
The Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) has roots in the developing world that give it a unique capacity to draw on a naturally occurring 
asset: people working towards a common good. AKDN supports the ethical underpinnings of an inclusive civil society, where communities help 
others to build a better society, an impulse found in all cultures and major religious traditions. Because successful societies need structural 
support for channeling private energies toward public good, AKDN works to ensure that societies build an architecture for civil society.

In many countries where civil society is fragile, AKDN works alongside communities to strengthen and encourage participation by a wide range 
of citizens, including women and other traditionally marginalized groups. AKDN’s agencies work in 30 countries, where we work with many 
partners including host governments, international donors, the private sector, and local institutions, in order to improve people’s quality of life. 

To help make civil society effective and self-reliant even for geographically isolated populations, AKDN helps to create change by collaborating 
with others and liaising with governments to: 

• Strengthen the capacity of local NGOs through community philanthropy
• Improve the enabling environment through study and assessment of legal and social operating environments
• Support participatory governance so communities direct their own development, with better representation and access to services  
• Promote public-private initiatives through social entrepreneurship. 

AKDN works to strengthen the preconditions for civil society to thrive, by expanding social and economic security and cultural expression, 
ensuring the provision of quality health care and education, expanding economic opportunity by providing jobs and income, and strengthening 
good governance and democratic participation. Through this range of endeavors, AKDN seeks, in the coming decade, to markedly improve the 
environment for civil society in areas where we work, and thereby systematically strengthen locally rooted organizations. 

COMMUNITY PHILANTHROPY INITIATIVE
Community Philanthropy is the practice of communities mobilizing capital of various kinds – financial, civic, social, human, political, and 
intellectual – with the aim of improving residents’ lives over the long term. In the places where AKDN works, we have a long history of 
supporting this practice, which grows from the natural disposition to help, for example, in the wake of disaster or at life’s milestones. Community 
philanthropy organizations customize their programs to fit community needs and find ways to strengthen civil society for the long term. AKDN 
works to build the local sustainability of civil society by strengthening organizational Assets, Capacity and Trust, with a larger goal of improving 
the quality of life in the areas where we work.

AKDN has joined a group of partners including the Charles S. Mott Foundation and the Rockefeller Brothers Foundation, to create a global alliance 
for community philanthropy. AKDN’s decades of experience, especially in East Africa and South Asia, will work to inform the next phase of 
learning about community philanthropy, grow the practice globally, and shift donor attitudes to empower local initiatives. The alliance intends to 
move development assistance beyond a project focus towards long-term, sustainable action.
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“Integral to the creation of good governance is the establishment of indigenous non-governmental institutions, 
custom-made to solve local problems.”   
- His Highness the Aga Khan, London, February 1992



ENABLING ENVIRONMENT
Enabling Environment is a term coined by His Highness the Aga Khan in 1983 that refers 
to the societal fabric – part policy, part social understanding – that supports the impulse 
to improve lives. AKDN works to better understand and bolster the enabling environment, 
including partnering with the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) on research 
that created the annual Civil Society Organization Sustainability Index (CSOSI), a tool that 
annually assesses seven elements of civil society in order to measure changes within countries. 
In East Africa, the Aga Khan Foundation supports Viwango (Kiswahili for “Standards”), an 
institution with a mandate to drive professionalism and integrity within the civil society sector. 
The goal is to forge a process for certifying NGOs in Kenya. In South Asia, AKDN supports the 
Pakistan Centre for Philanthropy, which studies the state of philanthropy across South Asia

PARTICIPATORY GOVERNANCE 
Participatory Governance means, in fragile societies, catalyzing organizations to set local priorities 
and access services for action. The Aga Khan Rural Support Programmes in Asia pioneered this 
approach, which can support the decentralization of services taking place in many countries. In 
Asia, the Aga Khan Foundation works with the U.S. Department of State on several participatory 
governance programs. In Afghanistan, they help build local access to government structures 
and services, reaching 2.5 million people; in Pakistan, they have fostered over 500 civil society 
organization leaders (70 percent of them women) with training and other support. Participatory 
governance also includes efforts to build the social cohesion important for democratic societies. 
In the Kyrgyz Republic, for example, AKDN has fostered democratic institutions, such as student 
parliaments in middle- and high-school education, and worked with educators and cultural 
organizations to produce books that instill respect for others among young schoolchildren.

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP
Social Entrepreneurship engages entrepreneurial principles for social ventures to bring change 
in ways that emphasize broad, public benefits. AKDN partners with Synergos, USAID, Ashoka 
and the Schwab Foundation on the Global Alliance for Social Entrepreneurship, to measure 
and improve the operating environment for social entrepreneurship in Central Asia. In the 
Kyrgyz Republic, the University of Central Asia, working with Coca-Cola and the Coca-Cola 
Foundation, promotes social enterprise skills across the country, with training sessions in social 
entrepreneurship in seven cities. In Egypt, through partnership with USAID, AKDN agencies 
have, in one year, provided training and over 600 small business loans for young entrepreneurs 
to start their own businesses and create jobs. 

Aga Khan Foundation U.S.A., established in 1981, is a private, non-
denominational, non-profit international organization committed to the 
struggle against poverty, hunger, illiteracy and poor health, primarily 
in Africa and Asia. The Foundation works to address the root causes of 
poverty by supporting and sharing innovative solutions in the areas of 
health, education, rural development, civil society and the environment.

The Foundation is an agency of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN), a group of private 
development agencies founded by His Highness the Aga Khan, with mandates ranging from 
health and education to architecture, culture, microfinance, rural development, disaster reduction, 
the promotion of private-sector enterprise and the revitalization of historic cities. The Network’s 
agencies work for the common good of all citizens, regardless of their gender, origin or religion and 
its underlying impulse is the ethic of compassion for the vulnerable in society.  www.akdn.org

Photo credits:  © Aga Khan Foundation / Rajendra Shaw, Zahur Ramji, Natalie Ross, Thomas Kelly

IMPACT OF AKDN CIVIL SOCIETY WORK

The Aga Khan Rural Support 
Programmes have helped over 5.7 
million rural residents in Asia alone.

In East Africa, AKDN has helped 
create more than 215 locally owned 
community early childhood centers.

AKDN has supported certification of 
nearly 200 civil society organizations 
in Pakistan.


