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Are the Elite  
Hijacking Social 
Change?
REVIEW BY MARK KRAMER

T
his is an exciting time for social 
innovation. Billions of dollars 
are flowing into philanthropy, 
market-driven solutions and 

social entrepreneurship are flourishing, and 
social impact consulting and impact invest-
ing have become established professions. 
Yet, in Winners Take All: The Elite Charade of 
Changing the World, Anand Giridharadas, a 
former New York Times foreign correspon-
dent, explains why we should not be so quick 
to celebrate these advances. 

“Business elites are taking over the 
work of changing the world,” Giridharadas 
observes. “Many believe they are changing 
the world when they may instead—or also—
be protecting a system that is at the root of 
the problems they wish to solve.”

Giridharadas uncovers the internal con-
tradictions of those who work for social 
change from positions of privilege and 
wealth. He also delves into the shortcom-
ings of strategy consultants who bring 
McKinsey-style analysis to social issues; 
the limitations of venture capitalists who 
fund social solutions; and the problems with 
thought leaders who give well-paid speeches 
preaching win-win opportunities for busi-
ness and society.

It is an important book that challenges 
those of us working for social change within 
existing systems of power to consider 
whether we are inadvertently perpetuat-
ing the problems we seek to solve. It is also 
a very personal challenge to me, as I repre-
sent the very type of person who so worries 
Giridharadas: I am a former venture capital-
ist, cofounder of a social impact consulting 
firm, and a proponent of for-profit solutions 
to social problems. From my perspective, 
it is a highly engaging yet sobering experi-
ence to read this book, and it imparts new 

insights into the limitations and compro-
mises inherent in the way I and many of my 
friends and colleagues have chosen to work 
for social progress. 

If this book were an uninformed diatribe  
against capitalism, it would be easy to 
dismiss. But Giridharadas understands 
both sides of these issues. He is a former  
McKinsey consultant who once embraced 
the approaches he now rejects. He knows 
the scene at Davos, Aspen, and the Clinton  
Global Initiative, and he is friends with 
many of the philanthropists, foundation 
presidents, venture capitalists, and social  
entrepreneurs whom he profiles. 

This book, Giridharadas writes in the 
epilogue, is intended as a personal letter to 
his well-intentioned friends to wake them 
up to dangers they may not see. That empa-

thetic tone gives the book its persuasive 
power to touch the hearts of even those 
readers, like myself, who are the targets of 
its criticism. 

Giridharadas raises thought-provoking 
questions that have made me think long and 
hard about my life’s work. Are the winners 
of our capitalist system—intentionally or 
not—redefining the world’s problems in ways 
that avoid questioning their own business 
practices, power, and wealth? Have we lost 
the essential premise of a just society when 
we substitute private action by individuals 
for government policy and public debate?  

Quoting the writer Audre Lorde’s dic-
tum “The master’s tools will never dis-
mantle the master’s house,” Giridharadas 
suggests that we will never achieve social 
justice through “a system that perpetu-
ates vast differences in privilege and then 
tasks the privileged with improving the 
system.” The problem, as he sees it, is not 
just that those with privilege cannot truly 

understand the needs of those without, 
but rather that the mechanisms inherent 
in creating economic inequality cannot be 
used to reverse the imbalance.  

And he has a point. Capitalism may be 
credited with lifting 500 million Chinese 
people out of poverty, but its recent effects 
in the United States have been far less  
beneficial. While US productivity rose 72 
percent from 1973 to 2014, worker pay rose 
during the same period only 9 percent. The 
wealthiest have seen their incomes triple 
in recent years, while the incomes of more 
than 117 million Americans grew only from 
$16,000 to $16,200. Globally, wealth has 
increasingly concentrated: A few years 
ago, 300 people had the same resources 
as half the world’s population. Today, only 
eight people control that much wealth. The 

widespread prosperity that capitalism once 
promised no longer seems to happen.

Giridharadas makes his case by sharing 
the stories of many different people who 
struggle with the subtle compromises inher-
ent in working for the public good without 
giving up their own privilege. The dilemma 
comes in many guises. Hilary Cohen must 
decide between a career at McKinsey and a 
small nonprofit; both promise social impact, 
but how is she to compare the purity of the 
nonprofit’s mission against the power and 
money of McKinsey? Laurie Tisch is a major 
philanthropist who has given away millions 
but still can’t overcome ambivalence about 
her wealth. Harvard Business School pro-
fessor (and FSG cofounder) Michael Porter 
believes that profit is a powerful incentive 
to scale social impact but sees many compa-
nies optimizing profit at the expense of their 
employees and customers. Whoever tries to 
reconcile wealth with social justice lives a 
life of contradiction and unease.  

MARK KRAMER is cofounder and managing director of FSG 
and a senior lecturer at Harvard Business School. He is the 
author of numerous articles in Stanford Social Innovation 
Review, including “Collective Impact” in the Winter 2011 issue.

We can talk about what the victim can do to fix  
the problem, but not about what the perpetrator 
must do to avoid perpetuating the problem.

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/539747/winners-take-all-by-anand-giridharadas/9780451493248/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/539747/winners-take-all-by-anand-giridharadas/9780451493248/
http://www.anand.ly/
https://www.fsg.org/people/mark-kramer


69Stanford Social Innovation Review / Fall 2018

WINNERS TAKE ALL: 
The Elite Charade of Changing the World

By Anand Giridharadas
304 pages, Knopf, 2018

The same issues face thought leaders who, 
in Giridharadas’ estimation, off er “an easy 
idea that gives hope while challenging noth-
ing.” For example, Amy Cuddy, a Harvard 
University social psychologist whose 2012 
TED talk on how women can use power-
ful body language to overcome gender bias 
went viral, has learned that her popularity 
depends in part on not blaming men for 
having created that bias in the fi rst place. 
Social impact consultants are equally com-
promised because they cannot aff ord to dis-
please their clients. Many of Giridharadas’ 
stories share the same theme: We can talk 
about the victim and what she can do to 
fi x the problem, but not about the perpe-
trator and what he must sacrifi ce to avoid 
recreating and perpetuating the problem. 

A s  fo r  m a r ke t- d r i v e n  s olut io n s , 
Giridharadas interviews Silicon Valley’s 
“rebel-kings” of venture capital—who are 
ready to disrupt any system other than 
their own engines of wealth creation. Con-
sider the example of Even, a VC-backed app 
designed for the millions of people with 
unpredictable incomes due to erratic shift 
schedules. For an annual fee of $260, the app 
calculates a person’s average earnings and 
reserves any excess earnings for the weeks 
when they earn less. Even is helpful when 
it comes to managing unpredictable cash 
fl ow, although it doesn’t solve other prob-
lems caused by erratic work schedules, such 
as scrambling to fi nd last-minute childcare. 
Yet, isn’t something wrong when inves-
tors hope to make millions by asking those 
on the edge of poverty to spend their own 
money to fi x a problem caused by the profi t-
maximizing choices of wealthy corpora-
tions? Would it not be better to enact labor 
laws that prohibit this “dynamic scheduling” 
in the fi rst place?

“No one will say what could be said,” 
Giridharadas concludes, “that these precari-
ous lives could be made less precarious if the 
kind of men who donated to [philanthropy] 
made investments diff erently, operated com-
panies diff erently, managed wealth diff er-
ently, donated to politicians … [and] lobbied 
diff erently.” Even Darren Walker, president 

of the Ford Foundation, has learned that he 
must “inspire the rich to do more good but 
never ever tell them to do less harm; inspire 
them to give back but never ever tell them to 
take less.” It is always the victims who are 
told by the winners that they must change, 
never the other way around.

What is the alternative? Giridharadas, 
quoting a Baha’i saying, contends that 
“[s]ocial change is not a project that one 
group of people carries out for the bene-
fit of another.” Instead, he continues, we 
must solve problems “together in the pub-
lic sphere through the tools of government 
and in the trenches of civil society … that 
give the people you are helping a say in the 
solutions [and] off er that say in equal mea-
sure to every citizen.”

Certainly, government ought to be 
the answer. Yet, the very same winners 
Giridharadas criticizes have co-opted gov-
ernment to advance their wealth, plun-
der the Earth, and destroy the safety net 
depended upon by millions. 

Giridharadas is right about the dangers 
of letting the winners shape solutions and 
the paradox of helping those who suffer 
from our economic system without chang-
ing that system. But not all winners are 
the same. We must remember that there 

are winners who act ethically, too—those 
who acknowledge the need for higher taxes, 
better labor laws, and environmental pro-
tections. Today’s short-term, exploitive, 
unregulated, and highly inequitable form 
of capitalism isn’t the only model. The 
two decades following World War II, for 
example, produced genuine increases in 
well-being, at least for a majority of white 
Americans, supported by strong antitrust 
and bank regulations, unionization, stable 
employment, environmental protections, 
and tax rates as high as 91 percent. 

In my own experience, there is a bet-
ter answer to the systemic problem that 
Giridharadas exposes. Approaches such 
as cross-sector coalitions using the collec-
tive impact framework, “positive deviance” 
problem-solving strategies, and human-
centered design all bring the insights of 
those we hope to help to those who have 
the power to make change in ways that cir-
cumvent at least some of Giridharadas’ con-
cerns. Besides, we must acknowledge that 
activist mega-donors from Silicon Valley, 
global corporations, social entrepreneurs, 
strategy consultants, and impact investors 
have brought dynamic and powerful new 
ways of achieving social impact. It would be 
an immense loss if we completely rejected 
the innovations they have brought. 

Yet, we must also heed Giridharadas’ 
warning: If we are blind to the self-interest 
that delimits their innovations, if we dare not 
off end these new masters by acknowledging 
their confl icts of interest and hypocrisies, if 
we pretend that social justice can be achieved 
without changing the government corruption 
or the cruel and exploitive version of capital-
ism that exists in our country today, then we 
are deluding ourselves with false hope. We 
cannot have our cake and give it away too. 
We must keep the winners engaged, but we 
must also hold them accountable. 

Winners Take All has given me due rea-
son for refl ection. I will continue to use the 
tools I have but with a new appreciation for 
their inherent biases and limitations. It is 
too tempting to redefi ne problems in ways 
that please the winners and burden the vic-

https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are/transcript?language=en
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Strategic 
Philanthropy 
Reconsidered
REVIEW BY KATHERINE FULTON

P
aul Brest and Hal Harvey’s sub-
stantially revised second edi-
tion of Money Well Spent shows 
they have listened to their own 

new experiences, their critics, and many 
other scholars and practitioners.

In 2008, when their first edition was 
published, Brest was well into his tenure as 
the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation’s 
president, and Harvey was a seasoned 
Hewlett grantmaker and environmental 
advocate. They combined forces to explain 
and defend what had come to be called 
“strategic philanthropy”—grantmaking 
that improves the odds of achieving results 
by focusing relentlessly on goals, evidence, 
and outcomes.

But where they (and other strategic 
philanthropy proponents) saw a common-
sense need for rigor and discipline, others 
found plenty to criticize, worrying about 
top-down strategies that too often ignore 
the fi rsthand knowledge of leaders on the 
front lines. When Susan Berresford, a for-
mer Ford Foundation president, reviewed 
the book’s fi rst edition in these pages, she 
praised the authors but chided them for 
imparting “little understanding of what it 
is like to be on the other side of the table.” 

By 2016, Harvey himself joined the debate,
offering an apology in The Chronicle of 
Philanthropy titled “Why I Regret Pushing 

Strategic Philanthropy.” He had moved on from 
Hewlett to lead ClimateWorks Foundation 
and then to direct a policy advisory firm, 
where he experienced the damage done by 
arrogant funders who assumed they knew 
best, insisting on overly precise strategies and 
rigid accountability structures. Meanwhile, 
Brest left the Hewlett Foundation in 2012, 
joined the Stanford Center on Philanthropy 
and Civil Society (the publisher of Stanford 
Social Innovation Re vie w) as a facult y 
codirector, and incorporated his own addi-
tional learning into his teaching. 

It’s no surprise that the two authors 
teamed up to produce this update, which 
showcases how much they—and the fi eld—
have learned from an additional decade of 
practice, debate, and refl ection. The second 
edition covers the same basics, but in an even  
richer and more nuanced way. Every major 
decision a funder must make is explained, 
from framing problems and developing solu-
tions, to combining tools and structures, 
to using data and designing evaluations. 
Particularly enlightening are the expanded 
examples, including the skillful extended 
case study on homelessness across several 
early chapters, and many recent illustrations 
depicting advocacy strategies.

One highlight is their new chapter on 
“Impact Investing and Mission Invest-
ments,” a fi eld that has rocketed into prom-

inence since the first edition. They have 
somehow managed to distill a complicated 
subject into a concise and forceful argument 
that will guide newcomers while challenging 
experienced investors to set higher stan-
dards for success and impact. 

Again and again, I found Brest and Harvey 
stretching beyond the easy stereotypes of 
past debates. They seem determined not 
to be misread as providing a simple recipe 

for complex decision making, arguing that 
there is no substitute in the end for judg-
ment and wisdom. And they are clear that 
good nonprofi t leaders should be given the 
benefi t of the doubt. 

Readers may still feel, as I did, that the 
authors’ tone can at times feel too pedantic, 
like a lecture from a professor who can’t hide 
his condescension. For instance, the authors 
can’t help but scold those who “cite the sup-
posed wickedness of problems as an excuse 

for avoiding the hard work of strategic prob-
lem solving.”

My heart longed for the creativity and 
imagination of the humanist sensibility to 
go with the social science rigor of Money 
Well Spent. I have learned the hard way that 
character and courage often matter as much 
or more than strategy. I have watched as cir-
cumstances shift and shift again, making a 
mockery of linear theories of change. And I 

MONEY WELL SPENT: 
A Strategic Plan for Smart Philanthropy, 

Second Edition 
By Paul Brest and Hal Harvey 

392 pages, Stanford Business Books, 2018

KATHERINE FULTON has been involved with philanthropy 
for more than 40 years as a giver, fundraiser, board member, 
consultant, speaker, and writer. She now works as an inde-
pendent strategic advisor after more than a decade leading 
and building Monitor Institute, now at Deloitte.

tims. We must be willing to name and oppose 
the tendencies of business that perpetuate 
injustice, regardless of how much it costs or 
who we off end. We must enable the victims 
to help shape the solutions. We must hold 
government accountable to serve the public 
good. And we must be alert to those subtle 
but crippling compromises that enable us to 
combine a life of wealth and privilege with 
the pursuit of social justice. ■

Whatever happened to "giving" as a way to 
approach some of philanthropy, rather than always 
insisting up front on "money well spent"?

https://www.sup.org/books/title/?id=28860
https://ssir.org/book_reviews/entry/money_well_spent_paul_brest_hal_harvey
https://www.philanthropy.com/article/Opinion-Why-I-Regret-Pushing/235924
https://www.philanthropy.com/article/Opinion-Why-I-Regret-Pushing/235924
https://www.linkedin.com/in/katherine-fulton-4007a7/
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