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DAVID BROOKS

Thoroughly
Modern

Do-Gooders

Fashions in goodness change, just like
fashions in anything else, and these days
some of the very noblest people have as-
sumed the manners of the business
world — even though they don’t aim for
profit. They call thernselves social entre-
preneurs, and you can find them in the
neediest places on earth.

The people who fit into this category
tend to have plenty of résumé bling, Bill
Drayton, the godfather of this movement,
wentto Harvard, Yale, Oxford and McKin-

, sey Defore founding Ashoka, a global

' change network. Those who follow him
typically went to some fancy school and
then did a stint with Teach for America ar
AmeriCorps before graduate school.
Then, they worked for a software firm be-
fore deciding to use what they’d learned
in business to help the less fortunate.

Now they work 80 hours a week, fight-
ing bureaucracies and funding restric-
tions in order to build, say, mentoring
programs for single moms,

Earlier penerations of benefactors
thought that soctal service should be like
sainthood or socialism, But this one
-thinks it should be like venture capital,

These thoroughly modern do-gooders
dress like venture capitalists. They talk
like them, They even think like them.
That means that aside from the occasion-
al passion for heirloom vegetables, they
are not particularly crunchy. They don't
Wear ponytails, tattoos or Birkenstocks.
They don't devote any.energy to counter-
cultyral .persorial style, unless -you con-
sider excessive niceness a subversive
fashion statement,

Next to them, Barack Obama looks like
Abbie Hoffman,

It-also.means that:they are not that in-
terested in working fof big, sluggish bu-
teaucracies. They are not hostile to:the
alphabet-soup.agencies that grew out of

the New ‘Deal and the Gréat Society;

they just aren’tinspired by them,

J.B. Schramm created-a fantastic or-:
ganization called College Summit that

provides studefits with practical guid-’

ance through the college admissions pro-
cess. Gerald Chertavian, a former soft-
ware entrepreneur, created Year Up,
which helps low-income students get ap-
prenticeships in corporations and pack-

ages its fund-raising literature in the
form of an 1.P.0. prospectus.

The venture-capital ethos means in-
stead that these social entrepreneurs are
almost willfully blind to ideological is-
sues, They will tell you, even before you
have a chance to ask, that they are data-
driven and accountability-oriented.
They're always showing you multivari-
ate regressions or explaining why some
promising idea “didn’t pencil out.” The
highest status symbol in their circle is a
Rand study showing that their program
yields statistically significant results,

Bill Gates, who fits neatly into this
world, came to dinner with journalists in
Washington last week. He looked utterly
bored as the conversation drifted to pres-
idential campaign gossip. But when
asked about which programs produce
higher reading scores, the guy lit up and
hecame a fountain of facts and findings.

The older do-gooders had a certain pol-
icy model: government identifies a prob-
lem. Really smart people design a pro-
gram. A cabinet department in a big
building administers it.

Furthermore, we might as well take
advantage of this explosion of sacial en-
trepreneurship. These are some of the
smartest and most creative people in the
country. Even if we don’t know how to re-
duce poverty, it’s probably worth invest-
ing in these people and letting them fig-
ure it out.

They won't stop bugging us until we
do.y \ |



