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IMPACT SOURCING
Introduction
It is estimated that the field of Impact Sourcing (IS) - employing socioeconomically disadvantaged people in Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) centres, such as call centres - is currently worth $4.5 billion and has the potential to reach $20 billion and employ 780,000 people by 2015
. 

IS has emerged as a result of social entrepreneurs within the field of global outsourcing making use of three mechanisms, one, innovative employment models, two, efficient service delivery models, and three, substantially improved Information and Communication Technology (ICT) infrastructure in developing countries. BPO is a worldwide industry but it does not necessarily or always make use of Impact Sourcing to fill employment gaps, rather IS is currently filling a tiny space within BPO. In practice, IS Service Providers (ISSP) offer semi-skilled, previously unemployed, often young workers a short period of training and introduction to computers and English skills, after which they are then employed at a centre to do either microwork or call centre functions.

IS has a window of around a decade or slightly more in which to develop and reap benefits for the poor before it is expected that computer automation and artificial intelligence will take over
. The aim for developing countries with large numbers of semi-skilled, unemployed citizens is how to go about reaping as much benefit as possible within the IS space in order to benefit the unemployed and further how to go about using experience gained within the next ten years to move workers onto a new and equally beneficial platform. 
This paper is an attempt to define Impact Sourcing, which has also been referred to as Outsourcing for Social Betterment
, as well as evaluate what its impact has been on Africa and how the continent can go about increasing IS to address unemployment and poverty. It follows on a Scenario Planning Workshop, How Will the Future of Impact Sourcing Evolve Over the Next Ten Years?, which was held in Nairobi in April 2012, at the Rockerfeller Foundation. The Foundation has been involved in research regarding IS through its work on Poverty Reduction through Information and Digital Employment (PRIDE). Through PRIDE, the Rockefeller Foundation has supported the development and testing of Impact Sourcing business models, supported research on interventions and continues to build the network of key Impact Sourcing stakeholders to advance the field
. 
Background to Impact Sourcing

The first real research on Impact Sourcing can be traced to 2009 when Richard Heeks and Shoba Arun, both from the United Kingdom (UK), published in the Journal of International Development, Social Outsourcing as a Development Tool:  The Impact of Outsourcing IT Services to Women’s Social Enterprises in Kerala.
 They argue that as a development tool Impact or Social Sourcing has developed between the cracks of public works programmes and the commercial outsourcing of government activities to the private sector. Some non-governmental organisations experimented with deliberately outsourcing specifically to the poor and unemployed and soon governments were to follow.

Today governments are not only involved in outsourcing to poorer and less-skilled communities, but also in setting deliberate government policies to attract international investment and outsourcing to these areas. Countries like South Africa have aggressively been aiming to attract call centre operations to its shores and has had some IS spin-off from there. Recognising that the pool of potential income is much larger if private BPO’s were considered and tapping into the spirit of recent corporate social responsibility, impact sourcing is offering bona fide, long-term employment opportunities to the poor and marginalized. Innovative individuals in some African countries have been able to harness these developments given the strides that are being made in the physical infrastructure necessary for BPO to deliver on education and employment to their countries’ young unemployed, by using the IS model.
Since 2009 more research has been done and papers written on IS, including a Harvard Business School Case Study in 2012 by Francesca Gino and Bradley Staats, Samasource: Give Work, Not Aid, and a Rockefeller Foundation Report written by Monitor in 2011, Job Creation Through Building the Field of Impact Sourcing. Much has, of course, been written about technology advancement on the African continent and the opportunities this development has brought about. 
The work
The ITC sectors lies at the very heart of Impact Sourcing. It is responsible for the physical infrastructure needed as well as the link between potentially remote areas and hub companies in the developed world. Information and technology advancements around in the globe from the late 1990’s onwards (and a delayed arrival on the African continent during the early 2000’s), has meant that it has become increasingly easy to send digital documents from one corner of the world to the other at very little cost. ‘Combined with complementary technologies such as scanners to digitally convert an application form for data entry or an x-ray for an outsourced radiologist, that meant that work could be comparatively easily be transported to the best destination worldwide. In addition, data could be captured within software programs (ranging from spread sheets to enterprise systems) and then divided up into smaller pieces.’
 In sum, this has meant that a new industry could be created, the Business Processing Outsourcing industry and piggy-backing onto this, Impact Sourcing. 


Impact Sourcing takes the smallest bits of BPO divided work and uses low skilled personnel to complete the tasks. These jobs range from your classic call centre work to verifying information on websites or searching the web for information, such as product ingredients. The work could also involve making documents more visible on the Internet by highlighting search words and criteria or simple data entry work. 
IS work is not skills intensive work, but it gives individuals who’ve not had any work before the opportunity to enter the labour market. Whether IS – or BPO for that matter – can offer their employees skills that are transferrable and experience that is sought after is yet to be researched in Southern Africa.

The risks
There are risks associated with IS. The most frequently cited is the ‘race-to the-bottom’ where workers become exploited through very low wages as work can shift easily and rapidly to new impoverished areas.   
‘[T]his has the potential to quickly lead to a ‘race to the bottom” as people increasingly enter the market to compete, especially in the lower-value data services, solely based on cost in some regions where employees are willing to work for less. It would be conceivable that the outsourcing field—given the relentless pressure to take out costs—could find itself in a similar position as, say, the garment industry globally. It is imperative that IS, by providing income benefits to the poorer segments of the labor economy, does not create new class of “digital sweatshops.”
 
Others, however, argue that the prices currently paid for IS are already very low and should be considered to be rock-bottom. Samasource, for instance, pays $5 a day, which is significant if no money was earned before, but in a country like South Africa, this amount is still very low and hardly allows for an improved existence. Also, little to no research has been done as yet in sub-Saharan Africa on whether a person’s chances on other employment improve once they have call-centre experience. Does the work equip young people to move into better-paid and more rewarding forms of employment?
The other significant risk is the automation of ‘microwork’. Currently, ISSPs can seek out unemployed people in developing countries that are relatively unskilled and offer them training for a few months after which they are able to complete basic tasks.  However, as artificial intelligence becomes more sophisticated and can complete these tasks without human assistance, microwork will have to move into areas where a higher skills level is necessary. The gap between what the unskilled worker knows and needs to know becomes bigger and the training necessarily becomes more complicated, takes longer and is more expensive. The obvious next step after the work done in a current IS set-up is the Knowledge Processing Outsourcing (KPO) industry. Whether IS can move successfully into KPO remains to be seen.

A political risk factor involves developed economies increasingly becoming stingy with sharing jobs with other countries and will place burdens and incentives on domestic firms to rather outsource within the country than offshore. Risks in developing countries could involve unforeseen elements like wars or natural disasters, but these are less likely to threaten ISSPs, especially if companies are based in more than just one country and region.

Finally, the risk has been identified that companies and governments will become increasingly wary of sharing their intellectual property and information with external players. It will only take one incident of where company secrets or sensitive information is leaked via a BPO centre or ISSP to threaten the entire industry. Hub companies will become far more careful in who they will share information with and will probably rather favour the larger BPOs above ISSPs.

Impact Sourcing Footprint in Africa
The pioneers in Impact Sourcing, it is generally agreed, are Digital Divide Data (DDD) and Samasource, with Invincible Outsourcing in South Africa following closely behind
. Leila Janah of Samasource has recently been interviewed and applauded widely for her innovation of bringing microwork to developing countries. Amolo Ng’weno of DDD has been on the cover of Forbes Africa magazine, equally to highlight the IS work that she is doing in Kenya. And finally, Taddy Blecher in South Africa has been awarded for his work in education and recent media coverage has pointed to the work done at Invincible Outsourcing. 
These individuals have all realized that with good Internet connections now available in Africa and tech skills generally on the increase, the general view of Africa has a basket case and recipient of aid should be replaced with one of consumer and producer. With vast amounts of willing workers, the continent can become part of global production chains.

‘When people talk about the “bottom of the pyramid,” they are usually thinking of the poor as potential consumers. Impact sourcing shifts the perspective. “We think the way out of poverty is to view the poor as producers,” says Janah. “And the Internet is probably the most efficient tool we have for tapping this capacity. Because you don’t need roads. You don’t need customs officials who are friendly. You don’t need to manage shipping and delivery schedules. You don’t have to worry about tariffs. The production happens instantaneously and the good ― the knowledge output ― gets shipped instantaneously. This is the first time in human history we can do that.”

Samasource

Leila Janah developed the concept of ‘microwork’ in 2008 whereby a technological project is broken down by a proprietary technology platform into smaller tasks. These tasks are then sent out to developing countries, where partner organisations like NGO’s or grassroots businesses complete the work. Partner organisations have to adhere to a number of criteria in order to stay within the Samasource network, including aiming to reduce poverty in a low-income region with untapped human capital, working with women, youth aged 18 to 30, and /or refugees or internally displaced persons, and finally, paying the workers a living wage. Samasource is currently active in Kenya, Uganda and South Africa on the African continent. 

Most interestingly, Samasource has offered employment opportunities to people living in refugee camps. Refugees in Northern Kenya predominantly had never seen a computer before but through Samasource training learned how to perform business verification tasks for a company in California and received payment through their mobile phones.

Samasource's workers are all connected to the organization's cloud, or the "SamaHub," a proprietary online work distribution system. Once the microwork is completed, Samasource staff reviews the work, assures quality, and delivers the completed work to the client. Samasource distributes the majority of this earned income to Service Partners, which ultimately compensate Samasource workers. Samasource provides these services for free to its Service Partners, but charges a service fee to its clients and takes a small percentage of the value of the work done by its service partners to cover operational costs.
 Interestingly, Janah argues that the idea came from Henry Ford’s assembly line, where low-skilled workers were used to build complicated machinery
. Having the Internet as a tool to connect modern-day low-skilled workers to the hub of technology in Silicon Valley in California, any person with a computer and Internet link can contribute and earn.

‘Samasource had experienced 400% growth in earned income from 2009 to 2010 with a ten-fold increase in revenue (to over $2 million in 2010). In 2011 half of their operating budget was funded from sales revenue. Long-term they d[o] not believe there [i]s a role for donors in the business as earned income could fund operations. The company wants to prove that it can build a healthy, sustainable, scalable enterprise services company. However, in the short to intermediate term donors play a large role in accomplishing this mission.’

Invincible Outsourcing in South Africa

South Africa was initially seen as an expensive BPO location given its high telecommunication costs. However, the South African government, through the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) has recognised the potential of this industry and identified it as an important socio-economic driver for the country with the potential of increasing jobs in BPO to 40,000 by 2015. In order to attract investment in the country, ‘DTI is offering a 20-30% cost arbitrage from source destinations, which makes South Africa competitive in the BPO industry. Fixed lined costs have also steadily decreased – from 2003-2009 costs fell by 85%. All of the top 10 BPO voice providers are now in South Africa, including ASDA, Shell, Amazon, Lufthansa, Barclays, Microsoft, British Gas, JP Morgan and Virgin Mobile. South Africa produces 345,000 English speaking graduates each year, making it the third highest English servicing BPO supplier
’. 
Taddy Blecher has been innovative in South Africa in turning BPO opportunities into Impact Sourcing opportunities via the Maharishi Institute, CIDA Campus and its commercial arm, Invincible Outsourcing. Founded by Blecher in 2009, Invincible Outsourcing is giving young South Africans the opportunity to gain valuable work experience, whilst they are completing their education, in a call-centre environment. ‘Part tertiary and vocational education, part technology training and part entrepreneurship in action, Invincible Outsourcing combines three business models into one. … [Young people] will be self-funding the last part of high school, 25 core life and professional-skills courses in a two-year foundation programme, and business degree or vocational studies, all the whole providing basic support to their families during the time they are involved in the initiative.’
 Through this model Invincible Outsourcing is developing South Africans to achieve the highest levels of customer-service excellence, higher levels of education and financial opportunity. This is Impact Sourcing in action!
BPO and call centres in particular, are often criticized for their harsh working environments, their autocratic, top-down approach to workers, heavy repercussions if targets are not met and not surprisingly call centre workers do not often remain for longer than one to two years. Invincible Outsourcing is making use of quite a different model in that Blecher was looking for work for students that had graduated from the Maharishi Institute and CIDA campus and adapted the call centre environment to service the needs of the students and graduate. It would be interesting to do a comparative study between experiences and ability to move on to other forms of employment between workers from Invincible Outsourcing and other classic BPO call centres.

Kenya and Digital Divide Data 
The official unemployment rate in Kenya is 40 percent ― and about 65 percent of the labour force is made up of young people. These young people are often trapped in a cycle of poverty without having access to education and apprentice opportunities, leaving them without skills or work experience and stuck in slums. However, it takes one visionary person and company to offer both education and work experience to give thousands of young people a chance out of this cycle.
Amolo Ng’weno of Kenyan decent and long-term business leader in the African internet provider industry, in 2011 launched a BPO company in Kenya called Digital Divide Data (DDD), through which she combines a for-profit technology business with a social conscience. The aim is to train and employ 300 youths from slums around Nairobi, who work in the mornings and complete their tertiary education in the afternoons and evenings. ‘It is a model that has worked well for DDD in Asia, where our staff typically graduate from their university education, and from the company, after four to five years. When they graduate, they are on a path to careers in IT and other fields that would have been difficult for them to access without our support. … We don’t think that profit is incompatible with achieving a social mission. If we don’t make a profit, we can’t deliver on our mission’

DDD’s BPO niche is that it works in making academic and other text more readily available and findable through web searches. Documents become available online as well as on mobile devices or any library information system. The innovation lies in how it goes about its work, in that it recruits young people at high school level and trains them on a programme for 3-8 months to build basic computer and English skills. Promising graduates then work six to eight hours a day providing IT services and the rest of the day at school and university completing their degrees. Once their education has been completed, recruits either move up in the company or are assisted in being placed elsewhere in the economy.
We work in regions with young people who have untapped talent, ambition and drive but few attractive employment options. We connect disadvantaged youth to work by equipping them with the education and training they need to take on roles in the business process outsourcing industry. In doing this, DDD also builds human resource capital and managerial capacity to fuel the growth of the economies in which it works.

Through these models, DDD and Invincible Outsourcing are managing to overcome some of the criticism levied against BPO call centres in that they are using the centres as stepping stones to completing education and equipping the young people to find alternative forms of employment. The students are not expected to remain within the company beyond the time it takes them to complete their studies. 
Africa’s Technology Infrastructure

Impact sourcing relies on technology infrastructure for its success. In all of the examples given above, companies use ‘microwork’ as defined by Samasource or classic BPO as the basis from which they can employ and educate marginalized communities in developing countries. It goes without saying then that a critical element is the reliability and continued investment in technology infrastructure in Africa for IS to continue to deliver current results and to grow.

The very nature of technology hardware means that computers, the Internet and mobile phones are all the same, whether they are being used in the developed north or in the developing south. ‘The fact that technology is global and that aspirations worldwide are similar to a certain degree helps in exploring technological futures in Africa. Many of the advantages and disadvantages, potentials and risks are global, and countries that have already implemented a technology do provide useful cases for countries that haven’t.’
 Apart from acquiring the technology, and knowledge of using it, there is therefore no ‘African’ risk to the use and quality of technology to the spread of IS.

The risk lies in the enabling environment within which technology operates, namely the access and reliability of electricity and fibre optic cables. Many have written about Africa’s ability to leap-frog early technology steps and adopt the latest innovation straight away. However, there are also risks involved in this approach, as evolving with technology is then absent in Africa. As businessman and son of the noted photojournalist, Salim Amin explains: ‘The advantage that we’ve always had is that by the time a technology gets here it has morphed itself to its applications. We don’t go through the teething problems of technology, we get the best or the latest model. But then we often get stuck with that model. We don’t actually evolve as the technology evolves.’

The exception here is perhaps the mobile phone, which has penetrated Africa in an impressive way, due to the lack of fixed landlines. In this absence, the mobile phone is being used and developed for application far and beyond its use in the developed world
. For instance, mobile banking and commodity price sharing is an important tool for rural Africans, far more so than for office workers in New York, who make use of fixed landlines for these transactions and information.

Despite being able to leap-frog some technology advancements, the internet, which is a crucial element to the success of IS, is developing and spreading at a much slower rate in Africa, due to the high cost involved. Up until 2009, Internet rates in Sub-Saharan Africa were higher and connections less reliable than anywhere else in the world. Prices in Europe were about 100 times lower, primarily because high-capacity fibre-optic cables carry most of the data traffic, which were absent in Africa, where use of satellites and mobile technology were being used. However, this is rapidly changing with the SEACOM and EASSy cables, which are connecting the East coast of Africa and the West African cable, leaving only Eritrea and Western Sahara without direct access to a data cable.
 Prices in general have dropped by around 95-98% in East and Southern Africa. As soon as the price impact is also felt in West Africa, Nigeria is expected to become another preferred location for BPO and IS operations.
As argued before, Africa is now well placed to reap the benefits of IS, but the window of opportunity, according to Jasper Grosskurth, author of Futures of Technology in Africa, is ten to twelve years at best before technology advancements can be expected to deliver on automation of tasks currently being completed within IS centres and artificial intelligence increasingly being able to even take over on call centre work. Speech recognition and text-to-speech software, as well as machine translation software are early indicators of what to expect
. The ability to stay ahead of the curve and move into Knowledge Processing Outsourcing will be critical in maintaining gains made within IS.

The Future of Impact Sourcing

The history of impact sourcing is impressive and inspiring, but to what an extent is there scope to use these examples and expand on them? What should be made out of the identified risks and how can we mitigate against them? To evaluate this, a scenario-planning workshop was held in Nairobi on 17-18 April 2012, sponsored and hosted by the Rockefeller Foundation.
The scope of the workshop
Scenarios are geared to explore the future and to ‘re-perceive’ the present. In particular, the scenarios can serve as a ‘sense-making’ exercise when dealing with the complexities, uncertainties and unknowns of IS. Participative accelerated scenario planning – where a group of people from multiple perspectives engage in a facilitated strategic conversation about IS and its plausible futures – helps to produce clarity and set out long-term strategic direction. It also enables better, more robust, future-informed decision-making, and produces output, which can easily be communicated for knowledge-sharing and learning purposes. In particular the workshop intended to stimulate strategic thought and communication directed to generating options on which decisions can later be based. 
Scenarios never predict the future. Rather they provide the means to consider today’s policies, plans and decision-making processes in light of potential future developments.

The workshop participants engaged in a facilitated strategic conversation, using scenario planning techniques, which was structured as follows:

1. Explore the scope and context of IS, and agree the unit of analysis of the strategic conversation. Unpack and understand the key issues and challenges facing IS;  

2. Examine key players and stakeholders which affect the present and future of IS;
3. Identify the driving forces – key certainties within IS;
4. Identify the key uncertainties within IS;
5. Some of the most uncertain, highest impact factors will form the scenario dimensions and future stories. This matrix, also known as a gameboard, is used to plan and strategize given drivers, vectors and players;
6. Examine and explore risks and opportunities in each of the scenarios; and 

7. Generate strategic options for how to get to a preferable future, operate in any of the other futures, and avoid undesirable futures.
Outcomes of the workshop

A scenario-planning workshop aims to take the things we know, and those things that we are unsure of and then use a combination of skills to develop potential scenarios of the future. Once a scenario grid has been developed we can determine how to reach our most ideal future. What elements are necessary for the ideal future to be realized? Who are the key actors and what tools do they need to create space for the ideal future? At the same time, the least desirable future is also identified as are the decisions and driving forces that would make this future a reality. This then also gives pointers on how best to avoid this future and work towards the desirable one instead.
The Key Certainties of Impact Sourcing

Experts that participated within the workshop were in agreement that there are some key certainties in the field of IS, including that there is great scope and opportunity to expand on IS but that it will be difficult to find the right business models and reap all the potential rewards. The timeframe is limited with technology futures experts estimating around a decade of current IS work still being available before automation and artificial intelligence potentially disrupts. .

Increasingly, IS will be analysed and researched with a shift in controlling ability of the industry to the developing world. The more IS Service Providers (ISSP) can show and prove positive impact at the community level; the more likely government will invest in the necessary infrastructure to support the industry. The cost of technology will likely continue to come down, everything will likely be hyper-connected and a more global workforce will likely continue to be created.
The basis of IS lies in data – capturing of data, analysing data and distribution of data and although this industry is likely to increase, automation will likely remove some of the demand alongside some jobs moving back to developed centres. Whereas English-speaking countries currently have an advantage over others in terms of attracting IS, the ability to speak and work in English is expanding rapidly in the developing world. Unemployment will likely remain a global problem, meaning that many actors will be vying for the jobs offered by IS even within developed countries. In this competitive environment governments will have to keep pace with continuous investment in infrastructure and adequate government regulation. However, the impact of the current European debt crisis will likely constrain government spending globally. Demand for quality will increase all over the world, and this provides niche selling features and opportunities. Scalability and synchronization is needed for training to work.
Knowledge Process Outsourcing is expected to become a growth area within BPO. Increasingly the work currently being done by existing ISSPs will in all probability become automated and completed via artificial intelligence, meaning that current workers within IS will likely have to move up the ladder to become providers of KPO. This requires talent and is not that price competitive, meaning that clusters and geography might become less important.

An ageing population in the developed world will probably be good for IS as more services are required by the elderly, especially in health and elderly care. However, the risks will abound, including local political contexts, which could potentially influence perceptions about IS. Given the nature of IS and its flexibility, business could move elsewhere if political risk factors come into play. Wage levels can and should be defined relative to actual opportunities and local living costs but there is scope to set labour standards for the industry.

Some countries are struggling to set up effective and successful BPO sectors, perhaps due to the lack of suitable business models. In light of this, IS Service Providers should ensure that sound business models are at the heart of their operations. It is certain that the margins within the BPO sector are notoriously slim, meaning that operators have very little room for manoeuvre if contracts start to dwindle up. Employment at the very bottom of the pyramid will be the first to go.
The Key Uncertainties of Impact Sourcing

In the same vein as the certainties, the experts agreed that there are many unknowns regarding the industry and which could have a decisive impact on the future of IS as well as the social impact it could have.  These include, whether demand will continue for IS and whether such demand would be adequate to upscale IS to become a large industry with mega-employment. In such a scenario, would quality be compromised? For how long will there be a demand for IS in order to sustain a large work force? It is also uncertain whether the type of work targeted by IS will remain something a person needs to do and to what an extent computers will be able to do so automatically. As host countries, uncertainties abound about local government’s ability to provide the necessary infrastructure and upkeep thereof. 
At present there are intermediaries that work hard in favour of IS, including DDD and Samasource mentioned above. Are there sufficient numbers of these intermediaries and will they remain in place indefinitely to ensure the future of IS?

Political uncertainties will always be an influencing factor and as soon as a geographical area is deemed insecure, IS could flee the country for an indefinite period. Donor organisations and their involvement in IS through subsidies and investment in necessary infrastructure is notoriously insecure with policy agendas back home easily influencing ongoing projects negatively. It is uncertain whether developing countries can deliver on education necessary for the Knowledge Processing Outsourcing Industry. With continuous bad general education outcomes, IS will have to continue to train before there can employ. Would the models adopted by DDD, Samasource and Invincible Outsourcing continue as the most relevant models? It is also unclear whether these service providers will become highly specialized or remain generalists, depending on the needs of the BPO sector and whether they will have to become proactive and remain reactive to industry demands. 
Some commentators have mentioned that IS could result in another race to the bottom with increasing IS service providers aiming to tap into the unemployed workforce and paying them meagre salaries in return for their unskilled labour. Could such commentary discredit IS before it has even taken off?

The Scenarios

The axis on which the scenarios are plotted are those elements that are key to IS’s success or failure, including the growth of the IT enabled services sector
., versus its decline, and the risk of a technology disruption (one that could fundamentally transform the BPO and IS sector, i.e. cause it to dramatically shed labour).
Technology has always been a major driver of change - it provides new capabilities that change what is possible in products and services, as well as in operational solutions and business models
. Better technologies alter the utility equation, allowing us to do more for less, and therein make changes to how we do things. A disruptive technology, however, is a technology that (quickly or eventually) destroys valuable capabilities and assets held by incumbents in an industry.  

According to Wikipedia, the term "disruptive technology" has been widely used as a synonym of "disruptive innovation", which is an innovation that helps create a new market and value network, and eventually goes on to disrupt an existing market and value network (over a few years or decades), displacing an earlier technology. The term is used in business and technology literature to describe innovations that improve a product or service in ways that the market does not expect, typically first by designing for a different set of consumers in the new market and later by lowering prices in the existing market.

In contrast to disruptive innovation, a sustaining innovation does not create new markets or value networks but rather only evolves existing ones with better value, allowing the firms within to compete against each other's sustaining improvements. Sustaining innovations may be either "discontinuous"  (i.e. "transformational" or "revolutionary") or "continuous" (i.e. "evolutionary").

Rapidly evolving and maturing technologies such as voice recognition combined with artificial intelligence and machine translation could disrupt existing IT services and the BPO sector over the next decade because they could transform the established value proposition – meaning that they could bring new, currently unknown, un-thought of, customer-focused solutions.

If the IT services sector continues to grow and technology disruption is low or non-existent, the best future for IS lies in the top right-hand corner. A potential positive outcome of IS could be the top left-hand corner, where technology disruption is low, but IS service providers can develop new ways in delivering their services. The bottom two scenarios are the less than ideal outcomes, which we would like to avoid. How then do we reach our ideal outcome of ‘Born to Run’ or alternatively ‘Star Trek’?


 BORN TO RUN (The IT enabled services sector grows strongly and technology disruption is low.)

This is the ideal, preferred future. The IS eco-system works effectively and it delivers measurable results. It has created a myriad of jobs whilst having a massively positive impact on the lives of people who would otherwise have no sustainable opportunities to earn a living. Looking back it is obvious that all that needed to be done, was done -- that deep coordination kicked in -- and all the necessary stakeholders, even some governments, came together to make it happen in the sector. The strong economic recovery in the US and exploding emerging world demand growth played a big role, but the crucial factor seems to have been that IS, much like a pro-surfer, caught the perfect technology wave and stayed on top of it.

Speedily unfolding developments like real-time analytics and the rollout of artificial intelligence have caused other sectors to implode and explode, but luckily the IT services sector has remained fairly steady. The need for human interaction, tasks and micro-tasks is very much there and the ISSPs have correctly identified and leveraged these to make a difference in poor peoples’ lives.

Now BPOs are handing out work to ISSPs, there are opportunities for indirect work, such as subcontracting, and many large firms have perfected the ‘in-sourcing’ business model. Given that there is a fair amount of certainty that human interaction and services are required in conjunction with the roll-out of new technology, governments are investing in supportive infrastructure and donors are proving training funding for the long run..

PARADISE LOST (Technology disruption is low, and the IT enables services sector growth falters, or is negative.)
The donors and other actors who cared about IS just couldn’t hack it despite there being low hanging technological fruit. The IS eco-system never got off the ground in the first place, and the BPOs, ISSPs, and industry associations are as silo’d as the day IS was first mooted. Now we’re operating in a world where protectionism and ‘new age mercantilism’ are the order of the day, amongst others because economic growth has ground to a halt in the developed world, and is pedestrian in formally fast-growing areas like China and India. In the few, unique instances where ISSPs are indeed up and running, it is a matter of making a gargantuan effort, squeezing out more cost savings, and being heavily dependent on donor hand-outs. There just isn’t a viable, ‘natural’ business case for IS, and worst of all is that the protracted developing world financial crisis, with its scant services growth, means that a future IS business case is unlikely to emerge at all.

It is a perfect example of not so much missing the bus, but not getting on to a small bus that arrived late, was packed to the rafters and not going anywhere soon.
BLADE RUNNER (The IT enabled service sector growth falters, or is negative, and technology disruption is high.)

The era of big data, quantum computing, machine translation and artificial intelligence kicked in to the benefit of the few. Some top-of-the-range BPOs have already made the leap and skilled up their engineers to deliver on those select opportunities. But in these uncertain times governments, Multi-National Corporations, and even industry associations are holding their cards close to their chests and doing their best to prove that they are operating in the ‘national interest’. The ISSPs tried to get a toehold in, but made no progress other than using up a lot of donor money. What once was regarded as a viable, feasible industry that could help make a difference in poor peoples’ lives, exists now only in isolated pockets where exploitation is rife. Not that anybody really notices anyway; they are too busy worrying about

whether the ‘long bust’ will ever end…
STAR TREK (Technology disruption is high and the IT enabled services sector grows strongly.)

Automation, robotics and the ‘new’ digital economy opened up a world of prospects unimaginable five years ago. Luckily the people that care about IS were ahead of the game and anticipated the job creation opportunities. (The really low-end tasks were automated early on and new technology created a host of new job opportunities for the poor and vulnerable that did not exist just a few years before.) Despite some initial fears, the technology breakthroughs actually increased the need for human interaction services. Due to some enlightened global policy-making, and needless to say, a return to stable growth patterns, these services can now be delivered from anywhere in the world. Dozens of Global Fortune 500 firms are proud to be associated with these innovative ‘new jobs’ and the organisations that make it all happen.
How to reach our ideal future?

Part of the reason for doing a scenario workshop is to identify the key determinants on the road to the ideal future and the pitfalls on the road to our least desired outcome. These pointers can assist the industry and stakeholders in making the necessary decisions and investments.

The participants in the workshop concluded that the opportunities around IS could change, for better or worse, depending on how flexible, adaptable and fast moving IS strategies and plans are. Changes in technology can cause huge shifts in industries, but it also opens up opportunities.  There was general agreement that the correct government support, the needs of an ageing population in the developed world, strong world growth and increasing KPO would all push IT enabled services to grow strongly
The growth of KPOs has a compounding effect on all of the scenarios. It is likely that larger firms will dominate the KPO field, which could open up opportunities lower down the value chain but if this segment is captured by computers, then the IS field will be drastically narrowed. A significant segment of KPO growth is not open to high school leavers, though, meaning increased training costs will also have to be taken into account. Standards (quality, training and labour) could also contribute to making the IT enabled services sector more attractive - both to workers and to buyers – but this pushes up the cost. There is an outside chance of ‘fair-trade in services’ influencing the sector, although this is more likely to have a local US dynamic.
Taking steps towards the ideal future
In order to stay ahead of the curve, actors within IS should develop the capacity to anticipate disruptive factors and technology developments, such as artificial intelligence, big data and machine translation, that could further IS. As yet, no industry standards and protocols have been set. Once these are in place, outsourcers might be more willing to share information through microwork. These standards could also mitigate against the aggressive race to the bottom and the promotion of ethical principles. In this regard, there may be pointers within the existing BPO industry that could be explored
. In addition, global labour standards need to be developed, which would strengthen the case against arguments of IS being just another ‘technology sweat-shop’.
Actors within the IS sector will do well to continuously evaluate what the drivers are towards the preferred future and to agitate other actors towards making the necessary choices and investments. Promoters of IS should agitate directly with existing BPO’s and their host companies to venture into the area of IS, which might be the fastest route towards up-scaling the reach of IS.

As discussed above, training will increasingly become the determinant on whether IS will be able to remain ahead of artificial intelligence. It would, therefore, be prudent to invest in training well before technology takes over current microwork. For this to be successful, strong linkages will need to be built across IS actors and institutions like the Rockefeller Foundation can be strong knowledge custodians and research engines on how to ensure IS beyond the current predicted small window of opportunity of a decade or less. They should celebrate success so that others can learn and build on lessons learnt.
It would also be in the interest of the IS sector to build a strong and compelling ecosystem and social case for IS in order to attract impact investors to the sector. At the same time, governments should be lobbied and engaged in order to convince them of the job creation potential. Working with large BPO players to develop the business case for IS will allow for a direct entry point into pieces of work for ISSPs. 

Research should focus on where people move on to after they have worked in the BPO sector and what becomes of people that have had access to IS and IS sponsored education. Training standardization should be encouraged. Certification of their skills as well as for ISSPs would encourage the sector to develop standards that can be built on. Research could also examine where donor interest lies and how these could be aligned to IS. Research could also focus on the livelihood implications of the difference between full-time and part-time employment in order to determine what real skills are being transferred and whether these are flexible, sustainable and transferable.
If we accept that IS has only a ten-year window before automation and artificial intelligence takes over, the industry will have to start thinking about an exit strategy and the best way in which to ensure sustainability for those currently in their employ and those that will be entering IS within the next ten years. Research, should therefore, also focus on the alternatives to creating large-scale employment for poor and vulnerable people.

Future IS Business Models

The development of the IS sector – or the work currently being done within this sector – is probably not going to evolve in one simple model and be consistent across the world. The workshop also identified a number of IS models that are partly currently being implemented and that could develop or evolve in years to come. These include:

1. The Samasource business model that currently exists and is being implemented can best be described as a sub-contracting model where a hub company in the United States (Samasource) sub-contracts smaller organisations (ISSPs) and firms to do parts of the work necessary. The potential exists to upscale this model and it is something that Samasource is constantly working on. Their ideal would be to become self-funded through business profits and to expand to model to make it a significant employer globally.

2. A second model that is currently being implemented and that could conceivably grow, is the in-sourcing or corporate social responsibility model through which companies themselves employ low-skilled, previously unemployed individuals from poor areas in permanent jobs, but they keep the work (and information) in-house.

3. A third model, the crowd-sourcing model is more of a futuristic model of how anyone with a mobile device in any geographic area could be asked to do a very small piece of work for little to no payment. Clearly, no formal employment is created. (Examples could be of photos needing to be taken of a billboard or a restaurant that needs to be rated.)

4. In the fourth model, ISSPs are directly contracted without an intermediary company, as is the case in the Samasource model. This model is currently being implemented at DDD in Kenya and Invincible Outsourcing in South Africa. The advantage is the educational link with students and potential linkages to universities, meaning that the step-up to KPO could be more easily facilitated.  

5. Finally, the fifth model is the aggregator model, which participants at the workshop felt would inevitably develop in places like Nigeria. In this model, the poor and unemployed manage to build from the grass roots up small firms that service the industry at the very low-end of the value-chain.
Conclusion
The IS sector is currently enjoying increasing attention from analysts, researchers and investors alike. Actors within the industry will do well to make use of the opportunity to upscale realized benefits and to plan for the future of IS – may that be to mitigate against the window of opportunity closing after ten years or to further the industry into Knowledge Process Outsourcing. 
Impact sourcing involves employing socio-economically disadvantaged people with limited opportunity for sustainable employment as principal workers in Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) centres to provide information-based services at prices that are, in most cases, almost 40% lower than the traditional BPO centres. Impact Sourcing (IS) employs people at the base of the pyramid�.





BPO is a subset of � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outsourcing" �outsourcing� that involves the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contracting" �contracting� of the operations and responsibilities of specific business functions or � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Business_process" �processes� to a third-party service provider. Originally, this was associated with � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manufacturing" �manufacturing� firms, such as � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coca_Cola" �Coca Cola� that outsourced large segments of its supply chain. BPO is typically categorized into � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Back_office" �back office� outsourcing, which includes internal business functions such as � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_resources" �human resources� or � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Finance" �finance� and � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accounting" �accounting�, and � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Front_office" �front office� outsourcing, which includes customer-related services such as � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contact_centre_(business)" �contact centre� services. BPO that is contracted outside a company's country is called � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Offshore_outsourcing" �offshore outsourcing�. Often the business processes are � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information_technology" �information technology�-based, which allows for BPO to take place anywhere in the world as long as there is sufficient technology infrastructure and connectivity with the hub business. Wikipedia 





Types of IS Work done through Samasource


Content Generation 


Samasource workers author high-quality original content, including: 


Enhancing product or business listing databases with original descriptions. 


Developing and applying taxonomies across complex databases. 


Editing or abstracting existing content to increase search relevance. 


Data Enrichment 


Samasource workers help to keep listings data relevant, reliable, and up-to-date with data collection and verification services, including: 


Gathering reliable information and images for specialized datasets. 


Validating and enhancing business listings or product catalogues to 99% accuracy. 


Categorizing an existing database or moderate user generated images or text. 


Transcription Services 


Samarsource workers digitize text, audio, and video, such as: 


Digitizing receipts and business cards for consumer applications. 


Enhancing OCR output of textbooks, brochures, briefs, charts and diagrams. 


Transcribing and tag audio and video files for high accuracy and referencability


Source: Francesca Gino and Bradley Staats. 12 February 2012. Samasource:  Give Work, Not Aid. In Harvard Business School.9-912-011





Knowledge Process Outsourcing (KPO) describes the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outsourcing" �outsourcing� of core business activities, which often are competitively important or form an integral part of a company's � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Value_chain" �value chain�. Therefore KPO requires advanced analytical and technical skills as well as a high degree of proprietary domain expertise. Reasons behind KPO include an increase in specialized knowledge and expertise, additional value creation, the potential for cost reductions, and a shortage of skilled labour. Wikipedia
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� The mobile phone may even give rise to a completely new model of IS in Africa that could involve poor people being compensated for utilising their phones as a market research and marketing device, e.g. a combination of  extreme sub-contracting and ‘crowdsourcing, such as entering and sending a data signal every time they pass, or spot an informal trader selling a certain beverage.


� Jasper Grosskurth.  2010. Futures of Technology in Africa. STT 75. The Hague, Netherlands.


� As for the present, an article in the Economist reckons; “Spoken language is too quick and fragmented for machine translation today. Simple dictation software must be carefully trained, never mind the extra step of translation.  Ordinary conversation is full of false-starts and errors that speakers and listeners barely notice, but which computers are baffled by. And of course tone of voice, cultural references, idiom and humour multiply the challenges. The true-to-life Babel fish is some ways away.” Economist. 11 June 2012. Machine translation. Babel or babble?


� According to research firm IDC, the IT services market in China is expected to almost double over the next five years - from US$12.2 billion in 2010 to US$23.7 billion in 2015. IDC’s China Services Market report says the growth will continue to be led by the adoption of next-generation IT systems as well as IT services spend due to the implementation of China’s 12th Five-Year Plan.


� According to Adam Gordon in his book Future Savvy , other major drivers of change (they can be ‘blockers’ of change also) are;  powerful individuals and organisations, ideas and ideologies and social and moral values.


� According to NASSCOM, the industry association for the IT-BPO sector in India, there are four technology driven megatrends that are especially noteworthy – Big Data, Cloud, Social Networks and Mobile Devices . Accordingly IT/BPO companies would need to adapt their delivery capabilities and business models to realize the new business opportunities. In particular, they will need to expand their skill sets that are currently back-office oriented to more marketing and core business knowledge centric. They will need to change their mind-sets and capabilities from execution to investing in IP creation It is also recommended that government and industry need to partner to create an ecosystem that will facilitate the emergence of such new world class companies. In particular, three set of issues need to be addressed: talent creation, the legal framework and data privacy, see. � HYPERLINK "http://www.nasscom.org/technology-megatrends-%E2%80%93-indian-itbpo-industry-headed-disruption" �http://www.nasscom.org/technology-megatrends-%E2%80%93-indian-itbpo-industry-headed-disruption� 





