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I. Overview 

The global media industry is at the precipice. Digital platforms are replacing traditional print 

media; audiences lack trusted media sources amid a bewildering array of choices; and malicious 

actors seek to sow disinformation and hijack media to pursue nefarious goals. Around the world, 

media sources are increasingly unable to foster informed and civically engaged communities—

prerequisites for liberal and democratic societies. 

Many have looked to the technology platforms at the center of the problem—such as Facebook, 

Twitter, and Google—to supply solutions such as automated tools to aid fact-checking. But such 

approaches can only partially address the root causes of the media’s problems. Rather, a 

complementary source of innovation—social entrepreneurs—is embedded within the very 

communities riven by polarization and media distrust. These innovators marshal local resources to 

solve local problems. Their organizations often scale up rapidly, but in a bottom-up fashion, 

ensuring that each community’s idiosyncratic needs are met. And thanks to their deep familiarity 

with the problems their communities face, social entrepreneurs devise holistic solutions, not just 

algorithmic band-aids. 

Ashoka is an organization that supports social 

entrepreneurs around the world and has the 

longest track record of doing so. It has identified 

and supported over 3,500 “Ashoka Fellows,” many of whom are in the media sector. Therefore, 

Ashoka sits on a treasure trove of data on transformative media innovations. We analyzed this 

data to understand how social entrepreneurs around the world are trying to improve the media 

landscape, assessed the most successful approaches, and identified gaps that social 

entrepreneurship has not yet filled. 

To do so, we selected a subset of Ashoka Fellows whose primary aim is to improve the media 

landscape and who are demonstrably making a substantial impact. We call them “Core Media 

Fellows” and selected them from an initial pool of 231 Fellows, after gathering extensive data and 

applying rigorous selection criteria to identify the final cohort. Each of these fifty social 

entrepreneurs seeks to harness the tectonic shifts under way in the global media landscape to 

more constructively serve societal interests. 

Among the group, we found stunning diversity. For example, Core Media Fellows hailed from 

twenty-two countries. But we also discerned broad similarities. Indeed, each of the fifty Fellows 

pursued one of five overarching goals: 

 

 

 

- 

Ashoka sits on a treasure trove of data 

on transformative media innovations. 
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 Improving the infrastructure and environment within which the media operates 

 Improving standards of reporting to strengthen the quality of journalism 

 Ensuring the media is a vehicle for civic engagement 

 Making the media a self-sustaining business 

 Increasing media literacy by providing the public with diverse and representative content 

Our study of social entrepreneurs reveals important lessons—spanning strategies to represent 

marginalized voices to partnership models within and beyond the media industry—for how to 

transform the media. But it also uncovers areas of need, such as business model innovations, where 

too few social entrepreneurs have found the support to pilot approaches that ultimately could 

reverse the media’s declining fortunes. Our findings motivate strong recommendations to 

governments, philanthropies, and firms to support the next generation of social entrepreneurs to 

lay the foundation for a successful 21st century media industry that serves society’s needs.   

II. Background and Context 

The Changing Media Landscape 

A.G Sulzberger became the publisher of the New York Times on January 1, 2018. In a note to 

Times readers, he traced the paper’s legacy to the days his great-great-grandfather, Adolph Ochs, 

purchased it. Per Sulzberger, Ochs created a paper, “dedicated to journalism of the highest 

integrity and devoted to the public welfare.” News would be impartial, and editorials would “invite 

intelligent discussions from all shades of opinion” (Sulzberger 2018). 

Ochs would have never imagined the state of journalism today. The first difference between Ochs’ 

era and today’s is the transformation of the industry from print to digital, which has left a trail of 

destructive consequences (Newman 2017). Daily newspaper circulation of 62 million in 1990 has 

dropped to 35 million in 2016 (print and digital combined), with print circulation accounting for 

most of the decline (Barthel 2016). Most news consumed by audiences today emanates from 

“digital native” sources. These born-on-the-web digital natives include Breitbart, BuzzFeed, 

Deadspin, FiveThirtyEight, HuffPost, Politico, The Daily Beast, and Vox. Such websites are 

among the 36 “new media” properties with at least 10 million monthly unique digital visitors in 

recent years. To keep up, legacy media platforms are increasingly migrating from print to digital 

content. And whether legacy or new, all news organizations are at the mercy of social media 

channels—such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram or Snapchat—to disseminate their 

content, exposing them to revenue volatility (Pew Research Center 2017). 

Another difference between the 20th and 21st century media industries is the level of 

consolidation. Once-independent local news sources have succumbed to a frenzy of corporate 

acquisitions, reducing their ability or inclination to represent the interests and issues of local 
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communities (Public Policy Forum 2017). A 2017 ruling by the Federal Communications 

Commission now allows a single media company to own a newspaper, television station, and radio 

station in a given town. This has allowed Sinclair Broadcast Group, for instance, to reach nearly 

three-fourths of all US households. It will be more than tempting for companies with such 

consolidated control to chase economies of scale, replacing locally rooted staff and their ideas with 

a single voice and perspective, broadcast to every corner of the country (Kang 2017).  

As a result of these tectonic shifts in the media landscape, discerning consumers of news must 

wade through a welter of competing and often conflicting ideas, whose veracity or falsity is too 

easily veiled. Audience beliefs are becoming tautologies: consumers believe a news item because 

they are disposed to believe it before ever seeing it. Today, it is so easy to create news, even with a 

professional veneer, that Adolph Ochs’ notions of journalistic integrity and journalism devoted to 

the public welfare today seem quaint, if not naïve.  

And yet, journalism as Ochs envisioned it is as 

essential as ever. At the national scale, a healthy 

media can serve as a bulwark against governments 

suppressing the ideas they fear and amplifying 

those that serve them. And thriving and independent local news sources can foster informed and 

civically engaged communities. Unless local news sources cover the effectiveness of a school 

superintendent, homelessness in a given community, or local road maintenance with as much 

gusto as they cover national debates, the ties that bind communities will erode. Yet the recent 

shifts to the media landscape fly in the face of Ochs’ vision. Communities around the world are 

reeling from propaganda-as-journalism; misinformation and disengagement are on the rise; and as 

a result, the future of liberal democracy is at risk (Edelman Trust Barometer 2018). 

In response, everyone from lawmakers to media companies themselves is laser-focused on 

tweaking the social media platforms that today dominate content delivery. They have pinned their 

hopes on algorithmic advances to sift fact from fiction, sophisticated sleuthing to uncover the 

identities of malevolent advertisers, and regulations to improve the transparency of political 

advertising on social media (Ingram 2018). These steps, however, amount to putting a band-aid 

over democracy’s open wounds. The fissures that have riven society will not be healed by 

Facebook or Twitter alone. As 2018 has proven, the depth of the challenges related to trust in and 

accountability of such platforms is immense. Over and above reforms to social media, a much more 

comprehensive strategy is needed to reimagine the organizations that produce the content that is 

shared via social platforms and reinstate the covenant of trust between audiences and the media.  

According to a 2016 Pew study, “about two in ten Americans (22%) trust the information they get 

from local news organizations a lot, whether online or offline, and 18% say the same of national 

organizations” (Mitchell, Gottfried, Barthel 2016). 

Such a comprehensive strategy to media reform starts by recognizing that the shifts in the media 

landscape—notably toward digitalization—can bring benefits in addition to the damage they have 

wrought. Digital technologies have opened channels for production and distribution that are 

nearly real time, a far cry from the days in which major cities had their morning and evening 

newspapers and news could not happen in between. And digital technologies can hold down costs 

by eliminating physical production and transportation (Chakravorti 2018). 

 

- 

Thriving and independent local news 

sources can foster informed and civically 

engaged communities 



 

L. Parthasarathy and M.  Gordon, 2018 
 

 

 

  4   

 

Not only does the media industry have new tools that can be used for good, it also has new actors 

determined to right the media’s sinking ship. Indeed, even as polarization, unscrupulous actors, 

and eroding trust in the media threaten to tear the fabric of democracy, many organizations with 

social models and for-profit elements are hard at work sewing it back together. The task is to 

understand and spotlight the various approaches to addressing contemporary media challenges 

that the journalism industry faces today.   

Social Entrepreneurship: A Pathway to Holistic Media Innovation 

Social entrepreneurs address societal problems that are not being effectively addressed by the for-

profit or governmental sectors. Though social entrepreneurs may operate organizations legally 

registered as for-profits, non-profits, or both, their primary ambition is the change they seek to 

make. Financial benefit is only necessary to keep their work possible, rather than to motivate it 

(Martin, Osberg 2007).  

Nearly forty years ago, an organization called Ashoka—founded by Bill Drayton—became the 

first to identify and support systems-changing social entrepreneurs. To date, Ashoka has elected 

over 3,500 of these “Ashoka Fellows” in over 90 countries, making Ashoka the largest 

organization of its kind in the world. Notable Fellows include Jimmy Wales, founder of Wikipedia, 

and Kailash Satyarthi, Nobel Peace Laureate and children’s rights activist. 

Some Ashoka Fellows and their organizations are at the leading edge of media innovation. Often, 

because of their close ties to the communities from which they emerge or their personal experience 

with the problems they seek to address, Ashoka Fellows are uniquely positioned to bridge the gap 

between external technological change and constructive adoption of and engagement with 

technology by local communities. Ashoka began actively seeking such media “changemakers” a 

decade ago. In partnership with the Knight Foundation, Ashoka launched a global incubator—

News and Knowledge—to support and convene journalism-focused social entrepreneurs from 

around the world. In addition to the thirty Fellows supported through the incubator, over two 

hundred other social entrepreneurs working in the media sector have been selected and supported 

as Fellows by Ashoka. 

III. Methodology: Identifying Core Media Fellows 

In this study we sought to mine Ashoka’s treasure trove of data on social entrepreneurs seeking to 

transform the media. Doing so, however, required us to first identify the most impactful Ashoka 

Fellows working in this sector. We started by filtering Ashoka’s database of 3,500 Fellows to only 

list the 231 working in the media sector, whom we call “Media Fellows” (a Media Fellow is a 

social entrepreneur whose innovations relate to the way information is shared, consumed and 

presented through or with the media). From there, we applied a funnel of escalating criteria (figure 

1) to identify those Media Fellows addressing the most pressing media challenges and 

demonstrating the highest impact. Through this process, we arrived at a final list of fifty Core 

Media Fellows building a new media landscape. 
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Figure 1. The funnel of escalating criteria used to identify the final cohort of 50 Core Media 

Fellows from an initial pool of 231 Ashoka Media Fellows. 

We started with an intentionally broad pool of 231 candidates by querying Ashoka’s internal 

database for Fellows associated with keywords such as “media,” “journalism,” “radio,” and “news.” 

Next, we used fairly rudimentary criteria to determine that 22 of the 231 Media Fellows were 

deceased or otherwise inactive. For example, we consulted with local Ashoka country staff who 

select and support Fellows to confirm that some Media Fellows with no online activity over the 

last five years were no longer working on their projects.  

Subsequently, we sought to identify the highest-impact subset of the 209 Media Fellows. To do so, 

we reviewed performance metrics and descriptive data reported by the Media Fellows to assess 

the potential for scaling their innovations globally and the scope of their success in changing one 

or more systems. An example of a high-impact Media Fellow selected from the pool of 209 was 

Jessica Mayberry. Her organization, Video Volunteers, is connecting mainstream media to stories 

from rural communities and improving coverage of underrepresented stories, an approach that can 

be scaled to many other disengaged communities around the world. Applying similar analysis 

across the pool of Media Fellows led us to identify 109 strong candidates for selection as Core 

Media Fellows. 

For the final selection stage, we assembled a data sheet for each of the remaining 109 high-impact 

Media Fellows to collect further information on their strategies (the data sheet template is 

included in appendix 1). We sought to qualitatively and quantitatively describe the problems 

Media Fellows were tackling and the solutions they had devised. This information would enable 

us to further filter our existing pool of high-impact Media Fellows to identify the subset most 

centrally involved in addressing contemporary and pressing media challenges. (The data sheets 

were not just useful for selecting the final cohort; we also compiled data, such as the types of 

external partnerships that Media Fellows pursued, that we planned to analyze across the final 

cohort to glean valuable lessons about the most impactful strategies.) 
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To determine those high-priority media 

challenges, we conducted an extensive literature 

review, drawing on work from research 

institutions such as the media think-tank Polis, 

Tow Center for Journalism, Center for 

International Media Assistance, Pew Research 

Center and the Public Policy Forum. We then 

assembled a list of media shifts that would have to happen to address those challenges and 

collectively would represent a transformation of the sector from an old to a new paradigm (those 

shifts are displayed in appendix 1). Now, armed with additional data on the remaining 109 Media 

Fellows and a framework for assessing whether their work was aimed at transforming the media, 

we could identify the final cohort of Core Media Fellows. 

To make this final step more concrete, here is an example of how we selected one Core Media 

Fellow out of two high-impact Media Fellows. Both Ben Cokelet and Tiffiniy Cheng work directly 

with media organizations and have demonstrated substantial and global impact. But even though 

Ben builds partnerships with media companies and journalists, he only uses the media 

instrumentally; his primary objective—exposing corporate corruption in Mexico—does not 

address a pressing media challenge or advance a central element of the media’s paradigm shift. By 

contrast, Tiffiniy’s work organizing campaigns for universal access to digital media is centrally 

concerned with building a new media environment that empowers audiences and enables 

omnidirectional information flow. 

By carefully following this procedure to assess all 109 high-impact Media Fellows, we arrived at 

the final cohort of fifty Core Media Fellows. They collectively offer us a window into the 

strategies that leading social entrepreneurs are employing to address the media’s gravest 

challenges and realize a new and improved media paradigm. 

IV. Results and Discussion 

Five Overarching Goals of Core Media Fellows 

We next turned to analyzing this cohort of fifty Core Media Fellows. Our first conclusion was 

that nearly every single Core Media Fellow—forty-eight out of fifty—was pursuing one or more 

of five goals. Each of these goals is aimed at solving pressing media challenges, and collectively, 

these five goals cover ambitious ground in the scope of the transformation they entail for the 

media sector. Figure 2 breaks down these five goals and lists the different approaches that Core 

Media Fellows are taking to achieve their goals (the color coding conveys the number of Core 

Media Fellows pursuing a particular approach within each goal). To supplement figure 2, we have 

listed below in more detail the overarching goals and the approaches to achieve them (appendix 2 

contains a full listing of all Core Media Fellows by goal and approach): 

 

 

- 

The Core Media Fellows collectively offer 

us a window into the strategies that 

leading social entrepreneurs are 

employing to address the media’s 

gravest challenges 
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Figure 2. Goals pursued by Core Media Fellows and the approaches they followed to achieve each 

goal (in some cases, Fellows pursued multiple goals). Over 60% of Fellows are addressing goals 1 

and 5; only 22% are addressing goals 2 and 4. 

Goal 1. Improving the infrastructure and environment within which the media operates (12 

Fellows). Fellows pursuing this goal employed technology, advocacy and/or independent 

journalism to expand access and ensure press freedom and information sharing. Their approaches 

included:  

 Using information and communication technologies to allow people and organizations to 

interact in the digital world, enhancing media operations and ensuring independence. 

 Building publicly accessible websites with the capability to source content from many 

users. 

 Advocating against restrictions placed on the press or building pathways to circumvent 

limited access to accurate information controlled by authoritative governments. 

Goal 2. Improving standards of reporting to strengthen the quality of journalism: Fellows 

pursuing this goal used trainings, data analysis and/or the development of ethics guidelines to 

further professionalize journalism. Their approaches included: 

 Designing workshops and professional curricula to train citizens and emerging journalists 

in high-quality reporting that is held to the same standards as in the mainstream media. 

 Developing data based on research of marginalized groups and sharing information with 

journalists to ensure more fact-based reporting is produced. 

 Ensuring that marginalized or vulnerable communities are responsibly covered by 

reporters, and that accessible guidelines and tools for ethical reporting are widely adopted. 
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Goal 3. Ensuring the media is a tool for civic engagement: Fellows pursuing this goal sought 

to build communication channels between citizens and government and offer citizens concrete 

ways to take action in their communities. Their approaches included: 

 Producing television soap operas, documentaries and other forms of entertaining content 

with the mission of informing and cultivating opportunities for dialogue and engagement. 

 Offering pathways through various platforms—often digital—to make it easier for citizens 

to be informed of public issues and engage with government representatives about their 

concerns. 

 Publishing and developing content that was produced by citizens and ensuring that 

professional journalists take citizen concerns and ideas into account. 

Goal 4. Making the media a self-sustaining business: Fellows pursuing this goal developed 

alternative revenue streams, new approaches to financial viability for media, and new business 

models for emerging democracies and post-conflict nations. Their approaches included: 

 Streamlining the production process by developing an online database for independent 

producers to publish content to provide mainstream outlets a resource center of more 

diverse content, and broaden audience reach and advertising revenue. 

 Offering loans, grants, and technical assistance to support the development of independent 

media outlets in developing countries with historically censored media. 

 Offering consulting, training, and market research to create advertising partnerships 

between independent media outlets in post conflict nations and international corporations 

looking to target emerging audiences. 

 Developing partnerships with mainstream media to license purchase and publish content 

produced by a news service. 

Goal 5. Improving media literacy by providing the public with diverse and representative 

content: Fellows pursuing this goal work with youth and/or other marginalized groups to 

provide alternative narratives to mainstream reporting while ensuring that media is more 

reflective of the public. Their approaches included: 

 Training marginalized groups in media production, professionalizing alternative media 

outlets for minority groups and partnering with mainstream media to ensure accurate, 

widespread coverage of underrepresented groups. 

 Training youth as professional reporters and critical consumers of media, legitimizing 

youth voices, offering young people a platform to share their stories, and developing 

opportunities to engage young people in their communities. 

 Building online platforms and databases dedicated to publishing and disseminating 

content focused on solutions and developing global support for an alternative to the 

mainstream negative narratives. 
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Other Emergent Trends Across Core Media Fellows 

Not only could we classify the cohort of Core Media Fellows by their goals and approaches, but by 

analyzing the datasheets we had compiled during the selection process, we could glean other 

insights into what unites and distinguishes these social entrepreneurs. 

Among the cohort, we found stunning diversity. For example, Core Media Fellows hailed from 

twenty-two countries (figure 3), 

and they are working in over 

thirty countries to implement 

independent, locally relevant 

media solutions. Indeed, nearly 

18 percent of Core Media 

Fellows have successfully scaled 

their work beyond their home 

countries to achieve global 

impact. Those elected in 

Germany are working in 

Tunisia and Iraq, while those 

elected in the UK have 

implemented technologies 

across continents different 

countries. Six of the Core Media 

Fellows elected in the U.S. have 

achieved global reach. 

 

Figure 3. The final pool of 50 Core Media Fellows is geographically diverse, hailing from 22 

different countries. 

Despite this diversity, various patterns emerged across the cohort: Core Media Fellows tended to 

empower audiences, fight marginalization, create partnerships, and employ training programs 

(figure 4): 

 84% of Core Media Fellows sought to empower and showcase audiences as changemakers. 

This indicates that they are providing new opportunities for audiences to engage with 

content creation and use content to create change in their communities. Anshul Tewari is 

the founder of Youth KiAwaaz, based in India, which positions young people as valuable 

participants in shaping the public sphere through an online platform for youth to publish 

their stories. To date, 75,000 writers have contributed to his platform, and Youth 

KiAwaaz receives 4 million views per month. 

 

 Over half of Core Media Fellows sought to improve media representation of marginalized 

voices in their communities, demonstrating that media representation is an avenue for 
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equal opportunity and access to civic participation. Jailson de Souza e Silva is the founder 

of Observatório de Favelas based in Brazil. He provides opportunities for Favela youth to 

research and report on their communities and then connects them with research resources 

and journalism training at higher-education institutions to ensure that a range of 

experiences and diversity is represented in the coverage of Favelas. 

 

 Almost all Core Media Fellows used partnerships to scale their impact. Social 

entrepreneurs are often able to encourage collaboration across sectors in order to change 

entire systems. Using our dataset, we determined that 88% of Core Media Fellows created 

partnerships within the media sector and 68% created partnerships outside of the media 

sector. This indicates that collaboration is essential in media innovation, given that Core 

Media Fellows partnered with government agencies, healthcare organizations, educational 

institutions, and NGOs to create stories and content that further connect audiences to 

their communities. For example, Christian de Boisredon, the founder of SparkNews, 

partners with publishers and editors-in-chief of media outlets around the world. He is 

providing them a database of solutions oriented content that they all contribute toward 

and share. 

 

 More than 30% of Core Media Fellows implemented training programs to pursue their 

goals. For example, Cristi Hegranes conducts a 6-month journalism training program at 

the Global Press Institute for women from underrepresented countries and communities, 

who are then employed by the Global Press Journal. Ahmed El-Hawary, the founder of 

Bashkatib, conducts a 2-year intensive training program for young people from 

marginalized communities, which leads to the creation of their own community media 

outlets. And Katie Orenstein runs a year-long Fellowship to train academic experts from 

underrepresented groups in thought leadership and editorial writing, preparing them to 

publish their research and ideas in influential mainstream outlets. 

 

 
 
Figure 4. Emergent trends across Core Media Fellows. 
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Deep Dives: Two Exemplary Core Media Fellows 

 

           

We decided to spotlight both Cristi Hegranes and Ahmad El Hawary because they exemplify the 

diversity and similarities we found across the cohort of Core Media Fellows. They live and work in 

very different media markets, and they set out to accomplish different goals. But they also highlight 

what is similar about the group of fifty Fellows, such as building partnerships with underrepresented 

communities and leveraging training programs to equip new voices to participate in the public 

sphere. Social entrepreneurs such as Cristi and Ahmad have their differences in approach, but they 

are both addressing pressing media challenges and contributing to a new media paradigm. 

Example #1: Cristi Hegranes  

Global Press Institute uses journalism as a vehicle to give voice to women living in often 

journalistically neglected countries, including DRC, Haiti, and Zimbabwe, among 23 others. The 

organization exemplifies the idea of recognizing an opportunity that serves a social mission and in 

the process, entirely reimagining an industry. Cristi, once a professional foreign correspondent 

covering a civil war in Nepal, realized that it would take her very long to fully represent and capture 

the complexity of a civil war in a country she was not from. She questioned why local citizens were 

not telling the stories of civil war that they were living themselves.  

Cristi launched Global Press to ensure accountability and representation and to address the issue of 

high-operating costs for foreign bureaus that were beginning to close around the world. Cristi is 

improving standards of reporting and strengthening the quality of journalism by controlling for 

journalist bias. In the Global Press Institute, she only trains women, in order to countervail the 

trend of male-dominated newsrooms in developing countries, and she ensures that her local news 

bureaus hire and train a diverse team of women representative of the communities they will cover. 

Cristi Hegranes 

Global Press Institute 

Ahmed El Hawary 

Bashkatib 
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Global Press’s success depends on the inter-relationship among its trio of services. Global Press 

Institute’s training is offered for free to prospective journalists, with philanthropic dollars covering 

its costs and trainees paid for their time. After completing a 6-month training, all graduates of 

Global Press Institute become paid, professional journalists reporting on topics they find relevant 

and important to cover. Women are invited to apply in their local language, and they are supported 

by editorial staff, a team of trainers, and fact checkers. The Global Press Journal, which is the outlet 

for the paid journalists who have completed the Institute’s training, offers special features for those 

who pay for its upper-tier services. Finally, supporting these two activities is the charge of the 

Global Press News Service, which offers monthly subscriptions and a la carte purchase options for 

news outlets around the world to access news content and photographs. Revenues from the News 

Service help to support the other two activities.  

The trio of services enables news outlets everywhere to get in-depth, on-the-ground, quality 

reporting from local women who truly understand the cultural and historical nuances critical for 

good journalism. 

 

Example #2: Ahmed Al Hawary  

Ahmed Al Hawary’s platform, Bashkatib, is increasing media literacy by providing the public with 

diverse and representative content. As a Cairo-based journalist, Ahmad never found that his views or 

those of his community were being represented by centralized Egyptian media channels. 

Recognizing that 75 percent of Egypt’s 88 million people live outside of the capital and that 75 

million Egyptians live in news deserts, Ahmad worked across communities to help young people in 

developing their own community media outlets.  

His alternative media movement incorporates a two-year intensive course for a team of roughly 

twenty-five young, citizen reporters to launch and manage their own community publication abiding 

by Bashkatib’s reporting standards and guidelines. With 44 million Egyptians online, the Bashkatib 

platform publishes content developed in communities and by young people, online to ensure a 

broader reach. The local news outlets are owned and run by youth, produce monthly print 

publications to fill news deserts, and simultaneously ensure that the rest of Egypt receives diverse 

and representative content online.  

As previously discussed in this report, there has been an increase in polarizing content in 

mainstream media and resulting audience distrust in centralized media power. Bashkatib is less 

hierarchical, more inclusive of opposing views, and aimed at expanding the set of contributors 

involved in news production and consumption. As each outlet Ahmad works with prints and 

distributes thousands of copies of their publication locally, Ahmad’s solution takes another step 

toward scaling globally. Ahmad’s success in Egypt has led to plans to scale Bashkatib across the 

Middle East and North Africa to address civic engagement and a growing partisan population. 
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V. Recommendations and Conclusion 

The rich portfolio of Core Media Fellows is collectively striving to tackle the overall puzzle of 

shifting the media’s paradigm. Whereas many institutions—both for-profit and non-profit—focus 

on particular priority areas, such as technology to improve journalism, Ashoka Fellows combine 

multiple approaches to holistically change systems. The fifty Core Media Fellows provide a 

representative cross-section and examples of the impact social entrepreneurs could have. But even 

though these fifty social entrepreneurs are already making important progress toward the five 

overarching goals outlined in this report, they require continued support, investment, and 

increased visibility to do even more. In particular, more social entrepreneurs are needed in areas 

not well represented by the current cohort of Core Media Fellows. Ashoka is one of the actors in 

the media innovation space that seek to remedy this, but it will take many more organizations, 

philanthropists, policy makers, and collaborative funds to fill the remaining gaps. The unfilled 

gaps imply that: 

 More Fellows should be working to improve standards of reporting to strengthen the 

quality of journalism. Only six Core Media Fellows are targeting this goal:  two are 

developing professional training programs in countries that do not have a fully free and 

skilled press; two are creating and disseminating accessible data for journalists; and two 

are developing ethics guidelines for journalists. 

 More Fellows should be working to make the media a self-sustaining business. Only four 

Core Media Fellows are working to achieve this goal, and no single approach has been 

undertaken by multiple Fellows, suggesting that the solution space is broad and further 

experimentation is needed to discover the most fruitful approaches. 

 More Fellows should be ensuring the media is a tool for civic engagement by engaging 

citizen voices in content creation. Only two Core Media Fellows are taking this approach.  

 More Fellows should be pursuing high-impact media innovations that address 

contemporary media challenges in Africa (two Core Media Fellows are currently working 

there), the Middle East and North Africa (four) and Southeast Asia (six).  

 More social entrepreneurs pursuing digital and technological media innovations should be 

elected to the Ashoka Fellowship.  

To help fill these gaps, Ashoka will require more funding. Additional support will allow Ashoka to 

expand the scope of its existing analysis of Fellows’ effectiveness and share insights from the 

Ashoka Fellowship about how to best address society’s contemporary media challenges. 

Additional funding would also enable Ashoka to support more Fellows, especially in the areas this 

report identifies as underrepresented. On top of electing new Fellows, Ashoka can also foster 

Fellow collaborations across goals, specific approaches, and regions to help scale the existing 

solutions that work and discover uncharted pathways toward a new media paradigm. Finally, 

Ashoka can bring together social impact leaders, social entrepreneurs, Ashoka media partners, and 

other civil-society organizations to discuss how media can be leveraged as a tool for civic 
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engagement and the challenges associated with various approaches. This will allow other media 

innovators, news organizations, foundations and companies to test social entrepreneurs’ 

approaches to mitigate polarization and boost civic engagement.  

Other civil society organizations, as well as corporations seeking to thrive in the new media 

landscape, should consider the approaches of social entrepreneurs as serious and credible methods 

for programming, partnerships and investment. Philanthropies and investors should consider 

investing in social entrepreneurs; media companies should consider internalizing the approaches of 

social entrepreneurs to local newsrooms around the world to improve engagement, 

representation, and profitability. Organizations looking for initial partnerships with social 

entrepreneurs would do well to collaborate with or invest in the Fellows highlighted in this study, 

each of whose solutions has been extensively vetted and has the potential to achieve 

transformative, systemic change across multiple regions of the world. Down the road, the pace of 

bottom-up media innovation could accelerate if an entire ecosystem of funders and social 

entrepreneurs—beyond just this cohort of Core Media Fellows—blossoms. 

Technology companies in particular, such as 

Facebook, Google, and Twitter, should drill into 

Ashoka’s existing analysis of how social 

entrepreneurs have deployed media innovations 

to build informed and civically engaged communities. This might inform their efforts to repair the 

rifts opened by their platforms. Algorithmic upgrades will be a component of the solution to issues 

such as disinformation and filter bubbles, but social entrepreneurs understand how to build trust 

in communities, how to deploy new innovations where access to information is often a barrier, and 

how to ensure that citizens are informed and equipped changemakers. In order to support a fair 

electoral process and fight disinformation, tech companies should also partner with the Core 

Media Fellows in this study to hold public discussions offline and online about civic engagement, 

collect insights, foster collaboration, and help scale up successes to date.  

Finally, policymakers around the world should ensure that governing structures allow new hybrid 

models (both for-profit and non-profit) to emerge. Some countries do not currently allow new 

media platforms to register for non-profit status (Ranchordás, Picard, Belair-Gagnon 2016). Many 

Fellows live and work in repressive environments and countries low on the freedom of press 

index. Thus, developed countries, in partnership with civil society organizations, should create 

public interest urgent action funds to provide immediate funding relief for Fellows responding to 

rapidly unfolding events in developing countries. Such funds could help amplify the work of social 

entrepreneurs during critical times; for example, they could help Fellows disseminate news about 

a natural disaster or bring access to information in areas disconnected from information hubs. 

Such funds might also boost the efforts of Fellows seeking to reduce polarization, perform 

investigative reporting, or debunk disinformation during elections. 

Social entrepreneurship represents a potent but oft-overlooked avenue to addressing some of the 

media’s gravest challenges, and this group of Core Media Fellows exemplifies its potential. These 

insights should guide Ashoka and its partners in the public, private, and civil society spheres to 

redouble support for projects and people transforming the media landscape. Doing so will lift 

hopes of repairing democracy’s fourth pillar, before the fissures continue to grow.  

 

- 

Bottom-up media innovation could 

accelerate if an entire ecosystem of funders 

and social entrepreneurs blossoms 
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Appendix 2: Listing of Core Media Fellows by Goal and Approach 
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