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ABSTRACT 

 
 

New online organizational forms utilizing Information Systems have been developed 

that aim to empower the poor and under-served through the provision of economic 

development, political change and social goods. Online Social Entrepreneurial 

Enterprise Start-ups (OSEES) are able to use the low cost barriers to entry, speed and 

scaling opportunities provided by Information Systems to rapidly mobilize large 

online social networks of people motivated by social causes to roll out innovative 

online social services for the under-served.   

This dissertation discusses a case study of one of the most prominent OSEES: 

Kiva.org, the world’s first person-to-person microlending website. The thesis seeks to 

answer two research questions: (1) How do OSEES utilize IS to scale rapidly and 

expand globally with little on-the-ground (local) knowledge? (2) How do OSEES gain 

and maintain support from the public and private sectors in their quest to use IS as an 

apparatus with transformative power? 

 The findings are that OSEES succeed by creating a participatory design 

process that innovates around IS for social benefits, and by quickly adapting to critical 

feedback from partners and the under-served. OSEES are part of an emerging social 

benefit network, an increasingly popular cause in Silicon Valley, which has evolved 

through high levels of online social networking and physical mashup, boot-camps, 

annual awards, conferences at major local universities, events and high profile support 

from leading hi-tech corporations, foundations and philanthro-capitalists within 

Silicon Valley. The thesis concludes by suggesting that OSEES are an example of a 

new, IS-enabled approach to the old problem of poverty alleviation.  
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Research Background, Aims and Scope 

This dissertation stems from my own interest in the role that Silicon Valley’s 

technological innovation can play in the use of technologies for social benefit. During 

many years of participating in that innovation as a practitioner, I have observed the 

emergence of a new type of organization that is using Information Systems (IS) to 

innovate and scale rapidly. While there is a large body of literature on the use of 

Information and Communication Technologies for Development (ICTD), which is 

also known as Information Systems for Developing Countries (ISDC) in the IS 

discipline, this literature has not focused in this new type of organization, which I call 

OSEES - Online, Social Entrepreneurial, Enterprise Startups. This is partly because of 

the newness of these organizations and the lag time in academic research and write-

up;  new technological developments, particularly in IS, often move faster and 

initially break away from social and cultural constructs that bind and order societies 

‘super-structure’ (Foucault, 1978) before being restructured into the socio-material 

structures of societies feed back loops. 

To examine the form and importance of OSEES, in this dissertation I conduct 

an in-depth case study examination of one very successful OSEES, the world’s first 

peer-to-peer microlending website called Kiva.org (henceforth Kiva) that was 

founded in San Francisco in 2005. I chose to focus on Silicon Valley because of my 

familiarity with the region and its technological practices, and while I could have 

analyzed a number of OSEES in Silicon Valley, I decided to only study Kiva because 

of its complexities resulting from its fast growth. 
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1.2 Importance of OSEES 

This dissertation focuses on new online organizational forms utilizing Information 

Systems to create human and social benefits through the provision of economic 

development, political change and social goods. It also examines the legitimation of 

new organizational models that are enabled by information platforms for human and 

social benefit. The subject of new organizational forms enabled by ICT is one that has 

been of interest to IS researchers for some time (Applegate, 1994).  

Silicon Valley OSEES are able to use the low cost barriers to entry, speed and 

scaling opportunities provided by IS to roll out innovative online human and social 

benefit services and in the process mobilize large online networks of people. 

motivated by social causes.  The case study of Kiva demonstrates that OSEES 

succeed by creating a participatory design process that innovates around IS for social 

benefits, and by adapting to critical feedback from partners and user groups locally 

and globally. They tap into deep local networks, including technological, financial, 

academic and social ones, while scaling quickly geographically and/or numerically. 

Specifically, in Silicon Valley, OSEES are part of an emerging social benefit network 

that is centered around the three major local universities of Stanford, UC Berkeley 

and the University of Santa Clara.  All of them have flagship programs that integrate 

multi-disciplinary groups to work on social benefit projects. This is in itself an 

increasingly popular cause in Silicon Valley, which has evolved through high levels 

of online social networking, physical meetups, boot-camps, annual awards, 

conferences and other high-profile events, all of which is supported by leading local 

hi-tech corporations, foundations and philanthro-capitalists. As new organizational IS 

forms emerge from OSEES, my dissertation is located within two overlapping but 

distinct areas of research: 
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1. Information Systems in developing countries (ISDC) and Information 

and Communications Technology for Development (ICT4D). 

2.  Social Entrepreneurship (SE) and particularly entrepreneurial 

leadership and their networks of support. 

I argue that OSEES are an example of a new, more transparent, Information Systems 

approach to a long-existing problem: how to harness new technologies to alleviate 

poverty. I will also look at the online participatory IS technology community 

networks created by OSEES and see how OSEES legitimatize their work to public 

and private stakeholders. 

 

1.3 Research Questions and Theory 

Based on a review of the two sets of research literatures on Information Systems for 

Developing Countries and Social Entrepreneurship (see chapter 2), two research 

questions emerge that are particularly relevant to OSEES as a new organizational 

form. These two questions are 

• How do OSEES utilize information systems to scale rapidly and to expand 

globally with little on-the-ground (local) knowledge? 

• How do OSEES gain and maintain support from the public and private 

sectors in their quest to use IS as an apparatus with transformative power? 

This thesis seeks to answer these questions and does so by using the principles of 

critical research as laid out by Myers and Klein (2011). I use these principles to gain 

deeper insight into the phenomena, to critique the power/knowledge structures within 

the OSEES, and to suggest improvements.  Such a critical perspective is used to 

conduct a genealogy of Silicon Valley’s social benefit networks and analyze 

power/knowledge dimensions of ICT for Development, with the aim to decenter 
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Silicon Valley as a location of IS innovation for social benefits. The case study 

research involved conducting interviews and other conversations with Kiva leadership 

and staff, observation of Kiva executives during conferences, a visual and narrative 

analysis of its websites and document analysis, while paying special attention to the 

social, cultural and political contexts of OSEES discourses and practices. The field 

site for this research was the San Francisco Bay Area/Silicon Valley, with its 

particular milieu of technological innovation (Castells and Hall, 1994; Saxenian, 

1984), as well as Indonesia, where I conducted field research at a Kiva partner 

microfinance institution (MFI).  

As well as answering the two research questions mentioned above, a 

contribution of this research is to challenge the orthodox view of Silicon Valley as the 

center of IS development innovation and power. My in-depth qualitative research into 

OSEES tells a different story, one showing Silicon Valley to be subordinated to and 

acted upon by multiple networks, diverse elements and forces at different levels. 

Examples include the need for ever more expansion into emerging markets and 

economies; national governments and their security-development nexus; the greater 

role of NGOs and non-profit organizations in addressing pressing social issues; the 

continuing importance of Multilateral Development Organizations like the World 

Bank and the United Nations and its 2015 Millennium Development Goals, and the 

need for the production of culturally appropriate new technology artifacts and services. 

 

1.4 Thesis Structure 

This thesis is organized in the following way. This introductory chapter has provided 

an outline of the research, its questions and the thesis contents. Chapter two presents 

the literature review, focusing on the literature on Information Systems in Developing 
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Countries (ISDC) and Social Entrepreneurship (SE). The review highlights a number 

of issues in both bodies of literature that are of critical importance to our analysis of 

OSEES. In chapter three, the theoretical framework of this thesis will be presented, 

which is informed by Michel Foucault’s critical theory. I examine how Critical 

Theory has been used in Information Systems until now and then draw on the six 

principles of  Myers and Klein (2011) to build a framework of how Critical Theory 

can be applied to a study of OSEES. Particular attention will be paid to issues of 

network power. Chapter four discusses the research methodology, in particular 

qualitiative research and how the case study research was conducted. Chapter five 

presents a genealogy of Silicon Valley social benefit networks. Chapter six provides 

the case study of Kiva. Chapter seven is the first analysis chapter, answers my first 

research question about Kiva’s scaling and critically situates it within the concept of 

network power.  This is followed by a second analysis chapter 8, where I answer the 

second research question about Kiva’s support and situate this within a discussion of 

truth regimes. Finally, in chapter nine I summarize the main findings of this thesis, 

highlight its contributions to the field, and point to implications for future IS research 

and practice. 
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CHAPTER TWO – LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I present a review of the relevant literatures. There are two main 

bodies of literature that are essential for my analysis of OSEES: the literature on 

Information Systems for Developing Countries (ISDC), which will be presented in the 

first section of this review, and the literature on social entrepreneurship (SE), which 

will be presented in the second section. Both of these fields are relatively new, with 

articles beginning to be published in the early 1990s for the ISDC literature and the 

late 1990s for the SE literature. I believe that insights from both sets of literature, one 

situated with the field of information systems and the other within the field of 

management, are needed to understand the emergence of OSEES as a new 

organizational form enabled by ICT. 

 

2.1 Information Systems for Developing Countries (ISDC) 

In recent years a small, but growing, subfield of IS research has emerged focused on 

information systems in developing countries (ISDC). Its entry into the discipline’s 

main stream is shown by special issues on this topic in The Information Society in 

2002 (Avgerou and Sahay, 2002) and in MIS Quarterly in 2007 (Walsham, Robey and 

Sahay, 2007). There are also a number of dedicated journals, including Information 

Technology for Development, Information Technology and International 

Development, Information Technology and People and The Electronic Journal for 

Information Systems in Developing Countries (EJISDC). Additionally, the 

International Federation of Information Processing (IFIP) Working Group 9.4 for 

Social Implication of Computers in Developing Countries is dedicated to work in this 

area. The group was established in 1989, following a conference in New Delhi, India 

in 1988 that identified the need for such a group (Bhatnagar and Bjorn-Andersen, 
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1990). Several of the proceedings from the IFIP 9.4 regular meetings are also 

important ISDC compilations (Avgerou and Walsham, 2000; Avgerou and Sahay, 

2002; Bhatnagar and Odedra, 1992; Odedra-Straub, 1996; Roche and Blaine, 1995). 

Another series of IEEE/ACM International Conferences on Information and 

Communication Technologies for Development, known as ICTD conferences, began 

in 2006 at UC Berkeley and are now held every two years; their proceedings are 

another source of current research in the field.  In addition, important review articles 

have periodically summarized and (re)focused the field (Avgerou, 2008; Heeks, 2006; 

Sahay and Walsham, 1995; Walsham and Sahay, 2006; Walsham, Robey and Sahay, 

2007). 

 

2.1.1 Overview of Technologies in Developing Countries 

The introduction of Information Technologies and Systems to developing countries is 

a contested space that brings together a spectrum of researchers from across the 

broadest range of disciplines and practices. This has been both its challenge and its 

potential. For example, in IS the sub-field of work in this area is known by the 

acronym ISDC, whereas in development circles and some social science-oriented 

research centres work in this area is known by the acronym ICTD or ICT4D (ICT for 

Development). In this thesis I attempt to bridge these two literatures, hence from now 

on I will use these two terms interchangeably. However, at first an overview of the 

respective research areas is in order. 

 

2.1.1.1 Overview of ISDC 

Avgerou (2008) argues that while the subfield of ISDC borrows many theories from 

the larger IS field, it also gives rise to distinctive ideas because of the particularities 
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arising from the developing countries context of ISDC. Following both Foucault and 

Avgerou, I will refer to these ideas as discourses to draw attention to the ways in 

which an object of research is partly constituted through the ways in which it is 

written about, and how power operates within this knowledge field. 

The research literature on ISDC draws attention to the context of IS 

development and implementation in developing countries, often by drawing on social 

theories such as Actor Network Theory (ANT), structuration theory, organizational 

institutionalism and social constructivism. In this regard, the ISDC literature pays 

particular attention to culture and its influence in shaping processes of IS innovation. 

Overall, the ISDC literature emphasizes the social embeddedness of information 

systems that enriches an understanding of common IS diffusion models. More 

specifically, ISDC research “has developed more elaborate ontologies of IS 

innovation as socially constructed entities, and therefore contingent in their perceived 

significance and their interplay with human actors and their social institutions” 

(Avgerou, 2008: 142). ISDC research has also introduced an element of critique, with 

critical research in ISDC drawing attention to power/knowledge relations. 

Avgerou (2008) identifies three discourses of the ISDC literature:  

(1) technology transfer from technology-advanced rich countries to 

developing countries which are trying to catch up and emulate developed countries. 

(2) the local contexts, meanings and constructions of appropriate techno-

organizational structures in developing countries. 

 (3) the creation of large-scale socio-economic change and improved lives for 

the inhabitants of developing countries.  

In all of these themes, information systems are seen as potentially contributing to 

macro-societal transformations, where ICT becomes a strategic resource for the 
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growth of the economy and the improvement of often national-scale social services 

and institutions.  

 

2.1.1.2 Overview of ICTD 

The ICTD literature focuses more specifically on the contribution of ICTs for 

development, and on the multiple stakeholders that are participating in the bringing 

the two together. For example, the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) explicitly refer to ICT for Development (Byrne et al., 2011). ICT is seen as 

crucial to the success of the MDGs for two reasons: first, ICT is a part of the MDGs 

(Goal number 8 states “in cooperation with the private sector, make available the 

benefits of new technologies, especially information and communication technologies 

to the underserved.”); and second, ICT can be used as a tool to implement, monitor 

and observe the progress of other MDG targets (Byrne et al., 2011). Here, ICTs are 

seen to hold the promise to bridge the so-called Digital Divide, which refers to the 

gap between those areas and people who have access to information technologies and 

those who do not (Wade, 2004). 

Proponents of ICTD are often driven by visionary ambitions to create a new 

knowledge society: 

At its core was an image at once simple and grandiose: a wired world. 
Connecting the most remote rural villages in the poorest regions of the world 
to the Internet would result in everyone receiving a passport to either 
(depending on one’s ideological orientation) the information superhighway or 
the global knowledge society. (Mazzarella, 2010: 785) 

 

Mazzarella’s quote sums up the enormous promise but also the tension in the 

seemingly unlikely public and private partnerships that have developed in the past 

thirteen years since the signing of the MDGs in 2000. What the leaders of the World 

Bank and United Nations frame as ICTD, many corporate technology leaders, 
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particularly in Silicon Valley, now see as ICT for emerging markets, in reference to 

the billions of people and their purchasing power amongst the emerging middle 

classes of the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China), as well as to the 

poorer inhabitants of these countries. This idea of the so-called “Bottom of the 

Pyramid” or BoP was popularized by the Indian business guru and University of 

Michigan Business Professor C.K. Prahalad (Prahalad, 2005). Prahalad’s call to find 

the profit at the BoP through regarding the poor as untapped economic actors and 

entrepreneurs, who by their sheer numbers present immense untapped economic value 

to business, has helped develop a broader dialogue between corporations, public 

institutions and civil society, resulting in public-private partnerships or PPPs.  

While simultaneously creating clearer definitions of information poverty, from 

1991 onwards billions of dollars started being poured into ICT for Development by 

the World Bank. The discourse of a ‘knowledge society’ and ‘information society’ 

started to manifest itself in ever-growing conferences from the World Bank’s Global 

Knowledge Conference (1997), to the Turning the Digital Divide into Digital 

Opportunities Conference (2000) to the World Economic Forum seeking the 

participation in the CEO Charter for Digital Development (2002). This background is 

crucial to understanding why ICTD has captured both the popular and the leadership 

imagination. PPPs, aligning the interests of the high-tech industry with emerging 

economies’ elites, have created a mutual overlap of shared visions, which are also 

celebrated by the populations of developing countries as aspirational. The private 

sector is seen as instrumental by the UN in delivering information systems for 

developing countries, and this is especially relevant for Silicon Valley and its high-

tech industry. However, very few have questioned the discourse of social justice 

being married with entrepreneurial agendas and corporate interests in ISDC.  
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2.1.2 Information Systems and Development 

In order to explore the relationships between Information Systems and Development, 

it is first of all important to define the key terms. This section will examine what is 

meant by development and information systems and will then explore the relationship 

between them following a framework developed by Avgerou. 

 

2.1.2.1 What is Development? 

Any discussion of ISDC/ICTD needs to begin with a clearer definition of what is 

meant by development, which has too often been absent from the literature (Walsham, 

2013). Most basically, Brown and Grant (2010) argue that there needs to be a 

distinction between ICT use in developing countries and ICT for Development, the 

latter of which is more explicitly focused on poverty alleviation and development. 

While the exact definition of development continues to be discussed even in 

development studies (Kleine, 2010), this debate has gained little attention in ICTD 

literature (Avgerou, 2010; Heeks, 2006). Kleine notes that there is a dominant 

argument that views development as simply the creation of economic growth. This 

position is challenged by researchers from a critical standpoint, who view unevenness, 

inequality and dependency as part of capitalist approaches to development that focus 

on economic growth. On one end of the spectrum, radical post-development scholars 

challenge the entire notion of the development project and reject it as a Western 

imposition (Escobar, 1995). From a more mainstream perspective, the idea of 

development as economic growth only has also been challenged by Amartya Sen’s 

capability approach that defines development as “freedom of choice in the personal, 

the social, the economic and the political sphere” (Kleine, 2009). While economic 

factors play an important role in bringing about human development; they are an 
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insufficient indicator of a state of development, which is also influenced by other, 

non-economic factors such as social and political structures, the physical environment, 

and the ability to convert economic resources into capabilities (Madon, 2004). 

Working from such an expanded definition of development allows not only for the 

inclusion of poor people’s own aspirations, but also contributes to making 

development interventions, including technological ones, more appropriate and 

sustainable (Kleine, 2010).  

There are a few examples of ISDC research that explicitly engages with 

discussions of development, such as Madon (2009), who uses a sociology of 

development approach to show how a study of e-government programs needs to be 

situated within historical investigations of governance and development more 

generally. Silva and Figueroa (2002) and Thompson (2004) draw on Escobar’s 

Foucauldian-inspired work to examine ICTD policies and implementation. This also 

draws attention to the importance of power in ISDC, where institutional, specifically 

government and corporate agendas, often push ICTD projects that might not always 

be appropriate in local contexts. 

 

2.1.2.2 What are Information Systems for Human and Social Benefit? 

There are a number of definitions of IS for human and social benefit that need to be 

considered. ICTD scholars often follow the definition of ICT by the World Bank as 

“the set of activities that facilitates the capturing, storage, processing, transmission, 

and display of information by electronic means” (Cecchini & Scott, 2003). The key 

element in ICT is the “connectivity” that is formed by technologies such as the 

telephone, the Internet, radio and broadcasting that is seen to be inherently beneficial 

as it provides access to information and communication possibilities (Mansell, 2006).  
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In IS, a good definition comes from the emerging literature on Systems for 

Human Benefit (S4HB), which examines IS that focus not so much on business 

efficiency and competitiveness, but rather on humanistic objectives, such as 

improving the human condition (Venable et al, 2011). One of the characteristics of 

S4HB is an emphasis on diffusion that is not technology but solutions-oriented, with 

corresponding attention given to evaluation and action. This also leads to closer links 

with Design Science Research (DSR) that extends research beyond “current 

technologies and their interaction with socio-technical environments to embrace the 

development of new technologies to support and improve the ways we live and work” 

(208). While the inaugural issue on S4HB in Information Technology and People 

mostly focused on examples in developed countries, there is much scope to combine 

this focus with the ISDC literature, where many of the application areas are the same. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, with a particular view to OSEES, I will 

also be drawing on definitions of IS as information infrastructures (II). IIs are defined 

as “a heterogeneous collection of different technologies, components, protocols and 

applications to support different and varying applications areas and use over time 

across large geographical distances” (Rolland, 2003). In their concern with such 

large-scale interconnected systems, IIs present a good framework for analyzing 

OSEES, which conform to IIs’ three characteristic features as defined by Hanseth and 

Monteiro (2004): they are shared “by a larger community of users”, which speaks to 

the user-driven nature of OSEES. Secondly, they are open in the sense of not having 

predefined boundaries and can therefore theoretically accommodate new users 

without any predetermined limit on their numbers. This is the case for both Kiva and 

MapLight, both of which are continually growing their user numbers. Thirdly, II are 

enabling for various purposes: in the case of Kiva, for example, its online 
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microlending platform primarily facilitates the disbursement of microloans across vast 

geographies, but it also is an ever-growing database of microfinance institutions 

(MFIs) and their borrowers, a social networking platform and an information and 

communication platform.  

 

2.1.2.3 Relationship between IS and Development 

Having defined development and IS for human and social benefit, what is the 

relationship between the two? Among many development institutions and 

technologists, there is a belief that ICT can serve as a development panacea (Hosman, 

2010). This is backed up by a large body of positivist literature that analyses the 

potential contribution of ICTD projects to poverty reduction programs through 

facilitating developing countries’ participation in the global economy and the creating 

of economic growth (Cecchini & Scott, 2003). This in turn improves education, health, 

government, financial services and markets as well as creating easier access to all of 

them for poor people. Because of these potential benefits, there are a wide range of 

ICTD projects being implemented by governments, private companies, and civil 

society organisations (Sreekumar, 2011).  

Turning the potential of ICT into reality is not an automatic process, however 

(Cecchini, 2007); and providing access to ICT is not the same as improving people’s 

lives (Mansell, 2006). In fact, many ICT initiatives in developing countries have 

failed (Heeks, 2002; Sreekumar, 2011). In addition, ICT is not a neutral tool, but it is 

embedded in relations of value, power and politics, so that “there are always negative 

and positive features in every innovation process” (Mansell, 2006: vi). This means 

that the introduction of ICT, especially when it comes as an outside imposition 

without ensuring appropriateness, can also have negative consequences, such as the 
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further marginalization of already disempowered groups. To avoid this, a HDDR 

approach can be used to pay attention to the various facets of technology 

implementation, specifically local practices; participatory design processes; socio-

cultural contexts and political conditions (Braund and Schwittay, 2006).  

Avgerou (2010) has developed a framework to systematically understand how 

the relationship between IT and development is seen in theory and practice. From her 

model, four ways in which this relationship is theorized emerge (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Four Discourses on ICTD  

Source: Avgerou, 2010: 9 

 

   

Firstly, there is a continuum from a technology transfer and diffusion perspective to a 

socially-embedded perspective. The first regards the introduction of IT into 

developing countries as part of a process of technology and knowledge transfer from 

developed countries, which is relatively independent from the local context of 

implementation. By contrast, the social embeddedness perspective argues that ICT 
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development and implementation is socially constructed and therefore cannot be 

separated from the social context at organisational and local levels. Instead of 

automatic transfer processes, local adaptations shape the ways in which technologies 

are used. Secondly, this continuum intersects with views that regard the changes 

brought about by IS as either progressive or disruptive. Adherents to the progressive 

camp see the introduction of IS as inherently positive, bringing about social changes 

that are beneficial to people in developing countries. Here, investment in ICT use is 

seen as a fundamental factor in the creation of economic development and social 

benefit. Multilateral development organizations such as the World Bank, UNDP and 

the World Economic Forum, as well as many ICTD practitioners, adhere to this view. 

By contrast, the disruptive transformation perspective argues that ICT-enabled 

development is contested and can have unequal impacts on different social groups. It 

situates IT deployment in wider political questions, including those of IT and 

development policy, as exemplified by the Washington Consensus. Issues of power 

are also considered. 

  The synthesis of these four perspectives leads to four different arguments 

about the relationships between ICT and development. The first argument sees ICT 

and development as “socioeconomic improvements through the transfer and diffusion 

of ICT and required institutions” (Avgerou, 2010: 9). Here, the adoption of ICT-based 

practices and institutions from developed countries is seen as fundamental to socio-

economic development in developing countries and therefore, prescriptions are made 

that developing countries should adopt Western technologies, which can bring a 

higher degree of efficiency and competitiveness. The second argument posits 

“socioeconomic improvements through locally situated action,” where IT can bring 

positive transformations but only if they are locally adapted and embedded (9). The 
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next two arguments are more sceptical about the benefits of IT, either arguing for 

uneven development that benefits some groups but excludes or further marginalizes 

others. Lastly, the impact of IT implementation is dependent on power and politics, 

from a global to a local level. This is the most critical perspective and corresponds to 

the critical research approach taken in this dissertation. Within this broad 

conceptualization of the relationship between IS and development, there are three 

areas that are of particular importance for the OSEES case studies, namely the use of 

IS for financial inclusion, for e-governance purposes and for networked social 

benefits. These specific applications of ISDC are discussed in the next section. 

 

2.1.3 Applications of ISDC 

Much ISDC literature consists of explorations of case studies of the application of 

ISDC in particular development fields, foremost among them health (Braa et al, 2007; 

Miscione, 2007), microenterprise development (Duncombe and Heeks, 2002; 

Hassanin, 2008) and access to technology through telecenters (Kanungo, 2003; 

Sreekumar, 2011). For my analysis of OSEES and Kiva, there are two particular areas 

of IS application of relevance, namely IS for financial inclusion and 

Web2forDev/ICT4D2.0.  

 

2.1.3.1 IS for Financial Inclusion 

Most literature in the financial area has focused on the implementation of IS in banks 

in developing countries (La Rovere 1996; Bada, 2002). Bada (2002) studies the 

global-local tensions that arose when a Nigerian bank tried to implement a business 

process reengineering practice. Using an institutionalist theory, Bada showed that the 

bank benefitted from this foreign management intervention by adopting it to local 
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values and modes of operation, which also included retaining local practices that were 

deemed ‘dysfunctional’ but made sense and added value in the local context. His 

analysis is therefore useful for considering the tensions around the introduction of 

Western-based technologies into developing country institutions, which is relevant for 

Kiva’s work. A 2005 special issue of Information Technology for Development on the 

potential of IS for the banking sector in developing countries presents a number of 

case studies, beginning of an assessment of the readiness for e-banking in ten 

different countries (Maugis et al, 2005) with a focus on alternative pathways 

depending of each country context. Gurau (2005) looks at the market and 

organizational conditions for the introduction of multichannel banking in Romania, 

which is spurred by foreign bank branches introducing technologies and pressuring 

local banks to follow. The interaction between Internet banking and e-commerce at a 

private-sector bank in India, with a particular focus on issues of trust, security and 

policy change is explored by Kannabiran and Narayan (2005). Lastly, Al Sukkar and 

Hasan (2005) study the penetration of Internet banking in Jordan, in the process 

probing the appropriateness of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) in an ISDC 

context, where the issue of culture becomes paramount. None of these articles focuses 

specifically on financial inclusion. 

The financial inclusion of poor people through formal micro-scale financial 

products and services is frequently referred to as microfinance. The use of IS has been 

attractive for the microfinance industry because of the traditionally high transaction 

costs resulting from a large number of low-value transactions made to clients who are 

often geographically dispersed and difficult to reach. One of the great promises in this 

regard has been the use of mobile phones for micro-scale money management and 

transfer practices, especially since the success of M-Pesa, a SMS-based system 
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implemented by Vodafone in Kenya, grabbed the popular imagination of technology 

researchers and practitioners (Moraczynski, 2009). However, because of the social 

structures in which microfinance’s particular social collateral model is embedded, 

mobile phones have not proven to be as effective for MFIs.  

These organizations look towards information management systems to 

facilitate and streamline data and financial management. Parikh has explored the 

potential of IS use in a number of conference papers (Parikh et al, 2006; Parikh, 2006) 

and there are a few descriptive articles in the African context (Ssewanyana, 2009; 

Dary and Issahaku, 2013). More critically, De’ and Ratan (2009) employ a 

structuration theory perspective to examine two pilot projects implementing ICTs in 

Indian microfinance institutions (MFIs), with a focus on the interactions between the 

technology interventions, the institutional context and the main actors. The authors 

argue that “an ICTD intervention is inherently a political process, involving choices 

around defining efficiency and targeting particular social welfare improvements, with 

varying repercussions for the involved microfinance institutions and clients” (De’ and 

Ratan, 2009: 259). ICTs are seen as a particularly promising solution to reduce the 

high transaction costs resulting from small loan amounts, a dispersed and difficult to 

access clientele and large amounts of paperwork. In one of the cases, the pilot project 

was successfully scaled across the MFI’s nation-wide branches, while in the other, the 

project was abandoned after the pilot run. The difference was in a regard for MFI 

clients’ context and constraints over organizational convenience, which ultimately led 

to greater project success and sustainability.  

In my case study of Kiva I am examining an II developed in Silicon Valley 

that is networking with thousands of MFIs in dozens of countries around the world, in 

the process changing the latters’ IS by integrating them with the Kiva system. While 
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the focus of my analysis will be on Kiva and not on its field partners, the small body 

of literature examining IS for Financial Inclusion surveyed here raises important 

issues around standardization and local adaptation that are relevant to Kiva as well.  

 

2.1.3.2 Web2forDev/ICT4D2.0 

The emerging literature focusing on ICT for networking, which is gaining increased 

attention among ISDC practitioners and researchers, is also of importance for OSEES, 

which are by definition ICT-based networks. One technology in particular has been 

explored: Web2.0 (Thompson, 2008). In 2007 a group of practitioners met to discuss 

the potential of Web2.0 technologies for development, coining the term Web2forDev 

(Addison, 2009; Barth and Rambaldi, 2009).  Their emphasis has been on mobile 

communication (with mobile phones being assumed to be universally available), for 

example job advertisements via SMS (Walsham, 2013). There are also network-

enabled applications and user-based content (Silva, 2009), as well as new social 

enterprise models that create jobs. Heeks and Arun (2010) call this “social 

outsourcing”, which often focuses specifically on women. In this context, the poor as 

users are seen as innovators and innovations are said to occur within and by poor 

communities, what Heeks has called “per-poor innovation” (Heeks, 2008: 30).  

A good example of networked ICTD was the much-hyped One Laptop Per 

Child (OLPC) project developed by former MIT Media Lab Director Nicholas 

Negroponte, an idea that was quickly copied by Intel as its Mini PC, which started as 

a low-cost system for developing counties, but quickly morphed into a for-profit 

netbook PC. While Negroponte took a non-profit, top-down, government-sponsored 

approach, Intel partnered with multiple stakeholders, such as NGOs, other businesses 

and educational authorities to scale a bottom-up approach. Another example is the 
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“Hole in the Wall” experiments that was started by Dr. Sugata Mitra when he was at 

NIIT in Delhi (he is now Professor of Educational  Technology at the University of 

Newcastle, UK). Mitra placed a computer with an Internet connection in a hole in the 

wall between NIIT’s campus and an adjacent slum and the observed how the slum’s 

children self-organized themselves to learn how to use the PC. For Mitra, this was an 

example of “minimally invasive education” that could be used to solve problems 

associated with lacking education infrastructures in developing countries (Mitra and 

Rana, 2001). 

 In this particular context ICT and Development  is seen as an “architecture of 

participation” (Thompson, 2008: 825) that can foster more collaboration across 

diverse groups, including the under-served. This echoes more general claims that 

Web2.0 tools, because of their low-cost and ubiquity, empower everyday people to 

participate in their own development, fostering activism and involvement (Shirky, 

2008; Watson, 2009). However, opposition to Web 2.0 hype, which is sometimes seen 

as being too American-focused, has emerged in some academic circles. This goes 

together with the promotion of local, culturally-appropriate content as exemplified by 

the UN-sponsored World Summit Awards (WSA), with which I collaborated with in 

2007 to 2009. The keynote of ICTD 2012, one of the flagship ISDC/ICTD 

conferences, was delivered by David Kobia of Ushahidi, which is an open-source, 

crowd-sourced, map-based system to monitor and display data from various sources, 

including those accessible to everyday people. While it emerged in the context of the 

2008 post-election violence in Kenya, Ushahidi has been adapted for various contexts 

ranging from disasters to conflicts, “enabling... people at all levels of society to 

participate in and see what is happening in their own contexts” (Walsham, 2013: 53). 

It points to the participatory nature of ISDC that is also of relevance for OSEES. 
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2.1.4 Issues in ISDC literature: Innovation and Scaling 

The above literature review has identified a number of issues that need further 

attention in the ISDC field, among them a more robust theorization of development, 

greater attention to local processes of IS adaptation and implementation and the 

connection of ISDC with global politics and economics, also at the policy level 

(Walsham, 2013). While all of these issues are important, for my analysis of OSEES I 

focus on a different, but related one, namely the issue of scaling of IS, and 

particularly Information Infrastructures. This topic addresses some of the topics raised 

above, for example the interaction between local and global processes, but it also 

introduces distinct questions that my case study of the OSEES can answer. 

 For OSEES, scaling is part of their innovative design, and is one of their 

defining features (Sahay and Walsham, 2006). However, scaling is not easy. As 

Monteiro notes, “scaling an information infrastructure is neither trivial nor automatic” 

(1998: 230). Sahay and Walsham (2006) distinguish between scale, defined as the 

scope of an IS, measured for example in terms of how many users it has, and scaling, 

referring to the expansion of this system in scope and size. This can mean serving 

more users or increasing the functionality of the system.  One particular challenge for 

ISDC is to move projects beyond the dreaded pilot project stage, which are short-term 

small-scale technology implementations that never take off.  

Scaling involves different dimensions (Sahay and Walsham, 2006): 

o Technological: extension of the IS  

o Economic: for example economies of scale 

o Social: the social implications of the extension of an IS system  

o Human: growth of human resource capacity in terms of numbers and 

technological skills and competence  
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o Geographical: the extension of the geographical coverage of an IS  

The definition of scaling I use in this thesis is: “the processes and embedded 

practices by which heterogeneous networks around the technology are spread, 

enhanced, scoped and enlarged” (Sahay and Walsham, 2006: 188). Scaling can be 

driven by an organizations’ desire to extend its operations across many different 

geographical locations. However, “a key issue in realizing this ambition is to find a 

way to enforce some notion of control and coherence across the different contexts” 

(Rolland and Monteiro, 2002: 87). Standardization has been suggested as one possible 

solution, which enables coordination and the exercise of control over distance, but 

many questions remain. 

For example, attention needs to be paid to what exactly in being scaled, from 

geographic extension to numbers of users (both people and organizations) to technical 

scope and components of the IS systems to human resource capacity and political 

involvement. All of this involves the scaling up of complexity, “best conceptualized 

as a heterogeneous network comprised of geography, numbers, technical systems, 

data and databases, user capacities, trainers and socio-technical practices such as 

political negotiations that try to bring the network together” (Sahay and Walsham, 

2006: 196).  

Information systems researchers need to be attentive to a number of issues 

when scaling information infrastructures across geographical and socially diverse 

areas. Firstly, there is a “dilemma” between the need for scaling and the “conservative 

forces of the economical, technical, and organizational investments in the existing 

information infrastructure” (Monteiro, 1998: 230). Secondly is the importance of a 

balance between the need for adaptation to local contexts and the need for uniform, 

standardized solutions that can accommodate complexity (Rolland and Monteiro, 
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2002). The first part of this balance relates to the large literature within ISDC that 

examines cross-cultural issues and questions of local technology adaptation (Walsham 

and Sahay, 2006), which has been explored around processes of offshore software 

development (Aman and Nicholson, 2003; Walsham, 2002). Theories of neo- and 

post-colonialism have been used by Adam and Myers (2003) to examine “culturally 

inappropriate imposition of IS” through a case study of the Maldives Customs System 

(Walsham and Sahay, 2006: 9). Questions of culture, as a dynamic, changing system, 

are important here (Liu and Westrup, 2003), which relates to issues of local 

contextualization. Here, the roles of local adaptation (Bada, 2002) and local 

stakeholders and their knowledge (Macome, 2003; Puri and Sahay, 2003) have been 

identified as crucial.  

 Regarding the use of standardization, researchers have drawn attention to the 

fact that standards are not neutral but expressions of particular agendas (Sahay, 1998). 

Rolland and Monteiro (2002) have argued for a “pragmatic balance” between global 

and local, which resists scaling systems with the assumption that one universal 

solution fits across all contexts. Maintaining such a balance also raises the question as 

to the work that needs to be performed to scale successfully, to obtain standards, 

establish categories and to make visible the costs associated with these processes and 

the benefits flowing from them. Bowker and Star (1999) draw attention to the 

negotiation process necessary to achieve global solutions. They also show that the 

transaction costs involved in collecting and managing information increase in relation 

to the level of detail required, which can lead to tensions between different 

stakeholders of the IS, so that the accuracy and level of detail of information must be 

weighed against the cost of collecting and transmitting it. 
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The many failed ISDC projects are often cited as evidence for the amount of 

work necessary, but often not carried out, to achieve this pragmatic balance (Heeks, 

2002; Sahay, 1998). Much of this research has been carried out in the health area, 

focusing on data generation, local tailoring and interpretation and standard hierarchies 

(Braa and Hedberg, 2002; Thompson, 2002). Ultimately, what needs to be achieved is 

the transformation of standardized technologies through a “mutually shaping process 

with the local context” of implementation (Rolland and Monteiro, 2002: 98). 

IIs draw attention to the fact that “the social and technical are . . . constituted 

and constitutive of one another” (Sahay and Walsham, 2006: 187). It is for this reason 

that ANT is often used in studies of scaling (Braa and Hedberg, 2002), with its 

particular focus on standardization, alignment and improvisation (Monteiro, 2000; 

Monteiro and Hanseth, 1995). This also reinforces that scale is not only a 

technological or economic issues, “but one of scaling a heterogeneous and complex 

network” (188). Indeed, scaling is fundamental to the very constitution of IIs such as 

OSEES. Of particular importance are questions of design, both programmatic design 

principles and their appropriation and implementation by users in particular situated 

actions (Monteiro, 1998; Suchman, 1987, 2002).  

A consideration of all these issues from the research literature on ISDC 

therefore leads to my first research question: How do OSEES use IS to scale rapidly 

and to expand with little on-the-ground presence? 

 

2.2 Social Entrepreneurship 

Defining what ‘social entrepreneurship’ is, and what its conceptual 
boundaries are, is not an easy task ….in part because the concept is inherently 
complex, and in part because the literature in the area is so new that little 
consensus has emerged on the topic. 

                  Nicholls, 2010: 613 
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In order to think analytically about the concept of OSEES, it is important to also 

consider the literature on social entrepreneurship (SE). In this review, I examine 

different characteristics by which SE has been defined, to arrive at a more nuanced 

understanding of the conceptual nature of OSEES. I focus on the role of individuals, 

the different kinds of activities they undertake and the institutions they built. I will 

also investigate the institutional context of SE and conclude with an examination of 

social innovation as a productive way to apply the literature on SE to OSEES. I argue 

that SE, as a practice and a field for scholarly investigation, provides a unique 

opportunity to challenge, question, and rethink concepts and assumptions from 

different fields of information systems, including ISDC.  

 
2.2.1 Defining Social Entrepreneurship (SE) 
 
This thesis puts forward a view of SE as a process that catalyzes social change and 

addresses important social needs in a way that is not motivated solely by financial 

returns for the entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneurship is seen as differing from other 

forms of entrepreneurship in the relatively higher priority given to promoting social 

value and development versus capturing economic value. SE is also the recognition of 

a social problem that has not been solved by government or business. Therefore, 

private enterprises are called on to step in, which situates SE squarely within a 

neoliberal paradigm.  The aforementioned Bottom of the Pyramind (BoP) approach is 

also important for social enterprises, as they design goods and services that are poor-

appropriate (Prahalad, 2005). 

	   Definitions of SE have become increasingly elaborate in the first decade of the 

21st century. The term was first used in the literature on social change in the 1960s 

and 1970s and in the following decades became more widespread as it was promoted 

by Bill Drayton, a former McKinsey Partner and the founder of Ashoka: Innovators 
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for the Public, one of the first SE organizations in the US. SE remains a dynamic, 

practitioner-led field and the translation of their insights into scholarly literature has 

not been straightforward. Today, much of this literature is produced by researchers 

associated with the dedicated SE research and teaching centers that have been set up 

in the past fifteen years in universities in North America and Europe, starting with the 

Initiative in Social Enterprise at the Harvard Business School in 1993. The academic 

literature produced is situated predominantly in the field of management research, 

entrepreneurship and organizational theory, drawing mainly on qualitative case 

studies, but remaining largely a-theoretical and practitioner-focused (Desa, 2010).  

There are a number of broad definitions that show that SE concerns itself with 

complex social and moral problems, which is important for our analysis of OSEES 

from a critical theory perspective. Mort, Weerawardena and Carnegie (2003) define 

SE as a multidimensional construct involving the expression of entrepreneurially 

virtuous behavior to achieve the social mission, a coherent unity of purpose and 

action in the face of moral complexity, the ability to recognize social value-creating 

opportunities and key decision-making characteristics of innovativeness, pro-

activeness and risk-taking.  

 Similarly, Alvord, Brown and Letts argue that SE “creates innovative 

solutions to immediate social problems and mobilizes the ideas, capacities, resources 

and social arrangements required for sustainable social transformation” (2004: 4). 

Rather than the transactional arrangements that are at the center of commercial 

entrepreneurship, SE aims to be transformative in a deeper and more sustained way 

(Kickul and Lyons, 2012). It does not only want to treat the symptoms of social 

problems, but also their causes in order to end problems permanently.  
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 Taking a closer look at the two words making up the term SE shows that 

relying on the original French etymology entreprendre, to undertake, as an individual, 

and socialis, social, seems an over-simplification for the purpose of our discussion 

because of the seeming polarization at the core of the term. The tension is between the 

individual entrepreneur taking risk to achieve profit (social or financial) and the idea 

of the pluralist collective consciousness of social problems. With the advent of online 

systems and the organization of people to mobilize online for social causes and to 

raise funds for them directly, we are at the point of a historic shift in people reaching 

out directly to support one another and organizations that they believe in. In addition, 

movements like SE show that the social and the economic are linked (Kickul and 

Lyons, 2012). Because of this, the definition of SE remains embedded in the 

definition of commercial entrepreneurship.  

 Much of the literature on entrepreneurship focuses on the individual at the 

heart of the process – the entrepreneur. Jean Baptiste Say, the French economist 

writing in the first part of the 19th century, described an entrepreneur as one who 

"shifts economic resources out of lower and into an area of higher productivity and 

greater yield" (Dees, 1998: 2). This expands the literal translation of the French root 

word entreprendre, one who undertakes, to include the concept of value creation. In 

1948 Karl Schumpeter built on this concept and identified an entrepreneurial spirit 

that unleashes a process of “creative destruction” that renders existing products, 

services and business models obsolete” (Schumpeter, 1975: 82). Schumpeter’s 

analysis sees entrepreneurship as a commercial venture with a hero entrepreneur at 

the center, acting as an agent provocateur who ripples change, sometimes violently, 

through the larger economy. Subsequently, the business management scholar Peter 

Drucker elaborated that an entrepreneur is a shrewd exploiter of change, not 
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necessarily an agent of change himself: “the entrepreneur always searches for change, 

responds to it, and exploits it as an opportunity” (Drucker, 1995: 28).  

 Whether seen as innovators, early adopter or change exploiters, “theorists 

universally associate entrepreneurship with opportunity” (Martin and Osberg, 2007: 

31). This attention to opportunity also means that entrepreneurs focus on possibilities 

rather than problems and use the former to bring about change. There are a number of 

personal characteristics associated with taking advantage of such opportunity, which 

can be summarized as: “inspiration, creativity, direct action, courage, and fortitude” 

(Martin and Osberg, 2007: 33).   

 Austin et al (2006) have examined the similarities and differences between 

commercial and social entrepreneurship. While both respond to market failures, the 

most important distinction is the different purpose and mission of both types of 

entrepreneurship. This can also shape strategies for growth, the pursuit of which for 

its own sake can often derail social enterprises. Other differences include human and 

financial resource mobilization and management, where social entrepreneurs are more 

constrained than their commercial counterparts. Another difference lies in 

performance measures, which is much less straightforward for social enterprises that 

need to show social value creation and have more complex sets of accountabilities to 

more groups of stakeholders. Conversely, social enterprises might be more insulated 

from the “punitive discipline that occurs in the commercial marketplace” because of 

their social mission (Austin et al, 2006: 10).  

2.2.2 Social Entrepreneurs: Focus on Heroic Individuals 

Our best hope for the future of humanity lies in the power and effectiveness of 
socially motivated, highly empowered, individuals to fight for changes in the 
way we live, think and behave. 

Jeff Skoll, Skoll World Forum on Social Entrepreneurship 
Oxford University. 16th April 2010. 
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As this quote by Jeff Skoll, the founder of the Skoll Foundation, shows, at the center 

of many definitions of SE are accounts of heroic individuals with visions to change 

the world (Bornstein, 2004). A seminal definition of social entrepreneurs remains the 

one established by Gregory Dees, a founding scholar of the field; social entrepreneurs 

“combine the passion of the social mission with an image of business-like discipline, 

innovation and determination commonly associated with, for instance, the high- tech 

pioneers of Silicon Valley” (Dees, 1998: 1). Dees divides this definition into five 

characteristics exhibited by “social change agents” (4): 

1. Adopting a mission to create and sustain social value. 

2. Recognizing and relentlessly pursuing new opportunities to serve that mission. 

3. Engaging in a process of continuous innovation, adaptation and learning. 

4. Acting boldly without being limited by resources currently at hand. 

5. Exhibiting a heightened sense of accountability to the constituencies served 

and for the outcomes created. 

While point 2, 3 and 4 can apply to commercial entrepreneurs as well, point 1 and 5 

clearly distinguish the social type. 

 In spite of the recent popularity of SE, there have been some historical figures 

who can be considered social entrepreneurs; Florence Nightingale, the founder of 

modern nursing practices (Bornstein, 2004); Robert Owen, the founder of the 

cooperative movement (Banks, 1972). Working in the 1950s, Michael Young in the 

UK established organizations such as the Consumer Association, Which Magazine 

and Open University. The literature establishes a number of characteristics that all 

social entrepreneurs have in common, which include personal background and traits, 

motivations and the ability to network among diverse stakeholders. 
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2.2.2.1 Personal Background and Traits 

Some authors suggest that past experiences play a role in the formation of social 

entrepreneurs, such as traumatic childhood experiences, politically engaged parents or 

the guidance of teachers (Barendsen and Gardener, 2004; Mair and Noboa, 2006). 

Other elements of importance can also be personal characteristics such as disabilities 

or exposure to religious or broader spiritual teachings. Some future social 

entrepreneurs also live in areas that expose them to social problems, for example 

homelessness. These formative experiences often give rise to a particular social 

identity, centering around notions of entrepreneur and activist that can endow these 

individuals with a particular sensitivity and empathy, but that can also stand in tension 

with each other.  

Sometimes this background gives social entrepreneurs particular credibility, 

which, especially when combined with past records of success as business 

entrepreneurs, can allow them to tap into necessary resources and networks 

(Thompson, 2002). It also gives them a sense of self-confidence and self-efficacy that 

supports them throughout the often challenging work they are undertaking (Mair and 

Noboa, 2006). Grenier (2010) has identified this sense of independence as one of the 

strongest distinctions between entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs. Many of the 

high-tech entrepreneurs of the US West Coast have become social entrepreneurs or 

philanthro-capitalists.  

 

2.2.2.2 Motivations of Social Entrepreneurs 

Another area of study has focused on the motivations of social entrepreneurs, often 

summarized as the creation of social value. Importantly, social entrepreneurs do not 

only want to create social value, but they are also driven by a sense of values and 
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principles that can come from internal forces generated by the personal background or 

from external forces such as a larger social context. Sometimes, it is these values, 

rather than the image of a “desirable end state” that drive social entrepreneurs 

(Grenier, 2010: 67).  

Martin and Osberg (2007) argue that both commercial and social 

entrepreneurs “are strongly motivated by the opportunity they identify, pursuing that 

vision relentlessly and deriving considerable psychic reward from the process of 

realizing their ideas” (34). The difference then lies in the value proposition advanced 

by each one. Instead of the expectation of personal financial gain through servicing 

customers that can afford new products, social entrepreneurs “aim for value in the 

form of large-scale, transformational benefit that accrues either to a significant 

segment of society or to society at large” (Martin and Osberg, 2007: 34-5). Social 

entrepreneur target disadvantaged populations who lack political voice or the 

financial means to achieve an increased quality of life. Importantly, this social 

orientation does not preclude social entrepreneurs from making profit, as long as the 

main focus of their enterprise is social benefit or “mission related impact” (Dees, 

1998). Others have examined the motivations of social entrepreneurs in terms of 

vision and values (Grenier, 2010). One underexamined area is the desire for personal 

status that comes with becoming a member of a select and sometimes elitist network 

of people established through Fellowship programs such as the Schwab, Skoll and 

Ashoka Foundation, the World Economic Forum (Dacin et al, 2011). 

This brings up the larger relation between technological innovation and 

entrepreneurial ethics (Harris et al, 2009). The authors argue that because new 

ventures, such as OSEES, often emerge at the cutting edge of innovation, sorting out 

the ethics involved can be particularly challenging, not only because technology is of 
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necessity ‘value-ladden’, but also because technological advancement often requires 

deep reflection in order to decide how to apply ethical standards (Harris et al, 2009: 

409, original emphasis).  

 

2.2.2.3 Networking among Diverse Stakeholders 

While networking is an essential ability of all successful entrepreneurs (Thompson, 

2002), one key distinguishing characteristics of social entrepreneurs has been 

identified as their ability to “operate at the nexus between the private, public and 

nonprofit worlds from which their multiple stakeholders come” (Kickul and Lyons, 

2012: 21). The authors further argue that this requires an understanding of social 

complexities that most commercial entrepreneurs do not have and do not need to 

develop. There are different logics and languages used in the social and the business 

sectors, and social entrepreneurs are able to translate between them.   

 Social entrepreneurship is not about simply making the social sector more 

business-like, nor is it merely giving business a social conscience. These things may 

happen, but they are products of a more complex and sophisticated process. Social 

entrepreneurship is a blending of these two spheres in a way that adds social value in 

the most efficient, effective, equitable, and sustainable manner possible. (Kickul and 

Lyons, 2012). This blending demands particular skills to work across different sectors 

and sometimes even different worlds from social entrepreneurs. It also draws 

attention to the social nature of the work of social entrepreneurs and the importance of 

networks within it (Dacin et al, 2011). 

 One particular subset of social entrepreneurs are “socio-religious 

entrepreneurs [who] can be defined as entrepreneurial individuals or groups who by 

virtue of their personal and shared religious values and ideology are compelled to 
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create social enterprises with the primary goal of achieving non-religious social 

purposes” (Ataide, 2012: 185). For such entrepreneurs, the religious element, 

although acting as an initial impetus or action, remains subordinated to the social 

element in the execution of the social mission. 

 As we will show in our discussion of the OSEES, stories of heroic individuals 

are especially important in the case of Kiva. However, there are a number of 

drawbacks in this focus on individuals (Dacin et al, 2011). Firstly, its does not allow 

lessons from processes of entrepreneurial failure to be drawn (Light, 2006). Second, it 

sidelines the activities of organizations and collectives, which we will examine below. 

It can also simplify to motivations of social entrepreneurs, who can pursue social aims, 

but also profitability and personal status. Issues of power and influence are also 

sidelined. Drawing on Foucauldian theory can help open up the discussion. 

 

2.2.2.4 Social Entrepreneurs as Specific Intellectuals 

Cameron (2012) has advanced a way beyond this focus on heroic individuals that is of 

particular importance to our research, by comparing social entrepreneurs to Foucault’s 

“specific intellectuals” as two kinds of social agents. For Foucault (1980), specific 

intellectuals (as opposed to universal intellectuals) operate in the context of a shift 

from global to local struggles and from “speaking for all from a point of moral 

authority to making localized interventions based on specific technical expertise” 

(Cameron, 2012: 205). Similarly, social entrepreneurs often work at the local level 

and use their particular expertise and technical skills as well as their own local 

insights to create change themselves within their own communities. Here, social 

entrepreneurs are not so much “moral icons” but rather “technically adept insiders 
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who know the specific strengths and weaknesses of a given system and so are able to 

navigate and use the system more effectively than done before” (205). 

 Specific intellectuals are part of a system or truth regime (Foucault, 1980). 

Working from within, they use their particular expertise to change “the political, 

economical, institutional regime of the production of truth” (133). To do so, 

institutional legitimacy that comes from attachment to a university, or in the case of 

social entrepreneurs an organization such as the Skoll or Ashoka Foundation, is 

beneficial as it allows the specific intellectual to make current truth regimes “more 

self-evident and reveal them more clearly as the consequences of particular power 

relationships” (Cameron, 2012: 204). Similarly, social entrepreneurs often work from 

within market systems to bring about social change. There are a number of risks that 

come with this particular position. 

 Drawing on three distinct risks described by Foucault for specific intellectuals, 

Cameron identifies three particular risks for social entrepreneurs: being restricted to 

critique from within the system, being manipulated by “fickle funding and investment 

priorities” set by market logics and being unable to scale their projects because of 

lacking skills or strategies (207). Our research will show how OSEES and their 

leaders have been able to address some of these risks effectively with the help of new 

technologies. Another way to move the discussion beyond individuals is to pay 

attention to the activities undertaken in the name of SE. 

 

2.2.3 Definitions of Social Entrepreneurial Activities 

While some authors have argued for a “blurring of sector boundaries” (Dees, 1998: 1), 

others have attempted to draw clear boundaries around the field of SE, often based on 

their own organizational locations. This is the case with Sally Osberg, head of the 
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Skoll Foundation, who co-authored an article with Roger Martin, Dean of the Ross 

Business School at the University of Toronto, in which they distinguish SE from 

social service provision and social activism (Martin and Osberg, 2007). According to 

them, social service providers do not take direct action to improve the current 

equilibrium, while social activists influence others to generate a new and sustained 

equilibrium (see figure 2). Why is this distinction important?  

 

Figure 2: Forms of Social Engagement  

Source: Martin and Osberg, 2007: 38  

 

 

Martin and Osberg argue that “social entrepreneurship is an appealing construct 

precisely because it holds such high promise. If that promise is not fulfilled because 

too many ‘non-entrepreneurial’ efforts are included in the definition, then social 

entrepreneurship will fall into disrepute, and the kernel of true social entrepreneurship 

will be lost” (2007: 30).  Therefore, rather than focus on a hybrid model they are 

focusing on a pure type of SE that takes direct action to generate a new and sustained 

equilibrium. While this argument makes a lot of sense, it raises the issue of the power 

of definition: what the definition includes, and what it excludes. We believe that this 

restrictive definition has a clear purpose, namely to help locate the epicenter of the 
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social entrepreneurship movement in Silicon Valley and the Skoll Foundation. This in 

turn reinforces the exclusionary character of a certain type of celebrity social 

entrepreneurship. However, this exclusive focus on heroic social entrepreneurs is 

beginning to be challenged by a greater focus on the networks of organization within 

which they operate (Cameron, 2012). 

The value proposition of social entrepreneurs is usually seen as being to 

provide solutions to social problems either affecting marginalized groups who do not 

have the financial, social or political resources to bring about change themselves, or to 

society at large. For the purposes of our discussion, this value proposition is important 

as a legitimation device and a recruitment tool. Framing projects as creating important 

social values, rather than economic gain, can result in a “sense of collective purpose” 

that can recruit followers to the cause (Desa, 2010: 13, Astad, 1998). This is 

especially important because social entrepreneurs depend on their networks, either 

pre-existing ones or the ones they create around their ventures, for financial and labor 

support (Sharir and Lerner, 2006). 

 This is one area that has until now been overlooked but will become more 

prominent as more social enterprises turn to “e-philantrophy” (Kickul and Lyons, 

2012: 125), virtual crowd-sourcing or social media fund raising to access both 

financial and labor resources. As argued by Desa, “the literature on resource 

mobilization has focused on the role of the individual entrepreneur and has left out the 

role of the collective” . . . the roles played by the stakeholder communities of 

investors, volunteers and partners is largely absent in explaining how social ventures 

acquire resources, serve customers and grow” (2010: 14). This is one area where our 

research of OSEES will make another substantial contribution to the literature, by 

showing how OSEES have been able to mobilize communities for resources. 
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2.2.4 Social Enterprises: Focus on Organizations 

In additional to individuals and their activities, social entrepreneurship has also been 

defined through the organizations that are being created to fulfill the social mission, 

which are commonly called social enterprises. Gregory Dees has provided another 

seminal definition when he described social enterprises as private organizations 

dedicated to solving problems, serving the disadvantaged and providing socially 

important goods that were not, in their judgment, adequately provided by public 

agencies or private markets. These organizations have pursued goals that could not be 

measured simply by profit generation, market penetration or voter support (cited in 

Mair and Marti, 2006: 4) 

 What form these social enterprises take is partly shaped by the national 

regulatory environments in which they operate. In the UK they are looked on as a 

fountain head of innovation of the so-called third sector between the government and 

the private sector. The UK Department of Trade and Industry defines a social 

enterprise as “a business with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are 

principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, rather 

than being driven by the need to maximize profit for shareholders and owners” 

(Nyssens, 2006). In 2004, a new law was passed to support so-called community 

interest companies. Continental Europe has focused on a particularly type of social 

enterprise called the work integration social enterprises (WISE), whose main focus is 

to support work integration for low-qualified unemployed at risk of permanent 

exclusion from the labor market (Nyssens, 2006). The Finnish Act on Social 

Enterprises, passed in 2003, is emblematic in that it defines a social enterprise, 

independently of its legal status, as a market-orientated enterprise created for 

employing people with disabilities or the long-term unemployed. Poland’s and Italy’s 
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Social Co-operatives Act focuses on particularly needy groups such as ex-convicts, 

the physically/mentally challenged and former alcohol and drug addicts.  

 In the United States the term ‘social enterprise’ initially referred to the use of 

commercial activities by non-profit organizations in support of their mission 

(Defourney and Nyssens, 2010). President Johnson’s Great Society programs of the 

1960’s saw huge sums for education, community development, health care and anti- 

poverty programs being channeled through existing nonprofits. This meant the 

support and expansion of existing non-profits and the creation of new ones.  The 

economic slump of the 1970’s led to the cutback of governmental welfare services 

and the expansion of non-profits’ commercial activities to fill budgetary gaps, mainly 

through the sale of goods and services not directly related to their mission. Consulting 

firms emerged to offer services to non-profits keen to explore new business 

opportunities. Throughout the 1990’s the number of leaders, institutions and 

initiatives grew to support this new social entrepreneurial industry. The National 

Gathering of Social Entrepreneurs in 1998 helped this emerging community gain 

critical mass.  

 Because SE furthers broad social, cultural and environmental goals, it still is 

commonly, although not exclusively, associated with the non-profit sector. In the US, 

these are usually tax-exempt 501 (c)(3) public-serving charities, funded by 

philanthropic money or government grants. In many cases social enterprises are set up 

as non-profit organizations that develop profit-seeking spin 0ffs to fund the core 

social mission to create a sustainable and focused enterprise with a positive return to 

society.  Often these organizations are identified as innovative non-profits to 

distinguish them from their older forerunners (Austin et al, 2006). Innovative 

nonprofits that access nontraditional philanthropic moneys such as venture 
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philanthropy money have complex legal structures that also shape their funding 

schemes (Lasprogata and Cotton, 2003). 

 Currently, nonprofit organizations are joined by other types, which sit along a 

continuum ranging from pure non-for-profit to hybrid models to pure for-profit 

ventures (Austin, 2006; Desa, 2010), although Hockerts (2006) argues that there is a 

growing tendency towards hybrid models. What unites these diverse organizational 

forms is their innovative use of a variety of resources to explore opportunities that 

address social needs in a sustainable way (Mair and Marti, 2004).  

 For-profit ventures comprise social purpose commercial ventures (Dees and 

Anderson, 2003) and B (benefit)-corporations (Kickul and Lyons, 2012). Muhammad 

Yunus’ social businesses operate at or beyond 100% cost recovery (Yunus, 2006). 

The Grameen Bank he founded is a for-profit company majority owned by its millions 

of poor women borrowers, whose profits are then redistributed to them. Besides their 

own earned income, for-profit ventures can also draw on socially responsible 

investors or social venture funds (Pepin, 2005). As mentioned previously, of 

particular relevance for Silicon Valley are the ideas of C.K. Prahalad about the 

Bottom of the Pyramid (BoP), which showed how billions of poor people could 

become emerging markets for large and small companies (Prahalad, 2005). A number 

of Silicon Valley’s largest high-tech companies, such as HP and Intel, developed 

BoP-type initiatives at the beginning of the 21st century (Schwittay, 2009). Their 

leaders believed that market-driven ideas could better serve the billions of poor 

people with incomes that put them at the bottom of the World Economic Pyramid. 

 Of increasing importance are hybrid models that mix non-profit and for-profit 

elements; these are usually set by social entrepreneurs “who . . . are seeking greater 

legal and financial flexibility” (Kickul and Lyons, 2012: 129). This can include 
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strategic cross-sector collaborations between nonprofit and for-profit ventures (Austin, 

2000) or for-profit companies that set up non-profit subsidiaries (Kickul and Lyons, 

2012). There are also non-profits with for-profit subsidiaries (Brinckerhoff, 2000). It 

is in this area of hybrid models where most innovative funding mechanisms are 

situated, and there are an ever-expanding variety of funding sources available to 

social enterprises. What characterizes most of the organizations is that if they make 

profits, these are reinvested to further the aims of the beneficiaries of the social 

enterprise (Kickul and Lyons, 2012). 

 According to Emerson (1999, 2003), social entrepreneurs have four main 

funding sources open to them outside of market transactions: social venture funds or 

venture philanthropy, strategic philanthropy within larger institutional funds, 

foundations and individual donors, and government grants. Funding amounted to 

$200 billion in the USA for 2001, with 65% coming from individual donors. With the 

advent of social media and the Internet, investment in social entrepreneurial ventures 

has now become an online phenomenon. One emerging example of this is crowd-

sourcing of funds. Although there is much upside potential for social entrepreneurs 

given that they have little access to conventional capital markets (due to the high risk 

profile of SEs), the lack of established and transparent performance metrics means 

that it is difficult to assess their success (or failure). Such crowd sourcing, both 

funded individuals and emerging organizations, are quickly reshaping the role of 

entrepreneurship and expanding the definition of SE in the deployment of resources 

and innovation through shared and distributed online networks at a macro and micro 

level in the social sector.  
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2.2.5 Institutional Contexts of Social Entrepreneurship 

Because SE is situated at the boundaries of several sectors (commercial, social and 

government), the institutional context that makes this activity possible has also been 

investigated (Antal, 2006, Shaw and Carter, 2004). This is an especially important 

aspect of study for OSEES, which push a number of legal and technological 

boundaries with their online activities. We define institutions as “the humanely 

derived constraints that structure human action” (Desa, 2010: 14). Included here are 

formal constraints such as laws and rules, informal constraints such as cultural codes 

and social norms of behavior, the organizational structures that are built around these 

constraints and the mechanisms by which they are enforced (North, 1997). This body 

of literature has also drawn on writings on institutional entrepreneurship (DiMaggio, 

1988, Fligstein, 1997) in order to understand how SE can bring about a change in 

norms or structures (Mair and Marti, 2006). 

 Perrini and Vurro (2010) have drawn attention to what they call the 

“environmental dimension” of SE and single out three dimensions: the level of social, 

economic and political development, the development level of the social sector, and 

the presence of supportive actors (172). The first of these levels is responsible for the 

“social gaps” that SE aims to fill. The second level indicates the general state of the 

sector in which social enterprises insert themselves, for example the strength of 

already existing nonprofit organizations and the level of state welfare support. Lastly, 

the third level - supportive actors - includes financial, technical and other consulting 

services that make the operation of social enterprises possible. 

 Kerlin (2012) has identified four types of environmental contexts that are 

helpful for understanding SE on a global level: first, the village context mostly 

associated with African and South-east Asian societies characterized by individual or 
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community-level small group efforts focused on income generation. Second is the 

post-authoritarian context of Latin America and Eastern Europe concerned with 

democratic governance structures and (re)emerging civil societies  give rise to 

cooperative-type mutual organizations that can also have elements of social activism.  

The third context - the welfare state - is provided by continental Western Europe that 

has given rise to many of the organizational types working towards employment 

creation described above. Lastly is the laissez-faire context found in the US, UK and 

Australia where a wide range of innovative social enterprises operate autonomously 

from the state, often supported by private philanthropy. It is in this last context that 

OSEES operate. 

 A concept that will be central to our study of OSEES is that of a “socially 

entrepreneurial ecosystem” (Dees and Bloom, 2008: 47). Such an ecosystem includes 

the various resources on which social entrepreneurs draw as well as the environmental 

conditions that impact their work (Cameron, 2012). Working with this notion of an 

ecosystem helps to broaden the research focus beyond the heroic social entrepreneur, 

because in such a system, the focus is not so much on the individual but rather, on 

how its various members are impacted and shaped by each other (Dees and Bloom, 

2008). “This opens up more conceptual space to imagine different types of agency 

and visibility for social entrepreneurs in social innovation systems” (Cameron, 2012: 

203). In our research, we will analyze the San Francisco Bay Area/Silicon Valley 

region as one such social entrepreneurial ecosystem that has given rise to OSEES. 

The systems element of ecosystem will also facilitate the connection between social 

entrepreneurship and information systems. “Social entrepreneurs must leverage 

complex systems of interacting players in rapidly evolving political, economic, 
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physical and cultural environments,” to which our research will add technological 

ones (Dees and Bloom, 2008: 48). 

 As discussed above, social entrepreneurs often work within the system and 

through existing institutions, which can facilitate their activities (Cameron, 2012). 

The main research focus here has been on policy, governance and regulatory systems 

of relevance to SE (Lasprogata and Cotton, 2003; Korosec and Berman, 2006). 

However, especially in weak institutional environments, such as are found in some 

developing countries, social entrepreneurs can also work against existing institutional 

structures. For example, Sarasvathy (2006) argues that because social enterprises 

often sit between market and non-market mechanisms, they are forced to go against 

these in their search for creative solutions that incorporate the best of both worlds. 

Sometimes their work can bring about a change in these existing structures or bring 

about new structures where none have existed before (Mair and Marti, 2004; Perrine 

and Vulto, 2010).  

 This was the case when Mohammad Yunus first began lending small amounts 

of money to poor women who until then had depended on local moneylenders and 

suppliers. He not only changed these informal institutional arrangements, but also 

eventually changed the formal banking system by establishing his Grameen Bank, for 

which he received a government special status. Yunus had originally approached the 

local bank to lend money to the women, but the bank manager refused because the 

women did not have traditional collateral in the form of land or property (Yunus, 

1999). His Grameen Bank was based on an innovative methodology called group 

lending, where physical collateral was replaced with the social collateral provided by 

poor women organized into groups, whose members screened new applicants, cross-

guaranteed each others loans and exerted peer pressure on potential defaulters. 
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Microfinance’s high repayment rates have shown this method to be effective, 

although critics have pointed to its high social and human cost (Kabeer, 2000). This 

group methodology is one example of the process of social innovation, which is of 

special importance to OSEES who are innovating in a number of ways, from 

organizational to financial to operational. It was after seeing Yunus speak at Stanford 

that Flannery and Jackley were inspired to get involved in microfinance (Flannery, 

2007). 

 

2.2.6 Social Innovation 

Just as in the SE literature more generally, there is also a concern with definitions and 

typologies in the social innovation literature. Nicholls argues that “innovation in 

social entrepreneurship indicates the creation of new ideas and models that address 

social or environmental issues” (2010: 245). This can take three forms: new products 

or services, what Nicholls calls “institutional innovation”; the use of existing products 

and services in a more socially productive way, what Nicholls calls “incremental 

innovation” and the suggestion of new solutions to social problems that have been 

redefined as a result of the reframing of normative terms of reference”, which leads to 

“disruptive innovation” (2010: 245). Microfinance is classified as a disruptive 

innovation because it alters existing banking systems and creates a new one. 

Consequently, OSEES and especially Kiva, are also examples of disruptive 

innovation.  

The degree of newness is what distinguishes social innovation from 

improvement, which only provides incremental change, and from creativity and 

invention, which do not aim for implementation and diffusion. Alvord et al (2004) 

distinguish three main forms of social innovation resulting from the social, political 
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and economic contexts in which it takes place. Firstly, building local capacity refers 

to enabling marginalized groups to exploit locally available resources in an 

autonomous way. Secondly, managerial practices, business models and product and 

service development can be adapted to fill the needs of marginalized communities; 

Prahalad’s BoP initiatives fit into this category. While these two forms focus on 

market-based solutions, the third form goes beyond them to a concern with building 

social movements in order to give political voice to marginalized groups. In fact, 

Moore et al (2012) argue that it is a focus on systemic change that distinguishes social 

innovation from social entrepreneurship. It follows that “because of their 

transformative nature, social innovations may challenge existing economic models 

and ideologies” (91). 

 A good definition for our purposes is the one provided by Nicholls and 

Murdock:  

Social Innovation is, thus, simultaneously the production of new ideas and new 
structures and a process of recontextualization within socially (re)constructed 
norms of the public good, justice and equity. Social innovation demonstrates a 
contingent construction of societal change that gives primacy to the knowledge 
and cultural assets of communities and which foregrounds the creative 
reconfiguration of social relations. (2012: 2) 

 

By drawing attention to the importance of social norms, change and relations, 

dimensions of power and knowledge that are central to the critical theory framework 

of our thesis can be accommodated.  

 

2.2.7 Issues in Social Entrepreneurship Literature: Power and Legitimacy 

Dacin et al (2011) argue that the study of power, politics and dominance has been 

largely absent from the academic literature on SE, and suggests that the examination 

of social entrepreneurial networks is one way to address these questions. Following 
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the lead of Cameron (2012), I will use Critical Theory and particularly the work of 

Michel Foucault to analyze how power works in the social benefit networks of Silicon 

Valley and OSEES in particular. This will show that notions of creative and 

innovative destruction that are at the heart of entrepreneurship also apply to SE, 

which not only encompasses positive processes. There can also be a ‘dark side’ to SE 

that can manifest in socially divisive or destructive objectives, negative social impacts 

for certain groups (as has been argued by some for microfinance), unintended 

consequences or operational failure or co-optation (Nicholls and Murdock, 2012).  

Another neglected but promising area of research is around issues of 

legitimacy issue of legitimacy, which has been identified as a “critical resource” for 

social entrepreneurs (Dacin et al, 2011: 1207). The existing literature provides a few 

points of departure, such as the creation of a “reputation effect” through the use of 

media coverage (Desa, 2010: 13) and the role that universities play as “legitimators” 

(Cameron, 2012: 199). Especially Oxford University, where the Skoll World Forum 

on Social Entrepreneurship is held every year, is a “key part of the global social 

innovation system” (200). Lastly, “the creation of social values may require distinct 

types of narratives that resonate with basic notions of equity and social justice” 

(Dacin et al, 2011: 1209), and Ruebottom (2013) focuses specifically on rhetorical 

strategies and narratives to establish legitimacy.  

A consideration of all these issues from the research literature on social 

entrepreneurship in management therefore leads to my second research question: How 

do OSEES gain and maintain support from public and private sectors in their quest to 

use IS as an apparatus with transformative power? 
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2.3 Literature at the Intersection of ICTD/ISDC and SE 

There are relatively few articles that are situated at the literature intersection I am 

exploring in this dissertation. These can broadly be grouped into two areas. Firstly, 

one body of work examines how ICTD projects can be operated more like social 

enterprises, in order to ensure their financial sustainability. Much of this literature has 

been generated around telecenters, especially in India, by researchers associated with 

Microsoft Research India (Best and Kumar, 2008; Rangaswamy, 2008). Rangaswamy 

(2006) argues that telecenters should not be considered as information booths only but 

as entrepreneurial spaces operated by savvy owners who tap into local needs to keep 

their businesses afloat. Meddie (2006) compares telecenter operations in India and 

Africa to rethink their sustainability and advocates for an explicit social enterprise 

approach. A more nuanced assessment is provided by Kuriyan, Ray and Toyama 

(2008) who highlight the tensions experienced by telecenter projects that aim to meet 

dual goals of social benefits and commercial sustainability. 

 The second body of literature examines how ICT has been used by social 

enterprises. A group of Spanish reseachers has focused on the use of ICTs by social 

enterprises. Most representative is their article on how ICT can be used to scale the 

impact of social enterprises, through increasing the value proposition of a particular 

program, which they term depth scaling, and through increasing the number of people 

reached by the program, which they call breath scaling (Fisac-Garcia, 2013). 

Similarly, Hutchinson and Molla (2009) query what impact ICTs have on the work of 

social enterprises and conclude that because of their social mission, ICT use by social 

enterprises results in ICT being used for development purposes.  

 My research builds on these two bodies of work by also examining the ways 

in which IS has been used to build Kiva into a sustainable social enterprise and to 



	   49	  

scale its impact. I am also extending this literature by analyzing the processes of trust 

building and narrative legitimation that are at play throughout that process. 
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CHAPTER 3 – THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
 

In this thesis I use some concepts from Foucauldian critical social theory to analyze 

Silicon Valley OSEES. I had a strong prior interest in Foucault’s work and my 

supervisor was a foremost expert in critical research in IS. That is also why I did not 

consider interpretivism or grounded theory as alternative theoretical approaches. We 

had initial discussions about the potential use of Habermas and Bourdieu, but 

Foucault’s work quickly emerged as most useful for a number of reasons. It allowed 

me to break down dualities, unearth hidden histories, examine taken-for-granted 

assumptions. In addition, his treatment of techne, especially as reinterpreted by 

Willcocks (2006), provided a good departing point for my own analysis. 

Critical research in Information Systems scholarship argues for the importance 

of questioning taken for granted assumptions; in the case of OSEES this means 

interrogating the power relationships that shape Silicon Valley’s innovations for 

human and social benefit. This story is often told as one of efficiency, rationality and 

market principles and neglects the diverse social and political processes that impact 

the work of OSEES. Silicon Valley OSEES have expanded the reach of ICTs and 

their resulting social benefits in developing countries. In the process of IS innovations, 

new power/knowledge relations are created that tests the limits of established laws 

and create new discourses around the idea of an ‘information society,’ as celebrated 

by the World Summit’s on the Information Society sponsored by the UN in 2003 and 

2005 (Castells, 2000). However, at the same time the digital divide widens between 

and within countries.  This results in new form of post-disciplinary power, 

particularly in developing countries, which are reimagined as emerging markets.  

By moving “values to the very core” of my research philosophy (Myers and 

Klein, 2011: 33), I will critically examine how OSEES’ localized geography of SV 
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networks of technological expertise, design innovation, venture capital and social 

relations are able to project power/knowledge onto those at the edges of marginalized 

societies around the globe through the use of the Internet and other ICTs for 

Development.  These are the touch points of two opposite worlds that increasingly arc 

towards each other as they create a concurrent spiral of economic and informational 

interdependence. Directed by international, regional and local elites in developing 

countries, Castells says that the ‘poor masses’ can be served or harmed by a 

power/knowledge struggle of an emerging information society (Castells, 2000). On 

the other hand, as demonstrated by the Arab Spring and the Occupy Wall Street 

Movement, IS tools can also be used to demand ever greater freedom and 

transparency from governments.  

The complexity of ICT use across geographical and socio-cultural boundaries 

and the intersection of technology and development are contested spaces, which need 

a critical lens to reveal the subtlety of its hues and the many shadings of the 

power/knowledge relationships that exist between different actors in ISDC: donors, 

poor and underserved communities, MLOs, governments, companies and social 

enterprises as well as research bodies. Critical Research allows for a deeper 

understanding of ISDC processes, as well as an alternative history of Silicon Valley 

innovation.  

This chapter will begin with a presentation of key concepts of the historian-

philosopher Paul Michel Foucault as they have been taken up in IS scholarship. I will 

then summarize IS works that have used these concepts, followed by a focus on 

network power that is of particular relevance to OSEES.  
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3.1 Key Foucauldian Concepts 

Leslie Willcocks is one of the foremost scholars to analyze the application of 

Foucault’s ideas in IS (Willcocks, 2004, 2006). He argues that the adaption of 

Foucault in IS has been slower than that of other critical scholars, especially 

Habermas and Bourdieu, because Foucault’s work is less systematic and does not lend 

itself easily to grand theorizing. Nevertheless, Foucault’s writings on the Panopticon 

is informing studies of surveillance technologies (Lyon, 1994, 2003), and he has also 

influenced analyses of databases (Poster, 1990) and the disciplinary aspects of 

information in work environments (Webster, 2005; Zuboff, 1988). Before I present an 

overview of these applications, I will define the key terms of importance to my 

research, namely technologies, power/knowledge and genealogy. 

3.1.1	  Technologies	  
	  
Even though Foucault spent much time in Berkeley and San Francisco at a time when 

computers were first appearing, he wrote very little about information and 

communications technology (ICT). However, he was interested in the role of various 

techniques, which were only partly physical but consisted more of procedures, 

processes and disciplinary technologies in prisons, schools, hospitals and factories. 

From the 1970s onward, Foucault increasingly used the word technology, or 

sometimes also techne or technique, in his writings, in reference to behavioural or 

physical technologies that are always infused with power relations (Willcocks, 2004). 

While he never fully defined what he meant by those terms, in an interview with Paul 

Rabinow he explained the relationship between techne and technology: 

What interests me more is to focus on what the Greeks called techne, that is to 
say, a practical rationality governed by a conscious goal . . . The disadvantage 
of this word techne, I realize is its relation to the word ‘technology’ which has a 
very specific meaning . . . one thinks of hard technology, the technology of 
wood, of fire, of electricity. Whereas government is also a function of 
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technology: the government of individuals, of souls, the government of the self 
by the self . . . and so on. (quoted in Willcocks, 2004: 257) 

	   	  
This passage reveals that for Foucault, technology encompasses both physical and 

physiological/psychological processes, always in relation to governmental power. 

Based on Foucault’s pervasive concept of power, Willcocks argues that “these 

technologies of power function anonymously – they are implemented by everyone 

and no one” (2004: 258). Since the three decades that the interview took place, which 

have seen the rise of pervasive ICTs, the popular image of technology has arguably 

shifted from physical to digital technologies.  

 Foucault also never provided a definition of ICT (Best and Kellner, 2001), 

although he lays much of the groundwork for their later genealogies (Poster, 1990). 

However, in the context of their Foucauldian analysis, Knights and Murray (1994) 

define ICT as “a set of human and non-human artefacts, processes and practises 

ordinarily directed towards modifying or transforming natural and social phenomena 

in pursuit of human purposes” (quoted in Willcocks, 2006: 11). They then elaborate a 

four-part analytical framework to operationalize this definition. Accordingly, ICT 

consists of: 

1. Technological artefacts - such as a computer or hardware 

2. Technological knowledge - particularly systems development skills 

3. Technological workers and managers, including IS specialists - those engaged in 

technology systems development,  

4. The culture of technology - signs, symbols and values brought to bear on discussing, 

using and developing technologies 

This Foucauldian-inspired definition of ICT is the one that I use in this thesis. 
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3.1.2	  Power/Knowledge	   	  
	  
Based on the “historically recent blending of knowledges, disciplinary technologies 

and bio-power, power/knowledge emerges as the key concept in Foucault’s 

philosophy of modern technology” (Willcocks, 2004: 258). This analytic construct 

inextricably fuses power to knowledge. Fundamental here is his ground-breaking 

analytics of power which is not possessed by any particular group and imposed upon 

another, but rather is exercised and circulating through the body politics and the body 

of individuals in an omnipresent fashion. As Foucault (1978) himself wrote: 

Power must be analysed as something that circulates . . . that functions only 
when it is part of a chain. It is never localized here or there, it is never in the 
hands of the some, and it is never appropriated in the way that wealth or a 
commodity can be appropriated . . . Power is exercised through networks, and 
individuals do not simply circulate in those networks: they are in a position to 
both submit to and exercise this power. They are never the inert or consenting 
targets of power, they are always its relays. In other words, power passes 
through individuals. 	   	  

 

I will come back to the concept of network power below. From the passage above it is 

clear that Foucault did not see power/knowledge as either negative or positive. For 

him, it referred to social forces and emerging classifications that shape governments 

and social movements alike and that supersede and challenge established ideas until 

they, over time, become part of the body politic itself. Therefore, power is not only 

coercive but also productive. Furthermore, there is no power without resistance. 

	  
3.1.3	  Genealogy	  
	  
These cultural shifts can be revealed through a Foucauldian genealogy, which is a 

technique of inquiry that questions the commonly understood grand history of the 

human subject. Foucault’ approach, which interrogates the very conditions of 

possibility of ideology, accounts for “the constitution of knowledges, discourses, 

domains of objects, and so on, without having to make reference to a subject that is 
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either transcendental in relation to the field of events or runs in its empty sameness 

throughout the course of history” (Rabinow and Rose, 1994: 306). For Foucault, 

conducting a genealogy does not entail searching for origins or constructing a linear 

historical development, but instead is deconstructing truth and emphasizing the plural, 

at times contradictory ways in which the past is made by the influence of power on 

truth discourses (Foucault, 1980). For Foucault,  

To follow the complex course of descent is to maintain passing events in their 
proper dispersion, it is to identify the accidents, the minute deviations – or 
conversely, the complete reversals – the errors, the false appraisals, and the 
faulty calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have 
value for us; it is to discover that truth or being does not lie a the root of what 
we know and what we are, but the exteriority of accidents. (Foucault, 1980, 
quoted in Willcocks, 2004: 252) 

 
Taking a Foucauldian perspective, one of the pressing questions that arises is one of 

surveillance. With growing technological capabilities embedded deep into every 

human action and societal system, can governments and corporations be trusted to not 

continually seek greater surveillance? Can citizens feel comfortable forgoing their 

privacy and civil rights for the sake of greater convenience or security? Foucault 

posits a key question that is central to our information age: 

We have been able to see what forms of power relation were conveyed by 
various technologies (whether we are speaking of production with economic 
aims, or institutions whose goal is social regulation, or of techniques of 
communication) … What is at stake, then, is this: How can the growth of 
capabilities be disconnected from the intensification of power relations? 
(Foucault, 1984; quoted in Willcocks 2004: 238). 

 
Willcocks points out that Foucault’s concepts are relevant to social theory in IS as he 

“reminds us, uncomfortably, of our epistemological frailty and ontological 

uncertainties and from this can sensitize us to how much use of ICT is a will towards 

control, certainty and ‘knowledge’ in the face of considerable risk and ambivalence” 

(Willcocks, 2006: 17). 
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3.2 The Use of Foucault in IS 

Fundamental to the use of Foucault in IS have been his ideas of the shift from a 

disciplinary to a control society, which have been elaborated by Gilles Deleuze (1995). 

This type of society operates through “continuous control and instant communication 

enabled by developments in material technology. In this rendering, what has been 

called ‘information society’ can also be read as control society” (Willcocks, 2004: 

259). Correspondingly, cybernetic machines and computers are the material artifacts 

that dominate the control/information society, although rather than technologically 

determining its life, these machines “express the social forms capable of producing 

them and making use of them” (Willcocks, 2004: 260). Critical IS scholars have 

focused their analysis on the interaction between technological machines, 

organizational forms and social relations. 

 

3.2.1 The Use of Foucault in IS Studies of Organizations 

One of the foundational critical studies of information systems in organizations is 

Shoshana Zuboff’s seminal book, In the Age of the Smart Machine (1988). Her 

Foucauldian analysis, based on the ethnographic research she did for her PhD at 

Harvard, is central to Zuboff’s understanding of the shifts that result from the 

introduction of ICTs in the workplace for workers and management alike. Zuboff’s 

main finding is that ICT can be used to informate or automate work. Informating 

results in commercial advantage as greater transparency is created through the whole 

value chain.  However, informating also serves to create disciplinary powers and 

panoptic surveillance that unsettles workers through constant micro-practices of 

power. ICTs help speed up processes and produce consistency, but they also 

deskill blue and white collar workers, minimize job satisfaction and can displace 
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physical labour, while increasing the decision making of management as it becomes 

invisible and remote while engaging in micro-surveillance of employees. Ultimately, 

Zuboff states that while technology changes what is possible, in the final result its 

uses and limits are a political question. She asks: “Will managers utilize ICT to 

support, and even reinforce, existing political, social and organizational structure and 

processes or transform these and their own positions within them in order to gain full 

pay-offs from ICT investments?”(Willcocks, 2006:4). 

Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge is key for Zuboff and for my own 

research. How do ICTs emerging from Silicon Valley OSEES produce bodies and 

minds through microphysics of bio-power? Zuboff also points the way forward for 

contemporary IS research with her use of phenomenology and socio-materiality. The 

former is “a move Foucault would have needed to make if he had wanted to explore 

bio-power further at the material level in institutional settings” (Willcocks, 2006: 5). 

Zuboff, like Foucault, is cautionary about the present danger of ICTs and especially 

their disciplinary and panoptic tendencies. Of particular importance to this research is 

how these tendencies expose the most vulnerable and poor in the world to ICTs’ 

limits or to their potential for liberation. 

While IS waits for a genealogist – although work has recently begun on an IS 

history project sponsored by the Association for Information Systems - Introna (2003) 

used some of Foucault’s concepts to examine evolving regimes of truth in MIS 

Quarterly publications from 1977 to 2000. He shows how, in order to create an ‘IS 

Discipline,’ IS is constituting regimes of truth and disciplining itself. This is 

especially visible in the publications in top IS journals (Introna and Whittacker, 2004). 

This is an important contribution because Introna not only makes a strong case for the 

relevance for Foucault for IS, but he also creates a healthy critique of other critical 
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theorists, particularly Habermas (Klein and Huynh, 2004). The need to be critical is 

also to counter the strong scientific and positivistic heritage of IS. Relatedly, Avgerou 

and McGrath show that much of the assumptions of IS practice as techno-rational 

behavior are at odds with the social processes in which IS use is embedded. Drawing 

on Foucault’s power/knowledge analytics and the aesthetics of existence, they argue 

that “the rational techniques of IS practice and the power dynamics of an organization 

and its social context are closely intertwined” (2007: 295).  

Also relevant to research on OSEES is the work of Davies and Mitchell’s 

(1994) on the effects of IT use in an Australian government department. They focus 

on technology development as a power/knowledge object and also draw attention to 

its socio-political context. They argue that a Foucauldian logic of power/knowledge 

and the genealogical method are of great importance to studying emerging 

organizational forms. This fits well as a model for understanding Silicon Valley 

OSEES as circuits for the projection of power/knowledge, with a particular emphasis 

on the control of information stemming from ICT introduction into new contexts 

(Willcocks, 2006). Davies and Mitchell also show how discourses can be regulated 

through processes of exclusion, limitation and communication. 

Another application of Foucauldian analysis of disciplinary power is Doolin 

(1998), who looks at IS hospital systems as calculative and disciplinary practices of 

technology, and found that it had the potential to increase upper management’s 

control. At the same time, it normalized work practises and instilled self-control 

among doctors, as they internalized particular norms. Doolin also showed how 

doctors resisted management’s controlling apparatus. In a later article, Doolin (2004), 

drawing on Foucault’s notion of regimes of truth, shows how new information 

systems help create surveillance processes that make visible the resources available 
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for hospital patient care in the name of government-mandated efficiencies. His critical 

genealogy reveals how knowledge can be used as a tool of power to support the status 

quo. This is a relational conception of power, where power acts upon individuals and 

groups “from within the social body rather than above it” (Myers and Klein, 2011:29). 

Doolin also shows how through surveillance and control of individuals’ possible 

actions and responses, power/knowledge “is manifested in the numerous knowledges, 

practises and technologies that are brought to bear on the actions of others” (Doolin, 

2004: 345). In the next section I will explore how Foucault’s ideas have been engaged 

by scholars of cyberstudies, with a particular focus on surveillance, databases and 

networks. 

 

3.2.2 The Use of Foucault in Cyberstudies 

IS scholars working on surveillance have found that Foucault’s ideas on this topic 

offer a new opportunity to understand this growing 21st century reality. Examples 

range from the managerial gaze exemplified in Zuboff’s work to multiple forms of 

electronic surveillance afforded by ICTs (Dandeker, 1990; Lyon, 1994, 2003; Lyon 

and Zureik, 1996). In particular, the idea of the “panopticon without walls” (Webster 

and Robbins, 1993) is applicable to my research through the constant control of 

OSEES over local partner organizations via the collection, retention and display of 

information. 

Lyon (1994) suggests that the capacities of large databases and their 

interlinking networks and surveillance capabilities increase the gathering and storing 

of information, which can then be circulated, processed and even marketed. The 

important question for ISDC research is at what point such electronic surveillance 

becomes a form of control or even coercion, particularly for marginalized groups who 
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might not be aware of this surveillance or have access to the means to protect 

themselves from it. As argued by Willcocks, “electronic surveillance does contribute 

to social control via invisible inspection and categorization” (2006: 14). A related 

question is that of the creation of virtual identities by OSEES, over which poor people 

might not have any ownership. 

For Poster (1984, 1990, 1995), databases have become the new text in 

Foucault’s sense of discourse. In his work he highlights the relevance of Foucault’s 

key ideas of power/knowledge, subjectification and discourse, to critically analyse an 

emerging ‘mode of information.’ Poster understands new forms of ICTs, particularly 

databases, through Foucault’s analysis of discourse, and argues that “the linguistic 

quality of the database, its implications for politics, can best be captured by a theory, 

like Foucault’s, that problematizes the interdependence of language and action” 

(Poster, 1990: 72). In effect, networks and databases are increasingly circulating 

information in a kind of super panopticon, where individuals participate in their own 

self-constitution and where the virtual self can be disciplined to the unknowing 

detriment of the physical self. 

Young, Kuo and Myers (2012) use Foucauldian concepts of gaze and face to 

analyze a web-based Knowledge Management System (KMS) for teachers in Taiwan. 

Originally created to afford knowledge sharing, “the capabilities for surveillance 

inherent in the KMS severely limited sharing” (Young, Kuo and Myers, 2012: 469). 

In their analysis, the authors also draw attention to the importance of cultural factors, 

particularly the importance of face in the collectivist Chinese culture. They show that 

Western technologies such as KMS do not easily translate into other cultures, so that 

in the end the interaction between the KMS and the cultural norms in which it saw 

itself embedded undermined the objective of knowledge sharing. Particularly, the 
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surveillance implicit in a technological system where posts can be read by anybody 

undermined the need to save face and ultimately led to the KMS users self-surveilling 

and censoring. This speaks to power relations inherent in networks, which I will 

examine more closely in the next section. 

 

3.3 Network Power 

Another Foucaldian concept relevant to my research on OSEES is the idea of network 

power emerging in the network society (Munro, 2000, 2004). Munro shows how 

particular forms of “non-disciplinary power are transforming many areas of social life, 

allowing for the development of new, information-based institutions, different sites of 

resistance to power, and increasing social divisions based around access to 

information” (679). In this kind of network power, power relations become more 

focused on access to and control of information, including information about oneself. 

As argued by Deleuze (1995), network power also operates through the regulations of 

flows of information, which moves beyond ideas of the panopticon. 

 

3.3.1 From Panopticon to Network 

Table 1 shows how Munro contrasts the panopticon with the network.  

 

Table 1: Panopticon versus Network 

Source: Munro, 2000: 689 

 Panopticon Network 

Techniques Dressage 

The Panopticon-visual surveillance 

Control of flows 

The Panspectron-data surveillance 

Space Confined cells Connected nodes (stations) 
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Time Timetable Global ‘real time’ 

The body Docile body Motile body 

 

The table shows important differences between the two modes of power operation and 

how space and time are organized under each.  

The panopticon is famously based on visual surveillance, according to a set 

time table, of docile bodies confined to individual cells. Often, it is not the actual 

process of surveillance but the perceived or imaginary gaze of a surveyor that matters. 

“It is simply the possibility that someone else might be watching that changes 

someone’s behavior” (Young, Kuo and Myers, 2012: 508). The application of the 

panopticon to the design of prisons, even though rarely carried out in practice, shows 

the connection to a form of power aiming to discipline bodies defined as deviant.  

By contrast, network power works through the real-time flow of information 

to connected modes within a network. Its technique consists of the control of flows if 

information, visual and otherwise, through “panospectronic” forms of data 

surveillance (De Landa, 1991: 206). Instances of this form of control are electronic 

tagging and human profiling (Munro, 2000). Zuboff’s “information panopticon” is 

another example of how the rules of access to information become a key part of 

network techniques of power (Zuboff, 1988: 356). Secondly, how surveillance is 

exercised in space is different as well. While in the Panopticon communication only 

flows one way from the center to the observed, who are not able to exchange 

information with each other, “the network promotes lateral communication and 

‘informates’ those who are under surveillance” (Munro, 2000: 690). The latter share 

personal information in exchange for perceived benefits. This in turn opens the door 

to government and corporate data mining, be it in the name of security or better 
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customer service. Space in the network becomes a series of virtually connected nodes 

or stations, where the geographical distance between them is shrinking and ultimately 

irrelevant. This geography is highly uneven, as certain locations remain disconnected 

and others are actively excluded from the network (Castells, 2000). Thirdly and 

relatedly, while time under the panoptic model was organized according to timetables, 

in the network results in “a continuous, 24-hour, global ‘real time’” (Munro, 2000: 

691). The demand to be always on and accessible, be it for work demands or social 

media updates, is a prime expression of this new time.  

The last distinction between panoptic and network power is around bodies. 

While in the former, bodies were disciplined and made docile through exercise, in 

networks “movement becomes unnecessary and undesirable” and is restricted to 

minute movements in the nodes, such as typing or clicking a mouse (Munro, 2000: 

691). Paul Virilio has charted the transformation from the mobile to the motorized 

body, which come together in a “motile body” that functions with the help of 

“communication prosthetics” such as cell phones and tablets (Virilio, 1998: 17; 

Munro, 2000: 691). 

Forms of power that operate by regulating and controlling the flow of 

information and access to these flows are applicable to my research on OSEES. The 

distinction between information-haves and have-nots is one that the organizations 

under study are trying to address, while at the same time their practices are 

reinscribing that difference. These processes also give rise to new forms of resistance, 

as can be seen in the Mexican Zapatista’s use of media and technology to broadcast 

their rejection of neoliberalism and their demands for indigenous rights (Castells, 

1997). Hackers and virus designers are other examples of informational resistance 

(Munro, 2000).  
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Of importance are also studies that focus on the connections between IS 

systems and notions of development as freedom. Donovan (2012) has shown how the 

rapid and extensive adoption of M-Pesa, an SMS-based mobile money system 

developed by Vodafone in Kenya, has implications for power, freedom and individual 

choice. He works with Grewal’s (2008) notion of network power defined as a 

combination of network effects and the subsequent elimination of alternative 

standards. Drivers of standards adoption can be divided into reason (both intrinsic to 

the standards and extrinsic from the size of the network), force (direct punitive force 

and indirect force defined as opportunity costs deriving from non-adoption) and 

chance or accidental conversion on a standard. Donovan shows how m-Pesa, but its 

celebrated success, is crowding out alternatives and therefore limits the space of 

freedom for Kenyans seeking to transfer money. This is particularly relevant for 

organizations like Kiva that by their very popularity become the defining standard in a 

particular technological space. A genealogical analytics asks how organizations 

achieve that dominance in the first place and what claims to truth, in this case about 

online microfinance, they are making in the process of sustaining that dominance. 

Through networked forms of power, new spaces of knowledge and practice 

are also created. OSEES create the illusion of a two-way interaction, which brings 

with it a promise of transparency and openness to personal networks that are linked 

up with networks of others who have invested in the same story. In other words, a 

new space has been connected to multiple other new spaces and in the process, a new 

authoritative space has supplanted the old one.  These are not only technical networks 

but also social ones, and attention to this emerging sociability shows the success of 

OSEES in creating spaces that have been carefully built from the ground up in local 

settings and then connected through networks. To understand this process, Foucault’s 
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work on power/knowledge has sometimes been meshed with ANT. I will not discuss 

ANT in any depth, since my focus mostly on Foucault, but I will just mention one 

obvious area of overlap – the idea of networks. 

 

3.3.2 The Design Dimension of Networks 

OSEES are embedded in socio-technological networks that are created through 

processes of design, a notion that has been taken up in IS, and in IS for Human 

Benefit studies, through a turn to Design Science Research (Venable et al, 2011). As 

such, they are imbued with power relations that often find expressions in cultural 

values and norms or social knowledge spaces. ISDC constitutes such knowledges, 

whose authoritative texts and devices inform the theorizing to understand and locate 

emerging design such as OSEES. By knowledges, I mean a totality that includes all 

texts, films, speeches, ways of acting, institutions, communication and their terminals, 

artefacts, problem solving, innovation and design. This totality is neither all technical 

nor informational, but both.  

Even though OSEES are fundamentally focused on ICT, they are deeply social 

and geographical in nature. The various agents that participate in their formation, 

from other start-ups to businesses, governments, technical and regulatory bodies, 

financial donors and end users are all made up of hundreds of specific networks. 

These are often antagonistic, fighting for self-interest and the control of people, places 

and things. They are constructed, often unstable, and in need of constant maintenance. 

As Latour and Foucault’s concepts make visible, what is often overlooked are the 

missing masses, the institutional orderings and the non-human actors that form the 

complex and intertwined socio-technical networks of OSEES. Here nothing is neutral 

and success is measured by making distant actors visible and close to as many people 
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as possible.  This is in a Foucauldian sense a ‘will to power’. Through the materiality 

of the ICT network operating at different scales - as a global, local, personal artefact - 

and the sociality of connecting around stories of socio-economic success, ‘order from 

chaos’ is created. Ultimately, OSEES embed us in a socio-technological complex that 

allows us to think differently about our place, rights, responsibilities and connections 

in and to our world - where giving and receiving can be around the world or around 

the corner.  

From an ISDC point of view, then, networks are not only technical or social, 

but socio-technological networks of human and non-humans as “the fundamental 

units of analysis of the global economy” (Dicken et al, 2001: 91) They are more fluid 

and dynamic than the sum of Castells’ grandly theorized ‘network society,’ which 

forms the “modern structural form of global capitalism.” A vision of a seamless 

technical network is “unhelpful precisely because it is too technical” (Kendall, 2004).  

As a ‘will to power’, all networks start from the local, the ground point, from 

“irreducible, incommensurable, unconnected localities, which then, at great price, 

sometime end into provisionally commensurable connections” (Latour, 1997). But a 

strong network is doomed to fail if concentrated through a singular route. OSEES, by 

contrast, allow a greater expansion of new rhizomes for a Silicon Valley that has 

become international, consisting of networks built upon networks, in need of 

discovery of new masses of emerging consumers. But, as it results in unintended 

consequences that can create greater disorder, is the socio-technical network enough?  

What is usually called networks is an “anaemic conjunction of two intersecting lines 

that are even less than plausible than the vast global space of no space that it pretends 

to replace” (Latour, 2009: 139). The missing part is how we deal with networks’ 
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fragility, isolation and fragmentation that becomes visible when looking at the 

network society from the perspective of those in marginalized societies.  

 

3.4 Critical Research in ISDC 

Although much ISDC research has been critical in the sense that it questions broader 

assumptions of the digital divide discourse (Avgerou, 2008), only a few ISDC 

scholars have explicitly applied critical theory in their research. Foremost among 

these is the work of Kanungo on IS applications in rural Southern India. He uses 

Habermas’ theory of Communicative Action to explore the emancipatory role of rural 

information systems, arguing that social changes give viability to ICTD initiatives and 

in turn led to rural empowerment and participation through ICT use (Kanungo, 2004). 

In addition, Foucault’s analytics of discursive practices highlights the power relations 

that shape these ICTD projects in their social contexts (Kanungo, 2003). Hence a 

contribution of this thesis is that it is one of the few to apply critical theory, and in 

particular some of Foucault’s concepts, to information systems in developing 

countries.  
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CHAPTER 4 – RESEARCH METHODS 

This dissertation uses qualitative research to examine two Silicon Valley OSEES. 

According to Bryman and Burges (1999), there are three characteristics of qualitative 

research: first, “it tries to understand the world through interacting with, empathising 

with, and interpreting the actions and perceptions of its actors”; second, data 

collection is conducted in natural settings rather than in constructed contexts, such as 

the laboratory; and third, it is directed towards the production of theory (cited in 

Brockington and Sullivan, 2003: 57). My general approach was to collect rich data 

from a variety of sources. Given that my theoretical framework relies mostly on 

concepts from Foucault, it made sense to follow the principles of critical research in 

information systems as suggested by Myers and Klein (2011). 

It is important to note at the outset that the entire dissertation process, from 

conception to primary research to write-up, has been motivated and informed by my 

extensive contextual knowledge of how Silicon Valley and its technological 

innovation culture operates, which stems from over twenty years of personal and 

academic work experiences that I have detailed in the introduction of this dissertation. 

This prior knowledge was invaluable because it grounded my observations of the 

OSEES and especially their transformation from small start-ups to successful 

organizations. My professional background also gave me legitimacy and credibility 

that opened doors in the highly utilitarian-networked environment of Silicon Valley 

(English-Lueck, 2002). 

In this methodology chapter, I first present the Myers and Klein (2011) 

principles of Critical Research. This is followed by a discussion of case study 

research in IS. Then I discuss my data collection and analysis methods. 
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4.1 The Myers and Klein Principles for Critical Research  

My research has been guided by the six principles for conducting critical IS research 

developed by Myers and Klein (2011). Critical research takes “a critical stance 

towards taken for granted assumptions about organizations and information systems” 

(Myers and Klein, 2011: 19). Furthermore, this critique takes place “through the 

exposure of what are believed to be deep seated structural contradictions within social 

systems” (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991: 6).   

The “added value of critical research” is in moving IS research from an 

organizational level to the social level, since “many of the fundamental beliefs and 

norms originate in societal institutions such as government, schools, churches and 

professional associations” (Myers and Klein, 2011: 32, 33). This means that while my 

case study focuses on a particular Silicon Valley organization, rather than examining 

its intra-organizational processes in depth, I focus on its embeddedness within Silicon 

Valley social institutions and networks, and on the social and human impacts of its 

work outside of the organization. This type of analysis is common within ISDC 

research but tends to distinguish it from the style of case study research followed in 

mainstream IS work (Avgerou, 2008). 

 Critical research (CR) directs attention to the idea of fundamental criticism 

(Etzioni, 1968), which I believe is needed more than ever in evaluating Silicon 

Valley’s claims of ‘liberation technologies’ that are spreading across the globe to aid 

in democratization and poverty alleviation. CR allows ISDC scholars to re-examine 

widely held assumptions about the role of ICTs in the lives of the poor and 

marginalized, in the organisations that serve them and in the societies in which they 

are located. Furthermore, CR is the only kind of research that allows me to move 

values to the core of my OSEES research.   
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The six Myers and Klein principles are divided into three Principles of 

Critique and three Principles of Transformation, following the three elements of CR 

identified as insight, critique and transformation (see table 2 for a summary). Below I 

will address each of these principles and how it will be applied in my OSEES research. 

 

Table 2: Myers/Klein Principles for Conducting Critical IS Research  

Source: Myers and Klein, 2011: 25 

Principle 1 

The Element of Critique -  

 
The principle of using core concepts from 
critical social theory 
 

Principle 2 

The Element of Critique - 

 

The principle of taking a value proposition 

Principle 3 

The Element of Critique - 

 
The principle of revealing and challenging 
prevailing beliefs and social practices 
 

Principle 4 
 
The Element of Transformation - 
 

 

The principle of individual emancipation 

Principle 5 
 
The Element of Transformation -  
 

 

The principle of improvements in society 

Principle 6 
 
The Element of Transformation - 
 

 
The principle of improvements in social 
theory 

 

4.1.1 Principles of Critique 

1. “The Principle of using core concepts from critical social theorists . . . suggests 

that critical researchers should organize their data collection and analysis around core 

concepts and ideas from one or more critical theorists” (2011: 25). 
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My research on OSEES uses concepts from Foucault, a French critical theorist, 

and in particular uses the concept of network power as developed further by Munro 

(Munro, 2000) as both a contrast to and extension of the idea of the panopticon of 

surveillance. Munro builds on Foucault’s toolbox to look where power relations 

become centred on access to and control over information. This is relevant to Silicon 

Valley, whose techno-evangelists use their entrepreneurial vision and skills to expand 

rapidly into the edges of the Internet and the Information Society. Here, the 

underserved are inducted into new processes and technologies that they have, at first, 

little ability to affect or participate in. They become both objects and subjects at the 

very edges of the electronic frontier. 

Another core element of CR for this project is to use a genealogy to historize 

the social benefit networks in Silicon Valley. Foucault’s idea here is that individuals 

and researchers can free their minds to alternatives by highlighting the way in which 

power within systems subjugates them. This approach seeks to bring into play, to 

make visible, the unwritten categories and rules of the system(s), so as to enable 

individuals to develop responsive strategies to them rather than collectively build 

shiny new systems.  Fundamentally, the issue is human emancipation or self-

emancipation (Brocklesby and Cummings, 1996:741). 

The use of a genealogy of knowledge, applied to Silicon Valley’s social 

benefit network and the development of OSEES, will show their emergence as “the 

result of contingent events in history, and not the outcome of rationally inevitable 

trends” (Myers and Klein, 2011:22). This is particularly informative when addressing 

the techno-inevitability and technological design espoused by OSEES within the 

Silicon Valley context.    
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2. “The principle of taking a value position . . .  advocate[s] values such as open 

democracy, equal opportunity, or discursive ethics” (Myers and Klein, 2011:25). 

In order to arrive at my value position – that ICTs can be liberating but only if 

people have the freedom to use them as they see fit – I am analysing the duality at 

play between the socializing and empowering effects that the Internet and information 

systems create through crowd-sourcing, transparency and social connections and the 

disciplinary and network power effects of technology especially in the hands of 

governments and corporations. This duality is fundamental to the ways in which 

OSEES see the spread of ICTs as inevitable.  

 

3. “The principle of revealing and challenging prevailing beliefs and social 

practices . . . suggests that critical researchers should identify important beliefs and 

social practices and challenge them with potentially conflicting arguments and 

evidence” (Myers and Klein, 2011:25) 

 In order to reveal and challenge prevailing beliefs that OSEES and other 

Silicon Valley companies hold about the positive impact of ICTs on the lives of 

people in developing countries, I am probing my case study material for elements that 

are exterior and discontinuous to the established narrative, by examining what is 

highlighted and what is hidden and unsaid. I also analyze the cyclical movement of 

continual creation and erosion by reading against the official source of history of 

Silicon Valley, OSEES and Kiva. Attention will also be paid to unintended 

consequences that arise especially from the introduction of Western-based ICTs into 

the different socio-economic conditions of developing countries. There is then a need 

for specificity that examines the ways in which technology becomes grounded in 

particular locales. 
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4.1.2 Principles of Transformation 

4. “The principle of individual emancipation. All critical social theory is oriented 

toward facilitating the realization of human needs and potentials, critical self-

reflection, and associated self-transformation” (Myers and Klein, 2011: 25, 

referencing Alvesson and Wilmott, 1992). 

OSEES have a strong belief in the liberating potential of ICTs, in line with the 

general Silicon Valley mindset. They believe that providing access to financial 

resources can turn people from aid recipients into empowered entrepreneurs. The idea 

is that ICTs can help support the poor and create a better future for them and their 

children. However, this belief in ‘liberation technologies’ has itself to be challenged 

critically, given the intended and unintended consequences described above. My 

analysis will therefore not take the discourse of the OSEES at face value, but will 

question the claims to emancipation. 

 

5. “The principle of improvements in society suggests that improvements in society 

are possible. The goal is not just to reveal the current forms of domination, but to 

suggest how unwarranted uses of power might be overcome (although the critical 

theorist should not assume any special position of authority). Most critical theorists 

assume that social improvements are possible, although to very differing degrees” 

(Myers and Klein, 2011: 25). 

Minimally, critical theorists believe that helping individuals understand their 

situations can help empower them. Extending the above observations on the principle 

of individual emancipation, OSEES similarly belief that social improvements can 

result from the deployment of ICTs, especially as they foster transparency. Providing 

access to information leads to positive forms of network power. However, this often 
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comes at a cost of surveillance and monitoring. More than ever, Foucault’s repressive 

and productive power dynamics are relevant in ISDC. Social improvements are 

possible, but can come with a price. 

 

6. “The principle of improvements in social theories . . . believe[s] our theories are 

fallible and that improvements in social theories are possible. Critical researchers 

entertain the possibility of competing truth claims arising from alternative theoretical 

categories, which can guide critical researchers in their analyses and interventions” 

(Myers and Klein, 2011: 25). 

 Although I am mostly using some concepts from the critical theory of 

Foucault, I believe my research project in the general area of ISDC has the potential 

to contribute new insights to IS research. Myers and Klein (2011) point out that not 

all principles need to be followed in any particular research project.  

 

4.2. Case Study Method 
 
I have used a single case study approach to analyze Kiva. From the outset, I had 

planned to use a multiple and comparative case study approach, but because of 

logistical challenges, the decision was made to focus on Kiva only, which at the time 

accelerated quickly and provided much research material. In addition, a single case 

emerged as most appropriate, because “single case studies of specific organizations 

have provided ‘revelatory’ cases leading to initial insights into the underlying theory” 

(Ruebottom, 2013: 102). I am analyzing a new type of organization, resulting in 

initial theorizing. Furthermore, Yin (2003) has defined a case study approach as “an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 
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clearly evident” (13). Case study research refers not only to a data collection 

technique, but should rather be seen as an all-encompassing method ranging from the 

logic of design to data collection and data analysis. Furthermore, Yin argues that 

case study inquiry copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there 
will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result relies 
on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 
triangulation fashion, and as another result benefits from the prior development 
of theoretical proposition to guide data collection and analysis. (2003: 14)  

 Following this definition, I have triangulated interview data with document 

and website analysis. Such “data-triangulation,” whereby I examined different data 

sources, is different from “investigator triangulation,” “theory triangulation or 

“methodological triangulation” (Denzin, 1970, p.297). I used such triangulation to 

assure the validity of my own analysis and to check for possible research biases that 

would result from the use of interviews only. Thus, it was important to check 

interview data against data from the Kiva website and to also draw on documentation 

such as Kiva’s tax returns to verify information. Similarly, conducting research with 

the Kiva field partner in Indonesia was important to ground research focusing on 

KIva’s headquarters and virtual network.  

Because I have also worked from the prior theoretical position of Foucault’s 

concepts, my research method can be described as critical case study research 

“involving critical reflection on current practices, questions taken-for-granted 

assumptions and critiques the status quo based on the theories of one or more critical 

theorists” (Myers, 2009: 78). Myers (2009) also further refines case study research in 

business, which focuses on particular organizations or parts of them and “uses 

empirical evidence from one or more organizations where an attempt is made to study 

the subject matter in context. Multiple sources of evidence are used, although most of 

the evidence comes from interviews and documents” (2009: 76). Importantly, case 
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study inquiry is also appropriate when the researcher has some involvement with the 

phenomenon, as is the case with my relation to Kiva. Before settling on a case study 

approach, I first determined whether this would be appropriate and useful (see figure 

3).  

As the most commonly used method for research in IS, case studies have a 

number of advantages and disadvantages. Myers (2009) describes one advantage 

being “face validity” (80) resulting from the study of a situation with which the 

researcher can often identify.  Relatedly, case studies allow the researcher to test or 

explore the validity of theories in real-life situations. Case studies also have 

disadvantages, for example when access to organizations is difficult to obtain or 

might change when key informants are leaving due to personnel changes.  

While I had pre-existing contacts with senior leadership people at Kiva, 

research access did become more difficult as the research progressed. This was partly 

caused by negative publicity Kiva had received early on during my research 

(Roodman, 2009), which made the organization’s leadership more suspicious of 

researchers. In addition, an interview I had scheduled with Kiva’s CEO, Matt 

Flannery, during the Skoll Forum in 2010, coincided with an article in the New York 

Times that exposed the high interest rates of one of Kiva’s partner MFIs in Nigeria. 

Flannery was extremely defensive during the interview. From then on, many 

questions and requests for interviews were routed through Kiva’s Communications 

officers, who were willing to talk to me but only gave me the official story, which 

also became more tightly controlled. Certain staff who had initially been willing to be 

interviewed also referred me back to the PR team. 

In light of these difficulties of conducting research at Kiva’s headquarters, 

Kiva field partners and Kiva Fellows became more important. Fieldwork in Indonesia 
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yielded many important information, and after observing the work of a Kiva Fellow 

there and interviewing her, I also used the extensive Kiva Fellows blog as an 

important data point. Therefore, I also relied more on the Kiva website and other 

secondary sources than I had originally planned. Lastly, academic articles on Kiva 

began to be published as well, which provided new insights into the organization. 

 

Figure 3: Appropriateness of Case Study Strategies in the Study of OSEES 

Source: Adapted from Benbasat et al, 1987 

 

 

4.2.1 Justification for Kiva as Case Study 

Focusing on a single organizational case study as exemplary of a new group of 

organizations called OSEES calls for a justification of my choice of Kiva. In making 

this selection I was guided by a number of considerations. Foremost was Kiva’s 

presence among Silicon Valley nonprofits using technology for social and human 

benefits. It is arguably one of the most visible, celebrated and high-profile of these 

organizations, endorsed by political leaders such as Bill Clinton, media personalities 

such as Oprah Winfrey and social entrepreneurship organizations such as the Skoll 

Foundation. It is one of the fastest-growing nonprofits in the history of the US (Coates 

1.	  The	  phenomena	  of	  interest	  being	  studied	  	  
is	  in	  its	  natural	  setting?	  

YES.	  OSEES	  will	  be	  studied	  in	  the	  Lield.	  

2.	  Study	  will	  focus	  on	  contemporary	  events?	  

YES.	  OSEES	  are	  current	  organizations.	  

3.	  Control	  of	  subjects	  or	  events	  not	  necessary.	  	  

YES.	  Not	  necessary	  for	  OSEES.	  

4.	  The	  phenomenon	  of	  interest	  does	  not	  enjoy	  an	  
established	  theoretical	  base.	  

YES.	  OSEES	  do	  not	  have	  established	  theoretical	  base.	  

OSEES	  
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and Saloner, 2009). Its impressive increase in all metrics of success, including loan 

volume, user numbers and partnerships show that it has found a sustainable and 

scalable model. For studying how OSEES scale and legitimize themselves, there is no 

better organization than Kiva. The organization is deeply embedded in Silicon 

Valley’s social benefit networks, drawing funding from local foundations such as 

Skoll and the Omidyar Network, corporations such as Google and in-kind support 

from others such as PayPal. It is therefore an exemplary location from which to 

analyze OSEES. 

 

4.3 Data collection 
 
My research was heavily informed by prior relationships with Kiva’s co-founders. 

This also raised some ethical issues, as I had to separate my role as a researcher from 

that of a practitioner. Interviews, informal conversations and email exchanges with 

key informants at Kiva were complemented with documentation and the study of the 

organizational websites. The use of these three techniques or methods is based on the 

concept of methodological triangulation to confirm the information from different 

sources (Silverman, 2005). I will now explain the process of data collection in more 

detail. 

 

4.3.1 Contacts with Key Organizational Personnel 

As founding Director of the RiOS Institute, I had various interactions with key people 

at Kiva. My work at RiOS included working with the World Summit Awards (WSA), 

an affiliation of the United Nations that gives yearly awards for best international e-

content (I was the US representative from 2006 to 2008). My teaching at UC 

Berkeley’s School of Information helped me frame a relevant research project and 
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gave me early access to key informants, especially Matt Flannery and Jessica Jackley, 

the co-founders of Kiva. These previous interactions gave me a wealth of insights into 

Kiva and especially its foundational challenges, as well as its transition from a 

struggling start-up to a successful organization, which involved numerous processes 

of scaling.  

 Contacts with key personnel at Kiva included interviews, informal 

conversations and email exchanges. However, over time there was a progression from 

what I would call relative openness – from when Kiva was small and in need of 

outside assistance, funding and publicity - to increasing secretiveness as it has grown 

and become more restrictive with its resources. As a result, access to the organization 

became more limited as the research progressed. Sometimes, this was the result of 

unforeseen and unfortunate coincidences. 

  My interview with Matt Flannery at the Skoll Social Entrepreneurship Forum 

at Oxford University coincided with an article about microfinance’s high interest rates 

that was published in the New York Times on the morning of the interview 

(MacFarquar, 2010).  While the bulk of the article focused on microfinance’s high 

interest rates, it mentioned that “unwitting individuals, who can make loans of $20 or 

more through Web sites like Kiva or Microplace, may also end up participating in 

practices some consider exploitative. These websites admit that they cannot guarantee 

every interest rate they quote.” The article then focused on one particular Kiva partner 

in Nigeria, whose interest rate was outdated on the Kiva website (or “stale as opposed 

to misleading, as Shah was quoted in the article) and also mentioned an earlier 

controversy over Kiva’s promised person-to-person connection, which became known 

as the Roodman controversy. The timing of this bad press for Kiva meant that 

Flannery was very defensive, guarded and non-cooperative from the start of our 
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interview. In addition, I inquired about Jackley, not knowing that the two had recently 

divorced. Their divorce had not been publicized, but this introduced further discord 

into the interview. As a result, rather than Flannery answering some of my more 

specific questions, I was told that I needed to “reframe my point of view on Kiva.” 

Follow-on emails to Flannery were not answered but delegated to PR people. After I 

met Shah at the 2010 SOCAP conference, we had a number of email exchanges, but 

no formal interview was forthcoming. Nevertheless, other staffers were more helpful 

in identifying case material and documentation. 

  In the process of these interactions, I began to change my views about OSEES. 

I began to experience Kiva as a utilitarian and closed organization, meaning that 

access to staffers was tightly controlled and the latter were not at liberty to speak with 

researchers. In addition, all requests for information were consistently weighed 

against the questions ‘What is in it for us?’ ‘How can this be useful for us?’ If no 

benefits for Kiva could be found, as was even the case for Flannery’s attendance of 

the WSA awards ceremony in 2007, then requests for interviews were often denied or 

not answered. This of course was also a precautionary attitude, aiming to minimize 

Kiva’s exposure to researchers who might not have its best interest in mind. There 

was no acknowledgement that in-depth research, both journalistic and academic, can 

bring benefits for the organization or the larger public good.  

 A good example of this is the expose by David Roodman, a researcher at the 

Centre for Global Development in Washington, DC, who in late 2009 published a 

blog post claiming that “Kiva is not all it seems” (Roodman, 2009). He showed that 

the person-to-person connection that Kiva marketed by claiming that loans went to 

specific entrepreneurs was an illusion, because more often than not the money was 

used by organizations to backfill loans that had already been dispensed. More 
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importantly, this information was not clearly conveyed on the Kiva website, and as a 

result, most Kiva lenders were not aware of it. The post caused much discussion in the 

blogosphere. However, in this instance Flannery responded quickly with his own 

extensive blog post. In the spirit of proving Kiva’s transparency Roodman was also 

invited to visit Kiva headquarters and met with Flannery and Shah. Kiva’s website 

was immediately updated to make the processes uncovered by Roodman more visible 

on the site, so that in this instance research did result in benefits for Kiva and its 

lender. But in the longer term this controversy and other critical articles have 

contributed to limiting researchers’ access to Kiva, whose leaders have become weary 

of potentially critical exposure. 

  Primary research with Kiva field partners was easier. I conducted field 

research on Indonesia with a partner organization, consisting of interviews with its 

CEO, Kiva specialist, a Kiva Fellow, two loan officers and two visits to its Kiva 

borrowers. This helped me understand much about the challenges of scaling Kiva 

geographically into a very different cultural context and also what Kiva’s work meant 

for its partner organizations and for borrowers on the ground. During a microfinance 

conference in Auckland I also met the former Kiva Asia-Pacific area representative 

and subsequently interviewed him as well as the head of another Pacific microfinance 

institution that was an early Kiva partner. I have summarized all my interactions with 

Kiva personnel in table 3. All the interactions before 2009 were in my capacity as 

Director of the RiOS Institute; all the interactions, interviews and data collection 

activities after 2009 were conducted as part of the research project for this PhD. Table 

4 shows a table of all research participants. 
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Table 3: Timeline of Kiva Research 

Time and Place Background Interaction 

August 2006: Global 
Social Benefit Incubator 
(GSBI) at Santa Clara 
University, California 

Flannery participated in a 
workshop I taught on 
human-driven design and 
social entrepreneurship 

I interacted with Flannery 
during the workshop and 
listened to original Kiva 
business plan presentation 
at this SV social enterprise 
boot camp 

November 2006: Silicon 
Valley Challenge Summit 

Flannery attended the 
Summit, looking for 
funding for his new 
organization 

I interviewed Flannery 
about Kiva’s progress to 
date and his view on SV 
social responsibility 

April 2007: School of 
Information (iSchool) at 
the University of 
California, Berkeley 

Jackley part of the 
graduate seminar on ICTD 
and Social 
Entrepreneurship I was 
teaching at the iSchool 

I had a number of 
conversations with Jackley 
in preparing the seminar 
and listened to her formal 
presentation about Kiva 
and lead Workshop, Q&A 
period with students and 
faculty afterwards. 

September 2007: WSA 
global jury in Croatia 

As WSA’s US 
representative, I advocated 
for Kiva winning the 
category of e-business, 
which it did. 

I interacted with a number 
of Kiva staffers to prepare 
the necessary 
documentation for the jury 
process. Afterwards, I 
discussed their attendance 
of the award ceremony in 
Italy with Flannery. Kiva 
was not present since 
Flannery felt that the trip 
was not beneficial to Kiva. 

July 2009: Mexico Field research with former 
Kiva partner MFI  

Formal interviews with 
various MFI staff and 
borrowers  

2009 – present Kiva Lender I have been a Kiva Lender 
for a number of years, 
conducting participant-
observation on the Kiva 
platform. 

April 2010: World Social 
Entrepreneurship 
Forum, Oxford 
University, UK 

Flannery was a panellist at 
the Forum. 

I conducted a formal 
interview with Flannery, 
observed his interactions 
with other Forum 
participants and listened to 
his presentation. 

July-August 2010: 
Indonesia 

Field Research with Kiva 
partner MFI 

Formal interviews with 
various MFI staffers from 
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CEO to Kiva specialist to 
technology person, 
interview with and 
observation of Kiva 
Fellow, visit with Kiva 
borrowers 

September 2010: Social 
Capital Markets 
(SOCAP) 
Conference, San 
Francisco, USA 

Flannery delivered an 
opening keynote and Shah 
was a workshop 
participant that I was 
involved. 

I attended both 
presentations and had a 
conversations with Shah, 
which led to email 
exchanges and an 
invitation to visit the Kiva 
headquarters. 
 

2010 – present Ongoing exchanges and 
interviews with current 
and former Kiva 
employees. 

I maintain communication 
with Jackley and several 
current , former employees 
and founders.  

October 2012: Auckland, 
NZ 

Meeting with Founder and 
CEO of Kiva Partner MFI 
in Samoa. 

I interviewed him about 
his Kiva partnership and 
since then have been in 
regular communication. 

February 2013: Pacific 
Microfinance 
Conference, Auckland, 
NZ 

Kiva’s former Asia-Pacific 
regional manager attended 
the conference 

Interviews about Kiva and 
since then have been in 
regular communication. 

 
 

Table 4: Research Participants 

Participants	  Name	  and	  Role	   Details	  of	  Interview/Interaction	  
Kiva	   	  
Matt	  Flannery,	  CEO	   Email	  exchanges;	  phone	  conversations;	  

Interview	  in	  April	  2010	  
Premal	  Shah,	  President	   Email	  exchanges;	  Phone	  conversations;	  

Informal	  Interview	  in	  September	  2010;	  
Interview	  January	  2012	  

Jessica	  Jackley,	  co-‐founder	   Email	  exchanges	  
Kiva	  Fellow,	  Indonesian	  MFI	   Interview	  July	  2010,	  Observation	  of	  her	  

work	  
Former	  Asia-‐Pacific	  Regional	  Manager	   Interview,	  February	  2013	  
Communications	  Director	   Email	  exchanges,	  Interview	  in	  January	  

2012	  
PR	  Person	   Email	  exchanges,	  phone	  conversations	  
Portfolio	  Manager	  SE	  Asia	  and	  Pacific	   Email	  exchanges;	  Interview	  August	  

2012	  
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Mexican	  MFI,	  Kiva	  Partner	   Field	  research	  in	  Mexico	  in	  July	  	  
2009	  

Director	   Interview,	  July	  2009	  
Technology	  Director	   Interview,	  July	  2009	  
Community	  Outreach	  Person	   Interview,	  July	  2009	  
Community	  Affairs	  Officer	   Interviews,	  July	  2009,	  Email	  exchanges	  
Women	  clients	   Informal	  conversations	  and	  group	  

meetings	  throughout	  July	  2009	  
	   	  
Indonesian	  MFI,	  Kiva	  Partner	   Field	  research	  in	  Indonesia	  in	  July	  

and	  August	  2010	  
CEO	   Interview	  July	  2010	  
Personal	  Assistant	  to	  CEO	   Interview	  July	  2010	  
Technology	  Officer	   Interview	  July	  2010	  
Microfinance	  Tourism	  Manager/Loan	  
Officer	  

Interview	  July	  2010	  

Kiva	  Coordinator	   Interview	  July	  2010	  
Kiva	  Fellow	   Interview	  and	  Observation	  of	  her	  work	  

July	  2010	  
Branch	  Manager	   Interview	  July	  2010	  
Kiva	  Borrower	   Interview	  with	  her	  and	  other	  members	  

of	  her	  borrowing	  group	  August	  2010	  
Non-‐Kiva	  Borrower	   Visit	  to	  her	  home	  August	  2010	  
Community	  Members	   Informal	  Conversations	  July	  and	  

August	  2010	  
	   	  
Samoan	  MFI,	  Kiva	  Partner	   	  
CEO	   Interview	  October	  2012	  
Fiji	  Country	  Manager	   Interview	  February	  2013	  
Tonga	  Country	  Manager	   Interview	  February	  2013	  
	   	  
Potential	  Kiva	  Imitator,	  Australia	   	  
CEO	   Interview	  February	  2013;	  Email	  

exchanges,	  phone	  conversations	  
	  
  

4.3.2 Documentation 

A second source of data for this research came from publicly available documents, 

which are broadly defined as “any symbolic representation that can be recorded or 

retrieved for analysis” (Altheide, 1996: 2). According to Yin (2009), the strength of 

documentation as a data source is that it is stable, unobtrusive, exact, and has a broad 

coverage. However, it also has several weaknesses, specifically retrievability, 
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selection and reporting bias and problems of access, especially to company internal 

documents. For this research, there were two main kinds of documents: (1) 

information available in the public domain in the form of business case studies, 

academic articles, interviews and blog posts, and (2) Kiva’s extensive website. Table 

5 lists all source documents. 

Table 5: List of Source Documents 

	  
Articles	  by	  Kiva	  CEO	   Articles	  in	  Innovations	  (MIT	  Journal)	  

Flannery	  ,	  2007	  and	  Flannery,	  2009	  	  	  
Flannery	  Blog	  on	  Social	  Edge	  

	   	  
Talks	  and	  Presentations	  by	  
Kiva	  Leadership	  

Matt	  Flannery:	  SOCAP	  Presentation	  2010,	  	  

	   Premal	  Shah:	  PARC	  Presentation	  Shah,	  2008;	  
SOCAP	  Presentation	  Shah,	  2010	  	  

	   Jessica	  Jackley:	  TED	  Talk	  (Jackley,	  2010);	  
Auckland	  Writers	  Festival	  May	  2014	  

	   	  
Kiva	  Documentation	   Form	  990:	  2008	  –	  2013	  
	   Kiva	  Microfunds	  Audited	  Financial	  

Statements:	  2008	  –	  2013	  
	   Annual	  Reports:	  2011	  (first	  year)	  -‐	  2013	  
	   Whistleblower	  Protection	  Policy	  
	   Conflict	  of	  Interest	  Policy	  
	   Kiva	  Microfund	  Form	  1023	  
	   LLC	  Documentation	  
	   501c3	  Form	  (federal	  non—profit	  status)	  
	   Kiva	  Blog	  
	   Kiva	  Fellows	  Blog	  
	   	  
Business	  Case	  Studies	  about	  
Kiva	  

Anderson	  and	  Ramirez,	  2007	  (Haas	  School	  of	  
Business,	  UC	  Berkeley	  )	  

	   Richman,	  2011	  (SAID)	  
	   Hartley,	  2010	  (Harvard)	  
	   Carrick-‐Cagna	  and	  Santos,	  2009	  (Insead)	  
	  
	  
4.3.2.1 Public Domain Information 

I was able to access case studies written about Kiva by other researchers (Ramirez 

and Anderson, 2007; Richman, 2011; Scott, 2010). Flannery himself wrote two 
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articles in the MIT journal Innovations (Flannery, 2007, 2009), in which he 

chronicled Kiva’s founding and early growth. Flannery and Jessica Jackley have also 

given frequent interviews, conference presentations as well as TED talks (eg. Jackley, 

2010), which I also analyzed. In addition, there was some material in the blogosphere, 

especially in the wake of the Roodman controversy. 

 

4.3.2.2 Organizational Websites 

In general, websites are good data sources because they are publicly available and 

accessible. On the other hand, they are very dynamic and can change frequently, so 

that it might be difficult to keep track of the changes. However, this also allows for an 

“active reading” (Myers, 2009: 154, citing Prior, 2003) that takes these dynamics into 

account. 

 Because of the increasingly closed nature of Kiva, some social science 

researchers have used the extensive Kiva website as their sole source of data (Black, 

2009, 2013; Gajjala and Birzescu, 2011; Gajjala et al, 2011; Moodie, 2013). As the 

Kiva website is central to the organization – in fact Kiva would not exist 

independently from its website – I consider their use of their website as the primary or 

only source of data to be an appropriate one. Their articles have been published in 

international peer-reviewed journals, which validates this research method. In my 

case, however, while I have obtained much data from the Kiva website, this is not my 

only data source (as explained above). 

 Because Kiva is a California-registered nonprofits, I was able to access other 

documentation such as yearly financial reports on its websites, which provide 

comprehensive donor information. To understand the complicated financial-legal 
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structure of Kiva, I wrote to California tax and regulatory authorities, which provided 

additional background information. 

 

4.4 Data Analysis 
 
To analyze my data I used several techniques, consistent with a critical case study, 

namely coding, thematic analysis and multi-modal discourse analysis. 

Coding of interview transcripts and documentation texts was undertaken by 

me following six tasks identified by Myers (2009: 167). In addition, I drew on Young 

el al (2003) for concrete coding procedures using a “bottom-up approach” (500). 

Firstly, I analyzed interview and conversation transcripts and notes looking for 

tentative concepts that captured key terms and phrases, such as ‘stories,’ ‘expansion’ 

or ‘growth challenges.’ I then grouped these concepts into sub-themes, which in turn 

were assembled into larger themes. These were also informed by my own background 

knowledge of Silicon Valley and the academic literature on ISDC/ICTD and SE. I 

then organized these themes into codes that I assigned to previously identified units of 

text. In doing this was I was able to cross-check that my identified themes were 

representative of my primary data. I then examined how these themes and concepts 

were linked with each other. 

  To analyze the organizational websites, I used multimodal discourse analysis, 

which focuses on the interaction of their various modes of communication, such as 

images, texts and graphics and on the contexts in which they are embedded. In my 

analysis, I borrow from Pauwels’ (2012) six-step multimodal framework for 

analyzing websites (see table 6). 
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Table 6: Multimodal Framework for Analyzing Websites  

Source: Pauwels, 2012 

1. Preservation of First 
Impressions and 
Reactions 

• Categorization of ‘look and feel’ at a glance 
• Recording of affective reactions 

2. Inventory of Salient 
Features and Topics 

• Inventory of present website features and 
attributes 

• Inventory of main content categories and topics 
• Categorize and quantify features and topics 
• Perform ‘negative’ analysis: significantly 

absent topics and features 

3. In-depth Analysis of 
Content and Formal 
Choices 

• Intra-modal analysis with focus on fixed/static 
and moving/dynamic elements: verbal/written, 
typographic, visual representational, sonic and 
layout and design signifiers 

• Analysis of Cross-Modal Interplay: 
image/written text relations and typography-
written text relations, sound-image relations, 
overall design/linguistic, visual and auditory 
interplay 

4. Embedded Point(s) of 
View and Implied 
Audience(s) and Purposes 

• Analysis of POVs and constructed personae 
• Analysis of intended/implied primary and 

secondary audience(s) 
• Analysis of embedded goals and purposes 

5. Analysis of Information 
Organization and Spatial 
Priming Strategies 

• Structural and navigational options and 
constraints (dynamic organization) 

• Analysis of priming strategies and gate keeping 
tools 

• Analysis of outer-directed and/or interactive 
features 

• Analysis of external hyperlinks 

6. Contextual Analysis, 
Provenance and 
Interference 

• Identification of sender(s) and sources 
• Technological platforms and their 

constraints/implications 
• Attribution of cultural hybridity 
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I have applied parts of this comprehensive framework in my analysis of the Kiva 

website, which is integrated into the case study in chapter 6. My emphasis is on 

particular website elements that corresponded to the OSEES features under analysis. 

In summary, I have used a qualitative methodology called critical case study 

research to study Kiva, an exemplary Online Social Entrepreneurial Enterprise Startup 

based in Silicon Valley. The case study research (data collection and analysis) for this 

dissertation was informed by my extensive background knowledge of Silicon Valley 

including Kiva and some other OSEES. The case study research was guided by the 

Myers and Klein (2011) principles of critical research. 
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CHAPTER 5 – THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF SILICON VALLEY 

AND OSEES 

On August 2, 2013, the current corporate poster boys of Silicon Valley, Google 

founders Sergio Brin and Larry Page, made headline news launching their latest 

product from the X Division: Google Glass, consisting of a pair of eye wear glasses 

with a heads-up display and camera “that allow you to augment your physical with 

your social life.”  The launch was carried out with typical Silicon Valley boys’ own 

flair: a sky diver, wearing Google Glass, leaps out of a Zeppelin blimp over the 

Moscone Convention Center in the heart of San Francisco’s launch pad for tech titans. 

On the ground, Sergio Brin evangelizes to the excited crowd. As the skydiver 

plummets to the ground, opens his parachute and lands, a mountain bike rider takes 

the glasses, leaps over several obstacle and hands them to Brin. The crowd goes wild: 

after a long delay, wearable technology backed by Google’s Sergio Brin, has become 

a reality. Words like ‘totally cool’ and ‘insanely great’ bounce through the social 

media ether. Emphasizing the positive outcomes of technology has been the point of 

Silicon Valley past, present and future. If you cannot ‘reframe your thinking’ or are 

not here to build something great, then why be here at all? 

 The support for the latest Google technology, and criticism of it by detractors 

who are concerned with issues around privacy and face recognition, shows both a 

generational divide and one between digital evangelists and privacy and human rights 

campaigners. The latter immediately saw the implications of an ‘always on’ 

technology that would allow the continual collection of huge amounts of information 

into Google’s massive global network of server farms. It also speaks to a particular 

geography of leadership where the world comes to Silicon Valley, a place far away 

from Washington DC, where some large technology companies, in addition to 
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realizing profits, have developed a new political desire to shape the world as a techno-

future and see ICT as a means to create sweeping changes to an information society. 

But the dilemma for Silicon Valley is that although it has always been its own domain 

and unique center of technology, it has also always been a powerful ally and 

beneficiary of the powers in Washington. This connection to centers of power is also 

important when considering Silicon Valley’s social benefit networks, which aim to 

use technology to improve human lives and societies. In this chapter, I place OSEES 

within the historical context of Silicon Valley and its development. Placing the 

subject matter within its historical context is important in critical research (Myers and 

Klein, 2011) and consistent with my Foucauldian analysis that follows in subsequent 

chapters.  

 

5.1 Silicon Valley Benefit Networks 

Because of the accelerated pace of technological innovation, it is not easy to unpack 

multiple histories that exist over longer periods of time. Technology networks that 

have developed over centuries, such as the railway or telegraph, or decades, such as 

the touch screen and electronic ink, have become legacy systems and have either been 

built upon or been abandoned. Many of the early breakthrough ideas in IS ended in 

failure, only to be reintroduced at a more appropriate time in the technological curve. 

In other words, an emphasis on multiple histories can show how early failures can 

become celebrated breakthroughs. It is therefore particularly important to pay 

attention to the contingency of change in Silicon Valley, rather than presenting its 

technological evolution as inevitable, natural progress. The ephemeral nature and 

rapid revisions and upgrades of technology also creates new challenges for 

researchers, because a winner or duopoly takes all mentality contributes to the loss of 
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much knowledge. By only seeing innovation forming a smooth teleological arc to the 

future, we lose much of the apparatus, relationships and constructs from which rich 

research can be developed. A Foucauldian perspective deconstructs truths and 

emphasizes plural and often contradictory outcomes.  

Social Enterprises, and the social entrepreneurs who lead them, do not operate 

as lone geniuses, as often portrayed in the media with its constant focus on 

technological visionaries such as Steve Jobs, Sergio Brin, Peter Thiel or Mark 

Zuckerberg. According to journalist Karen Southwick, “like any frontier, the 

technology industry has attracted a particular kind of people, who have tolerance for 

chaos, disdain for hierarchy and politicking, willingness to fail, elevation of talent and 

brilliance, passion for technology and naiveté about limits” (1999a: 15). Taking 

inspiration from Foucault, I argue that these people emerge from a network, centered 

around a core elite group that gives them support and funding. Within this network, 

even competitors form team dynamics through various organizations, such as varsity 

teams, start-ups and industry groups. As Annalee Saxenian has shown, it is this 

intensely networked character, where technology professionals are more loyal to their 

craft than the companies that employ them that gives Silicon Valley a “regional 

advantage” (Saxenian, 1984). Many of these networks emerge from the local 

universities, especially Stanford and UC Berkeley. They are situated within a local 

“milieu of innovation” (Castells, 2000) that creates a desire for the new and for being 

the “first to launch” or “go to scale.” This desire is fed by a unique URL strategy – 

Ubiquity first, worry about the Revenue Later. But this current techno-entrepreneurial 

activity sits on other older networks and geographies. In Silicon Valley, the word 

‘network’ means much more than Information Systems. In many ways, IT networks 

are arguably the least important of the networks, with social, educational and financial 
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networks being the wellspring of the region’s innovation. But how did such a far-

away place become the center of the global technology universe? To show how 

Silicon Valley became what it is today, I will undertake a brief Foucauldian 

genealogy of its diverse networks and the geography of leadership in which they 

operate, beginning from ‘ground zero’ of indigenous inhabitation and European 

discovery.  

 

5.2 Spanish Conquest and Missions 

For European adventurers, California and Silicon Valley was founded on mythology 

and fantasy. Its origin story began in the mind of Spaniard Garcia Rodríguez de 

Montalvo, who lived from 1450 to 1504.  He is the author of the chivalric romance 

novel Las Sergas de Esplandian (The Exploits of Esplandian), which was printed in 

1510 (Montalvo, 1510). Rodriguez writes of a mythical island of California, located 

west of the Indies, a paradise rich in gold inhabited only by powerful black 

Amazonian women, led by a Queen Califia. The novel was popular with Spanish 

country society and conquistadors alike and motivated Hernan Cortés and other 

explorers to find the island, which they believed lay along the west coast of North 

America. Even though by 1539, Francisco De Ulloa, sailing under a private 

commission from Cortés, realized that California was a peninsula, in many European 

maps of the 18th century it is still shown as an island (see figure 4). These maps 

materialized a particular reality of information that remained closely controlled by 

European merchant elites, who needed sovereign charters to colonize and conquer in 

the name of the monarchic rulers of Europe. This quest was driven in part by the 

latters’ massive war debts, which they hoped to settle with the gold of that fictitious 

island (Graeber, 2011). 
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Figure 4: 1626 Map of America by John Speed, Showing California as an Island 

Source: David Ramsay Historical Map Collection  

	  

 In June 1579, the English Privateer Francis Drake, using Portuguese maps 

from a raided ship, sailed the Golden Hind into Drakes Bay, just North of San 

Francisco and claimed ‘New Albion’ (Latin for New Britain) for Queen Elizabeth the 

First and the state of England. His feat showed the early rise of the English navy, as a 

network of privateers – privately run and operated ships that were authorized by 

sovereign governments. Especially during times of war, these early public-private 

partnerships captured possessions of the enemy, or in this case the ‘new world.’ They 

helped lead to the defeat of the Spanish Amada in 1588 as part of the Anglo- Spanish 
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war. Royal navies played an important role in the technological development of the 

time, improving intelligence networks, ship technology and the art and science of 

cartography. This use of expanded networks supported by innovative new 

technologies helped link and shrink the geographies of continents. 

 What these early explorers found was a land of great natural abundance, which 

was a major area for migratory birds and a basin for all the tributaries of Northern 

California’s giant rivers. 4000 years of settlement by Ohlone and Miwak native 

Americans had table advantage of the massive fresh water aquifer and the deepest 

natural harbor along the California seaboard. Water was, and still is, one of the 

greatest resources in this naturally dry Mediterranean climate. San Francisco’s unique 

microclimate, periodically cooled by the El Niño, and Alaskan currents, supported 

great abundance in natural resources, from marine life to giant redwood trees and 

grape vines. The Sacramento delta acted as an easy highway to the great fertile plains 

of Central California Plains. The wealth of the land, sea and air was so abundant that 

it easily provided the Native Americans of the area with enough food that could be 

gathered with minimal effort. Massive shell mounds from that long lost past still exist 

today, in the technology hub of Emeryville in the East Bay, which was made famous 

in the 1930s by its speak-easys that defied prohibition or more recently by the special 

effect wizards and digital movie makers working for Pixar, founded by Steve Jobs. 

 It was not until more than one hundred years after the English discovery, 

during the 1700s that the area was colonized in a serious manner by the Spanish. 

After the arrival of Russian fur traders, searching for sea otters and seals, from the 

north, the Spanish king had no intention to cede the area. So a Spanish group, led by 

Juan Batista De Anza, laid the foundations of modern-day San Francisco with the 

creation of the Presidio, a military installation, in 1776, just south of today’s Golden 
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Gate Bridge. Today the Presidio is a protected park and home to Lucas Films and the 

philanthropic Tides Foundation. De Anza was accompanied by 20 soldiers and three 

Jesuit padres, and it was the latter who exerted social control by evangelizing the local 

native American tribes of Ohlone and Miwok. The Jesuit and later Franciscans 

‘reduction’ of native people took place through the three major agencies of Presidio 

(Royal Fort), Pueblo (Town) and Mision (Church and Administrative Centre).  Due to 

the need for warmer weather to grow grapes, the mission was later moved to Sonoma 

to the North, still home to a well-known winegrowing region to this day. A year later, 

the Santa Clara mission was founded by Franciscans in the current-day city of Santa 

Clara in the heart of Silicon Valley. The mission also became the seat of the Jesuit 

Santa Clara University, the oldest university in California established in 1851.  

 The work in the missions was carried out by Native Americans, and as a result, 

within a short span of time their numbers had been severely decimated by illnesses 

from European viruses. Their exploitation was driven by the need for bullion to fund 

the wars raging in Europe. Religion was once again central in the fight between 

Roman Catholic orthodoxy and the new reformation.  The conquest of the New World 

also allowed the outward expansion of the Roman Catholic Church to the ‘neophyte’ 

American natives. Jesuits, Dominicans and Franciscans were the Pope’s shock troops, 

and evangelizing religion became the quickest way to get Native Americans into 

working on the land and paying taxes. In other words, the church provided the 

required power-knowledge and surveillance needed to bring the Native Americans 

under control and exploit them for their own and the gains of the Spaniards. European 

Heads of State, Kings, Queens and Emperors were symbols of a powerful state that 

relied on the entrepreneurial zeal and support of men of action and desire for wealth 
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and power. The portrait of Elizabeth the First is an example of the power of the state 

revealed and imposed on those that needed to be disciplined (see Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5: The Rainbow Portrait,	  of	  Queen	  Elizabeth	  1st,	  circa	  1600	  

Source:	  Attributed	  to	  Isaac	  Oliver 

 

In this portrait the queen is portrayed as a strong, ageless sovereign. In reality, she 

was sick and frail at the end of her life and died within a year of this painting. The 

crown struggled to pay for expensive wars and therefore allowed private monopolies 
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to help raise extra funds for the crown to maintain power at home and spread it abroad. 

But in the painting, the queen stands radiant and clear-eyed, showing the 

power/knowledge of the surveillance state. Her human visage is peeking out beneath 

the weight and opulence of the robes of state. Here, the sovereign as Head of State 

and government in her dress covered in eyes and ears, rich visual symbols of the 

state’s will to impose meaning on the world through the sovereign’s authority, granted 

from God above and ensured through surveillance below. The state of the art did not 

imitate life and depicted what was, but was inspiring England to reach for its highest 

and greatest path. To defend itself against its more powerful European neighbours, it 

reframed how it saw itself and how others saw it. 

 In the new world, California did turn out to be the ‘golden state’ of the 

English-speaking colonial union of the USA, which annexed California from the 

decaying Spanish empire in 1850. This brought new technological advances and 

networks aimed at integrating this geographical outpost into the remainder of United 

States of America, materializing the nation building envisioned by President Jefferson 

of a country spreading from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean. Foremost among these 

inventions were the railways and the telegraph networks. 

 

5.3 Early Innovations: Railways, Telegraph and Movies 

On May 24th, 1844, Morse sent the world’s first telegraph message - “what hath God 

wrought?” - from the old Supreme Court chamber in the Capitol building in 

Washington, DC to Alfred Vail in the Baltimore and Ohio Railway Depot in 

Baltimore, 61 km away. This is a good example of the way in which communication 

and transportation technologies were intimately interlinked with the power of the 
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United States, from its inception to its solidification of its federal control and 

expansion across the continent to the Pacific and beyond. 

 Before the arrival of the railroad, the easiest way from the East to West coast 

was a long and treacherous sea voyage trip around South America’s Cape Horn, 

rather than the much riskier overland California and Oregon Trails. It took the gold 

rush of Sutter Mills of 1849, the Mexican Revolution against the Spanish and the 

Mexican-America War to finally break California’s remoteness and lay on top of the 

existing culture and geography, new cultural, technical, social and financial networks 

of an expansionist United States of America. The railways were central to this, and 

between 1850 and 1871, the wealthy owners of the railroads were granted 175 million 

acres of land (71 million hectares), which is 10 percent of the whole United States. 

They were vital in integrating the new State of California with the rest of the United 

States of America (see figure 6). 

  

Figure 6: Railroad Lines in the US by 1870 

Source: 1932 Atlas of Historical Geography 
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Railroads were among the first organizations that received corporate charters from 

state legislatures. These restricted and conditional charters were reserved for public, 

mainly infrastructure projects, as well as banking and insurance purposes, which were 

needed to restore commerce in the new republic (Nace, 2003).  

Their public nature was reinforced by legal opinions such as the one issued by 

the Virginia Supreme Court in 1809, which stated that a charter should not be granted 

if the applicant’s “object is merely private or selfish; if it is detrimental to, or not 

promotive of, the public good” (quoted in Nace, 2003: 48). It can therefore be seen 

that these early companies were seen not just as private businesses with a goal to 

maximize profits: they were also to bring about public, social benefits by design. 

In California, the railroads were of special political and legal importance (Schwittay, 

2008). In the late 1850s, Dehone Judah, a railroad engineer, founded a company to 

build a transcontinental railroad. In California, such a railroad had for some time been 

a hot political issue, supported by the Republican Party – “the railroad party” - which 

Leland Stanford had helped organize in 1856 (Tutorow, 1971: 31). Early party 

members included business leaders like Leland Stanford, Collis Huntington, Mark 

Hopkins and Charles Crocker, who were called the “Sacramento Four” because of 

their pervasive political and economic influence. Stanford became California’s 

governor in 1861 and threw his political and financial support behind Judah’s 

company, which led to the founding of the Central Pacific Railroad (Schwittay, 2008).                  

Although it was a private company, the Central Pacific needed public support 

from cities and the state in California. The necessary federal financial aid and land 

grants for its construction came forth after Abraham Lincoln signed the Pacific 

Railroad Act in 1862. Construction on the Central Pacific started in January 1863 and 

used thousands of Chinese labourers, some of whom later worked in the prune yards 
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and canneries of Silicon Valley (Matthews, 2003). The transcontinental railroad was 

completed in 1869, when Stanford drove the final “golden spike” in Promontory, 

Utah. He and his associates subsequently consolidate many of Northern California’s 

and Western state railroads (Schwittay, 2008).  

 The Pacific Railroad Act was actually “an Act to aid in the construction of a 

railroad and telegraph line from the Missouri river to the Pacific Ocean, to secure to 

the government the use of the same for postal, military, and other purposes.”  In the 

focus on the railways, it is often forgotten that the first multi-line interactive telegraph 

was constructed alongside the route of the Transcontinental Railroad. Although 

remarkable, this was not the first “Victorian Internet” of the San Francisco Bay Area 

(Standage, 1997). The Overland Telegraph Company of California, a subsidiary of the 

Western Union Company and funded by the Pacific Telegraph Act of 1860, had a 

single line telegraph operating from Carson City to Salt Lake City along the Oregon 

trail in 1861 already (see figure 7). The line was subsidized by a U.S. Post Office 

grant of US $40,000 per year for its building and maintenance. 

A few observations can be made about these ‘wild west’ frontier developments 

and what might be considered to be the first modern ‘information systems’ type 

artifacts in the West (even though they were developed before the advent of 

computers). 

• They promote the public good, operating not merely for private or selfish gain 

but ultimately for social benefits.  

• They are ahead of legal laws and statutes. Though enacted by Government. 

• They shrink distance and time. 

• They present messy fights for power-knowledge. 
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• The government initially allows monopoly agents to operate and to take on 

high-risk, high-rewards projects. 

• These artifacts are built on, through many iterations, often stemming from 

failure.  

• Their legitimation supports broader societal aims, but they also serve private 

gain. 

• They are disciplinary, helping to support government sovereignty and military 

aims. 

• They are embedded in local social and cultural factors, but they react to the 

world as a whole. 

 

Figure 7: Map of 1861 Transcontinental Telegraph Line 

Source: Luther, 1947 

 

 By the end of the 19th century, the Bay Area was also attracting its first 

software and hardware ‘hackers.’ Niles Canyon in the East Bay became the first 
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motion picture studio in California, making a star of Charlie Chaplin with The Tramp 

in 1915. It produced 1,500 movies in its ten-year history and was the precursor to 

Hollywood. People working here were trying to avoid the seizure of their cameras 

from the agents of Thomas Edison, who owned the patent rights to this invention and 

did not want open-source, unlicensed systems being made. This shows that the region 

has always had its share of creative people appropriating technologies in new ways.  

 

5.4 Stanford University and Industrial Park 

In 1891, Leland Stanford established Leland Stanford Junior University in memory of 

his son who had died right before college age (Schwittay, 2008). The university was 

endowed with $20 million and 880 acres of Stanford’s stock farm. Its faculty and 

students showed an early interest in electronics: when in 1899 a Marconi wireless in a 

light house off the California coast relayed the return of troopship Sherman from the 

Spanish war, this caused a radio craze among the young, male students of the 

university (Hall, 1998). Professor Frederick Terman set up close links between 

Stanford University and the emerging electronics industry. This was the beginning of 

the dynamic feedback loop between universities and the high-tech industry that 

characterizes the region. Terman is considered by many to be the father of Silicon 

Valley. When he was interviewed for the Palo Alto history project, he said that “when 

we set out to build a community of technical scholars in Silicon Valley, there wasn’t 

much here and the rest of the world looked awfully big. Now a lot of the rest of the 

world is here” (Palo Alto History and Stanford Archive). 

 Terman grew up on the Stanford campus, where his father was a professor 

(Schwittay, 2008). He went to MIT to pursue his Ph.D. in electronics and would have 

become a professor there, but a severe illness forced him to return to his family in 
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Stanford. There he established the Stanford communications laboratory in the 1920s, 

which attracted many students who set up businesses around campus after graduation. 

After 1945 Terman wanted to improve Stanford’s electric engineering program by 

establishing “a community of interest between the university and local industry,” 

which brought in millions in corporate funding (Hall, 1998: 429). He was also 

instrumental in setting up the Stanford Research Institute (SRI) in 1946 to conduct 

research that would stimulate West coast industry. 

 As Stanford’s vice-president, he created the 660 acre Stanford Industrial Park 

in 1951, which is now called the Stanford Research Park (Schwittay, 2008). The park 

made it easy for companies to set up shop, the first one being Varian in 1953. 

Technology transfer from basic university research and IP licensing was also 

facilitated. Terman encouraged his best students to establish companies and made it 

easier for academics to sit on company boards.  The result was a dynamic feedback 

loop of concurrent development, research, innovation and financial support. 

 One of the best known of these companies is HP, which also occupies a 

central place in the story of Silicon Valley and its social benefit networks (Hall, 1998; 

Packard, 1995; Schwittay, 2008). In 1930, David Packard started his undergraduate 

studies in electrical engineering here, which is where he met Bill Hewlett during his 

freshman year. Since boyhood, Packard had been interested in radio and become a 

proficient radio operator. At Stanford, the amateur radio station where he sometimes 

worked was near Terman’s laboratory, and Terman invited him to take his graduate 

course in radio engineering in 1933. Bill Hewlett, Barney Oliver and Ed Porter also 

attended the class, and the four of them later became the first management team of HP. 

It was through the course that they visited some of the early radio engineering firms in 

the Bay Area, which helped foster the idea to start a company of their own. In the late 
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1930s, Hewlett and Packard moved together into a house on Addison Avenue in Palo 

Alto, whose garage is considered the birthplace of HP and Silicon Valley. Terman 

himself served on HP’s board of directors (Collins and Porras, 1994). 

 HP prospered during World War II thanks to military government contracts 

(Hall, 1998). This only happened after Packard established the West Coast Electronics 

Manufacturers Association, now the American Electronics Association, in 1943 to 

protest that West Coast firms were receiving only a small part of the war’s military 

contracts (Collins and Porras, 1994). In order to fill its resulting contracts, HP hired 

women who had become experienced in factory work in the area’s canneries, which 

shows how women and the agricultural economy of the region was an important part 

of the early growth of tech-companies; both industries were attracted by the good 

weather and the abundance of water (Matthews, 2003). Their role is one of the unsaid 

parts of Silicon Valley’s history. 

 Even after WWII, the technology industry has relied for its growth on 

government defense contracts, especially with the start of the nuclear arms race in the 

1950s (Hall, 1998). Foundational research at the major universities has been funded 

by the government’s DARPA and taken place in close co-operation with the military - 

industrial complex and space research, which allowed basic research to later become 

commercialized. Both Berkeley and Stanford have ongoing relations with the US 

military. The CIA and the Pentagon’s Defense initiative, called DARPA, from WW II 

onwards became a major funder of Stanford’s unclassified research at the Applied 

Electronics Lab. In 1955, classified research on the Cold War’s “Black Valley” 

started to be carried out in the Systems Engineering Lab. UC Berkeley’s Lawrence 

Livermore Labs runs the national nuclear program and the Los Alamo National 

Laboratory. Today, Silicon Valley is a vital national and international center for the 
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war on terrorism, cyber terrorism, information and surveillance. This close 

government and military connection of Silicon Valley is not public knowledge, being 

another of the unspoken histories of the region, which prefers to celebrate its 

innovative companies and their often libertarian founders instead. 

 

5.5 Present-day Silicon Valley 

Journalist David Kaplan has written that what has been happening in Northern 

California over the last 150 years is “not happenstance but intrinsic to the character of 

California - the [golden] state’s DNA. The techno-entrepreneurial revolution belongs 

here as much as palm trees and sunshine” (1999: 18). By contrast, Sir Peter Hall 

(1998) argues that what is today Silicon Valley, mainly Santa Clara County, was not 

affected by the gold rush and therefore always an area for rangers and farmers. Even 

by 1950, the area was still the ‘prune capital’ of the U.S.; its 800 manufacturing 

workers being employed mainly in canneries and food processing plants (Schwittay, 

2008). The county was called the ‘valley of the heart’s delight’ and said to have been 

sweet with the smell of fruit blossoms every spring. This means that “even though 

technological innovation played an important part in the growth of Silicon Valley, the 

way journalists and other technology evangelists naturalize its economic development 

as something that is supposedly written in its genetic makeup ignores the fact that the 

growth of the technology industry is built on specific socio-historical and political-

economic processes, like the demise of the area’s agriculture and the rise of national 

security interests, and is driven by universities and industry associations” (Schwittay, 

2008, p. 76). Four waves of technology innovation have been identified, from the 

initial defense base of the 1940’s and 1950’s to the Integrated Circuits wave of 1960-
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70’s to the Personal Computer of the 1980’-90’s and finally to the Internet in the 

1990-2000’s. 

 Jan English-Lueck, an anthropologist at San Jose State University who heads 

the Silicon Valley Cultures Project, has over the last twelve years studied life and 

work in this region. She calls Silicon Valley a “postmodern company town [based on] 

the incursions of work organizations into both political and private realms of 

community life” (2002: 761). In contrast to the traditional company town where the 

company exerted overt control over the lives of its inhabitants, the more subtle 

influence of corporations in Silicon Valley is found in the integration of work into all 

domains of daily live, from the constant accessibility of workers through mobile 

technology, to intense networking on and off the job, to the emotional investment of 

employees in their work. English-Lueck’s summary also draws on larger social 

dynamics in the U.S.: “the primacy of work, the elevation of efficiency to a 

commandment, and the benign instrumentality with which people network all point to 

an ideology of pragmatism, [which is] a distillation of a particular American 

philosophy and governs civic life and interpersonal interactions” (2002: 171). 

 Silicon Valley’s success has not come without costs, some of which are not 

well known. The high-tech industry has played a major role in the pollution of the 

groundwater; 19 of the 23 superfund sites in Santa Clara county - the most of any 

county in the US – were contaminated by high-tech companies (San Francisco 

Chronicle 30 January 2004). The area’s water is undrinkable and unable to be used 

for farming. Local wells to the giant underground aquifer are sealed off and the water-

intensive high technology industry has long decamped its manufacturing and much of 

its R&D to “developing nations with malleable, friendly governments and 

environmental health and welfare standards less stringent,” according to the Silicon 
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Valley’s Toxic Coalition. The boom and bust cycles of the high-tech industry with its 

mass hirings and layoffs along with the property market swings put strains on family 

relations. 

 Silicon Valley can thus be understood as an elite system of technologists, 

venture capitalists and scientists, interacting with high-level political and industrial 

military interests that have built large interdependent networks over the last hundred 

years.  

 

5.6 Silicon Valley Technologies for Social Benefit 

Silicon Valley’s high-tech industry has embraced a limited version of social 

responsibility, following the lead of HP, whose founders argued early on for the 

importance of being a responsible company for one’s workers and the communities in 

which they live and work. This philosophy has become known as the HP Way 

(Packard, 1995). Over the years, such philanthropy has become closely integrated into 

corporate operations, where it now serves to open up new markets at the so-called 

Bottom of the Pyramid (BoP) (Prahalad, 2005). There is also a historic re-alignment 

of regional advantage flowing out from Silicon Valley to emerging markets, what 

Annalee Saxenian (2006) has called the new Argonauts in reference to the circulation 

of knowledge workers between Silicon Valley and Asia, especially China and India.   

This work has also linked up with the United Nation’s Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs), which advocate the establishment of effective Public Private 

Partnerships (PPPs) to bring the benefits of technology, particularly Information and 

Communications Technology Networks, to all the world’s people. This call resonates 

with Silicon Valley technology companies due to the economics of scale and a need 

to find the “next billion” customers in emerging markets, in order to continue growth 
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and profitable gains. With the growth of the knowledge society and Bill Gates’ 

“compassionate capitalism”, social good and market forces now seem well aligned 

(Schwittay, 2011). In November 2000, in his announcement of the World Summit on 

the Information Society, the UN General Secretary Kofi Annan said that  

The summit would benefit greatly from the active involvement of Silicon 
Valley decision makers. I know a number of Silicon Valley enterprises already 
are supporting social causes or eagerly looking to do so. But those activities are 
focused primarily on the United States. I hope the industry will broaden its 
horizon and bring more of its remarkable dynamism and innovation to the 
developing world. Governments themselves are acknowledging that they cannot 
successfully pursue development on their own. Thus there is unprecedented 
scope for public-private partnerships that match real investment opportunities 
with the real needs of the poor, and I hope that the Silicon Valley community 
rises to this challenge.1 

 

In line with the eight MDG, Annan called on Silicon Valley to share more of its 

wealth and technology innovation with the rest of the world, in order to bridge the 

Digital Divide. This has resulted in hundreds of technology projects, some of which 

are spearheaded by Bay Area universities, foremost among them the TIER project led 

by Professor Eric Brewer at UC Berkeley. Not many of these projects, which are 

usually driven by technological determinism, have been successful (Heeks, 2002). 

 In 2006, the RiOS Institute co-hosted the Silicon Valley Challenge Summit 

(henceforth Summit) with the Center for Science, Technology and Society at Santa 

Clara University, headed by Geoffrey Bowker. The initial impetus for this came from 

a conversation I had with Professor Terry Winograd at Stanford University and a talk 

I gave about “the edge of the Network Society” at Stanford’s Human-Computer-

Interaction group in 2005. One of the highlights of the Summit was the exhibition of 

university-driven work in the ICTD area, such as TIER, Santa Clara’s social benefit 

incubator, where Kiva got its start, and Stanford’s Digital Vision Fellowship. This 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 http://news.cnet.com/2010-1069-964507.html, accessed August 20, 2013 
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shows that the Bay Area universities and the networks that exist among them are an 

integral part of the area’s social benefit networks. 

 The Summit’s keynotes were delivered by Sarbuland Khan, who was then 

Head of the UN’s Global Alliance for ICT and Development (UN-GAID), and Craig 

Barrett, then Chairman of Intel and UN-GAID. The event brought together 300 of 

Silicon Valley’s technology leaders, who listened to a mix of speakers from Manuel 

Castells to Paul Saffo and Sally Osberg, head of the Skoll Foundation, one of US 

most important social entrepreneurship foundations established by Jeff Skoll, the co-

founder of e-Bay. The Summit was also held in conjunction with the San Jose Tech 

Museum of Innovation’s Tech Awards, which are given yearly to outstanding projects 

in the area of health, environment, education and economic development. The awards 

are sponsored by several high-tech companies, among them Microsoft, Nokia and 

Flextronics. Of particular importance is the James C. Morgan Global Humanitarian 

Award, which in 2006 was given to Bill Gates. The Summit and Tech Awards are 

thus another manifestation of the region’s social benefit networks. 

 One of the outcomes of the Summit and RiOS’ subsequent partnership with 

UN-GAID, where I served as a high-level advisor, was the publication of the iGuide- 

ICTD Resources in Silicon Valley and the San Francisco Bay Area. Available in 

paper format and as a searchable website, the iGuide provides a directory of all 

organizations in the San Francisco Bay Area involved in ICTD work (see figure 8). In 

the press release that accompanied the launch of the iGuide in May 2008 at the UN-

GAID’s Annual Global Forum in Kuala Lumpur, Sarbuland Khan stated that 

the iGuide is the realization of the potential of the technological community of 
Silicon Valley to give voice to the hope of the poor. Silicon Valley has shaped 
the global information revolution that is rapidly gaining speed, but many 
challenges and opportunities to innovate remain. The United Nations Global 
Alliance for ICT and Development wants to catalyze action and promote the 
notion of “Better Business for Development” in order to meet the global 
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challenge of broad-based development that is at the heart of the Millennium 
Development Goals. Developing pro-poor business models, speeding access to 
computers, connectivity and rich local content to improve entrepreneurship, 
education, healthcare and government service, as well as bringing the public 
and private sectors together to enhance the lives of future generations around 
the world are key objectives for our work.   

 

Figure 8: ICTD Initiatives in the San Francisco Bay Area/Silicon Valley 

Source: RiOS Institute 

 

  

Public relations for the Summit was organised by Louis Kehoe, Head of Media and 

PR in the San Francisco office of the worldwide public relations agency Ogilvy. In 

my initial conversations with her, she was adamant that Silicon Valley was not a real 

geographical location or a place with a physical address, but a brand. I responded “our 

board, sponsors, the UN, World Bank and potential invited guests and CEO’s would 

not emotionally respond to something called the “Santa Clara Challenge Summit.” 

This moment sticks with me because it showed the importance of the collective belief 

in a place called Silicon Valley that makes it and its organizations real, even though it 

is not a real geographical location but an idea of place created from journalistic 

imagination. The name Silicon Valley was introduced by Don Hoefler, publisher of 

Microelectronic News, in a 1971 article to popularize the emergence and rapidly 
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escalating dominance of the newly invented mass-produced Integrated Circuits (IC’s) 

mounted on silicon chips. Just as important as the technology, however, was the 

legacy of Stanford, Terman, Hewlett and Packard for the production of new 

organizational and educational social and corporate models; networked together they 

create a “regional advantage” (Saxenian, 1984). These models pioneered innovative  

science and engineering-lead technologies, corporations with more informal peer-lead 

horizontal work structures and design teams.  From this advantage emerged small 

innovative high-tech companies, which, if successful, grew to grand, campus-type 

suburban settings.  The end result of this “milieu of innovation” (Castells and Hall, 

1994) was the regional high-tech computer industry hub of Santa Clara County, now 

forever known as Silicon Valley. OSEES are direct descendants from that lineage. 

 

5.7 OSEES 

The argument of this thesis is that OSEES are a particular example of Silicon Valley’s 

social benefit organizations and their emergence needs to be understood within a 

broad social, historical and cultural context. New online design and innovative models 

and networks are springing up in many areas, ranging from crowdsourcing for 

political journalism and citizen action (MAPlight.org), to micro work practice 

(Samasource.org), funding projects (Kickstarter.com), language research 

(reCaptcha.com), judicial rights (Martus Project),  civil and human rights journalism 

(Benetech.org) and political funding and action (Obama for President.org). The most 

celebrated of these is arguably Kiva, working in the area of microfinance. These 

organizations allow people to improve their lives without the need for government 

funding. OSEES are notable in creating a community model of knowledge that is 
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Internet-facilitated and scalable to a global community of collective design, 

innovation and entrepreneurship. 

 Much like the Silicon Valley’s technology leaders in general, OSEES 

leadership envisions an impending convergence of the physical and the virtual and 

believe that technology can solve many of today social, political, environmental, 

educational, governance and healthcare issues. OSEES are a new organizational 

model where the search for global markets and influence results in “doing good.” 

OSEES aim to bridge the technological gap between rich and poor countries (Castells, 

1989). If, as Castells and Laserna claim, the Third World is more and more in peril of 

becoming totally irrelevant to the world economy, “marginalized from its benefits 

even if integrated into its effects” (1989: 89), OSEES helping to overcome this and 

allow “a policy capable of articulating social reform with technological modernization 

in the context of democracy and competitive participation in the world economy” 

(Castells, 1989: 16).  OSEES offer a way forward that “supports cultural difference as 

a transformative force” and the “valorization of economic needs and opportunities in 

terms that are not strictly those of profit and the market” (Escobar, 1995: 95).  

 As social benefit organizations, OSEES aim to create a culture that defends 

the local and its identity while accessing and engaging the global. They help to build a 

collective with an alternative vision of the world mediated through cyberculture and a 

post-development mentality that are concurrent and interrelated. The vision of many 

OSEES is that the First and Third World can transcend their differences through the 

use of technology. They use information systems and social media to create feedback 

loops that aim to include all users, although this is difficult to realize in practice, and 

in this respect they are sophisticated, intelligent networks. Table 7 summarizes the 

main characteristics of the Silicon Valley OSEES in a general way. 
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Table 7: Main Characteristics of OSEES  

Source:	  Author 

OSEES Characteristic Application 

 
1. Human and social benefit  

 
1.1 Obligation to be benevolent 
1.2 Transformative 
 

 
2. Use of online tools 
 

 
2.1 Platform 
2.2 Databases 
2.3 Participatory/crowd-sourced 
2.4 Accessible 
2.5 Real-time 
2.6 Network based 
 

 
3. Social Entrepreneurship 
 

 
3.1 Apply business practices 
3.2 Social Innovation 
3.3 Metrics-driven 
3.4 Founders/execs celebrated as social entrepreneurs 
 

 
4. Highly Scalable  

 
4.1 Small and local beginnings 
4.2 Growth in various indicators (users, geographical 
reach, content) 
4.3 Use of social capital  
 

 
5. Alternative to Established Systems 
 

 
5.1 Change rules of engagement 
5.2 Create new spaces of knowledge 
5.3 Anti-monopolistic 
5.4 Opposition to hierarchy 
 

 

6. Commitment to Transparency 

 

 

6.1 Transparency as object and own practice 

6.2 501.c3 Tax status and funding structures 

 

Characteristic 1 – Human and social benefit: OSEES aim to create human and/or 

social benefits and see their work as transformative in nature. Kiva makes microloans 
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available to small entrepreneurs in developing countries, so that they can grow their 

businesses. Other OSEES work in the areas of democracy, human rights or 

employment creation. However, as I show below, the expansion of technologies 

through OSEES also shows surveillance as the flip side of the information coin, 

particularly with the sophisticated use of OSEES for gathering and archiving 

information about the world’s poor, which enables their monitoring. I suggest that 

what becomes unique is that these technologies allow for the first time a deep 

penetration into areas almost inaccessible by roads or railways, with the help of low-

cost two-way communication processes. 

 

Characteristic 2 - Use online tools: OSEES use a variety of online tools, which 

enable them to carry out their particular activities. Foremost among these are 

technological platforms, databases and networks, and participatory tools that make 

OSEES accessible in real time. 

 

Characteristic 3 - Social Entrepreneurship: As social entrepreneurial enterprises, 

OSEES’ work is characterized by the application of business principles, social 

innovation, and the use of quantitative metrics to measure and communicate growth. 

In addition, successful OSEES’ founders are often celebrated as social entrepreneurs 

by dedicated foundations and the media. 

 

Characteristic 4 - Highly scalable:  After small beginnings, OSEES scale in a variety 

of ways. This is one explanation for the rise of the OSEES and their ability to grow as 

hybrid, community-based micro businesses that are able to adapt broadly across 

diverse economic systems. Starting as beta versions in focused geographical or 
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community areas allows them to build and test their models. OSEES are often able to 

use their social capital, namely their connections to engaged and passionate user 

groups that spread the word about the organization. OSEES are also often well 

connected with elite universities, from where their founders sometimes come, that 

bestow legitimacy, connect them to powerful alumni networks, and help with funding. 

 

Characteristic 5 - Alternative to established systems: OSEES provide alternatives to 

current systems of practice in their respective areas. In the process, they can create a 

new space or objects of knowledge in their own development of IS based systems. 

This is what Kiva did in the microfinance area, by being the first organization to take 

the provision of microloans online.  

 

Characteristic 6 - Commitment to transparency: This commitment comes mainly 

from OSEES’ unique situation within the context of the California tax code. As 

501(c)3 organizations, they are nonprofit organizations that funnel donor money 

which is exempt from federal and state taxes. Donors in turn can write of their 

contributions. Nonprofits have to make their financial information public in IRS (U.S. 

Internal Revenue Service) forms 990. OSEES can therefore be seen as a form of 

public-private partnership that exists to fulfil a societal need. However, they also have 

the internal need to sustain their own funding streams and grow their media profiles. 

This creates a constant tension that can jeopardize their commitment to transparency. 

 In this chapter I have provided a Foucauldian-inspired archaeology of OSEES 

founders, supporters and financiers that embeds them in the religious, economic, 

financial and political context of Silicon Valley. In the next chapter, I will present a 

case study of one of Silicon Valley’s most high-profile OSEES – Kiva.org. 
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CHAPTER 6 – A CASE STUDY OF KIVA 

Premal Shah, Kiva’s President, in a conference call with major lenders in 2011, said 

that “terra incognita – that’s where Kiva is at its best” (cited in Harris, 2013: 301). 

This quote shows that Kiva’s vision is firmly situated in the frontier mentality of 

Silicon Valley, where new technologies are seen as the best means to conquer 

geographic and demographic boundaries. Kiva has very successfully used information 

systems to create competitive advantage over other groups using older sponsorship 

models: a 700% (1 to 7 ratio of long term lenders/sponsor) rise in sponsorship 

relations, 90% reduction in administrative costs, a large and highly engaged volunteer 

group, greater perceived transparency and the ability to scale up and instantly respond 

to damage from bad media exposure. This shows that through the utilization of IS, the 

crowd-sourced community of Kiva is maximizing and responding to risks and 

rewards in the overall online community. 

 

6.1 Kiva Founding and Leadership 

Matt Flannery and Jessica Jackley were newlyweds when they came up with the idea 

for Kiva in 2004. After graduating from Bucknell University with a BA in Philosophy 

and Political Science, Jackley had moved to Silicon Valley to follow Flannery and 

was temping as an administrator at the Center for Social Innovation at Stanford 

University’s Graduate School of Business. Here she was exposed to a wealth of ideas 

as she came into daily contact with social entrepreneurs. One day in 2003 she decided 

to stay behind for a talk by Muhammad Yunus, the founder of the Grameen Bank, 

who three years later would win the Nobel Peace Prize for his work and bring 

microfinance to worldwide popular attention. Yunus’ talk at Stanford is often 

described as Jackley’s “call to action” (Anderson & Ramirez, 2007; Flannery, 2007), 
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and she herself recounts how influential Yunus’s talk was for her: "I was so 

completely blown away by the idea that I quit my job, dropped everything and moved 

to East Africa to help" (Jackley, 2010). She got a job with a San Francisco based non-

profit called Village Enterprise Fund, which supports sustainable business 

development in East Africa. In this role, she travelled through Uganda, Tanzania and 

Kenya, interviewing the recipients of $100 grants and asking them how the grants had 

changed their lives. Speaking with these entrepreneurs complicated Jackley’s 

preconceptions about the poor as needy, and donating money as the solution to their 

problems: “I never once was asked for a donation…no one wanted me to feel bad for 

them at all. If anything, they just wanted to be able to do more of what they were 

doing already and to build on their own capabilities” (Jackley, 2010). She concluded 

that with a little bit of capital, the people she was meeting were able and eager to 

“work themselves out of poverty”. This repeats the story of microfinance’s success 

that has been advocated by Yunus himself, that is the way to help poor women start or 

grow businesses, which then translates into various improvements in the lives of their 

families (Yunus, 1999). While this story has remained a powerful part of the global 

development discourse, a number of critiques have emerged, centering on its 

questionable impact on poverty alleviation and women empowerment, and its 

connection to neoliberal global financial structures through its increasing 

commercialization (for a good summary, see Roodman, 2011). 

 For Flannery, Kiva began as a side-project in 2004 while he was working as a 

computer programmer at TiVo, Inc. He describes himself as “the kind of person who 

always has a new idea, and is always talking about it” (Flannery, 2007: 31-32). When 

Jackley took him to the Yunus talk, it was his “first exposure to [microfinance] and I 

thought it was a great story from an inspiring person” (Flannery, 2007: 32). Soon 
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Jackley was in Africa, and during one of their regular phone calls about her 

experiences there, they talked about child sponsorship and the words “sponsor a 

business” entered the conversation, setting off a chain reaction of ideas that would 

later become the beginnings of Kiva. Shortly afterwards Flannery joined her to make 

a documentary about some of the clients she was talking to, and it was during bus 

rides across Africa that the idea took more concrete shape. Even before Jackley 

finished her job, Flannery was back in San Francisco working on a basic first run of 

the website, which was hosted on his personal web domain (Flannery, 2007). When 

Jackley returned, they pursued the idea more seriously. They conceived the 

organization as a “self-regulating lending marketplace where microfinance 

institutions could raise loan capital online’ (Flannery, 2007: 34). As the (technology) 

platform that enables individual lenders to donate their money, Kiva pools and then 

channels these funds to its MFI field partners. These in turn distribute the loans to 

their clients, who are often individuals organized into lending groups. 

 

6.1.1 Early Institutional Challenges 

Getting the idea off the ground was difficult in those early days, as they were trying to 

sort out legal and financial issues for an organizational model that had not existed 

before. Flannery remembers this phase as talking to “men in suits.” “The more we 

began to research the legal issues surrounding this model, the more complex it 

became” (Flannery, 2007: 37). This shows the way OSEES push legal and other 

boundaries, and the challenges that this presents. 
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6.1.1.1 Financial Securitization 

The first question was whether Kiva would be offering an investment product to the 

public. Flannery was adamant from the beginning that they would repay the loans 

with interest because it reinforced Kiva’s business, not charity approach: “I 

architected the database, software and user experience around the idea of returning 

interest to users” (Flannery, 2007: 37). Interest payments made it an issue of 

securitization and collateralization that came under the jurisdiction of the Security and 

Exchange Commission (SEC). This issue was initially resolved after Flannery called 

the SEC and talked to a special counsel agent at the Office of Small Business Policy, 

who informally told him that things would be a lot easier if Kiva did not offer 

financial interest to its lenders. Ultimately and reluctantly, after two years Flannery 

abandoned the idea of interest, which in hindsight he considered “one of the wisest (or 

luckiest) moves we’ve made” (Flannery, 2009: 39). That is because in 2008, in 

response to the global financial crisis, the SEC began to regulate non-microfinance 

person-to-person lending sites like Prosper and Lending Club, which were forcd to 

register as securities brokers under cease-and-desist orders from the SEC. As a result, 

the personal component of these sites was diminished. Flannery argues that Kiva 

would not have been able to pursue its mission had it been forced to undergo the same 

legal changes. 

 

6.1.1.2 Organizational Setup and Funding 

Another issue was around what type of organization Kiva would become. Since the 

site gave loans instead of donations and considered its users lenders instead of donors, 

would Kiva be able to operate as a registered non-profit organization with a 501(c)(3) 

status? Another question was around the tax implications not just for Kiva but also for 
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the lenders; would they be able to get tax write-offs just like donations to non-profit 

organizations? In the end, according to Flannery, “since the concept of online person-

to-person lending didn’t exist, microfinance was less well known in the business 

community, and the model was highly experimental, we decided that the 501 (c)(3) 

status would help us form a bond with our users and raise a small amount of donation 

capital to get the idea off the ground” (2007: 39). Becoming a non-profit proved to 

have a number of advantages for Kiva, such as receiving donations not only from 

individuals but also from companies and foundations. Kiva also started to receive pro-

bono services and in-kind donations from technology, legal and accounting 

companies. An early survey found that 50% of lenders would not use the site if it was 

a for-profit organization (Flannery, 2007). In the end, Kiva emerged as a complicated 

non-profit/for-profit hybrid, with the former, called Kiva Microfunds, owning a 

separate California-registered LLC shell company called Kiva User Funds, LLC, 

acting as a clearing house (Flannery, 2009).  

 This discussion raises the question of how Kiva is funded. Each time a lender 

makes a loan, he or she has the option of donating money to Kiva itself, which is 

added on to the loan amount. According to the 2011 Annual Report, in 2010 half of 

all first-time lenders made a donation and the total number of online donors was over 

300,000, making this over 50% of Kiva’s donor revenue. This shows that OSEES user 

communities are important funding sources for the organizations. In 2010, Kiva also 

received 16% of its donor funding from foundations, 10% from corporations and 13% 

from in-kind revenue such as free legal and accounting advice. One of the things that 

Kiva keeps emphasizing is that 100% of every dollar loaned on Kiva goes directly 

towards funding loans. In 2008, for example, for every dollar that was spent on Kiva 

expenses, $9 was sent to borrowers, resulting in a high leverage ratio that Flannery 
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attributes to the efficiency of the Internet. “In the decade to come, I believe we can 

expand the leverage ratio astronomically and thus become one of the most highly-

leveraged philanthropic opportunities in all of history” (Flannery, 2009: 42). 

Therefore, another characteristic of OSEES is that they are able to use the Internet to 

increase operational efficiencies. 

 

6.1.1.3 Homeland Security 

Dealing with U.S. Homeland Security became an issue when Kiva was planning to 

lend money to some places that are on the watch list of the U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security. The Patriot Act presented yet another legal hurdle (Flannery, 

2007). To this day, Kiva leadership is in regular conversations with the Foreign 

Department (Harrison, 2013), which regards the organization as part of its soft 

diplomacy approach. Kiva fits into the U.S Department of Defence’s innovative 

model for security and peace operations in war-torn areas such as Iraq, Afghanistan 

and Palestine. For example, a U.S. Department of Defense analyst wrote that Kiva  

connects all partners contractually in the loan process to minimize coordination 
problems and ensure that each step in the workflow sequentially adds value; 
processes and systems that guarantee work are transparent, efficient and 
accountable; a model of learning that enables global and local partners to co-
create a complex, worldwide community-based learning system in support of 
entrepreneurship, and a rich network of social relations built from face to face 
and online interactions to help generate social capital needed for development” 
(Roberts, 2010). 

  

The process of trying to sort out these early institutional challenges became 

emotionally exhausting for the co-founders, until they decided during Christmas 2005 

to simply go ahead and build a beta version of the website (Flannery, 2007). This led 

to many nights coding in coffee shops around San Francisco’s Noe Valley where they 

lived. 
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6.2 Beta Launch 

The beta site started modestly in April 2005. Through a collaboration with a Pastor 

called Moses Onyango in Tororo, Uganda, whom Jackley had met when she worked 

there, seven loans to previous grant recipients from the Village Enterprise Fund were 

posted on the site, for a total of US$ 3000. They were filled by people on the co-

founders’ wedding list within a weekend. Subsequently, Onyango started blogging 

about the progress of the businesses that had been funded, which shows the 

importance of the medium of blogging in the early start-up phase, which has been 

retained in the official Kiva blog and Fellow’s blog. These updates became 

conversation topics when the co-founders got together with their friends and relatives, 

which made the former realize that “people cared about the progress of an 

entrepreneur half-way across the planet. There was, to some degree, a sustained 

mental and emotional connection” (Flannery, 2007: 43). Connections enabled by a 

technology platform were reinforced by a social component of seemingly personal 

connections. The connections were created through the stories of borrowers, whose 

re-telling became central to the Kiva business model (Jackley, 2010). Later it emerged 

that some of Onyango’s stories had been made up and money had been lent 

fraudulently, which meant that Kiva had to become increasingly professionalized with 

its due diligence processes (Flannery, 2009). 

 Flannery quit his job at Tivo in October 2005 to become Kiva’s CEO. In 

January 2006, the co-founders were joined by Premal Shah, who had been working at 

PayPaland at eBay. Shah had learnt about microfinance while studying economics at 

Stanford University and in 1997 had received a small grant to study it firsthand in his 

native Gujarat in India. This interest never left him, and in late 2004 he had taken a 

leave from PayPal to develop and test an Internet microfinance concept in India. 
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Upon his return, he tried to post borrower profiles on eBay (which had since taken 

over PayPal), but these were quickly removed by the company’s compliance 

department (Flannery, 2007). 

Flannery described Shah as “a missing piece of the puzzle” that complemented 

the co-founders’ personalities (Flannery, 2007: 45).  Jackley was an extrovert with a 

passion for stories and microfinance, who would be the organization’s first Chief 

Marketing Officer; Flannery had the skills to design and build the website; and Shah 

had connections at Paypal, and extensive consulting and sales expertise that could get 

Kiva access to corporate partnerships to support the new venture (Anderson & 

Ramirez, 2007).  As it happened, Shah was able to broker a deal with PayPal, which 

is a global e-commerce business enabling payments and money transfers to be made 

through the Internet. PayPal agreed to donate free payment processing to Kiva. This 

arrangement continues to this day.  

Another member of the early executive team was Chelsa Bocchi, a friend of 

Flannery who joined Kiva as Director of Partnerships after a previous career in 

finance. She became and still is the Director of Community Marketing at Kiva. 

 

6.3 Board of Directors 

Kiva’s Board of Directors shows the importance of academic and professional 

networks. Its early and current board of directors and advisors have played an 

important role in the organization’s development. Kiva has been able to leverage the 

symbolic and financial support of its board members in a form of social capital. It was 

Jackley’s work and later study at the Stanford Graduate School of Business school 

that allowed her to make a number of connections with microfinance practitioners 

(Flannery, 2007). One of the earliest, and still active, board members is Geoff Davis, 
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former CEO of Unitus, an institutional microfinance supporter of MFIs. Davis had 

invited them to his house soon after their return from Africa in 2004 and had agreed 

to read a ten-page feasibility plan; his first reaction was “it sounds like it would be 

hard to scale” because of the tension between MFIs need for efficiency (meaning low 

overhead and administrative costs that did not allow the tracking of individual loans) 

and Kiva’s and its lenders’ desire to know what is happening with their money 

(Flannery, 2007).  

 Another instrumental early board member who remains to this day is Reid 

Hoffman, the co-founder and CEO of LinkedIn who joined in July 2006. Prior to his 

LinkedIn work, Hoffman was an Executive VP at Paypal. Hoffman has consistently 

supported Kiva in a high-profile way; in March 2012, for example, he funded a free 

trial period with US$ 1 million that led to the greatest number of sign ups in a single 

week ever, according to Kiva’s 2012 Annual report.  

Another board member was Jenny Shilling, who is a co-founder of the Draper 

Richards Kaplan Foundation that supports social entrepreneurs; in 2007 Flannery 

became a Fellow of the Foundation and received $300,000 and business mentoring 

from it. Sam Daly Harris is the founder of the Microcredit Summit Campaign and 

RESULTS, which has been acting as the advocacy arm for Yunus in the US (Roy, 

2010). The latter reinforced Kiva’s early association with Yunus, which gave the 

emerging organization much credibility, especially after the latter received the Peace 

Nobel Prize in 2006.  

 Of interest among current board members, most of whom are technology-

focused social entrepreneurs, is Amy Clement, vice-president for investments at the 

Omidyar Network, who came on board after the network gave a $5 million grant to 

Kiva in 2010. Clement also worked at Paypal and then eBay, and according to her bio 
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helped shape strategy during the launch of Kiva and Microplace, eBay’s own version 

of online microfinance. Although Flannery and Jackley are now divorced and the 

latter has launched a new crowd-funding site, she remains an advisor, together with 

Kiran Jain, an attorney at Bingham McCutchen, a prestigious San Francisco law firm. 

Jain was the first person who gave legal advice to the young Kiva (Flannery, 2007), 

which reflects her interest in social issues.      

      

6.4 Early Growth 

Since those first seven loans in 2005, Kiva has grown rapidly, as regular publicity and 

media attention has fuelled public awareness and popularity of the site. In October 

2005 Kiva received a glowing review by Chris Kulczycki on the blog ‘Daily Kos’ in a 

posting called ‘Microcredit: Be a Venture Capitalist’ (see Figure 9). Kulczycki called 

Kiva the “most exciting charitable plan I've heard of in years” and urged people to 

consider taking a look at the Kiva site. He mentioned that it was after all the UN’s 

“International Year of Microcredit” and Flannery had actually been invited to New 

York to attend a microcredit summit at the UN’s headquarters (Flannery, 2007). The 

posting generated so much traffic to the Kiva site that all of the loans posted on the 

site were funded within hours.   

This early success prompted Flannery to quit his job at Tivo and become 

Kiva’s CEO. It also is the beginning of Kiva’s phenomenal growth. Figure 10 shows 

Kiva’s total loan amount growth between April 2006 and December 2007. In 2006, 

the first full year of Kiva operations, a documentary on Kiva’s work in Uganda was 

shown in a series on social entrepreneurs on Frontline World, the popular and 

acclaimed public affairs program of Public Broadcasting Service (PBS). 
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Figure 9:  First Blog Post about Kiva                     

Source: Chris Kulczycki, Daily Kos 

 

 

Figure 10: Growth in Kiva’s Total Loan Amount, April 2006 to December 2007 

Source: Stanford Social Innovation Review 

 

  

The 17 minutes video explained how Kiva was working and also showed Grace Ayaa, 

a female peanut butter seller in Uganda, sitting in front of a computer and emailing 

her lender in San Francisco. This showed the two-way communication and direct 
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connection between lender and borrower that is so central to Kiva story. This direct 

connection between lender and borrower might have existed in Kiva’s very early days, 

but it quickly became an illusion as I show below. Following the broadcast, the traffic 

to Kiva’s website was so large that the site crashed for three days. However, 

catastrophic failure was reinterpreted as a sign of success since the overwhelming 

web traffic showed Kiva’s surging popularity. A month later, the first one million 

dollars had been lent on Kiva and at the end of 2006, Kiva was named as one of the 

top ideas of the year by The New York Times Magazine. A year later Bill Clinton 

published his book Giving: How each of us can change the world, in which he 

identifies Kiva as one way by which people with “modest means” can engage in 

philanthropic action. He describes Kiva as “an NGO that offers people the chance to 

become microcredit lenders of as little as $25 to entrepreneurs in developing countries” 

(Clinton, 2007: 27). Soon after the book’s launch, Clinton, Flannery and Jackley 

appeared on the Oprah Winfrey Show, promoting Clinton’s book and Kiva. Oprah 

introduced Kiva as “a revolutionary idea that uses the power of the Internet to allow 

anybody to make small business loans to men and women in Third world countries” 

and admitted that many of her staff were “addicted” to Kiva. This appearance 

launched yet another growth spurt on the site, as shown in figure 11. 

Other awards and accolades followed. In 2008, Flannery and Shah were 

awarded a Skoll Foundation award of $1 Million over three years, giving not only 

financial support but also the legitimacy of a major social entrepreneurship foundation. 

Similarly, Flannery was elected as an Ashoka Fellow, joining another powerful social 

entrepreneurship network. In the same year, Kiva was also named one of the Best 50 

websites by TIME Magazine, which wrote that “Kiva mixes the entrepreneurial daring 

of Google with the do-gooder ethos of Bono.” In the following year, Shah made the 
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list of Young Global Leaders of the World Economic Forum, Shah and Flannery were 

named FORTUNE magazine's “Top 40 under 40” and Jackley was voted as a finalist 

for TIME Magazine’s 100 Most Influential People. In 2011 Flannery and Jackley 

were awarded The Economist “No Boundaries” Innovation Award and Jackley Jessica 

joined the ranks of the World Economic Forum’s Young Global Leaders. As I show 

below, all of these awards act helped to legitimize  Kiva as a new organizational 

model. 

 

Figure 11: Spikes in Kiva Loans funded between 2006 and December 2011 

Source: Center for Global Development 

 

  

 Together with loan volume and lender numbers, employee numbers have also 

grown. In 2011 Kiva moved into its new office in downtown San Francisco. It is still 

located in San Francisco’s South of Market area, in close proximity to the Moscone 

Center where the launch of Google Glass took place. Kiva’s new headquarters were 

designed pro-bono by Studios Architecture, a celebrated international design firm 
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with offices in the US, France and India, as part of the American Institute of 

Architects’ 1% public architecture program. This shows how Kiva’s popularity and 

non-profit status is enabling it to take advantage of high-profile initiatives. In April 

2013 Kiva opened its second office in Nairobi, Kenya, showing the continued 

importance of Africa to Kiva’s growth.  

Kiva now has over 100 employees and regional managers are posted in 

various other parts of the world. These are supported by several hundred volunteers. 

Rather than being seen as a burden that needs to be managed and takes time away 

from core business, volunteers are of strategic importance to the organization. 

Regarded as an important resource, volunteers are a much celebrated part of Kiva, and 

they in turn are attracted to a successful non-profit organization with an exciting 

social mission. Flannery says that Kiva would not be able to function at the level that 

it does without these volunteers (Flannery, 2009). Volunteers do many different jobs, 

from Interns’ administrative support at the headquarters in San Francisco to 

translating and editing borrower profiles from their homes.  

Most important are the Kiva Fellows, who are young professionals who 

volunteer for a minimum of four months to be placed with a partner MFI. The 

Fellows help to integrate recruitment and reporting processes as well as financial 

reporting and general information management systems. The Fellows program started 

in 2007 with the first Fellows posted in Uganda, Kenya and Samoa. From the 

beginning, they have also been important for due diligence and monitoring purposes; 

it was a Fellow in one of the first cohorts who discovered that Moses Onyango, the 

pastor who helped with the posting of the first seven loans, had committed fraud 

(Flannery, 2009).  Table 8 summarizes Kiva’s early development. 
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Table 8: Summary of Kiva’s Early Development 

Source: Author 

Date	  	   Event	  
2003	   After	  hearing	  Muhammad	  Yunus	  talk	  at	  Stanford,	  Jackley	  is	  inspired	  to	  

work	  for	  microfinance	  organization	  in	  East	  Africa	  
2004	   Flannery	  visits	  Jackley	  in	  East	  Africa	  and	  idea	  for	  Kiva	  is	  born,	  early	  

strategic	  planning	  is	  taking	  place	  during	  rest	  of	  the	  year	  
2005	   Flannery	  starts	  building	  Kiva	  Website,	  which	  launches	  in	  April	  2005	  with	  

seven	  loans	  in	  Uganda.	  They	  are	  filled	  within	  a	  weekend	  by	  family	  and	  
friends	  

Oct	  2005	   Daily	  Kos	  blogs	  about	  Kiva:	  all	  loans	  on	  the	  site	  sell	  out,	  Flannery	  quits	  job	  
at	  Tivo	  to	  become	  CEO	  

Jan	  2006	   Premal	  Shah	  becomes	  President	  of	  Kiva	  
Oct	  2006	   PBS	  Frontline	  shows	  documentary	  about	  Kiva,	  site	  crashes	  for	  three	  days	  

because	  of	  traffic	  generated	  	  
Nov	  2006	   The	  first	  1	  Million	  Dollars	  have	  been	  lent	  via	  Kiva	  
April	  2007	   Kiva’s	  co-‐founders	  appear	  together	  with	  Bill	  Clinton	  on	  the	  Oprah	  Winfrey	  

show,	  website	  traffic	  spikes	  as	  a	  result	  
Mar	  2008	   Flannery	  and	  Shah	  received	  $1	  Million	  from	  Skoll	  Foundation	  
2008	  -	  11	   Numerous	  Accolades	  for	  Kiva	  and	  its	  leaders	  
2011	   Kiva	  moves	  into	  new	  headquarters	  in	  San	  Francisco	  
Mar	  2011	   Kiva’s	  redesigned	  website	  is	  launched	  
 

 

6.5 Information Display on Website 

The Kiva website (www.kiva.org) is the heart of the organization. Shah has 

highlighted Kiva's ability to use the Internet to convey rich and integral data as crucial 

to Kiva’s success (Shah, 2008). The entire website was redesigned in March 2011. 

Kiva’s homepage is dominated by pictures, graphic representations, bars and white 

spaces (see Figures 12 and 13 to compare the original and redesigned homepages).  

This simple facade hides a large and steadily growing repository of information, 

which is updated daily. Indeed the power of the Internet to provide (almost) real-time 

information is one of the things that keeps Kiva fans glued to the screen. Other ways 

in which the site aims to convey the integrity of data are the large amounts of 

financial and other information that can be obtained on any field partner (due to the 
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information obtained by Kiva Fellows who are working with MFIs and visiting 

borrowers). 

 

Figure 12: Kiva’s First Homepage 

Source: www.kiva.org, accessed December 2010 
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Figure 13: Kiva’s Redesigned Homepage 

Source: www.kiva.org, accessed April 2012 

 

 

6.5.1 Information about Borrowers 

Below is the profile of a female lender in Indonesia to whom a loan was made in 2010, 

as written on the Kiva website: 
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a 35-year-old female . . . married and has four school-aged children. She owns 
and operates a general store, selling daily-use products such as shampoo, soap 
and toothpaste in the local community. She has been engaged in this business 
for over a year and earns approximately 1,000,000 IDR a month. In 2010, [she] 
joined INR to gain access to financial services to help improve her living 
situation and her ability to engage in business activities. She is now requesting a 
loan of 2,500,000 IDR which will be used to purchase additional inventory and 
used as working capital.  

 

This description is typical of borrower profiles on Kiva, where each borrower has a 

profile page, and a Loan Overview tab gives basic information about the borrower, 

complete with photo, and the loan (see figures 14, 14 a and b from my interview). 

 

Figure 14: Profile Page of Indonesian Borrower  

Source: http://www.kiva.org/lend/192614, accessed December 27, 2013
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Figures 14 a and b: Field Interviews with Indonesian Borrower and MFI Staff 

Source: Author 

 



	   136	  

A tab called “Repayment Schedule” provides exact repayment dates and 

amounts, allowing anybody to track repayments and thereby assess the borrower’s 

repayment history (see figure 15). 

 

Figure 15: Detailed Repayment Schedule of Active Kiva Borrower in Mongolia 

Source: http://www.kiva.org/lend/640776, accessed December 27, 2013 
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There is also a “Lender comments” tab, which gives lenders the option to add 

comments about a particular borrower, although the extent to which that tab is used is 

unclear. In addition, on the profile page, the stories of the Kiva borrowers and their 

progress are very factual and brief and are surrounded by financial information about 

the MFI (see figure 16). 

 

Figure 16: Financial Information on Azerbajan MFI in Loan Overview page 

Source: http://www.kiva.org/lend/640159, accessed December 27, 2013

 

 

The information on borrowers thus appeals to rational investors. In addition, it creates 

an “emotional investment” of the lender in the borrower’s life through the presumed 

connection that is established via the loan (Black, 2009). The borrower profile pages 
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give more information about the investment ‘risk’ of the MFI than information on 

individual borrowers. While this to some extent encourages a connection between the 

borrower and the lender, it also fosters confidence in potential lenders that any loan 

given is a good business investment. The language of “delinquency rate”, “currency 

exchange loss rate”, “portfolio yield”, “risk rate” presumes a certain level of financial 

competence and seems to be aimed at a target interested in business. 

 However, the website also seems to want to lead people to quick donations, 

rather than take the time to learn about the borrower. When a profile pops up on the 

homepage, the large and bright orange “Lend Now” button at the top of the box is far 

more prominent than the link to “Read their story” which is at the bottom (see figure 

17).  

 

Figure 17: Profile Box On Kiva Homepage 

Source: www.kiva.org, accessed December 28, 2013 

 

There is thus a clear priority of lending over obtaining in-depth knowledge. The 

borrower profiles themselves are standardized and scripted; rather than borrowers 

being able to tell their own stories, these profiles are generated by especially trained 

MFI staff or by Kiva fellows using questionnaires (for a description of the process, 
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see Flannery, 2009: 42). Flannery himself has described Kiva as a “story factory,” 

showing the centrality of mass-produced borrower narratives to the organization’s 

business model. This is the result of a process of standardization that responded to 

Geoff Davis’ initial concern about scaling.  

 

6.5.2 Information about Partner MFI 

Because people make micro investment decisions on the Kiva site, the veracity of 

information is important. Potential partner MFIs must adhere to a set of minimum 

criteria in order to be considered for a trial period: these include being legally 

registered in their respective countries, having been in operation for at least one year, 

and having financial documentation for a least a year.  There is also a star risk rating 

system, ranging from one to five, that shows prospective lenders the risk they would 

take by lending to a particular MFI. In addition to considerations about MFIs internal 

governance and financial management, repayment rates are taken into account when 

establishing risk ratings. However, because of the extended chain of command (lender 

– Kiva – MFI – borrower and back), it is possible for MFIs to cover up defaults of 

Kiva borrowers in order to maintain a good standing on the website.  

 In addition, Kiva began issuing social performance badges in 2011, which 

show how well an MFI performs in relation to criteria such as focusing on the poor or 

giving women borrowers a voice. The badges therefore show that Kiva tries to choose 

its MFI partners carefully and pays attention to their social performance (see figure 

18). In addition, information on a particular field partner is also compared to the 

average performance to all partners overtime, creating an element of benchmarking 

and competition (see figure 19). 
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Figure 18: Partial List of Kiva Partner MFIs, showing Star Risk Rating and Social 

Performance Badges 

Source: http://www.kiva.org/partners, accessed December 28, 2013 
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Figure 19: Comparative Information on Kiva Partner in the Philippines 

Source: http://www.kiva.org/partners/145, accessed December 20, 2013 

 

  

 

6.5.3 Information about Microfinance 

The information provided about microfinance on the website is very positive and in 

this sense repeats the success story of microfinance advocated by Yunus and others 
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(Yunus, 1999). What is made invisible in the process are the negative impacts 

microfinance can have, which have been analyzed mainly in academic writings. The 

website has a page called About Microfinance, which for many of its users provides 

their first exposure to the practice and in effect acts like a microfinance 101. Through 

the information provided on this page, Kiva aligns itself with the World Bank’s 

minimalist, finance-only, commercial approach to microfinance, of which Yunus has 

become critical. There are a number of sections providing more information about 

various aspects of microfinance. Each of these begins with a photo and story of a 

Kiva borrower, making Kiva’s approach emblematic of microfinance. Microfinance’s 

controversially high interest rates are explained with a reference to the various high 

costs incurred by MFIs. This reference comes from the Consultative Group for the 

Advancement of the Poor (CGAP), a microfinance think tank housed at the World 

Bank, which is the main advocate of the ongoing commercialization of microfinance 

and promotes the idea that high interest rates are needed so that MFIs can be 

financially sustainable and increasingly profitable. The absence of a more critical 

perspective regarding interest rates on the Kiva website is perhaps not surprising, 

given that microfinance is promoted as an efficient and effective poverty alleviation 

tool.  

 Kiva has also co-opted some anti-microfinance sentiment into the social 

performance badges, which demonstrate how microfinance alone is not enough and 

that microfinance ‘plus’ is necessary. The “Family and Community Empowerment” 

badge, for example, is for organizations that recognize that “in many cases poverty 

alleviation requires more than access to capital and an understanding of business.” 

These badges serve as a way to repackage microfinance as a more holistic 

development approach.  The leaders and managers of Kiva have thus become aware 
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of some of the limitations of microfinance, but these are usually ascribed to MFIs not 

operating efficiently or in the best interest of borrowers.  

 

6.5.4 Information about Lenders 

Lenders are invited to include their pictures and information about themselves in their 

own profile pages (see figure 20). There is a prompt called “I lend because ...” that 

encourages lenders to make their motivations public.  

 

Figure 20: Profile Page of Lender named Richard in US 

Source: http://www.kiva.org/lender/richard6625, accessed January 5, 2014 
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While those dedicated to the Kiva cause – those people who have made the largest 

number of loans - sometimes provide more extensive information about themselves, 

most people only give basic details such as names, location and profession. Many 

lenders also choose to upload pictures of their pets or cartoons instead of their own 

pictures, or do not display any photo at all.  

However, borrowers usually do not have the option to select which 

information about them are displayed in the website, which reveals a power 

differential in terms of the obligation to make oneself visible on the Internet (Black, 

2009). In addition, when borrowers are shown their profile pages by Kiva Fellows, 

they are often confused about a cat, for example, having made their loan, which 

results in frequent pleas for lenders to display proper photos of themselves. 

 In addition to this individual participation, lenders can also get together in 

lending teams with like-minded lenders, grouped on the basis of shared profession, 

religion, geographical area or interests, for example. When Kiva instituted these 

teams in 2008, Flannery wrote that they are not meant to be “a dating site or a 

Facebook rip-off, but socializing on Kiva happens within the context of making loans.” 

He thereby acknowledged the influence of social networking sites but also situated 

the lending teams within the larger Kiva purpose of raising money. Lending teams are 

replicating the competitive character of the Kiva site, where borrowers and MFIs 

compete for lenders’ money, with a leader board displaying the team with the most 

numbers of new members or loans made per week, month and all-time (see figure 21). 

These lending teams often organize social events in the physical world, ranging from 

simple meet-ups, milestone celebrations to marathons and fashion shows, which 

always aim to sign up new members or raise more money for Kiva. In this way, 
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offline interactions reinforce online activities, showing that the virtual world remains 

firmly anchored and reliant on the physical world. 

 

Figure 21: Profile Page of Kiva Atheists, Kiva’s Largest Lending Team 

Source: http://www.kiva.org/team/atheists, accessed January 5, 2014 
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6.6 Transparency 

As mentioned in chapter 4, in 2009 David Roodman from the Center for Global 

Development in Washington DC wrote a blog post claiming that the person-to-person 

connection at the heart of Kiva is an illusion because the great majority of the loans 

do not go to the people chosen by the lenders (Roodman, 2009). Rather, their loans 

have already been filled by the MFI, which is using the lenders’ money to find other 

clients. Individual loans get bundled and sent to the MFIs once a month, where they 

fund other loans. Most Kiva lenders were probably not aware of this, as this 

information was not clearly displayed on the website and its lending process 

representations. Roodman’s main criticism was that Kiva, like many other NGOs, 

misrepresented its practices in order to generate more donations, fearing that if they 

were truthful about their operations, this might jeopardize their funding base. This 

shows one of the tensions impinging on OSEES’ commitment to transparency. 

Flannery responded to Roodman’s blog fairly quickly and extensively and maintains 

that transparency is one of Kiva’s cornerstone values (Flannery, 2009). The Kiva 

website was also redesigned and graphic representations of the lending process were 

changed (see figures 22 and 23).  

In spite of this graphical change, first-time users of the site can still assume 

that one’s money goes directly to a specific borrower. The homepage states: “How it 

works: 1. Choose a borrower, 2. Make a loan, 3. Get repaid, 4. Repeat!” The clever 

choice of words means that potential lenders could infer that Kiva is about person-to-

person lending, while those who know this is not the case cannot really fault it.  
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Figures 22 and 23: Before and after Roodman Representation of Kiva Lending 

 Process 
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6.7 Comparison to Older Sponsorship Organizations 

As an aside, it is interesting to compare an OSEES such as Kiva with older non-web 

based organizations that use similar sponsorship models. One such organization is 

Global Charity, one of the largest aid organizations in the world funded mainly 

through child sponsorship. The co-founders acknowledged they sponsored children 

through their families and churches when they were younger, which inspired their 

creation of Kiva to some extent (Flannery, 2007). In addition, in the beginning Kiva 

used the partner network established by Global Charity and other global organizations 

to recruit its early partners, and to this day many Kiva partners are also funded by 

Global Charity’s own microfinance arm. Kiva and Global Charity thus remain in a 

symbiotic relationship.  

 I gained particular insights into these processes while conducting action 

design research (ADR) with Global Charity New Zealand (GC NZ). ADR 

“simultaneously aims at building innovative IT artefacts in an organizational context 

and learning from the intervention while addressing a problematic situation” (Sein et 

al, 2011: 2). Correspondingly, I helped GC NZ become more efficient, in the face of 

declining child sponsor numbers and increasing overhead costs, and implement a 

Kiva-like strategy. In the course of this research, I realized that there are many 

similarities between Kiva and GC NZ, especially regarding the missions and 

messages of the two organizations. But their use of IS was radically different in 

attracting and retaining lender and volunteer support. Whereas the average sponsor at 

Global Charity sponsored one child, this rose by a factor of 700% for the average 

Kiva lender who makes seven loans. This was of enough concern to GC NZ’s Board 

Chair and CEO that I was asked to focus my ADR on reimaging and restructuring the 

organization into a leaner, more Kiva-esque one.  
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 What became clear to me during this time was that Kiva had found a new and 

innovative model that energized its members into repeated acts of kindness through 

the innovative use of IS technology.  By creating a continual feedback loop between 

its many constituencies, Kiva had taken the initial inspiration of child sponsorship but 

turned it into a Web 2.0, crowd-sourced 21st century Information System platform that 

allowed its users to participate, engage and grow with a level of scalability and 

transparency that seemed almost impossible to realize in the more institutionalized 

system that the highly motivated team at GC NZ had inherited.  This was a rules-

based system that was bureaucratic and hierarchical, with every part of the 

relationship of lender and recipient centrally controlled and mediated. WV sent out 

glossy printed brochures of happy children from the global South, often alongside 

older white men, in distant countries from Africa to India. An emotional connection 

was sold to sponsors with the idea that you could improve a child’s life for as little as 

$30 per month. Unfortunately for GC NZ, the numbers of child sponsors were 

declining, and so the organization looked towards a Kiva model that promised more 

direct and dynamic connections between lenders and borrowers.   

 For example, Kiva had just launched an app for the iPhone that enabled the 

user in one click to lend anywhere anytime. This automated IS driven system was 

seen as a long way from GC NZ’s large postal facilities that distributed volumes of 

colored brochures about sponsored children, 24-hour call centers and door-to door 

sales teams. All of this was expensive and the GC NZ overhead was running at over 

20 percent. This compares to the much lower administrative costs of Kiva, which are 

covered primarily through large foundation and lender donations. Table 9 shows the 

main differences between the two types of organizations. 
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Table 9: Comparison of Old-Style Charities and OSEES                      

Source: Author 

OLD-STYLE CHARITY OSEES PLATFORM 
The gatekeeper The catalyst 
Corporate, Government Charity mindset Partners and values 
Product centric Supporter focused 
Episodic Life cycle 
Opaque  Transparent 
Operational cost high (22% of donations) Operational cost low (0% of donations) 
Oversized and historical lean to past Undersized (lean) and lean forward to future  
Technologically resistant Technological cutting edge (digital natives) 
Donors promise rarely fulfilled  Donors promise fulfilled 
Working across many fronts Aligned, focused and measured 
One size fits all Supporter unique experience 
Sporadic engagement through mail  Continual supporter engagement through 

social media 
Minimal engagement Lifetime engagement  
Unsustainable business model Sustainable business model 

 

In the conclusion, I will reflect more on OSEES’ implication for practice. 

 

6.8 Kiva as an OSEES 

Table 10 summarizes Kiva as an OSEES, applying the OSEES characteristics I set out 

earlier in this chapter.  

 

Table 10: Kiva as an OSEES 

Source: Author 

OSEES Characteristic and Application Kiva 

#1 Human and Social Benefit 

1.1 Obligation to be benevolent 

 
1.2 Transformative 

 

1.1 Connecting people through lending to 
alleviate poverty 
	  
1.2 Kiva aims to transform the way 
especially smaller MFIs raise capital, 
through its online market place 
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#2 Use of Online Tools 

2.1 Platform 

 

2.2 Data-basing 

 

 

2.3 Participatory/ crowd-
sourced 

 

2.4 Accessible 

 

 

2.5 Real-time 

 

2.6 Network based	  

	  

2.1 Kiva is a lending platform that now caters to 
several loan types, from small business to student to 
green loans 

2.2 Kiva wants to become the largest database of 
entrepreneurs in the global South, and also is a 
database for information on several hundred MFIs in 
over 60 countries  

2.3 Kiva funds come from over one million lenders 
from all over the world, but predominantly from the 
US and Northern Europe  

2.4 Kiva is very user-friendly and accessible to 
lenders, although partner MFIs sometimes struggle 
with its technology requirements, due to power 
outages and lacking an Internet connection 

2.5 Kiva updates lender information on its website 
regularly, there is also an app that shows loans made in 
real time 

2.6 Kiva has established an extensive online and 
offline network connecting multiple constituencies in 
geographically dispersed areas	  

#3 Social Entrepreneurship 

3.1 Apply business 
practices 

 

3.2 Social Innovation 

 

 

3.3 Metrics-driven 

 

3.4 Founder celebrated as 
social entrepreneurs 

 

3.1 Kiva operates in perpetual start-up mode, recruits 
people with high expertise and social motivation and 
has efficient operations, including in-kind donations 

3.2 Kiva is an innovator in the online micro-lending 
space and continuously improves the site’s 
userfriendliness. It also frequently adds new features 
and partnerships to increase its loan volume. 

3.3 Kiva measures its impact in numbers of loans 
made, numbers of lenders recruited and others. These 
impact counters are prominent on the homepage.  

3.4 Flannery and Shah are Fellows at several high-
profile social entrepreneurship organizations and have 
been profiled in the media. 

#4 Scalability 

4.1 Small beginning 

 

 

4.1 Kiva started locally in San Francisco and Tororo, 
Uganda. 
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4.2 Growth in various 
indicators 

 

4.3 Social Capital 

4.2 Kiva is growing and diversifying in many different 
areas, from geographical reach to numbers to types of 
loans. 

4.3 Kiva has successfully capitalized on its 
connections to Stanford University, Yunus, Clinton, 
the WEF and other high-profile institutions and 
individuals. 

#5 Alternative to 
established systems 

5.1 Change rules of 
engagement 

5.2 Create new spaces of 
knowledge 

5.3 Anti-monopolistic 

 

5.4 Opposition to hierarchy 

 

5.1 Kiva has changed the rules of microfinance 
provision by bringing it online. 

5.2 Kiva is creating new knowledge around online 
microfinance and social innovation. 

5.3 Kiva exists in a large ecosystem of partners and 
has an open API that allows developers and 
researchers to access its information and contribute to 
it. 

5.4 Kiva has a relatively flat organizational structure. 

#6 Commitment to 
Transparency 

6.1 Transparency as object 
and own practice 

6.2 501(c)3 status and 
funding structures 

 

6.1 Transparency as a declared cornerstone value of 
the organization, although it is a challenge to realize in 
practice. 

6.2 Because of its nonprofit status, Kiva is required to 
provide its financial information on its website. It also 
must disclose its funders and donors. 

 

In summary, as case study Kiva is an exemplary and revelatory OSEES. It is a very 

successful new model of social enterprise and uses a range of online tools with high 

efficiency and effectiveness, facilitating thousands of dollars of loans between large 

numbers of lenders and borrowers every day.  
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CHAPTER 7 – ANALYSIS: KIVA SCALING AND NETWORK POWER 

In this chapter, I answer my first research question: How has Kiva utilized IS to scale 

rapidly and expand globally with little on the ground presence? Scaling here refers to 

the expansion of Kiva’s information infrastructure in scope and size. The first section 

shows how Kiva has been able to scale dramatically during its first eight years of 

existence. What my analysis reveals is the challenges that come with attaining and 

sustaining Kiva’s growth across these various domains and how Kiva has negotiated 

them. The second section conducts a critical analysis of this expansion process by 

drawing on the concept of network power.  

7.1 Kiva Scaling and Expanding 

According to the Julie Hannah, the Chair of Kiva’s Board: “scaling up is challenging. 

But that very thing, where you’re clear about your culture and your values, is one of 

the things that is easy to underestimate as to the role it plays in scaling up. Because 

you can’t just scale up doing the things how you used to do them” (Hannah, 2014). 

This quote confirms the observation that “scaling an information infrastructure is 

neither trivial nor automatic” (Monteiro, 1998: 230). In this section I examine the 

work Kiva has undertaken to scale successfully. My analysis is organized around the 

three most relevant aspects of scaling identified by Sahay and Walsham (2006): 

human, geographical and techno-financial scaling. I choose their work exclusively 

because both are eminent ISDC scholars who presented a comprehensive approach to 

scaling in their article in scaling information systems in India. Their analytical 

framework was very appropriate for the Kiva case because it included geographic, 

human and technological scaling, which I was able to adapt to my analysis of Kiva’s 

scaling in complexity. I also used Rolland and Monteiro’s (2002) work to examine the 
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balance between local and global dimensions and the processes of adaptation and 

standardization relevant to Kiva.  

 

7.1.1 Kiva Human Scaling 

In this section, I examine the growth of Kiva’s staff and volunteers, as well as lenders 

and borrowers, as the most important groups of people connected to Kiva. 

 

7.1.1.1 Growth in Staff and Volunteer Numbers 

As I have shown above, Kiva was started by a husband and wife team in 2005. In 

keeping with the focus of the SE literature on heroic individuals, Kiva’s origin story is 

also mainly constructed around these two co-founders and thereby perpetuates the 

myth of lone individuals creating social enterprises ex nihilo. This myth ignores the 

support Kiva’s co-founders received from their family and friends, who are usually 

only mentioned in passing. In his article recounting Kiva’s founding, Flannery did 

mention that it was 350 people in the couple’s wedding list that helped fund the first 

seven loans and that it was a handful of close friends that became early employees of 

the organization (Flannery, 2007). A look at Kiva’s early advisory board shows that 

the co-founders also drew on their university alumni networks, especially from the 

Stanford Business School where Jackley was studying for her MBA, for initial 

support and guidance. This lead to early institutional support, connecting Kiva to the 

all-important foundation and philanthro-capitalist networks in Silicon Valley. The 

Global Social Benefit Incubator (GSBI) at Santa Clara University, which Flannery 

attended in 2006 to flesh out Kiva’s first business plan, and where I first met him, was 

part of that early institutionalization. This shows that a generic Silicon Valley network 

can be further divided into smaller networks centered around particular key 
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institutions. Following Saxenian (1984), these provide a micro-regional advantage 

that was crucial for Kiva getting off the ground. 

From this small number of initial employees, over the last seven years Kiva 

has grown to 119 employees as of January 2014 (www.kiva.org/about/team, accessed 

January 17, 2014). The composition of this staff shows where Kiva’s organizational 

emphasis lies. There are 12 management staff, among them Flannery and Shah, 

General Counsel, CFI, CTO (Sam Mankiewicz has been with Kiva from the early 

days and remains the highest paid employee, showing his value to Kiva), HR. On the 

technical side, there are 33 software engineers and 9 people in product and user 

experience; on the business development team, there are 4 people managing relations 

especially with donors and funders and 11 people in marketing and communication; 

on the loan side there are 16 people in partner investment organized mainly along 

geographical regions and 23 in partner operations. The remainder is made up of 4 

people in finance, 3 in HR, one in legal and three on the Zip team. This means 42 on 

the technical side, 15 on the business development side and 39 on the lending side. 

Kiva volunteer numbers have also grown to 450 in January 2014. The 

Fellow’s program has become an integral part of the operation, to the point where its 

manager is part of Kiva’s executive management team. I will show below how 

Fellows contribute to Kiva’s geographical expansion. 

  

7.1.1.2 Growth in Lender and Borrower Numbers 

 In October 2013 Kiva celebrated its one millionth lender, meaning that one million 

people around the world have made a loan through Kiva since the organization started. 

It is this growth in lender numbers that is most actively fostered by the organization, 

with many on and offline initiatives that are aiming to recruit new lenders. At certain 
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times new users are able to try Kiva out for free by being offered their first $25 loan 

for free. In addition, sometimes existing lenders are rewarded with a free loan when 

they sign up a new lender. There have been month-long competitions among the 

lending teams to see who could sign up the most new lenders. Kiva has also formed 

partnerships to recruit new lenders from demographic groups they might otherwise 

not reach. In late 2012, for example, it partnered with the travel company TripAdvisor, 

which paid people who wrote a review for the website to make a Kiva loan. This 

partnership tapped into some people’s desires to give back to the places they have just 

visited. Kiva also has special programs for high school and university students. These 

online activities are supported by offline events, often organized by lending teams, 

which bring together lenders in the physical world. Lastly, Kiva is using social media 

to recruit new lenders, ranging from Facebook and Twitter to Google+. According to 

the organization, for each user that shares Kiva through their social networks, Kiva 

gets three new visitors to the website. At the heart of this lender growth is Kiva’s new 

donor promise combining impact with transparency. However, lender numbers could 

not grow if there were not enough loans on the website, which in turn depends on 

increasing the number of borrowers represented there. 

Seven months before signing up its one-millionth lender, Kiva had celebrated 

reaching one million borrowers in March 2013. One particular milestone shows how 

this growth has not been without controversy. In June 2009 Kiva began to make loans 

to borrowers in the US, which added hundreds of new borrowers to the site 

instantaneously. Many lenders saw this as a deviation from Kiva’s mission to help 

alleviate poverty, and a team of Pissed Off Kiva lenders was formed (see figure 24). 

These critics argued that US loans do not go to poor people in developing countries 

but to small entrepreneurs in a developed country that was furthermore home to a 
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great number of Kiva lenders. Because US loans are usually larger, they might also 

take money away from borrowers in other countries. The controversy around this 

particular expansion shows the tension between Kiva’s desire to expand and 

“conservative forces” that were invested in Kiva’s original mission (Monteiro, 1998: 

230). 

 
 
Figure 24: Image from Pissed Off Kiva Lenders Team 
	  
Source:	  https://kivafellows.wordpress.com/2009/06/20/pissed-‐off-‐kiva-‐
lenders/,	  accessed	  February	  24,	  2014	  
	  
	  

 

In the end, the Pissed Off Kiva lenders softened their tone and lending to US 

borrowers has now become an accepted part of Kiva’s operations. Nevertheless, the 

process was nerve-racking for Kiva’s leadership. Julie Hannah, Chair of Kiva’s board, 

remembers that: 

we were under such an assault to have launched in the U.S. that I think 10 
percent of the money in our loan funds got withdrawn. Lots of letters about 
how we had betrayed our mission. That caused us a lot of soul searching: Did 
we make a mistake? The decision to stay in the U.S. and take an unpopular 
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decision in the short term because we knew it stood for something important 
in the long term was very difficult. (Hannah, 2014) 

 

Even though Hannah does not spell out what that long-term objective was, Kiva’s 

growth was an important consideration. What this incident ignited was a discussion 

about Kiva’s focus on “catalytic growth,” as Hannah put it. This means that growth 

would not just be about breath but also about depth. Rather than growing at all cost or 

only focusing on areas where growth was easy to achieve, Kiva would also focus on 

expansion into areas where it could make an important impact, even though outreach 

might be slower and more difficult there. This discussion shows the importance 

attached to growth of the organization. It also relates directly to Kiva’s geographical 

expansion, which I will analyze next. 

 

7.1.2 Kiva Geographical Scaling 

From its small, localized beginnings of Tororu, Uganda in 2005 and a home office in 

San Francisco, where family members helped make the first seven loans, Kiva has 

expanded globally to over a million lenders plus a million borrowers. As of February 

2014, it has 240 field partners in 73 countries in all continents 

(www.kiva.org/about/stats, accessed February 8, 2014). Initially, there was some 

“reluctance to working outside of East Africa” where Kiva started, because it seemed 

“disrespectful” to lump poor people the world over together (Flannery, 2007). 

However, according to Flannery, after the Daily Koz blog post, he received emails 

from many MFIs outside of Africa and recognized their need for alternative funding 

sources. According to the timeline on the Kiva website, a month after Shah joined 

Kiva as president in January 2007, “Kiva launched its strategy to partner with 

microfinance institutions to administer loans across many countries at once.” In 
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reality, it was more of a push-pull situation, as my research in Indonesia showed. 

Kiva’s geographical scaling can be divided into expansion to new countries and new 

organizations within countries. Kiva Fellows are a crucial component of Kiva’s 

geographical expansion.   

 

7.1.2.1 Expansion to New Countries 

Expansion to a new country happens when a partner organization has been recruited 

in that country. Other than announcements on the official Kiva blog that Kiva has 

recruited partners in a new country, this kind of expansion goes mostly unnoticed. An 

exception are places that stand out, such as when Kiva launched in India in August 

2012. This launch also shows some of the complex negotiations involved, which is 

why it took so long to add India to the Kiva map. Because of a severe microfinance 

crisis in 2010, India has strict financial regulations imposed on its microfinance sector 

by the Reserve Bank of India (Harris, 2013). This also affects organizations like Kiva 

providing foreign funds to Indian MFIs; their loans have to be made for a minimum of 

three years. This means that lenders who make Indian loans will only get repaid after 

three years (while they normally get repaid when a borrower has repaid). This carries 

increased risk for lenders due to currency fluctuations and possible partnership 

changes over a three-year period. Kiva also flagged additional regulatory difficulties 

it might face when trying to transfer its funds back into the US after three years. This 

shows the challenges of negotiating a country’s regulatory systems, challenges that 

usually remain invisible. Nevertheless, lenders quickly snatched up the first loans 

posted by the three Indian partner organizations. It is these organizations that drive 

expansion to new countries. 



	   160	  

Within countries themselves, expansion can be targeted at particular regions, 

in order to balance growth with impact. According to Hannah, Kiva’s Chairwoman,  

If we wanted growth at any cost, we’d have gone for low-hanging fruit. So for 
instance, we would’ve said we’ll find a lot of people in Lima, Peru. But the 
microfinance market in Lima was actually becoming quite saturated, so we 
decided we’re not going to become catalytic here, so where do we provide 
subsidized capital? Let’s go to the Peruvian jungle, which is much harder to 
reach, you can’t grow that fast, but it’s more catalytic. We just wanted to go to 
some of the riskiest parts of the world where capital wasn’t reaching. (Hannah, 
2014) 

While such reasoning is in line with Kiva’s early decision to try and bring capital to 

small MFIs that might not have access to mainstream development funding (Flannery, 

2007), it stands in tension to Kiva’s efforts to maintain its impressive growth 

throughout the years. What the organization is ultimately trying to achieve is breath 

through depth, by continuously identifying new areas where catalytic growth can be 

achieved. Finding new partner organizations that share this vision is the key element 

of Kiva’s geographical scaling.  

 

7.1.2.2 Expansion to New Partner Organizations 

The process of recruiting new partner organizations can be separated into different 

stages: application and selection, preparation and integration and ongoing due 

diligence. Over the years, Kiva has formalized and standardized these processes, in 

order to “enforce some notions of control and coherence across the different contexts” 

(Rolland and Monteiro, 2002: 87). 

 

7.1.2.2.1 New Partner Application and Selection 

The CEO of the Indonesian MFI where I conducted research recounted that he 

received a letter from Matt Flannery in 2006, inviting his organization to join Kiva. 

Flannery had become aware of the MFI because it was part of the Opportunity 
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International (OI) network. OI is a Christian network of microfinance funders with 

offices in the US, UK, Canada, Australia and Germany, and the Indonesian MFI had 

received funding from OI Australia and Germany. As I have already shown for 

Global Charity, Kiva initially recruited MFIs through these established networks.                

 At first, the Indonesian CEO declined the invitation because he was concerned 

about the fact that money was dispersed and collected in US Dollars, thereby raising 

the possibility of currency exchange losses. A year later, however, he changed his 

mind because he realized that exposure on Kiva afforded good international PR and 

visibility. He was still concerned about currency issues and asked if Kiva could make 

its loans in local currencies – in this case the Indonesian rupiah – rather than US 

dollars, but Kiva declined.   

 Kiva’s website informs lenders about the possibility of currency exchange 

losses and provides the rate of that loss on the profile page of each individual partner 

MFI. It also gives MFIs the possibility to offload some of that risk to lenders by 

“sharing any losses greater than 10% with lenders (before April 2012, the threshold 

was 20%). By bearing these losses, lenders are able to protect the Field Partner and its 

borrowers from catastrophic currency devaluations” (www.kiva.org/partners/116, 

accessed February 6, 2014). Dispersing loans in US dollars and leaving the 

management of exchanging money into local currencies to its partner organizations in 

the 73 countries where it operates is one of the clearest examples of standardization 

on Kiva, with obvious advantages for the organization as it reduces its own risk 

exposure and streamlines its operations.  

As described above, to be considered by Kiva, partners have to fulfill a set of 

minimum requirements, which are shown in table 11. 
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Table 11: Minimum Requirements to Apply for Kiva Partnership 

Source: www.kiva.org/partners, accessed February 6, 2014 

Display a strong commitment to serving the needs of poor, vulnerable, and/or 
excluded populations 
Have an existing lending program or be prepared to set up a lending program 

Provide a specific proposal for using Kiva’s capital to fund loans with high social or 
environmental impact 
Be legally registered in its country of origin 

Be able to legally accept and repay US Dollar debt capital and manage currency risk 

Endorse the Smart Campaign for client protection (www.smartcampaign.org) 

 

In certain countries and regions or for certain sectors, Kiva might also impose 

additional conditions. 

Over the years, Kiva has expanded what kinds of organizations it partners with 

from MFIs to social businesses, schools and nonprofit organizations. Among these, 

Kiva looks for innovative lending proposals that promise impact. To accommodate 

this growth and manage its risk exposure, Kiva has expanded its selection process by 

introducing different levels of partnership. These levels, and their corresponding 

application procedures and fund amounts, are listed in table 12. 

Table 12: Kiva Levels of Partnership 

Source: www.kiva.org/partners/info, accessed February 6, 2014 

Level of 
Partnership 

Due Diligence Maximum 
Credit Line 
(US$) 

Experimental Brief application and supporting documentation for 
review by Kiva analyst 

$ 20,000 

Basic More detailed application and supporting 
documentation for review by Kiva analyst 

$ 200,000 

Full More detailed application and supporting 
documentation, including audited financials, for 
review by Kiva analyst, analyst also conducts onsite 
visit to meet with staff and board members 

$ 3.25 million 
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New organizations are encouraged to start with an experimental partnership to see 

whether a good fit can be established, after which they can graduated to basic or full 

partnerships “as their financial and operational capacities grow.” This shows that 

Kiva sees itself as part of a partner organization’s long-term strategy for growth, by 

providing capital that must be used to make loans in keeping with Kiva’s mission to 

alleviate poverty. Over the years, the range of loans has also expanded, as I show in 

the next section.  

A 36 page PDF document titled “A Guide to Kiva for Potential Field Partners” 

(henceforth Guide) was published in March 2013. This document walks organizations 

interested in becoming Kiva partners through the process of application, outlines the 

task each field partner has to fulfill and includes sample partnership proposals. The 

Guide is thus an example of the standardization of the Kiva selection process, with the 

aim of streamlining the upfront work Kiva staff has to do in dealing with potential 

partners. To this end, the Guide, which is written in accessible English and also 

available in French, Spanish and Russian, posts simple questions that allow potential 

partners to gauge their ability to fulfill Kiva requirements. Figure 25 provides a 

screenshot of a page from the document with the operational questions on the bottom.  

The document is clear about the fact that while Kiva partners do not have to 

pay any interest or fees for the money they receive, they do incur operational and 

administrative costs in developing and managing the Kiva partnership, especially 

around collecting borrower information as described above. Kiva estimates these 

costs, which are mainly labor and technology costs, to be between 2 and 4% of the 

loan. The more detailed the information required, the higher the transaction costs of 

obtaining this information (Bowker and Star, 2000). Costs are also an expression of 

the amount of work that is necessary to scale successfully. If after reading the Guide 



	   164	  

and other information on the Kiva website, organizations are still interested in 

partnering with Kiva, they have to submit an online application, which consists of a 

detailed online questionnaire asking information about all aspects of the 

organization’s operations, finances and governance structures (see figure 26).  

 

Figure 25: Page from Kiva Guide for Potential Field Partners 

Source: www.kiva.org/guide_to_kiva, accessed February 24, 2014 
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Figure 26: Online Kiva Partnership Application Form 

Source: pages.kiva.org/partners/info/application?language=en, accessed Feb 6, 2014  

 

In addition, organizations have to submit a project proposal, following a 5-page word 

document template that can be downloaded from the Kiva website. Also structured as 

a questionnaire, interested organizations have to answer 40 questions about how they 

would fulfill the Kiva requirements. Ability to fill out the sometimes very detailed 

questions in the two application questionnaires provides a first step in selecting 

organizations who would be appropriate partners. The questionnaires also show how 

Kiva has institutionalized the selection process. While it is not public knowledge how 

many applications for partnership Kiva receives, the streamlined process helps to 

manage the procedures. This shows that standardization, in this instance of the 
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selection process, is an expression of particular agendas (Sahay, 1998). While Kiva 

aims to cast its net wide in its recruitment of new partners, it looks for established 

organizations that can carry out the work its takes to be a Kiva partner. Completely 

inexperienced organizations need not apply. 

Once a potential partner has submitted an online application, it gets vetted by 

staff working on the partner investment and partner operation areas, according to 

geographical regions. Application assessment takes between two and four months, the 

latter being for full partnerships that include an in-person visit by Kiva staff to 

conduct onsite due diligence. 

 

7.1.2.2.2 New Partner Preparation and Integration  

When partner organizations are nominally approved, many of them are assigned a 

Kiva Fellow who prepares them for formal Kiva entry. Fellows are young 

professional or graduate students, mostly from the US, who volunteer to spend at least 

4 months with a partner organization. As part of their job, they have to write regular 

posts for the Kiva Fellows Blog, and these blog posts are an invaluable source of 

information about the partner integration process. During their placements, Fellows 

train staff members on how to fulfill the requirements of being a Kiva partner. 

Foremost among these staff members are the Kiva Coordinators. Kiva highly 

recommends that partners appoint such a person either part-time (where working in 

this role comes in addition to the person’s other jobs) or fulltime, depending on the 

size of the organization. Fellows also train either loan officers at smaller organizations 

or HR people at larger ones on how to find the right borrowers, get their stories using 

a questionnaire, take their pictures, have them sign the client waiver form and upload 

all of this on the Kiva Partner Admin System, called PA2. This system is the invisible 
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Management Information System forming the back-end to the visible kiva.org website. 

It is the technical platform that integrates partners’ data with the Kiva information 

system. I will analyze this system in greater detail in the next section. 

 Kiva Fellows are boundary objects as they themselves negotiate multiple 

geographic and citizenship boundaries. In addition, in their movements across 

organizations and places, they bridge the distance between Kiva, partner MFIs, 

lenders and borrowers. According to Bowker and Star, “the establishment of 

boundary objects is a key process in developing and maintaining coherence across 

intersecting communities” (2000: 297). They enable all members of these 

communities to obtain the information they need and thereby act as a “means of 

translation” that makes the rationalities and technologies of an organization steeped in 

Silicon Valley techno-entrepreneurship understandable in often radically different 

contexts (Bowker and Star, 2000: 297). 

Kiva Fellows often act as change agents within their assigned organizations. 

While many Fellows are welcomed and embraced by their organizations, in some 

cases tensions arise, especially when Fellows are assigned to organizations on a 

unilateral basis. It is then that their position of external experts, sent by a foreign 

organization that sometimes provides up the 30% of an organization’s lending capital, 

becomes visible. Sometimes, management or staff resist the additional financial 

burdens or workload that comes with fulfilling the onerous Kiva requirements. Once 

again, questions of cost are paramount. What needs to be achieved is a balance 

between the level of accuracy and detail of information and the cost of collecting and 

transmitting them (Bowker and Star, 2000). Cost is not the only necessary 

consideration however. 
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One Fellow posted to Honduras wrote on the Fellows Blog that Fellows bring 

about significant cultural change for the MFIs’ loan officers and Kiva Coordinators, 

who are suddenly asked to complete entirely new tasks that have never been part of 

their daily routine.” She had to balance “being aggressive about getting Kiva on the 

docket” with the need to “be delicate” because her MFI’s management used her as a 

change agent with the loan officers. A Fellow posted at the Indonesian MFI also 

talked about the tensions that can arise when management resists proposals for change 

by arguing “who are you to tell me?” This shows that Fellows operate in a field of 

power predetermined by global development relations, where Western expertise and 

funds are often seen as bringing assistance to Southern organizations in need. While 

Kiva has always tried to distance itself from the traditional development apparatus, it 

is nevertheless imbricated in it. 

After the training period is over, partner organizations post their first loans on 

the Kiva website, whereby the partnership becomes visible to all Kiva users. 

Experimental partners have to submit their borrower profiles in English, while basic 

and full partners can submit them in French, Portuguese, Spanish or Russian. In this 

case, profiles get translated and edited by other Kiva volunteers. Many Fellows blog 

about the excitement of their host MFI staffers when seeing these first loans filled in 

hours or days, by individuals from around the world.  

 Other blog posts talk about the challenges Fellows are facing during their 

placements, which gives a glimpse of the infrastructure and logistical hurdles many 

partner organizations have to deal with. These problems can range from unreliable 

electricity to intermittent and slow Internet access to difficulties of getting picture 

files from remote branches to head offices for uploading. They show one of the 

challenges of geographical expansion, when organizations working in very different 
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countries environments have to comply with standardized requirements. Over the 

years, technical accommodations have been made by Kiva software engineers to deal 

with these challenges, as I will show below. 

            The complexity of the integration process, which usually also remains hidden, 

becomes visible when mistakes are made. This happened at the Indonesian MFI. 

Shortly before my research in Indonesia, several of the MFIs’ loans had been posted 

as being delinquent. A few days later, the Kiva Fellow at the time admitted in a blog 

post that even with her being present, errors had been made when the MFI had started 

reporting payment data on the Partner Administrative system for the first time. Thus, 

providing technical training to MFI staff is another important part of a Fellow’s job. 

In the process, MFIs sometimes upgrade their own technological infrastructure and 

information systems, so that Kiva is also in effect involved in a kind of technology 

transfer.   

 In spite of these standardizations, there is room for local adaptations. During 

my research in Indonesia, the Kiva Fellow at the time helped the MFI to implement 

the client waiver, which Kiva had made mandatory a few months earlier (see also 

Schwittay, 2012). This was necessary because borrowers did not know that their loans 

had been made by Kiva lenders and, more importantly, that their personal information 

and pictures were posted on the Kiva website. I found this out when I showed a 

woman to whom I had made a loan a printout of her Kiva profile, complete with 

picture, which she had never seen before. The MFI’s Kiva coordinator confirmed that 

the MFI did not tell their borrowers that their loans came from abroad, because they 

feared that borrowers would regard such international money as charity that they did 

not need to repay. The Kiva Fellow worked with the coordinator on the wording of 

the client waiver so that it still did not mention Kiva, but did tell people that their 
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information gets displayed in a public space where it can be seen by people around 

the world (borrowers who do not feel comfortable must still be given a non-Kiva loan 

under Kiva’s contract with its partners). Thus, the local wording of the client waiver 

and the process of translating it from Kiva English into a local idiom that borrowers 

can understand (who sometimes have no experience of the internet), allows for local 

adaptation serving specific local needs. 

 Sometimes MFIs cease to be Kiva partners, as happened with an MFI in 

Mexico. Through interviews with MFI staff I learned that while Kiva’s official 

explanation was that the MFI no longer needed the Kiva money, instead the MFI had 

become overwhelmed with Kiva’s demand for increased borrower numbers from the 

MFI. Because many of the MFI’s clients lived in geographically inaccessible areas, 

the cost of collecting their information and photos for the borrower profiles was very 

high. In the end, it was not worthwhile for the organization to remain a Kiva partner. 

Overall, this is a rare occurrence in the Kiva system, where partnerships are usually 

terminated by Kiva because fraud has been discovered or other challenges, often of a 

political nature, arise in the partner organizations’ home countries. Such was the case 

with the partnership with BRAC in South Sudan, which was announced with much 

fanfare on the Kiva blog before the country had become independent, but which was 

discontinued after less than two years because of the difficulties BRAC was 

experiencing in South Sudan. Thus, scaling is to some extent also dependent on 

external circumstances that are beyond Kiva’s control. 

	  

7.1.2.2.3 New Partner Due Diligence 

Kiva Fellows also act as Kiva’s eyes and ears on the ground. This shows that they are 

part of the ongoing due diligence processes that Kiva has put in place over the years 



	   171	  

to prevent fraud and other types of misconduct among its partners. A central part of a 

Fellows job is to conduct borrower verification, whereby they randomly select 15 

Kiva borrowers, visit them and verify that all the personal, business and loan 

information are the same as shows up on the website. During these visits, they also 

conduct an interview to write loan updates that gets sent to borrowers. This work is 

complemented by professional auditing services.  

In 2007 Kiva hired the US auditing giant Ernest and Young to perform onsite 

audits. A year later, at the 2008 annual Meeting of the Clinton Global Initiative, the 

company pledged US 1 Million in pro-bono verification and auditing services, which 

has allowed Kiva to greatly expand the number of onsite visits (Flannery, 2009). In 

2009 Kiva announced a partnership with Moody's credit rating agency, consisting of 

pro-bono ratings of MFI partners, training for Kiva staff in credit risk management, 

and the establishment of a Moody's Field Specialist Program to recruit local 

microfinance specialists who will further Kiva's cause around the world. According to 

Shah, "Kiva's success is in large part dependent on the integrity of our Field Partner 

MFIs . . . Moody's is known around the world as a trusted authority on credit, and its 

contribution [will] instill greater confidence in individual [lenders]" 

(http://www.kiva.org/press/releases/release_20090928, accessed September 20, 2010).  

These collaborations show the work that goes into geographical scaling, in this 

case through exercising due diligence processes that limit breakdown of the network 

through fraud or mismanagement. This system seems to be working as there are only 

a handful partner organizations that have been found to be fraudulent, in which case 

they cease to be Kiva partners and lenders are refunded their loans to them. 

  

 



	   172	  

7.1.3 Techno-Financial scaling 

According to a post by one of Kiva’s software engineers on the Kiva Developers 

webpage, Kiva presents “an innovative technology-driven approach to alleviating 

poverty” (http://blog.build.kiva.org/buildkivablog/2011/02/10/kiva-engineering-

innovation-iteration, accessed March 18, 2014). It operates as a lending platform, and 

Kiva’s impressive growth in numbers, as described above, had to be accompanied by 

the scaling of its techno-financial infrastructure. This term shows the close connection 

between Kiva’s technical and financial aspects. 

	  
7.1.3.1 Scaling the Lending Platform  

Kiva as a lending platform consists of the front end website that is visible to all Kiva 

users and a back end information management system built around the PA2 and 

associated money transfer infrastructures. 

 

7.1.3.2.1 Website Changes 

Kiva’s original website was built by Flannery, probably together with friends, in 2005. 

Six years later, in April 2011, Kiva’s new and completely redesigned website was 

launched with many new features and improved user friendliness. The redesign was 

undertaken by Hot Studio, a local web design company with offices in the same South 

of Market neighborhood where Kiva’s headquarters are also located. Similarly, when 

Kiva moved from Subversion, which it had used from the beginning, to Git, it took 

advantage of the closeness of GitHub, the company’s headquarters, to Kiva’s offices. 

After a Kiva engineer met Git’s CEO at a local technology conference, Kiva’s 

engineering team undertook a field visit to GitHub. This shows how Kiva is 

embedded in local technology networks. 
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 For growing its technological interface, Kiva also draws on its user 

community. In February 2009, the organization launched its API, which enabled 

community developers to build applications for Kiva, such as a real-time tool that 

shows loans as they are being made. Posting’s on the Kiva Developers page, called 

BUILD.KIVA, are quite out of date, which shows that the community development 

interface has become increasingly secondary to Kiva’s professionalization of software 

and website design through its own expanding staff. On the other hand, the API 

enables quantitative research on the organization by archiving public data every night 

into downloadable snapshots. The API can also be searched according to different 

queries, which has been used for several big-data analysis type papers on lenders’ 

behavior. 

             Kiva continuously introduces new features on the website to enhance its user 

friendliness and functionality. An important part of this was the launch of its social 

performance badges in December 2011. Kiva thereby followed a general trend in the 

development industry to try and measure the social performance impact of 

development organizations, which Kiva defines as “generating positive outcome for 

the communities they serve” (www.kiva.org.about/socialperformance, accessed 

February 8, 2014). Kiva has created eight badges, which it assigns to organizations 

during its initial due diligence process and then updates annually: anti-poverty focus, 

vulnerable group focus, client voice, family and community empowerment, 

entrepreneurial support, facilitation of savings and innovation. These are based on a 

social performance survey developed by a French organization called CERISE. All 

existing organizations were sent the lengthy survey in early 2010, and while I was in 

Indonesia, the MFIs CEO showed me his replies to them. By introducing the badges, 

Kiva could not only show its user base that it took social impact seriously itself, but 
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that it also looked for the same in its partner organizations. Since then, the badges 

have become a prominent feature of each partner’s profile page. 

 

7.1.3.2.2 Financial Transfer Structure 

As Kiva has grown from one partner organization with 8 borrowers and 350 lenders 

in 2005 to 240 partner organizations with 1.23 million borrowers and 1.047 million 

lenders as of February 2014, not only its website but also its back-end information 

management system that handles financial transfers and reporting had to be scaled 

significantly. The PA2 serves as the technical interface between Kiva and its many 

partner organizations (see figure 27).   

In October 2008, Kiva upgraded its PA1 to the PA2 to accommodate its 

growth and complexity. The new system allowed for the posting of more fine-grained 

information, such as exact loan repayment schedules, monthly loan status and the 

actual disbursement dates of loans. This was also in response to different loan 

dispersal and collection practices by partner MFIs; while PA1 had assumed that all 

loan instalments were collected on a monthly basis, this was not the case for many 

MFIs. Therefore, allowing them to report accurate repayment schedules is one way in 

which Kiva moved from standardization to variation. These changes also happened in 

the name of greater transparency, as more fine-grained data could be presented. Kiva 

engineers also integrated Google gear into the PA2, which helps MFIs deal with 

unreliable electricity and Internet connections because drafts are stored and can be 

accessed once connectivity is reestablished.  
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Figure 27: Kiva Partner Admin System (PA2) 
 
Source: 
http://cms.kiva.org.s3.amazonaws.com/files/guide_to_kiva_for_potential_partners_m
arch2013_en.pdf, accessed February 24, 2014 
 

 

Once a month, each partner MFI has to upload repayment data to PA2 in the 

form of a two-column report with information for each outstanding Kiva loan. One 

column lists the ID number assigned to each loan, and the other lists the principle of 

the loan outstanding as of the last day of the previous month. Kiva then compares the 

amount of funds raised by the MFI on its website to the amount of repayments 
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collected and uses a net billing process to issue an invoice. If the MFI has raised more 

money than it owes Kiva in repayments, then Kiva will send it a Wells Fargo Bank 

wire transfer for that amount in US dollars. If the MFI owes Kiva money because it 

has raised less money that it owes in repayments, it will wire that money to Kiva. 

Within 30 days of the end of a loan, the MFI must also post a borrower update on 

PA2, which becomes a journal update that is published on the website and emailed to 

all lenders of the loan. It is these updates - together with the ones written by Kiva 

Fellows during their borrower verification visits - that establish the emotional 

connection by allowing lenders to know about and participate in the progress of their 

borrowers. 

Paypal still provides free payment processing for Kiva. Individual lenders get 

repayment money deposited into their accounts on the 15th and 30th of each month, 

which is when Kiva sees a spike of investment into new loans. Any money that 

arrives from lenders before it is sent to MFIs gets deposited into a short-term interest-

bearing account and the interest is part of Kiva’s operational funds. Since 2011 Kiva 

has expanded its operations beyond the website by tapping into the growing 

popularity of mobile applications for financial services, usually referred to as mobile 

money. 

	  
7.1.3.2.3 Going Mobile: Kiva Zip 
 
In November 2011, Kiva launched Kiva Zip, a more direct person-to-person lending 

format to replace MFI partners with so-called trustees, who are individuals or 

organizations that vouch for the good character and creditworthiness of Zip borrowers. 

In May 2013, the city of Oakland, which is in close proximity to San Francisco, 

became the first ever city to become a trustee and as such was allowed to select three 

businesses for listing on the website. Kiva still carries out its own due diligence, after 
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which the trustee publicly endorses the borrower on the Kiva Zip webpage, which is 

also the place where lenders can find Zip borrowers (see figure 28). Thus, while the 

MFI has been eliminated, Kiva remains an integral part of the Zip process. 

 
Figure 28: Kiva Zip webpage showing conversation between Zip lender and borrower 
 
Source: https://zip.kiva.org/loans/3019, accessed February 24, 2014	  
 

 

Kiva Zip uses mobile payment technologies and therefore at this point is only 

available in the US, where it uses PayPal, and in Kenya, where it uses M-Pesa. 

Because of the cost-savings, Zip loans are at this point offered interest free. Kiva Zip 

also makes it easier for lenders and borrowers to communicate directly, through 

conversation tabs on their profile pages that become text messages. When a Zip loan 
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is posted and funded, Kiva sends the money directly to the borrower, rather than via 

an MFI.     

 The Kiva Zip site states that “Kiva Zip is a bold new step for Kiva, making it 

possible to do much more than lend. Now, in addition to being a lender, you can also 

be a trustee or a borrower yourself” (zip.kiva.org/learn, accessed February 8, 2014). 

This means that with Kiva Zip Kiva has expanded its potential pool of new borrowers 

and thereby new loans indefinitely, by targeting all Kiva users in the US, and to a 

lesser extent Kenya. They and their trustees can apply directly via the website.  

             The current repayment rate of Zip loans stands at 87.2 percent for the US and 

92.2 % for Kenya, which is significantly lower than the repayment rate for regular 

Kiva loans. The reasons for this, according to Jonny Price, Senior Director of Kiva 

Zip, is that “our model is based on technology, rather than a boots-on-the ground 

presence.” This is even more so the case with Zip, where the local, physical presence 

of MFIs has been replaced with the intangible reputation of trustees. Thus, even 

though technology allows Kiva to expand with little on the ground presence, Kiva Zip 

shows the shortcomings of that technology-only approach. 

            Relatedly, Kiva is now also offering mobile technology loans to enable poor 

entrepreneurs to set up businesses in the mobile money area. One partner is PT Ruma 

in Indonesia, which was also a partner organization of the MFI I studied in Indonesia, 

which is a social enterprise that trains low-income individuals to start small 

businesses selling airtime and other mobile services. Kiva loans of $325 provide start-

up capital. These mobile technology loans are one example of the diversifications of 

loan types, which is a strategy Kiva is using to scale up its lending volume. 
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7.1.3.2 Scaling Lending Volume  

In its first full year of operations in 2006, Kiva raised just under US$500,000 dollars 

in loans. From there, it took almost three years to pass the US$1,000,000 mark in 

November 2009. Another four years later, it is funding 1.5 million dollars a day in 

loans. This relentless expansion is only possible because enough loans are available 

on the website. This also puts a lot of pressure on Kiva’s partners. According to Julie 

Hannah, Kiva’s Chair:  

One of the things that has struck me is: Kiva is a tech startup that’s purpose-
driven, but there are also our microfinance partners, with a lot of people coming 
out of the NGO world. We value growth as a quantitative measure of impact, 
and the NGO part of the organization tends to look at that and say: “Why this 
obsession with growth? We’re having impact.” It’s a balancing of 
perspective — there’s growth of impact and there’s depth of impact. So, they 
were always in the very valuable conversation of negotiating what’s 
appropriately aggressive growth. (Hannah, 2014) 

	  
To achieve this growth, scaling its lending volume is a major objective. Besides 

recruiting new partner MFIs, diversifying loan types and increasing loan amounts 

have been two strategies to achieve this. 

 

7.1.3.2.1 Diversifying Loan Types 

Over the years Kiva has greatly enlarged the range of loans it is offering. In addition 

to the traditional business loans, it is now also offering green/ecological loans; water 

and sanitation loans, agriculture loans; fair trade loans; higher education and student 

loans; health loans; start-up loans; mobile technologies and unbanked/underserved 

population loans. It is this last category, which includes people who do not have 

experiences with formal financial services or who are marginalized, that have 

traditionally been targeted by MFIs. Similarly, the category of start-up loans is 

probably closest to the original loans Kiva made. In addition to all of these types, 

organizations can suggest their own “innovative loan products.” In fact, Kiva 
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encourages this kind of financial innovation by providing capital to higher-risk 

experimental programs that more traditional funders would not support.                  

           This diversification goes together with new technical features on the website. 

Since 2013, in response to the proliferation of loan types, a function called “featured 

categories” can be found on the Lend Page, introducing new types of loans and 

borrower stories. This function is a classificatory tool that groups loan categories, 

highlights new ones and allows lenders to search for different combinations of loans, 

such as loans to women in agriculture or to young people in conflict zones. These 

categories can be changed quickly in response to changing lender preferences, thus 

keeping lenders engaged. This shows the integration of technical and financial 

features into a techno-financial architecture. 

 

7.1.2.2.2 Increasing Loan Amounts 

Another way in which lending volume has been grown is by increasing loan amounts, 

which was made possible by the diversification of loan types. Some of the newer 

loans types allow for much larger loans, although the average loan amount is still only 

$415. By contrast, in June 2012, the largest loan ever in the amount of US$49,500 

was filled for Barefoot Power, a for-profit social enterprise based in Uganda that is 

promoting energy adoption in Africa through providing solar lighting and phone 

charging devices. Loans to the US are also often larger, as are student loans. For 

example, a four-year loan to cover tuition for students to attend Strathmore University, 

a private, chartered university in Kenya, is $16,000. The loan term is between 10 and 

14 years, to be paid in monthly installments upon graduation with a 2-6% interest rate. 

Kiva’s partnership with Strathmore caused controversy with some Kiva lenders, 

because the university is part of Opus Dei, a conservative Catholic institution that is a 
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staunch opponent of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgendered (LGBT) rights. The 

debate around this issue, which led to some hateful blog posts, shows the ways in 

which Kiva’s virtual and financial expansion becomes entangled in local and global 

politics.                    

         This move to larger loans has been controversial, as some lenders have 

complained that because of such large loans, there is a larger number of loans that 

expire without being filled. A loan is only posted for 30 days and if it does not receive 

100% of the funds asked for, it expires and the partner MFI does not receive any 

money for it, no matter how much money Kiva lenders had already committed at that 

point already. If that happens, lenders are informed of this and invited to fund another 

loan. The number of expired loans jumped from next to nothing to 5 percent at the 

end of 2012, according to Kiva’s 2012 Annual Report, clearly showing that the 

increase in lending volume has the unintended consequence of causing larger numbers 

of loans to go unfilled. These are not random, but are usually to lenders that do not 

fulfill the stereotypical representations of poverty. On Kiva, loans to rural women in 

Africa are filled the fastest, while loans to men in Eastern Europe take the longest to 

fill (Flannery, 2007). Scaling Kiva is thus also a scaling up of complexity.  

 
7.1.4 Scaling in Complexity	  
	  
According to Sahay and Walsham (2006), a complex systems, or Information 

Infrastructure, such as Kiva, is “best conceptualized as a heterogeneous network 

comprised of geography, numbers, technical systems, data and databases, user 

capacities, trainers and socio-technical practices such as political negotiations that try 

to bring the network together” (196). Scaling this system must pay attention to the 

interaction of all these components, because increases in one area do not 

automatically lead to growth in others. As I have shown above, there are unintended 
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consequences or intentional choices made about catalytic growth. Furthermore, as 

complex networks grow, they can become more fragile, so that scaling needs to 

include building for robustness.       

 Kiva, and OSEES in general, would not exist if it were not for new online 

technologies and social media. In this respect they are a proto-typical 21st century 

response to social issues made possible through robust IS platforms and the global 

acceptance of a new IS network that builds on existing physical infrastructure. This 

robustness is despite the fact that new IS networks are rather vulnerable. IS networks 

are comprised of thin fibre-optic cables laid on the bottom of vast oceans to connect 

continents, satellite uplink, mobile phone infrastructures often in remote regions. 

Vulnerabilities also include the possibility of security breaches, hacking, phishing and 

data theft. There are also non-technical challenges, such as negative publicity or 

revelations of misconduct that can threaten the existence of a network. The 2009 

Roodman controversy is an example of this. Kiva’s reaction to it show that when part 

of an OSEES network breaks or is damaged, within the same network there is also the 

capacity for repair. This happens through relying on the leverage of the whole 

network to coalesce around the rupture to create new innovative ways of doing 

business. In the Roodman case, Kiva made immediate changes to its website and 

ultimately redesigned the entire site.  In addition, most Kiva users rallied behind the  

organization and defended its cause and impact, in the context of which Roodman’s 

revelations did not seem to matter.    

 The first section of this chapter has shown how Kiva has been able to expand 

and grow during its first eight years of existence. This has happened mainly through 

the scaling of its financio-technical platform capabilities. This technology however 

remains firmly embedded in local situations, from San Francisco and Silicon Valley 
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to Indonesia and the other 72 countries where Kiva operates. Kiva’s on-the-ground 

presence in these locations is comparatively small, with around 100 staff in San 

Francisco, the Kiva Fellows and Kiva coordinators at partner MFIs as the most 

important individuals driving and sustaining the expansion. On the other hand, 

recruiting new lenders often happens by existing lenders through the use of social 

media.  

           In the next section, I will examine Kiva’s expansion through the Foucauldian 

lens of network power as adapted by Munro (2000). I will pay particular attention to 

the ways in which Kiva is a technology of making visible through the growth of 

database capabilities, to how surveillance on Kiva happens through data access and 

analysis, and how the Kiva standard constrains and delimits the space for online 

microfinance. 

7.2 Kiva Scaling as Network Power 

In order to understand how Kiva’s growth represents an expansion in network power, 

it is necessary to recall the main characteristics of this form of power (Deleuze, 1995; 

Munro, 2000). Network power is exercised through controlling access to the flow of 

information to and about individuals. According to the double nature of power, this 

power can enable new lateral connections, but also new forms of information 

surveillance. It works through the production of connected nodes that are active in 

real-time, and it creates motile, prosthetic bodies. Table 13 summarizes how this form 

of network power works in the case of Kiva. The four characteristics of network 

power as identified by Munro (2000) are discussed in relation to Kiva below. 
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Table 13: Kiva and Network Power 

Source: Author, drawing on Munro, 2000: 689 

Network Power  Kiva  

Techniques:  

Control of information flows and data 
surveillance 

- acts as a growing database of lenders 
and borrowers 

- controls production of and access to 
information  

Space:  

Connected nodes (station) 

- works through the communication 
systems of lenders and partner 
organizations 

- remains at the centre of nodal system 

Time:  

Global ‘real time’ 

- works in a global, 24 hour time  

- is always on for lenders and partners 

- aims for real-time information display 

Body:  

Motile bodies 

- lending possible with click of  mouse 

- Kiva Fellows and borrowers not motile 

   

7.2.1 Control of Information Flows and Data Surveillance 

In addition to being a lending platform, Kiva also claims to be “the largest public 

database of micro-entrepreneur profiles” (Flannery, 2009: 44). In a speech in 2008 at 

PARC, Shah envisioned that Kiva could become “a portable credit bureau for the 

developing world.” The idea, which has become a reality with the large amount of 

publicly-accessible data on the website, was that small MFIs and their borrowers 

being listed on Kiva could establish a personal financial history by providing a public 

record that the MFI and borrowers could point to in their dealings with more 

commercialized financial institutions. Beyond that, it could give economically 

challenged people “a first ever public record” of their existence that could then be 

transformed into collateral enabling them to participate in the formal economy 
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(Flannery, 2007: 35; De Soto, 2000). According to Flannery, “the reputation that 

entrepreneurs gain on the site enhances their individual reputational collateral in the 

form of ad hoc credit ratings” (2007: 55). Kiva has seen this at work already in Tororo, 

Uganda, where people use the website to check up on their neighbors’ repayment 

rates (Shah, 2008). While Shah celebrates this as incentivizing people to learn how to 

use computers, it reveals the ways in which Kiva is a technology for making visible 

what was previously hidden. In this way Kiva enables the exercise of network power.  

Kiva is also a visualization technology, “without apparent limit….Vision in 

this technological feast becomes unregulated gluttony; all seems not just mythically 

about the god trick of seeing everything from nowhere, but to have put the myth into 

ordinary practice” (Haraway, 1988: 581). On Kiva, this visibility is used for raising 

money that goes to the poor in the form of microfinance loans, whereby the poor are 

also disciplined and brought into “coordinates of control” through integration into 

formal financial services.  Kiva gathers vast amounts of information, especially of 

financial nature, that categorizes organizations and individuals according to 

investment risks. It thereby disciplines these entities towards proper financial conduct 

to maintain good ratings in order to access further loans. While the organization 

ensures that the information is only used for Kiva-related purposes, in the present-day 

gold rush for big data mining, it cannot be excluded that Kiva, or future organizations 

using it, might find innovative ways to make further use of this data. 

Mark Poster has argued that rather than a hierarchical panoptic gaze, modern 

IT enables “participatory surveillance” (Poster, 1990). Its subjects freely supply 

information about themselves in exchange for certain benefits, such as access to credit 

or social status. Exposure on the Kiva site allows for surveillance of lenders, partner 

MFIs and borrowers alike, none of whom are technically forced to participate in Kiva. 
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Kiva markets itself by promising universal transparency and communications, as if 

these things are unquestionably good. But the flip side of this coin is that the OSEES 

gain privileged access to personal data, habits and preferences, in the name of free 

access. Questions about privacy are heightened when technology is transferred to 

developing countries where privacy or consumer protection laws might not be in 

place or weakly enforced and where individuals, especially the under-served, might 

not even be aware that their information might be on the Internet. 

   

7.2.1.1 Surveillance of Borrowers 

For borrowers, visibility on the website is presented as positive because it establishes 

their credit history and gives the poor an identity as responsible borrowers, which 

they can then take to more formal institutions. I have shown that borrowers do not 

have much choice in the matter, as they must provide certain information about 

themselves to qualify for a Kiva loan and must agree to have their repayment records 

made public on the website. This is the repressive side of network power, although 

borrowers have a choice to opt out altogether, in which case the partner organization 

has to provide another, non-Kiva loan under its contract with Kiva. However, 

empirical research on the extent to which borrowers might be forcefully asked to 

provide their information in order to fulfill Kiva’s ever-growing demand for more 

loans, does not yet exist. 

When I visited the Indonesian woman to whom I had made a $25 loan, I 

showed her a printout of her Kiva page (see also Schwittay, 2012). She had not seen 

the page before and was very surprised when she saw her picture, as she did not know 

where exactly I had taken it from. The loan officer confirmed that she did not know 

anything about Kiva, because it was not in his MFI’s interest to let its borrowers 
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know that their loans are coming from abroad, so they do not think of them as charity. 

This also points to the larger issue of privacy raised by the very public nature of 

information about borrowers on Kiva’s site, which can be accessed by anybody with 

an internet connection. 

 Flannery argues that information on the site “cannot violate a particular 

individual's personal right to privacy” (Flannery, 2009: 37). What these rights are is 

open to debate however, especially in places where privacy legislation might be 

nonexistent or rudimentary (Schwittay, 2012). To ensure that borrowers are informed 

about their public profiles, in early 2010 Kiva made it mandatory for all field partners 

to have borrowers sign standardized client waivers, giving their consent before 

information is published on the Internet. At the Indonesian MFI the waiver is rather 

general and does not mention Kiva; it only alerts borrowers to the fact that their 

information and photos can be put on the Internet. Explaining this to a borrower who 

might never have heard of the Internet can be tricky, so borrowers are told that their 

information will be in a public space, where it can be seen by people around the world, 

although the greater concern of borrowers are probably immediate neighbors. This 

language also includes information about the fact that the organization that lends the 

money to the Indonesian gets paid back and that this money comes from people 

around the world, including Indonesia (Schwittay, 2012).  

 It is important to point out that surveillance is also a key risk management 

strategy for MFIs. Many Kiva borrowers belong to microfinance borrower groups, 

which were first set up by Yunus in the Grameen model. Because most poor people 

do not have any physical collateral, the members of the groups cross-guarantee each 

other’s loans and thereby provide a kind of social collateral that also taps into the 

social capital poor people are seen to hold. When one person cannot repay the loan, 
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the other members have to help out and make up the repayment. While this has been 

celebrated as building solidarity among poor women, it also works through peer 

pressure, as Kiva admits on the site. Group lending encourages the 

surveillance/supervision of other group members, as well as self-monitoring or “self-

correction” that results from the knowledge that one may be watched by a delegated 

monitor within the group. This is one of the negative aspects of microfinance trust 

dynamics, and critical examinations of lending groups have shown the ways in which 

they work through forms of control and surveillance that are not captured by 

economically-oriented accounts. Trust can become "suffocating" when neighbors 

monitor one another and distrust each other's ability to repay (Wilson, 2007: 103). 

Because neither communities nor groups are the harmonious places they are often 

assumed to be in microfinance accounts, dynamics of control and power crucially 

contribute to enforcing loan repayments (Rankin, 2002). Community structures are 

also mechanisms of social control (Roy, 2010), to the point where "trust exists in 

these situations precisely because it is enforceable through the power of the 

community" (Portes and Landolt, 2000: 534). In addition, microfinance also works 

through gendered cultural norms that are often based on notions of honor and shame 

(Karim, 2008).  

 

7.2.1.2 Surveillance of Partner MFIs 

Surveillance of MFI partners is part of Kiva’s due diligence process, which has been 

strengthened over the years, for example through pro-bono work from Ernst and 

Young. Kiva has also established a partnership with the international rating agency 

Moody’s. There are now regular field visits to MFI partners carried out by regional 

Kiva staff. Most important however are the Kiva Fellows, who volunteer for a 
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minimum of ten weeks with a partner organization. Their objective is to make them 

into better Kiva partners, but at the same time they serve as Kiva’s self-declared “eyes 

and ears on the ground,” which shows that their role as monitors is equally important. 

In fact, it was one of the first Kiva Fellows who discovered the fraud committed by 

Moses Onyango in Uganda. In addition to this physical surveillance, virtual 

surveillance via the website, through the risk rating systems and detailed quantitative 

information about MFI’s financial performance, allows potential lenders to evaluate 

MFIs at a glance and monitor their performance. 

 

7.2.1.3 Surveillance of Lenders 

Kiva now holds information about over one million lenders, the main financial 

funders of Kiva. This information comprises as much personal information as lenders 

are comfortable with giving in their profiles, broken down according to gender, 

geographical location and type of loan. This information is supplied on an entirely 

voluntary basis, as lenders can also opt out by posting fictional information and 

photos or going completely anonymous. This reinforces Poster’s argument about 

participatory surveillance. Lenders are also able to post their own information, while 

borrower profiles are always created by others, either Kiva coordinators at the MFIs 

of Kiva Fellows. This difference shows the differential access to information 

networks that is another characteristic of network power. In Kiva’s case this 

difference is to some extent correlated with the digital divide.  

Controlling this access is part of also Kiva’s strategy, however. With the 

increasing availability of cell phones more borrowers could post their own 

information, as is indeed happening with Kiva Zip in Kenya. However, because of the 

standardized nature of the information that needs to fit into Kiva’s categories, Kiva’s 
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control over borrower and MFI information remains a feature of Kiva’s operational 

strategy. It also remains to be seen what use Kiva will make of this information in the 

future. 

 

7.2.2 Connected Nodes 

Network power flows through systems of interconnected nodes or stations. In the 

Kiva Information Infrastructure, this system encompasses the communication systems 

of its over one million lenders. Initially, this was mainly computers, but with the 

scaling to mobile platforms, such as with Kiva Zip and the many mobile apps 

developed by mainly third parties, ranging from KivaDroid to iKiva to Kiva Mobile, 

the communication systems are now also encompassing mobile devices. Another 

important part of the network of nodes are the information systems used by Kiva 

partners, which are mainly desktop computers. I have already shown how Kiva 

continuously strives to incorporate these into its own backend information 

management system, in order to standardize and streamline its operations as the 

number and type of partner organizations and the loan products they offer grow. This 

also means that Kiva’s own Information Infrastructure remains firmly at the centre of 

the connected nodes. Lateral connections as envisioned by Munro are thus not (yet) 

taking place. Even in the mobile app Kiva Zip, what has been eliminated is the partner 

organization, but not Kiva itself.                               

 The current lack of lateral connections becomes especially apparent when 

envisioning what such lateral communication would look like. During my interview 

with the Director of INM it occurred to me that it is surprising that in the highly 

connected Kiva world, what does not yet exist is a platform that connects Kiva 

partners together. There is no mechanism for Kiva partners to discuss among 
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themselves the challenges of being a part of the Kiva system. It is speculative whether 

nobody has thought of this or whether Kiva has actively discouraged such a platform 

from emerging. It would certainly level the playing field to some extent, which at the 

moment remains under the control of Kiva. While, as Munro (2000) argues, 

potentially any point in the network could communicate with any other, such 

possibilities remain constrained. It is therefore important that panoptic and even 

sovereign relations might exist alongside network ones. This is certainly the case for 

Kiva. 

7.2.3 Global, Real-time 

Because of the global distribution of its partner organizations in over 70 countries in 

all continents, Kiva works 24 hours per day. Its information infrastructure can deal 

with incoming information at all times, even though that information might only be 

processed during working hours at Kiva headquarters – 9 am to 5 pm PST. However, 

Kiva is also always-on for its lenders, who are also found in all possible time zones 

and furthermore can visit the Kiva website to make loans at any time. This always-on 

functionality is part of Flannery’s aim to “make philanthropy addictive” (2007: 53), 

so that Kiva fans can stay glued to the screen in search of rare loans to coveted places, 

for example. (When Flannery and Jackley appeared on the Oprah Winfrey show in 

2007, the talk show host stated that many of her staff were addicted to Kiva). Last but 

not least, Kiva has striven to provide the most up-to-date information on its website 

from the start. Today there is an application called Kiva Live, developed by a third 

party, which shows how loans are made in real time (www.kivalive.com). While this 

application is not prominently displayed on the website, it epitomizes Kiva’s 

operation in global, real-time.	  	  
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7.2.4 Motile Bodies 

Kiva has been critiqued for enabling lenders to make loans without having to leave 

the comfort of their homes and thereby perpetuating global inequalities that allows 

lenders to maintain their middle-class lifestyles (Black, 2009). Lenders only need to 

move a cursor, click a mouse and type a few words to make their loans. Theirs’ are 

thus motile bodies that work through technological prosthetics. Similarly, most staff 

members and volunteers work in a similar way.  

           On the other hand, the other people in the Kiva ecosystem are highly mobile 

and thereby show the limits to motile bodies. Staff at partner MFIs, especially the 

loan officers, often have to travel long distances under strenuous circumstances to 

reach borrowers to collect repayments and Kiva information and pictures. The Kiva 

Fellows that sometimes accompany them to conduct borrower verification and collect 

information for journal updates are similarly highly mobile. Most often, they are 

motorized, but there is also much travel on foot because of poor infrastructures. Last 

but not least, most borrowers engage in physical labor and therefore are also far from 

motile. This shows that in an Information Infrastructure governed by network power, 

only privileged bodies are motile, while others do not have that luxury. This means 

that any theory of network power needs to account for the uneven terrain across 

which that power operates; some elements are tightly integrated while others are not. 

Network power does not work the same on all nodes, and these in turn are in different 

positions to use or resist that power. 

 

7.2.5 Online Microfinance Standards 

Following the work of Donovan (2012) on the dominance of M-Pesa in the Kenyan 

mobile money market, a discussion of Kiva and network power must include a 
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consideration of how Kiva’ standards are shaping the online microfinance area. Based 

on its popularity, Kiva has become a dominant force in online microfinance. While 

there are other organizations doing similar work, such as eBay’s Microplace, India’s 

Rangde, and China’s Wokai, Kiva is clearly dominating the space, especially in the 

large Anglo-American market. This dominance is underwritten by Kiva’s claim to be 

the first person-to-person microlending website, which has become part of its 

legitimizing narrative. In the next chapter I will take a closer look at these and other 

narratives in order to answer my second research question. 
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CHAPTER 8 – ANALYSIS: KIVA SUPPORT AND TRUTH REGIMES 

In this chapter, I answer my second research question: How does Kiva gain and 

maintain support from public and private actors in its quest to use IS as an apparatus 

with transformative power? In the first section of the chapter I argue that trust and 

legitimacy are central to this process. In the second section I conduct a critical 

analysis of this support building as the production of what Foucault calls truth 

regimes.  

 

8.1 Kiva Support and Legitimacy 

The first part of this section shows Kiva’s ability to work across different contexts as 

an important component of creating support. The second part of this section examines 

how Kiva produces trust in itself, its cause and its partners, while the third part 

analyzes practices of legitimation through rhetorical strategies. 

 

8.1.1 Multiple Stakeholder Support 

Successful social entrepreneurs are able to “operate at the nexus between the private, 

public and nonprofit world from which their multiple stakeholders come” (Kickul and 

Lyons, 2012: 21). They are able to effectively translate the different rationalities, 

motivations and languages used by this diverse group and also understand social 

complexities more fully than commercial entrepreneurs. Kiva leadership has 

consistently exhibited the skills to work across a wide spectrum of different 

stakeholders, which has contributed much to its successful growth. These 

stakeholders include users of the website, foremost among them the Kiva lenders; the 

partner organizations and their borrowers; various government departments, 

especially in the US government; global institutions working in international 
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development; social entrepreneurship institutions of various kinds and corporations 

that support Kiva’s work (see figure 29). 

 

Figure 29: Map of Kiva Stakeholders      

Source: Author 

	  
 

Because these stakeholders are too numerous to be discussed in full here, I will focus 

on the most important ones in each category.  

 

8.1.1.1 Users, Lenders and Partners 

As of February 23, 2014, Kiva had 1,588,324 Kiva users, which refers to the number 

of individuals who have visited the website. Of these, 1,050,343 have made at least 

one loan through the website, and the average lender makes about 10 loans 
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(www.kiva.org/about/stats, accessed February 23, 2014). This means that there are a 

significant number of people who visit the website without making a loan. Still, it is 

this community of so-called Kivans of over 1 million actively-involved people that is 

the prime stakeholder group. The sometimes heated discussion on the Kiva blog and 

related websites, such as those of the Kiva Friends (www.kivafriends.org), as for 

example when Kiva started lending in the US, show that many of these users are 

committed and highly involved in the Kiva process. They are also an important 

funding source, as many lenders make optional donations towards Kiva operations as 

part of their lending (although this declines as lenders simply relend their money). 

Two other important stakeholder groups are Kiva’s 241 partner organizations in 73 

countries and their over 1 million borrowers.  

 
8.1.1.2 Government Agencies  
 
Another stakeholder group of great importance to Kiva are various government 

departments, especially in the US government. I have shown that from the very 

beginning, Kiva had to navigate not only financial and legal bureaucracies in the form 

of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), but also has had to work with 

Homeland Security and the Foreign Affairs department.  Harris (2013) recounts that 

on the day of a scheduled interview with Shah at Kiva’s headquarters, the latter was 

delayed because he had to talk with then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s staff 

about loans Kiva was making to Palestine. While all of these negotiations remain 

completely invisible to Kiva users (and most researchers), they are an important part 

of Kiva’s continued ability to send money to places like Afghanistan and Iraq.  In fact, 

Kiva’s operations fit into the US’ foreign policy approach of security through 

development.  
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For example, a Professor of Defense Analysis at the Naval Postgraduate 

School in Monterey, California wrote an article about “Kiva as a tool for peace 

building” (Roberts, 2010). She argues for the benefits of Kiva’s innovative model that 

stands in contrast to the “top-down, mandate-driven, organization-centric intervention 

strategies that many organizations pursue in peace operations” (2010: 1). The value 

this defense analyst sees in Kiva lies in its bottom-up, network-centric and socially-

connected approach. “Kiva’s enduring legacy may very well be the innovative model 

of intervention it offers to other organizations as they prepare for their own entry into 

peace operations. Specifying the conditions under which the model obtains will be an 

important next step in research and theory building. In the meantime, thoughtful 

applications to other arenas such as education, health care, and even military 

operations would be a good place to test its applicability beyond the realm of 

microfinance” (Roberts, 2010: 8). Here, Kiva provides a model that can inform 

foreign policy and possibly other policy areas as well. 

 
8.1.1.3 Global Organizations and Companies 
 
Another group of stakeholders are global institutions working in international 

development. From Flannery’s attendance of the United Nations’ Microcredit Summit 

during the UN Year of Microcredit in 2005 (Flannery, 2007) to participation in the 

Annual Meetings of Clinton Global Initiative and the World Economic Forum, where 

both Shah and Jackley have been declared Global Young Leaders, Kiva’s co-founders 

and leaders have been able to obtain support from global leaders.   

 Within this international development establishment, Kiva positions itself as a 

typical Silicon Valley technology start-up institutional change agent that can bring 

innovative models to the world of international development. For example, Julie 

Hannah, Kiva’s Chair, recommends that development organizations become more 
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technology-centric: “[Social entrepreneurs] have a mindset of how to use technology, 

how to have impact at scale. It’s just a part of how they’ve grown up and how they 

think — they’re digital from the get-go. If I was a large NGO I would be looking at 

how to bring some of that DNA into the organization to infect the culture and help to 

influence it” (Hannah, 2014). In addition, development organizations can also learn 

from how Silicon Valley tech start-ups innovate: “The thing that can be learned from 

the way innovation is harnessed in tech companies is that it’s all about fast test-learn-

iteration and cheap, small experiments, constant experimentation” (Hannah, 2014).

 Kiva’s affiliation with global institutions has led to some good PR and in some 

cases, such as the partnership with Ernest and Young, has also translated into material 

support. Ernest and Young is only one among many companies that has supported 

Kiva. The financial statements that Kiva must make public reveal that support has 

also been forthcoming from many other corporations, especially in San Francisco and 

Silicon Valley, ranging from legal to accounting to technology organizations. They 

provide in-kind services and financial grants. Most recently, Google.org awarded 

Kiva a $3 million Global Impact Grant to launch Kiva Labs, which will experiment 

with more innovative loans and also conduct a randomized control trial to measure the 

impact of its work.  

 

8.1.1.4 Social Entrepreneurship Institutions 

Last but not least are social entrepreneurship institutions of various kinds, which are 

supporting Kiva financially and operationally and connect it into important networks 

of like-minded practitioners. In 2006 Kiva was part of the Global Social Benefit 

Incubator at Santa Clara University in Silicon Valley. The first such organization was 

the Draper Richards Foundation, which awarded Flannery and Kiva a $300,000 grant 
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in February 2007 and also provided business mentoring to the young organization (as 

I mentioned earlier, Jenny Shilling, the co-founder of the Draper-Richards Foundation, 

was one of the first Kiva board members). In 2008, Flannery and Shah became 

Fellows of the Skoll Foundation, the foremost social entrepreneurship foundation in 

Silicon Valley, and received a $1 million grant over three years. Flannery is also an 

Ashoka Fellow, Bill Drayton’s important Social Entrepreneurship Foundation. In 

2010, Kiva received $5 Million from the Omidyar Network. As part of the package, 

Amy Clement, Vice President for Investments in the Omidyar Network, joined Kiva’s 

board, in order to “support them as they scale their impact to reach millions of 

individuals in emerging markets.” This means that over the years Kiva has been 

supported by all major social entrepreneurship organizations in Silicon Valley.  

In summary, Kiva has been very successful at growing support from all its 

major stakeholders, which has translated into financial, operational and logistical 

support. In the next section, I analyze how building trust has been an important part of 

that strategy, because “the trust of the general public is a crucial asset for a social 

enterprise, important in enabling them to deliver on their social change agenda” 

(Ruebottom, 2013: 101). 

 

8.1.2  Trust in Kiva 

Matt Flannery wrote in 2007 that “when we started Kiva, a mentor warned me about 

trust” (2007: 34). Trust has indeed been a central issue for the organization, which 

experienced a breach of trust early on when one of the first-ever Kiva Fellows found 

out that Moses Onyango, who had found the original eight borrowers, had set up a 

fictitious organization to enrich himself.  
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My interest in trust here relates mainly to lender trust, however, and I will 

analyze how Kiva lender trust has been established in the organization, its leaders, its 

cause, its partners and their borrowers. For the purposes of my discussion, I define 

trust as “a problematic and disputed territory that is grounded in a range of culturally 

and historically specific assumptions regarding human association and organization” 

(Zucker, 1986: 62). This highlights that trust is not a straightforward and automatic 

entity, but is the outcome of social processes of negotiations. It is context-dependent 

and contested and works differently in on and off-line worlds. 

 

8.1.2.1 Lender Trust in Kiva  

Kiva’s nonprofit status has enabled the organization to “gain a level of trust . . .  that 

would be harder to gain as a for-profit" (Flannery, 2007: 52). An early survey found 

that 50 percent of lenders would not use the site if it was for-profit. This trust in non-

profits is partly based on the reassurance that interest rates will be reasonable, because 

the primary objective of a non-profit is perceived to be social rather than financial 

returns (Casson and Della Guista, 2004). This is especially important in the context of 

debates over high interest rates that have marred microfinance in general and Kiva in 

particular (MacFarquar, 2010).  

Such a legal status is an important ingredient of institutions-based trust in 

online marketplaces, where Kiva acts as an intermediary between lenders and 

borrowers (Pavlou and Gefen, 2004). Pavlou’s work is especially insightful in 

understanding the process of trust production in online environments, because Kiva 

considers itself an “Internet-based marketplace” (Flannery, 2009, p. 38). Pavlou has 

shown the necessity of trust-building mechanism in highly uncertain and unfamiliar 

online environments, in is case e-Bay. Similarly, the Kiva lending environment can be 
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considered even more unfamiliar because most lenders probably do not know much 

about the places in which they invest (and might also not be very interested in visiting 

them). In developing countries, legally binding mechanisms and consumer protection 

legislation are generally not as effective as in the countries where most of the lenders 

are from, and this legal uncertainty again reinforces the need for trust in the 

intermediary. This is especially the case when for Kiva, as for other online market 

places, where monetary transactions compound financial risks (Pavlou and Gefen, 

2004). 

Lender trust in Kiva is also built through the Kiva website. According to Shah, 

this trust is built through Kiva's ability to use the Internet to convey rich and integral 

data (Shah, 2008). The Kiva homepage is dominated by pictures of faces, which are 

seen as means of establishing trust in the website (Flannery, 2007). In addition, the 

website’s interface with graphic representations, bars and white spaces creates an 

image of simplicity that contributes to its familiarity (Gefen, 2000). Gefen also notes 

the importance of familiarity as “a prerequisite of trust because it creates a framework 

and understanding of the environment and the trusted party within which the 

expectations of trust can be explicated” (2000, p. 726). On Kiva, such familiarity is 

established is through easily accessible ‘About Us’ pages and transparent online 

procedures. In addition, the lending process itself happens in a few easy steps that are 

clearly explained on the website; it quickly becomes familiar to any Kiva user. 

However, unlike other marketplace intermediaries such as Amazon or 

TradeMe, which often have systems such as credit card guarantees or escrow accounts 

to mitigate the risk of failed transactions (Pavlou and Gefen, 2004), on Kiva lenders 

bear all the risks, as the homepage clearly stipulates. In addition, Kiva is an 

unregulated non-profit organization, with a legal waiver indemnifying the 
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organization from any loss of lenders money, in contrast to other online person-to-

person lending platforms. Therefore, its institutions-based trust mechanisms have to 

be complemented by knowledge and respect-based trust that establishes an emotional 

connection with Kiva (Koehn, 2003). To achieve this, the organization invests heavily 

in building affective relationships not only to borrowers but also to itself, based on the 

shared goal of poverty alleviation (Black, 2009). 

This trust is also fostered by a sense of community of Kivans actively 

produced and promoted by Kiva, through communication through the official Kiva 

blog, lending teams and offline events that bring lenders together, occasionally with 

Kiva leadership. By and large Kiva has successfully developed a brand that 

symbolizes trust. It has been able to extend a complex and multi-institutional trust 

chain to the farthest reaches of the globe, spanning widely diverging cultural and 

political contexts. Specifically, Kiva has been able to counter the depersonalizing 

effects resulting from the introduction of digital technologies into financial relations, 

by re-personalizing these relations through the innovative use of people and networks 

(Koehn, 2003). 

 
8.1.2.2 Lender Trust in Kiva’s Leadership	  
	  
This trust in Kiva is complemented by in-person trust invested in the personalities and 

biographies of the organization’s senior leadership. The Kiva origin narrative - of the 

newly-wed couple who dreamt up Kiva on travels in East Africa - is an important part 

of this story. Not surprisingly, their divorce and Jackley’s subsequent departure from 

Kiva was not officially announced on the website.  

The image of dedicated and successful leadership is also reinforced through 

Matt Flannery’s Twitter activities, which focus on his personal adventures. His 

frequent tweets about (snippets of) his life, like the birth of his niece or a French TV 
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camera crew coming to his apartment create a sense of familiarity, even intimacy, 

which in turn reinforces trust in the organization and its leaders (Gefen, 2000). It also 

counters any distance that might be created through the quasi-celebrity status 

Flannery and Shah are attaining, as they rub shoulders with the rich and famous at the 

World Economic Forum or the Clinton Global Initiative. 

 

8.1.2.3 Lender Trust in Microfinance 

Trust in microfinance relates most generally to trust in financial institutions, which 

must instill trust in their users. This became especially obvious during the 2008 

Global Financial Crisis when that trust was shaken. In its aftermath, however, person-

to-person lending websites enjoyed growing demand for their services. In parallel, 

microfinance emerged as a safe niche market during the crisis as it mostly maintained 

its high repayment rates and was therefore not as affected by the crisis (although it has 

had a number of repayment crises of its own over the years, most notably in Bolivia in 

1999 and in India in 2010). According to Mohammad Yunus, the founder of 

contemporary microfinance who also inspired Kiva, trust has been fundamental to the 

alternative banking model he envisioned, where “the banker’s default position was 

not one of suspicion but to ‘trust everyone’” (Yunus, 1999: 167). Trust is also an 

important ingredient to the lending groups, in which borrowers cross-guarantee each 

other’s loans. 

On the Kiva website, trust in microfinance is encouraged through its webpage 

called About Microfinance, which functions as a kind of microfinance 101 for users 

who come to the site. The information provided on the site aligns closely with 

microfinance as it is promoted by the World Bank, itself an important development 

organization. Most importantly, however, Kiva establishes trust in microfinance 
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through the impact it creates with its own work, which is relentlessly captured and 

displayed through metrics. All of the Kiva stories, from borrower profiles to journal 

updates to Kiva Fellows’ blogs from the field, contribute to building trust in 

microfinance as an efficient and effective poverty alleviation intervention. 

The 2009 Roodman controversy, which revealed that the loans do not really 

go to the borrowers that lenders choose on the website, tested trust in Kiva and its 

person-to-person model (Roodman, 2009). While a few lenders clearly felt deceived 

and stated that they could no longer use Kiva, the overwhelming response from Kiva 

lenders was one of support and understanding, based on the impact Kiva is having on 

people's lives. One reason why Kiva lenders were so forgiving of the revelations (that 

the person-to-person relationship does not exist and is an illusion) is that Kiva has 

been able to produce forms of trust that are rooted in an emotional affinity for the 

organization and its work. This emotional and respect-based trust is more resistant to 

crisis than trust that is merely based in calculative financial relations. It might even be 

that this “trust may be honored in the breach of it" because it reveals the trusted's 

worthiness of our trust (Koehn, 2003: 7). Flannery’s swift response to the Roodman’s 

blog post, the almost instant correction of misleading parts on Kiva’s website, and 

invitation to Roodman to visit Kiva’s headquarters shows how Kiva was able to limit 

any damage to trust. 

 

8.1.2.4 Lender Trust in Kiva Partners and Borrowers  

MFIs have been described as “trust brokers” operating among community members 

and financial intermediaries (Casson and Della Guista, 2004: 326). On Kiva, however, 

lender trust in its partner MFIs needs to be established through less immediate means. 

Pavlou and Gefen (2004), writing about online market places such as eBay, extend the 
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dyadic relationship between two transacting individuals to trust in a community of 

sellers as a group. This is achieved through a process of “trust transfer, where a 

person bases initial trust in an entity on trust in some other related entity” (Stewart, 

2003: 6). In other words, trust in partner organizations is transferred from lenders' 

trust in Kiva, i.e. MFIs can be trusted because of their association with Kiva. In 

addition, as Kiva grew beyond the original circle, the interpersonal trust that resulted 

from Jackley’s original work in East Africa was converted into institutional-based 

trust resting in formal mechanisms and social structures (Zucker, 1986). This process 

of institutionalization involved the reconstruction of locally-produced trust as trust 

disembedded from any particular situation, so that it could be applied to a wide 

variety of MFIs in different countries. Trust in these MFIs can also flow from their 

sustained, long-term relationships with Kiva, resting on repeat transactions whose 

documentation on the Kiva website in the MFIs’ profile pages serves to establish a 

reputation system (Sriram, 2005). By establishing clear and standardized procedures 

for selecting its partners, carrying out extensive due diligence, and incorporating the 

MFIs into Kiva's systems and procedures, Kiva is producing a systemic trust in its 

partners that enables its own operations to scale. 

Trust in borrowers is established through trust transfer on the one hand, where 

their appearance on the Kiva website means that they have been vetted by the MFIs 

and by Kiva volunteers (Pavlou and Gefen, 2004). In addition, the profile stories and 

photos of borrowers establish emotional connections that contribute to the building of 

interpersonal trust. This is reinforced when Kiva Fellows visit borrowers and blog 

about these visits in highly emotional terms. 

 In summary, Kiva has created various mechanisms to establish lender trust in 

itself, its cause and its partners. Foremost among these is its non-profit status and its 



	   206	  

website, through which transparent and systematic information about Kiva’s 

operations are transmitted. In the next section I examine how this trust is 

complemented by legitimacy, which is an important resource for social entrepreneurs. 

 

8.1.3 Establishing Legitimacy in Kiva 

Legitimacy, which defines an action or entity as appropriate based on a set of socio-

cultural norms (Scott, 1992), must be studied as a critical resource for social 

entrepreneurs who by definition are engaged in establishing new services or systems 

that sometimes challenge established conventions. Social entrepreneurs also face 

“higher legitimacy hurdles” because they have to demonstrate both financial and 

social worthiness (Dacin et al, 2011: 1207). There are various ways in which such 

legitimacy can be established, and I focus here on Kiva’s publicity achieved through 

media appearances and awards, on its association with key legitimizing institutions 

and on legitimizing narratives. 

 
 
 
8.1.3.1 Media and Awards 

 
As I have shown at various points throughout this dissertation, over the years Kiva’s 

leadership and the organization have received a number of highly visible and 

celebrated awards from many globally recognized and reputable organizations. Most 

recently, the Economist awarded the organization its 2012 Innovations Award. Being 

named a World Economic Forum Young Global Leaders or a Times Magazine Top 40 

Under 40 person legitimizes Flannery, Shah and Jackley and their work.  

 Similarly, the many positive media write-ups that Kiva has been receiving, 

which can be accessed via Kiva’s media webpage, legitimize the work of the 

organization. I have already shown how an appearance on Oprah Winfrey and a PBS 
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documentary were instrumental in raising American public awareness about Kiva, 

validating the organization in the eyes of the public and driving traffic to the website. 

Both of these are institutional trust brokers that appeal to very different audiences in 

the US, allowing Kiva to broaden its public appeal. Without these media reports, the 

organization would not have grown as fast as it did.  

 
8.1.3.2 Affiliation with Key Legitimators  

Besides SE foundations, universities are another “legitimator” (Cameron, 2012: 199) 

in the international SE network. The Skoll World Forum at Oxford University in the 

UK, dubbed “the Davos of Social Entrepreneurship” (Hutton, 2005) can be seen as an 

important legitimizing event. Attendance at the Skoll Forum is by invitation only, 

although interested individuals can apply to be invited months in advance (as part of 

the process have to fill out an application form providing information about 

themselves and their social entrepreneurial activities and connections. Decisions as to 

whether they can attend the Forum are made on the basis of “who will contribute to 

our mission of accelerating the impact of the world’s leading social entrepreneurs” 

(Cameron, 2012: 207, citing the Forum’s website). Flannery and Shah have been 

regular attendees at the Forum since 2008, when they received their Skoll Award. 

They are not only regular attendees but also participate in panels and give keynotes. 

As part of this legitimizing project, the Skoll Forum and Foundation act as 

institutional gatekeepers. The Skoll Fellows are an exclusive club of highly vetted 

social entrepreneurs, just as the definition of SE advanced by Sally Osberg, CEO of 

the Skoll Foundation, is a very restricted one (Martin and Osberg, 2007). As Skylar 

Wood, a long-term former Kiva employee and current advisor to the organization 

wrote in his Linked In profile in February 2014, “at Kiva we are surrounded by a 

carefully curated community of other inspiring change makers.” 
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Closer to Kiva’s home, universities in the San Francisco Bay Area, foremost 

among them Stanford University and its business school, also serve as legitimators. 

Jackley’s MBA from the Stanford Business School and Flannery’s MA in Analytical 

Philosophy from the same university bestow cultural capital on Kiva’s co-founders. 

 

8.1.3.3 Legitimizing Narratives 

Ruebottom (2013) shows that social entrepreneurs construct narratives about 

themselves and their work as a means of legitimation. On a general level, some argue 

that social entrepreneurship emerged from the de-legitimation of traditional charity in 

the current neoliberal climate (Dart, 2004). Nicholls, in a high-level analysis of SE 

discourse, found two competing narrative logics at play, which sets up the hero 

entrepreneur against the community (Nicholls, 2010). He also says that there are two 

competing ideal-type organizational models in this narrative: the business like 

organization versus an advocacy/social change organization. His survey of the 

literature shows that the “business-like hero entrepreneur model” is dominant 

(Nicholls, 2010). An important rhetorical strategy in this model is the construction of 

the entrepreneur as a protagonist (Dey and Steyaert, 2010). 

The origin stories that the two co-founders have been telling about how they 

started Kiva (Flannery, 2007, 2009, Jackley, 2010) demonstrate this idea of the 

entrepreneur as protagonist in a social quest. This became especially important when 

Jackley started a new company called ProFounder in 2009 after she and Flannery 

divorced. Jackley has remained on Kiva’s board but from 2009 onwards was not 

involved in the day-to-day operations of the organization. Hence, for Jackley it was 

personally important to legitimize herself as a continuing part of Kiva. She did that 

through the use of highly emotive language in a TED talk in 2010, where she talked 
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about Kiva as a form of spreading love. This illustrates that “there is also persuasive 

power in the narrative style itself” (Ruebottom, 2013: 100). Flannery himself, in his 

articles, hints at the personal sacrifices and hard work it has taken to build Kiva, 

reinforcing the notion of a protagonist in a social quest. 

In contrast to such personal narratives are meta-narratives that social 

entrepreneurs use to construct a larger context for their work (Steyaert, 2007). In the 

case of Kiva, the current popular interest in poverty alleviation, which has led to the 

proclamation of “an age of poverty” (Roy, 2012: 3), provided a fertile ground in 

which Kiva’s tagline – “connecting people through lending to alleviate poverty” – is 

anchored. Similarly, the current interest in market-based models to development, as 

opposed to old-style charity, also legitimizes Kiva’s approach, as does the increasing 

use of digital technologies. Within these meta-narratives, the use of certain words 

convey powerful, culturally-constructed messages (Alvesson et al, 2008). Kiva does 

not talk about poor people but calls them “Kiva entrepreneurs.” I show below how 

this relates to neoliberal regimes of truth within which Kiva operates. Similarly, early 

on the co-founders decided to focus on “progress” rather than “poverty” (Flannery, 

2007), once again giving a positive sheen to the work of the organization. 

 Although less explicit, Flannery has also constructed a meta-narrative of the 

development establishment, and especially charitable organizations, as the antagonist 

against which Kiva has established itself. In his first article about Kiva’s founding, 

Flannery contrasts Kiva’s business partnership approach with a charitable hand-out 

approach. As I have shown above, from this position Kiva positions itself as a change 

agent for the development establishment. In summary, Kiva’s leadership has used a 

number of narrative strategies to build legitimacy for the organization. In the next 

section I will show how the support is based on the establishment of a truth regime. 
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8.2 Kiva Truth Regime 

 

According to Foucault, truth regimes are mechanisms that produce discourses that 

function as true in a specific place and time (Foucault, 1977). Specifically, he argue 

that “truth is produced by virtue of multiple constrains and it induces regulated effects 

of power” (Foucault, 1977: 12). Each society has its own regime of truth, consisting 

of discourses it holds to be true, mechanisms that valorize these discourses and “the 

status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true” (Foucault, 1977: 13). 

Furthermore, Foucault called for a change in the “political, economic, institutional 

regime of the production of truth,” which he connected to scientific discourse in the 

1970s (Foucault, 1977: 13).  

Since then, with the rise of neoliberal policies, a market-based discourse has 

come to constitute a new politics of truth. Social enterprises are firmly situated within 

this regime, and its leaders usually aim to affect change from within the system. They 

“operate within the mindset of the current system, specifically with the goal of using 

the power of market structures to create greater impact for social causes” (Cameron, 

2012: 210-11). This is based on a “belief in the value neutrality and malleability of 

market systems” and a possible “realignment of incentives so that business can serve 

as a social good” (Cameron, 2012: 211). This also holds true for Kiva, whose support 

for the current truth regime can be seen in its constitution of poor people as 

entrepreneurial subjects, in its promotion of individual action and in its belief in the  

power of technology to emancipate. 
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8.2.1 Entrepreneurial Subjects 

On Kiva, the poor in emerging markets have been redefined as entrepreneurs. Kiva’s 

leadership talks of a ‘hand up rather than a hand out,’ positioning the organization as 

a genuine alternative to charitable giving by helping entrepreneurs create sustainable 

new businesses. Kiva has succeeded in creating new lenders and borrowers but this 

has come at the cost of an unbalanced and asymmetric relationship that favors the 

lenders to the detriment of the borrowers. The borrowers, by and large, are still some 

of the poorest working people in the world, sometimes subject to high interest rates by 

the agents of the online gifting (MacFarquhar, 2010). Their images and stories are 

used to promote Kiva to lenders and field partners, thus fuelling Kiva’s growth. In 

other words, Kiva draws its lenders into the rewarding cycle of feeling good by 

donating, but wraps that up in a discourse that normalises entrepreneurialism, turning 

charity into a practice that aligns with neo-liberal values. 

Taking a Foucauldian governmentality perspective, Kiva can be seen as an 

organizing technology that is “underpinned by the mentality of government that seeks 

to transform us into a free, enterprising, autonomous individual: Neo-liberalism. 

Furthermore, neo-liberalism seeks to create and disseminate definitions of freedom, 

autonomy and what it means to be enterprising that re-create forms of behavior 

amenable to neo-liberal goals” (Rose, 1999: 78). Kiva promotes narratives of 

responsible, enterprising, initiative-taking people from around the world, implying 

that entrepreneurialism is a universal human trait. The evidence of how widespread 

this trait is comes from borrowers in Peru, Jordan, Kenya and so on, and thus 

normalizes entrepreneurialism and casts this trait as desirable. As Kiva states in its 

website, “we envision a world where all people - even in the most remote areas of the 

globe - hold the power to create opportunity for themselves and others.”  



	   212	  

8.2.2 Individualized Action 

The self as enterprise requires an increased material need while creating a 

fragmentation of social and collective values and a process of social de-solidarization 

(Hartman and Honneth, 2006: 52). Therefore, as OSEES exploit new technologies to 

push into new emerging societies, organized around a multiplicity of individual 

enterprises, it can be seen “as profoundly depoliticizing social and political relations 

by fragmenting collective values of care, duty and obligation, and displacing them 

back on the managed autonomy of the individual” (McNay, 2009: 65). Poverty, as a 

social injustice, is thus separated from structural political factors and portrayed as a 

problem of “irresponsible self-management” (McNay, 2009: 64). In addition, Bauman 

claims that the conception of a public domain is being eroded by neoliberal ideas 

concerning governance of the self. He says the public domain is being “stealthily but 

steadily colonized by private concerns, trimmed, peeled and cleaned of their public 

connections and ready for (private) consumption but hardly for the production of 

social bonds (Bauman, 2001:190).  Some claim that the celebration of individual 

entrepreneurs “atomizes our understanding of social relationships, eroding collective 

values and intersubjective bonds of duty and care at all levels of society” (McNay, 

2009: 70).  

The Kiva is all about the heroic entrepreneurial actions of the Kiva founders 

(minus the family and friends who helped them get started); the individual lenders 

(even though they come together in lending teams); and individual borrowers (even 

though many of them belong to borrower groups). Early on, Flannery mused that Kiva 

might wade into advocacy based on the collective power of socially-conscious lenders, 

but that never happened (Flannery, 2009). Instead, Kiva has transformed itself into an 
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increasingly commercialized entity that is growing at the expense of its original 

mission of poverty alleviation. 

 

8.2.3 Liberation Technologies 

As a Silicon Valley technology start-up that is applying social innovation to 

alleviating poverty through microfinance, Kiva shares the region’s unbridled 

optimism in the power of new technologies to change the world for good. This can be 

the result of technology artifacts, of new models of innovation or of new ways of 

organizing and running organizations in a start-up fashion. My earlier literature 

review of ICTD/ISDC in Chapter 2 discussed some of the debates in the field 

regarding the use of IT for development. While some academics have become 

sceptical of its potential, based on their studies of numerous failed projects (Heeks, 

2002), most technology practitioners seem to be positive that their creations can be of 

human and social benefit. This fits into wider social attitudes about the advantages of 

new technologies that constitute another truth regime, although it is becoming 

tampered with reservations about the downsides of electronic surveillance.  

Colin Coopman (2014) suggests that we are living in an age of “infopolitics,” 

where politics and information are increasingly densely intermeshed. Besides the 

obvious traditional data surveillance by the state, Coopman also lists “data analytics 

(techniques used by companies to detect shopper identities), digital rights movements, 

online-only crypto-currencies (such as Bitcoin), algorithmic finance (like automated 

micro-trading) and digital property disputes.” It is possible to see OSEES as another 

area where infopolitics are creating “informational persons who are increasingly 

defined through an array of information architectures of highly designed 

environments of data” (Coopman, 2014). On Kiva, there are online financial profiles 
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of borrowers, lenders and MFIs, the total user based now numbering over two million. 

While Kiva leadership sees these profiles as contributing to its environment and 

mission of transparency, important questions about the protection of that data, 

especially in countries without strong legislation, have not yet been considered in any 

depth. 

As a long-term technology practitioner who has spent much time in Silicon 

Valley - and in general subscribes to its technological optimism - this has personal 

implications. Initially, this long process of research, reflection and writing was 

inspired by this personal optimism in the power of new digital technology to liberate 

people the wicked problems of this world, especially poverty. I wanted to understand 

more clearly, through a study of OSEES, the power and limits of liberation 

technologies. However, in looking at Kiva’s work through the lens of Foucault and 

Myers and Klein (2011), particularly focusing on issues of network power and 

emerging subjectivities, it shows that emancipation of the poor through IS is more 

complex than I could have imagined from the outset. This became especially clear 

during fieldwork in Mexico and Indonesia and with the world’s largest charity that is 

trying to emulate Kiva’s model. Building these liberating technologies was the least 

challenging, although still difficult, part of the task, while dealing with the social, 

cultural, judicial and governmental structures of the developing countries was a far 

greater challenge for a Silicon Valley organization. In 2010, when I interviewed Matt 

Flannery at the Skoll World Forum at Oxford University, he told me that I needed to 

“reframe my thinking” about Kiva. In the end, I have done that, although not in the 

way meant by Flannery. I have gone from being an ardent supporter to becoming an 

increasing sceptic, not of the idea of Kiva itself, but of what Kiva has become. In 

Foucauldian terms, Kiva’s leaders are becoming subsumed into the super structure of 
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a power/knowledge system that they initially wanted to change. They have obtained 

resources, social capital and power, but now seem to have little to say about poverty 

alleviation or changing the world in a meaningful way – especially since the departure 

of co-founder Jessica Jackley, who was in many ways the inspirational and emotional 

spark of the organization. It seems that as liberating technologies for start-ups such as 

Kiva grow and turn into businesses, they focus more on growing hit rates, economic 

calculations, return on investment and gaining access to new lenders. For this to 

happen, new borrowers also need to be recruited, which is the responsibility of Kiva 

partners in the field.  

Rather than being true partners, borrowers are reduced to an economic means 

of productivity that will enable them to pay back loans with high interest rates to their 

MFI. Kiva encourages growth in borrower numbers by monthly payments of ‘free 

money’ to the MFIs, who have to go out and find more borrowers. This ultimately 

encourages the expansion of debt to the poor. Several economists with whom I have 

discussed Kiva’s model have called it a “pyramid scheme,” which through the use of 

instant technology access to invest small amounts of money becomes ‘addictive,’ in 

that lenders never lose their money, but continue to re-lend it. 

 Silicon Valley has responded to the call to use its technologies for social 

benefits (such as issued by Kofi Annan, former Secretary-General of the UN) through 

bottom-up innovation that is focusing on the so-called bottom billion people as new 

customers. It has discovered emerging markets for its technological innovation, which 

are firmly situated within the neoliberal framework described above.  
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CHAPTER 9 – CONCLUSION 

In this concluding chapter I will summarize the main arguments of this thesis, look at 

its limitations, and propose avenues for future IS research and practice. 

 

9.1 Summary of Main Arguments 

This dissertation has discussed a new type of organization emerging at the beginning 

of the 21st century that lies at the intersection of information and communications 

technology for development and social entrepreneurship. Online Social 

Entrepreneurial Start-up Enterprises (OSEES) have been established in Silicon Valley 

to use the possibilities created by Information and Communication Technologies 

(ICTs) to address major problems affecting today’s world. I have specifically focused 

on the most successful and high-profile of these OSEES – Kiva.org, the world’s first 

person-to-person micro-lending website. I have suggested what the main 

characteristics of OSEES are based on a single in-depth case study of Kiva. 

 Throughout my study, I have taken a critical research approach inspired by the 

work of Michel Foucault and by the principles of Myers and Klein (2011). I have 

operationalized this approach through a genealogy of Silicon Valley, tracing the 

emergence of its technology networks from the time the area was settled by the first 

Europeans to the beginning of the 21st century. By focusing on facts and events that 

have been omitted from Silicon Valley’s official history, I have attempted to place 

Silicon Valley – usually seen as a global leader in technology innovation – in its 

social and historical context. We have seen that Silicon Valley’s activities have been 

shaped by powerful forces, ranging from the US government to global development 

organizations to corporate logics. In addition, I have used the concept of network 

power to analyze the ways in which Kiva has scaled and achieved dominance in the 
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online lending market. I have also used the concept of truth regimes to interrogate 

Kiva’s legitimizing narratives, showing how the organization is firmly situated within 

neoliberal politics. 

As Kiva has grown it has moved a long way from its initial vision and mission 

of peer-to-peer micro-lending to alleviate poverty. It has become wrapped up in the 

larger microfinance debates about high interest rates and indebtedness of the working 

poor in the global South. In Kiva’s case, funds are provided by those in the wealthier 

OECD countries and ‘primes the pumps’ with free money into Kiva’s partner MFI’s 

in developing and under-served regions, who then have to find working poor 

borrowers, that need to re-pay them the principle loan plus relatively higher rates of 

interest. As shown by David Roodman, Kiva is not all that it seems (Roodman, 2009). 

Kiva has done little to address critiques such as that documented in a New York Times 

expose that described the abusive practices of MFI’s in Africa as usury (MacFarquar, 

2010). Instead, as Kiva has grown, it has focused more on corporate bottomline 

metrics and new partner organizations, which are increasingly for-profit social 

enterprises.  

In 2005 the co-founders were idealistic youthful amateurs, who charged a way 

forward without listening to any of the sound expert reason as to why their venture 

would fail. In the process, they battled against some of the entrenched forces of multi-

lateral development organizations and large, traditional charities. Seeing their first 

business plan in 2006, when Flannery was part of the Global Social Benefit Incubator 

(GSBI) boot camp at Santa Clara University, where I was mentoring and teaching 

workshops, I realized that the co-founders were also drawing on the collective 

wisdom of Silicon Valley. From these humble beginnings, Kiva how has the support 

of corporate financial giants such as Visa, global credit rating agencies such as 
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Moody’s, accounting firms such as Ernest and Young, and large foundations, 

corporate donors and powerful legal groups. According to some cynics, Kiva is not a 

platform for communal cooperation, but an integral part of neo-liberal hegemony 

(Gajjala et al, 2012). 

However, I believe this is an over-simplification. As we have seen, in 2011 

Kiva launched a true people-to-people microfinance platform called Kiva Zip. Based 

on mobile payment platforms in the US (Paypal) and in Kenya (m-Pesa), Kiva Zip is 

no longer working with financial intermediaries (other than itself) but is connecting 

people directly, so that the loan made by a lender actually goes to the person 

displayed on and selected from the Kiva Zip website. I suggest that with Kiva Zip, 

Kiva is now able to become a platform for communal cooperation. As a result, it 

could become truly transparent, less defensive to critique and become an Information 

System platform spearheading the future of people-to-people microlending as was 

envisioned by one of the founder’s of modern microfinance, Mohammad Yunus 

(Yunus, 1999).  

In late 2011 Kiva was awarded The Economist magazine’s Innovation Award 

in the No Boundaries Category, for being a “pioneering web-based peer-to peer-micro 

lending platform.” However, it remains to be seen whether Kiva can transform its 

success as a pioneer in pushing the boundaries of their human-centered interface on a 

computer or mobile phone into the service of the most underserved communities in 

the global village. It remains to be seen whether it can become a human-driven design 

organization (Braund and Schwittay, 2007) that uses a technology platform for 

expanding people-to-people sharing and community caring on the ground. According 

to Bill Clinton (2007), organizations like Kiva “make giving easier, around the corner 

or around the globe.” Kiva is one of the best examples of a Giving 2.0 and an OSEES 
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mindset. With diligence and openness it has the potential to scale to the next level of 

its development and create even more transparency, innovation and engagement with 

the communities it serves. 

 

9.2 Limitations of Study 

This research was based on a case study of one OSEES, working in one particular 

area of microfinance. Whether the findings are generalizable to other OSEES needs to 

be researched empirically. However, the general characteristics of OSEES laid out in 

table 5 on page 112 will be applicable to all OSEES. It is these characteristics that 

define OSEES and their applications can help to further research on this new 

organizational form. It also has to be kept in mind that this dissertation focuses on a 

very successful OSEES, so that its analyses of scaling and legitimizing might not be 

as relevant or applicable to other organizations. Different research questions might be 

of greater importance. 

 

9.3 Implications for Future IS Research 

I have focused on only one organization, albeit a very successful and high-profile, 

social media OSEES. But, there is a need for research on other OSEES in areas other 

than microfinance. It would also be interesting to study OSEES in different countries, 

since OSEES are shaped by the institutional context and geography in which they 

operate. This would show the socio-material operations of design, technology and 

networks across social, cultural and national boundaries, also expanding research on 

boundary objects (Bowker and Star, 2000). Because OSEES, and Kiva itself, will 

keep innovating, it will remain a fruitful area for productive IS research in the future.  
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I have studied a very successful OSEES. But since much ICTD/ISDC research 

has learnt much from the study of failed projects, future research could investigate 

OSEES that did not get off the ground or scale to the level of Kiva. This might reveal 

a different set of challenges faced by OSEES. Another task could be to establish a 

research community around OSEES. This research began by looking at a plethora of 

OSEES incubated in Silicon Valley that rapidly spread internationally, in Kiva’s case 

to over 40 countries in five years. Many other OSEES are captured in the iGuide 

published by RiOS Institute for the United Nations, which has been interested in 

learning more about OSEES and their evolving success working effectively on the 

ground and through the donor community. There are also OSEES in other countries. I 

am most familiar with organizations in the area of micro-lending,where Babyloans 

(www.babyloans.org) operates in France, Wokai (www.wokai.org) in China and 

Rangde (www.rangde.org) in India. 

Future research on ICTD in Information System could follow several 

trajectories. First, I believe it is important to take stock and more clearly understand 

the current processes of Information Systems diffusion and adoption in developing 

regions and the implications this has for our own innovation and cultural 

environment. Second, I would advocate more action-based research on the ground 

through the design and deployment of information systems in close collaboration with 

the communities they are meant to support and with a broader partnership of public 

and private institutions and civil society. Finally, I believe there is a need to change 

the dialogue about the role of IS in the global economic and political processes that 

affect people in developing regions. All of these things could be inspired and 

energized by the fuller engagement of the Silicon Valley community, its institutions 
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and social entrepreneurs, producing new multidisciplinary OSEES. This also has 

implications for future practice. 

  

9.4 Implications for Practice 

This specific work of OSEES in microfinance has been quickly adopted. It therefore 

seems like an appropriate way to conclude this thesis by explain the possible 

implications for practice. OSEES, emerging from Silicon Valley, aim to use IS 

innovation to tackle some of the world’s most pressing problems, in the case of Kiva 

through the use of online microfinance to create financial access and services to the 

working poor and to support the UN’s MDGs in the global alleviation of poverty. 

Problems such a poverty have also been a longstanding concern of some of the 

world’s largest charities, and I have already shown how organizations such as a large 

New Zealand charity are trying to become more kiva-like. In August 2013, that group 

did launch its own Kiva-clone website. While there are many similarities to the Kiva 

model in terms of lenders’ ability to choose an entrepreneur to whom to make a loan, 

one important difference is that lenders cannot get their money back once the loan has 

been repaid by the borrower, which instead goes towards the charity’s community 

programs. This does not mean that the charity has failed to replicate Kiva exactly, but 

shows that brick-and-mortar organizations are reorganizing according to an OSEES-

like model, in order to better fulfill their donor promises.  

The question that arises is whether the third sector in general is becoming 

more like OSEES? While many traditional charitable organizations are incorporating 

online and social media strategies into their operations, in order to reach larger, 

younger and more technology-savy audiences, they can learn from OSEES practices. 

According to table 7, there are important differences between old-style charities and 
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OSEES platforms, and incorporating some of these distinctions, especially around 

operational costs, supporter engagement and technology use, will ensure charities’ 

continued relevance and growth. 	  

 However, we can also ask if practice can go beyond Kiva clones. How could 

social innovation and social media connections be used to build a true community 

spirit and good will and conviction to deal with intractable human issues from 

environment to health care, political transparency, human rights and the lack of 

financial inclusion?  This would take local and global platforms, sites and apps, 

creating feedback loops for citizens, networks of support for civil society 

organizations struggling to create more open and accountable governments, 

responsible corporations, and above all shared opportunities for all.  

In many ways we are just at the beginning of developing the IS global network 

of networks that OSEES plug into. ICT and Development offer opportunities to 

manifest new designs and innovations as they continue to improve technical and 

social understanding and costs versus benefit ratios. For the first time, IS networks are 

beginning to give civil society tools for change and comprehensive feedback loops, 

and therefore ever greater possibilities for building the co-operation needed to tackle 

some of the world’s most “wicked problems.”  

For me, this research grew from my leadership of the RiOS Institute and my 

work for the UN-GAID, which created collaborations between the different worlds of 

Silicon Valley and the UN, which were succinctly summed up by Dean Annalee 

Saxenian of the School of Information at UC Berkeley as “organizationally at 

opposite spectrums: a decentralized, entrepreneurial regional economy versus a very 

large, bureaurcratic, multilateral institution”  (Saxenian, 2007). Many leaders in both 

worlds told me that they believed this to be the equivalent of trying to mix oil and 
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water and that there was a basic level of mistrust between Silicon Valley and the UN.  

I believe that OSEES like Kiva have, in the past eight years, helped to dispel this 

mistrust by creating many pilot projects that not only bridge the digital divide, but, 

just as importantly, the cultural, social and institutional divides. Silicon Valley have 

delivered an early, new and celebrated best practices model of public-private 

partnerships that can be built-on and scaled in multiple sectors by practitioners and 

scholars in the future. 

I believe that social enterprises, in the form of the OSEES, represent one 

innovative model for the future. They help to bring high-tech companies’ expertise 

that is needed to engage emerging markets. They can help refocus the tools of 

technology, not as an end goal in itself, but as a means to try and meet human and 

planetary needs. OSEES act as flexible hybrid organizations that create an axis around 

which different sides can join their complimentary strength in common cause. 

According to Dean Saxenian (2007): 

Silicon Valley has the technical skill and know-how needed to address a range 
of development challenges, particularly those involving the application of 
information and communications technologies to domains like health care, 
education and e-government. The regions private sector is the source of the 
digital technologies that are powering the shift to an information society and 
economy. Universities like UC Berkeley have not only contributed essential 
research, but are creating the curriculum and field work opportunities that will 
allow students to address the challenges associated with ICTD. And the entire 
community, including the region’s non-profit sector as well as the private and 
educational institutions, is increasingly aware of the challenges, in many cases 
already engaged in applying their resources to the issues of global poverty.  
 

Therefore, I believe that Silicon Valley OSEES, when they are built from the 

ground up and supported by local people and communities, are a way to help manifest, 

support and deliver on the promise of the UN’s MDGs. What remains to be seen is 

whether OSEES can fulfil this early potential and can continue to make a lasting 

contribution, long after their social entrepreneurial founders have gone.  
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In the closing month of his appointment as UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan 

delivered an address to the RiOS Institute’s gathering of Silicon Valley and UN 

leaders at the Silicon Valley Challenge Summit on November 16, 2006. For me, it 

was the beginning of one journey and would seem an appropriate end to another, at 

the close of this thesis. Annan stated: 

Four years ago, in a message broadcast over a leading industry website, I called 
on the entrepreneurs and enterprises of Silicon Valleyto focus more attention on 
the developing world. It was clear to me that without the innovation and 
dynamism for which the high-tech community is so justly renowned, the 
Millennium Development Goals would remain a distant dream for many 
millions of people throughout the world living in chronic, extreme poverty. The 
new technologies offer opportunities without borders. In this new era, it is not 
borders that hold people back but rather the inadequacy of infrastructure, the 
lack of local applications and content, or simple inexperience with mobile 
phones, computers and other new technologies. For business, it is often the lack 
of supportive policies and an overall environment conducive to investment. Our 
common challenge is to make the benefits of the information revolution 
available to all of humanity.  

The goal to which the world has committed itself -to connect all schools, 
hospitals, libraries and communities by 2015 - is achievable. But not without 
Silicon Valley. Therein lies the basis of my new appeal. Great progress has been 
made in recent years. The rate of adoption of ICTs in many regions of the 
developing world exceeds that of the developed countries. And the main growth 
in ICT markets in the years ahead will be in developing countries. The right 
regulatory environment, public-private partnerships and market-based 
approaches could enable ICT to really take root. I urge Silicon Valley to pursue 
these opportunities, even where markets might be too small at the moment to 
attract investment, or where market forces alone might not be sufficient to 
overcome the absence of an enabling environment. Even modest investments 
can achieve significant results today, while building the groundwork for the 
future. 

It is encouraging that one of the industry’s leading figures is chairing 
the Global Alliance for ICT and Development, a multi-stakeholder initiative 
that will link industry, government and civil society and strengthen our efforts 
in the critical areas of education, health, entrepreneurship and governance. I 
hope Silicon Valley will continue to be an active collaborator in this initiative.  
We also need Silicon Valley to engage with the newly established Internet 
Governance Forum, which will focus on public policy matters that may arise in 
the management of the Internet. And of course, I hope you will support the 
United Nations in general, since an effective organization is in the interests of 
all countries. Together, we can enrich lives and empower people. We can 
expand markets while advancing development. And we can realize the full 
potential of ICTs. I thank all the participants in the Silicon Valley Challenge for 
their commitment to this effort. 
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