations that were interested in aiding disadvantaged people. The development area was tasked with managing these solicitations as well as the reporting and relationship management. In addition to its continuous fund-raising efforts, the company also hosted an annual Give Work Gala to raise money. By late 2011, the company had raised $4.5 million in donations, but additional funding was vital to continuing the organization’s growth. Janah estimated that an additional $8–10 million would allow her to really “blow things up.” A consistent challenge for Samasource was in helping potential donors understand that their donation was a wise investment in global development. Samasource found itself trapped between a rock and a hard place. On one side, philanthropic donors hesitated to give money because they did not understand the company’s social business perspective and they saw Samasource as a business. They were accustomed to charitable organizations that gave aid, not work. On the other side, traditional investors saw no opportunity for a dollar return on their investment. As one way to address the latter’s concerns, Janah debated whether to set up a hybrid model of a 501(c)(3) nonprofit and a for-profit corporation. The entire entity would break even (i.e., no losses, no dividends), but this structure would permit Samasource to repay investors. Janah reflected on the challenges in development: The world and the market do not understand social business. Social business is still an oxymoron. To me, it makes more sense than any other kind of business. At Samasource, our primary mission is social good. Too often, when we look at the landscape, we see “focial” businesses—faux social enterprises. You can’t serve two masters. A business that makes money and has a social business on the side isn’t a social business; eventually it will serve profits. Early firms in microfinance talked about how they were going to alleviate poverty, but when times got tough, they switched their mission to access to financial services. A real social business solves a social problem. Samasource felt that it was absolutely vital that it and other social businesses measure how they addressed the problem they were seeking to solve. Janah explained, “I am inspired by what Dr. King said in 1964, during his Nobel Prize acceptance speech: ‘I have the audacity to believe that people everywhere can have three meals a day for their bodies, education and culture for their minds, and 
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dignity, equality and freedom for their spirits.’ I believe we can make this happen, and we need to be able to measure whether we are in the right direction.” With this in mind, Samasource worked to answer three questions: (1) How many people have we moved over the poverty line?, (2) What is our marginal cost of moving a worker past the poverty line?, (3) Since our workers typically support between 2 and 10 family members, how many people, in total, have we helped? 

Scaling the Business 
Since its inception, Samasource had changed the discussion in the industry by introducing terms such as microwork and the virtual assembly line. It firmly believed that to radically transform poverty, it was necessary to connect the poor to the global supply chain. While initiatives such as microfinance were valuable in raising awareness in the West, they were limited in scale because, at the end of the day, a worker in such a setting was still selling to other poor people. While the opportunity was great, so were the challenges. As Janah stepped outside into the California sunshine, she knew she had decisions to make about scaling the business. 
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Exhibit 1 

Map of Samasource Partner Delivery Centers 

Source: Google Maps. 
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Exhibit 2 

Examples of Letters from Janah’s Ghanaian Students 

Source: Company documents. 
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Exhibit 3a 

African Telecommunication Systems Backbone, 1980s 

Source: Company documents. 
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Exhibit 3b 

African Telecommunication Systems, 2011 

Source: Stephen Song, “African Undersea Cables,” http://manypossibilities.net/african-undersea-cables, accessed December 2011. 
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Exhibit 4 

Samasource’s Virtual Assembly Line 

Sources: Company documents. 

18 
Purchased by Francisca Lopes (francisca_malpique@hotmail.com) on October 29, 2012 

Samasource: Give Work, Not Aid 

912-011 

Exhibit 5 

Examples of Projects for Samasource Workers 

Content Generation Samasource workers author high-quality original content, including:    Enhancing product or business listing databases with original descriptions. Developing and applying taxonomies across complex databases. Editing or abstracting existing content to increase search relevance. 

Data Enrichment Samasource workers help to keep listings data relevant, reliable, and up-to-date with data collection and verification services, including:    Gathering reliable information and images for specialized datasets. Validating and enhancing business listings or product catalogs to 99% accuracy. Categorizing an existing database or moderate user-generated images or text. 

Transcription Services Samasource workers digitize text, audio, and video, such as:    Digitizing receipts and business cards for consumer applications. Enhancing OCR output of textbooks, brochures, briefs, charts, and diagrams. Transcribing and tag audio and video files for high accuracy and reference ability. 

Source: Company documents, accessed October 2011. 
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Exhibit 6 

Samasource Management 

Leila Janah, Founder and CEO 
Janah developed the idea of Samasource while working as a management consultant at Katzenbach Partners (now Booz & Co.), where her clients included global leaders in the outsourcing and telecom sectors and several nonprofits. Along with Professors Thomas Pogge and Aidan Hollis, she founded Incentives for Global Health and helped produce a plan for incentivizing the development of new drugs for neglected diseases. As an undergraduate, Janah authored background papers for the World Bank’s Development Research Group and Ashoka on equity and social rights. Janah is a recipient of the Rainer Arnhold and TEDIndia Fellowships, the 2010 World Technology Award for Social Entrepreneurship, and the 2011 Entrepreneur of the Year Award from the Social Enterprise Alliance. She serves on the board of TechSoup Global and OneLeap. She holds a B.A. from Harvard. 

Claire Hunsaker, Director of Sales and Marketing 
Prior to Samasource, Hunsaker was Director of Virtual Agent Acquisition at LiveOps, and also worked in rural Vietnam with ADAPT to combat human trafficking on the Vietnam/Cambodia border. As a management consultant with Katzenbach Partners (now Booz & Co.), she led client teams at large technology companies, focusing on sales performance and strategic planning, and helped several non-profits with large-scale operational growth. She holds a BA with departmental honors from Columbia, an MA from the University of London, and an MBA from Stanford. 

Martin Anderson, VP of Engineering 
Anderson began his career in the telecommunications industry on messaging platforms and building mobile applications. He joined Alexander Interactive in 2006 and rose to the Director of Technology position where he oversaw the implementation and deployment of e-commerce, enterprise resource planning and sales management systems. He holds a B.A. from St. John’s College–Annapolis. 

Jill Isenstadt, Senior Director of Operations 
Isenstadt joined Samasource after four years of investor relations consulting for tech IPO clients. She is a Peer Support Volunteer for the Shanti Project. She holds a B.A. in Economics from Duke. 

Rosalyn Mahashin, Director of Development 
Mahashin previously researched information technology trends in global development for the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s Global Libraries initiative. Mahashin spent seven years at Google. She holds an MPA from the University of Washington and a B.A. in Communication from Stanford. 

Jen Cantwell, Managing Director, East Africa 
Prior to Samasource, Cantwell was Vice President, Head of India Research Operations at Gerson Lehrman Group. Before GLG, she evaluated and managed technology solutions, projects and partnerships for Keller Williams Realty International in Austin, Texas. Cantwell started working in technology with EDS (now HP) at the headquarters of A.T. Kearney management consultants in Chicago, IL. She holds a B.A. in Anthropology, Sociology & Ethical Studies from Albion College. 

20 
Purchased by Francisca Lopes (francisca_malpique@hotmail.com) on October 29, 2012 

Samasource: Give Work, Not Aid 

912-011 

Patricia Li, Director of Delivery 
After more than ten years in the private sector, Patricia joined Samasource to lead Delivery and Work Center Management, merging her business experience with her passion for social mission. Prior to Samasource, Li co-founded a VC-funded online start-up in China. She was also an experienced advertising operations director at an online advertising company, and a strategy consultant at Swander Pace and Co. She holds a B.A. from Stanford in International Relations and Economics. 
Source: Company documents. 
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Exhibit 7 

Samasource’s Web-Based Interface, the SamaHub 

Source: Company documents. 
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Exhibit 8 

Samasource Workers 

In rural India (top left), in rural Kenya (top right), and in Haiti (bottom) 

Source: Company documents. 
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