Stanford SOCIAL
INNOVATTONReview

Q&A With Rohini Nilekani
By Neera Nundy & Pakzan Dastoor

Stanford Social Innovation Review
Spring 2017

Copyright © 2017 by Leland Stanford Jr. University
All Rights Reserved

Stanford Social Innovation Review
WWW.SSir.org
Email: editor@ssir.org



s

» Q&A With...

Rohini Nilekani

TWO DECADES OF GIVING HAVE TAUGHT PHILANTHROPIST
ROHINI NILEKANI THE VALUE OF PURSUING UNCONVEN-
TIONAL APPROACHES TO TACKLING SOCIAL PROBLEMS.

uthor and former journalist by choice, and shareholder of IT giant

Infosys by chance, Rohini Nilekani entered philanthropy two decades
ago when she began providing financial support for young girls. Today,
her philanthropyis at work across Indian society, through the Akshara
Foundation, which makes education accessible in government-run

primary schools; Arghyam, which supports organizations in groundwater and sanita-

tion; and other initiatives in governance, independent media, and the arts. She believes

that one of the important things that a complex country like India needsis an intellec-

tual infrastructure of ideas; of brave pilot programs of soaring ambition; and of think

tanks battling poverty, class, and disease. In the following conversation with Neera

Nundy, Dasra co-founder, and Pakzan Dastoor, manager of advisory research and due
diligence at Dasra, Nilekani speaks about her evolution as a philanthropist, the critical
role of women in giving, and why Indian philanthropy needs to be more audacious.

Neera Nundy and Pakzan Dastoor:
When did you first become engaged in
philanthropy?

Rohini Nilekani: My giving started a
long time ago when I didn’t have that
much to give in terms of money. I began
by supporting young girls with scholar-
ships. It wasn't until around 2004 when
we [Rohini and her husband, Nandan
Nilekani] came into serious wealth that

I could begin to call what we do philan-
thropy, rather than traditional charity. I
then had to find a way to be more strate-
gicin my giving, so in 2005 I decided that
Arghyam [a foundation she started in
2001] would focus entirely on the water
sector in India. That’s when my personal
strategic philanthropy started. It was a
steep learning curve because like many
others who do philanthropy, we were not
familiar with the sector we decided to in-
vest in—water. We had to spend alot of
time getting familiar with the sectorand
figuring out the best way to leverage our
resources so that we would have a dis-
proportionately beneficial social impact.
(See “Case Study: Arghyam” on page 10.)
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® You have been very forthcoming about
your philanthropy, something that

not many philanthropists in India are.
Why is itimportant to talk about your
philanthropy?

The philanthropy sector in India is just
afew decades old. Soit’s not a conversa-
tion that people have with each other. In
the West, the rich do talk about their phi-
lanthropy, both in their own circles and
publicly. That needs to happen in India as
well. People need to use their circles of in-
fluence to talk about how wealth in India
should be used. We live in a country where
there are 600 million people waiting to be
in the same room as us, so the responsibil-
ity of the wealthy in India is very different
from other countries in the West. People
need to talk alot more about how they are
using their wealth for the public good, and
make that an intellectually and socially in-
teresting way of being wealthy.

© What are some of the biggest barriers
to giving in India today?

There are of course personal reasons why

people don't give, but there are also things

that can be done in the ecosystem and
through policy that will open up the phil-
anthropic sector in India. If youlook at
policy, other countries do things like have
aninheritance tax, which certainly causes
the purse strings to open up rapidly. ButI
am not sure if India is ready for that now.

Other things can be done to make it
easier to set up nonprofit institutions and
reduce the regulatory cholesterol around
them. Today we are seeing a crackdown
on nonprofits by making it difficult for
nonprofits to do political work. Thatis a
mistake. After all, if you want to change
things in society, alot of the work is going
to be political, not in the traditional sense
of political parties, but political grass-
roots work. Whichever government is in
power needs to feel secure enough to
allow nonprofits to do human rights-
based political work. We also need eco-
system players to come in, who can build
the capacity of the nonprofit sector and
draw more professionals into it.

© How do you go about choosing the
causes you give to?

I'believe in supporting people with high
commitment, with very good ideas and
good integrity, in areas where I can see a
possibility of real change happening. At
whatever scale the people are working

in, if I see real commitment, if I can see
the power of those people and their ideas,
and I can see they are building good in-
stitutions, I feel very tempted to go into
that sector. I often need to hold myself
back. The areas I have funded, apart from
education and water, are the environ-
ment, access to justice, independent me-
dia, cultural arts—because that is a huge
area that is underfunded in India—and a
few other exciting spaces, like policy ad-
vocacy and think tanks.

I believe India needs to build out its
intellectual infrastructure. It is the most
complex country in the world to man-
age. Governments can’t do things alone.
They need ideas. They need pilots that
are executed outside government. They
need evidence to make better policy and
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better law. Philanthropic capital—espe-
cially domestic philanthropic capital—is
best suited to help build out a whole new
range of institutions, like think tanks and
evidence-making institutions, that do
research and advocacy that can feed into
effective policy.

® Could you talk about your experiences
working with the government?

Many of the societal problems that philan-
thropic capital aims to play a role in solv-
ing often have to do with public services,
whether it is water, health, sanitation, or
education. These services are often either
provided by the state or regulated by the
state. So when philanthropists come in
and work in any of these areas, at some
point they will encounter the state in one
form or another. Look at Arghyam, for ex-
ample. You cannot work in water, which
isakind of public service that we mostly
depend on the state to provide, and stay
away from negotiating with the state. If
you'e serious in your work, you will in-
evitably encounter some policy areas
that you want to have an influence on. It
is very important for philanthropists to
start thinking about this from the get-go.
So when you design your philanthropy,
think about the role that the state playsin
that particular sector.

Photograph courtesy of Rohini Nilekani

Having said that, it is not easy to work
with the government. It is much easier,
for example, to identify five students
that you want to help with scholarships
and not have to worry about education
policy. But if you want to do anything at
scale, if you want to have real impact be-

yond your own resources and your own
philanthropy, then you have to creatively
and patiently engage with the state.

© What s the role of women in family
givingin India today?

Sometimes women who have not been
working outside the home, because
they have been homemakers and doing
the other important things to build a
family, wonder if it is okay to be philan-
thropic with the family wealth because it
isn’t their personal wealth. I believe that
women should not hesitate to be phil-
anthropic with the family wealth. Once
there is a consensus within the family to
engage in philanthropy, women should
be bold: They should use their passion,
they should use their heart, they should
use their time, and they should use

their imagination. Giving forward sets
as much of a tone for the family, for the
children, and for the future as any other
thing that you would do together. In fact,
it’s more important. So I think that we

should get over this now. After all, every-
body contributes to the accumulation
of wealth in a family, and women should
not hesitate to give. Besides, it is really
so much fun—intellectually, spiritu-
ally, mentally—there is just so much joy
in giving that it can’t but be good for the
family to get engaged.

© Ifthere was one thing you would like
to see Indian philanthropists do differ-
ently, what would that be?

I'worry sometimes that Indian philan-
thropy is not edgy enough. Not taking
enough risks. Not grappling with the big-
ger problems. Let’s take a really big prob-
lem like climate change. In 10 years, if
some of these climate predictions come
true, can you imagine what will be hap-
pening in North India? If the monsoon
patterns change, can you imagine how
that will impact the lives of millions of
people in this country? Wouldn't it be
great if Indian philanthropylooked out
10 years and asked: What are the big
and audacious things that we can start
tackling now? I worry that Indian phi-
lanthropy will get stuck tinkering on the
sidelines, a little bit of incremental work
in education, a little bit of incremental
work in health, and not tackle the really
big problems that we face.

I believe that we do know how to
tackle big problems. If all the people who
were so creative as to build these huge
business empires, applied a little bit of
that attention to the big problems that
are facing this country, I am sure it would
yield much more innovative philan-
thropy. We don’t have to copy the West.
Today we have problems in India that the
West never faced. We have to build an
indigenous model of innovative philan-
thropy taking bigger risks, taking the risk
of collaboration, being more audacious,
and giving more. That’s what will make
this country go forward in a way that
is different from the bad predictions of
what will happen in the future. We have a
huge responsibility on our shoulders, and
we should enjoy taking it on! »
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