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Advance Praise for BIG BETS


“I consider Raj’s book a gift to humanity. I wish Big Bets had existed when I was a young entrepreneur…. It shows what’s possible when people come together for the good of humanity and have the courage to take concrete steps, together making ‘big bets’ on solutions that lead toward a more equitably prosperous, peaceful, and healthy world. An awesome, inspiring read.”

—Strive Masiyiwa,

African technology entrepreneur and philanthropist

“For more than a decade, I have worked with Rajiv Shah to help the Congolese people recover from the ravages of war. Simply put, Raj is one of the smartest, most optimistic people I’ve ever met. In Big Bets, you’ll find the tools you need to take on some of our biggest, most difficult challenges.”

—Ben Affleck,

director, actor, and cofounder of the Eastern Congo Initiative

“Big Bets provides fascinating insight into Raj’s visionary style of leadership and decision-making and should be mandatory reading for change makers. Big Bets is refreshing at a time when positive change too often feels held back by cautious improvements or acceptance of the status quo. Leaders and decision-makers—whether of a country or a community—should take inspiration to make the big bets today to seize the opportunities of tomorrow.”

—Tony Blair,

former UK prime minister

“By extension, Raj Shah’s Big Bets can be instructive far beyond its headline aspiration. It can be read by a father aiming to give shape to his son’s changing world or an aid worker looking to break from the repeatedly failed patterns and short-term impacts so often attempted only to be abandoned. Big Bets offers the ubiquitous resets our modern world demands. From climate to conflict, poverty to politics, it’s Shah’s unique experience, and his organically clear-minded will to conceive lasting change, that makes Big Bets one helluva timely gift.”

—Sean Penn,

actor, director, and CORE cofounder and chairperson of the board

“Through powerful stories culled from his all-star career in public service, Raj Shah provides a road map for people who care about the biggest problems of our day but don’t know where to begin to solve them. His book will inspire you to think big and take action.”

—Adam Silver,

NBA commissioner

“Raj Shah has seen a better future—one in which we all come together to solve our toughest challenges—and written in Big Bets a playbook for everyone who’s eager to work together across divisions to make it a reality.”

—Larry Hogan,

former governor of Maryland

“In Big Bets, Rajiv Shah gives us the playbook and thus the power to fight, work, and innovate our way to a better, more just future. This book will make you more hopeful about the world—and your capacity to change it in big ways.”

—Darren Walker,

president of the Ford Foundation

“This is a book that will move mindsets and inspire readers to have higher hopes not only for what we can accomplish together but also for what they can aspire to achieve themselves.”

—Paul Polman,

former CEO of Unilever and coauthor of Net Positive
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INTRODUCTION How to Avoid the Aspiration Trap

If you’ve picked up this book, you’re drawn to the possibility of changing the world in a big, lasting way.

That’s good.

The world needs changing: Humanity is facing perils at every turn; we’re tearing each other apart even as our planet teeters on the edge of catastrophe.

And you can be the one to change it for the better.

That you have that agency might come as a surprise. You may be skeptical that you have the might or the means to do big things. For centuries, two factors determined an individual’s capacity for solving the world’s problems: divinity and dollars. You could be a sort of living saint, a person empowered by some holy authority or simply gifted with a genius for good and an otherworldly patience. Alternately, you could be a millionaire (and then a billionaire), amassing or inheriting great wealth. If you were saintly or rich, you could then hope to transform the world by thought or action in your own lifetime or soon after. In more recent history, similar powers were given to countries’ presidents or heads of state, as well as leaders of large businesses. They often have outsized mechanisms to create sweeping change for vast swaths of people.

You’re likely not a saint who can suffer the hardships of living and working to improve lives in the world’s poorest places. People like that are incredibly rare. Nor, I’m willing to bet, are you so rich you can write a check to solve the world’s biggest challenges: After all, no one is. Climate change alone is a multitrillion-dollar problem. And “president” and “prime minister” aren’t jobs that come open often or are won easily.

The good news is you don’t have to be a saint, a billionaire, or even a president to make big changes in the world.

I’m living proof of that. I grew up in a middle-class family in suburban Detroit, sketching car designs in my school notebooks—it was the Motor City after all—while facing immense pressure to become a doctor. I discovered when I was twenty-two that I wasn’t cut out to be a saint and, when I was forty-four, that I was unlikely to become a billionaire. I made misstep after misstep trying to find my way in the world and help make it better.

But with a mix of pluck and luck and a deep dedication to making a difference, I ended up working with teams that contributed to some of the biggest changes of the twenty-first century. We helped reduce preventable deaths by vaccinating nearly a billion children. We led programs to reduce hunger and famine by transforming farming communities in Africa. We organized huge relief and development campaigns—in Haiti, Afghanistan, and across Asia. We helped lead a determined effort to end a horrible outbreak of Ebola in West Africa, and then later to combat the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States. At the same time, we have helped bring electricity to people previously denied the dignity of a simple light bulb.

None of this was easy—if I make it seem so, it’s a mistake of memory or writing. After all, these challenges were spiked with complexity and risk, and the measure of our success is uneven. There were times I failed, and, in some cases, I’m still toiling away in hopes of progress. Still, along the way, I’ve seen that transformative change is possible if you embrace a certain way of thinking.

In the pages ahead, you’ll meet people who have done just that. None of them were real saints. A few were billionaires. One was president. But most were like you or me: thoughtful, dedicated, determined, and rarely the least bit sure at the beginning about what it would take to make a real difference. They blundered, took wrong turns, but put the failures behind them, and kept moving forward.

What set them apart was the big bet mindset: When faced with a problem and when in doubt, they pushed to solve rather than just improve. They didn’t seek to better a few lives with charity or comfort; instead, they set a huge, audacious goal: ending hunger, wiping out disease, transforming race relations. Though each of those challenges exists in some form today, I would argue that the change they achieved was far more sweeping because they set out to solve problems rather than settle for incremental improvements.

By doing so, they avoided the aspiration trap.

You can do the same. Anyone from intern to president in any organization—banks, government agencies, universities, or community groups—can benefit from the big bet mindset. This book will give you the knowledge and the tactics—and, most important, the frame of mind—to tackle humanity’s stickiest challenges.

Let me show you how.

Think of an extraordinarily tough challenge. Here’s a non-exhaustive list to start the conversation. Billions of people are mired in poverty, suffering malnutrition, or living in communities that limit their dignity and access to opportunity. Democracy in many nations is under fire. Our very way of life is contributing to a climate crisis that’s altering life on the planet and potentially making more of the world unlivable. Technology is changing our lives with inescapable speed, hurling us in directions that are both exciting and scary.

The creeping feeling of helplessness you get reading that paragraph is the aspiration trap beginning to close in on you. Would-be world-changers too often get so caught up in a tough problem’s complexities that they forget to seek and then address the root cause, or core reason, that a problem has gone unsolved. They worry about upsetting people on the way to real change, so they set their sights too low or are content to address only a small piece of the problem. They think there isn’t enough money or support to achieve large-scale change, so they ask too little of others. Or they lose their way and fail to track results precisely enough to know whether their efforts are succeeding or falling short.

The aspiration trap snares too many too often. It’s the reason so many people have grown cynical, detached, or apathetic. It’s the reason some people roll their eyes when you say, “We should end poverty,” or, “We can save our planet from the havoc we’re causing.” It’s the reason that instead of going big enough, people settle for doing good enough. It’s the reason that instead of seeking outright solutions for the root causes of the problems we face, many give aid or charity or make incremental improvements and then move on.

A big bet mindset unlocks the dedication required to avoid the aspiration trap altogether. It raises your expectations for the scale of impact you can deliver. It prepares you for the long timeline required for real progress—seeing improvements as milestones on the way to lasting solutions. It helps you shoulder the intellectual challenge to determine a problem’s root cause and what it will take to solve it. And it makes getting out of bed every morning invigorating and fun—because you’re trying to make genuine progress on big meaningful things.

And it will help you conceive and carry out big bets for humanity.

A big bet is a concerted effort to fundamentally solve a single, pressing problem in your community or our world. Big bets require setting profound, seemingly unachievable goals and believing they are achievable. Big bets require finding a new way of thinking or doing things—often inspired by a technological advance or a novel method for harnessing the know-how, fortunes, and energies of others. Big bets require developing broad alliances, often among unlikely partners like government and business, that can summon sufficient resources and diverse capabilities to break through the constraints that so often limit social progress. And big bets require following through on measurable outcomes for as long as it takes for people and communities to benefit.

You might be wondering, isn’t this guy just naïvely idealistic or simply naïve—as some have accused me of being in the past? Can big bets really pay off? Are there really enough individuals and institutions in the world ready to join alliances around big bets? Aren’t most people just concerned about themselves?

I’ve heard all those questions throughout the years. Questioning the motives or even the sanity of those seeking to make big change is easy. And today, doubt itself is a convenient refuge. Social media can be an open forum for gripes and sniping. Our politicians’ words and actions and corporate executives’ pay packages reinforce the prevailing cynicism.

But I’ve also seen how setting bold aspirations and maintaining a commitment to solving our biggest problems can stir people to action. Time and again, I’ve seen how the quest to solve the world’s biggest problems unlocks energy and enthusiasm and collaboration from all types of unlikely partners. They may not act when you say, “Would you like to help vaccinate a few kids you’ll never meet in a country you’ll never visit?” But their ears perk up, their ambitions stir, their hearts beat faster when you ask, “How would you like to ensure no child gets polio ever again?”

“Big” matters. If you aspire to solve big problems, people—sometimes one by one—will join you. They will pull more than their weight. Sometimes they’ll even perform unimaginable feats. The bigger your goals, the better your chances of bringing in sufficient partners, allies, and supporters to solve root causes and deliver large-scale change.



It doesn’t matter when the desire to try to change the world first strikes. Some people seem born with a mission, while others hear humanity’s call far later in life. You don’t need some elaborate life plan—or even your family’s complete support—to join the fray. I was inspired to make the world better when I was seventeen, and that desire came by a twist of fate. Even then, and long after, I struggled to give that calling a firm direction and worried how it fit with the expectations that come with being the first child of immigrant parents building a middle-class life in the United States.

My grandfather, Natwarlal Shah, who I called “dada,” and my grandmother, Madhukanta, who I called “ba,” raised four children, including my father, Janardan, in Ahmedabad, a large city in western India. They didn’t live in the richest part of town or the poorest. My dada was educated and worked as an accountant at a local bank. They were comparatively well off even if life in India was often cramped, unhealthy, and torn by fits of violence between Hindu and Muslim communities.

My dad’s parents didn’t accept that their children had to live that life. School had been my dada’s ladder, and he and my ba decided it would be the same for their children, who were pushed to work and study hard. When my father earned a scholarship to attend graduate school in the United States in 1967, my grandfather liquidated a big part of his retirement account, his and my grandmother’s lifeline, to buy his son a one-way ticket to Arizona.

My mother, Reena, had a different background, but it included a similar venture. Her family was wealthier, owning several cotton-processing facilities around India. But at a time when women in India didn’t have as much access to careers and education, my mom’s parents, Motilal and Bhanumati—my “dada” and “dadi”—were deeply committed to ensuring that she and her sister moved ahead. In addition to a better education, my mother also had the opportunity to go abroad, and she joined my father in California, where he moved after completing his master’s degrees in electrical and mechanical engineering. The timing proved auspicious: The United States had just opened its doors to immigrants from South Asia and the wider world.1

My father and mother made the most of it. In California, my father helped develop scientific equipment for the Apollo space missions. Later, my parents settled in Michigan. There, my dad worked as an engineer for the Ford Motor Company and my mom ran a Montessori school. I was born a few years later, and my sister, Ami, arrived soon after.

Years later, my dada and ba made their first trip to the United States. The occasion was momentous, as though royalty were coming. My father researched airfare and recommended his dad buy the tickets in India, as that would be cheaper with exchange rates and airline rules. And they strapped me into the blue family Maverick (a Ford, obviously!) for the drive to Detroit’s Wayne County Airport.

As I waited with my father for my grandparents to arrive, I watched him scan each passenger until two familiar figures appeared in the doorway. But when I looked up at my dad, I saw a flash of concern across his face. “What has happened?” he asked my grandfather, who looked ashen.I

My father guided my dada to a bench near the wall. There, my grandfather explained he was concerned about being asked to buy the ticket. He had again emptied his retirement account to pay for the flight, assuming my dad couldn’t afford to pay for his parents to visit. My grandfather had been stricken with worry that his plan for his son’s better life in the United States had fallen through.

My dad quickly explained that he had always planned to pay his father back—he was merely trying to save a few dollars on the exchange rates. My parents weren’t scraping by; they had more than enough to host my grandparents. My dada smiled with relief. The two proud men hugged and wept silently. As I played on the floor next to their packed suitcases, my grandfather looked down with pride. He picked up his American grandson and walked out of the airport as my dad struggled with all their bags.

Like that luggage, my grandparents’ bet was occasionally too big for me to handle. Every day, I felt the weight of making good on the opportunity my family had provided. If we forgot, our parents often reminded Ami and me of our cultural inheritance at the dinner table. We weren’t alone: Nearly all my friends of Indian descent were expected to work hard, play by the rules, bring home good grades, and become either a doctor or an engineer (the safest paths to success in our parents’ eyes). Those expectations were one reason I decided to become a doctor, starting my studies as an undergrad at the University of Michigan.

But I felt the pull to take risks, too, to put everything on the line even when I had no retirement account to liquidate. My grandfather had bet it all, my father and mother had abandoned everything they knew to find the life that they wanted—what risks would I take?

When I was seventeen, Nelson Mandela visited our hometown, Detroit, on a triumphant US tour. He had been released just a few months earlier from decades of imprisonment for fighting apartheid in South Africa. Sitting on the edge of the couch in my family’s living room, I watched every minute of Mandela’s speech on the field of Tiger Stadium, where my family and I went to games.2 I felt a thrill when he thanked everyone in “Motor town,” as he endearingly called Detroit, for being a part of the struggle for racial equality and human rights.

My family and I had faced our share of America’s racism—the hateful glances, the slurs, and, when I was a kid, the occasional shoves and punches—that came with being a skinny brown kid growing up in predominantly white communities. As such, I was mesmerized not just by Mandela’s demand for equity but his generosity of heart toward those who had been indifferent or even opposed to his people’s plight. At the end of his speech at the stadium, he said to those in Detroit, “I respect you. I admire you. And, above all, I love you.”

Mandela’s visit made me want to do something meaningful with my life. I had no idea what that meant, let alone how to do it. I had no idea what my parents might think. But I thought there might be a way to make change on a bigger scale, as Mandela had through the force of his conviction and personality.



To change the world in big ways, you may think you have to be like Mandela, a singular, saintly figure in human history. Or you might think you have to suffer as he did—to serve nearly three decades in a prison cell, breaking rocks as punishment. Or some of you might think you have to go into the field, living beside those you aim to serve. That is what most saints do—they pay some price to change the world.

But I soon discovered that for all my newfound conviction to sacrifice everything in the service of others, I wasn’t cut out to be a saint.

In college, I worked hard on the pre-med track while also studying economics, an interest—along with politics—that fueled my growing passion for social change. I knew I had a lot to learn about the world, so I went to study abroad for a year at the London School of Economics (LSE) in England. There, I hoped to get the necessary grounding in geopolitical and economic forces to make change.

I gained that education and more.

In London, I met my future wife, Shivam Mallick, a junior at Georgetown University who was also studying abroad for a year at LSE. With her stylish hats, oversized glasses, big smile, and loud laugh, Shivam was hard to miss and harder to connect with: She was always surrounded by an army of friends. Still, I saw enough of her in our econometrics class—she was confident and really cute—to like her right away.

Shivam became a great clarifying force in my life. Her parents had also expected her to go to medical school, but she found her own way (she always does), volunteering in a county prison during college. Studying government in London, she was super smart and had a sense of both purpose and adventure—she was, and still is, a woman on a mission. She encouraged me to find my own mission, and act on it. Talking endlessly in pubs and coffee shops in London, we vowed to stop just talking about doing something big and to get out there and try to do it.

Soon after my return home, I thought I might have found my opportunity. At a fundraiser, my parents met a doctor named Hanumappa Sudarshan, a legendary humanitarian who lived and worked in one of India’s poorest places.3 Dr. H, as he was known, was celebrated around the world for his singular dedication to the Soliga, a people who live in the Biligiri Rangana Hills, or B. R. Hills. Over fifteen years of work there, Dr. H shrank the incidence of leprosy nearly a hundredfold among the seventy thousand people in the area, from 21.4 per 1,000 population to 0.28 per 1,000, all but solving the problem, eliminating the disease in that slice of India.4

As I learned about his story in the university library, I grew convinced I was meant to be the next Dr. H. With Shivam’s encouragement and my parents’ support, I applied to be an intern at his clinic in the summer of 1995, before the start of medical school. That is how I found myself going hut to hut in the B. R. Hills with a sharpened plastic stick, like a toothpick, to probe for shedding skin, one sign of leprosy. It was oppressively hot and the work was difficult, made no easier by the fact that my very limited grasp of Gujarati, my parents’ tongue and one of India’s dominant languages, was of no use with people who spoke a different dialect altogether.

Leprosy was rare—such was the success of Dr. H’s work—so what we found most often were empty pantries and hungry children. Our most effective treatments were often sustenance, not medicine. At dinner, our patients and many hungry Soliga children sat along the floor of the large dining hall with us. We were served flavorless ragi balls made of nutrient-dense millet flour and a hot curry broth. Often those balls were the only thing that kept these kids from crossing the murky and often fatal line from hunger to starvation.

I would return after dinner to my little hut with its thatch roof. Tossing and turning as I tried to sleep, I would whisper a confession to myself: This wasn’t for me. I respected Dr. H’s remarkable life of service and was honored to be a small part of it. But I also knew I couldn’t hope to equal it.

Yes, some of it had to do with the difficulties of living in the B. R. Hills or anywhere like it. My hut stank from the mosquito coil whose smoke did little to end the ceaseless biting. And it was sweltering. I lost about ten pounds that summer. I missed modernity and its comforts.

What’s more, deep down, it nagged at me that we were treating only symptoms while providing comfort to a tiny slice of humanity. Dr. H is as close to a living saint as I’ve ever met—he saved tens of thousands from the horrors of leprosy. Every day, he and his team improved the well-being of the Soliga where they could. But as I looked at it, in 1993, more than 700 million people, or 12 percent of the world’s population, were hungry—ten thousand times the number of people who lived in the region where Dr. H worked.5 Eleven million children under the age of five died that year, almost all in poorer countries—56 percent of whom suffered from chronic malnutrition.6 We didn’t have enough Ragi balls to save them all.

As I arrived home from that summer—landing at the same airport where I’d seen my grandparents for the first time—I was weary, eager for a night of sleep in my own bed and a big American-style meal. And I felt weighted down by a sense of futility: that the best we can do is incrementally alleviate human suffering around the edges of an unacceptable status quo. I kept asking myself: How does anyone—how could I—ever hope to solve the world’s biggest problems like global poverty, hunger, or preventable disease? Was that even possible?



You may have similar questions, looking for your own path to change the world, whether solving the big problems or even seeking to improve upon them. You don’t have to get it right, right away. The truth is, if you pursue a call to serve, you’ll have missteps and false starts. I struggled for nearly a decade after leaving the B. R. Hills to find my path.

I didn’t find it at the University of Pennsylvania, where I pursued a medical degree and a doctoral degree in economics. Though I enjoyed seeing patients and even loved dissecting cadavers, I spent a lot of my time trying to do other things. I worked in poor neighborhoods of West Philadelphia to educate children about the dangers of HIV/AIDS. I volunteered for political campaigns and considered running for office. Shivam and I started a nonprofit organization to promote community service and political activism among young South Asian Americans like ourselves.7 I started a small data-analytics company with a graduate student classmate and joined a think tank in Washington, DC.

More and more, I thought the path to big change would be in politics. I applied twice—and got rejected twice—to work for Vice President Al Gore’s presidential campaign in 2000. But then I got a call from a friend working for the campaign who told me to apply again. The third time was the charm. The offer of a grunt campaign job left me with a choice: either continue at Penn in my MD/PhD program and pursue a career as a physician, or risk losing my scholarship to go work for the candidate I believed would be the country’s next president.

The morning after I took my board exams, I set out before dawn for a fourteen-hour drive to the Gore headquarters in Nashville. With Shivam at the wheel, I slept off too many post-exam beers from the night before. Months after graduating from business school, Shivam was helping me find my way, as she did more than once. Thanks to her, I arrived in Nashville rested and ready to change our nation on day one.

Unfortunately, it turned out that no one much cared about what I thought needed changing. I nearly had a medical degree, but my driver’s license turned out to be my most important credential. I spent most days chauffeuring campaign staff and volunteers around town in my beat-up Mercury Cougar or making photocopies of old newspaper articles at the Nashville Public Library. My greatest early accomplishment there was compiling the comprehensive file on Gore’s role in regulating the deadly Lawn Darts game of the 1970s.

The insignificance of it all was too much. One night, I called my sister, Ami, and told her I had made a big mistake. I had thrown away my confused but promising medical career for a humiliating slog that appeared to be going nowhere and would help no one. Ami let me vent and then reminded me that I had really wanted to join the campaign, building on interests I’d had since I was young. She told me to give it more time.

Sure enough, as the campaign heated up, my role soon expanded. I spent long hours working on policy papers in the “cage”—a group of desks surrounded by cubicle half-walls—with people who became lifelong friends. In the final weeks, the excitement built. And when the networks called Florida and the election for Gore, I thought my path was going to lead to the White House.

Instead, when Vice President Gore lost after a historic recount, I felt adrift. I had come this close to working with a president, a role that came with the immense power to make the big changes the world needed. At that point, I wasn’t going to work in the White House tackling the problems I saw in the world. And my path to the private sector as a physician still didn’t feel quite right. It didn’t occur to me that there were alternatives to those careers for anyone eager to make big changes for the betterment of society and the wider world.

My opportunity came when I received a call from a friend I’d met on the Gore campaign who went on to work for a relatively new foundation created by Bill and Melinda Gates. He asked me to come and work there, an offer that changed the course of my life. In my years at the Gates Foundation, and later in the Obama administration and now at The Rockefeller Foundation, I’ve worked on big bets with teams of remarkable, dedicated people—including Nelson Mandela himself, whose visit to Detroit decades earlier had inspired me to search for my meaning and purpose in the B. R. Hills, Nashville, and beyond.



You can also make and contribute to big bets on the issues that stir your sense of justice and compassion. The status quo endures in part because we are expected to accept the world as it is. By even picking up this book, you’ve shown an interest in making the world what it should be. And if you’ve read this far, you’re making clear you expect better for yourself, your community and country, and our world and planet.

You’re in luck.

Today, the power and tools to make big change are available to anyone. For nearly a century, people have looked to either government or the free market to produce and distribute new solutions. Yet over the last thirty years, technology and our growing interconnectedness have empowered individuals and institutions and extended their reach. As I found at the then start-up Gates Foundation, and in every role since, this technological shift offered greater opportunities to just about anyone to expand cooperation, find or share information, and execute vast operations—not just governments and corporations.

As a result, saints, billionaires, and presidents, as well as the public and private sectors, lost their monopolies on big change. Suddenly, people like you and me had the power to try to solve the world’s problems. With just your mobile phone, you can launch a campaign for political office, make a documentary that transforms how millions think about an issue, start a petition that draws attention to an important cause, or learn enough about an issue or technology to think seriously about its potential.

Even more, a wired world also provides the capacity to spark partnerships and locate sponsors and investors in ways that weren’t possible decades earlier. You, your team, or your organization can help support actions half a world away—analyzing data, tracking trends via Google, shipping supplies from around the world—all while sitting behind a comfortable desk in Bogota, Brooklyn, or Beijing.

These tools can help people like you launch the big bets that are the best way to create and lead large-scale change.

You don’t need help understanding why the world must change, or for whom. You need to know how you can change it.

By sharing my experiences and the lessons I’ve learned, I hope to show you how it’s possible to fundamentally reimagine your community, your society, and our world—and thus help you achieve your vision. The lessons I offer in the pages ahead, lessons gleaned from the successes and setbacks I’ve had since that phone call from the Gates Foundation, are usable by anyone in any organization at any level.

This is a playbook that emerged, by fits and starts, from those lessons and experiences.

Three steps can help you avoid the aspiration trap after you’ve set a big goal. Too often, people hesitate when it comes to committing to solve a problem. The sheer magnitude of what it will take—the high costs, the complexities, the daunting scale—causes them to step back. This hesitation makes it impossible to even figure out just what it would take to vaccinate every child, eliminate hunger, or end COVID-19. This book will give you some tools to help identify a big bet, pick a pathway forward, and maintain the momentum and confidence to keep moving.

First, this book will help you learn how to discover new ways of thinking and new ways to apply innovations to solve the tough problems we face. Right now, we’re living in a remarkable era of progress in science, technology, innovation, and social understanding. More important than what these breakthroughs can do is how broadly they can be scaled. What does that mean? It means that once the breakthrough is made, there is theoretically no limit to how many people can benefit from it. Everyone can receive a vaccine or cast a vote. But systemic constraints too often exclude women, the poor, people of color, vulnerable communities, and more while rewarding the rich and well connected. This book will help you learn how to identify strategies and routes to overcome those constraints.

Next, you’ll see ways to build the broad alliances—often between unlikely partners—necessary to create real change in your community or even around the world. If you’re like most people today, you may not trust our institutions, governments, businesses, or nonprofits, or you may be so focused on your own work and organization that you don’t know what others have to offer. I understand those feelings. But I’ve learned that connecting with individuals, working together, and unlocking people’s aspirations to make a difference, no matter what part of society they’re from, can yield tremendous outcomes.

And last, you’ll see how to define your big bets clearly enough so you can stay relentlessly focused on results until they’re achieved. Measuring outcomes is harder than it seems. And it isn’t done often enough by those seeking to make a better world. We must be as fierce in our measurement of success when working for social impact as businesses are in measuring profit.

You may be a student, a retiree, an entrepreneur; you may lead a big team at a small organization or be part of a small team at a big philanthropy, business, or government agency—anyone can use this playbook, which I developed over my career. I’ve seen the big bet mindset work in many settings and at different levels. And I really believe it can help make institutions themselves more ambitious, more effective, and more worthy of our trust.



For that reason, I wish I’d had this book twenty-five years ago when I was finding my way. Now, I want to share with you what I’ve learned in the hope that you too can avoid the aspiration trap and change the world in a big, lasting way.

For now, all you need to remember is that all big bets for humanity start with betting on yourself.

No matter who you are or where you’re from, you have the will and the skills, the heart and the smarts, to build the alliances required to scale and sustain the transformative solutions needed today.

If you use these lessons, you’ll find that a big bet pays off in many ways, helping us reimagine not only the world but also our place in it.

For that reason, your big bets will change you even as you change the world.


	I. Throughout the book, I include what should be considered notional quotes from friends, family, and colleagues. These quotes should not be taken as verbatim; I didn’t take contemporaneous notes. But in all cases, they reflect my memory and my best effort to recall my thinking at the time.






1 Ask a Simple Question

“What does it cost to immunize one child?”

With that blunt and utterly basic question, my education in making big bets—in pushing to solve, not just to improve—began in earnest.

To get to a solution, you need to understand the problem in its most essential form. You need to have the courage to ask the simple, even naïve-seeming question. Rudimentary questions, I would learn, have incredible powers to reorient thinking, crack open possibilities, and reveal paths previously hidden.

All of that was ahead of me, months and years down the road. But that afternoon, on the other side of the room, sat the man asking that basic question, a face familiar to most of the world.

With a boyish grin and messily parted hair, Bill Gates, then forty-six years old and wealthy beyond measure, was asking that question of no one in particular. It was 2002. While still chair of Microsoft, the computer software giant, Bill was sitting—or more accurately, rocking forward and backward in his chair—at one end of the table in a giant conference room in the former check-clearing house that was home to his family foundation.1 Bill and Melinda Gates had established the Gates Foundation to help, among other missions, vaccinate the world’s children.2

I was then a twenty-eight-year-old medical school runaway, sitting with six or seven other Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation public health staffers on the other side of the room. I had some experience at that point—in India’s B. R. Hills, on Vice President Al Gore’s presidential campaign, and more. I had completed my degree—eking out the last few credits after Gore lost the 2000 election. But I wasn’t going to take the rest of my board exams or ever become a practicing physician. Instead, I sat there at the Gates Foundation, essentially an intern. I was, however, allowed to pick my title: I went with “Chief Economist,” though there were no other economists on staff.

I had arrived in Seattle, but I was still far from settled on philanthropy as a career. What I had was a hunger and a drive to figure out a way—both a path and a process—to make a big difference. When I received a phone call from David Lane, who had been chief of staff of the US Commerce Department and a higher-up in the Gore campaign and who was then running the Gates Foundation office in Washington, DC, I didn’t know what exactly to expect.3 But I took the job and a seat at that oak table in Seattle.

In front of Bill sat a printout of a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation (naturally) on the foundation’s vaccine project. Two years before, Bill and Melinda had committed $750 million to the extraordinary goal of immunizing every child on the planet against vaccine-preventable diseases.4 The manifestation of his commitment was the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization, or “Gavi.” At that point, I noticed while reviewing the slides before the meeting as a new member of the vaccine team, Gavi’s progress had been marginal.

Eventually, Bill stopped rocking and asked his question about cost. In reply, one of the more experienced public health experts on our side of the table said wearily, “You can’t really think about vaccinations that way.” Vaccinating children in poorer countries, he contended, was complicated. Even to protect one child required the patient, dose, syringe, trained health care professional, and clinic all to be ready at the exact same time and place, even in desperately poor parts of the world where public health care is inadequate at best, and roads and electricity are often lacking.

At that point, I didn’t know what a big bet was—I was still trying to figure out who was who. But it was clear that Bill’s question was about scale: If we understood the cost of vaccinating a single child, we could extrapolate from that to the cost of vaccinating all of them. With that, we could identify the funding gap and start figuring out how to solve it. At that point, less than two-thirds of children in Africa and Southeast Asia were vaccinated against diseases that were easily preventable with a single shot (or, in some cases, a series of shots).5 Bill’s goal was a solution to those vaccine-preventable diseases, which was the most cost-effective way to save lives.

All I knew was that the experts on my side of the table had been in public health for a long time. They were some of the more thoughtful and dedicated public health professionals in the world. They had helped convince Bill and Melinda to commit the $750 million toward universal childhood vaccines. And as I learned, some at the table were expressing concerns held by the broader public health community about an all-out push, an all-in bet, solely on vaccines. In the face of complexity, the conventional wisdom held that the best way to help children was to improve health systems in the countries where the kids lived.

You’ll find yourself in similar positions, especially when you’re one of the more junior people at the table. Someone, maybe even you, will propose a solution to a problem. And then someone else, often many others, will feel more comfortable questioning the idea or listing all the complexities that might preclude real change. No one will really know who is right. In the conference room that day, none of us could be sure it was possible to vaccinate every child. At the table and in all the conference calls, meetings, and emails before and after, the aspiration trap’s constraints, which too often stop big ambitious initiatives, became clearer and, in some ways, more considerable.

What I saw in the years ahead was how Bill’s questions broke us out of that trap. You can use simple questions to force everyone—from the most experienced experts to the newest interns—to reevaluate assumptions and scrutinize what is really known about a topic and the constraints that seem so forbidding. Complexity is often the bane of those seeking to make big change and solve pressing challenges; any task can seem impossible when so many things must change at once and so many people have to agree at the same time. Simple questions and their answers can cut through the fog and not only reveal a big, ambitious goal but also shape a culture and illuminate a path for achieving it.


The Right Issues at the Right Scale

Before I walked into that conference room, I was unsure what to make of “philanthropy.” The very idea felt small; it smacked of old institutions awash in rich people’s money that sponsored symphony concerts and other programming on public radio: This performance was brought to you by the so-and-so family trust. Philanthropy seemed mostly focused on making the status quo more tolerable with small improvements and an easy-listening soundtrack.

After that first session with Bill, I had a strong sense that something very different was afoot at the Gates Foundation. This wasn’t passively tossing cash to needy causes. This was an earnest and even radical effort to find a better way. Looking at the philanthropies of the past, including John D. Rockefeller’s foundation, Bill, Melinda, and their team had decided to emulate the model—to develop and scale technologies that could benefit humanity—but by leveraging the new opportunities and tools available in the twenty-first century.

Answering Bill’s not-quite-so-simple question was a key part of that project. Not only was the answer elusive, but its solution would involve changing how the world worked in fundamental ways. Big institutions had been trying to increase vaccinations for years—only to see the inoculation rate plateau in the 1990s, which is why nearly half of the 11.5 million children younger than five years old who died every year died of vaccine-preventable disease.6 That meant a solution was likely to require big changes—political, economic, institutional changes. Bill’s blunt question was aimed at the heart of exactly that change.

After a few more sessions with Bill and more weeks on the team, the scale of ambition and potential at the foundation felt intoxicating to me. It was wide enough to stretch my interests and abilities while also tapping what limited experience and expertise I already had.

For example, the computer-powered data revolution had sucked me into its orbit as an undergraduate and graduate student. At the Gates Foundation, I could be myself. Where else could I geek out over data points like the DALY table, which captured what public health officials called the “disability adjusted life year,” a tally of years of healthy life lost to disease, disability, or early death?7 Here was the ultimate quantification of lives improved—or lost—to good or bad policy decisions.

Unfortunately, despite the promise of this data, I had already learned that not all organizations act on new answers. Years before, as I looked for another way to contribute to public health, I had spent a summer interning in a closet-sized office in the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) in Washington, DC, which seeks to turn international resources into better health outcomes in South and Central America. At first, PAHO felt like the ideal location for someone with a passion for public health and some analytical chops. By clicking a mouse or throwing open a dusty volume off the shelf, I could be immersed in a vast trove of public health data.

One day I was asked to dig into the ramifications of a new policy put forth by the International Monetary Fund, a multilateral institution that provides emergency funding to nations so long as they follow stringent fiscal requirements and guidelines. When I did the math, using resources like the DALY tables and their data, I discovered the new rule would lead to cuts in care and worse health outcomes, particularly for women and children. This wasn’t a solution or an improvement but a downgrade. When I showed the work to my boss, he passed it along, but nothing happened. The policy went into effect and my paper likely went onto a shelf to start collecting dust.

The right answers alone, I learned, don’t change anything unless put into the right hands.

Even with my early doubts about philanthropy, I could tell after those first meetings at the Gates Foundation that I was at a place that put a premium on the answers. Bill’s question—deceptively simple, but in reality so complex—made me think I may have stumbled into exactly the right job. For the first time in my life, I felt I was in my element: answering hard questions that crossed many fields. But more than that, it felt like the place where people might listen to those answers and do something extraordinary.

You have to go where you’re empowered, especially early in your career. To be clear, “empowered” doesn’t mean “in power.” You don’t need to be in charge. What you need is a place that feels right—working on the right issues at the right scale. What felt right at Gates was that I went to work every day trying to make sure children didn’t die needlessly—and that I was expected to offer my insights on how to do that by answering simple questions that could help us find far larger solutions.



Money Alone Doesn’t Deliver Outcomes

Five years before I walked into that conference room, Bill was paging through the New York Times one morning when he came upon an article about rotaviruses, which disproportionately infect infants and can cause diarrhea, dehydration, and sometimes death. Though seventy thousand American children were hospitalized each year with the virus, very few died from it. But in poorer countries, the virus killed four hundred thousand to six hundred thousand kids a year in the early 2000s. What made this inequity newsworthy was a new vaccine being tested in the United States, but it wasn’t expected to be available in the poorer countries where children were actually dying.

As Bill and Melinda got to talking about the story, they were both horrified by the injustice. The vaccine cost around $116 in the United States, which wasn’t cheap, but in a country where the gross national income was $32,000 per person per year, it was at least attainable.8 In India, where the virus killed one hundred thousand children each year, per capita income was just shy of $450, putting such a pricey vaccine completely out of reach for most.9 Bill and Melinda had trouble comprehending how humanity could accept such inequity at such a scale, especially if every life, as they truly believed, had equal value.

To upend that injustice, the two kept it simple. Bill and Melinda wondered, “What’s the most effective way to save the most lives?” By doing the math, the answer became clear: not building new hospitals but expanding vaccinations. With one shot or series of shots, vaccinated children would never suffer from tuberculosis, diphtheria, tetanus, pertussis, polio, measles, and rotavirus. As a result, the question also revealed the goal. Their big bet was that all children who weren’t vaccinated could be.

That bet led to dozens more questions. How many children in poor nations have received the most basic DTP3 vaccination, which protects from diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis? In the early 2000s, the World Health Organization estimated there were 37 million children not immunized with DTP3.10 The questions continued. What about newborns? Slightly more than half of the 100 million children born each year in developing nations received vaccinations, so in the end, about 50 million newborns needed vaccination every year.11 If that persisted through their early childhood, a significant portion of those kids would die of preventable diseases. Mothers burying children who had every right to live was just flat-out wrong.

In 1998, a previous foundation—led then by Bill’s father, Bill Sr., an accomplished lawyer who was tall, kind, unassuming, and, in his own way, very funny—was trying to find a path forward. One night, the younger Bill hosted a dinner for discussion at his home. To find a way to break through complexities of vaccinations, Bill tossed out a question at the dinner table: “If you’re having trouble with a vaccine like the one on rotavirus, why not just buy it?”12

At first, the question was surprising to those at the table since vaccines were purchased all the time in bulk. But Bill clarified: Why not buy the hugely expensive intellectual property rights for these vaccines to allow for manufacturing, sale, and distribution to poorer countries at much cheaper prices? The idea fizzled—intellectual property rights were just one piece of a complicated system, and that version of the rotavirus vaccine proved problematic. Bill’s question was a bit fanciful, but the method of asking people to imagine what could be done with no constraints was another of Bill’s methods. One our team would later adopt—with a twist.

Soon after the dinner, Bill agreed to commit $750 million to solving the problem. But money alone doesn’t deliver outcomes. No one disagreed with the importance of vaccinating the world’s children. But the foundation’s investment was never meant to simply buy $750 million worth of vaccines for children. As Bill’s question at dinner made clear, the gift was meant to do something more: It was meant to unlock the thinking and cooperation needed to refashion the system itself and permanently solve the problem of so many kids going unvaccinated.

As such, the Gates Foundation money created real debates about what to do next within the public health community, including among the official institutions dedicated wholly or in part to children’s health like the World Bank, the World Health Organization, and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). Which vaccinations should be first? Which countries? What was more important—getting syringes in arms or building health systems in poorer countries that could deliver vaccinations and other health outcomes over several years?

Helping sort it through was Dr. William H. Foege, a physician and the former head of the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention who joined the Gates Foundation in 1999. Foege, a quiet, thoughtful bear of a man with a gray beard, was a legend: He helped eradicate smallpox in one of the most successful public health initiatives in history.13 As only he could, Foege had a way of reminding us all of what was possible—that not only did we all agree on the same principal matters, the syringe-versus-system debate was actually not a divide; it was just about looking at the same problem differently.

Still, by the time I arrived at the foundation, there had been only a modest improvement in kids being immunized. Gavi had helped protect ten million children against hepatitis B, a disease responsible for killing more than half a million people that same year.14 Working with Foege and others, Bill and Melinda’s contribution by then had mostly helped illuminate the incredible complexity of public health, and children’s health more specifically. The impediments had become clearer, but not the ways around them.

What you’ll see in your career is that money alone doesn’t overcome complexity and deliver results. In some ways, knowing that is a good thing: It’s a reason not to put all your hopes on a windfall. But simple questions can help you establish a goal—and reestablish it over and over again to keep everyone focused. Tremendous resources can help overcome constraints and the aspiration trap only if they are used to motivate and fuel dedicated people to think anew about a system itself.



Fill a Blank Sheet of Paper

Undeterred by complexity, Bill and Melinda charged Patty Stonesifer, the foundation’s co-chair and president, with finding a way to break through it. An Indiana native with close cropped hair and deep, thoughtful eyes, she became a technical writer just as booming tech companies sought to tell their stories. Patty landed at Microsoft and used her skills as both a communicator and a strategist to soar through the ranks—and earn the trust of Bill and Melinda. Bill Sr. continued as a co-chair as well.

Patty was a top-notch operator in business and technology. She had excelled, and prospered, in the dynamic technology business because she was uniquely able to master the details of the present while simultaneously reimagining the future—a characteristic I would work to nurture in myself and come to spot in so many others in the years ahead.

Patty came at the work with a passion for service. She had grown up as one of nine children in a deeply Catholic family that believed in community service. That faith and family ethos propelled Patty and her siblings into a range of careers, almost all serving their communities in one way or another. On a shelf in her foundation office, she kept a figurine of Jiminy Cricket, who had tried to put Pinocchio on the right path, as a reminder to let her conscience be her guide.15

Bill, Melinda, Patty, and Bill Sr. were new enough to philanthropy—and confident enough in their successes—to not be afraid of starting fresh, time after time and project after project. Their simple questions forced experts around the world to look at things anew. Often, smart people rush to describe complexity, thus making a problem feel intractable. Bill and Melinda’s questions started the conversation afresh, often beginning with the basics and building from there. It was a reset to the beginning of the thought process to see if there was another way forward.

Patty, among her numerous other responsibilities, was in charge of finding that way forward, or finding the people who could. Years later, I was in a meeting where a new colleague was trying to understand what made the Gates Foundation different—other than the resources of its founders. Patty didn’t hesitate; she simply pulled a blank piece of paper from a file in front of her and said without ceremony, “This.” Patty then explained that we always tried to start with a blank sheet of paper.

Starting with a blank sheet of paper made every day feel like an exercise in continued learning. Bill devoured books and studies and news reports at a dizzying pace, and we were all expected to do the same. If there was some new, interesting development on vaccines or anything else out there in the world, the race was on for who could know it, master it, and share it within the team before anyone else.

At one point, I was asked to prepare for a meeting with UNICEF, the United Nations agency charged with vaccinating children. When I asked what was needed, I was encouraged to start with the basics. I set off to learn how UNICEF functioned. Part of this approach was about geography as well as timing—Seattle in the early days of the internet wasn’t the easiest place to learn about international aid groups, and Wikipedia was still in its infancy. But most of it was about not accepting others’ answers for our own. I dug around, read whatever I found online, and talked to people in public health to learn from scratch about the organization. We were expected to be skeptical, probing, and thorough.

The foundation’s robust intellectual metabolism fed the ambition of the place. Compared with my experience at PAHO, the Gates Foundation’s culture was downright invigorating. Patty and Bill made it clear my answers would matter. Part of this was surely due to their own newness to the field. Though there were many in and around the foundation with decades of experience in public health, Bill, Melinda, and Patty had less than a decade combined. And I was mostly a blank slate and eager to learn.

That shared desire to learn drove us to ask questions reflexively—this wasn’t about some management process or philosophy. We asked simple questions because those were the building blocks toward solid solutions. And answers begat more questions. We filled up page after page—digital and printed—with the answers. For a young person, this was both intoxicating and liberating. But for me, with some sense of how public health had struggled to make big changes in low-income countries, it felt potentially revolutionary.

Of course, there were those who saw the Gates Foundation team’s simple questions as naïve, perhaps dangerously so. Often, people responded to these queries with an eye-rolling explanation about complexity. Others grew frustrated by the Socratic interrogations. Some worried the whole thing was squandering precious resources and time—that it might even cost lives.

At the time, I didn’t see the questions as naïve, though I was one of the greenest folks at the table. For me, the questions were fun: I genuinely enjoyed the intellectual work required to answer them. The queries were also an opportunity. I was able to earn my keep answering Bill’s questions. Even if they didn’t immediately lead to increased childhood vaccinations, I felt like I was helping everyone get smarter on the issues.

I felt right at home. There are few things more valuable or freeing than a blank sheet of paper. No doubt it can be scary and intimidating. In the face of that, old answers, even if they have proven incapable of solving the world’s problems, can offer false comfort. But if you fill a blank sheet with simple questions and do the hard work to answer them, you’ll find new ways of thinking that can lead to solutions, not mere improvements.



Looking for the Root Cause

Some questions, we came to realize, needed to be re-answered. Such was the case with Bill’s query in that early conference room meeting about the price of vaccinating the neediest children. In 1993, the World Bank had determined it would cost from $10 to $25 to vaccinate a child in a poor country for each healthy year saved—yes, back to those DALY tables again.16 But when our team decided to do the math ourselves nearly a decade later, we realized those numbers were founded on questionable or outdated assumptions and data.

In the early 2000s, experts estimated that between 70 and 80 percent of the world’s children had received shots of the most widely available vaccines.17 But we quickly saw that the 80 percent ceiling was suspect. In some cases, health ministries and local officials had collected the original data by asking local doctors or nurses to pick a range—like zero to 25 percent or 25 to 50 percent—for the estimated immunization rates in their communities. These estimates would then be aggregated and published as nationwide rates.

Such data looked precise on paper, but after just a few questions, it became clear these numbers were at best a guess, a range, or an average. To get to the real bottom line, we hired auditors from Pricewaterhouse-Coopers and Deloitte & Touche to visit vaccination clinics around Africa.18 Despite some criticism of this approach, the teams examined the books, often handwritten logs, not to audit the math but to secure the raw data.19

What data they found, what little existed, was very raw. Our teams mostly found handwritten ledgers, often unorganized and forgotten in the clinics’ filing cabinets, but rarely with substantial or complete data sets. They quickly realized that vaccination rates had been overreported for decades, mainly due to a lack of data. Kenya, one of the audited countries, had been reporting vaccination levels around 63 percent. After our audit we were confident that number was closer to 51 percent. Similar discrepancies were cropping up in most of the places we looked.20

Once we improved the data, we redid the math. We pushed our software—Microsoft Excel, of course—and worked with consultants to dig deeper and fine-tune our modeling. In some cases, we had to guesstimate. Nowhere was that truer than in estimating what it would cost to transport a vaccine over poor roads, or to run refrigerators essential to keeping vaccines cool where electricity was insufficient.

After almost a year of calculation, our team had what felt like the closest we could get to an answer for Bill’s question. It would cost eighty-four dollars to vaccinate a child in a poor country for each healthy year saved. Admittedly, our math was also based on many assumptions, some of which proved inaccurate in the years ahead. But those assumptions were built on a bedrock of good faith and the best data available. Though thrilled to have cracked the math, we were heartbroken by the answer; it was around five times the original estimate. It wasn’t the answer that we’d been hoping to present, but it was the best, most accurate answer possible at the time.

But Bill was totally unfazed. Even at the higher cost, vaccinations were far more efficient to any alternative. Doing the math had also forced a degree of rigor on the analysis, something he had been seeking with every question for years. The answer was still complicated but the overall cost—and its different components—were more clearly enumerated. We could see, in the numbers, where the chokepoints were, what drove up the costs, and where we might intervene to create the greatest change.

We didn’t stop there. Eventually, our math revealed it would cost an additional $10 billion to $13.5 billion over the next ten years to produce and deliver the existing suite of childhood vaccines. To add new vaccines, such as those for rotavirus or pneumococcus, would require another $3 billion to $7 billion just to get those vaccines introduced into poorer countries. The total to meet our goal of fully vaccinating every child could be as high as $39 billion.21

Bill’s simple question had forced us—and the best available consultants, accountants, and researchers—to do the math again. The result was not only a new answer but a choice. It was at that point clear that vaccinating children would cost far more than $750 million. What was the best use of the money?

Some saw the numbers as proof of the complexity and thought that investing in rustic and underdeveloped health systems, which were a major driver of the high delivery costs of vaccines, was the better bet than focusing on vaccines themselves. I could see their point. Each country, community, and village was different—and even if vaccines could be delivered to a seaport or airport, getting shots in arms required investing in personnel and infrastructure where both were expensive. We had a far better understanding of what was driving that, but overcoming it would take work and, as the data made clear, real investments.

Eventually, Bill put an end to the debate. We’d come to appreciate how complex and important health systems were, but the best way to improve those systems was by pursuing a measurable and achievable outcome like childhood vaccinations. Vaccinations could be tracked—and would require improving every part of a system, hiring health care workers, improving refrigeration, buying jeeps to transport doses. Vaccines were the tip of the arrow that could save lives while forcing improvements in health systems more broadly.

The reason vaccinating kids was more expensive than planned was the dire state of health systems in poorer countries. Both sides of the debate ended up being right. Reworking a problem creates new vantages that in turn reveal unforeseen obstacles, as well as solutions that hadn’t been visible before.

You may not like all the answers that your math and analysis reveal. If the answer is you have the resources and the capacity to just go out and achieve your goal, the world will quickly be a better place. But if you’re trying to solve a big enough problem, the answer most likely will be that you’re woefully short of the resources and the capacity needed. Knowing the true nature of the problem is the first step toward solving it. You must start looking for the root cause of the challenge and a way to transform it.



What Would You Do if You Had a Magic Wand?

Even with the new math, we were still struggling with what needed to change to make good on Bill and Melinda’s big bet. It was impossible to look at our spreadsheets and come away undeterred at the complexity of the system. Delivering shots was just one side of a wildly inefficient vaccination system. The other side was just as daunting: The vaccine supply wasn’t large enough to vaccinate every child in need.

One of the many revelations in our math was that the higher-than-expected cost of vaccinations was due to a deeply inefficient global vaccine production system. Vaccine makers didn’t produce nearly enough doses at a low enough cost, in part because they didn’t benefit from economies of scale.22 There had also been recent structural shifts in vaccine production methods that greatly benefited wealthier countries while reducing access to vaccine supply by poorer countries. Vaccines are made by global corporations, not charities, and their underlying interest is profit. Getting them to make cheaper vaccines on a faster time schedule wasn’t about asking. It was about purchasing.

Expanding purchasing was the subject of a lot of conference calls. As one of the Gates Foundation’s representatives on these sessions, I was on the phone continuously. And there were times when I took my role as Bill’s representative a little too seriously. I was often overly brash and confrontational, especially early on. I liked to drop my simple questions with a bit too much spin, making clear I thought I was right. My drive was fueled by the ambition of youth and what I believed was the righteousness of our cause. If two million kids were dying each year of preventable diseases, then every wasted hour is wasted lives.23 So I was impatient.

That impatience grew when our ideas met resistance—and we met a great deal of resistance in those days. On many calls, I would hear the voice of diligent lawyers at UNICEF. Stakeholders must protect their stake: Their job was to protect UNICEF and its people, in part by knowing regulations inside and out and ensuring the institution didn’t violate them. They did that well, much to my frustration.

There will always be a constituency for the past. For example, if we proposed loosening the rules, such as changing the number of bids required for a vaccine contract, one lawyer or another would say it might run afoul of the rules, and those words often stopped us in our tracks. In a sense, that was understandable. UNICEF was helping children by supporting education, health care, nutrition, and more. Those at UNICEF naturally wanted to protect their organization and the people engaged in this important work. But as they defended the institution’s interest, they were also defending a status quo that was leaving too many children unvaccinated.

Fortunately, I met—and joined on many conference calls—more than a few people within the system eager to move away from the status quo. At the time, Amie Batson was a health specialist at the World Bank, which invests in development projects in poorer countries. Amie had a unique mind: She knew the data, its implications, and the way the bank and other institutions operated. Amie was both deeply sympathetic to our worldview and open to experimenting with new approaches. She also had a gift for dealing with conflict.

Amie taught me a question for hard conversations—one that was more productive than my usual impatience. Whenever we talked with someone who pointed to complexity as a reason for caution or regulation as a reason for inaction, she would ask, “What would you do if you had a magic wand?” I’m not sure if Amie invented this technique. Bill did a similar thing when he asked about intellectual property and other thorny issues. But I adopted it immediately. The question allowed us to re-center the conversation from a different vantage point. If we avoided the resistance that built up as soon as change was discussed, we could get advice on what really needed to change.

The question was genuinely fun to ask, and we asked everyone, from Gro Harlem Brundtland, the former prime minister of Norway and head of the World Health Organization who had been instrumental in the establishment of Gavi, to young people working on vaccinations in the field. The question gave everyone the space and opportunity to imagine new possibilities. It nudged them out of their comfort zone and their day-to-day lived experience. It allowed them to be more creative and reimagine what was possible. Some vaccine makers said they would use a magic wand to deliver larger, regular orders that incentivized investments in delivery systems and provided economies at scale. Health workers on the ground wanted a sufficient vaccine supply at a reasonable price (and safe syringes and better refrigeration). At UNICEF, they wanted larger, more consistent funding to be able to place much larger, much longer-term purchases with vaccine manufacturers.

Even if everyone came at it from a different direction, the responses to this simple magic wand question all pointed at the same problem: the just-in-time nature of the current humanitarian system.

UNICEF, which was the buyer and distributor of vaccines for the world’s poor children, was always too strapped for cash. It relied mostly on donors to help it purchase vaccines. Unfortunately, donations were not only insufficient but too uncertain to establish long-term purchasing contracts with manufacturers or to offer enough confidence for countries to invest in expanding immunization outreach programs. Often during emergencies, UNICEF called donors like Norway or Japan for just-in-time donations that would last for a few weeks or months, but never long enough to expand global manufacturing capacity or build new systems of distribution. This just-in-time aid system was also why vaccine producers couldn’t sufficiently plan, clinics on the ground couldn’t staff or invest, and UNICEF couldn’t budget. Without any predictability or sustainability of funding, there was never a way to scale. Why invest, why hire, why commit if the money disappeared within a few months?

Finding a root cause, I learned, was essential to finding a solution. For the first time, we had a sense of why the world had struggled with childhood vaccinations for so long. Inequity was built into both sides of the system—production and distribution—and the actor tasked with overcoming it was woefully under-resourced. Unless addressed, this root cause would make any real progress impossible, or at least unsustainable.

You can use a magic wand, too—in fact, sometimes it’s the only hope. Wherever and whenever you’re trying to make large-scale change, you’ll encounter individuals and institutions who may not like the status quo but fear the risks of transformation even more. As a result, it can be very hard to get people to step out of their comfort zone or get creative answers to even simple questions. That fear can obscure the root causes even more. To break the cycle, you can ask them what they would do with a magic wand. The responses can help you reimagine what is possible, seeing root causes and providing a to-do list for action.



Why This Work Matters

In the fall of 2002, I had been at the foundation for nearly a year, and I loved every minute of it. Despite my occasional impatience, I reveled in Bill’s questions, Patty’s blank sheets of paper, the massive conference calls, and the detailed spreadsheets. I was certainly getting an intellectual workout. But we also made a point to get out into the field, to sit with the people we were trying to serve, to see what they needed and why. With that in mind, I flew to Dakar, Senegal, to get a better understanding of the complexities of administering vaccinations in a place with a relatively rudimentary health system.

My guide for this trip was Molly Melching. Molly was born in the United States but moved to Senegal in the 1970s.24 Decade after decade, village after village, Molly and a Senegalese team assembled by her nongovernmental organization (NGO), Tostan, established a program that eventually helped lead more than 9,500 villages to commit to abandoning female genital cutting, an ancient practice that can have harmful physical and psychological consequences for women’s health. To make that progress, Tostan had listened to community leaders and worked to increase investment in the health and well-being of girls and women. With her ever-present scarf, Molly was a dynamo—always in motion and apparently known wherever she went.

When I jumped into Molly’s old Land Rover, my mind returned to riding shotgun in similar vehicles with Dr. H in the B. R. Hills seven years before. Memories of our hut-to-hut trips came flooding back. Molly and Dr. H shared more than the rugged vehicles. They shared a calling to live with and for the people they served. Once again, I was the one asking questions about how and why things worked. One of the reasons scaling immunizations was so difficult and costly was that in many parts of Senegal and elsewhere, it was wrongly believed that vaccines made women sterile. I wanted to learn how Molly and the Tostan team had persuaded so many people to change their attitudes and behaviors.

Around dusk, Molly and I pulled into a village, where crowds gathered as we arrived. Fluent in Wolof, the most widely spoken language in that region of Senegal, Molly seemed to know everyone’s name and life story, the result of spending decades visiting this village and others. After we worked our way through the well-wishers, Molly and I stepped into a small village hall where we planned to meet with elders and discuss vaccinations.

Before that session began, we stopped to regroup in a dim side room. Suddenly, I heard a squeak and the light clang of metal, and noticed a jerry-rigged wheelchair roll into view. Molly introduced me to Absa Sey, a girl in her late teens who had caught polio as a child. The virus, which can be fatal, attacked her spinal cord, leaving her limbs severely weakened. Molly had helped Absa find a functional chair and a place in Tostan’s educational classes. There, Absa learned to read and write well enough to publish a book in Wolof on the benefits of vaccinations.

The visit with Absa was a reminder of why our work on vaccinations was so potentially impactful. Though the first polio vaccine was discovered in the early 1950s, decades before Absa’s birth, she was never vaccinated, and even though she survived, her life was immensely more difficult. It was also a reminder of the need to keep persevering: Absa and Molly had kept listening to people and offering them chances to learn in ways that were connected to their language and culture.

What I learned in Senegal with Molly is that for all the spreadsheets and blank sheets of paper, this work was about children like Absa in village after village across entire continents. The visit put my frustrating conference calls in the right perspective—not only should I be more patient, but I should also know that breakthroughs are possible. With the right approach and patience, it’s possible to build trust and transform lives. You’ll have those moments, too—when the urgency for action and the need for patience feel at odds. In those moments, I’ve learned, it’s best to remember why this work matters in the first place.



Solution-Minded

On Labor Day weekend 2002, I was at a Chili’s restaurant not far from the Denver International Airport having a conversation about the future with Shivam. One of the many reasons our relationship flourished over seven years of dating and then after we got married in 2000 was our shared commitment to public service. We wonked out together—for fun, we debated politics and attended seminars like the one we had just enjoyed near Aspen. (We also went to a few clubs, but I was a better policy analyst than dancer!)

Despite all we shared, Shivam and I had never worked in the same city. Because of school, we’d dated long distance. Once we got married, we lived in Philadelphia, but Shivam commuted to New York where she worked at McKinsey & Company, and I flew to the Gates Foundation office in Seattle. The distance was tough, but we made it work.

Still, as we drove to the airport in Denver preparing to each go to a different coast, we agreed it was time to make a choice about where we would live—and as a result, what we both could do. Listing the pros and cons of Seattle, Washington, and New York on the back of a napkin at Chili’s, we decided to go all in on the Gates Foundation and move to Seattle together. Eventually, she accepted an offer to join the foundation as well to work on education—her passion.

Shortly after our trip to Denver, I was meeting with Patty, going through our latest thinking on how to fix the just-in-time system that left so many children unvaccinated. It was clear we would need more, and more regular, resources. Eventually, I scrawled a line about the need for “sustainable financing.” Just then, Patty took up her pen and underscored those two words and scribbled, “Maybe we can go big here.”

Bill would later say, “The barrier to change isn’t too little caring; it’s too much complexity.”25 The world was failing to vaccinate its children not because people didn’t want to—it was that no one could figure out how to get disparate systems and institutions aligned to make it happen. With simple questions, Bill cut through the complexity. He pushed all of us, and the wider world, to seek a solution to a fundamental injustice.

Along the way, I had learned not just the power of a simple question but the difference between solutions and improvements. Bill and Melinda wanted to take one of humanity’s most unjust problems off the to-do list: ensuring every child was vaccinated against preventable diseases. Others weren’t as singularly focused or solution-minded; they thought improving vaccinations and health more broadly was a better investment.

By 2002, Bill’s questions revealed the difference. They also galvanized the only thing that has ever changed the world: a group of committed people. Gavi and the Gates Foundation came to believe a solution was possible. As we looked toward Gavi’s next chapter, it was clear we would need simple questions and more to vaccinate the world’s children.



How You Can Ask (and Answer) Simple Questions

Simple questions start with humility: None of us has all the answers, nor can we find them all.

The list of the world’s challenges is long and, yes, complex. COVID-19 persists. Too many people around the world go to bed hungry. Climate change is an existential threat. Too many women and people of color are left out or behind. These issues have multiple layers and many stakeholders. If you want to solve these sorts of challenges, asking simple questions can help.

In addition to humility, you can use the following steps to ask simple questions:
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	Ask what bothers you about the world. Big goals come from big feelings.

	Start with a fresh sheet of paper. What problem do you want to try to solve? What is holding you or your organization back from evolving, growing, or changing in a necessary way? What is preventing you or your organization from flourishing?

	Find the root cause. What is the single biggest factor preventing change?

	Do the math again. What are you trying to change? How many people does that affect? What’s the best way to help them? What does that cost to achieve? How does that compare with current resources available?

	Use a magic wand. Ask those who are unsure of or resistant to change outright what they would do to fix things if, say, they had a magic wand.







2 Jump First

In 2004, three years after joining the Gates Foundation, I was sitting on the edge of an ancient, very stiff, gold-colored chair.

We had finally figured out what was causing childhood vaccination to lag. To really solve the problem, we had to find a way not only to vastly expand funding but to transform the system to ensure vaccines would be available for every child in the world. Some colleagues and I had hit on an idea of a social-impact bond to restructure how immunizations for the poor were financed, paid for, and distributed.

But to make the idea work, we needed partners willing to join, even lead, the process of making this all a reality.

Which is why Bill Gates and I were sitting in two stiff, gilt chairs in a room that seemed to be made of gold in Paris’s Élysée Palace, a short walk from the Eiffel Tower, hoping to convince French President Jacques Chirac to join in.

As I waited for my chance to speak, I was thinking about the clock—both the gold one on the mantelpiece and the one in my head ticking down the precious minutes with Chirac. This was a critical moment—if France joined us, we would have real momentum—and I worried we might run out of time to cover the details, or worse, that Chirac might balk. Privately, my fears ran even deeper. If we failed to get this new idea off the ground, my career at the Gates Foundation could fizzle right alongside our ambitious goal of solving childhood immunizations.

The personal stakes were high because, on the way to that golden room, I had taken some significant risks. I was learning that to make big things happen, and to get others to join you, you must sometimes jump first. The solution you’ve identified may appear to others as too remote or far-fetched or risky, so winning them as partners may require you to demonstrate your complete commitment to the solution at hand. Jumping first is risky, but it can be a critical factor in getting others to follow along too, ultimately building the wider coalition you need to succeed.

The meeting with Chirac, around a coffee table with a bowl of hot pink roses, was where we were going to find out if all the risk taking was going to pay off.

In the private sector, an entrepreneur may seek to be the first to make a big bet because it leads to the biggest payout. But in social-impact work like philanthropy, being the first to define a novel solution and put resources behind it is a different kind of risk and not rewarded in the same way. Other than the satisfaction of living in a better world, the incentives for big bets for humanity are far less tangible or personal, but the downsides for failure—blame, broken relationships, and dimming career prospects—can seem all too real.

Bill’s simple questions and Patty Stonesifer’s blank sheets of paper had kept us focused on solutions to ensure that every single child on earth was immunized, not just on making incremental gains. That vision of success kept us out of the aspiration trap until that point. To stay focused and achieve our objective, we had to attract new partners, finding one individual and institution at a time, if necessary, who shared our ambition and willingness to take risks for it.

Persuading others to join a cause requires painting a picture of success, putting skin in the game, and above all going first to prove the risk is worth it. By the time Bill and I found ourselves in Chirac’s office, I had already jumped first, risking my own word and the Gates Foundation’s credibility, and gotten others to follow—but none of that would pay off unless we convinced France and other rich countries that we were opening a clear path to vaccinate the world.

Big, transformational bets for humanity are about trying to lift up as many people as possible. You may find yourself within an organization unwilling to take on the risks to make that happen or unable to find partners to do the same. To have a chance at success, you’ll have to take risks to get others to take risks with you. There are going to be times when you must put yourself out there.


Out of the Box

Before Bill and I ended up in gold chairs in Paris preparing to ask Chirac to make a big bet with us, I had been ready to jump for a while. Led by Patty, our team had reexamined the problem of insufficient vaccinations and found the root cause: The just-in-time approach to humanitarian donations and assistance wasn’t working. That realization gave us a place to focus our attention. It also gave me a new sense that a solution might be possible.

Still, simply seeing the possibility doesn’t make something as big as universal childhood vaccinations possible. That goal required simultaneously transforming the vaccine market and distribution network in dozens and dozens of countries. And doing that would require a large stream of money that would be available right away but also sustainable over the long term. That meant we had to convince many other big players to see what was possible and to take real risks to make it so.

The immediate implication was even bigger conference calls than we were already used to. Gavi’s universe of working groups expanded. We included public health experts in Geneva, humanitarian and frontline workers in Kinshasa, policy experts in think tanks in Washington, vaccine manufacturers in India, and investors and analysts on Wall Street. We talked to anyone willing to discuss potential solutions.

One session was another Patty innovation. What we came to call the Out-of-the-Box Group was an informal gathering of top minds to help sort out possible pathways to finance the vaccine effort. The group had three leaders: Patty, the World Bank’s Geoff Lamb, and the brilliant economist Mohamed El-Erian, from the global bond-trading firm PIMCO. These conversations with Wall Street capital markets experts helped us identify out-of-the-box ideas and new partners as we searched for solutions that no one had yet proposed or tried.

The Gates Foundation’s contact list was also growing thanks in part to Sylvia Burwell, the foundation’s chief operating officer. Sylvia, a West Virginia native with an unbelievably quick mind and an absolute commitment to doing the right thing, had worked her way up—after a Rhodes Scholarship and stint at McKinsey & Company—in the Clinton administration to serve as the US Treasury Department’s chief of staff. She had a true gift for hearing an idea and walking all the way through its potential risks and rewards.

Sylvia was also a world-class operator, perhaps the best-connected person at the foundation. She always knew exactly the right person to stress-test a proposal in Washington or any of dozens of other capitals. At one point, she introduced our team to a Pentagon budget expert so he could explain how the military combined massive contributions from allied nations to develop a new generation of fighter plane, the F-35.1 It was a very cool mechanism, but it didn’t work for us; the US military was better funded than anyone providing vaccinations.

At thirty years old, I wasn’t the best-equipped person to convince others to see all that was possible, let alone to convince them to take on the necessary financial risk. I knew the details—I could quote my spreadsheets row by row with my eyes closed. But I sometimes struggled with people who didn’t see an answer I felt was obvious. Even worse, I would grow visibly frustrated when someone saw the answer and even agreed with the importance of childhood vaccinations, but still refused to take risks to overcome the constraints.

I was lucky to have a friend and ally in Alice Albright. Alice is extraordinary—committed, smart, and innovative with years of experience in finance. Around the time I joined the Gates Foundation, she was named chief financial and investment officer of the Vaccine Fund, which managed Gavi’s financial resources. Alice is the daughter of Madeleine Albright, the former US secretary of state. I got to know Madeleine, first through Alice, and saw right away she was an icon for a reason. Madeleine was a forceful and righteous voice—and always helpful.

Alice helped me see partners in less black-and-white terms. I had initially judged anyone who expressed concerns as too cautious, uncreative, or just uncommitted. I personalized their hesitation and doubts. But Alice helped me see how people mostly worry about their own interests, reputations, and values. To achieve something at the scale needed, we had to convince a great many people—people who weren’t a part of our cause or any other—to do things differently and even risk those interests. Inspiration alone doesn’t get people to do that.

As we spoke with stakeholders who could help us better understand the vaccine system, one conversation illustrated the point. I asked a pharmaceutical executive whom we’d heard was sympathetic to the cause why he didn’t just increase production on the promise of the Gates Foundation and Gavi unlocking the vaccine delivery challenge, as it would put his firm in position for a windfall. This seemed to me like Bill’s kind of simple question.

What followed was a lecture, patiently delivered, on what it took to increase production. Increasing production required a new plant to be designed, permitted, and built. Producing vaccinations isn’t something any factory can do—it requires special equipment, regulatory approvals, and procedures. It all adds up to a lot of time and money. He then challenged me: There would never be enough credible demand from poorer markets to justify such a plant, let alone pay for it.

At first, I was frustrated by the exchange. Who wants to be schooled in all the reasons the answer was no? Usually when this happened, I would shut down a bit, stewing in anger and frustration at someone’s attachment to the status quo. But Alice helped me realize that it was better to take these sorts of conversations with stakeholders not as rejections but educations. What I was getting was a tour of this person’s interests, all of which could be useful down the line.

Talking to people on the outside of your team is essential to its success. Gathering dynamic thinkers unconnected to the core team can provide essential perspectives for solving the puzzle, which is why I would use the tactic in many moments of need in the years ahead. It was often where the most pivotal innovations sprang from. You can find the same by turning to people who are willing to push your thinking, tell you no, and educate you along the way.



Imperfect or Not

One night in June 2003, I hopped on a redeye flight to London.2 This wasn’t unusual: I often left home in the morning, worked a full day at the foundation’s office, and raced at the last minute to catch an overnight flight abroad or to the East Coast. This time, I was headed to a public health conference at Wilton Park, which sits on a nearly 550-year-old estate sixty miles south of London and looks like it would be at home on the grounds of Harry Potter’s Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.3

Joining me was my new boss, Rick Klausner. With a bushy mustache and large eyeglasses, he looked like someone more at home at a lab bench than at a philanthropy’s conference table. Rick, a doctor and scientist by training, is a force of nature who had led—and shaken things up at—the National Cancer Institute. Rick was the new leader of the foundation’s global health efforts, and we shared an intellectual metabolism and mania.

Rick projected confidence: Of course we would vaccinate every child on the planet, eradicate HIV/AIDS, and prevent malaria from taking hundreds of thousands of lives. He believed scientific breakthroughs, new ideas, and great teams could attract the support needed to achieve big things. Trying to find a way to finance vaccinations, we got to the point where we would hear of an idea, study it, and reject or accept it—all in a matter of minutes.

When we got on the plane for London, I was going to present three different ways to restructure the global financing of vaccines. Most had been cooked up as part of our Out-of-the-Box sessions, and all were based on getting new long-term funding commitments from wealthier countries and then finding some way—insurance or borrowing against a guarantee—to front-load the funding and cover any shortfalls. One of the three ideas was a new bond based on future national commitments, in which investors would provide immediate capital and be repaid by wealthy nations as Gavi vaccinated more kids in poorer countries.

The immediacy was the point. If Norway promised $5 million each year for the next twenty years that was $100 million in total. But rather than wait for the money each year, a bond would provide the full amount immediately to contract with vaccine companies and invest in poorer countries—jump-starting the process to fully vaccinate every child.

After landing at Heathrow Airport, Rick and I grabbed a few newspapers for the eighty-minute ride down to Wilton Park. As we sat in the back of a hired car, we flipped through the papers, which included several articles on Gordon Brown, a Labour Party member of Parliament and the country’s chancellor of the exchequer (basically a cross between vice president and treasury secretary). I offhandedly mentioned I’d been looking at something Brown was working on, what he called an International Finance Facility (IFF), which he believed could offer a more reliable and more robust way to support poorer countries.4

While I leafed through another paper, Rick perked up and asked to hear more about Brown’s proposal. I explained it would allow for bonds to be created based on long-term commitments from donors like the United Kingdom and then sold on the market to investors to provide resources immediately for much needed investments in health, education, and critical infrastructure. So far, Brown and his team hadn’t sorted out the details. But the approach was innovative and results-based, as wealthier countries would only pay back the investors, known as bondholders, if the results were achieved.

Rick pointed out one flaw right away: Any bond required a way for investors to measure performance, and “human development” was too amorphous. But then he made a brilliant observation: Immunizations were the right kind of target for such a bond, since they were measurable. It was a light bulb moment. Rick and I did everything but scream, “Aha.” We immediately started peppering each other with questions and pressure-testing the idea.

Despite the overnight flight, Rick and I were buzzing with energy by the time we reached Wilton Park. Within the castle’s Renaissance-era hallways, we reworked the presentation on the fly. Instead of walking through the three ideas, I focused exclusively on the concept of securitization. I even mentioned Brown’s proposal suggesting that vaccines provided a strong example of how this sort of bond could work. I was proposing an IFF for immunization without having sorted out many of the details, doing all the homework, clearing it with Bill, or talking to anyone who knew Brown.

Sometimes, the only way to give a proposal real momentum is to present it as an idea and invite others to make it work. Even if an idea isn’t fully baked, others can help finish baking it. Entrepreneurs regularly do this to help others imagine new possibilities. Thomas Edison jumped first, too, telling half-truths to would-be investors about the potential of his incandescent light bulb. I didn’t go that far. I was also no Edison—though Bill might have been.

But even if it was unintentional, jumping first was a necessity. Despite our sizable endowment and the foundation’s burgeoning network and access, we were just one small team trying to think through every aspect of this novel idea. We needed to paint a picture of success, but we also needed to be loud and bold enough that other leaders and experts would respond and help to make it practical and real.

You’ll need to do that, too. Many of us like to hold on to our ideas until they are perfect, as if a few more weeks of thinking and a few more drafts will get them right. But sometimes it’s far better to get them out into the world, imperfect or not. You can listen to how they sound out loud, see the reactions on people’s faces, and receive the feedback that can get them right far faster.



Keep the Conversation Going

One person in the audience knew the IFF concept well: Shriti Vadera was on Gordon Brown’s Council of Economic Advisers at Her Majesty’s Treasury. Shriti was forty years old. Like me, she was a child of Indian immigrant parents. Born in Uganda, she then went to school in the United Kingdom and graduated from Oxford. Shriti was brilliant and blunt, a skilled navigator of the British bureaucracy who knew every detail of Brown’s IFF proposal, flaws and all.

After my presentation, Shriti and a colleague invited us for a drink. Huddled around a cocktail napkin in the bar at Wilton Park, Rick and I sketched out the potential structure of an IFF for immunization. With enough national promises, Gavi could securitize these commitments, offering an immunization bond to investors. By buying the bond, investors would provide Gavi the capital to enter long-term contracts and later receive their capital back, plus interest. If and when the results were achieved, donor governments would make good on their conditional commitments.

Shriti got it right away—it was, after all, based on work she had been doing already. She also agreed that an immunization bond made sense. But she warned us that investors might be cautious. Gavi had a limited track record, and no experience with this sort of innovative financial instrument. Investors would only purchase the bond if it was built on commitments backed by the full faith and credit of individual countries’ treasuries, which in the case of many wealthier countries had AAA credit ratings.5 Unfortunately, governments rarely if ever make ten- or twenty-year-long financial commitments, in large part because elections can lead to big shifts in policy.

Shriti took another look at the napkin and said we would need a way to guarantee the bond. A guarantee wasn’t a shock to us. I may not have been fully prepared for a presentation on the bond, but we’d researched enough about these sorts of instruments to know guarantees were typically expected until the bonds prove they can sell on their own. Because we were proposing a novel multibillion-dollar social-impact bond, any guarantor would have to be prepared to lose a lot of money if things didn’t work out as planned.

This felt like an opportunity. I drew an arrow on the napkin to represent the guarantor and said we could play that role. Of course, I didn’t have authority to make such a commitment, especially because there was some chance the Gates Foundation could be on the hook for billions of dollars. But I sensed that Shriti felt that if we were in, the United Kingdom could be in as well. Even more, I was sure that without a firm signal of our seriousness by putting some skin in the game, the idea might die right there in the bar.

Though the foundation’s reputation had grown, we couldn’t credibly launch a multinational, first-of-its-kind social-impact bond without the backing of the leader who had pioneered the concept. Nor could we hope to achieve the scale without the United Kingdom, the fourth-largest economy in the world and a leader on international development. We needed Gordon Brown. And by jumping first and even overstepping my authority, we got Shriti and Brown’s government to join our conversations and refine the idea.

The moment was exciting—it was how I had long pictured making big change, right down to the cocktail napkin. It felt good to have convinced someone of Shriti’s stature and smarts to not only trust the Gates Foundation but me personally. It felt like a big deal at the moment and in the hours after the bar closed.

In the light of the next morning, the size of the agreement weighed on me some. I felt I had clearly overstepped. At that point, I was allowed to approve a commitment of $1 million and sometimes more. That line on the napkin, however, was potentially a multibillion-dollar squiggle. To overcome the sudden feeling of queasiness, I remembered this was how big alliances come together and the way diplomacy was done. Besides, I told myself—when the queasiness turned to panic—scribblings on a cocktail napkin weren’t legally binding.

Key partners and stakeholders need more than a picture of success. They need to see your skin in the game in order to risk their own. An early no from Shriti could have ended the bond idea right there. The financial risk was real. And the risk to my reputation and career was real as well. But at that point, I believed the bigger risk was missing the chance to go all in. I learned that commitments and promises could not only help avoid a no but get enough people to say yes.

You’ll need to jump first from time to time, too. Be strategic. There is a difference between creating space for partners to come together and figure stuff out and crossing the line into legally binding commitments. Sometimes you just have to make commitments to keep the conversation going.



Concerns Are a Road Map

Part of what made me nervous was the realization that I had jumped before Bill, Patty, and the rest of the foundation were ready or even knew the full extent of our thinking. I now needed to get them on board with the idea. Patty had created an environment where we were empowered to take risks, but we weren’t a “fire, ready, aim” organization—which is what I had done in this situation. Still, Patty did forgive me for neglecting to ask permission. She believed in the idea and encouraged me to write up a memo and prepare to pitch the “IFFIm” (International Finance Facility for Immunization), as we later took to calling the idea, to Bill.

A few weeks later, I arrived at the historic Plaza Hotel in Manhattan to meet with Bill, who was in New York for other business. Despite my having worked in a building with his name on it for eighteen months, this was my first ever one-on-one meeting with Bill—and first pitch on my own big idea. In the lobby, I was so nervous that after pacing for what felt like three miles, I decided to focus on something useful and reread the memo I crafted over weeks with Patty, Rick, and Sylvia.

A few minutes before the meeting with Bill began, I checked my tie in the mirror and started walking toward the elevator when I remembered a piece of advice from Sylvia. She had warned me to ditch my BlackBerry. Bill may have helped bring the digital world to our fingertips, but he had his priorities: He naturally preferred Microsoft’s handheld. With my rival device checked with the concierge, I caught the elevator up to Bill’s suite.

Bill wasted no time. He reached into his bag as I sat down and pulled out my memo covered in writing. He had certainly read it—and didn’t mince his words. “This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” he said. “It’s illegal in the United States. It doesn’t work. It’s convoluted.” As Bill ran through a list of issues, I reeled a bit but felt ready with my data and the counterpoints that I believed were important to discuss. As only Bill could, he had brilliantly skewered my idea in the margins of the memo and through most of our discussion. I scribbled notes as fast as I could, and the hour passed quickly; soon, we’d run out of time debating whether long-term, conditional national commitments like these could be done legally. The guarantee had barely been discussed.

Still, I walked out of Bill’s suite feeling strangely empowered. After watching Bill bounce questions across the foundation’s conference table, I had decided that he would not debate with someone for whom he had no respect, nor would he spend an hour on an idea without merit. Even if my head was spinning enough that I forgot my BlackBerry at the concierge, I left confident that Bill was intrigued enough to give me his time, attention, and full focus.

Once I had doubled back and grabbed my BlackBerry, I realized something else as I exited the hotel onto Grand Army Plaza. In his criticism, Bill had revealed his concerns. It was less about the guarantee, since Bill knew how a bond worked. What worried him were national commitments—how we might get those from sovereign countries and were they even feasible? There were several other concerns as well, forming a list I quickly committed to memory.

I didn’t know it yet, but that list of Bill’s concerns was incredibly valuable. In an hour, he had walked through the weak points of the presentation. What I needed to do was worry less about Bill’s tone and focus on using his list as a path to yes. These concerns were a road map. I just had to work through each of them one at a time.



Refine and Repeat When Necessary

Concerns from people you really respect can be a road map in disguise. And that road map should be something you value and cherish. No might be the first word on your way to yes. Disappointment is a natural reaction, but it’s essential to learn to listen for feedback that you can use to keep going.

I had done just that in New York more than a decade earlier.

In 1989, I was a junior at Wylie E. Groves High School in Birmingham, Michigan, when I met John Lawson. I had been on the debate team since freshman year, and as I prepared for another year, the public school hired John to be the new debate coach. Our team was competitive in Michigan in policy debate, which is less about rhetoric and more about research, but we were untested in nationals going up against the high-powered East Coast teams. John thought he could change that.

John—a former lawyer and championship-winning debate coach—brought new energy to the program. He believed debate was like a varsity sport: It required practice and training. One of the first things John did was get rid of our how-to-debate books. Instead, he told us to get to the library and learn to build a case with books, newspaper articles, and other sources. This order was just what I needed. I loved the challenge but also the outlet for obsessive learning.

In policy debating, the same resolution—for example, that the United States should significantly increase investment in space exploration—was used all year. At each debate, the position our team argued—pro or con—changed. Debaters spent the weeks leading up to the season and then in between each tournament building the cases for both sides. For hours, I would write notes onto 3x5 index cards and then organize them into a case file that filled several rolling briefcases.

At one tournament that year, I toted my cards with me on the plane to New York, where we stayed at a Hyatt Hotel near Grand Central Station. It was my first trip to the Big Apple without my parents, but I’m somewhat embarrassed to admit I paid the city almost no mind. All I cared about were the competition and my cards. When we walked to the site of the tournament, one of the towers scattered across Columbia University, I felt nervous but prepared.

In the first round of the tournament, my partner, Mark Henderson, and I, along with our opponents, got a surprise. The three judges had little debate tournament experience, and one of them had never judged a policy debate before. We even had to write the debate’s resolution—about the merits of using satellites to monitor environmental threats—on a blackboard so they could copy it down.

Once the session started, our opponents tried to prevail with a strategy that barraged us with facts and argument. They hoped to overwhelm us. But we stayed calm and saw each line of argument as a challenge. We used our cards to refute their rapid-fire points and then made the case for using satellite data to create policy to ward off extinction. When it was our turn, we adapted our presentation on the spot. Instead of escalating, we kept it simple, picking off the concerns one by one until the debate was over.

After an intense debate, the judges declared our team the winner. We’d won, John said, because we understood our judges were new to this format. Our victory was proof of John’s frequent advice: Win supporters by building the most persuasive case based on that day’s judges.

The training from those days stuck with me. Debating with Bill in his suite at the Plaza and elsewhere called back into action the skills I had developed in high school: He would ask a question and I would reply with three facts countering it. And on and on and on. It was fun. And, along the way, I realized it was a method of convincing people like Bill one concern at a time.

When others push back on an idea, you cannot take it personally. The only way forward is to amass the best material, present it in the most compelling fashion, and refine and repeat when necessary. Those debate years had not only provided me with armor against those rejections but also a method for learning from and convincing people, one concern at a time.



Before You Have All the Facts

After my meeting with Bill, I was intent on preparing to make the IFFIm case like I would for a debate tournament, albeit without any 3x5 cards. Looking for ideas, I went back to school. More specifically, I walked into a modern-art-filled office on the second floor of Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) in Washington, DC. Sylvia thought Jessica Einhorn, the school’s dean and the World Bank’s former treasurer and managing director, might have some advice on pushing ahead on the IFFIm.

Sitting on the couch, I realized Jessica knew all about Brown’s original plan and what we were trying to do. She also understood the plan’s biggest hurdles. The United States was out—the laws that governed Congress’s ability to authorize a program like ours proved impossible to navigate. But she agreed with us that European nations might buy in if we could avoid their debt limitations. The European Union (EU) had set a limit on the amount of debt each of its member countries could hold.6 We either had to convince a country that global vaccination was worth the risk of going over the limit—an unlikely route—or find some way around it.

As I explained our current ideas, Jessica stood up without a word and moved over to a bookshelf. She pulled down a large volume and brought it over to the couch and sat it on the coffee table. It was the bylaws for the World Bank. Jessica explained that there was a way to make commitments conditional, meaning they are dependent on certain events or preconditions. The beauty was that “conditional aid” wasn’t added to a country’s official books, since, at least in theory, it might never be paid out. As a result, a European country’s conditional commitment wasn’t considered in the calculation of its debt.

Unfortunately, using vaccination goals as a condition would not work—the outcome was too far off in the future and too hard for an investor to verify independently. Looking through the bylaws, Jessica pointed to a clause that said that if any country was in arrears, meaning they were late on a payment to an international institution like the International Monetary Fund (IMF), aid to that country could be withheld and therefore treated as conditional. This meant that if we hinged receiving IFFIm support on a country’s being in good standing with the IMF, then that might be enough for the billions of dollars needed for the IFFIm to be treated—legally—as off-the-books.

It was another aha moment: a way beyond Bill’s concerns and potentially a way out of making a costly guarantee if we could get big, highly creditworthy countries to commit. But I needed more information to jump again. Creating a financing mechanism based on a technicality isn’t simply a matter of quoting some arcane bylaw. Our legal opinion didn’t matter; the view of the EU’s measurements agency was what counted. EU countries—our best hope—needed the blessing of Eurostat, which monitors and approves standards for data and accounting. If Eurostat agreed that being in IMF arrears allowed commitments for vaccinations to be considered conditional, then France, Germany, and other EU countries could make huge, long-term contributions largely off their official books.7

As I left SAIS, I realized that Jessica had helped me connect enough dots to avoid falling flat on my face. After going over the details of what I learned, Bill was ready to jump and see if he could convince others to do the same. Building the bigger alliance, in this case, required building the proper support at home first.

Do your homework. Preferably before you jump. But even if you jump first, you still need to do the work. People will only join big efforts if you have the answers they need to feel comfortable. I had found them belatedly, driven to get to the bottom of it by Bill’s concerns and my own about how much was on the line. Jumping first before you have all the facts lined up can instill that sort of urgency.



Join as Well

A few months later, in November 2004, Bill and I got word that President Chirac would welcome us to the Élysée Palace for a discussion on vaccines. Although we knew his staff was intrigued by the IFFIm, I was warned that the president’s assent was no sure thing. Getting France, and its AAA credit rating, on board was critical to the hopes of making our big bet on childhood vaccinations possible.8 Everything I had worked on over the last few years had led to this moment. It was also my first high-stakes meeting with a head of state.

I was excited to be meeting someone at that level, but I was also concerned my attire was unfit for a palace. By that point, I had taken to Seattle’s more casual way of dressing. After months of living out of suitcases, what few suits and dress shoes I still owned showed wear. Shivam decided I couldn’t meet with President Chirac without some new attire. Before I left for the trip, we ran to the mall near our apartment to buy a new overcoat and a new pair of black cap-toe shoes. But in the rush to catch the flight to Paris, I forgot the shoes—and despite my hopes to pick up a pair in Paris before the meeting, I never got a chance.

Sitting in the golden room, I worried less about the proposal—I had the pitch down cold—and more about time and if anyone would notice the holes in the soles of my shoes. When Bill asked me to walk Chirac through the proposal, I planted my feet firmly on the ground and leaned forward, close enough to catch a whiff of the roses on the coffee table as I laid out the mechanics of what we had in mind.

Chirac was clearly intrigued, not just by the powerful simplicity of the goal of vaccinating all the world’s children, but by the novelty—and potential political feasibility—of the bond proposal. He listened intently, made mention of France’s long commitment to global development, and said he supported the proposal. Chirac then escorted us down the golden, regal staircase—in part to be seen by photographers with Bill—as we said our goodbyes. It was an incredible moment. And yet, even though the French economy was then one of the world’s largest, making it a formidable partner, this was no time for big cries of relief—we had work to do.

The next day, we flew up to London to finally meet with Gordon Brown in person to discuss the IFFIm at his office. The conversation in the historic—though far less gilded—office of the chancellor of the exchequer was very special. Shriti and I watched as both men agreed to partner in what would be an important step for their big ideas—for Bill, childhood vaccinations, and for Brown, the IFF. As I saw that day and in the years after, Brown is unique: He is someone who has a deep belief in making the world more equitable, the intellectual capacity and confidence to understand how to transform systems, a willingness to take risks, and the kindness and humility to work for it.

After the meeting, I connected on the phone with Shriti and congratulated her on the fact that, as long as Eurostat approved the conditionality of the commitments, the IFFIm was going to be a reality. But I also said something else: that Chirac’s agreement likely nudged the guarantee issue off the table. Our financial analysts had in recent weeks confirmed that with French and UK support, a guarantee from the Gates Foundation would not be necessary for investors to buy the bonds. The reputations and credit ratings of the countries involved would be sufficient, especially because other countries were likely now to join as well.



Imagine the Possibilities

The line went silent. “I’m gobsmacked,” Shriti said after a long pause. “I’m peeling myself off the ceiling trying to figure out how to react.” The rest of the conversation was a bit of a blur—the tone had flipped in an instant from elation to despair. Shriti felt I had pulled the rug out from under her at the last second. I apologized and said I hoped we could still count on Brown’s support, but Shriti said they would need to evaluate whether to move forward.

I had messed up. In the course of building support for the IFFIm, I had learned that in saying no, people reveal their interests and concerns. I hadn’t yet learned that the same is true when someone says yes. The guarantee may not have been essential to the future of the immunization bonds, but it had been essential to Shriti. The IFF was also Brown’s idea and potential legacy, and a guarantee by an organization like the Gates Foundation would make it more likely to succeed, more attractive to investors, and potentially popular with voters.

After hanging up the phone, I walked aimlessly through London and eventually into the British Museum, home to a light-filled sculpture hall. Sitting on the ground behind the sculptures, I called Shivam back home in Seattle, where it was still early. I told her I may have just ostracized the key person in the key office of the key government to the whole initiative. I even wondered whether I might lose my job.

While a bit melodramatic in retrospect, at the time I absolutely believed it. I had missed what was important to a critical partner. And I had been a bit too curt and dismissive of those concerns when we got the support to make the IFFIm a reality. I should have been more thoughtful about why Shriti and Brown joined up. And I should have been more thoughtful about the conversation and how I delivered the news.

After some more wallowing, my BlackBerry rang. The caller ID said “Rick Klausner.” With a brief flash of worry about whether Shriti had called him, I answered. When it was clear Rick hadn’t talked to her, I recounted the reaction. He said he thought it would be all right: If the IFFIm was able to unlock vaccinations for every child, Brown would stay on board. Then, trying to refocus on the positive, I asked what Bill thought of the Chirac and Brown meetings, hoping for some rave review of my performance.

Rick replied the substance was great, but Bill had a problem. I felt my heart race. I nervously asked what was wrong. Rick said, “Bill really thought that for a meeting with a head of state you should not have worn shoes with holes in them.” I wanted to sink into the marble floors. Then Rick roared with laughter.

Laughing along with him, I stood up off the floor in the museum, weary but also heartened. I soon was able to smooth things over with Shriti. And I enjoyed continuing to work with her and Brown, who was a leader on realizing the potential of the IFFIm.

By jumping first, I had been able—with a great deal of help—to convince people with very different interests to see that something bigger and better was possible. But I had also asked people to trust me and jump with me—and that wasn’t always easy on them. I needed to acknowledge their willingness to take the risk. When I got home, I ordered a keepsake for the core team—a Lucite cube like those distributed on Wall Street to commemorate a big deal. Etched in the block: “Imagine the Possibilities.”



A Series of Leaps

Many months later, in January 2005, I was sitting at home in Seattle with Shivam. We were calling our families with the news that we were expecting our first child. I had just dialed my parents’ home in Detroit and gotten my dad on the line when I saw a message alert go off and reached for my BlackBerry. The email was good news: Bill had met with the chancellor of Germany, who had also agreed to support the IFFIm.

I quickly said to my father, “I have some big news to share.” I explained the IFFIm—the key to the goal I’d been working toward since I had joined the foundation—was going to be real. I told him about the news of the German chancellor and what it meant in terms of childhood vaccinations. I was nearly in tears as I described how this could save millions of children. As my father congratulated me, I felt a gentle elbow in my side and remembered the real news. I told him his first grandchild, a boy, would also be born that summer.

I had taken leaps in my career to get the funding mechanism launched, and now Shivam and I were jumping into parenthood at the same time. As with every parent, we were set to embrace a mighty responsibility with no prior experience or knowledge, hoping we’d figure it out as we went.

Around when Sajan was born that August, the IFFIm got another piece of good news. Eurostat had given the arrangement its blessing.9 The commitments were to be considered conditional—off budget. This was the decision the United Kingdom, France, and other nations required to make good on their commitments. Italy, Norway, Spain, and Sweden had come on board as well.10 And, even though Germany never ended up contributing to the IFFIm, they still became a huge ally of Gavi, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic.11

Suddenly flush with cash, Gavi more than doubled its disbursements to target countries between 2006 and 2007.12 In the decade and a half since, the IFFIm has garnered more than $9.5 billion in pledges from donor countries.13 Along with other innovations, including a complementary Advanced Market Commitment (AMC) vehicle that bolstered production, Gavi has since vaccinated almost 980 million children across the world and saved an estimated sixteen million lives.14 The certainty of funding allowed Gavi to enter into AMC, a mechanism that allowed it to contract for vaccines that didn’t yet exist and buy them in bulk for countries that didn’t yet know they needed them.

Of course, Gavi ended up working on more than childhood immunizations—it and the AMC later helped speed COVID-19 vaccination production and distribution. And the IFF idea went beyond children’s health. The IFFIm served as a model for other social-impact bonds focusing on issues in climate, food security, education, and sustainability, just to name a few.15

Helping protect so many children from the ravages of childhood diseases required Bill and Melinda Gates to ask simple question after simple question (and write a sizable check). Getting Gavi properly and reliably funded required finding support for the IFFIm. And, most important, immunizing children required thousands of people across dozens of countries working hard every day to deliver doses. None of this was ever a given. The whole of it took nearly a decade to achieve. I had learned so much in that time—and grown so much, too. I was now a father and a Gates Foundation veteran.

Over that span, I had witnessed the power of a simple question to turn a daring idea into a global initiative. I had seen how a series of leaps—first small, but then larger and riskier—could result in the creation of a multiparty alliance to do something very big. And I had learned I could survive jumping first and convincing others to jump as well. The key is to find out interests and concerns and do all the work required to address them.

The size of Bill and Melinda’s big bet required taking risks—because the scale of the goal could never be achieved by one organization working alone. We convinced a great number of people with varied interests—philanthropists, aid workers, lawyers, financiers, heads of state, and big organizations—to jump. They hadn’t all jumped at the same time, nor had they jumped for the same reasons, but people took risks to support a remarkable vision: Every life has equal value.



How You Can Jump First

The complexity of today’s challenges makes potential solutions risky. For many, those risks are too much to take on. To deliver dramatic, transformational results, you’ll have to find ways to get people to take risks with you. That will often require you to jump first. Showing you’re willing to take the risk makes others more confident in doing the same. If they’re still concerned, you might need to work through their discomfort.

Even when things work out, remember that risk-taking still demands a great deal of you and your partners. When you’ve convinced people to jump, whether you land successfully or not, the descent is still intense. You have to be mindful of all the promises made and the stress people have endured along the way.

Jumping first is risky. In truth, you’ll fall sometimes. But changing the world is worth the risk.

Here are a few tips on how to convince others to take risks:

    [image: ]


	Get outside the box. Make it a priority, and a part of your process, to seek opinions from those not on the core team.

	Jump first. Sometimes you’ll need to get ahead of yourself and even your team to get someone on board.

	Take concerns as a challenge. The caution and trepidations of a potential partner should never be dismissed, but nor should they be seen as a death sentence. To the contrary, they can point to actual weaknesses in your assumptions and propel you to strengthen your case and to win over other wobblers.

	Do your homework. Whenever you do the work required to make good on your promise, get it right.

	Remember your promises. Jumping is stressful; treat those who joined you well.







3 Open the Turnstiles

When you’re working hard toward a big goal, there are few things worse than feeling like you don’t belong.

In 2002, I had walked into a conference room at the Gates Foundation and suddenly found I was in the right place at the right time. There, I had learned how to set bold aspirational goals and how the persistent asking of simple questions can identify the leaps required to meet them. Now it was January 2010, and I was about to enter the Oval Office, a room where many of the world’s biggest decisions are made. Here, by necessity, I was about to learn the value of teamwork and tapping into the strengths of others.

A little less than a week before, I had been sworn in as President Barack Obama’s administrator of the US Agency for International Development (USAID). With eight thousand people and operations in more than a hundred countries, USAID led America’s efforts to support development and democracy around the world.1 Shortly thereafter, the island nation of Haiti had been rocked by a massive earthquake that eventually killed more than 220,000 people and threw a bright spotlight on the US government’s response to the disaster and its leader: me.2 In the early hours of the crisis, President Obama had called me to say he was putting me in charge of US efforts.

The scale of the tragedy shocked the conscience. Just eight hundred miles off US shores, the foundations of an entire country had collapsed—homes, communities, vital infrastructure, even government ministries. In addition to those killed, three hundred thousand of our neighbors were left injured, an unknown number were still trapped beneath the rubble, and many of the survivors were searching for food, clean water, housing—all the basics of life.3 We were rushing to meet a moment that was overwhelming.

For President Obama, meeting the moment wasn’t a choice. Some big bets are like that, driven by events. Because Haiti’s earthquake made a traditional response impossible, I needed to do some of the same things we did at the Gates Foundation but at a faster speed, amid high stakes, and with tremendous press and geopolitical scrutiny. With the president’s commitment, we had to identify solutions, build a vast alliance, and track results to save countless lives, shelter and feed droves of displaced people, and fight ailments that had plagued Haiti for decades before the earthquake. We couldn’t solve all the problems Haiti faced in January 2010, but we sought to solve the most immediate: the absence of an adequate response.

When a White House aide finally told me to enter the Oval Office, I was absorbed in the moment. I had been up nearly all night with the response team, collecting data and monitoring our first actions. Scanning the room—far brighter and quieter than you would expect—I saw Vice President Joe Biden and President Obama looking out one of the windows behind the Resolute Desk.

With his back to me, Biden said to Obama: “Are we sure about putting this guy Raj Shah in charge of this? He’s brand-new. He’s like thirty-something.” Then I heard the vice president suggest an alternative: the leader of another agency. I stood frozen for a minute—not sure what to do. Obama had seen me enter the room, and turned toward me and invited me to sit down, but still I wondered if I should sit on the couch or dive behind it.

I understood Biden’s point. I was thirty-six. I was, despite a fast rise at the Gates Foundation and a few months in Washington, still untested. I did feel underprepared for what I was trying to do. I had ambitions of expanding and reforming how the United States responds to disasters and promotes development abroad. I had, for that matter, drawn up a plan for my first one hundred days to guide the beginning of an aggressive agency transformation. But all that went out the window with the calamity in Haiti. As I was still reading up on the agency I was running, I was tasked with coordinating a huge disaster effort that carried real moral consequence.

In Washington, people want to “own” a problem or an area of responsibility. There is some validity to the need for specialization and clear lines of accountability. But it’s often about pride and power and the combination of the two. With sharp elbows and cloistered teams, some people in Washington protect their turf. They want to own a sprawling department or call the shots on a certain issue—to control everything, especially during a crisis.

Before I heard the vice president’s whispered misgivings in the Oval Office, I already knew I couldn’t control the situation in Haiti—no one could. But hearing his words made it crystal clear to me that there was no time for me to figure out the job at my own pace; I needed to find help—and find a way to make the most of it. I needed to supplement what skills I had by building a team of trusted experts who knew what I did not—it was the only way to ensure that our efforts got the results the Haitian people needed. The stakes were far too high to do it any other way.

In the months ahead, I would learn—out of necessity, in large part—a lesson I’ve turned to again and again ever since: In moments like this, with so much on the line, people truly want to help. To accept that help, you must take steps to ensure that people feel accepted and valued.

Every workplace has a way of making clear who belongs. If you want to make big bets, you’re going to have to find ways to join, build, or manage big, sometimes even messy teams. The best way to get the best out of everyone is to help them feel like part of the team. There may be glory in going it alone, but there is strength and scale in going together.


Swift, Coordinated, and Aggressive

One year before that Oval Office meeting, I was sitting in Seattle’s Paramount Theater, an ornate venue that typically hosts touring Broadway musicals, with a crowd ready to be inspired. Shivam and I had been lucky enough to secure tickets to join hundreds of others watching the presidential inauguration of then President-elect Barack Obama. Even with three-year-old Sajan on my lap and Amna, just a few months old, in a BabyBjörn carrier Shivam was wearing, we were both somehow still transfixed by the historic moment as the first person of color took the oath of office—and got goose bumps as he delivered his inaugural address.

I was inspired by more than Obama’s words. I wasn’t just watching America’s new president; I was also watching someone who might be my future boss. A few days before the inauguration, I had been leading a meeting at the Gates Foundation when my assistant interrupted. I had a call from Tom Vilsack, the former governor of Iowa and an early supporter of the incoming president. He was calling to offer me a job in the new administration in the US Department of Agriculture.

More than a few people thought I was crazy to consider it. By that point, the Gates Foundation had made good on the Gavi bet, setting a new course for philanthropy in the twenty-first century. With huge ambitions, deep analysis, strategic innovation, and massive resources, the foundation looked like a new, innovative way to create large-scale change. There was something special going on in Seattle, Washington.

Meanwhile, the other Washington had gotten caught in the clutches of the aspiration trap. When I daydreamed about politics in medical school and dreamed of the White House on the Gore campaign, it felt like a path to making the biggest change possible. But the Washington awaiting Obama’s arrival seemed at times like a nightmare, with more to be gained not in solving problems but in bemoaning them or blaming others for inaction. In the face of so many of the era’s challenges—terrorism, financial crises, climate change, ethnic divisiveness—the US government had proved itself stymied, settling on being reactive and ineffective.

But when Obama spoke about the promise of the moment, of making politics and government really work, I thought he would break Washington out of that trap. I was swept up in the promise of what a young, aspirational president like Obama could do to meet the moment. Although I would be leaving Bill, Melinda, Patty, Sylvia, and others, I had learned something invaluable: Changing the world at scale was possible. The prospect of bringing those lessons to revitalize even part of the US government, potentially one of the most powerful forces for good on the planet, was too meaningful to turn down.

During what turned out to be a short time at the Agriculture Department, I worked closely on several hunger and development initiatives with Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton. Hillary is an extraordinarily intelligent and experienced global leader who cares deeply about the people she serves and mentors those she served alongside, including me. One morning, I was surprised to pick up my BlackBerry to hear Hillary’s voice and a job offer to lead USAID—a dream job.

The USAID I walked into a week before the earthquake had seen better days. Established by President John F. Kennedy, the agency became a symbol of America’s can-do force for good abroad. In its nearly fifty-year history, the world’s first and largest development agency had helped address widespread hunger and poverty in the 1960s and ’70s, promoted democracy and opportunity in the 1980s, and helped integrate Eastern Europe and post-Soviet states in the 1990s. Yet over decades, endless budget cuts and restructuring had taken a toll. President Obama, whose mother had worked on a USAID project during her career, wanted us to recapture some of the agency’s founding spirit and to once again project—like the outstretched hands on its logo—America’s values throughout the world.4

The Haiti earthquake provided a test and an opportunity—for me, for USAID, and for the United States. Haiti’s government, which had struggled for most of its history, had been nearly decimated: Almost all its government buildings had collapsed.5 In similar emergencies in recent history, the United Nations had traditionally taken the lead. Countries worldwide would send support to be organized by the UN’s coordinator for humanitarian affairs. Unfortunately, the earthquake had also flattened the UN office in Port-au-Prince, killing more than a hundred UN workers and dealing a tragic blow to the organization’s first-response capabilities—and therefore to the entire world’s ability to respond quickly.6

The United States was the only hope. From the outset, President Obama sought to go all in. He promised that the United States would stand by a neighbor just two hours from our shores and demonstrate that the nation could use its power for moral good with a “swift, coordinated, and aggressive” response. It was an invitation to do something big—and USAID was charged with leading the response. Those words, “swift, coordinated, and aggressive,” became my mantra.

They also proved a challenge from the start. The disaster had activated a wide swath of people—my new email inbox was overwhelmed by ideas and offers of help from some of the almost eight thousand people who worked at USAID. Of that huge workforce, I had only worked with one person—one—in any depth. Because of Haiti’s proximity to the United States and deep ties to the US government, I also suddenly faced an onslaught of volunteers from around the broader federal bureaucracy and beyond government.

To make the most of all that potential help, I had to change. After almost eight years at the Gates Foundation, I had grown accustomed to Bill’s combative, competitive way of finding a path forward. We prided ourselves on working hard, trying to be right, and proving it. I used my work, my math, my ideas—even my risk-taking—to win and convince people to join or listen to me. But heading a major government agency, I needed to learn—in the middle of a crisis—how to work alongside people, most of them total strangers, and how to swiftly turn lots of offers to help into a coordinated and aggressive effort to save lives.



Take All the Help

For me, that work began shortly after Biden pitched a replacement for my job. As I stood within earshot in the Oval Office, the vice president told Obama, “You could put Craig in charge.” I was new in the job, but I knew the “Craig” in question: Craig Fugate, a onetime Florida firefighter and head of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Though Obama listened, he neither objected nor agreed.

In the future, Vice President Biden and I would work together closely on several issues. Warm, generous, wise, and incapable of what he calls “malarkey,” Biden was, as I learned in the weeks and years ahead, as good a partner, ally, and protector as anyone I got to know in Washington. But as his doubts sank in and I settled onto one of the beige couches of the Oval Office, I flashed back to a moment just the day before in the White House Situation Room.

At an earlier meeting with Secretary Clinton, Defense Secretary Robert Gates, Admiral Mike Mullen, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and other senior officials, I had said we would need to use the US military’s “C-13s” to rapidly deploy search-and-rescue teams. Given the damage to the airport in Port-au-Prince, US military airlifts were the best hope for quickly ushering help into Haiti.

There was only one problem with my request: C-13s don’t exist. On my note card, I had smudged the ink. I had meant to ask for the well-known C-130 cargo planes, which can take off from damaged runways and which are vital for transporting search and rescue teams from the United States. Everyone kept a polite silence, and no one corrected me. But I regretted the slip, even if within hours, we got the planes airborne with teams on board.

I was stirred from that memory as the other participants walked into the Oval Office and joined me on the couches: Secretary Clinton; Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano, a former Arizona governor; and Fugate. Obama sat in an armchair by the fireplace. In these sorts of meetings, even during a crisis, the president was always purposeful, deeply informed, and preternaturally calm. He was uniquely capable of seeing the big picture and how one issue, such as Haiti, affected all of America’s interests.

With Biden in the chair next to him, President Obama asked for an update. Napolitano, who is among the most accomplished of American public servants, has a commanding presence. She quickly presented all her department was doing to prepare in response. But despite the Department of Homeland Security’s remarkable capabilities, many of its components, including FEMA, were focused on the homeland, not the hot spot. Perhaps sensing my deference and Obama’s interest in what was going on in Haiti, Fugate interjected, and said, “Raj can give the brief.”

My briefing went well—no more “C-13s.” But as I walked out of the Oval Office, I knew I needed to do things differently. What folks in Washington wanted and expected was what I had just seen in the meeting, a briefing that sounded more coordinated than it was in practice. I felt the crisis required us to do something differently if we wanted to save lives in Haiti and run a fully coordinated response that made the best of the full government. I wasn’t sure exactly what “differently” meant that day in the Oval Office, but I knew I couldn’t “own” whatever it was.

As the meeting broke up, I asked Craig if we could talk. I had been impressed that he seemed to care less about who got to speak to the president than whether the briefing was done the right way. I asked Craig if he would be willing to work hand in hand on the Haiti effort. Craig had an even better idea—he offered to move to our operations center and sit with me day in and day out. When he arrived at USAID, I felt not so much relief but excitement. Craig brought experience, confidence, and FEMA’s incredible capacities. But most of all, his arrival signaled that our response would be more about outcomes on the ground in Port-au-Prince than about turf wars in Washington.

For the next few months, Craig and I were complete partners. I developed a similarly close and productive relationship with Admiral Mullen, who invited me to attend the chairman’s briefing, in the conference room known as the “tank,” at the Pentagon; Lieutenant General Ken Keen, the deputy commander of US Southern Command who led the military’s response on the ground; and Cheryl Mills, the talented counselor and chief of staff to Secretary of State Clinton who effectively helped run the State Department.

Working together and around the clock, we organized a massive response, deploying via C-130s and other aircraft twenty thousand American personnel, both civilian and military, to establish safe zones for displaced Haitians. Alongside them, we also sent seven hundred Urban Search and Rescue team members to dig through the rubble for survivors. At the same time, Air Force teams restored the Port-au-Prince airport’s functionality within forty-eight hours, allowing us to mobilize equipment and personnel even quicker and at scale.7

No one person can “own” a bet that big. Leading one of the single largest US humanitarian responses in history, I learned that I needed to take all the help I could get. This required developing ways to track offers of assistance, follow up on them, and say thank you. At times of crisis, you will naturally want to control things. But you’ll need to find ways to work with new partners. The potential upside far outweighs any risks.



Keep Score

When I walked Craig into USAID’s Ops Center for the first time, I knew it wasn’t the ideal nerve center. Sitting a few blocks from the White House, USAID is one tenant in the Ronald Reagan Building, a limestone, relatively modern office building in Washington. The ninth-floor operations center, however, was far from advanced: It had a few whiteboards, too many cubicles, and five analog clocks to keep track of different time zones. It was growing busier with people wearing USAID DART (Disaster Assistance Response Team) polo shirts, but there was little impressive about it.

Almost everyone there was a stranger to me at that point. I had brought one aide, Nishant Roy, a scrappy Air Force veteran, over to USAID from my first job in government at the US Department of Agriculture, and I soon found myself relying on Susan Reichle, an agency veteran who had previously managed a successful civilian-military collaboration in Colombia—so she had an appreciation for bringing different types of teams together around a common objective. Susan had been running the Ops Center from more or less the moment the earthquake struck.

One of the first things Craig, Susan, and I discussed was our need for better data, a steady stream of facts from the ground that, if used well, could shape strategy and direct action. This was something I had learned well while working at the Gates Foundation, whether on vaccines or later food initiatives: There was no alternative to having solid data from the field. It was the only way to measure whether your money and actions were doing any good.

In crises, I would soon learn, humanitarian data collection and reporting weren’t always done the way we thought they should be. Government agencies typically produce situation reports, a litany of data with changes from the previous day, but what we wanted was a clear way to assess what was needed and whether we were solving the problems of post-earthquake Haiti. For example, we needed to know how many people needed basic allotments of rice and where we needed to dedicate more resources to meet that goal.

To help us develop a data operation, I dispatched Nishant to Haiti to be our eyes and ears on the ground and to feed the Ops Center the latest information. Nishant is engaging and diplomatic, and his experience in uniform also helped him connect with military operators on the ground. Soon after Nishant arrived, the data started flooding in. What I wanted to do was organize it properly to better illuminate our objectives. At one point, I said that we needed a “scorecard” to see how we were doing.

The next day, the scorecard was born. We kept diligent notes on every piece of our work, regularly monitoring the changes in water and food access, sanitation, rubble removal, hospital admissions, and more. For example, our metrics on water access included not just how many camps were receiving water deliveries, but how much, the number of chlorine tablets needed to make the water drinkable, and more. We even measured the amount of fuel needed to make the deliveries. We would then include our goal (always an amount that was measurable), progress to date (usually a percentage), and actions required to meet the goal (in full).

These documents became essential not just to my briefings at the White House and elsewhere but to coordinating the efforts of such a large, diverse team executing such a vast international disaster response operation.8 The scorecard was a gauge of how well we were working together to achieve our aim to improve the battered lives of the Haitian people. With a disaster so broad and a team so diverse, it was the one piece of paper everyone really needed and the one place where they wanted to ensure their information got included.

Data-driven management is by no means a new approach. And many government agencies have their own metrics. But what I learned from working on Haiti was how keeping score keeps everyone on the same page. Rather than each team hoarding its data, we shared it openly and widely in our Ops Center and across government—though some wondered if that was wise, especially on days when the numbers didn’t improve much. But sharing data, even when it identifies failures, helped establish the trust essential to the team’s performance and drew attention to the areas that needed it—the stakes were too high for us to approach it in any other way.

Owning something often starts with owning the data, which is why people refuse to share. No one can judge performance or hold anyone accountable if they cannot see the score. It’s possible someone may have leaked our metrics or misused the data in some way, but no major disclosures occurred. In fact, sharing information brought our team, massive and diverse as it was, together.

You can keep score, too. All you need is a piece of paper and a pen. Yes, these scorecards can get fancy—with graphics and all sorts of bells and whistles. But all you need to do is draw a table with three columns: an outcome you’re measuring, your target for success, and the current progress. Do that day after day and you’ll see when you’re succeeding and where you need help.



Make Everyone Feel Included

A few weeks into the crisis, the USAID Ops Center had been transformed. It had become a mess of coffee cups, ethernet cables, and extra tables and desks. But as I looked around the room, I saw people wearing military uniforms and other agencies’ shirts, vests, and caps sitting among and sometimes crowded into the same cubicle as my USAID teammates. The room embodied the big, messy team we’d become.

Bringing everyone together in one place wasn’t easy. Government rules and regulations make it hard to share anything—whether it was people, platforms, or information. Forms needed to be filled out for everyone that joined the team. The bigger the contribution from another agency, the more forms were required. For example, USAID had to pay the US Department of Defense to use C-130s in the response. In normal circumstances, we would have had to file an authorization—and agree to pay—each time a plane took off. By working as a team, we were able to streamline and overcome some of the paperwork.

Not everyone loved the messiness that can come with big, inclusive teams. Craig preferred a smaller circle, while I asked everyone for ideas and even listened to those that were unsolicited. The Ops Center got a little freewheeling as a result. I even had to break up a heated argument at one point, standing between two men as they appeared on the way to exchanging punches.

But even if there was some bureaucracy and a few moments of tension, I could see bringing everyone together was making our work better. Soon, a military officer was sitting next to a diplomat and talking on the phone with a Los Angeles firefighter and expert on urban search and rescue about a new technique and then conferencing in someone on the ground in Port-au-Prince to try it out. Our whiteboards were filling up with the sort of information and ideas that could animate our operations in the coming hours, days, and weeks.

One day, I was racing back to the Ops Center from the White House when I noticed a long line of people waiting to enter our headquarters. I soon put two and two together: The multiagency teams on the ninth floor were creating a potentially divisive traffic jam on the ground floor. I had walked past the line because USAID employees could come and go as they pleased. If they ran out for coffee or home for dinner with their families, all they had to do was swipe their government identification to reenter. But a military officer assigned to us had to wait in the line to receive a temporary sticker to enter the turnstiles (which were modern, electric security gates, so they didn’t technically “turn”). Every day, I would see outsiders queueing for long waits as their USAID counterparts strolled past.

I asked what could be done to fix the problem. When the proposed improvements sounded even more laborious, I asked if the turnstiles could just be open continuously so anyone could get in or out. The building security team was diligent and needed to carefully review the impact of this request. But because I was direct and they cared about the mission, the gates were opened. Opening the turnstiles saved only ten or so minutes on a trip into the building. But it sent a message that we were all on the same team and at the same level. It kept people together and built on the trust and camaraderie that was so important to the continued success of the mission.

Despite occasional discomforts and disagreements, the crowded Ops Center was worth the trouble. People wanted to be on duty—at one point, when a snowstorm shut down Washington, most of the team moved into a hotel within walking distance so as not to be deterred by icy roads. If opening the turnstiles, saving just a few minutes for people each day, helped contribute to that sort of dedication, it was worth it.

Since then, “open the turnstiles” has become one of my abiding mottos, a concept of far broader applicability than building security. Whenever I spot a logjam or impediment standing in the way of more fluid collaboration among teams or partners or alliance members, I ask whether we should open the turnstiles, and how we might be able to take down the barriers to more seamless cooperation.

Even more, opening the turnstiles also sent an important signal. If the goal was to respond to the devastation in Haiti with a swift, coordinated, and aggressive US response, nothing would stand in our way. I wanted everyone to know they were included and that outcomes were more important than red tape in Washington. If we were willing to go the extra mile and take a relatively small risk in Washington, I was hoping people would continue to give their all for Haiti.

Whether you’re the leader or just helping on a big bet, there are ways to take the time to inspire the best from partners and to listen and learn from them even when your areas of expertise may not align well. Some of this requires patience. But trust starts by making everyone feel welcome and included and as if they have something valuable to contribute.



A Path to Belonging

One of the reasons I was so sensitive to how important it was to open the turnstiles is because I knew well what it felt like to be locked on the outside of a team.

My interest in politics and Washington began when I was young. I would overhear my father practicing his English by trying to mimic the recorded speeches of President Ronald Reagan. For my dad, listening to Reagan wasn’t about politics. Rather, it was the cadence of America that both of us, along with my sister and mother and the rest of our family, were trying to join.

I listened to presidential speeches as a child for different reasons than my father. For him, politics was about language and accent. You belonged to a place if you sounded like the nation’s leaders. For me, I saw politics as a path to belonging and contributing to the country. Born and raised in the United States, I sounded a lot more like Reagan than my father ever would. But I didn’t often see people who looked like me engage in politics locally or nationally.

Representation matters. For a few years when I was younger, the Ford Motor Company sent my father to manage an electronics plant outside of Philadelphia, in a rural part of Pennsylvania. Although our family had gravitated toward immigrant communities in the Detroit area, here we were distinct outliers, and I was made to feel it many days.

For the first few months of sixth grade in a middle school where there were just a handful of kids of color among the hundreds of students, my homeroom teacher mispronounced my name—Rajiv—in all manner of ways. Although I often corrected him, I was routinely called any number of his variations. Then one day, the morning after news broke about India’s new prime minister, who also happened to be named Rajiv, my teacher said he had finally figured out the correct pronunciation of my name by watching the news.

For this and other reasons, I saw politics differently than my peers. As I’d lie on the floor of the living room in our house in Pennsylvania, watching Reagan and other politicians on our television, it was startlingly rare to see a face like mine. I never felt like I belonged. As I grew older, I became interested in politics not only to create change on a large scale but also to broaden the circle, helping push the boundaries outward so that others might feel welcome. Politics was one way to change the country so that other children, including my own, would not have their names mispronounced—or worse.

That quest, which Shivam shared, led us to start an initiative in graduate school to increase Indian American representation in politics. It’s also what drove me to temporarily leave medical school and join the Gore campaign in Nashville. And it was why I felt so despondent in the early months of working on that campaign, when I felt sidelined from the substantive work.

Still, I made good friends. I caught on fast with Philippe Reines, a quick-witted native New Yorker. Like me, Philippe was an outsider—this was his first big campaign—but he proved himself quickly as a talented writer, researcher, and wrangler of the press corps. We would hang out with Jeff Nussbaum, a young speechwriter from Massachusetts, and others about our age. We would work all day and drink coffee late into the night at Waffle House and dream about futures in the White House.

By Election Night, our cohort of young aides hadn’t become senior staff, but we’d become relatively essential—at least in our own minds! On that rainy evening in Nashville, when the election’s outcome was thrown into doubt and a recount appeared certain, we all were drafted into action—researching how to respond, writing briefs and speeches, talking to reporters. In the scope of life and history, and especially that of an ultimately unsuccessful campaign, this stuff isn’t hugely consequential. But the feeling of belonging—of friends and colleagues coming together in the throes of great effort—is one of the great joys of working life.

I also learned a lesson that stuck with me: Teams can do extraordinary things, but unless everyone feels like they belong and are both enlisted in and enlivened by the effort, they will never reach their potential. If there are insiders and outsiders, someone will always feel undervalued. It’s why I reacted to the turnstiles the way I did. It wasn’t about the time lost as much as it was about the team’s loss—I wanted people to feel valued so they could give their all.



Repeat Yourself

A few days after the earthquake, I sat next to Secretary Clinton as we landed in Port-au-Prince. Hillary was a good mentor—always coaching, protecting, and pushing me and everyone on her team to do better. I also enjoyed working with her closest advisors—including Cheryl and Philippe, who, after our work together on the Gore campaign, had become a member of Hillary’s team.

These trips were always a nonstop blur. One minute, I would be walking the grounds of the battered airport with Haitian President René Préval. Another I would be engaging with the US military or civilian rescue teams fresh into the country. I would meet with different humanitarian organizations joining the response. Then I would visit with US Embassy personnel, some of whom were USAID employees. I also engaged with better-known partners who had swooped in to offer important help, like chef José Andrés, who was renowned for his cooking and nonprofit work, and the actor and activist Sean Penn.

Some of the most powerful visits for me were with the Haitians themselves. I met with them at the airport, in overwhelmed shelters and hospitals, and in nearby communities that had been destroyed by the quake. I still remember speaking with a mother in a makeshift outdoor emergency ward at a clinic. She had a deep laceration on her leg, which might need amputation. But her immediate concern was for her own children—one of whom was still lost in the wreckage.

On the flight home from Haiti, Hillary, Cheryl, Philippe, and I traded notes on what we’d seen and heard. We would go, look, and listen on the ground in Haiti—and develop insights to better support our teams after we left. Hillary was particularly skilled at this—finding the most useful nuggets and making sure the vast State Department apparatus best served the needs of our teams on the ground. I tried to do the same.

We also sought to spread the word beyond the response team and wider agency. On one late-night flight back, I was told the White House had assigned me and Lieutenant General Keen to appear the next morning on all five of the major morning talk shows. Philippe looked at me and said, “Don’t expect to sleep much tonight. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover in the morning.”

Like many in Washington, I had watched Meet the Press for much of my adult life and understood the value of reaching a target audience—not just the American taxpayer but the thousands within Congress and government agencies who were an integral part of the operation. But after many long days and sleepless nights, I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to perform well. Philippe reassured me that the benefits of overcommunicating were worth pushing through my doubts and one more night of little sleep.

A few hours later, I left the house before dawn for the ride to the taping. And there was Philippe in the back seat, handing me a cup of coffee. He helped me prep for the interviews, which I did from various studios while Ken was beamed in from Port-au-Prince. I was tired but disciplined enough for Shivam to joke that our son Sajan could learn his numbers by counting how many times I said, “swift, coordinated, and aggressive response,” in each interview.

In the end, Philippe was right—and Shivam was, too (I say that a lot). Overcommunicating, which requires active listening and embracing repetition—was essential to such a big team effort. Everyone couldn’t fit in the Ops Center, so I needed to make sure that hundreds of people at USAID, thousands across the US government, and millions of people in the United States and Haiti knew how we defined our goals, whether we were achieving them, and how we tried to overcome constant setbacks.

When you’re leading a big, distributed team, you have to find ways to communicate to everyone, especially when separated by geography. The bigger, more dispersed the team, the more you’ll have to communicate and even repeat yourself to finally break through. That communication clarifies your own position and allows people to see your focus, which in this case was listening to and serving the people of Haiti during an extraordinary crisis. It also allows people to see how you define the metrics of success.



Esprit de Corps

By the end of February 2010, our team was innovating and working well together—and we had the scorecards to prove it.9 But it wasn’t all calm, collaborative teamwork. As with any complex task, there were times when legitimately different opinions clashed, including over when to pull American troops out of Haiti. But eventually these decisions got worked out because the trust we’d built as a team had helped others trust us.

One example was the deployment of the USNS Comfort, the Navy’s one-thousand-bed hospital ship. The Comfort arrived off Port-au-Prince within ten days of the earthquake and its personnel handled nearly a thousand patients—performing more than eight hundred complex surgeries in all.10 At a moment when Haiti’s own hospitals were down or damaged, the bright white, three-football-field-long ship in the harbor provided just what its name promised: comfort.

But by early March, it was time to reevaluate. I had looked at the scorecard and the vast sums USAID was spending to keep the Comfort in Haiti and even to airlift patients to Florida hospitals. It was beginning to seem as though the money that was being spent could be far better invested in strengthening Haiti’s health system for the long term. Despite the actual and symbolic comfort provided, the deployment no longer made sense when the money could be better invested in Haiti itself. I recommended the Comfort be sent home.

But it wasn’t my call alone to make. One Sunday, I joined a teleconference about the ship with national security officials, including Kathleen Sebelius, the respected and experienced secretary of the US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and former Kansas governor. HHS had created a panel to advise on when and whether the Comfort could be redeployed. Kathleen said, “You know, I’m not a doctor, but I think we have to keep the Comfort there.” And then someone else jumped in and said, “I’m not a doctor either, but I agree.” Soon others joined the refrain.

In my entire career, I can count on one hand the times I’ve invoked my medical degree to make a point. But after a lot of late nights and weekends spent on calls and in meetings like this one, I was exhausted and out of decorum. I blurted out, “Well, I’m a doctor, and it just doesn’t make sense to be spending hundreds of thousands of dollars for limb reattachments when we could be reconstructing entire hospital wings with that money.”

The comment makes me cringe to this day, as I usually seek to avoid the clichéd stereotype of a doctor who thinks they know everything. The moment soon passed—those on the call knew my team and I were focused only on delivering the best outcomes for the Haitian people. And we all ultimately came to an agreement. The Comfort pulled anchor days later.11

Clashes and sharp differences of opinion will happen, especially when passionate people are pouring everything they have into a project. But when you open the turnstiles, it’s possible to create enough camaraderie and understanding that the ripples subside, or at least are perceived as passion rather than obstinacy. When people feel like they are all on the same team, it’s easier to move on in good faith knowing that everyone is trying to help.

Almost six months after the earthquake, we were starting to feel like we’d done all we could do in the short term. US forces, the humanitarian community, and Haitian entities and individuals had treated more than forty thousand patients and carried out hundreds of medevacs for intensive treatment.12 Eventually, the rate of child hunger in Haiti was also considerably lower than it had been the day before the earthquake. The chlorine tablets we tracked proved a major innovation. As a result of those tablets and more, people were actually healthier than they were before the earthquake: Haiti saw a 12 percent decrease in diarrheal illness.13 We also managed to vaccinate one million at-risk Haitians from diseases like cholera and tuberculosis, immunizations they might not otherwise have received.14

As the immediate emergency began to wind down, and the Haitian government, the United Nations, and other partners were able to reestablish humanitarian operations on the island, it was clear we hadn’t solved all of Haiti’s challenges. It was then, and is even more so now, a troubled country. But when it needed a response—helping find people trapped in the rubble, getting water delivered to far-flung locations, building shelters, and more—we’d managed to get the entire US government to help without much drama and with real success.

As we moved away from the emergency and looked for ways to support Haiti over the long term, I turned to Paul Farmer, a revolutionary physician and the founder of an NGO called Partners in Health that worked on the ground in Haiti and elsewhere. I had known Paul, who was an iconoclast and unsparing in sharing his views, for years. When I asked what we should do next, he didn’t flinch: “Build back better,” he said.

Paul proposed we build a world-class hospital in Port-au-Prince. At that point, a world-class anything felt like an indulgence when Haiti needed just about everything. But Paul thought it was possible—and he painted a picture of what this hospital would mean five, ten, and even fifty years down the line. I was taken by the idea, like I was with so much of Paul’s advice.

More than three years after the earthquake, the Hôpital Universitaire de Mirebalais opened north of Port-au-Prince.15 It’s an extraordinary institution, with care and facilities that can compete with any in the United States, and a place that has done much good on the island, including in the aftermath of other natural disasters like the 2021 earthquake.16 No one can say the funding for the Comfort went directly to the new institution, but for a small agency with a limited budget, that choice and others certainly mattered.

The hôpital wasn’t the only way we tried to do things differently in Haiti. Working with Craig and the rest of the team, we’d built an incredibly effective operation. We didn’t focus on who owned which area or who got credit for what; instead, we tried to bring together as many people as necessary to deliver on our big bet. To do so, we shared data, cooperated, and communicated with little friction and only a few fights. At the end of the day, on top of a whole-of-government approach, more than five hundred NGOs and 140 countries played a part in the relief effort.17

Along the way, I learned that opening the turnstiles is a mindset that allows you to take all the help you can get and accomplish so much more as a result. It was an admission that our USAID team (and I as its leader) didn’t have all the answers, but we did have the capabilities needed to save thousands of lives in the immediate term and improve millions more in the long term. Once I made that determination, I learned that if I let people in while staying focused on results and overcommunicating, I could build a team that made the most of its diversity, avoided some of the worst traps of bureaucracy, and delivered better performance. I’ve applied all those lessons time and time again in the years since.

We had also shown that bigger and better accomplishments were possible for a rejuvenated USAID. The work we did in Haiti helped create more energy and urgency and showed others that the agency was back to doing big things. The esprit de corps of the Haiti response was infectious—and that innovative, collaborative, ambitious spirit spread.

All of that was important for the years ahead, but I was most proud of some of the things that hadn’t made news. A few years after the earthquake response, I called Paul up and asked if I could take my son Sajan to see the Hôpital Universitaire during a visit to Haiti. Paul not only agreed; he insisted on giving us a tour himself. In a country so devastated by disasters, poverty, and poor governance, we found ourselves in a neonatal infant care unit that would have held a place of pride in any major US hospital. Preterm babies, who would have died were it not for the outstanding Haitian nurses and doctors providing them with care, were kept alive and treated with skill and love. Those young patients in that clinic were a testament to Paul, to teamwork, and to one big bet for humanity.



How You Can Open Turnstiles

Long after those tumultuous months, the whole concept of opening the turnstiles has stuck in my head. It was a small move, and hardly revolutionary. But it has become for me a larger mindset: At a moment of genuine crisis, people will step up to be part of the solution. Learning how to accept that help is a key tool in pushing ahead on any big task. The mindset of opening the turnstiles is what it takes to build a larger, more capable team. People do their best when they feel they belong.

The Haiti assignment was a big one for me at that point in my career and fresh in the door at USAID. In the end, I had been blessed by a series of lucky breaks: I had good bosses in President Obama and Secretary Clinton, a few friends like Philippe who helped when I needed it, and Washington’s full attention for longer than usual.

What I was able to do in that moment was make a team out of a diverse group of people and institutions that wanted to help. You can do the same if you:
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	Take the help. The bigger the challenge, the more it will inspire people to pitch in. Accepting their help isn’t a sign of weakness. Others wanting to show leadership and take you in slightly different directions is a sign of progress.

	Keep score. It’s one thing to have a goal and make that goal widely known. It’s another to mercilessly measure results and share the scorecard with everyone on the team. Devise a clear way to measure progress and make that running tab known to all.

	Take a risk to trust people. If you talk about team but allow divisions to fester, everyone will notice. Take risks to let people in, sometimes literally.

	Overcommunicate. You must listen to anyone with insight and ideas about how you can meet your goals and speak to everyone about your plans. Outside input and communications may take time, but they will pay off in the end.







4 Make It Personal

In 2013, I found myself in Ethiopia riding shotgun in a white Econoline van full of Republican members of Congress—a van that was soon, and messily, stopped in its tracks.

Working on vaccines in philanthropy, and on Haiti in government, had appealed not just to my conscience but also my desire for large-scale change.

In Ethiopia and in my third year at USAID, I found myself on another quest, this one more intentional and far longer in nature. Our aim on that trip was to fortify a region that had two years before been ravaged by interconnected crises, including conflict, drought, and a famine that killed more than 260,000 people—and it felt deeply personal.1

The path to that trip was long and winding. I had learned of my own family’s relatively recent history with food insecurity. On my trip to the B. R. Hills, I had seen up close the ravages of malnutrition. While at the Gates Foundation, we’d launched an initiative to help transform agriculture in Africa. In Haiti, I had seen hunger worsen a post-earthquake landscape and had read about a girl eating mud cakes to survive. And now, from the halls of Congress to corporate boardrooms, we were trying to change how the United States helped lead the world in new ways to end hunger for hundreds of millions of people.

The US global humanitarian mission largely started with food aid. In the aftermath of World War II, America’s agricultural bounty had fed a hungry Europe.2 In the years after, the US foreign assistance program was built on sending America’s excess food production abroad to address hunger.

But the world and the nature of hunger had changed. I was in that van to help build an alliance to transform how the United States responded. Instead of just giving away US food at times of crises, we would develop sustainable initiatives and programs to invest in agricultural science, technology, and innovation to help farmers in poorer countries improve their crop production and prevent hunger in their communities. Such an effort would require a bipartisan coalition in Congress to rewrite our foreign assistance legislation to make this new vision a reality.

Our driver in Ethiopia had a different goal: to beat the storm clouds back to the capital from our trip to visit a rural project run by a humanitarian group supported by USAID. Unfortunately, as we rounded a curve and the skies quickly darkened, raindrops began hammering on the van’s roof. Our driver gripped the wheel with both hands, knowing what was about to happen. Sure enough, the dirt road soon melted beneath us, leaving the wheels spinning in thick mud.

Just as suddenly as the storm arrived, I heard a cantankerous, throaty voice from the back of the van: “Okay, everyone under the age of seventy get out and push.” James Inhofe, at seventy-eight years old and Oklahoma’s senior US senator, howled at his own joke as the rest of us made our way out of the van and into the thick slop. Under the direction of a leading Republican, I, an appointee of a Democratic president, joined the others in ruining our shoes and saving the trip back.3

Big bets require people like Senator Inhofe—people with different types of influence, networks, and ideas—to join in. What I hoped to do—along with Jim and many other allies—was to rededicate the United States to bringing the latest science and the most promising practices to those places most vulnerable to endemic hunger, especially Africa. I had learned by then, in Haiti and elsewhere, that building such an alliance requires finding common purpose and inspiring others to work toward it.

Unfortunately, finding common ground was getting harder in an increasingly divided and distracted Washington. The Haiti earthquake had been a shock to the conscience, bringing people together in a big and urgent way. But hunger and malnutrition had been a problem for so long that some had come to accept it as unresolvable. Still, hunger is an issue tailor-made for a big bet, requiring new solutions, public and private partners, and data measurement. But at that point, lawmakers in Congress from both parties struggled to sufficiently focus or act on it.

Back then, I still liked to debate and win arguments, proving my point until someone surrendered. But working on hunger, I learned that there is a different way to bring someone to my side. Although I enjoy a deep debate—and a deeper spreadsheet—sometimes a soul-searching conversation is more effective. When I made it personal—knowing when to stop debating, forming real bonds of friendship, and even confiding my own emotions on the issue—I found unlikely allies, novel avenues to fight hunger, and actual fellowship, even in a Washington riven by partisanship and tribal feuding.

Big bets will sometimes require you to embrace unlikely partners and be open to collaborating with allies with whom you might never have dreamed you could share common ground. Doing so is often less about winning arguments than about finding a shared sense of inspiration and purpose. Building the large, diverse coalitions needed to make change sustainable requires you to know and understand your own purpose—and to be willing to take the steps to share.


Heads Nod

When I was a kid, the word “big” carried significant import. Our home in the United States was a way station for many family members from India to stay for a temporary visit or to get set up for a permanent life in America. Each brought something unique—a passion for business, a mind for medicine, an interest in going to a baseball game. But one thing proved consistent: I was tall, even at just under six feet, in comparison with all my relatives from India. Whether in Michigan or on trips to India as a child, I took immense joy at being bigger than my uncles and cousins.

But when I was older, I realized that this disparity told its own story. It was in part the result of vast differences in diet between the United States and India. Even if people have enough to eat, which my family in India did, growth can be stunted due to insufficient intake of micronutrients in food—the vitamins and minerals, like iron, zinc, and vitamin A, that power our brains and bodies. To this day, more than a third of all Indian children suffer from stunting; in some parts of the country, that figure is close to half.4

I never really understood stunting until I found myself drawn to the hunger issue after working on vaccines at the Gates Foundation. In the aftermath of the success of immunization bonds, Bill and Melinda Gates asked our team to explore how we could best transform the face of global poverty after Warren Buffett said he would give the bulk of his vast fortune to the foundation—a gift that has so far topped $36 billion. For a data person, the math of hunger is too stark to ignore. Most adults need about 2,200 calories per day and regular consumption of roughly thirty different micronutrients. We concluded that the best use of Warren’s generosity was to try to transform agriculture in order to end hunger on the planet.

Sufficient nutrition is still hard to come by in the twenty-first century because, although the wealthy world abounds in food, eight hundred million of the world’s poorest people still rely on food produced on their own farms for income and sustenance.5 Because these farms are often relatively inefficient and unproductive compared with technologically advanced farms in richer countries, they still have to buy much of their own food. When prices go up—due to external forces like a war or climate change’s extreme weather—the poor, some of whom spend up to 80 percent of their income on food, are left to go hungry.6

Few people have ever done more to improve local farming conditions than Dr. Norman Borlaug. Norman grew up on a farm in Iowa and became an agronomist.7 Among many insights, he saw inefficiencies in the design of regular wheat, which was susceptible to disease and often collapsed under its own weight. He developed a shorter-stalked variety known as semi-dwarf wheat that was disease-resistant and produced dramatically higher grain yields.8

If he had stopped there, he would have been a legend. But Norman, who worked for much of his career at The Rockefeller Foundation, also tirelessly advocated for countries to use his dwarf wheat varieties and other advances to solve world hunger. He spent years using any method he could to advance his new seeds and farming practices across Latin America and Asia. The story goes that he and his allies relied on all sorts of measures to get the seeds planted and prove their worth—challenging farmers to wrestling competitions for the chance to plant, sneaking the seeds onto flights, planting seeds surreptitiously, and playing on geopolitical rivalries.9

In the 1960s, Norman’s wheat and wily advocacy started what became known as the Green Revolution.10 At one point, these and other agricultural advances had helped save a billion people in South Asia and Latin America from starvation.11 For example, from 1965 to 1970, Indian and Pakistani wheat yields nearly doubled, dramatically lowering food prices.12 That accomplishment earned him the Nobel Peace Prize, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the Congressional Gold Medal, and the gratitude of millions of people around the world who would never know his name.13

For all the massive successes of the Green Revolution in Latin America and Asia, there was one continent largely untouched by it: Africa. The revolution missed Africa for several reasons: lack of infrastructure, difficult and varied soil types, and a dearth of government involvement.14 Also, after Norman’s success, the world had just moved on, and global initiatives stopped prioritizing local agriculture as a way to combat hunger.

As a result, African farms were producing barely a sixth of the corn that US farms in the early 2000s were.15 As African leaders sought to change that reality, the Gates and Rockefeller foundations also began to work on a new initiative to support African farmers. As part of that work, I had the opportunity to sit with Norman himself in 2006, when he was ninety-two, just three years before he died. Norman knew the math, and he was up to speed on our new work. He wanted us to be much bolder in our efforts to change the picture for African farmers.

To make the point, Norman made it personal. “When you’re my age,” he said as he held my hand and looked me in the eye, “the only thing you’ll care about is whether you did everything you could on this. And with all the assets behind you, you can get this done.” I think about those words often.

When I joined USAID, I thought we could rededicate the US government to supporting agriculture, particularly in Africa. Since the idealistic years following the agency’s founding, America’s grand aspirations to end hunger had waned. In the 1960s, the total US agricultural development budget was worth around $8 billion by modern standards, but by the time I joined government, it was only about $2.3 billion, inclusive of large wartime efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan.16 In addition, whereas once agricultural development had been USAID’s primary focus, the agency had begun to concentrate more on supporting poorer nations by helping bolster their infrastructure and democracy. But the 2008 global financial crisis had thrown people into food insecurity. More than nine hundred million people were undernourished, which meant that 13 percent of the world lacked reliable access to sufficient, nutritious food.17

In my Senate confirmation hearings, basically a long job interview in front of a big panel of members of Congress that also happens to be televised on C-SPAN, I explained that the United States needed to help scale new agricultural advances to those around the world, citing my desire to bring Norman’s vision for agricultural development to the parts of the world where it was still needed.18

As I spoke, I saw heads nod on both Republican and Democratic sides of the panel. Republicans, who can be just as hard on Democratic appointees as Democrats are on Republican ones, seemed particularly agreeable when I spoke of applying data and businesslike approaches to US foreign assistance, like helping farmers advance so that we could prevent hunger in the future. I thought I could build a strong bipartisan alliance behind this big bet.

And then I went and nearly blew it.



Stop What Isn’t Working

After Republicans took over the majority in the US House of Representatives in 2011, their first big piece of legislation proposed steep cuts to overall spending and a sharp reduction in money for all foreign aid and development, USAID’s lifeblood.19

At their most extreme, the proposed cuts imperiled the agency itself and felt like a direct attack on our work. The bill also threatened any hope of a big bet to transform agriculture. USAID had recently helped establish a new program called Feed the Future, designed explicitly to boost US investment in agriculture in vulnerable countries. In its first two years, the program had already helped 1.8 million African smallholder farmers, usually women who lived and worked on pockets of land, gain access to advanced seeds, fertilizer, and equipment. Feed the Future was just getting rolling, but without some certainty around sustained funding, it would stall before it really got started.

Facing what seemed an existential threat to that big bet and my other plans (the legislation would have cut 30 percent from the food aid budget alone), I did what came naturally at that point in my career. I summoned all the best data and sought to put forth an argument based on the strongest evidence. My team and I spent days doing the math to understand the impact of the proposed cuts. Then I marched up to Capitol Hill, numbers in hand.

At a House appropriations hearing, I laid out the gist of our findings. “We estimate, and I believe these are very conservative estimates, that [the proposed budget] would lead to seventy thousand kids dying,” I told the panel. I even detailed the specific math we’d done: Thirty thousand would die from a cut in malaria programs, twenty-four thousand would die because of reduced immunizations, and another sixteen thousand would die at birth from lack of nutrition and other causes.

The uproar was instantaneous. One of many headlines read: “USAID Administrator: GOP Bill Could Kill 70,000 Kids.”20 Other reporters ran with the quote. People retweeted it. More than a few Democrats, including at the White House, cheered me, thanking me for the boldness and for illustrating so graphically what these cuts would do. But Republicans were furious. They called me tone-deaf, partisan, and insensitive.21

I saw two paths forward. I could double down, becoming a partisan warrior who wins arguments on Twitter and cable news, using my numbers and analysis to score political points and assert my (and Democrats’) moral righteousness. Or I could stop digging myself a hole and focus instead on getting out and repairing the damage enough to build bipartisan support for a major initiative on global hunger. That path required making amends and attempting to build better and deeper relationships with Republicans and others, connections that weren’t merely transactional or technocratic but based on shared values and common interests.

There really was no choice.

I had to save the USAID budget—and fast. What I sometimes called my “apology tour” began in the office of House Speaker John Boehner. I met with Barry Jackson, then Boehner’s chief of staff. Though a real professional and veteran of plenty of partisan battles, Jackson didn’t hold back. “Your comment was offensive because you showed no respect for our moral values,” he said. When Speaker Boehner dropped by, I expressed my contrition. Then Jackson advised me to mend fences beyond the speaker’s office.

In the weeks ahead, it felt as if I met with just about every member of Congress who appeared on Fox News that year. I went to dinner with newly elected members of the hard-line Tea Party. I sat in their Senate offices. And when the 2011 appropriations bill passed, enough Republican votes swung our way that in the end, our agency actually won a modest increase in funding for our global health and disaster assistance programs.22 The outreach had worked.

On the face of it, this story could be seen as an example of everything that is wrong with Washington and politics more broadly: to save thousands of human lives, I had to go around massaging wounded egos. But I consider it an example of how politics is supposed to work. After all, we expect our leaders to find and forge connections, and use those connections to advance shared interests.

Either way, the episode made clear that I needed to grow. My argument hadn’t been wrong—the data checked out. My mistake had been seeing Republicans as opponents to beat rather than people to try to understand. To bring them along, I needed to treat Republicans (and everyone else) as individuals with all the complexities they bring.

That evolution wasn’t easy. I was in Washington in part because I had mastered the art of winning people over with the force of my arguments and data. I had built the broad alliances around Haiti in part by organizing all those people coming through the turnstiles with a scorecard and metrics. But now I had to learn how to connect with the administration’s political adversaries in a way that exposed real common ground.

One of the hardest things to do is to stop using the strategies and methods that have worked so well for you in the past. You will face that challenge, confronting a recalcitrant person who remains unmoved even after you’ve tried your level best. If you’re committed to your big bet, you won’t give up. You’ll find another way.



See Each Other as People

Though I was making progress on the outreach around the budget, I began to talk to friends about ways to build more durable support in Washington. Even for someone who had followed politics since childhood, I was surprised at just how partisan Washington was becoming. The number of people who promoted—for years—the idea that President Obama hadn’t been born in the United States proved the point. Deep cultural, racial, and economic divisions were widening between Republicans and Democrats.

Given the atmosphere, I thought it was best to work with a trusted intermediary. Around this time, I was introduced to Ward Brehm, who had been working on hunger and other issues in Africa from the Republican side of Washington for years. Ward had made a fortune in the insurance business in Minnesota and become inspired by Africa at the age of forty-two while on a trip organized by his church. Enchanted by the continent and its people, Ward embarked on a five-day spiritual trek, walking through one of the most remote parts of the continent—and went on to advise President George W. Bush on African development issues, including hunger.23

Ward believed Republicans could be genuinely supportive of our efforts if I connected with them based on their moral and spiritual values. He helped organize meetings with Republicans, mostly senators, with whom we thought some common ground might be found. Some of them, like Jim Inhofe, the Oklahoma senator who would soon urge me to push a van out of the mud in Ethiopia, seemed to take joy in making life difficult for my boss—he had stoked questions about Obama’s citizenship before eventually backing off.24 Many of my colleagues at USAID were deeply skeptical of Inhofe and other Republicans because of that campaign and because many in that party had tried to cut the agency’s budget. For this reason, I sometimes chose to have a meeting with just the senator and Ward.

In those early meetings, I kept my arguments to myself. I wasn’t there to lobby. I was there to listen. With Ward in the room, he would help direct the conversation toward what had brought any of us to politics and policymaking in the first place. These conversations revealed how many were driven by their Christian faith and its emphasis on missionary and charitable endeavors. High on the list of issues these members considered important was hunger—as it was so tied to the Bible’s teachings. In meeting after meeting, I would hear about Romans 12:20, Luke 3:11, and so on, and our sessions often ended with us holding hands and Ward leading us in a prayer.

As the meetings continued, I also grew far more comfortable sharing my own motivations. As someone who felt like an outsider growing up in the United States and in Washington, I didn’t always like to dwell on the things that made me different, including my family’s history and faith. And as someone who sought to win arguments, often with data, I was a little nervous about showing vulnerability. But I found the story of the stunting in my own family or the injustice I saw on my travels was more powerful than any spreadsheet. People better understood me and better appreciated what I was trying to do.

To build on these conversations, I sought to make it personal in other ways. Half-hour meetings in an office in the middle of busy days aren’t ideal for relationship building. As a result, I visited Senator Thad Cochran at a food security event at Mississippi State University. I discussed foreign aid with Senator Lindsey Graham on South Carolina talk radio. I got stuck in the mud in Ethiopia with Inhofe. On that trip to see a Christian aid group, which was a personal priority for Jim, he and I deepened our sense of common purpose on hunger. He later said, “There’s no one I’d rather walk through the mud with than Raj Shah.”25

At one point, Inhofe invited me to join the Senate prayer group, a collection of around twenty-five members of Congress that meets for an hour every Wednesday in a small, secluded room in the Capitol building. The sessions offered a rare chance for Republicans, a few Democrats, and an occasional outsider like me to come together and join hands in prayer. No official business, staff, or reporters allowed.26

At first, I hesitated about such an overtly religious engagement. Though I was raised Hindu, I attended Sunday school at a Christian church from time to time and understood the faith’s basic tenets. Still, I rarely spoke about my formal religious beliefs in a public setting and didn’t consider myself to be deeply steeped in formal theology of any kind. But Inhofe and Ward urged me to attend anyway, and I soon found myself spending Wednesday mornings with a group of senators sharing a buffet breakfast.

In the months and years ahead, I came to value the sessions, which offered the chance for spiritual uplift even when the focus for most attendees was simple fellowship, a word that was invoked often. I won’t share details of these private gatherings, but I will say we came to connect as people, not politicians; as servants to faith, our fellow citizens, and wider humanity, not some political party. As a result, people became at ease with one another, sharing their worries and fears.

At those breakfasts and others, as in many of my one-on-one visits and on trips, I hadn’t opened a new line of argument but instead opened up about personal and professional challenges. As I became more comfortable doing so, I saw others becoming more comfortable with me. We were all so different, in seemingly every way, but these meetings allowed us to build a foundation of trust—trust that was essential to any big alliance, and particularly to one aimed at transforming the US approach to helping the world’s hungriest and most vulnerable.

People won’t trust you if you don’t know them and they don’t know you. There are few things more important than trust to forming an alliance, yet it’s hard to come by in these polarized times. Trust is built on common ground and in seeing each other as people, not as job titles, political parties, or any other label. When building trust, it can help to find an intermediary who is respected by both sides, as I found with Ward.



Find Common Ground Before You Need It

As the US Air Force plane began its descent toward the Dadaab Refugee Complex in August 2011, we could see hundreds of people, mostly women and children, streaming across the Kenyan desert.27 The camp, about fifty miles from the Somali border in Dadaab, was one of the main humanitarian hubs during a famine that ripped across northern Africa.28 Early data showed nearly half the population of Somalia—around 3.7 million people—were experiencing a food crisis and that roughly 750,000 of them were under threat of starvation.29

I joined a trip organized by Dr. Jill Biden, the Second Lady at the time and someone who sought to lift up the vulnerable wherever they were, to call attention to a terrible famine that was gripping the region. One of our stops was in the camp’s acute-malnutrition center, which is where people who were near starvation were treated.

There, I stood beside a bed, talking with a woman giving water out of a blue cup to her four-year-old son, who weighed less than twenty pounds. The child was benefiting not only from care at the center but also from a remarkable advance: a miraculous nutrient-rich resuscitative paste called Plumpy’Nut that was invented by a French pediatric nutritionist and developed with support from USAID and other partners.30

As I spoke to her through an interpreter, I saw that the mother’s eyes kept drifting toward the foot of the bed, where a small bundle lay draped in a deep blue cloth. I was shocked when the mother said that the cloth covered another of her children, who had died that morning, too ravaged by hunger on the journey to the camp.31 That child had missed out on the lifesaving opportunities that would have been available to almost any child in the developed world.

That small cloth bundle haunts me to this day. Few things I’ve seen in my life, from the B. R. Hills to battles in Afghanistan and elsewhere, are as upsetting as a child wasting away and dying from hunger. Preventable, treatable hunger.

Later that day, I took Dr. Biden and others on the delegation to see other USAID initiatives—including our support for drought-resistant crops and new irrigation systems—that would, like that Plumpy’Nut, help over the long run to make that mother’s suffering far rarer. But the short-term failures and fatalities clung to me.

One day, as the famine worsened, I was told that Cargill, the giant US company that plays such a huge role in the production and distribution of grain and other foods, had a ship nearby filled with tons of rice on its way to market. Though I could have asked our humanitarian team to request help, I decided to personally call Greg Page, the company’s chief executive officer.32

For more than a year, I had been seeking to build connections between Feed the Future and multinational corporations like Cargill and dozens of other food and agricultural companies. My outreach to build public-private partnerships on the food front wasn’t exactly popular at USAID, as many of my colleagues thought these companies were too often part of the problem, prioritizing their bottom lines over humanitarian and environmental concerns.

But during a visit to Greg’s office in Minnesota and subsequent conversations, I found we shared an obsession with data: He was renowned for his grasp of commodity markets. I learned a lot from him about the impact of food pricing and market conditions on hunger. It was a quick and effective way to find common ground.

As a result, when I got Greg on the phone nearly a year later, I didn’t have to start at zero. I quickly walked him through where we were on the response in Somalia, but he cut me short. Greg knew the story; he was tracking developments and understood what was unfolding across large swaths of Somalia, Kenya, and Ethiopia. He also knew the challenges in getting the right foods to the right places.

I told Greg, “We think Cargill is best positioned in terms of location and volume to make an urgent delivery.” And then I asked directly, “Would you consider doing something extraordinary to help resolve this crisis?” Greg said plainly, “This is what we do.” Cargill had built a vast network to move its product from one side of the world to the other on time and on budget. Greg offered to shoulder the cost.33

Greg did more than divert the ship. In the end, Cargill gathered ten thousand metric tons—the equivalent of 425,000 fifty-pound bags—loaded it all aboard a ship in Kakinada on the Bay of Bengal, and shipped it across the Indian Ocean. The whole of that effort took more than two months, but when it arrived it made a world of difference, helping to feed a million Somali refugees in nine districts across Kenya.34

Asking for donations wasn’t a permanent solution. But the 2011 famine response proved changing America’s approach to fighting hunger required a broad coalition of Americans to be involved. Cargill wasn’t alone; several large multinationals and hundreds of small, local enterprises offered to train African farmers in new techniques. But it started with a simple, personal call. Too often, we forget how important it is to reach out personally—until we need something.

You’ll need help someday, maybe even to save lives. When you do, it’s best not to have to start building relationships when the stakes are highest. If you can, find common ground before you need it.



Keep Looking and Trying

Not long after, I faced one of the toughest meetings I had ever encountered. In a USAID conference room, I sat at a table with more than a dozen members of various US maritime unions. Though the walls of the room were decorated with bright, engaging pictures of USAID relief projects around the world—refugees in hospitals, farmers working with new water pumps, and children eating US–supplied food—the maritime members were scowling.

What had caused these dour expressions were some changes to how the United States provided food aid. The existing approach, which had helped feed hundreds of millions of people, was built on giving people a handout by shipping US grain abroad. It also provided steady work for American maritime workers like those in the conference room. But the system was bad for African farmers and others in poorer countries who couldn’t compete with high-quality, low-cost donations from abroad. And every dollar spent shipping the massive grain deliveries could be much more efficiently spent in the form of vouchers for locals to buy regionally grown food, potentially feeding hundreds of thousands more people.35

We proposed giving a hand up by buying grain from local farmers to bolster production and local agriculture. The change—part of what we called our localization initiative—upset those in the United States benefiting from the status quo. The biggest complaints came from contractors who leveraged insider connections to score massive foreign development contracts. In turn, these contractors complained to their friends in Congress, who threatened to prevent the reforms. As the awkward meeting in the conference room made clear, workers were also worried that decreasing shipments would impact their jobs.

But I wasn’t giving up without making my case. I wanted to sit down with some of the workers and union representatives to find common ground. It didn’t go well. I presented the data to no effect. I asked about their families, but no one even looked me in the eye. I tried a few jokes—to no laughs. Finally, I asked everyone to look around the room at the pictures, hoping they might take pride in the good the United States had done for the people pictured on the walls. No one’s head even turned.

Fortunately, I didn’t stop there. I kept our team researching who cared about this issue—and who benefited. I hoped to find someone more open to common purpose. Eventually, we saw that Maersk, the massive Danish shipping company, had a long history with US shipping and that its chief commercial officer Steve Schueler had worked at Microsoft at one point.36 I didn’t ask Bill Gates for many favors, but I asked for an introduction.

When I later arranged to meet with Steve in Copenhagen, he explained that Maersk’s US–flagged operations were more about sentiment than money. Maersk had operated out of the United States since 1919, and shipping American food aid had been part of their business for decades.37 Of course, I came with a spreadsheet and pointed out that aid shipments accounted for a tiny fraction of Maersk’s shipping earnings. The reason was that more and more US food aid consisted of smaller-volume items like Plumpy’Nut that took up far less space than big shipments of grain. I asked Steve to consider taking a small hit to that number to benefit global food security.38

Steve agreed to investigate the matter. In the end, the company, which had close ties to US maritime unions, encouraged them to compromise. Some of the localization reforms ended up passing, and the new rules allowed USAID to buy grain from African farms to help feed up to hundreds of thousands of people. The result was a better-balanced US approach to hunger and stronger, more resilient farms abroad.39

The experience taught me that sometimes you cannot stop until you find the right ally. There are those instances when success hinges on finding the right person, which may require tapping every source, doing research, digging deep into history—and sometimes benefiting from sheer luck, as was the case here. It might not be the first person you pitch or the fifty-first. But if you keep looking and trying, you can find common ground with the people who have the power and interest to help.



What Good Can Be Done

In early 2014, I received an invitation to give the keynote address at that year’s National Prayer Breakfast. The breakfast was an annual gathering of business and civic and political elites that began back in the Eisenhower administration. The president and vice president usually attend, and the speech is televised live. I was more than a little nervous about it—Mother Teresa, an actual saint, had once given the speech.

My nervousness grew when I received a call from Congressman Louie Gohmert, a Republican from Texas, and an organizer of the breakfast who would introduce me. Gohmert had said some deeply offensive things about people of other faiths in the past—claiming at one point, for instance, that Muslim women were emigrating to the United States to give birth to terrorists.40

I worked on draft after draft of my speech—including with my old friend Jeff Nussbaum from the Gore campaign. The challenge was I liked to talk policy and data and this audience expected remarks on faith. By the morning of the speech, I was so visibly nervous about the whole thing that Vice President Biden, who was sitting next to me, put his hand on my arm, made a joke, and assured me that I had something legitimate to say. Biden’s encouragement helped a great deal, but I didn’t relax until Gohmert finished what turned out to be a generous, gracious introduction.

During the speech, I talked about the unusual alliance on hunger and poverty we’d built across party lines, and the individual lives we’d touched together in supporting USAID’s work. I told the audience of the examples of suffering I had encountered from the B. R. Hills decades before to the Dadaab refugee camp. I told the parable of the Good Samaritan and urged those present to make a concerted effort to end extreme poverty, which was defined at the time as those who lived on less than $1.90 each day, most of which was spent on food.41

Three years after I had offended so many Republicans with my comments about budget cuts, many in the audience, even Gohmert, stood and cheered my remarks. I’m pretty sure, though, that their response was less about my speech and more about what we’d managed to accomplish together. By building an unconventional alliance that included Republicans, Democrats, business and faith leaders, and more, we’d helped transform how the United States responded to hunger around the world.

A year later, the White House called to ask for my help in reaching out to Republicans to pass the Global Food Security Act and to make that work permanent. I hit the phones to cheer on my many allies, including Inhofe, who supported the legislation along with just about every other member of the Senate. The support was so strong that President Obama joked as he signed the law about how excited everyone was.42 He also gave me one of the pens used to sign the bill, a traditional souvenir for someone who helps usher a new law into existence. I keep that pen on my desk to this day.

The treasured keepsake evokes not only what the bill helped accomplish but also who assisted along the way. The policy was a result of an unconventional alliance developed over a decade of working on the issue, one that included conservative Republicans, progressive Democrats, business and faith leaders, scientists, activists, and even rock stars. I’m grateful for all those allies, including Norman Borlaug; Senators Jim Inhofe, Chris Coons, and Amy Klobuchar; my successor at USAID, Gayle Smith; and Bono’s ONE Campaign for their help in combating hunger.

The legislation formalized many of our projects and funded Feed the Future’s initiatives for years. That one initiative alone had, by 2015, helped advance the technology and know-how used by nearly nine million farms.43 The countries where Feed the Future focused its work saw twenty-three million people stay out of extreme poverty and 3.4 million children avoid stunting caused by malnutrition.44 In all, the work helped lift more than one hundred million people out of food insecurity.

By making it personal and delivering results, we had also helped build sustainable support for a revitalized US approach to hunger. In the years since, Congress has reauthorized the Food Security Act twice under Republican and Democratic presidents, ensuring it lives on.45 In 2022, parts of the act allowed the United States to respond robustly to the food crisis that arose due to Russia’s barbaric war in Ukraine.46 In all, it ensured America had the ability to invest in agriculture and to prevent these crises from being as bad as they otherwise would have been. That is a testament to the value of building a broad, durable coalition around the right moral purpose.

Trying to change a whole system started with changing myself. Just finding the right argument wasn’t enough to find common ground. I had to learn how to connect, how to share, when to reach out, and which people with whom to ally. All of that was easier and more successful as I grew more comfortable sharing my own values and vulnerabilities. Being public about my family and faith wasn’t immediately natural for me. It took some extra steps, like going on the road and joining the prayer breakfast, for me to open up.

But doing so made all the difference. Along the way, I built genuine friendships that helped me see US politics in a different light. I saw that Washington could work. And I learned how to become a better advocate for a challenge that had impacted my own family. By making it personal, I had seen what good can be done by a wider group of unlikely allies.



How You Can Make It Personal

Making it personal starts with one person: you.

This isn’t easy. Especially early in your career, you’ll want to get right to the point and make your case for fear people will think you’re not smart enough or focused enough on work. As a result, you’ll hesitate to make it personal—worrying instead about seeming professional, more mature, or unaffected.

But you’ll never go as far as you want—and as your big bet requires—if you can’t make it personal. That will require you to get comfortable with people—asking what makes them tick—and to get comfortable with yourself and what makes you tick.

Here are some of the ways to make it personal:

    [image: ]


	Be open. Allies may come in unexpected packages, and it’s important to be ready to connect with people who share your goal and passion even if they aren’t the teammates you expect.

	Stop digging. When you screw up, own it and apologize, either in person or in a way that sets the foundation for future collaboration. Doubling down can get attention, but stopping digging can get results.

	Build relationships through a trusted intermediary. A mutual friend can help start the conversation—and keep it going, even when times are tough.

	Be vulnerable. Opening up about your values, hopes, and fears will help others do the same.

	Start early and keep looking. Find common ground before you need it. And don’t stop until you find the right person for help.







5 Know Who You’re Betting On

Sometimes, the desire to do something good—to solve and not just to improve—can blind you to pitfalls. I had learned with vaccinations, humanitarian emergencies, and food security that a naïve optimism is a necessary ingredient to successful big bets. But simple naïveté, its close cousin, can lead to failure.

I was set to learn all of that on the journey ahead.

On a December day in 2013, I set off on a trip into the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) to see some of war’s deepest scars. That trip, and a short excursion the day before by helicopter, would help launch me on a roller-coaster ride of a big bet—one that came with deep complexity, high hopes, and some hard-earned lessons.

Driving along the shores of the tranquil Lake Kivu, I looked back to see red, orange, and yellow roofs rise above the banks, the colors popping against the blue of the water and sky. The vibrant scene contrasted sharply with the region’s dark history, which included two wars that killed as many as five million people between 1996 and 2003.1

I would see shortly that the wounds of war heal slowly.

At a UNICEF support center for traumatized children, I met some of those who had as young boys and girls experienced some of the conflict’s worst. In most cases their parents had been killed and their home villages destroyed. Once orphaned, many of the girls were raped and the boys were often turned into child soldiers—drugged, indoctrinated, and ordered to kill. Now they were all in their late teens and twenties working with therapists and trainers to try to restart life in the DRC.

In one of the bunk rooms at the recovery center for boys, a clinic worker called some of the young men forward and asked them to say hello. What I remember most was an eerie absence: dozens of young men but no giggling or goofing off. Instead, they were weighed down, haunted—not so much grown up but hollowed out. Our guide explained that the hope was to revive their humanity.

That afternoon, I saw one way that might occur. I visited with several young men and women freshly embarked on new careers as mechanics, trained in their trades at schools funded by the Eastern Congo Initiative, a USAID-supported NGO founded by the actor and director Ben Affleck and businesswoman Whitney Williams.2 It showed how these kids, so traumatized by the country’s recent past, could—with the right opportunities—be empowered to build better lives.

The day before, I had flown by helicopter to visit a project I thought might provide a brighter future for those near Lake Kivu and elsewhere in the DRC: a proposed hydropower dam complex known as Inga 3. By harnessing the power of Inga Falls, where the river drops three hundred feet over the span of nine miles, the third dam—following predecessors Inga 1 and 2—could produce 4,800 megawatts of power, enough to power the equivalent of millions of US homes.3 That much power could supply inexpensive, sorely needed electricity to the DRC, where 91 percent of the country didn’t have access to power, as well as to large parts of Africa that were similarly unelectrified.4

Inga 3 was one of the biggest, most complex bets in modern development, designed to help solve a problem that had held Africans back: insufficient electricity. Many other initiatives had attempted to fill that gap in increments, perhaps with a solar-powered stove, diesel generator, or mobile charging station. In Inga, we had a solution that could supply vast power to many in the DRC and across the continent.

But because of its sheer size, Inga 3 required the near-perfect alignment of political, economic, and institutional forces, as well as the deep collaboration of leaders who needed to work together in new ways. I didn’t see early enough the many warning signs that would emerge in trying to build this unique coalition of African partners, development banks, Chinese leaders, and, not least of all, the US government.

As a result, I learned more than I wanted to on Inga. I learned from failure. Making big bets requires taking risks and trying things that can feel impossible, and the odds of outright failure often loom large. In this case, I learned the vital importance of really knowing who you’re betting on and the multitude of ways that things might go wrong.

In making big bets, you aren’t betting on the solution; you’re not even betting on the beneficiaries—all of whom will have a better life if your endeavor works out. You’re betting on your partners. On Inga, I learned, your bet is only as strong as your least-committed partner. To keep things from breaking apart, you have to constantly assess where that weakness may lie. And even then, you may miss it, and watch it all fall apart.


An Optimistic View of People’s Commitment to Big Change

During a series of consultations with leaders on how to address Africa’s energy poverty, I met with Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Nigeria’s finance minister at the time. Ngozi is an extraordinary person: perpetually optimistic and deeply ethical. After earning a bachelor’s degree from Harvard and a PhD from MIT, Ngozi embarked on a twenty-five-year career at the World Bank, where she led several efforts to respond to food and financial crises in poorer countries. As Nigeria’s first woman finance minister and foreign minister, she had established a reputation for transparency and fighting corruption.5

Ngozi was one of many leaders across Africa whom we consulted as we moved to launch a new US initiative called Power Africa, a public-private drive to improve access to clean electricity on the continent.6 Like Feed the Future, the initiative had specific, measurable objectives as to how many Africans each of its projects would reach and the amount of wattage of electricity it would unleash. Ngozi and others welcomed the commitment but felt that those metrics needed to be more ambitious.

Their desire for scale was captured by one word: Inga.

Anyone who knew Africa knew the reference. The Inga 1 and 2 dams had been finished in the 1970s and 1980s, harnessing the powerful flow of the Inga Falls. Inga 3 would be a massive upgrade: more than thirteen times the original’s 351 megawatts of power.7 And the third dam would be a leap toward what was known as “Grand Inga,” which could produce forty gigawatts of power—enough to potentially provide electricity, at an incredibly low cost, to people in more than a dozen countries across sub-Saharan Africa who lacked access at that point.8

Transmission lines from Inga would string more than clean power across a large part of the continent. They would bring light to the women who felt unsafe on dark streets, extra hours to children unable to study or work late into the night, and capacity to millions of small businesses that would create jobs for those boys and girls in the Eastern Congo Initiative training centers. The power lines would help the DRC’s mining sector enrich the country by tapping its unrivaled stores of gold, coltan, lithium, and copper—all essential to the circuits underwiring the modern digital world. Those lines would run even farther, north to Nigeria and south to South Africa. Seventy percent of sub-Saharan Africans—six hundred million people—lacked the access to electricity essential to the modern economy.9

As I learned about Inga, I could envision a map of those transmission lines snaking across the continent. I was intrigued—the dam had a scale that felt big enough to inspire many in Washington and around the world. I also learned the World Bank, the biggest source of development funding, had been involved in rehabilitating Inga 1 and 2, and it had been working toward Grand Inga for decades but was unable to escape the project’s complexities. Though there were real concerns about Inga, few tried to overcome them; the aspiration trap had captured the idea.

Inga’s potential as a big bet was clear. I had a map of those transmission lines that I would use when pitching the project to higher-ups, including to President Obama on Air Force One on his 2013 trip to Africa. It was a scalable solution that could unlock so much of the DRC’s and Africa’s potential. Given what we knew about development, we knew the human impact in terms of improved health, education, employment, and safety would be extraordinary. We also expected Inga would be a boon to the fight against climate change: It would reduce the need for diesel generators, cutting carbon emissions by sixty-three megatons annually—the equivalent of thirteen million US cars being taken off the road.10

Compared with the far more incremental improvements we were making with Power Africa, Inga was a true solution. But as I looked at the numbers and imagined the transmission lines, I was putting the potential before the partnerships. Inga would require an alliance the likes of which had rarely been seen in development—between nations, institutions, and individuals—not all of them with the same agenda. And we would be building all of this in a country just ten years removed from a long and wrenching civil war.

In the past, by jumping first and making it personal, I had been able to convince individuals and institutions to put aside their self-interest and join a common cause. Would that work here? At that point, there were more questions surrounding the project than there were reliable partners. Nor was it clear who would foot what was expected to be a $12 billion bill.11 It was too big for the United States alone—at that point America’s entire commitment to Power Africa was only a tiny fraction of that. The World Bank would be involved, but that would require the United States and China to embrace a spirit of genuine cooperation in the context of an increasingly acrimonious geopolitical relationship. Could they?

On Inga, my aspiration for scale and my assumptions about people gave me confidence, perhaps too much confidence, that we could get to yes on those questions. After some of our successes in Haiti and the progress we’d made on hunger, I thought we had a strong enough foundation to push ahead. That success had reinforced an optimistic view of people’s openness to transformative change.



Sufficient Partners to Make It Sustainable

Inga wasn’t my, or America’s, first dam project.

When I joined USAID, the agency was already deeply engaged in Afghanistan, which had been at war since 2001. By 2010, USAID team members had taken great risks—some lost their lives—trying to build a better future for the Afghan people. But despite some development and security progress, the Afghan government and security forces had proved ineffectual against a resurgent Taliban, which had controlled Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001—denying education to girls, punishing those who defied restrictions, and hosting the Al Qaeda operatives behind the 9/11 attacks. They then became an insurgency fighting US, Afghan, and allied forces for more than twenty years.12

A month before I joined USAID, President Obama had made a big commitment to Afghanistan. He ordered an additional thirty thousand troops to the country with a goal of countering the insurgency with force.13 The strategy hinged on partnering with the Afghan government, including its mercurial President Hamid Karzai, to counter the fears and frustrations of the Afghan people. As a result, such a strategy also required what became known as a “civilian surge”: State Department and USAID personnel and contractors would expand operations to win over Afghans with better governance, education, agriculture, and infrastructure, especially energy infrastructure.

This would be an ambitious plan even in the best of circumstances. It was even more so given the Afghan government’s inability to maintain sufficient security and the constant concerns about the corruption of the Karzai government.

As we pursued that strategy, some wanted to go bigger still. In one of the seemingly endless meetings in hushed conference rooms in Washington or Kabul, the US military advocated strongly for finishing the Kajaki Dam, a 1950s-era hydroelectric project to the southwest of the capital, Kabul. Before the war began, Kajaki had fallen into disrepair. In addition to fixing two existing turbines, the idea was to add a third massive turbine to unlock its potential, producing fifty-one megawatts of power for many of the 1.4 million people living in Helmand Province.14

Unfortunately, Helmand was, as some liked to say, “Taliban country.” Kabul had never been able to assert authority there—and was struggling to do so elsewhere in the country. For American military leaders, that was precisely the point of investing in the dam. The theory was that if Kajaki helped provide electricity and energy to Kandahar, one of the nation’s most important cities, it might help improve people’s well-being while also boosting the US and Afghan cause.

When I first heard of the project, I had my doubts. How could we engage in a project of that size without first securing the area? Transport of equipment alone along long stretches of terrible roads would pose extraordinary risks and expense. A visit to the site, about ninety kilometers from the US base in Kandahar, intensified my concerns. As I rode a mammoth US military helicopter, armed personnel kept watch through an open payload door for any sign of impending Taliban attack. I was relatively new to war, but not development. Looking at the landscape, I could already see that completing the dam wasn’t possible in an affordable, safe, or sustainable way.

Many in Washington and Kabul shared and voiced these misgivings. But the practical reality of the Afghanistan war was that the US military’s voice mattered most. At one point, I heard a leading general say that without the dam, the war was all but lost. Those like me with doubts couldn’t counter that argument.

Eventually, the dam was completed with tremendous military and civilian effort on behalf of a Kabul government that had proved ineffective in providing security or reducing corruption in its own ranks. The incredible expense and endless delays made it a frequent target in both Congress and the press, with some calling it “Exhibit A” in the war’s wasteful spending.15

The United States, and USAID, did many good things in Afghanistan. By 2014, our teams had built 560 new schools across the country, which enrolled eight million students, 37 percent of whom were girls.16 Plus, forty thousand women were in college, including in the USAID-created American University of Afghanistan.17 And we helped build infrastructure, including the Afghan telecommunications sector, which provided cell phone coverage to 90 percent of the population.18 All of this was accomplished for less than 3 percent of the cost of the entire war.19

The Kajaki Dam is proof that even seemingly impossible tasks can be made possible with enough money and dedication. But that doesn’t necessarily make them good bets if the national government and other structural supports cannot sustain the progress being made. Our inability to honestly and openly acknowledge that root cause led to some bad policies, like the one to build out the Kajaki dam, and the futility of the Afghan War more broadly. As if to prove the point, when the Taliban took over the country again in 2021, they not only took control of the dam but also expelled women from university.

You must be clear-eyed about your bets. The least committed partner in an effort often determines its success. It’s important to consider not just what is possible but whether there are partners to make it sustainable. This question isn’t easy to answer, especially for those of us who assume the best about people, but you must ask it, and keep asking it. That’s a lesson I’ve tried, not always successfully, to remember.



When Something Feels Off

A few months after the introduction of Power Africa, I was at the White House for a meeting that touched on Africa and Inga. As the conversation concluded, Susan Rice, the president’s national security advisor, pulled me aside. Susan is a force—seasoned, keen on the details, and unabashedly comfortable with using some strong words to call out weak arguments. Susan also knew Africa and its political leaders better than I did.

At that point, the World Bank, USAID, and others had tried for years to nail down dozens of technical, financial, and political details on the Inga project. I called on every person in my contact list for help. Gordon Brown, by then the former prime minister of Great Britain, gave advice on how to structure the deal, and Jin-Yong Cai, who led the International Finance Corporation, or IFC, which supports development with investment capital, helped us develop relationships in Beijing.20

We were all trying to become experts in the technical and financial aspects behind the dam project, but Susan knew the DRC. She had met DRC president Joseph Kabila years before. Kabila’s father had been president before being assassinated, and the younger Kabila followed in his footsteps amid the long civil war.21 Though Kabila was once seen as a potential reformer, Kinshasa, the nation’s capital, was often suspected of corruption—in 2013, the nation ranked 154th out of 177 on Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index.22 As a result, though I believe Susan appreciated my optimism and hope, her more realistic view had been earned over decades. When I mentioned the upcoming visit, Susan cast a doubtful look.

I took note of the warning. But I didn’t heed it.

I thought we could work around the persistent transparency issues that plagued the upper ranks of the DRC government. When I spoke with African leaders about Inga, I was direct: We would need their help protecting any investments from corruption. The World Bank had begun creating a development authority to control the program with oversight by a board of credible leaders such as former UN secretary general Kofi Annan, a native of Ghana. Still, a World Bank–blessed agency that would receive funding for the project had not at that point become operational, nor had the DRC government agreed to that condition.23

As I prepared for the trip, another signal felt off. When the US Embassy reached out to the Congolese government, President Kabila’s office was noncommittal about a meeting. After a few more calls, we still couldn’t arrange a conversation. The USAID administrator usually meets with heads of state on such visits to discuss major initiatives or urgent crises. The whole thing felt a little strange. Why, given the importance of Inga to the DRC, was a meeting about it seemingly unimportant?

Instead, my guide for my few days on the ground was Prime Minister Matata Ponyo Mapon, the nation’s second in command.24 Ponyo, as he is known, is a seasoned technocrat who had worked his way up the DRC bureaucracy. Ponyo appeared at the time to be relatively upstanding. He was a father who took pride in his three children, and a leader who believed his country’s future could be brighter. He spoke the language of international development and data.

Over the course of the trip, many of my earlier misgivings about the meeting were put to rest. This was a proper visit, with meetings of seriousness and substance—a sign I took as welcome confirmation of the national zeal for Inga.25 In meetings with Ponyo, development officials, and business executives, I found everyone eager and willing to do anything appropriate to move the project forward. We flew to the Inga Falls and got a sense of the terrain where the rumble of the falls vibrated the ground with energy. The next day, I traveled to war-ravaged eastern Congo and visited the transition center for child soldiers and victims of the war’s atrocities.

The trip had also made clear Kabila’s hesitance wasn’t about the DRC’s interest in Inga. When I was saying goodbye to Ponyo at the airport, he mentioned the president would like to talk by phone. The call lasted no more than a few minutes. Kabila was gracious and promised to see me soon. After his early avoidance and with all the trip’s ceremony, Kabila’s call heartened me some. But it was also a reminder that Kabila was Kabila and that his conduct and interests would, as a leading partner of the big bet, have definitive impact.

As the plane lifted off from the Kinshasa airport, I tried to assess how I felt about the whole trip. In my heart, I was excited to do something that promised a systemic transformation for millions of people in the region. I felt intellectually that this project could be a big win for US–China relations, for transforming African economic prospects, and for addressing climate change. But in my gut, I also felt queasy about several factors, including the fact that I just didn’t know the motives of our primary partner as well as I should.

The trip overall had certainly calmed some of my concerns, but Kabila and the wider Kinshasa leadership struck me at best as enigmas; I just didn’t have a feel for the situation. If we were betting on Inga, we were betting on that government. The question I had then was whether we could create an international coalition strong enough, with sufficient transparency and checks and balances, to make the project work with the government we had.

The bigger the bet, the larger the need for a credible leader. Big bets are always dependent on credible partners, and it was impossible for me to know at that point whether Kabila could possibly fill that role. You can trust your head, your heart, and your gut. Ideally, all three are aligned. But there will be times when they are not. When something feels off, you should take those rumblings seriously and pause to consider all their ramifications.



Test Trust with Partners Along the Way

Before I could fully process my Congo trip, I landed at the Beijing airport in mid-January 2014. Though jet-lagged, I was intent on trying to construct a partnership for Inga amid a complex political environment. In order to do that, we would need to ally with two massive entities—the World Bank and the People’s Republic of China—with whom the United States had complex relationships.

Central to the project was the World Bank and its indefatigable president, Jim Kim, whom I had known for more than a decade. A doctor by training, Jim had worked on HIV/AIDS around the world and gone on to lead Dartmouth College. In 2012, President Obama picked Jim to lead the bank, established at the end of World War II to support economic development more broadly and projects like this one.

That year, the World Bank would invest $52.6 billion in projects in countries around the world.26 Indeed, it committed $465 million to the DRC alone.27 The virtues of the bank were its scale, sustainability, and standards: The bank could invest in and monitor programs over the long term. Jim was all in on Inga—and had already committed some resources for feasibility studies. But one of the challenges with the bank was that all of its shareholders—the leading economies of the world, including the United States and China—had a say in which programs received major support. Inga’s sheer size meant it would require such approval.

Getting China on board is one of the reasons I had flown to Beijing. Just seven months before, President Obama had met with China’s President Xi Jinping at Sunnylands, a scenic retreat near Palm Springs, California.28 The meetings involved frank discussions about China’s rise—with the president and others encouraging Beijing to become a more responsible member of the global community, especially as its power grew. Despite highly contentious elements to the US–China relationship, the two leaders said they were eager to find areas for fruitful cooperation. In Obama and Xi’s joint statements, they had spoken positively, if cautiously, of cooperation on climate and global development projects.

The potential for partnership in development was huge, but it would not be easy. Beijing had proved it was willing to spend big—through their Belt and Road Initiative—to win friends and resources throughout Africa and beyond. But though additional capital was needed, these investments were not always as beneficial for recipients. China often offered opaque loans with onerous provisions rather than grants—making many people subject to Beijing’s will. Meanwhile, Chinese companies sometimes bribed officials and plowed forward with projects with limited labor or environmental considerations.29 In addition, China’s companies frequently employed the nation’s own citizens rather than local labor—rendering many of the benefits moot. And China was also keen on gaining access to rare minerals and other resources of benefit, with little to no transparency.

Meanwhile, US law requires that work in foreign countries meet environmental, anti-corruption, and human rights standards. These rules created hurdles for projects like Inga, in part because each rule came with a dedicated constituency—environmental groups, human rights activists, members of Congress—eager to ensure compliance. But they also made US projects the gold standard around the world because they helped ensure investments produced development gains like bolstering anti-corruption practices, providing jobs for local communities, delivering environmental improvements, and more.

My first meeting in Beijing was with one of the nation’s chief economic advisors, Liu He, who served as the deputy director of the Central Financial and Economic Affairs Commission Office and was one of the most powerful leaders in Beijing. Liu clearly wanted a big project—something that would show China’s arrival in global development. But I made clear that China had to subordinate its financing to US rules, including environmental standards and the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, which outlawed government entities from bribing foreign politicians.30 Liu said the government and Chinese companies were open to those considerations—at the time, a rare move on China’s part toward transparency and anti-corruption.

Other signs were less auspicious, however. Indeed, in just six months since Sunnylands, the US–China relationship was deteriorating quickly. The United States had long preferred engagement over isolation when it came to China, but the country’s militarization of the South China Sea was starting to trigger alarms, and it was increasing doubts about China’s intentions at the Pentagon, across the government, and with America’s allies in Asia.31

This can happen sometimes. Partnerships are the product of many different dynamics. An important one is interpersonal—the give-and-take with someone like Liu. But they are shaped by broader forces, including the politics between different offices, organizations, and even countries. And timing plays a big role in that. What works one year, or even one day, might not work the next because these relationships and those forces can evolve quickly.

But knowing that any kind of politics—office, local, even international—can shift doesn’t make it easier to handle. Indeed, by the time I touched back down in Washington, the warning signs were growing louder: I could almost feel the distrust growing. Though nothing official had changed in US–China relations, people were looking more skeptically at each of China’s moves. I thought the ground might be shifting too quickly to support a successful partnership.

You too will feel the ground shifting underneath one of your bets. In most cases this is about forces well beyond your control, so there is only so much you can do. You must take small steps and see how they go—testing the trust with partners along the way. But the important thing is to admit when the trust isn’t there.



Know Who Can Say No

As I was returning from Beijing, the US Senate met for a short vote. I had worried over the complexities of partnering with the DRC and China but had somehow missed that US senator Patrick Leahy, a Democrat from Vermont and a powerful member of the Senate appropriations committee, which determines how much money USAID and other agencies can spend, had inserted a short amendment into a larger vote. It read: “It is the policy of the United States to oppose any loan, grant, strategy or policy of such institution to support the construction of any large hydroelectric dam.”32

Since the start of this project, we’d shared and appreciated many of the concerns about Inga in environmental and development circles. We had to get them right for the project to prove as beneficial as we hoped, and we’d sought early on to respond to each of the concerns. Environmentalists traditionally worried about the degradation caused by hydropower, as some dams flood valleys and put strain on fish and other wildlife. Meanwhile, human rights activists worried about those living around the dam who might be displaced or disturbed during construction and flooding.

For months we had been taking action, alongside the Nature Conservancy and others, to find the facts, elicit and incorporate input from the environmental and human rights communities, and explain our plans. Indeed, our analyses made a convincing case for the impact on both the environment and people around Inga. Still, the bigger the bet, the more partners, resources, and breakthroughs it needs, and the more people who can say no. Some of these can be identified beforehand or learned about along the way.

But sometimes they arrive undetected.

Senator Leahy was as good to me as anyone in Congress. Although some of my colleagues and predecessors complained about Senate oversight, I usually did not: Leahy was deeply fair and deeply committed to development and USAID’s people and mission. Even to this day, he has been very supportive of me. But Leahy had strong worries about hydropower. We knew about that opposition, but I had hoped our analysis and support from certain environmental groups would be enough to make our case. Besides, the initiative didn’t technically require a vote on Capitol Hill. However, Leahy had decided it should.

When the amendment passed, seventy-two to twenty-six, I was surprised, and we were stymied.33 No matter how much my team and I looked for creative solutions, there was no simple question, no making it personal, no turnstiles to open. With that vote, all the work, the meetings, calls, and trips flew out the window. As I worried about the DRC and China, I had missed the precariousness of the support at home. In the end, the United States abstained from a key vote at the World Bank on moving ahead on the Inga project—not an outright no, but a clear signal the US government would not help stitch together the alliance needed to back the initiative.34 With the United States now out of the alliance, it would be impossible to mount the billions required to make the dam a reality. The Inga campaign ground to a halt.

I had assumed the math of Inga—the extraordinary gains to so many hundreds of millions of ordinary Africans—would convince people to say yes. Or at the very least avoid saying no. And I had assumed we would have time to build the case. But I should have been more clearheaded about what Leahy’s views on hydropower meant. I should have seen that the Senate could take a stand. I had yet to learn that big alliances start at home, which means a no there can undermine the entire deal.

In any big project, unforeseen headwinds can escalate quickly, and from directions you didn’t expect. That is why it’s so important to be sensitive. In this case, I should have known the potential power of a no from Leahy and the Senate. You must identify why someone, even a close ally, might be opposed to something you think is so right. Only then can you work to avoid the setback or be prepared for it happening.



Nothing Was Going Right

Inga was an acute lesson in what it feels like when a big bet goes bad. It’s a sting that went deep. There is no way around it: I had failed. For weeks I went over and over in my head how it had happened and what I had missed.

If I needed one more reminder of why, it came a few months later. In August 2014, President Obama hosted the first-ever US–Africa Leaders Summit. The multiday event brought dozens of African heads of state and government officials to Washington to discuss trade, investment, democracy, and security. The event was held at the State Department, where the auditorium was converted into a gleaming, futuristic stage.35

Most sessions were productive—an opportunity to connect and reconnect about big plans for Africa’s future. As I walked around the room, saying hello to longtime friends and some eager new ones, I was reminded of some of the more counterproductive realities of Africa’s past. That day, no one was more eager to talk to me than President Kabila, who asked for a few minutes to discuss Inga. I agreed, albeit hesitantly.

Once we found a small alcove where we could speak privately, Kabila asked if I thought the Inga project might still move forward. I was frank: It didn’t look good. But the president was surprisingly confident, explaining that there was a way, if we worked together. Yet rather than communicate through official channels, Kabila suggested I contact him through an unofficial email address—a Hotmail account—and through one of his friends, then the DRC’s ambassador to South Africa.

That final coup de grâce underscored the lesson. Reflecting later on previous bets, I began to pinpoint the ways that Inga hadn’t felt quite right: There had been signs throughout that the endeavor was more uncertain and unsteady than it should have been; it always seemed one bad day away from collapse. The conditions for the success of this hugely ambitious project had never fully aligned.

I should have seen far earlier the signs in the DRC, in US–China relations, and on Capitol Hill of just who I was betting on. Sadly, it wasn’t who would have benefited from the big bet, like the former child soldiers. I should have focused on each of the other pieces of the alliance. Still, there’s only so much one can do to coerce people to change or to convince them to join in a common cause. Human beings aren’t always easy to bet on. Even if Congress had never even considered a vote on the matter, we weren’t going to achieve something as big and complicated as Inga 3 through a personal Hotmail account.

Big bets can lead to big failures. I had put a great deal of my time and energy into Inga—and it was lost. Failing is bad on its own, but it’s even worse on a big project that would have done some good for people, in public, and with heads of state and senators all watching. But I realized two things were true. First, Power Africa had been a smaller initiative but still had a big impact on those living in Africa. Second, I was fortunate to fail fast; it was over in time for a crisis that was just starting to erupt in another part of Africa. Still, I continue to have faith that eventually someone will find a way to bring power—and hope—to the people of the DRC.

As should be clear to you—and should have been clearer to me at the time—much must go right for a big bet to succeed. Complexity comes with the territory. But so do bad breaks and bad timing. It’s essential to learn to look for the signs of each and to confirm that everyone essential to the bet’s success is as committed and capable as possible. Sometimes you’ll learn that only through failure.



How to Know Your Partners

This section could be called “How to Avoid Failure.” But the truth is, you can’t.

If you’re aiming big, you’ll have an Inga dam in your career, a project that never makes it to the finish and sometimes fails to get off the starting line. You may well have many of them. Whatever you do, don’t adjust your sights to avoid the big stumbles. Yes, failure is humiliating, but it’s the price of going big. You must be willing to fail. Otherwise, you get caught in the aspiration trap, lowering your aims in the hopes that no one notices if you fall.

That said, there are ways to keep your big bets on track. On complex issues, there will be times when you do everything right, but people will still say no or worse. It’s the nature of this work and the complicated challenges we face.

The important thing is to really know who you’re dealing with. Here are a few ways I’ve learned to do so:
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	Stay grounded. Realize that previous successes don’t beget the next big win.

	Who is the leader? Motivations matter, a lot. And yes, there are people who would rather enhance their own fortunes than do something to benefit millions. Do your due diligence. Understand what parties stand to benefit, and how.

	Test the trust. Alliances depend on trust—you need to know if there is enough trust between partners to get to scale. Stress test it.

	Be willing to fail fast. Every minute spent on a project that has no realistic future is a minute wasted. Even though failure is a bitter pill to swallow, it’s up to you to be okay with accepting that risk and moving forward with the next task.

	Know who can say no. Who has the power to end your project? Identify all possible perils and develop contingencies to deal with them should they arise.







6 Keep Experimenting

In October 2014, I boarded a commercial jet to fly to an epidemic hot zone at a moment of hysteria.

Failures like the collapse of the Inga 3 project can leave a lasting sting. But what they must not do, above all, is keep you from pushing forward and seeking new solutions to big problems. A terrifying crisis arose from nowhere just as the big bet at Inga was fizzling: a major outbreak of Ebola in West Africa.

As I prepared for takeoff, I was learning—quite literally on the fly—that sometimes the standard playbook just won’t do. You and your organization may have settled on the right way to address an emerging crisis, but a shift in circumstances or facts on the ground can quickly broadside all previous assumptions. That’s when you must experiment. Sometimes pursuing a big bet requires a new way to address a known threat, in this case one of the deadliest pathogens on earth.

At that point, an unprecedented number of people were dying every day of Ebola in Monrovia, as well as across the rest of Liberia and in neighboring countries. Meanwhile, in the United States, a Liberian man named Thomas Duncan had entered the country stricken with the lethal virus. He later died in a Dallas, Texas, hospital, the first Ebola fatality in the United States.1 Another Ebola patient, a freelance American news cameraman, had made it to a hospital in Nebraska and ended up surviving.2

The resulting wave of panic was unlike any I had seen in the United States up to that time. Part of the fear was understandable: Ebola is so deadly (past episodes have seen mortality rates of up to 90 percent) and ugly, with people bleeding out of their eyes, it feels like something concocted for a horror movie. The outbreak in West Africa was also unprecedented in size—and the disease was now on US soil. Making matters far worse, however, were those stoking panic for their own gain. Donald Trump, then a New York real estate developer and reality TV star with a big Twitter following, was doing so for attention. And with the midterm elections approaching, some other Republicans were whipping Americans into a frenzy one tweet and Fox News appearance at a time.3

The panic added to the multilayered challenge. West African countries, which had struggled for decades with misrule and crises, were unable to protect their people or prevent the resulting economic, social, and political impact. International aid groups, which would traditionally run to respond, feared for their own safety. We had to devise a credible plan to meet those challenges against a backdrop of intense partisanship and hour-by-hour second-guessing by a loud cadre of critics on the right. And we had to do all this while being genuinely afraid of the disease itself and the outbreak’s potential to become a global pandemic.

As I flew to Liberia in mid-October 2014, I felt we might have finally hit on a strategy that could bring the epidemic under control. Just the previous month, President Barack Obama had committed the United States and USAID, which was the lead agency on the ground, to do absolutely everything to lead the world to save lives and ensure that it didn’t spread further. To make good on what was, of necessity, another big bet, we had to develop new approaches and test novel solutions in an unfolding crisis with frightening stakes.

Innovation is prized and rewarded in the private sector. But as I had seen on the immunization bonds, in Haiti and on hunger, social-impact and government organizations often like to play it far safer. It’s common practice, especially in crises, to rely on standard operating procedures, or SOPs. The point of that is to minimize uncertainty and debate—and the friction that comes with both.

Still, I asked hard questions about the Ebola SOPs. Our team’s approach led to disagreements with some colleagues but also the development of new partnerships, new data, and new methods—learning as much from West African allies as we did from our own experts. And it also put me on a flight into the heart of the outbreak to see for myself what was and wasn’t working as people were still dying in the streets. The success of all our experimentation would help determine how quickly that dying stopped and whether the pathogen would spread globally.

Especially when faced with a crisis, you may have to tackle an unplanned big bet. Success will require you to be bold and aggressive before you have all the knowledge in hand to win. In those moments, it’s a common reaction to lean on what has worked in the past. But what you really need to do is keep experimenting until you find the right solutions. The fight against Ebola would teach me that lesson as nothing ever had before.


Panic Button

My iPhone, not for the first time, was ringing when I least wanted it to. In June 2014, four months before my flight to West Africa, Shivam and I had taken our three children, Sajan, Amna, and Jaisal, who was born in 2010, to my home state of Michigan for a long-overdue vacation. We were hiking the sandy mounds at the Sleeping Bear Dunes State Park on the shores of Lake Michigan.

The phone and its urgent notifications were one reason we were on vacation—to step away from it all for a few days. The trip had another purpose: a heart-to-heart with Shivam. So much had changed in so little time. A little more than a decade before, Shivam and I had moved to Seattle, committed to making the world better with both of us working in philanthropy. In the time since, we’d moved east, had three children, and both gone into government.

We needed to take stock of where we were and where we wanted to go. Shivam had excelled at the US Department of Education and would soon run a charter school in Washington. She had also built a consulting business that was succeeding. Between my colleagues and the challenges, I loved my work at USAID, even with some stumbles and disappointments. I would have happily continued there for years, but I was missing too much at home—birthdays, vacations, parent-teacher conferences.

Before a hike with the kids, Shivam and I talked honestly about what we wanted to do. After so many years of looking for the right job, of worrying if I was on the right path, it was hard to even consider leaving something that felt so right. I didn’t have many ideas on what I would do if I left, but I figured it was time to try something new. Shivam and I both felt it was time to depart the administration. I would let the president, as well as Secretary of State John Kerry, who was an extraordinary partner, and my team know when I returned to Washington.

At which point, that plan, like so many others over the years, was altered by a phone call. Had the caller ID said anyone’s name other than Jim Kim, I might not have answered. Jim and I had worked on so much together, including the Inga dam, that he could cut right to the chase. “I’m hitting the panic button,” he said when I answered. “The world is missing how bad the Ebola situation has gotten in West Africa.”

I asked Jim, “What do you think happened?” As we both were aware, this wasn’t the first time the alarm had been sounded. We now know that the first case of the epidemic occurred in a rural town in Guinea in December 2013, and within a month there were murmurs of an unidentified virus spreading in pockets across the country.4 But by early May, the numbers had dropped after a small international and USAID contingent supported local health officials as they responded to what was by all accounts a traditional, rural outbreak of Ebola.5 It appeared to have been a minor flare-up, like any of the dozens of recent rural outbreaks that never claimed more than a few hundred lives before burning out almost as quickly as they started.6

No one knew at the time why Ebola had caught fire again in the summer—we thought maybe a variant mutated or the data had been bad to start. The why mattered less at that point than the where: Ebola had reached Monrovia, a capital city of a million people. Given the disease’s infectiousness and three-day to three-week incubation period, it could rip through a dense city building by building and then block by block. Because of the city’s connections to airports and other routes out of the country, an urban outbreak also increased the likelihood that Ebola could spread across Africa into Europe and even reach the United States.

I told the kids I had to miss the hike. Shivam knew the look on my face. I wasn’t going to be able to walk away at that point. In some ways, I felt my life experience—from medical school through my professional career—had prepared me to join a fight against an outbreak like the one in Africa. I called to book a flight out of Michigan. I didn’t have the answers for what we had to do, but I had a lot of questions. And I knew some of the people who might be able to address them. They would be my next calls.



Find a Way to Create Options

One of my first conversations was with Joanne Liu, the president of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF, or Doctors Without Borders). MSF and its dedicated physicians are extraordinary—often the first and only international responders on the ground in a crisis. Joanne, an emergency pediatrician, is a blunt, dedicated embodiment of that MSF ethos. I deeply respected her—and knew she would offer a clear-eyed, sober assessment of the challenges.

Joanne doesn’t panic—that isn’t the MSF way. What she walked me through wasn’t just a worst-case scenario for Ebola, but a bleak assessment of any international response in the face of an uncontrolled outbreak. MSF was on the ground, one of the few groups that could be, but its team and its supplies would soon be overwhelmed.

I quickly dialed other groups, including our own missions in West Africa, and heard similar alarm and fear. When I spoke to Liberian president Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, one of Africa’s most courageous leaders, and the heads of state in neighboring Sierra Leone and Guinea, they each were struggling to manage a response as the disease spread like wildfire.

Taken as a whole, these calls put the situation we faced into stark relief. In every call since Jim’s, I heard the strain and struggle in people’s voices. No one knew exactly what to do. Many feared the outbreak could get out of hand because of three concurring accelerants.

First, Liberia’s already fragile health system had been decimated, and the remaining practitioners were struggling in the face of a wave of death and terror. Doctors and nurses had responded to the outbreak heroically, but now too many were infected, presumed infected, or dead. In early summer, more than thirty medical providers had been killed, and many more didn’t have the equipment to do their jobs safely.7 Beyond the human tragedy—these people literally died doing their jobs—there were fewer and fewer people left to staff hospitals and care for the sick and injured in a country of four million.

Second, the NGOs were completely overwhelmed and struggling to keep their people safe. As a result, they couldn’t send more personnel into the region. I spoke with Paul Farmer of Partners in Health, with whom I had worked on the crisis in Haiti a few years before, as well as Helene Gayle, an extraordinary physician and public health leader and the chief executive officer at the humanitarian organization CARE. Teams like theirs, they said, didn’t have the resources to handle the overwhelming number of patients in the hot zone, much less the extensive contact tracing necessary to contain the virus.8 Other NGOs able to do the work, or willing to swoop in, worried they couldn’t send anyone else until they had a better way to keep them safe. Even if we could medevac infected aid workers to Switzerland, would they even be safe there?

Third, we were struggling to get any reliable, real-time data on Ebola’s spread. We quickly discovered that most of the data to track Ebola was outright archaic by 2014 standards. The handwritten journals full of patient info reminded me of the vaccination ledgers we’d audited in the early days of Gavi. Even more, the analog nature of the preexisting data systems created several communication problems. Without the infrastructure in place for quick, digital communication, even a task as fundamental as keeping track of which patients’ Ebola tests had been sent to the lab could turn into a game of telephone.9

At that point, we knew of course that the cases had jumped dramatically—in May, there had been only seventy-five total recorded cases, but just two months later we counted almost ten times as many new cases.10 Epidemics—and, as we would later learn, pandemics—require tracking the spread of the disease, but we had such limited testing capacity that infection confirmation could take days, by which time others could be infected.11 With the public health system devastated and communications rudimentary, everyone was flying blind.

My calls with outside experts and my USAID briefings made clear that we didn’t have the capacity to respond with speed and scale to a fast-moving outbreak. Typically, USAID and the United States enable responses to international crises with resources, advanced technology, and unique expertise. It’s what we’d done during previous Ebola outbreaks. Unfortunately, as with Haiti, there were now too few first responders for USAID to support.

The calls were heartening in only one respect: The very act of talking to people, many of them old friends, was calming. But these were all some of the most competent and capable people I knew, and the collective feeling was a primal scream for help. Taking this all in, I didn’t panic, but I did feel the extraordinary weight of the combined challenges and unknowns.

We clearly had to figure out another way to sustainably eliminate Ebola from West Africa to save lives and protect against a still wider spread. Instead of telling the president I planned to step down, I was instead stepping back into a crisis, huddled in the West Wing listening as he told the whole team to follow the science and forget the din of political noise, which was sure to get louder. Trouble was, the science wasn’t all that clear. We were going to have to figure out the science and then see where it led us. And whatever that plan was, we didn’t have the people or platforms to carry it out.

At that point in my career, I had some experience with experimenting with new methods. But I had also learned in hot spots ranging from Haiti to Somalia to Afghanistan that innovating while implementing is a challenge on a good day, let alone in the middle of a terrifying crisis. What we’d done by this point was set a goal and establish what was possible on the ground: very little. That gave us no comfort. But it did give us a place to start experimenting: How could we expand our capabilities there?

You’ll face moments when nothing is clear, least of all your capacity to take meaningful action. What you must try to do is take even the absence of options as grounds for your first innovation: Sometimes the first step is to find a way to create options. Know what you know, and know where you want to go. Then take it one step at a time.



Find a Safe Place to Ask Hard Questions

All the administration principals with a stake in the Ebola crisis watched as Dr. Tom Frieden, the director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), walked us through a chart with precision and undisguised alarm. Tom, who had run New York City’s Health Department, had risen through the ranks of the public health community and reflected much of its traditional worldview. His graph, beamed onto a big screen in the White House Situation Room, followed a slight incline for a few months and then abruptly shot up.

As a result of that violent turn upward, the CDC’s projection for the number of Ebola cases in West Africa became known as the “hockey stick” chart, for the shape the graph took as case counts rose steeply. It suggested as many as 1.4 million people could be stricken with the virus, and with an estimated mortality rate of around 70 percent, that meant a million people might die by year’s end.12 Though I had some questions about that projection, I still shared the shock of many in the room. The mere mention of it literally made us all sit up straight. The consequences for failure could not have been more dire.

With all eyes agog at the CDC’s projections, Tom proposed that we follow the Ebola playbook, a standard protocol developed over decades. The logic was brutally simple given the disease’s lethality: These SOPs required the strict isolation of anyone who might be infected.13 Beginning with the first known outbreaks in the 1970s, this conventional approach—separating the infected from the uninfected—had become the only way to arrest the disease’s spread.14

This wasn’t the stuff of high-end medical miracles. People in rural villages where no one had ever heard of the CDC or USAID already knew how to handle outbreaks: At the first sign of infection, people are sent to live far off in a tent or other housing. If they survived, they could come back. Most did not. More organized responses used what were called Ebola treatment units (ETUs). Those built in modern crises weren’t just tents; they had segregated facilities with different rules for protective equipment, cooling units to ensure temperature control, and incinerators to dispose of remains to minimize the spread. Despite all of that, the only thing that could be done for the infected was offer basic palliative care while waiting to see who survived.

In the face of a massive outbreak, the protocol would demand we pursue isolation at a mass scale. Tom and others in public health sought to build ETUs in impacted areas around West Africa. But amid the rush of my colleagues to prioritize isolation, and build ETUs, my team at USAID and I harbored deep doubts that this approach would work. Yes, the CDC tracked and advised governments, but USAID was charged with leading the US response on the ground with its own team and organizations that were contracted for this sort of work. We had to translate the CDC’s advice and put that protocol into action—and mass isolation didn’t feel either practical or logical. I had no better plan at hand, but the one we were supposed to take off the shelf just didn’t feel right.

During one in the steady stream of White House meetings on Ebola, I ran into Dr. Anthony Fauci, the director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. Long before COVID-19 put him on every TV screen in the nation, Tony was already a public health icon, known for helping galvanize the response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and 1990s.15 Since then, he had become a fixture of the federal response to outbreaks. I asked Tony to explain where the protocol came from.

The articles Tony suggested I read didn’t calm my concerns: The go-to solution stemmed from a four-decade history of dealing with small rural outbreaks, but the current crisis was fundamentally different. Its size—several hundred new cases by September—was unprecedented; no prior Ebola episode had ever exceeded 425 documented cases.16 This outbreak was hitting urban areas—more and more, we were seeing Ebola in the ramshackle slums of Monrovia, where the disease spread more readily and people couldn’t isolate even if they wanted to.17 And isolation protocols also required health care providers and first responders, of which Liberia was in desperately short supply.

Given the differences with this epidemic, the standard protocol was simply not going to hold up. My team started to develop a response tailored for this outbreak. By then I had started talking with some friends and experts outside government—it was another instance of consulting with an out-of-the-box group. This one took the form of near nightly calls with Paul, Helene, Rick Klausner, my former Gates Foundation colleague, and some others like Pardis Sabeti, a computational geneticist at Harvard. None of them were in government, so they all were a bit less burdened by bureaucracy and ingrained practices. They also mostly shared my doubts that the standard approach was the right fit.

These calls were a safe place to share my frustrations and express my uncertainty and struggles. For example, we were discovering Liberians had deep misgivings about isolation units where people went in and rarely came out. I talked about this and other developments on my cell phone each night on the way home, and we all struggled with doubts about the conventional public health path and the weight that comes with trying something different amid such high stakes.

These conversations also gave me the confidence to ask hard questions and propose new ideas in the formal sessions with President Obama and his team in the White House Situation Room. At first, this produced some friction with Tom. None of it was personal. Both of us had different perspectives on how to adhere to the president’s directive to follow the science. Both of us were doing our jobs, and both of us liked to debate sharply, especially behind closed doors. I never questioned Tom’s motives—he deeply believed that we should stick with the approach that had worked in the past and been validated by the data. My alternative approach was based more on what we were seeing in the hot zone and hearing from the community at the time.

In every crisis, you’ll find a natural tendency to revert to things that are considered tried-and-true. You’ll feel the pressure to stick to the safe path, even if in your gut it doesn’t seem right. You’ll struggle with people who push for an approach that feels off. And you’ll feel the weight of uncertainty and risk. Build an outside group of advisors with whom you can talk, ask hard questions, and share your struggles. If they’re the right people, they will let you admit what you don’t know, help you learn, tell you when you’re wrong, and give you confidence when you’re right.



Instill Experimentation into the Strategy

On my calls with Rick, Paul, Pardis, and others, we kept coming back to one question: If the established protocol is wrong, what is the right thing to do?

Paul, who had worked on the ground in Africa and Haiti, made the point that the response had to work within the tight-knit community structure in Liberia. This was another strike against ETUs: They broke up communities when people were already scared.18 The resulting frustrations risked turning into backlash against all Ebola prevention efforts.

Liberians developed another new idea out of necessity. Liberian burials were community affairs, gathering kin and friends to come sit with, clean, and bury the dead body. The people who did this work were usually women—mothers, wives, daughters—and they performed that ritual with love and respect. It was part of the grieving process, a way to honor the deceased. But this practice proved such a transmission hazard that the authorities at one point outlawed it.19 By further undermining the community, laws like that—in tandem with the ETUs—would struggle to gain acceptance in Liberia.

Some of USAID’s community partners began to report that Liberians might have found an alternative. They connected the dots on the dangers of their burial practices and established burial teams, which bore the burden of frequent and risky contact with the dead. These individuals would wear protective gear and often would follow religious practices to clean and then dispose of bodies in special bags that limited spread but still respected the dead. One virtue of a fast-moving crisis is that when something works, it becomes clear sooner rather than later. By mid-September, USAID had begun to support these safer burial practices with resources and manpower.20

In truth, neither Tom nor I knew whether strict isolation in the ETUs or community approaches like burial teams would achieve better results—and that uncertainty added to some friction in those long, intense days. That was the nature of the crisis. Both of us were trying to follow the science, it was just taking us to different places.

To pin down what we knew and what we needed to know, I went back to something that worked during the Haiti earthquake: putting USAID’s data on one page and sharing it. The White House called these frequent one-pagers “dashboards” and had used something similar for complex challenges, including the war in Afghanistan. Whether people agree or disagree about strategy, dashboards at least force everyone to look at, if not be on, the same page.

As we began drafting the data strategy, Tom and I and our respective teams debated what was going to be on the dashboard. Thankfully, Sylvia Burwell had been named, a few months before, the secretary of the US Department of Health and Human Services. She had been my boss at the Gates Foundation and now oversaw Tom’s work. Together, Sylvia, Tom, and I worked through how we should measure the response. Finally, my team and I sat down one morning at my kitchen table and drafted a version of the dashboard that we could live with and believed Tom could accept.

The dashboard included several measurements. Tom’s main target, which was the number of isolation wards and beds constructed, was rightly on the list. I also pushed to include several community interventions, including burial teams. More than any one method, my goal for the dashboard was to keep the door open to experimentation—having the options on the page meant they would be tried, their impact measured, and, if successful, scaled.

Amid the struggles over the dashboard, I was learning how to innovate in a rapidly emerging alliance of humanitarian workers, scientists, and epidemiologists. If a dashboard is about coordination, we had to build experimentation into it. Certainty is attractive in a crisis. But even the smartest people on Ebola were judging the current outbreak based on totally dissimilar historical cases. I spoke up less because I was certain and more because I wanted us to appreciate how little we knew about what might work. The dashboard gave us a few options to try.

At the start of any emergency situation, amid all the usual uncertainty, it’s vital to instill experimentation into the strategy. Especially in a fast-moving crisis, you must allow for the likelihood you’ll be wrong and find ways to try new solutions, test their efficacy with sound measurements, and then scale from there.



Quickly Stitch Together Partnerships

At that point, we didn’t have the personnel to pursue either the isolation protocol or community-based innovation. With the Liberian health care corps crushed and insufficient international humanitarian personnel on the ground, there were simply not enough first responders trained to establish sufficient control or experiment effectively. We needed individuals or institutions with the capacity and courage to work on the front lines of a raging, infectious, and deadly epidemic.

Tom, National Security Advisor Susan Rice, and I, along with many others in the Situation Room, agreed that the US military was the only option. In my time in government, I was regularly amazed by the extraordinary discipline of America’s uniformed personnel working in dangerous settings in Afghanistan and elsewhere. Their capabilities were simply unequaled: The military could train up, get on the ground without assistance, operate with discipline, bring their own medical support, and withdraw on a dime if required.

But the US military had never been deployed abroad to respond to a highly contagious disease, which brought additional complications. General Martin Dempsey, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel needed to be comfortable; otherwise any mission would be unsustainable. Concerns were easy to understand. Even the global responders who were trained in this work were hesitant about deploying their units.

In the Situation Room, our debate was about whether to deploy the military and how.

Some were more comfortable with an open-ended deployment—charging American forces to be flexible in order to meet whatever twists and turns Ebola took. In that case, American servicemembers might be transporting blood samples to labs and sick patients to treatment facilities, possibly putting them into contact with the virus. Pentagon leaders were concerned about an ill-defined, nonmilitary mission amid so much risk. Meanwhile, reflecting on those collaborations with the military in Haiti and Afghanistan, I thought uniformed personnel were best suited to enable—not substitute for—local, international, USAID, and CDC teams to finally respond in full.

Having worked together with Marty on Afghanistan, I sat down with him to hammer out a way for the troops to contribute safely.

To start, we defined what the troops would not do. US military personnel would not treat patients or perform medical tasks. Instead, those roles would be filled by local professionals, international health workers, and members of the US Public Health Service Commissioned Corps, which is a cadre of doctors and nurses who are deployed to emergencies by the Department of Health and Human Services.21 From there, we determined how best the military could contribute. We agreed that because the US military excelled at setting up facilities in dangerous settings, they would help build infrastructure, including ETUs to isolate the infected, several biohazard laboratories, and a world-class field hospital at the Monrovia airport for first responders who became ill.

The president agreed with the plan and noted that if we lost even one service member to Ebola, the whole operation would be hard to sustain. It was the start of a massive experiment. We built a coalition of dozens of countries to accelerate the response. These nations, USAID, the US military, CDC, and others each had their own SOPs and organizational protocols, but the situation required an extraordinary degree of fluidity amid the fear and near panic on the ground. We needed to combine dispatch with an openness to adaptability. We had to learn how to experiment within the alliance.

One novel idea was a partnership on training to rebuild the Liberian health care workforce and response teams. Training is another area where the US military excels, and it can be an important way to increase the number of capable hands in any given situation. Although MSF had long kept its distance from any military—after all, war and conflict often cause many of the crises requiring response—we were able to convince MSF and the military to join forces for a time. Within the Samuel Kanyon Doe Sports Stadium in Monrovia, American service members and MSF personnel worked together for the first time to train thousands of West African and international personnel on how to handle Ebola.22

By the beginning of October, we still had no idea how the epidemic would end. Ebola’s curve was still rising sharply.23 But with new, innovative steps, we had the makings of an unconventional alliance, including NGOs like MSF, World Health Organization technicians, local teams, and now a sudden contingent of American troops. We had 1,800 American service members in Liberia and more than a thousand more on their way to assist the seven hundred MSF doctors and nurses who were already there, as well as a growing number of Liberian workers.24

Building that response required learning how to find new ways to work with partners. There are few more unlikely partnerships than the US military and the Geneva-based MSF. Getting unlikely partners to work together—in this case, the military with the humanitarian community in the throes of a public health crisis—is never easy. We had to work through difficult issues and make some tough calls to find a strategy that served our common goal and accommodated the strengths and constraints of each partner.

As you embark on big bets in the context of crises, you may also have to quickly stitch together these partnerships among big, entrenched organizations. Start the conversations small, and be realistic in defining what can be done and what cannot. From there, you can convince partners—new and old—to accept new risks, try new things, and work with new people.



Between Perfect Data and Fast Data

At that point, we were building an alliance on the ground in West Africa, and we had some ideas for innovations; but we had no way to track results. The CDC and others sought to produce high-quality, rigorously validated data that took several days to confirm and disseminate. The trouble was, with a fast-moving virus, three or four days was critical to identifying the spread and moving to stop it. We needed immediate data—even at the cost of some precision—to guide our interventions so we could stop the spread and save lives.

One morning in late September, I missed a call from Hans Rosling, the brilliant Swedish health expert and data guru. Hans was one of a kind. I had gotten to know him over the years, like so many others, through his engaging lectures and presentations, where he combined novel analysis, high-end animation, and even a little sword swallowing (yes, really) just to keep things interesting. Hans had a deep faith in data: One of the many documentaries he stars in is called The Joy of Stats. He had also lived in rural Mozambique for two years studying an obscure paralytic disease called “konzo”—so he knew what we faced in terms of finding data on Ebola.25

When I called Hans back, he just said, “I think I’m going to head to Liberia.” Hans’s selfless decision—at age sixty-four, he was suffering at the time from liver disease—would be a major help.

Hans instinctively understood that the data had to be good enough. Not perfect, but super fast and super transparent for everybody. To support Hans, we built an unconventional team that ultimately included experts from Johns Hopkins University’s medical school and an old friend, Steve VanRoekel, who agreed to take a leave from the White House’s Office of Management and Budget, where he was chief information officer. I got to know Steve after he rose through the ranks at Microsoft to work for Bill Gates. In the years after, Steve had also come to Washington and joined the government.

Eventually, Hans and his team began to put together a real-time map of cases. It tracked several metrics, including the rudimentary number of those infected, probably infected, and possibly infected. Soon the data was available much faster, freeing us to experiment without fear of falling behind the curve but also allowing us to surge capabilities to where they were most needed. Within weeks, the team had managed to develop a hi-fi and lo-fi countrywide network—with SMS messages and relays from young people riding village to village on motorbikes. The scope was astonishing—and its patchwork nature even led to some moments of levity. One day, I asked about a missing entry and was told that someone’s motorcycle ran out of gas.

The team, along with embassy colleagues and USAID team members, also began working with telecommunications companies in Liberia to develop a community contact tracing system through smartphone apps. One of the apps developed by a group named CommCare helped us to use geotagging in our contact tracing.26 These apps allowed civilians to relay information on cases in their communities, giving our teams credible leads to follow up on. Another team created an SMS system that allowed national health leaders to coordinate with smaller, rural health care providers, bridging the communication gap and reducing the capacity for data to be lost in transit.27 We also worked with the US military to speed the analysis of blood samples to a series of testing labs, dramatically cutting the time it took get a confirmed positive.28

All this data would never withstand the scrutiny of peer review in The New England Journal of Medicine. Much of the data was acted upon well before it was validated by local governments or international health authorities. But the most important thing about data in this crisis wasn’t its perfection but its speed. Even when the numbers were alarming, the fact that we could gather them gave a sense of progress and potential. The data also let us know early on which practices were showing results and which weren’t. We could either fail fast or scale faster.

The data also formed a connective tissue within the alliance. As we had after the Haiti earthquake, we shared the data widely—in Washington, across UN agencies and other countries, and in West Africa—because it was the best way to keep everyone informed. It gave us a chance to experiment on what really worked. The crisis was revealing that fast data—even when it’s dirty and incomplete—is everything when you’re innovating.

Long before I started working in USAID, I had seen the potential of data. Whether it was in the dusty volumes at the Pan American Health Organization, spreadsheets on global vaccinations, scorecards on the Haiti earthquake response, or in tracking hunger for Feed the Future, data had been essential to every big bet on which I’d worked. It’s only possible to know progress is being made by measuring, so the discipline of fast, visible, transparent data is essential to anything worth trying to do. In this case, it was essential to opening space for experimentation within a complex operating structure.

If you’re focused on tracking your results, you will one day face a choice between perfect data and fast data. Each circumstance is different. Still, most often, fast data is better than perfect data that comes too late. That doesn’t mean you should lower your standards. But if you’re working with a team, fast data (even with caveats) can help you experiment and scale much more quickly.



Scaling the Ones That Work

By the time I boarded that flight to West Africa on October 13, 2014, I was more confident that we might finally be on the right path. Though I was heading into a hot zone, I had been more concerned six weeks before when we had no plan. I felt now that we had enough of the partners, data systems, and community interventions in place to turn the tide. On the trip, I wanted to get a better sense of what the epidemic looked like on the ground—and to try to show Americans that we were getting the situation under control.

Still, I felt a pang of nerves as I waited for takeoff. At the terminal, the television blared a cable news show trumpeting the risks of Ebola at home. On cable, Twitter, and elsewhere, Trump, New Jersey governor Chris Christie, and a whole contingent of congressional Republicans were lambasting Obama and taking isolation to the extreme: cutting off flights, and the nation, from the world.29 That there were no direct flights from affected countries did not appear to matter. Even as they stoked panic, President Obama maintained the course in West Africa. He also took additional steps to tighten up the domestic response, including bringing on White House advisor Ron Klain, whom I knew well from working on the Gore campaign. Ron was as skilled a Washington operator as anyone could find, and an effective partner on Ebola.30

It was hard to deny the general anxiety. I had plenty of apprehension about the trip, as did Shivam, my kids, and even some of the people I worked with in the White House. When people around Washington heard I was visiting the hot zone, they wondered about my safety and also whether, upon my return, I should keep my distance from colleagues, avoid shaking hands, and even skip watching my kids play soccer.

When I finally arrived on a sticky, sweltering morning in Monrovia, I focused less on the worries at home and more on checking progress, first in Liberia and then in Guinea and Sierra Leone. I dropped in on the data team—made up of American, European, and Liberian members. I had been getting their reports, but this was the first chance to sit with the team. They were exactly where they should have been—bouncing ideas off each other and moving fast to crack the data mystery. I felt confident that they would find a way.

Not all our innovations panned out. We’d considered handing out buckets with protective equipment, sponges, and soap so that people could clean up blood and other bodily fluids after people died. Had that been attempted at scale, we soon determined, the virus might have spread farther and faster. We also tried to develop an improved biohazard suit, which offered better protection from infection as well as relief from the heat in West Africa’s literal and figurative hot zones. Fortunately, it eventually worked. Unfortunately, the suit wasn’t ready until after the crisis had ebbed.31

Similarly, at the Old Liberian Ministry of Defense, I visited a three-hundred-bed tent city, built by US military personnel, that would soon open. That massive ETU, one of nearly a dozen, had an eerie feel—so clearly built for something awful. I knew from the data that people didn’t want to go there. That visit helped confirm my suspicion from the start that isolation wards, while necessary, weren’t going to be primary drivers of protection.

Still, it was incredible to see how many of our innovations had come to life and saved lives.

In Sierra Leone, I participated in a protective equipment training session run by the World Health Organization and USAID. The session I attended was part of our joint effort to train local health care workers on the proper use of the new equipment we were supplying. Each week, 120 local community workers were instructed in the proper use of masks, Ebola hazmat suits, and other vital safety equipment.32

During the visit, I also met some of the bravest people I’ve ever encountered: members of the Liberian burial teams. Over the previous month, USAID had gone from supporting one team to helping stand up sixty-five different safe-burial teams working in each of Liberia’s counties.33 It soon became clear in the data that the burial teams were among the most effective means of stopping the spread. The community-based approach—founded on listening to people on the ground and tracking the data—was working.

That trip confirmed that together, we’d begun to turn the tide. The number of cases had finally leveled off and begun to decline. Hans and his team were seeing some evidence that credited that decline to community interventions. We didn’t know it at the time, but I was in West Africa just after the peak of infections—there were three thousand that month in Liberia alone.34 By late November, infections were falling dramatically across the country, and most promisingly in the hardest-hit quadrants of Monrovia. As community prevention practices continued, by December the numbers had fallen another two-thirds.35

More broadly than any one measure, those results allowed me to fly out of West Africa with some sense that a solution was finally possible. The epidemic could still take a horrific turn, becoming more deadly or transmissible. But I left feeling we had a working alliance, a plan predicated on community-based measures, and the capacity to track results to achieve our big bet.

Not long after my return, President Obama—in one of the nearly daily meetings about Ebola in the Situation Room—asked me about all those unused ETUs. He wondered whether building them had been a waste of time and resources. Later, the New York Times revealed that just twenty-eight patients received treatment in the eleven isolation units built by the US military.36

Despite my reservations about ETUs and the protocol, I didn’t know they would go mostly unused; no one could have known that in September. Instead, I told the president that it had been a hard call for a reason: It was impossible to reliably predict what would work. I told him he had made the right decision—the troop deployment reassured humanitarians, galvanized donor nations, and provided opportunity for innovation. But for 15 or so percent of the total cost of the response, I said, the ETUs were also a necessary insurance policy in case the numbers shot back up. Experimentation had helped defeat Ebola faster than predicted—but we had no way of knowing at the time that that would be the case. Obama agreed.

Not all your experiments will pan out. That doesn’t make them a waste of money or effort. Just because we’d won the battle elsewhere doesn’t mean the ETUs lacked value. Experimentation means trying many things and scaling the ones that do work. You’ll also take calculated risks, some of which won’t pan out. But eventually you’ll find the right path.



Necessity Is Essential to Invention

In the Executive Office Building next to the White House, there is a small auditorium with a stage that is used for events and announcements. Though it lacks the history of the Oval Office, President Obama used it regularly, especially for operational updates. As everyone waited for him to enter on February 11, 2015, I was sitting in the front row, between Tony Fauci and Tom Frieden.

After a few minutes, President Obama stepped to the podium to announce a transition in the fight against Ebola. Standing in front of a collection of people, some in their white coats, others in service uniform, the president made clear that the epidemic wasn’t over and remained a threat, but its emergency stage had concluded. As such, the United States would bring most of the military personnel home and begin to phase down its emergency engagement in West Africa.37

At the time of the speech, the crisis had waned. It wasn’t officially declared over until the following June, but Liberia had seen a 90 percent drop in cases.38 The US government had spent $2.4 billion in the response.39 Of 28,600 confirmed cases, there had been more than eleven thousand deaths—a death rate far lower than during previous outbreaks, and nowhere near the 1.4 million the CDC had warned might happen.40 Only eleven cases of Ebola were ever on US soil—all but two of them having contracted the disease in West Africa—and only one died. By August 2015, there were only three confirmed cases per week across all the affected countries.41

When I left the speech that morning, I had only a few days left in my tenure at USAID—I had told the president’s team in December after the numbers had gone down that it was time for me to move on. But for a few twists of fate, I might have been a doctor or public health respondent on that stage behind the president in a white coat. Instead, I had participated in a different way and was heartened by what I had seen: a big, messy, complex group of people working together in a frightening, high-stress environment who had found ways to experiment and shift course as needed.

We’d maintained an essential flexibility and had responded to the evidence, bending our practices as we went. It was an early lesson—with a far bigger one still five years away—of the risks of conformity against a virus. Following the science and the data means tracking developments day-to-day and learning along the way.

Later assessments indicated that the community intervention tactics drove most of the change in the disease’s trajectory.42 Of note were the widespread efforts to institute safe burial practices for those who had died of Ebola, which directly addressed the cause of up to 80 percent of transmissions in some areas.43

The Ebola epidemic also made clear the difference between necessary and unnecessary innovation. A lot of leaders in both business and government like to shake things up because they can. At a moment when “disruptors” are so widely celebrated, it can seem like breaking things for the sake of “innovation” adds value. Indeed, the business pages and unemployment line are both full of the damage done by some disruptors. Other corporate innovators fail to see the need for change until it’s too late, as happened at companies like Kodak. And then of course there are the famous standouts who manage to innovate out of their own slumps and skyrocket to higher fortune, like Apple’s Steve Jobs.

But in the work to make people’s lives better, the most effective innovations often come from those who learn how to listen, really listen, to those they serve. Those living on the ground sense the shifting forces, see new information that has come to light, and have the incentive to find a better way. Indeed, in the fight against Ebola, the best innovation came from the Liberians themselves, who were facing off against a deadly nemesis raging through their capital city, and not from the brainstorming of Americans on a conference call or in the Situation Room. In a sense, our best innovation was having the good sense to learn from them.

Necessity is essential to invention. There are lots of ways to get a crisis wrong. One is to stick with a strategy because it’s always been done that way. Another is to change something for the sake of change. The only way to innovate as an alliance is to focus on what is known and what is not, and then ruthlessly evaluate and decide on the right next steps, even when the political din is deafening, uncertainty is high, and the risks are so scary.



How to Keep Experimenting

Big bets require experimentation. But experimenting in large teams and larger alliances can be especially hard. The more diverse the group of partners, the greater the complications and the louder the welter of competing voices. Each group brings its own protocols, standard operating procedures, and approaches, which can sap the capacity to be innovative and experimental.

Yet, you know by now that big alliances are essential to big bets. To innovate with and within this sort of alliance, you can:

    [image: ]


	Scrutinize the existing protocols. Every field has standard operating procedures. Ask hard questions of them—and don’t settle until each is answered.

	Create an outside team of advisors. When you’re in the throes of a big effort, particularly during a crisis, you can have a hard time seeing things with any perspective. A call with friends and former colleagues with relevant expertise can keep you fresh and allow you to float and refine new ideas.

	Build a dashboard that supports experimenting. By that I mean a clear method of measuring results in real time. If you can measure what is working and not working, then new ideas can be tested and scaled.

	Start new partnerships with small conversations. Find out what can work and what can’t, testing the firmness of the ground one small step at a time.

	Fast data is better than no data, or even superior slower data. If we’d been perfectionists about what data we used in Ebola, the epidemic would have been much worse. The best measurements you receive might come from a young kid riding a motorbike around town—it’s better than nothing.

	Don’t be afraid to fail. You can’t upend an existing protocol without a viable replacement. You can’t develop a viable option without considering some bad ones.







7 Give Up Control

In September 2014, just as the Ebola epidemic was becoming more intense in West Africa, I got a last-minute invitation to attend a small dinner at the White House that President Barack Obama was hosting for Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

That dinner became another small spark in an endeavor that has spanned the better part of my career. A big bet, especially one that is succeeding, will eventually take on a life of its own. Even with efforts to control every possible thing, a big bet may start in an unexpected place. It may twist and turn. It may go dormant for a bit. It may eventually no longer need you. What’s vital isn’t ownership or control. What matters is impact. If you want to see a big bet succeed, you may have to be willing to let go.

The meal at the White House was a little unusual. Fasting during Navratri, a nine-day Hindu religious holiday, Modi consumed only a glass of warm water. As the rest of us enjoyed the avocado salad and crispy halibut, Modi commented on the administration’s electricity initiatives in Africa. Power Africa, even with the struggles of Inga, had caught the attention of leaders in South Asia. Modi said to me: “I see what you’re doing in Africa. You should be doing work just like that in India.”

The dots immediately connected.

After spending so much time in India with family and working in the B. R. Hills, I was immediately drawn to Modi’s idea. India then was essentially two countries: one with several hundred million people living in the modern world of hi-tech appliances, high-speed internet, and abundant electricity, while hundreds of millions of others had access only to unreliable electricity from the main grid, and many of them experienced almost daily blackouts.1 They had been effectively cut off from the reliable, affordable power that is essential to modern education, health care, and jobs.

The Obama administration took some initial steps on energy poverty in India. But with the decision to end my service in government, I had to reluctantly accept that this would be someone else’s bet to see through. Control of USAID’s future work would fall to my successor.

Such an admission did not come easy. Human beings want to own things. The desire for control is born in us: We show it as toddlers—screaming, “Mine!” to stake out our territory—and carry it well into old age. But control is a hard thing to reconcile as a professional when few of our ideas are exclusively our own: They’re the spark that comes at unexpected moments, the product of teams, the result of a colleague’s or spouse’s inspiration, or literally the intellectual property of one’s employer. For all its perils and eventual success, who “owned” the Ebola response?

And yet Modi’s remark had thrown open a door. Not too long after the dinner, I was speaking with Richard Blum, a private-equity pioneer in emerging markets and the husband of US senator Dianne Feinstein of California. Dick had become a good friend and mentor. He was an extremely committed philanthropist and development expert who served on President Obama’s Global Development Council. Dick and I could talk for hours about why initiatives worked and where the next burst of progress might arise. He asked what I was most excited about, what kept me up at night. I told him, “Electrification.”

Even though the Inga project collapsed and I had to leave USAID’s next big bet to someone else, I remained dedicated to the mission of ending energy poverty. For those in wealthier countries, abundant and cheap energy, like clean water and air, is taken for granted. In India, elsewhere in South Asia, across Africa, and in parts of South America, nearly eight hundred million people live in the dark, consuming less energy each year than it takes to power a light bulb, and another 2.8 billion have sporadic or unreliable access.2 As a result, a teenager in California can drive a Tesla to an after-school coding class while a teenager living in the Democratic Republic of Congo must risk electrocution from splicing wires atop a utility pole—all for the electricity to light an extra lamp in order to study after dark.

As I left USAID, I still wanted to work to overcome that injustice. Given advances in technology, I could foresee a scalable solution, a way to get electricity to people who might live hundreds of miles from the national power grid without any jerry-rigging. I also had some feel for the potential shape of the alliance that could deliver that solution to the most vulnerable—an alliance that included governments with the requisite regulatory muscle and private companies and investors with the necessary capital.

Starting with that conversation with Modi, I would spend nearly a decade working on a big bet to establish universal electrification—work that continues to this day. To end energy poverty, we would need to find ways to give more and more people some ownership of our big bet and become equally invested in seeing it through. Getting others to feel some control of the mission starts with giving up some of it yourself. The wider the alliance that has a stake in the outcome, the more hands will be pushing it forward.


Truer to Myself

In 2016, I was walking through what felt like my hundredth European airport that month. The year before, I had helped start Latitude Capital, a private-equity firm with seed resources from Blum and David Bonderman, the founder of the private-equity powerhouse TPG and another committed philanthropist. I was on the road constantly, visiting potential investors, often in Europe, and potential projects, mostly in Africa. I don’t remember which airport it was. Frankfurt, Zurich, London—all the airports look the same, with ubiquitous advertisements for luxury brands.

With business going well and a steady paycheck much larger than any I had earned in philanthropy or government, I gave in to the promotion and walked into a high-end watch store thinking I would buy Shivam a fancy gift—and I had my eye on a Rolex. Since I had left government, Shivam had been serving as chief executive officer of E. L. Haynes Public Charter School, a diverse and booming Pre-K-through-twelfth-grade school in a growing area of Washington, DC. She was working every day to improve the prospects for hundreds of students, most from disadvantaged families. And for some bizarre reason, I thought a fancy watch was just what she needed.

Dick, David, and I had started Latitude shortly after I left USAID in 2015 because we thought there was opportunity—and money to be made—in empowering some of those billions of people without access to reliable electricity. Energy poverty isn’t a problem most people even think about when ticking off the primary impediments to human development. People can appreciate—even if they haven’t endured—the horrors of extreme poverty and agree that it’s an important issue to address.3 But awareness of energy poverty, the inability to access a certain number of kilowatts of electricity each year, is shockingly low, especially compared with its high human costs.

Whereas in the twentieth century, agricultural advances often defined a society’s economic mobility, in the digital economy of the twenty-first century, access to electricity is far more decisive. The minimum amount of electricity for participating in that economy and leveraging modern technology is around a thousand kilowatt-hours per person each year—3.5 billion people in eighty-one “energy poor” countries don’t consume that amount of electricity in a year, while most Americans use that much in one month.4 And the energy poor are worse off for it. So much of modern life runs on electricity, and its absence deprives people of modern education, health care, work opportunities, comfort, even safety.5

The essentialness of energy access is why wherever I traveled in low-income countries, I would often spot a rickety central power line with dozens of illegal makeshift wires dangerously siphoning electricity down to homes and businesses. And I would often smell the stench of diesel generators, a costly alternative. People jeopardized their well-being to get just a little electricity—often unreliable electricity at that. And it was why Latitude made sense: Those people who had to steal their sporadic electricity were potential paying customers for better, more reliable power.

The work at Latitude was divided between finding investors and finding projects that could make money and do some good. On the first, we traveled the world trying to entice managers of large pensions and other capital to put their money in our fund—and had some success. Though investors were open to funding social impact, they also wanted outsized returns to invest in lower-income countries, which were growing faster than wealthier economies like the United States but were seen as riskier ventures because of political, economic, and other kinds of instability so often associated with these nations.

Making progress on the second, the projects, proved more challenging.

For more than a century, there had been one pathway for countries to empower their people. They would build out big, centralized electricity grids connected to huge power plants of whatever kind—mostly gas or coal, nuclear, and in some cases hydropower. This pathway has worked for wealthier, effectively governed nations, which have been able to provide electricity in difficult-to-reach communities (without worrying at the time about externalities like carbon emissions). But less wealthy nations have struggled to achieve this scale, hampered by corruption, ineffective oversight, and the inability to access sufficient technology.

At the time we started Latitude, a second pathway was just beginning to open up. Huge advances in technology—in solar panels, battery storage, and remote metering and troubleshooting—were making it possible to distribute renewable energy systems in underserved communities. The technology, especially battery technology, was still evolving, but these nimble, clean systems could one day end the reliance on the big grid systems tied to large power stations that weren’t working very well for underserved communities anyway.

Unfortunately, in 2016, that second model was not yet ripe for the type of investment we were seeking to make. On trips and in deal memos, the vast majority of the projects we saw and evaluated were on the old pathway—larger, fossil-fueled plants that powered urban customers rather than the most disconnected, who lived far off the grid in rural or poor communities. Even then, the scale of returns our investors wanted could rarely be guaranteed amid risks of currency swings, missed growth targets, nonpayment from public utilities, and government mismanagement.

As it became clearer that this approach wasn’t the best way to end energy poverty, I was also wrestling with whether the venture was the right fit for my own life. That lesson took some more force to learn. I was someone who tended to work toward whatever reward system existed. In finance, I enjoyed earning more than I had before and having the opportunity to buy the occasional fancy gift.

Standing in front of the display case of one airport watch shop, I thought I had the timepiece for Shivam picked out but wanted to be sure. So, I called her to confirm rather than make the gift a surprise. When I told Shivam which watch I selected, the phone line seemed to go dead. Then she asked, “Why on earth would you do that?” She was deeply upset that I thought she had any interest in a Rolex and that such a status symbol even appealed to me. As I hung up and apologized to the salesclerk, I worried if my own goals had become muddled.

A few months later, Shivam and I took the children to South Africa. Near Cape Town, we embarked on a ferry to Robben Island where Nelson Mandela had spent eighteen years in prison for his opposition to apartheid. I stood watching my kids’ faces as they took in Mandela’s cell, its floor mat and small window. I remembered how Mandela—and his visit to Detroit when I was only a decade or so older than my kids—had been one of the reasons I had started my search for ways to contribute to humanity.

Recalling my ambitions at that age—and then flashing to what I was working for at Latitude—I knew something had to give. I realized I wasn’t ready to give up the mission I had set for myself while watching Mandela on the television. I wasn’t working to end energy poverty to pad my bank account, I was driven to improve life for people who were otherwise left behind.

Thankfully, not long after that I got a call from Rockefeller Foundation trustee Strive Masiyiwa about joining the field of candidates to become the philanthropy’s thirteenth president. Strive, an extraordinary business leader and committed humanitarian who had spread mobile phones across Africa, was an even better friend. We had worked together a decade earlier on hunger and stayed connected. Still, the choice was not an easy one; I would be walking away from a team and investors I had asked to trust me. But the job felt truer to myself and to the values Shivam and I had long ago determined would define our journey. And because The Rockefeller Foundation had a promising energy poverty initiative, known as Smart Power, the job would allow me to push forward on the quest to end energy poverty.



Persuade Others to Take Enough Ownership

Three years later, I was watching a seamstress bent over a wooden desk, teaching others nearby how to sew. Outside Ruby Kumari’s cinder block school, a steamy evening closed in on the remote village of Parsa, not far from the banks of the Ganges River in northern India, in the state of Bihar, near the border with Nepal.6 As the sun set, the electricity supplied from the erratic, government-run power grid suddenly shut off. And everything—the whir of machines, the lights, and community life itself—seemed to go with it.

But then, just as suddenly, the power came back on. Not far from Ruby’s little school sat a small, neat compound with a state-of-the-art mini-grid, a local power station totally disconnected from the national grid. Three rows of solar panels tilted sunward and powered batteries stored within small outbuildings a few yards away. That compact, fenced-in innovation, which made little noise and no emissions, kept the streets bustling and well lit, market stalls open, and students studying after sunset.7

The mini-grid proved what was possible, empowering people like Ruby as well as a small medical office, a school, and a carpenter’s shop I visited that evening. At each place, possibilities were expanding because of that steady supply of power. Ruby was able to turn her informal, inconsistent seamstress work into a school for young people in the village and earn a steadier living for her children.

Ruby’s story and that mini-grid miracle were no sure thing.

For a decade, what became known as the Smart Power India team, led by Ashvin Dayal, a development veteran from India who ran the Rockefeller Asia office before taking over the energy poverty program in New York, toiled to prove there was an alternative way to power a village like Parsa. Previously, those eager for electricity to light a room or run a power saw would have to buy or rent a diesel generator, which was expensive, loud, and polluting, or else rely on cheaper government power that came in fits and starts from the main grid.

The Rockefeller team believed if Smart Power could compete on price and win on reliability, customers would jump for what it had to offer. But getting there would require tremendous innovation. Ashvin and others realized they could never alone hope to crack each of these constraints or control every aspect of innovation; the foundation had neither the time nor the expertise for that. They needed to work with grantees and partners who could make breakthroughs.

The Smart Power team learned a great deal in early partnerships, which tended to be with local organizations that weren’t focused on profits but were dedicated to expanding access to electricity. These were pioneering engagements that revealed the promise of technology and what it might take to develop products that compete with generators and the grid.

As a result, Ashvin and the team developed a vision for success: a functioning mini-grid with a series of components that were efficient and cost effective. And they sought out the sort of partners who were as dedicated to making commercial breakthroughs as they were to technological advances. They used small, discrete contracts to focus on needed components and to minimize risk and the opportunity cost of failure. The Rockefeller team also modeled a high level of commitment: At one point, Zia Khan, who has a PhD in fluid dynamics and led the foundation’s innovation program, joined a partner in a rickety boat hauling mini-grid components across the flood-engorged Ganges River.

Despite that dedication, the innovation process still took time. Early prototypes were costly and inefficient. One early model lost upward of half its power generation before it got to the users. Without an effective way to measure use, billing was inaccurate. Still another issue was maintenance: It was a challenge to monitor and repair the solar grid systems in villages so far from cities in a cost-effective manner. Some batteries didn’t work under continual use in sometimes high temperatures. As a result, costs in the early days were astronomical: Our solar mini-grid model produced power that cost upward of $0.75 per kilowatt-hour compared with around $0.10 from the main grid.8

Still, partner by partner, the mini-grid program took shape. Husk Power Systems, a small company founded by a native of Bihar but based in Fort Collins, Colorado, developed an in-house data management system to track a mini-grid’s operations in hundreds of ways for thousands of customers.9 Spark Meter of Washington, DC, created a meter that allowed customers to track power usage in very small increments so they could pay by phone for only the power they used.10 And OMC Power helped refine their business model to serve mobile cellular towers—since that provided a consistent source of revenue—that also benefited nearby villages.11

Even with the progress, not every grid was a success. Especially early on, geography was destiny: Some villages were bad fits for the mini-grids because of their demand or their layout. As a result, a few installed units had to be relocated, a costly and frustrating process. Even more, there was fierce resistance from some tied to the diesel generator industry. At one point, a mini-grid’s wires were all mysteriously cut.

Walking through Parsa, I saw how the results of this work had enabled a revolution. No longer were the traditional government grid model or a string of diesel generators the only ways to power a village. Indeed, the mini-grid’s power was competitively priced, eventually around $0.25 per kilowatt hour, and much more reliable than the state grid and far cheaper than diesel.12 The improvement in price had been accomplished with pooled purchasing of components, better and more efficient management of the grids, and improvements in energy storage. Despite a higher cost than the state grid, surveys of users showed they were willing to pay more for reliability and that they used this more dependable power to create jobs in communities that desperately needed them.

The proof wasn’t just in Parsa but in the open market. Eventually, OMC proved so capable of managing the Rockefeller-funded grids, like the one in Parsa, that the massive Japanese conglomerate Mitsui & Co. came in and bought a sizable stake in their operations.13 Even if the deal meant OMC was taking its expertise to other projects and areas, the investment was further proof the model was working. Besides, the foundation’s goal wasn’t a partnership with OMC but a wider path to ending energy poverty globally. OMC now operates 350 power stations, with another thousand underway, serving more than twenty-five thousand customers across two states in northern India.14

Finding a solution sometimes requires developing one yourself. As we’d seen with Ebola when local leaders discovered new methods to prevent the spread of that deadly virus, necessity drives invention. In the case of developing the mini-grids, partners needed to break through technological barriers that had stopped previous efforts. As is typical in philanthropy, we were helping fund their work, but the success was their own. OMC proved that it could be lucrative. This is just one example of how you can work with different partners to innovate. The key is to persuade others to take enough ownership themselves so they can propel an idea even further than you could have originally imagined.



Get Comfortable Sharing

The Taj Mahal Palace hotel in Mumbai—known by all as the Taj—was nine hundred miles and a world away from the village of Parsa. The vast, multihued structure has hosted movie stars and royalty for more than a century. The luxurious Taj was also the first hotel in India to use electricity to power its huge fans and ornate elevators from the day it opened more than a century before. I had visited there over the years—on one trip with President Obama and others for special family events—before and after the terror attack at the hotel in 2008.

In 2019, I was there to meet with Natarajan Chandrasekaran, who is known as Chandra, the chair of the holding group for the sprawling Tata Group conglomerate. More than a century old, Tata sells just about everything to hundreds of millions of customers in India and beyond, including steel, cars (Jaguars and Land Rovers, to name two of its global brands), chemicals, and hotel rooms. Tata Power provides electricity to millions of customers in India and elsewhere in Asia.

By the time Chandra and I met at the Taj, Rockefeller’s partners had installed around 160 mini-grids around India—a pace that was impressive, but still too slow. No one could deny the improvements to the lives of the thousands of villagers who now had access to reliable electricity. But to go bigger—to take this solution to the hundreds of millions of Indians who still didn’t have reliable access to sufficient electricity—we needed to figure out how to further reduce the cost structure, maintain the service capability, and drive operational efficiency at a far more dramatic scale. Eventually, Ashvin’s team developed a plan for a thousand mini-grids across multiple states and began searching for partners who could deliver that level of scale.

Ashvin and I both agreed Tata was the type of partner we needed. Tata had already been working with our Smart Power team to enhance the performance of the mini-grids. More important, Tata was in the scale business. In a country of more than 1.3 billion people, market share is the path to profits. Tata’s scale ethos is about business first and foremost, but in India, it was also about building a middle class, one that would further the nation’s development and buy Tata products for decades.

After several meetings with Tata, our teams began work on a plan to develop ten thousand mini-grids in one-fifth of the fifty thousand villages we identified as being ready for this sort of electrification. As the negotiations continued, I reached out to Chandra, whom I had first met on one of my trips to India when I was at USAID.

When we sat down that afternoon at the Taj, Chandra immediately made clear that his primary interest wasn’t about a specific number of mini-grids but a belief that our model could be a broad solution for helping hundreds of millions of people access electricity in rural India. Still, Chandra couldn’t resist: He asked, “Why not fifty thousand mini-grids?” I laughed and agreed that would be our partnership’s ultimate goal.

To start, Tata agreed to build ten thousand mini-grids, which would serve nearly twenty-five million people and hundreds of thousands of businesses and small farms. The company planned to invest $1 billion to scale Rockefeller’s mini-grid model and dramatically reduce the cost for customers.15 Though the foundation offered to invest a meaningful amount of capital, Tata wasn’t seeking it. At first, their team just wanted Rockefeller’s expertise and the model, so they could get in the game quickly and leverage our advances to catalyze other, more lucrative initiatives.

As a result, some on the foundation’s board asked hard questions about the deal. Here we were transferring hard-earned expertise as part of a joint venture, and some on the board very much wanted to know if we would have a share of ownership—and profitability—in the project. I saw their point and agreed: Ideally, we would solve energy poverty in India and use any income generated to underwrite future Rockefeller Foundation investments and grants.

But that wasn’t an immediate option with Tata. Still, I explained that our goal was the same as Tata’s: speed and scale. The fastest way to achieve impact and get mini-grids in every village in India was to work with a partner who had a different mission but a shared desire for scale. For some, relying on a business dedicated to profit first was discomfiting. But at the time, it was the most intelligent way to empower the people Smart Power India sought to serve. The path to getting others to share our ambitions required sharing our knowledge and expertise.

An arrangement with a huge conglomerate may not feel like a natural fit for those working for the good of humanity. It’s easy, when doing work like this, to see some big companies as part of the problem. But if your goal is to help people at massive scale, you’ll need others to join you. And to make that happen, you may need to go beyond your comfort zone and give up some ownership and control, all in the interest of achieving large-scale change. You’ll need to get comfortable sharing with all sorts of partners, especially the ones with the greatest reach.



Learn and Adapt and Grow Together

In October 2021, I was pacing with my iPhone in the back room of a rented Airbnb in Glasgow, Scotland. It was the night before the opening of COP26, another in a vital series of regular UN climate summits. The next day, I was to give a speech to world leaders, scientists, financiers, and activists on Rockefeller’s plans to scale our energy poverty work far beyond India and mini-grids. At that moment, I wasn’t practicing my speech but, in the dim condominium, convincing a partner to help make that big bet even bigger.

In the two years since Rockefeller launched the Tata deal, much had changed. COVID-19 had brought the world to a standstill, killing more than five million people and forcing widespread lockdowns until vaccinations became available. In response, rich countries poured trillions of dollars into strengthening their social safety nets, steps that low-income countries didn’t have the resources to take. As a result, tens of millions of people fell into poverty, missed meals, skipped vaccinations, and failed to pay their power bills. In the first year of the pandemic alone, nearly ninety million people lost access to electricity.16

At The Rockefeller Foundation, we saw too many communities falling behind, in some cases unwinding progress made previously by our grantees and programs. We decided that the moment required us to take bold action. Our board of directors voted to triple our usual grant-making for a total of $1 billion over three years, backed in part by a $700 million commercial bond. It was the first time in the foundation’s 108-year history that it had ever tapped the capital markets toward philanthropic ends.17

When we thought about the best way to invest that money to help humanity get back on its feet, we only had to look at Parsa—and at how ending energy poverty could unleash a wave of opportunity around the world. The moment compelled us—the technology, the pricing, and the geopolitics felt aligned for real progress—to make a big bet on energy poverty. Attempting such an initiative would require far more than the $500 million we had available to commit to it. But we felt our commitment could help bring other partners together to reimagine how the world provides energy access to billions of people.

Unfortunately, we soon found that tackling energy poverty wasn’t everyone’s priority, especially during a pandemic and worsening climate crisis. Ashvin deployed Sundaa Bridgett-Jones, who had worked at USAID for nearly a decade and at The Rockefeller Foundation nearly as long, to begin calling potential partners around the world. Still, asking people in the middle of a global pandemic for hundreds of millions of dollars to end energy poverty proved a nearly impossible task.

Then we got an audience with Per Heggenes, the chief executive officer of the Ikea Foundation, which is the philanthropic arm of the global Swedish home-furnishing giant. Per had worked for years to help some of the world’s most exposed populations: migrants and refugees, who suffer more than any group from the extremes of climate change. In our conversations with Per and other potential partners, it soon became clear they were open to partnering but wanted a more deliberate focus on climate change. If we could show that these systems could end energy poverty and meaningfully reduce carbon emissions around the world, then the Ikea Foundation and others would be interested in jumping on board.

Conceptually, Ashvin, Sundaa, and many others on the team all agreed this was possible: The systems we planned to deploy were nearly emission-free. But first we had to do more homework. We assembled a team to focus for the first time on the climate impact of our ambitions. We needed to devise solid measurements to determine the carbon-reducing potential of the work we sought to do. Where before we measured only access, now we sought to measure the benefit of eliminating future carbon emissions. What we found was if the eighty-one energy poor countries ended energy poverty via the traditional carbon-heavy industrial model, these nations would contribute 70 percent of global emissions by 2050—making it all but impossible to arrest climate change even if wealthier countries reduced their emissions dramatically.18

But to avoid that future and still give people the access to electricity they deserved from greener sources, we would need more than mini-grids. Thankfully, a suite of renewable energy technologies was maturing quickly, leading to green energy transitions in wealthier countries. “Metro grids” can provide power to entire towns, new types of hydroelectric technologies can protect environmental resources while unlocking power from overlooked rivers, and placing large batteries on power grids can enable greater on-grid renewable electrification. With these breakthroughs, it is increasingly possible the right alliance could help transition whole economies off fossil fuels.

With our homework complete, the team agreed the only way forward was to adapt. We changed our planned name (Smart Power Global was out) and started calling the entity the Global Energy Alliance for People and Planet. We expanded our mission. And we revised our metrics of success accordingly, pledging to connect around a billion people to electricity, creating 150 million green jobs, and cutting four billion tons of carbon emissions.

Soon after, Ikea agreed to contribute $500 million to match Rockefeller’s commitment.19 The result was a true alliance. Ikea and Rockefeller agreed to a common purpose: not ending energy poverty but promoting holistic energy transitions around the world. A global movement to end energy poverty was now joined with a wider push to accelerate energy transitions from fossil fuels to renewables and to combat climate change. If energy transitions were done the way we expected, they would reduce energy poverty and emissions at the same time.

With Ikea on board, I placed a call to Andrew Steer, the president and chief executive officer of the Bezos Earth Fund, Amazon founder Jeff Bezos and Lauren Sanchez’s philanthropic initiative dedicated to climate change.20 Our embrace of the mission to fully tackle energy transitions put us in the sweet spot of the Bezos Earth Fund. Still, Andrew, Jeff, and Lauren were full of questions—and Ashvin and the rest of our team did a masterful job answering every last one right up to our departure for the climate conference in Glasgow.

When I called from the Glasgow apartment during COP26, I followed up one last time to see if Bezos would join the alliance. Andrew, to my relief, said they were in. With the Bezos pledge in hand, I stood onstage and announced a commitment of $10 billion, including contributions from several international development banks, to “change energy for good for everyone,” as I said in my speech.21

Creating this global alliance had required us to be agile, adapting our goals, strategies, and potential partners. This sort of fluidity is critical when working to build alliances capable of achieving the scale of change needed to take on humanity’s biggest challenges. This wasn’t easy—it required deeper homework, shifting our models, and even changing the name of our alliance and its mission.

If you’re too wedded to any initial set of ideas, it’s harder to learn and adapt and grow together with others. In our case, holding hands with Ikea and Bezos helped us design a global alliance in which they share control. The result was a more relevant and much more impactful initiative. On your big bets, you’ll sometimes need to change the scope of your mission to find the partners and resources to reach your goals.



Let Go

If you succeed in conceiving and launching a big bet, you’ll have to let go at some point, even saying goodbye to good teammates.

At every step of your career, and in meeting after meeting, there is a natural urge to want to be in control—of your ideas, your solutions, your projects. But to succeed, you’ll need to give up and share ownership. Since the objective of a big bet is to scale solutions for humanity, often the only way to achieve it is to open up to greater outside help and then let go of what you create. In the case of the Global Energy Alliance, the big bet was no longer Rockefeller’s—or mine—alone.

In October 2022, an email popped into my inbox. Ashvin was writing to say goodbye—thankfully not to Rockefeller or to me personally. The email announced that thirty of the foundation’s more than 290 employees were departing the foundation. They were going to work full time with the Global Energy Alliance.

Looking at the list of departing teammates who had helped shape the alliance before it even had a name, I felt pride at what we’d built and a pang of disappointment at who we were losing. These were some of Rockefeller’s brightest stars, experts in technology and rural development, one of whom had been at the foundation for fourteen years. Sundaa alone had been at Rockefeller for a decade. But being a leader always requires watching talent move on. It is, after all, a painful sign of success—empowering people with enough skill, drive, and ability to step into bigger shoes.

And it wasn’t just the people. We were giving up control as well, which is never easy.

Over Rockefeller’s long history, the foundation had a track record of creating freestanding organizations that would go on to serve humanity in so many ways. We incubated the health organization for the League of Nations, which then became the World Health Organization.22 We launched the Consultative Group for International Agricultural Research, which then became a major independent institution powering the Green Revolution.23

Now, these sorts of spin-offs happen all the time in the private sector. When a project catches fire, it sometimes makes sense to give it the freedom to maximize its potential as an independent entity. We were taking the same approach with the Global Energy Alliance. The difference is that in the private sector, the depletion of ideas, investments, and talent is compensated with financial gains.

In philanthropy, it may feel different. We started first on small projects in India. We expanded on that with Tata. And then we built a global alliance, hired a proven executive to lead it, and put together a global leadership council to advise it and a board to govern it. Now the whole of the alliance was being spun off; it was a moment of great pride that came with a faint sense of loss. Success has consequences. The future of the big bet was going to be out of my control, and even out of Rockefeller’s.

The compensation, though, is progress. The Global Energy Alliance is working in more than a dozen of the eighty-one energy poor countries around the world and on its way to working in many more. In South Africa, we are helping decommission the country’s largest coal plant and creating green jobs in the process.24 In twenty-five cities in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, partners are planning to build large-scale metro grids to reach millions of people and tens of thousands of businesses.25 The alliance is helping build ten thousand mini-grids to empower millions of people in Nigeria.26 We’re innovating on some of the first applications of large-scale energy storage solutions for power grids across the emerging world, starting in Malawi.27 And in India, we’re working to help transition farmers from diesel-powered irrigation pumps, expand access to home solar systems, and electrify the public transportation system.

On impact, the big bet we placed in this alliance was a clear win—and it’s still underway and growing bigger.

From dinner with Modi at the White House to Latitude Capital, from Smart Power India to the Global Energy Alliance, my quest to end energy poverty had taken many forms. In each step along the way, I saw the benefits and costs of letting go. The Rockefeller team had to give up control to innovate and scale, especially with the Tata Power relationship. In an alliance, this grows even more severe: Rockefeller was one of three philanthropies at the beginning, and with continued progress, we were soon one of nineteen partners in a growing alliance.

A downside of partnering is the loss of control, which is never easy for leaders who believe in performance and accountability. Most of us with big ambitions have a built-in inclination to see it through to the end, or even go it alone. I still have many good ideas for the alliance—as do Ashvin and many others. Where we were an early voice for the mission, now there is a chorus. But with those other voices, we will be far stronger. Together, we will improve many more lives by continuing to alter how electricity is created and delivered in countries on multiple continents.



How to Give Up Control

Giving up ownership is hard, especially when you’re early in your career. But it never really gets easier. Developing new initiatives and big bets requires your ideas, your relationships and contacts, and your time and energy. For that reason, you’ll want to control how those are used and to feel some ownership of their success.

But big bets require not only attracting new partners but getting them to feel some sense of control over the bet itself. It’s the only way they’ll do everything required for success.

If you’re the kind of person who likes to control things, here are a few tips that will make giving up control easier.

    [image: ]


	Remember your mission. You need to constantly remind yourself of what is driving you in your work and keep the big bet at the heart of your decision-making. When you keep the mission front and center, giving up control might still be bittersweet, but it will be easier to do.

	Define a goal and find others to innovate. You can’t control every breakthrough, so give people the ability and incentives to help you find new solutions.

	Offer your knowledge and expertise, even to those who want to profit from it. If the goal is to scale quickly, you’ll need to work with whoever can make that possible.

	Adapt to attract partners. If the goal is scale, you’ll need to be willing to adapt your mission and approach to build an alliance with many, often unlikely, partners.

	Let go. If you’re succeeding, your big bet may take on a life of its own—and even go off on its own with your best people. Be willing to say goodbye and do everything you can to help them succeed.







8 Pivot

As COVID-19 upended life around the world in March 2020, I was hunkered down at home, jostling with Shivam and the kids over limited workspace and overtaxed Wi-Fi, like seemingly everyone else in America. Shivam was on Zoom calls upstairs, I had borrowed her home office, and the kids were spread across the house. Though I had wrestled with the Haiti earthquake and West African Ebola outbreak from the USAID command center and the White House Situation Room, I was now struggling to reorient a 107-year-old foundation amid a raging pandemic while tripping over textbooks in the family living room.

As never before in recent history, Americans were all learning at the same time how to adapt to a flood of shifting practices and routines amid extraordinary stress and uncertainty. As the news and social media broadcast images of bodies being loaded onto refrigerated trucks, videos of hospital tents being erected in Central Park, and the sounds of sirens filling the night air, everyone was trying to reimagine how to interact with our families and colleagues, how to mingle in public through social distancing, and how to go about the most basic rituals of daily life.

Some big bets are driven by necessity: Something must be done. But when an emergency hits with such force that everyone is thrown into a deep, destabilizing confusion, little is clear but a choice: whether to hold tight or pivot to find a solution that no one sees quite clearly yet.

That’s where I found myself in March 2020. The head of a foundation with a legacy in public health, a father of three children thrown into what we were all suddenly calling “virtual learning,” and an American losing my mind over being stuck at home as COVID-19 and lockdowns did untold damage to individuals, communities, and the economy. Working off my laptop, I joined call after call, Zoom after Zoom with friends I knew from working on Ebola, my Rockefeller colleagues trying to salvage programs, and US government officials within a confused federal bureaucracy. And the question was always the same: How do we get out of this?

To find an answer, The Rockefeller Foundation had to make a hard pivot.

As lockdowns made life worse for the most vulnerable, Rockefeller moved swiftly to reshape our programs to help respond to what soon became one of the most inequitable crises in US history. A food program that was focused mostly overseas had to move to start feeding American kids dependent on school lunches in districts nationwide.1 Our economic opportunity program pivoted to assist minority-owned businesses, which historically are the least likely to have the cushion to withstand a crisis.2 Soon, we were promoting ways to reimagine federal and state tax codes to benefit working families and children in poverty.3

We also made one of the biggest bets in our history: to catalyze a massive wave of affordable COVID-19 testing in the United States. Easily accessible rapid tests could give institutions and people the data to keep people safe and solve the challenge of lockdowns. To establish a market for testing in the United States, we had to revitalize our team, reinforce our expertise, repurpose our network, and rethink our capacity for risk—all while navigating a political whirlwind and resisting the thicket of groupthink.

Thankfully, moments like COVID-19 don’t come along often. When they do, most individuals and institutions persist in doing what they always do, despite the changes to the status quo. But sometimes the moment is so dramatic and so significant that to fully meet it, you have to make a hard pivot, upend your status quo, and go all in on a big bet.


Scrambling to Shift

One Sunday in mid-February 2020, weeks before COVID-19 locked down America, I was loafing on the gray couch in our living room, reading my yellow-and-black-covered copy of DJing for Dummies. I had been on the road, traveling to the World Economic Forum, the gathering of global business and government leaders in Davos, Switzerland, and other stops.4 Davos felt eerie, with COVID-19 spreading from China to the conference’s doorstep—it was just breaking out right over the Alps in Italy. 5 I was just glad to be home and working on what I hoped could be a new hobby and a way to provide the jams at Shivam’s and my upcoming anniversary party.

As Shivam so often does, she interrupted the conversation in my own head. After being so engaged on Ebola, COVID-19 left me feeling a bit irrelevant, on the sidelines as those in government faced down a threat that at that point was still mostly considered to be abroad. When she walked into the living room and found me lost in my thoughts, she shook me back to reality. “Isn’t there a global pandemic?” she asked. “Shouldn’t you be focusing on that instead of DJing for Dummies?”

Though it’s hard to fathom now, in those weeks just before COVID-19 slammed into New York and other US cities, I wasn’t the only one who was relatively unconcerned about how the United States would fare. The previous October, the Global Health Security Index ranked the nation as the best armed in the world to contend with a sudden pandemic.6 I agreed. Though I had been frustrated with how the CDC approached Ebola, I respected how smart its people were and how good it was at data. For that and other reasons, I believed America’s health care system and the US government could stand up to COVID-19. I mostly worried about poorer countries: I had seen throughout my career how badly a virus can hit vulnerable nations that lack the same resources.

Unfortunately, too many Americans, especially the poorest and most vulnerable, lacked ready access to health care or were encumbered by preexisting conditions, including heart and pulmonary disease, obesity, and diabetes, that made them easy prey for COVID-19. President Donald Trump also proved particularly ill-suited for the challenge, struggling to process any bad news or even to provide much accurate information. The rest of the federal government, including the CDC, also made errors, compounded those mistakes with bad communications, and eventually became untrustworthy in the eyes of the public.

For me, it felt like a ghastly rerun of Ebola—but at home. I was shocked by the imagery of mass deaths as well as the government’s inability to meet the moment. As the leader of an institution that had helped establish public health in the United States, I was disconcerted by the rising case numbers and reports of insufficient personal protective equipment (PPE) and ventilators. Even in the early days, it was clear we also needed to understand how the crisis could undermine the foundation’s commitments on hunger and economic justice.

By then, I had put away my DJing book and canceled the anniversary party. I had also closed Rockefeller’s Italy facility, our New York headquarters, our Washington office, and later our Kenya and Thailand offices, asking all our employees to work remotely. Our team had also started the grueling process of pivoting the foundation so that it could play a role in helping the United States and the rest of the world meet the crisis. Joining the response to the pandemic was a choice, one not every individual or institution made. We did so because in some ways this was The Rockefeller Foundation’s moment: The institution had been established in part to bring rigor and science to public health in the United States.

At that point, I had an inkling for how we could help, but pivoting wouldn’t be easy—especially if we tried to do it quickly. Philanthropies aren’t built to turn on a dime; our grants are made sometimes years in advance, so even at a large, established foundation, there isn’t a great deal of uncommitted capital.

From makeshift home offices and on cell phone calls and Zooms, Elizabeth Yee, the foundation’s chief of staff, and I joined the rest of our team in scrambling to shift nearly all the institution’s priorities. We looked at everything we were doing to see what grant or partnership could be repurposed. We moved money around to free up some capital. We started holding weekly conversations with our board of trustees—and augmented these conversations with regular notes—to keep them briefed on what we were learning, to seek their ideas, and to confirm major decisions.

It all set us up for a big bet.



Identify the Consequential Action

In the April 2 edition of the Wall Street Journal, I published an op-ed under an unmistakably blunt headline: “Testing Is Our Way Out.”7 My coauthor was Paul Romer, a Nobel Prize winner and former World Bank chief economist. Paul has a remarkable mind that can cut through the data to show the bigger picture. But for him, the challenge was more than an intellectual exercise, it was also personal: His daughter was a doctor responding to COVID-19.8

The op-ed would not have happened without that initial decision to pivot.

Our hunch from the outset was that The Rockefeller Foundation had a responsibility to try to solve the immediate underlying ailment, not just respond to symptoms like empty store shelves or insufficient PPE. In moments of strain and confusion, the question is always: What is the most consequential thing to be done? My time working on the Ebola crisis had reinforced the need to question long-standing assumptions and protocols, but one had proven true: The most important piece of information in an outbreak is who is positive and where. Until vaccines were available, testing was the only way to give people some control.

Unfortunately, the United States had limited diagnostic testing capacity a few weeks into the pandemic. Trump appeared uninterested in testing, and the rest of government was no more help at first. At the time, no one knew why; it later was revealed that the CDC had struggled to produce tests because of a faulty reagent and had difficulty restarting the process.9 Without faster, more accessible tests, no American, from the president on down, had the data to know in detail where the virus was traveling and how best to contain it. So, everyone defaulted to a blunt protocol: lockdowns and rushing to isolate—without a clear way to reopen.

Because we determined insufficient testing to be the most consequential issue at the time, we decided the foundation would throw its capacities behind solving it. Now, most philanthropies don’t seek to push the US federal government into action or fill the vacuum of government inaction. Both would require Rockefeller to become far more operational, making quick decisions and trying to have real-time impact. It also meant we needed to bolster our team and advisors with real technical knowledge, significant resources, and avenues to establish protocols and procedures.

Fortunately, a few months before, I was boarding an airplane when I ran into Jono Quick, whom I had worked with over the years, including on Ebola. Jono is a Harvard-trained physician who had led an organization that helped build health systems in poorer countries. Not long before we talked, he had published his book The End of Epidemics.10

With the crisis now in full swing, I worked with Naveen Rao, the respected leader of our global public health initiative and a former pharmaceutical executive, to bring Jono into The Rockefeller Foundation. It was one of many signals to my team and the world that we were making a hard pivot, jumping deeper into the fight against COVID-19. Turning a century-old institution into an engine of innovation and action started with people. The existing team was asked to do new things in new ways. And we hired new teammates like Jono to augment our capacity in a hurry.

I also picked up the phone again and resumed what at that point had been a nearly twenty-year conversation. Rick Klausner, with whom I had worked closely on Gavi and who had given such critical advice during Ebola, became an outside partner again. He helped assemble an all-star, out-of-the-box advisory group. Our calls soon included Mara Aspinall, a seasoned former pharmaceutical executive from Phoenix by way of Brooklyn with deep experience in production, and Mike Pellini, a trained doctor, venture capitalist, and cancer expert. We also added Mark McClellan, a former federal health care administrator and founding director of the Duke-Margolis Center for Health Policy at Duke University.

Paul Romer soon joined those conversations. Paul was doing the math on the expected hit to the national economy if critical institutions and key sectors stayed shuttered. He put the figure at around $350 billion a month—an unsustainable cost to the national economy and people around the country.11 We decided to publish an op-ed to explain that the only way to avoid that cost was to dramatically ramp up test production and coordination to allow for screening, first of essential workers and then more broadly, so that America could have a relatively safe way out of lockdown.

In a crisis, the most important first step is to identify the root cause and the most consequential action you can take to address the problem. Once you’ve determined that, you need to assess whether you have the team to make a hard pivot when the stakes are so high. It’s not about whether you need to make a change but how fast you can do it.

For that, you need to find the right people, right away. And in this case, through a mix of existing teammates, some new hires, and outside advisors, we built a team quickly and started to put our ideas out into the world.



A Large Tent of Contributors

Within days of the op-ed’s publication, I was regularly joining Zooms that looked like the squares of The Brady Bunch opening credits, but this time each square held one of the smartest people in American public health. The testing op-ed served as a bat signal, projecting a call high in the night sky for those who thought there might be a better way. When I looked at the faces on the screen before me, I knew we had some of the sharpest minds to find our way forward—doers in states and communities, some of the finest minds in research, and experts in manufacturing and business practices.

Of course, we were hardly alone. At the time, just about everyone was Zooming about the pandemic. But The Rockefeller Foundation had the capacity to do more than talk and publish op-eds. For decades, Rockefeller had helped convene groups around specific problems in small, discrete, purposefully designed sessions. In 2021, we thought we might be able to bring together enough people to develop a national plan to produce and distribute the massive volume of tests necessary to get Americans out of lockdown.

Unfortunately, the only widely available tests at that point were expensive, laboratory-run PCRs (polymerase chain reaction tests), which, though highly precise, took an average of three days to return results, and often as long as seven.12 At that point, US laboratories had performed only twenty-three tests per million people, while two of America’s closest allies, the United Kingdom and the Republic of Korea, had run 347 PCR tests per million people and 3,692 tests per million people, respectively.13

Fortunately, Eileen O’Connor, who led Rockefeller’s communications and policy team, has a knack for tracking down the right person to talk to on nearly any topic. An attorney and former State Department official, Eileen is at her core a reporter: She was a CNN correspondent in Moscow when the Cold War ended and knows how to get ahold of the right people. She, Naveen, and Jono found just about every expert who hadn’t already proactively contacted us and invited them to join the larger discussions we began hosting to develop an actionable and ambitious testing plan for America.

The result was bigger and bigger Zooms. These calls were seminars on COVID-19 as well as on test production, distribution, and use. Of course, like the sitcom Brady family, those assembled for the calls didn’t all agree all the time. A few could dig into the nitty-gritty of testing to determine a realistic projection of the need but failed to see that some proposals were just never going to fly. Others were capable only of seeing the big picture or debating the finer points. Some had been battling with each other for years, and others just had different views on the complexity and uncertainty of the COVID-19 challenge and how to overcome it. At one point, we had to ask a well-respected expert to drop out of the conversations because he couldn’t accept that his viewpoint, while valid, wasn’t the only route to take.

The biggest debate was over whether we preferred PCR or antigen tests, or one of the myriad protocols for how those tests could be used. Some within the bigger group were vehement about recommending only PCR tests because accuracy was so important. But most on the calls agreed that antigen, which tested contagiousness, was cheaper, easier, and quicker to scale, and thus exactly what was needed for better screening tests. In the end, the report didn’t say one or the other test was better, but with the scale recommended, we made clear that the only viable route for mass screening was antigen tests.

Released on April 21, our report called for tripling the administration of tests from fewer than one million a week to three million by July and thirty million by October—a target that, at the time, struck many as impossibly ambitious. What differentiated it from other reports were the clear steps outlined for achieving that level of production. It quickly became known as the “1-3-30 plan.”14 Rick and I and a few others had helped tighten up the group’s broad batch of recommendations. We still called the recommendations a consensus, but the report was a rough consensus at best, since just about every participant in the Zooms disagreed with some part of the plan—be it the 1, the 3, or the 30.

Still, the plan broke through. The next day, we had a Zoom with Tony Fauci. During the Ebola response in 2014, Tony and I would often connect in the White House Situation Room. When the COVID-19 pandemic erupted, many Americans came to see in Tony the same cool, calm demeanor I appreciated then. Tony had already read the Rockefeller report calling for a surge in testing capacity and was thrilled. “This is music to my ears,” he said. His response made clear that at that point the government wasn’t in a position to solve the testing problem.

You need a large tent of contributors to find your way in times of crisis. To make the most of their input, you cannot be afraid of conflict or confrontation. New expertise is worth the trouble. Your goal is to find people who can quickly communicate and educate one another, reach rough consensus on priorities, and build systems to make the most of it in challenging circumstances. You can push further from there.



Engage in a Way That’s Fast, Inclusive, and Honest

Building an alliance doesn’t happen overnight. What turns a collection of contacts into an alliance is the common cause and commitment to one another that leads to trust.

One day in early April, not even a month into the full-blown pandemic, I joined a call with Detroit mayor Mike Duggan. In the years since I grew up near the Motor City, I had stayed engaged with the community, traveling back to Michigan whenever I could—whether I was at the Gates Foundation, USAID, or Rockefeller—to deepen connections and support the revitalization of my hometown. On one of those trips, I met Mike after his election in 2013, and we stayed in touch. Talking to him was an opportunity to hear about the challenges facing a community like Detroit.

In spring of 2020, Mike was worried about the virus’s threats not just to individual health but on the community itself. At that point, he was acutely worried about local safety: 556 police officers—including the force’s assistant police chief—were quarantined.15 One doesn’t need to be from Detroit to appreciate that a community without a police force during an emergency could prove calamitous. The mayor was looking for a way to get officers back on duty in a safe, sustainable way.

Mike wasn’t the only local official we were hearing from in those days. In recent decades, the foundation had helped cities and communities across the world and around the country hire what were called resilience officers to improve health, environmental protections, and infrastructure. When the pandemic began, the mayors often turned to these experts to help respond to the crisis. Indeed, one of the first warnings we heard about COVID-19 came from local resilience officials Rockefeller had supported in China.

I also asked a former senior advisor at USAID, Andrew Sweet, to drop what he was doing and join Rockefeller’s nascent COVID effort. Andrew was a natural convener, someone who can build a deep relationship with anyone and then turn and build a connection between them and someone else. At Rockefeller, Andrew took hold of the incoming requests and started making his own calls. Within weeks we were talking with a bipartisan and growing collection of mayors, governors, and other officials around the country.

Eventually, Andrew did more than connect these officials with Rockefeller—he connected them with one another, pulling everyone together on Zoom in what became known as the Testing Solutions Group. Even if these calls were ad-hoc, they were the start of what felt like a broad alliance of people pushing for real solutions to pivot the country away from lockdown. Managing the calls wasn’t easy; it was a big, diverse forum, and we had to keep people engaged and interested. But with Andrew’s and the team’s efforts, the calls became a venue for more than a hundred officials to share practical, effective strategies on what was and wasn’t working to address the crisis and help people in need.

We also ultimately knew the federal government needed to join the alliance in some way. With President Trump talking publicly about his opposition to testing because he didn’t want the number of documented cases to increase, the conversations with those in the US government weren’t always easy.16 We ran into dead ends and people who refused to engage with the facts.

Fortunately, Dr. Fauci connected us with Admiral Brett Giroir, a serious pediatrician who had been tasked with leading the response as assistant secretary for health at HHS. With the US government struggling to regain the initiative on testing, we were pleased to connect with Brett, who eventually announced HHS was buying 150 million antigen tests from Abbott Laboratories.17

That didn’t mean we always agreed. With our testing report public, we fielded many requests from journalists trying to understand why testing was important to safely end the lockdown and why it wasn’t happening. We were honest with the press and on social media that the US government wasn’t doing enough. We also argued publicly that the federal government should buy additional tests, even if that meant using unique wartime powers, including the Defense Production Act, and we were a forceful voice in urging the government and insurance companies to pay for testing.18

At one point I published another op-ed, in which my coauthor, Harold Varmus, the former head of NIH, and I argued that the CDC had confused everyone with recommendations that deemphasized testing of asymptomatic people, and thus undermined screening. The headline in the New York Times was blunt—blunter than I would have chosen: “It Has Come to This: Ignore the C.D.C.”19 The day after the piece ran, I was scheduled to join Brett on another Zoom. The night before the call, I lost some sleep over what he might say. We had written the piece to push back against misconceived CDC guidance that discouraged the use of screening tests, and we weren’t the only ones sounding the alarm. But I worried the headline might turn off someone vital to the cause. When Brett joined the Zoom, I mentioned the piece. His response put me at ease: He said he agreed with our underlying argument. Facing widespread outcry, the CDC soon rescinded its protocol.

Of course, Brett and I also had some real disagreements, but we both respected that we were doing our best in a nearly impossible environment. That sort of rapport takes time. In call after call, the Rockefeller team built that trust by learning about and sharing the experiences of others. We also encouraged what some call radical candor and used it ourselves in conversations with the federal government and others.

To meet the moment in a crisis and pivot, you must build a broad alliance in part from scratch. You need to reach out to people and engage in a way that is fast, inclusive, and honest, even if it gets testy at times. Often, this can mean delivering uncomfortable truths.



Put Processes for Risk-Taking in Place Before They’re Necessary

On September 9, I drove from my home to Sparks, Maryland, just outside of Baltimore, to visit a pharmaceutical factory owned by Becton, Dickinson & Co. In the scope of the vast US health care industry, this was a small plant, but I was there for a big announcement: The company had just received federal approval for a fifteen-minute COVID test.20 Against a wall of test boxes—with a bold orange stripe against each bottom—I joined Maryland governor Larry Hogan, who announced the state was to buy $7.5 million of the tests to protect nursing care workers and other essential employees.21

The journey to that announcement was far longer, riskier, and more arduous than the nearly sixty-mile drive.

Even after the 1-3-30 strategy had made national headlines, companies remained hesitant to produce tests at the scale required. As we’d learned during Gavi’s work on vaccines, companies don’t invest and expand production without assured demand.22 They wanted to see bigger, more consistent orders to start making them at scale, which would only come if the CDC established protocols for screening tests including asymptomatic people, institutions started requiring screenings, and insurance companies agreed to reimburse for them. To executives, those were the signals they needed to invest.

We took several steps—many entailing risk—to try to stimulate the signals the market needed to scale test production.

Mara Aspinall and others from our group, who had become experts in everything from reagents to test design, spent weeks tracking down and grilling company executives to determine what was possible. This meant knowing chemicals, supply chains, and test designs as well if not better than the companies themselves. Because of the CDC’s unclear protocols, it was hard to imagine insurance companies reimbursing for tests. So we asked Mark McClellan, who was the former commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration, and his team at Duke to step into the vacuum created by the federal government and develop protocols akin to those usually developed by the CDC.23

We also reached out to or heard from officials across the country, including Hogan, Illinois governor J. B. Pritzker, and Arkansas governor Asa Hutchinson. Hogan, then chair of the National Governors Association, expressed interest in bringing states together to buy tests. The relatively few tests available were expensive, so states were competing against one another for a limited supply. Despite the order from HHS and Washington’s fast spending power, the federal government’s limited purchasing at that point was still not enough to jump-start the market. Hogan and our team thought enough states could come together to purchase enough tests to create a viable market for producers.

These conversations swiftly morphed into a dynamic, ad-hoc consortium known as the State and Territory Alliance for Testing (STAT). At first six, then ten, and eventually every state and territory joined what we called STAT. The theory was they could pool their purchasing power—if Maryland ordered 250,000 more tests alone, California ordered a million, and New York wanted 750,000, those individual orders were small. But a combined STAT could send a bigger, better signal to manufacturers—and in the end, the alliance ordered six million tests.24

When that still wasn’t enough to shift the market, I all but threw my hands up in desperation. But Mike Pellini, who had been part of our group from the beginning, had run and eventually sold his own diagnostic company, and was in constant touch with current executives. One day, Mike called me and explained that even with the STAT orders, the companies were looking for a larger commitment. He asked if Rockefeller was willing to guarantee at least $100 million in orders.

Rockefeller had already been acting far more operationally in its advice and grant-making, moving with a briskness that would have been hard to believe just months earlier. But we hadn’t put that sort of money in the fight yet. Important pieces were now in place, though, to take such additional risks. Because months before we’d pivoted with our board and reoriented our legal, finance, and accounting departments, we were prepared to take on greater risk.

Of course, we hadn’t gotten everything right. In those uncertain days, we made some moves that had proven ineffective. For example, at one point we’d investigated using what’s known as batch testing, in which samples are pooled to see if anyone is positive. The idea was to provide fast, if imperfect, data, but it proved impractical in a hurry.25

Still, everything we’d done thus far had instilled in me the confidence to give Mike the go-ahead to tell the companies Rockefeller would back up the order, a unilateral leap I would not have taken in normal times. As I quickly did the math in my head to understand our exposure, I felt the same lump in my throat that had appeared during the riskiest days of Gavi nearly two decades before. But I thought it was the only way forward. Mike Muldoon, who worked on Rockefeller’s Innovative Finance team, helped arrange a financial guarantee using our endowment to underwrite up to $30 million to allow STAT to immediately begin ordering tests with the understanding that we would do more as needed, potentially up to or in excess of $100 million.26

By September, when I walked into Becton, Dickinson & Co. with Governor Hogan, these combined steps had been enough to entice companies to start production on a larger scale. At the event, Governor Hogan announced that Maryland, as part of the compact, was buying 250,000 tests for nursing homes, prisons, and disadvantaged communities across the state.27

Pivoting will eventually require some risk. Putting the foundation in the middle of the task of creating America’s market for rapid testing was a complex endeavor that required us to take financial risks more quickly and at a bigger size than was usual for a foundation. This was only easier because we’d overcommunicated with our board and within our organization. As a result, our trustees supported the basic idea that, once we were committed to the United States having broad, ubiquitous access to testing, we were going to do everything we could to make that possible.

To meet the moment, you’ll sometimes need to take such risks, too. One way to feel comfortable doing so is to establish processes for risk-taking before they are necessary, processes that will support the speed and the scale at which you must make those decisions. That often boils down to an excess of communication at all levels of the organization.



Overcome Groupthink

Not long after I drove to Baltimore, I joined a Zoom meeting for my children’s school. Like many parents during the pandemic, Shivam and I became even more deeply engaged with “virtual school” for Sajan, Amna, and Jaisal. Even as Shivam sought out investors for her latest enterprise, she was helping them with math lessons. We weren’t unusual, and, frankly, we were in better shape than most families: Our children had space to study, computers to connect, Wi-Fi that worked.

Given my background with epidemics, I was also asked to join our school’s informal scientific advisory committee. Every few weeks, that group would meet virtually to talk about how policies should be adapted considering the latest case counts and protocols. These calls were a fascinating if sometimes frustrating glimpse into modern education and the evolving pandemic mindset in our country. By the fall of 2020, the committee discussed how to return to in-person classes, whether everyone should be wearing masks, and how often students and teachers needed to test.

The questions addressed on that committee were the same ones that sparked intense debates around the country at school board meetings, around dinner tables, and during the fall’s political campaigns. I was deeply frustrated with President Trump’s inaccurate and sometimes dangerous messaging, but I was also disappointed in the broad acceptance of lockdowns among certain segments of the population, and particularly within my peer group: relatively educated, affluent, and progressive Americans. Despite the long-term consequences of keeping schools, offices, and communities shuttered, so many people—often Democratic supporters in so-called blue states and communities—became convinced these strict lockdown policies were necessary and sought to use institutions like schools to enforce them, without adequate consideration for the damage done to students, particularly in communities of color.

As the months of the pandemic wore on, I grew angrier about the lockdown’s long-term implications. In The Rockefeller Foundation’s pandemic Zoom convenings, we heard from local officials about the devastating impact on kids, and especially low-income and minority kids. As schools, often in large, urban districts, failed to reopen, vulnerable children were falling further behind. In Baltimore alone, students suffered the sharpest single-year decline in proficiency in twenty years; only 9 percent of third, fourth, and fifth graders were up to speed in English, and 7 percent in math.28 On one call, a top official from Broward County, Florida, spoke of how a sizeable portion of all students had simply vanished from online classes. “Gone, never coming back,” he said.

To try to break the acceptance of lockdowns and bring these students back, we looked for a way to clearly demonstrate, with proper scrutiny and data, that screening tests could help people return safely to businesses, workplaces, and most important, schools. We studied what was already working in states like Colorado where some were using tests to get children back in school. We also looked abroad where nations had similar programs that were proving effective, particularly in Europe.

Through our Testing Solutions Group, our public health team also arranged for a series of pilot projects within schools in six communities, including Central Falls, Rhode Island; Los Angeles, California; New Orleans, Louisiana; Tulsa, Oklahoma; and Washington, DC.29 Because tests were in short supply, these pilots required us to be quick on our feet. At one point, Admiral Giroir and others offered 140,000 tests for these pilot programs. We then called our pilot schools to confirm addresses as the US Department of Defense scrambled to drop-ship tens of thousands of tests to each pilot site.30

As data flowed in from these pilots, it was rigorously analyzed by outside experts, and recommended protocols were developed and released. We worked with a broad cross section of education stakeholders—many of whom were recommended by Shivam, who had a remarkable network from her nearly two decades working in American public education—to develop protocols for how tests could be used to get children back in school. Our group of scientists, doctors, teachers, union representatives, administrators, and economists spent hours on Zoom.

There were some tough conversations. At one point, a union official who was also a middle school science educator told me our experts didn’t know enough about the research to recommend testing be used to reopen schools. The personal feelings here were strong. Many teachers, based on their own personal circumstances, feared going back into a classroom with twenty or thirty kids in schools that were under-resourced and had yet to put in place necessary safety protocols. They simply didn’t trust that they would be safe.

Slowly, the data from the Rockefeller pilots, which was rigorously evaluated by leading institutions, and from students’ academic tests helped convince some of the hesitant that it was time to try something else. We included just about everyone in our conversations. We also worked with teachers’ unions, including the American Federation of Teachers and its leader, Randi Weingarten, to develop protocols for what could make schools safer. And the rollout of vaccines further boosted the effort.31

This work required us to resist the easy acceptance of prevailing assumptions and mindsets. That wasn’t always comfortable. Some of those who disagreed included friends at my children’s schools, colleagues at Rockefeller, and people in our wider orbit. Many worried about ending lockdowns too soon or that advocating for reopening schools put them in league politically with those attacking science and the whole idea of a responsible public health response.

Groupthink can often stop progress in its tracks. Someday, you might have to do more than avoid groupthink and instead try to overcome it. In a highly contentious setting and stressful crisis, that isn’t easy. We learned how crucial it can be to listen to the doubt and skepticism on both sides without accepting it, and to methodically build the case against it with data, examples, and testimonials. We didn’t win everyone over. But you will only need to convince enough people to forge a common path forward.



Another Way

On March 16, 2021, a little more than a year after I put down DJing for Dummies, the pandemic was far from over. With vaccines rolling out for adults, people began to see reason to hope. Just as a core group of us believed soon after the pandemic’s start that testing was vital to the response, a year later, more and more people were demanding tests to exit lockdown as a way to augment immunizations or protect those who couldn’t vaccinate at that point.

Fortunately, by then, it was getting easier to obtain a test. That Tuesday afternoon, a White House aide alerted us that President Joe Biden, who had been sworn in less than two months before, planned to announce the following day a sweeping plan to allocate $10 billion for mass testing to get schools back to in-class education.32 After the election in November, our team had helped brief the Biden transition team on the testing work. And now the US government, including the CDC, was finally going to throw its full power behind testing.

The announcement was further proof that in less than a year, the government, the nation, the market, and even the American mindset had shifted on testing. One year after no one could find a test, the United States was administering around forty million tests per month.33 They could be ordered online or bought at a pharmacy. In New York, a person could walk down the street and find a place to take a free test on many corners. The Rockefeller Foundation team was also partnering with states to provide free at-home tests to vulnerable families. This was a solution: allowing people to have the ubiquitous tests needed to return to work, family gatherings, school, and more.

There is no diminishing the awful impacts of COVID-19. While supposedly the best-equipped nation to confront a pandemic, the United States experienced higher mortality rates than many other wealthy countries.34 We lost more than one million Americans. Due to prolonged lockdowns that exacerbated inequity, an entire generation of children had their educations diminished, while many have been lost to schooling altogether. The mental health toll has been incalculable. People lost jobs, and some never returned to the workforce. These impacts on health, education, and human welfare were so much worse in minority communities. And it happened, in large part, because our leaders failed us.

But at a time when many understandably wondered whether America could do anything right on COVID-19, the testing turnaround proved what was possible, especially because it was initiated prior to the full participation of the US government. Every COVID-19 antigen test produced in the United States could trace its origins to teams of people across America who came together on strategy calls, in purchasing alliances, and in advocacy with the federal government. Those tests alleviated some, if not all, of the harmful consequences of the lockdowns as businesses reopened, people returned to work, and kids went back to school.

Beyond testing, Rockefeller’s work to address the crisis’s symptoms proved meaningful. Federal efforts to provide cash payments and tax relief to vulnerable families came about because foundations, including ours, think tanks, and innovative local and state governments championed those methods to halve child poverty.35 The multiple programs to feed kids out of school reached tens of millions of families at their time of greatest need.36 We were also able to form extraordinary collaborations to help minority communities in particular gain equitable access to testing and vaccines.

In a career filled with big bets, Rockefeller’s pivot on COVID-19 stands out. For most of us on those early calls, the testing work is some of the most meaningful of our lives. The whole experience reminded me how invaluable a crisis can be for refashioning old practices and inspiring new ones. The shock of those early months injected fresh urgency into The Rockefeller Foundation. As a result, the institution had one of its most impactful years—and was prepared for additional big bets in the future.

Meeting the moment required nearly everything I learned over the course of my career. We asked and answered simple questions. We jumped on testing first. We opened the turnstiles to anyone interested. We made it personal—connecting with people who were just as scared as we were. We remembered who we were betting on. And we gave up control when necessary.

But we also had to try new things in new ways and with new partners. Typically, Rockefeller might write a report to call attention to a challenge or a potential solution or give a grant to a partner to develop a solution, all while feverishly avoiding politics and remaining staunchly nonpartisan. To unlock test production, however, we needed to pivot well beyond our norms. In the end, we were not only trying to fill some of the role of the federal government but also openly questioning it. It was risky, but without changing what we were willing to do, the market would never have responded at scale.

In all, the work on testing proved there is another way to meet modern challenges like COVID-19. In the early days, people, including many on the Rockefeller team and our Zooms, looked to government or companies to solve the testing problem. But in this case, when the country was on its heels and American families were suffering, neither the public sector nor the private sector was up to the task alone. Our response to the COVID-19 crisis showed yet again how big bets can leverage the new thinking and unlikely partnerships required to solve big problems—in this case, filling a vacuum between the role of government and the role of the private sector.



How You Can Pivot

If you want to make change in this chaotic era, you’ll need to pivot. Agility is the only way to stay ahead of the risks and opportunities for impact.

When I hire now, I look for people who are ready to meet the moment, who are creative, passionate, and as eager to learn as they are eager to create change. But mostly, I’m looking for those people who are eager to do what it takes to face the challenges of this century, which are not only complex but fluid, requiring agility in individuals and institutions alike.

To pivot, you must:

    [image: ]


	Make a choice and then identify the most consequential thing you can do. You have to want to get into the fray and the arena where important change is made.

	Gather the best minds. These conversations will naturally stir competition, and even confrontation, which can be a good thing. Rough consensus is better than none at all.

	Building an alliance from scratch requires candor. It’s easy to convince longtime friends; you need to be able to quickly build the trust that comes only with candor.

	Put the processes for taking risks in place before they’re needed. You need to be ready to put some skin in the game when necessary.

	Outwork groupthink. You must be willing to question assumptions, especially of those close to you.







CONCLUSION The Power of the Big Bet Mindset

Sometimes when we confront humanity’s history, we are confronted by our own.

After working on big bets of choice on childhood vaccinations, hunger, and energy poverty, and big bets of necessity to help Haiti and respond to health emergencies, I faced another kind of bet: someone else’s.

In 2017, I traveled to New Orleans on one of my first trips as president of The Rockefeller Foundation. Just ten weeks into the job, I wasn’t in town looking for big moves. I had flown down to get a close look at some of the foundation’s contributions to communities that had been damaged by Hurricane Katrina more than a decade before. The first day of the visit was hectic—and humid—as I visited with grantees, talked to community groups, and rushed around unfamiliar neighborhoods.

Then I shared a late meal with Mitch Landrieu, who had been serving as the city’s mayor since 2010. Mitch was part of a Louisiana political dynasty; his father, Moon Landrieu, ran New Orleans as mayor in the 1970s, and his sister, Mary Landrieu, served three terms in the US Senate. Mitch embodied New Orleans. So, at a comfy Cajun restaurant in the city’s famed French Quarter, I took Mitch’s dinner recommendations seriously, ordering the Gulf fish almondine.

I also trusted Mitch on matters well beyond the menu. Throughout the day, Mitch had popped up at many of my stops. Visiting a café, in a housing complex, and at the restaurant, he introduced me in his smooth drawl to people from the community—he seemed to be on a first-name basis with everyone. He would recount how their lives had been upended by gun violence, when they lost their home, or what charter school they sought to attend. In these interactions, Mitch had shown himself to be a uniquely connected community leader, someone who had a vast array of allies, partners, and acquaintances. He was a committed uniter in a city so divided by wealth and race.

At dinner, Mitch explained that monuments to the Confederacy scattered around the city symbolized and worsened those divisions. In the decades after the Civil War, as Black Americans struggled to gain their footing and rights amid Reconstruction, some white citizens in New Orleans and elsewhere in the South built hundreds of memorials to their so-called lost cause. These monuments—commemorating General Robert E. Lee, president of the Confederacy Jefferson Davis, Louisiana general P.G.T. Beauregard, and a racially motivated insurrection against the state government—were symbols for some white residents of what they saw as a noble past, and a reminder to Black, brown, and other New Orleanians that remnants of the old order endured, and always would. As Mitch later said, “There is a difference between remembrance of history and reverence of it.”1

At the time, that was a relatively new and unusual way of looking at things. For too long, these statues had simply been immovable remnants of the past. But slowly, more and more people began to argue cogently that these stone and bronze tributes to the Confederacy had a malignant influence, and as such should be taken away. Mitch had worked for years with a broad community alliance to remove these statues, understanding the toxic effect these edifices had. In meeting after meeting, petition after petition, they had listened, engaged, and built support in unlikely quarters, including among prominent business and civic leaders.

Every step of the way, they faced stiff and even violent opposition. Supporters of the statues protested, petitioned, and sued. Even after the City Council approved, in December 2015, the statues’ removal, which was expected to cost around $175,000, the opposition continued and intensified. One night, the car of the contractor who was hired to remove the statues was firebombed.2 The image of the charred Lamborghini, which had burned until little more than its rims and frame remained, made international news. That contractor dropped out, driving costs higher than the original estimates due to security and insurance concerns.

Despite it all, Mitch persisted, managing to find someone from out of state willing to do the job. But costs spiraled. Who could foot the bill for the ever-increasing expense, now expected to be more than $600,000? The city didn’t have money set aside for the contingency, and the state government seemed unlikely to help. A grassroots fundraising campaign would take too long. And no one wanted to try an incremental half measure—leaving one or some statues still standing.

Mitch was blunt: “Can Rockefeller act fast and fund this?” He was impatient, too. “Can you tell me tomorrow?”

Even though this was a very unusual project for the foundation, I was energized by Mitch’s urgency and excited about the prospect of helping the effort. Mitch and his allies were aiming to solve the problem, not settling for cheaper half measures like a sign acknowledging the debates about the statues or just removing one or two. And they had done everything right—starting simple, jumping when needed, making it personal, and more. They just didn’t have the money to manage the increasing risks caused by some of society’s constraints and the impulses of the usual extremists. They asked for help out of the aspiration trap.

Before bed, I called a few people to talk over the idea, and all I heard was caution. The first Rockefeller teammate I reached could barely stifle a sigh. The request was complicated, he said, with a short time horizon and a focus on cultural symbols outside our current programs’ scopes. And it posed institutional risks, mostly to security. My next calls were to some foundation and philanthropy leaders, including a few who knew New Orleans well. They all said basically the same thing: “Raj, take it slow. You don’t know enough to make this decision.”



After hearing so much caution, I thought that everyone was right about one thing: I didn’t know enough. I decided to take a closer look. Around dawn, I laced up my running shoes and took the elevator down to the lobby. I asked the hotel doorman for directions to the Lee statue. He looked at me a little strangely, then pointed the way.

It wasn’t difficult to find Lee Circle. A rare roundabout in New Orleans, the area was a thoroughfare for traffic of all kinds, including many of the city’s famed Mardi Gras parades. But that morning I had the place mostly to myself, and I stood there sweating in a strange patch of our nation’s history.

Or, more correctly, it was just me and General Robert E. Lee. I was panting a bit from the run as I looked sixty feet up to the sixteen-and-a-half-foot, 7,500-pound bronze statue of Lee. The general wasn’t looking back: His head—all 350 pounds of it—faced sternly north because, as legend had it, he was keeping an eye on the Union.

Standing in Lee’s shadow, I could see how this massive monument was meant to intimidate. But I also realized how easy it is to miss what’s right in front of us. I regularly drove along Lee Highway not far from my home in Washington, DC. As a kid, I had loved—I mean loved—watching The Dukes of Hazzard, enthralled by the adventures of Bo and Luke in their stock car, the General Lee. That morning, I realized how we so often passively accept names like that—a misbegotten status quo—out of ignorance, comfort, and the rush of modern life.

After the phone calls the night before, I had hurriedly read some of the statue’s history by the glow of my phone in the dark hotel room. Decades after Lee and the rest of the Confederacy lost the Civil War, those who built the statue had cloaked the initiative in gauzy talk of honor and memory. But Lee’s hard stare betrayed the truth. This wasn’t really about memory: Lee had passed through New Orleans a few times but was far from a key player in the city’s history. This statue was about the future: a bronze reminder that the city would continue under the watchful eyes of a man who had fought to perpetuate a system that kept Black Americans in chains.

As I grappled with our nation’s history, I was suddenly reminded of my own.

A yellow school bus—empty given the early hour, but presumably on its way to pick up its flock—loudly downshifted on Saint Charles Avenue. The sound jolted awake a memory of the bus stop in Pennsylvania where I waited for a ride to school every morning when I was eleven years old. The stop wasn’t far from our family home in a mostly white, rural community outside of Philadelphia where my father was assigned for a time by his employer.

Most days were unremarkable as I climbed aboard, the only brown boy on the yellow bus. But there were a few grim days when several bigger, older white kids stared at me, called me names like “oil” and “n****r,” and threw punches. Those days, I would head home so filled with anger and embarrassment that I refused to tell anyone, even my mom, what had happened.

I looked back up at the statue and realized that it was wrong for any kid—and especially kids of color—to have to live under the glare of General Lee. His presence there was an insult to the country’s past and a hindrance to a better future.

As I craned my neck up for one last look, I ran through all the questions I had trained myself to ask when weighing an important action: Was this an outright solution? Mitch and his alliance were pursuing one—and I wasn’t going to be the reason they settled for some meager improvement. Was the potential solution worth the risk? As I jogged back toward the hotel, I felt I knew more than enough to say yes.



Later that morning, I told Mitch that Rockefeller was betting on him and the future of New Orleans. There were details to work out, but we would quickly deliver the money needed to remove the statues—though due to security risks, the foundation agreed to make the donation anonymously. Mitch looked relieved; his bet lived on. We shook hands and headed to the next event.

Later, as I rode to the airport, I stared out the window at the neighborhoods and neighbors drifting by. I saw two Black children racing ahead of their mother on the sidewalk, a white man in a suit talking on his phone, a Black police officer—a panorama of the city’s diversity. I wondered if taking down the statues, symbols of our racist and national history, would make any real difference in their lives.

A month later, I—and everyone else—found out.

Over the course of twenty-five days, crews wearing masks and even bulletproof vests for protection brought the monuments down. General Lee was sent to a warehouse, and the spot where he once stood was renamed Harmony Circle. But the story didn’t end there. Big bets can start a chain reaction, and in this case, the sparks of Mitch’s ambition caught fire around the country and built a national movement. In the ensuing weeks and months, community after community began to remove their own monuments to the Confederacy, monuments that outlasted an immoral cause by more than 150 years. In response, white nationalists rallied with torches in Charlottesville, Virginia, to save another Lee statue.3 Black Lives Matter and other racial justice initiatives gained further momentum.

In New Orleans and elsewhere, I’ve learned that betting on big bettors is even more gratifying, impactful, and rewarding than one’s own work.

Mitch’s big bet didn’t solve racism in New Orleans or anywhere else; no one had expected it would. It didn’t even look like some of the other bets in this book, which were often founded on a technological breakthrough or some sudden insight. Instead, it was about accelerating a more honest and equitable understanding of our history. It was about replacing something long-standing and harmful with something new and hopeful.

And yet, Mitch and others still leveraged new thinking, built a broad alliance, and stuck to it until they achieved their big, bold goal. By doing all that, Mitch and many community leaders in New Orleans solved forever the problem of four long, dark shadows in the lives of young New Orleanians and helped spark a national reckoning.

As Mitch’s story makes clear, a big bet can feel small in scope and still lead to large-scale change. My own role in the project was modest. We were one part of a constellation of support that eventually came together—after government and traditional funding fell short and as opposition and even violence broke out—to provide the resources and capacity to remove the statues. The Rockefeller Foundation helped enable, in a small way, Mitch’s extraordinary leadership and the community’s brave activism—support we acknowledged publicly a few years later.

Big bets for humanity are also big bets on humanity, on the belief that people want to live in a better, more hopeful world. If this book does nothing else, it should reaffirm how that is a good bet to make.



In New Orleans and elsewhere, I’ve seen the power of the big bet mindset. I hope you’ve seen the same in the preceding chapters.

By now, you’ve read about some of the big bets in my career and met people with the big bet mindset in so many places. At Tiger Stadium in Nelson Mandela. In a thatched-hut compound and a jerry-rigged jeep with Dr. Sudarshan in the B. R. Hills. In a well-appointed conference room at the Gates Foundation with Bill Gates, Melinda Gates, Patty Stonesifer, and others. In a palace in France and the dim community hall in Senegal. In the rubble of Port-au-Prince, Haiti; the halls of Congress; a refugee camp in East Africa; an Ebola Treatment Unit in Liberia; and the Operations Center of the US Agency for International Development. In energy poor villages like Parsa, during Zoom sessions amid the COVID-19 pandemic, and in the wards of New Orleans.

In these stories, I hope you’ve seen that it’s possible to solve major problems by identifying novel solutions, building and maintaining unlikely alliances to unlock progress, and sticking with it until the bold goal is achieved. What mattered in all these stories wasn’t who people were, where they worked, or even what they hoped to change. What tied these people together was an unwavering belief that large-scale change is possible. In the face of pronounced cynicism, they made it possible to be optimistic. They proved that with the right answers, sufficient partners, and a fierce commitment to measuring results, we can solve the problems we face as neighbors, nations, and even as a species.

Along the way, they showed me how anyone can have the big bet mindset. You can have the big bet mindset if you’re embracing a career of service or simply donating to a cause you believe in. You can be twenty-two years old or seventy-two years old. You can be a Democrat, a Republican, a Tory, a member of the African National Congress, or someone who hates politics. You can be a person with millions of dollars or one who just feels like you owe that much in student loans. You can aspire to change your neighborhood or someone else’s, our nation or even the planet.

After all, the big bet mindset doesn’t require riches or a vast network of powerful friends. The commitment to New Orleans was one of the smaller grants The Rockefeller Foundation made in 2017, but it was incredibly impactful. What matters isn’t the money but the belief that large-scale change is possible and the momentum created by bringing a diverse alliance together to achieve it.

Now, I haven’t solved all the problems I’ve worked on. As someone who has long used data to measure progress, I can flip through the preceding pages and feel pride in solid, lasting results. Still, I’m humbled by the many ways our efforts have fallen short and of how far so many of them still have to go. For example, since the launch of Gavi, the share of children receiving basic vaccinations has gone from just 70 percent in 2000 to 85 percent in 2019.4 The progress is dramatic and irrefutable, but we’re still too far from immunizing every child. Something similar could be said about many of the big bets described in this book.

Still, the big bet mindset allowed us to unlock far greater progress by seeking to solve problems rather than settling for incremental improvements. Every time I felt the claws of the aspiration trap closing in, when I worried about how complicated a problem was or how risky a solution might be, I remembered why previous big bets had made huge gains. Because along the way, I joined enough people—some mentioned here and many others who couldn’t be named in the space allowed—who also believed it was possible to solve big problems and were inspired to try.

Trying to do so doesn’t require you to be a saint or lead a life of deep sacrifice. I’m not asking you to give up your life to move to the B. R. Hills. I’m not even asking you to dedicate yourself to a career of serving humanity. But I am asking you to read these stories and believe that big bets are possible, and that we have it within us to solve our most pressing problems. Today, it’s too easy to be cynical, detached, and pessimistic about our capacity to address the challenges we face. The people in this book and their stories prove there is a more hopeful choice.



You, too, can make that choice. You can embrace the power of the big bet mindset and be optimistic about the challenges we face in the twenty-first century. In fact, you have unprecedented power to do so.

We are living in one of the most innovative moments in history: Every day, we hear of breakthroughs in science, technology, social understanding, and psychology, to name just a few. In the last few years, people have unlocked the power of new ways to vaccinate, pushed artificial intelligence to make giant leaps in ChatGPT and other applications, and created advances in biotechnology that will extend healthy life and the cultivation of more nutritious and resilient crops. We have the know-how to meet our biggest challenges—or soon will.

Our challenges and problems persist not for a lack of answers or the capacity to generate them. Nor do they persist because our challenges are impossible to overcome; this book makes clear that it’s possible to address difficult problems like preventable disease, emergencies in vulnerable communities and countries, hunger, energy poverty, and outbreaks like Ebola and COVID-19.

Our problems persist because we too often fail to try. Too many of us sit back and assume others, often governments or businesses, will solve these problems. While both remain indispensable to this task, left to their own devices, they often struggle to harness innovation for the benefit of everyone. Today’s politics don’t feel up to the task of solving the biggest challenges we face, and businesses—even those synonymous with innovation—are often unwilling or unable to take on that responsibility at scale.

For instance, governments have only rarely set big, bold aspirations for humanity and stayed the course long enough to achieve them. Bureaucracies, especially those undermined by suspicion and starved of funding, aren’t often engines of innovation. Partisan and bureaucratic interests have also stymied the ability to build alliances even as government has lost the staying power to deliver real outcomes. It is thus no surprise that so many have come to doubt government; one recent poll found that many Americans see government as not just a problem but as the top problem in the country today.5

Meanwhile, business is at its best when driven by profits and purpose, but too often too many executives focus only on the former. Though business leaders are celebrated for their innovation, the private sector’s vast research and development budgets are dedicated not to ideas for humanity’s benefit but for boosting sales and enhancing companies’ bottom lines. Sometimes those two measurements align, but often they do not. Decades of shareholder primacy has limited interest in cooperation on anything that doesn’t maximize short-term returns to investors, limiting the ability of modern corporations to focus on delivering long-term benefits to their employees, their communities, and our planet.

Big bets aren’t replacements for either governments or businesses. Over more than two decades, I’ve seen the power of big bets to bring out the very best in people even in polarized Washington and hypercompetitive sectors of the economy. Public servants, whom too many smear as bureaucrats, raised their hands, volunteering to go into post-earthquake Haiti. During a famine, executives volunteered to give up whole shipments of rice to feed people. Investment bankers spent their time helping construct a financial instrument that could save children from vaccine-preventable disease.

Still, governments, businesses, and other large institutions don’t change on their own. They need to be inspired, nudged, or compelled to work together to create a better world. You have the power to make that happen. You can vote for those with the big bet mindset on Election Day. You can favor companies in the free market and stock market that are working to address humanity’s problems. And you can celebrate socially conscious innovators as much as we do our noisiest disrupters.



If we all did so, we could solve the big problems facing humanity today.

We see evidence of a dramatic increase in inequality everywhere, which has been developing in recent decades and begun to tear societies apart. In addition, the post-COVID-19 recovery, which has really only occurred in wealthy countries, has accelerated inequality between those nations and the rest of the world. As we embrace the next technological revolutions in renewable energy, biotechnology, and artificial intelligence, we must do so in a way that reverses inequality and advances opportunity and dignity to every person on earth.

We are also, by many measures, less free than we were at the start of this century. The strong if not inevitable march toward greater respect for human rights and self-determination has clearly slowed, and even slid backward in many countries. New technologies have helped enable a new model of sustainable authoritarianism. The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Global Democracy Index has recently fallen to its all-time low, showing that a third of the world’s population lives under some form of authoritarianism, and less than 7 percent are part of a full democracy.6 To prevent further backsliding, we must reinvigorate our efforts to protect and expand democracy, self-determination, and human rights.

And, of course, our very existence is on the line, as climate change continues to warm the planet and dramatically alter life in so many regions. With just 1.1 degrees Celsius of warming over the past century, we already see more people suffering heatstroke, going to bed hungry, and being driven from their homes by extreme weather events.7 Failure to act decisively will leave us on an irreversible path to nearly three degrees of warming—at which point it will be too late, particularly for the world’s more vulnerable communities.

With the big bet mindset, we can meet these challenges and more.

Big bets can help unlock the ingredients for true opportunity. I can foresee bets that scale renewable energy and regenerative agriculture to ensure the fight against climate change creates massive opportunity for everyone—including those previously left behind. A big bet could help local financial institutions secure the capital to support new businesses and open accessible pathways to home ownership needed to ensure people and communities of color in the United States can build the sort of wealth required for dignity in the twenty-first century. A big bet could help ensure that good, nutritious food that is its own form of medicine is affordable and available to massively reduce the burden of common chronic illnesses. And a big bet could guarantee that everyone—not just a privileged few—has access to the profound advances in life expectancy unlocked by new research into health and longevity.

Big bets can also help meet today’s threats to democracy and freedom. A big bet can help ensure election campaigns, which are on the front lines of the battle over democracy around the world, are hardened against cyberattacks and other mischief. Big bets could make voting easier and more inclusive with safe, secure electronic voting that can produce one of the greatest advances in representation in history. And big bets can help rewire social media so it inspires the best of humanity, not the worst.

Big bets will also be essential to meeting the existential threat of climate change and making the response to it a vehicle for opportunity and not inequality. A big bet can help poorer nations transition to renewable electricity, displacing new and existing coal-fired power plants. Big bets can scale agricultural techniques that enable us to grow food that’s good for people and the planet, even in the warmer, drier climate of the future. And a big bet can help scale innovations that make manual labor on a hotter planet less strenuous and deadly.

This list is by no means exhaustive, but our capacity to meet these challenges is also limitless. I’m hugely optimistic not only because I’m working with many broad, unlikely alliances on several of these bets right now but also because of you. You can bring your unique ambition, passion, and big bet mindset to change the world in a lasting way. I can’t wait to see what you’ll do.



I’m betting on you not just because my life and the lives of my children might depend on it but because I want to live in a world made fairer, freer, and more prosperous.

The status quo is a matter of perception. The world is how it is because of our acceptance of it. Change seems too risky, too complicated, too hard, because we allow ourselves to feel overwhelmed in the face of humanity’s challenges.

But when you have the big bet mindset—and even more when you launch and make good on your own big bets—you’ll feel differently about the world; it will feel smaller, more malleable, less constrained than it did at first. You’ll feel less cynical, less powerless, less pessimistic. You’ll believe it’s realistic to be optimistic.

As a result, you’ll achieve something even more transformational. You will help those around you reimagine what’s possible. They, too, will see the status quo in a new way. Yesterday will no longer define tomorrow. Challenges will seem more like opportunities. A difficult time will become an aspirational one. The world as it is will only be a pretext for what you can make it become.

The big bet mindset is revolutionary. If the world is what we make of it, what are you waiting for?
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