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he Rise of the Reluctant Innovator is 
the most complete collection of 
stories about technology-driven 
social innovation available to date – 
each written with refreshing 
honesty by first-generation 

community-based entrepreneurs including Sharon 
Terry, Brij Kothari, Erik Hersman and Laura Stachel, 
with an inspiring foreword by Desmond Tutu. 

Edited by Ken Banks, the pre-eminent social 
innovator of his generation, the book finds the South 
African social rights activist in fine form. “For the world 
to be a better place for everyone, each of us has to be 
able to stand up against wrongs, show compassion 
and humility to others, and not turn our backs when 
we encounter hardship and suffering,” Tutu writes, 
adding that this is “a book of hope, inspiration and a 
beacon of what’s possible”.

The two spent time together during the 100-day, 
13-country “Unreasonable At Sea” voyage – a ship-
based accelerator – earlier this year. The older man 
describes Ken’s role as “mentoring technology-
focused social entrepreneurs”, and that ethos informs 
this book, which is essentially a history of social 
entrepreneurship written by the founders of the first 
wave of organisations which, inspired by a sense of 
natural justice (or outraged by injustice), brought the 
world solar suitcases, same-language subtitling, 
genetic health profiling, crowd-sourced data and 
mobile-based health projects, among many others. 
Here, we meet the founders of these incredible 
services and organisations, whose work is developed 
mainly but not exclusively for developing countries, 
and hear their innermost thoughts as they battle 
bureaucracy, ignorance, vested interests, prejudice, 
hopelessness, lack of 
willpower (others’!) and 
poverty. The writers 
include:
n Sharon Terry, 
founder of the 
Genetic Alliance, 
whose 
contribution, 
Without Mud 
There Is No 
Lotus, describes 
the “fear” she 
experienced 
when asked to 
head the 
organisation she 
had developed 
to create 

common platforms for DNA storage and biobanks. 
“Very reluctantly”, she accepted, and went on a journey 
which went through the “hero” model, to the “anti-
hero” model, to a place between the two which 
worked for the most people. 
n Laura Stachel of WeCareSolar, the creator of a 
“solar-based solution that greatly enhances survival 
prospects” for critically ill pregnant women in West 
Africa because “I really want a world where women 
can deliver babies safely and with dignity”.
n Erik Hersman, who created Ushahidi, a mobile-
based crowd-mapping platform which allows users to 
crowdsource crisis information, hypothesises that 
“large organisations have a hard time innovating – 
there’s just too much money and bureaucracy in the 
way”. Ushahidi has been used in more than 130 
countries, has been translated into 35 languages and 
used in earthquakes in Haiti and Japan, floods in 
Pakistan, blizzards in the US, fires in Russia and 
elections in South America. At its heart Ushahidi 
celebrates “a healthy mix of questioning and 
stubbornness” and Hersman believes his success is 
due to an ability to “jump in at the deep end without 
looking too often”. 

This sector is driven by an awareness that precious 
personal resources have been squandered on 
personal gain and self-aggrandisement, and now’s the 
time to use our skill sets – however they are configured 
– to put something back. Ken Banks’s book perfectly 
captures the blend of optimism, inspiration, cunning 
and resilience required to succeed in adversity.   n
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