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Ashoka Advances Ideas for Social Change
Sponsoring online, open-source idea competitions to identify
promising approaches to advancing social change, 2008–2011
SUMMARY
Between July 2008 and October 2011, Ashoka Innovators for the Public1 (Ashoka)
designed Changeshops, an open-source, online platform and sponsored two worldwide
online competitions through its Changemakers2 initiative.
The first competition allowed Ashoka and the Robert Wood John Foundation (RWJF)
staff to learn about programs that help people make better decisions regarding their health
and the health of others. The second competition focused on system-changing solutions
that move past narrow perceptions of mental health to expand understanding and
involvement.
Ashoka previously sponsored idea competitions in 2006–2007 and 2007–2008, also
funded by RWJF. See the Program Results Report on the 2006–2007 competition about
health and social problems,3 and another Program Results Report on the 2007–2008
competition about challenges facing young men.4
Results

Project Director Sushmita Ghosh described the following results in a written report to
RWJF and in an interview.
Changeshops

Ashoka developed the technology and content for the Changeshops online platform and
tested and refined a version of it for inclusion on the Changemakers website. Ghosh calls
Changeshops “a major breakthrough.” Ashoka seeks to establish Changeshops as the
world’s premier, online international forum where social innovators introduce themselves
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and their projects, seek funding and volunteers, and exchange ideas. Some 14 private and
nonprofit organizations have raised more than $400,000 to support good ideas proposed
by innovators through Changeshops.
The Competitions

Three entrants won each competition, and winners received $5,000 each.
The first competition, Designing for Better Health, ran from January–June 2009. It drew
280 entries from 29 countries and stimulated more than 330 discussions by the online
community. Five judges, including Paul Tarini, MA, RWJF senior program officer, chose
10 finalists. The Changemakers online community then voted on the most innovative
projects. The following three were the winners:
●

Child Promoters on Oral Health. An alternative to achieve wellbeing (Caracas,
Barquisimeto, Guarenas and San Juan de los Morros, Venezuela)

●

Just a cloth piece? (New Delhi, India)

●

Healthy Amazon (San Francisco de Yarinacocha, Peru)

See the Designing for Better Health sidebar for more information about this competition.
The second competition, Rethinking Mental Health: Improving Community Wellbeing,
ran from July–December 2009. It drew 338 entries from 42 countries and stimulated
more than 300 discussions by the online community. Five judges, including Jane Isaacs
Lowe, PhD, RWJF senior program officer and director of the Vulnerable Populations
portfolio, chose 11 finalists. The Changemakers online community then voted on the
most innovative projects. The following three were the winners:
●

Active Minds: Empowering Students and Changing the Conversation about Mental
Health on 300 Campuses (United States)

●

Promoting Mental Health Treatment in Traditional Bhutanese Society (Bhutan)

●

Rebuilding Hope After War: Mental Health and Community Recovery (Liberia)

See the Rethinking Mental Health: Improving Community Wellbeing sidebar for more
information about this competition.
Funding

RWJF funded the development of Changeshops and the two idea competitions with a
$2,338,125 grant to Ashoka.
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Afterward

Ashoka formally launched Changeshops on February 1, 2012. A three-year grant from
Boehringer Ingelheim5 that began in 2011 will support its further development.
On October 26, 2011, Ashoka launched a new, online, collaborative idea competition
funded by RWJF.6 This competition, Innovations for Health: Solutions That Cross
Borders, aims to identify promising and innovative solutions to entrenched social and
health problems that originate in the developing world and spread to the industrialized
world (called reverse innovation). Winners will be announced in April 2012.
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