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       has created programs in India and 
South Africa that have “graduated” from USAID 
funding and are now supported by ongoing public-
private partnerships.  

1.  How did each project achieve sustainability? 
 

2.  What lessons can we learn to repeat this 
kind of success in the future? 
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•  Consulting project for Save The Children (Mongolia) 
–  Chief of Party asked for case studies demonstrating how 

media-based non-formal education programs could become 
sustainable 
 

•  Literature review 
–  Started with existing research on economic sustainability for 

tech-based development projects (ICT4D)  
–  Ultimately borrowed framework from operations management 

theory (see Slide 5) 
 

•  Intensive field research 
–  Interviewed public- and private-sector stakeholders on site in 

Delhi, Johannesburg, Cape Town, and New York to understand 
participation incentives 
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•  Understanding the needs of  each group of  stakeholders, from donors to 
children. 
–  By identifying participation incentives for each category, Sesame Workshop was able 

to increase the likelihood of ongoing engagement. 
 

•  Identifying core, non-negotiable principles for their own participation.  
–  By establishing what it wasn’t willing to change about each project, Sesame Workshop 

was able to be flexible and meet stakeholder needs in other, more negotiable areas.  
 

•  Keeping open lines of  communication and speaking to each stakeholder 
group in a common “language.” 
–  Sesame Workshop kept partners engaged by making sure that each group felt involved 

and comfortable in their part of the process. 
 

•  Diversifying risk. 
–  Multiple partners were required to ensure the success of each project, which in turn 

meant that the program was less likely to be derailed if one dropped out. 

In both countries,             achieved this 
by...  
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       was able to build these 
partnerships because it: 
 
a)  acted like a business in a successful supply chain, 

creating a “product” for beneficiaries, and  
 

b)  understood that these “supply chains” functioned 
as a network – not a straight line. 
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But what does a supply chain  
(or network)  

have to do with Kami, Chamki, 
and Big Bird? 
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•  No framework existed that could explain the 
partnership success of  a *nonprofit* technology 
initiative such as those run by                                   . 
•  Most of the literature focused on programs where 

beneficiaries pay for services – not always an option for 
children.  
 

•  However, by assuming that beneficiaries offer 
intangible value that donors and other stakeholders 
can convert into tangible ROI, we can consider 
sustainability models from the *for-profit* world.  
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Which brings us to Choi et al. (2001) and the idea of  
supply chains as systems. 
 
•  Choi, a supply theorist, argues that supply chains are not 

linear, but rather function as complex adaptive systems, in 
which the actions of  one participant can potentially have a 
ripple effect.* 
 
 

•  Following that logic, businesses that are most likely to 
succeed within a supply setup are the ones that behave in a 
way that keeps the system balanced. 

*The complex adaptive system (CAS) is a cross-disciplinary concept described in 
fields ranging from biology to computer science. See, for example, Mitchell’s 
Complexity: A Guided Tour (Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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By applying Choi’s framework to the Sesame partnerships, it’s 
possible to understand the common adaptive and behavioral 
factors that have allowed each of  these collaborations to succeed. 
My research tested whether or not his framework could be used to 
successfully describe these partnerships. 

!

Basic map showing stakeholders’ relationship to program outputs, 2012 

9	  



In a sense,                has 
succeeded in this area because 

the organization follows the 
same advice it gives children: 

Play Well With Others. 
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However, its success comes from more 
than simple cooperation. From its 

partnership design to its reaction to 
system-wide challenges, the organization 

offers a financial and organizational 
sustainability model that other 

organizations can and should emulate.  
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Furthermore, it could potentially 
serve as a pioneer in applying 
hard business principles for 

mission-driven sustainability.  
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And that’s something that 
anyone can appreciate – no 

matter which side of  the Street 
you’re on. 
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