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Today, in a ceremony at the United States Capitol, Congressional leaders will present 
the founder of the Grameen Bank, Muhammad Yunus, with the Congressional Gold 
Medal in recognition of his “efforts to combat global poverty.”  The award places 
Yunus in the company of a small group of people – including Norman Borlaug, 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Nelson Mandela, Elie Wiesel, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, and 
Mother Teresa — who have received this award, as well as the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom and the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Yunus is best known for his work pioneering and spreading microfinance. Today, 
microfinance providers reach about 200 million clients globally. In Bangladesh, the 
Grameen Bank has 8.4 million borrowers, 96 percent women. Yunus has also 
developed many other enterprises that offer an array of products and services to the 
poor, including Grameen Phone, the largest cellphone operator in the country. Over 
the past two years, his work has come under attack by the government of 
Bangladesh, which we have reported on here, here and here in Fixes. Below, in an 
interview conducted a few days ago, Yunus reflects on his life, the role of social 
business, and the importance of imagination in creating a poverty-free world. 

 Q: There is much debate about microf inance today — when and how and 
whether i t  works. How would you describe the state of the f ie ld? 

A: Long before the crisis of 2008, when financial institutions were crumbling all over the 
world, many of us had been saying that we need to redesign the financial system [which] 
only serves the top one-third of the world; two-thirds are left out. Microcredit has shown 
how you can reach out to people that conventional banking cannot. It has demonstrated 
that it’s a doable proposition. 

When we designed microcredit, the purpose was to help people get out of poverty, but 
some people moved away from that motivation. Grameen is still the same. It reaches out 
to the poorest — the women — and has demonstrated that despite disasters it can work. 



The next generation of children in the Grameen Bank have education and health. The 
Grameen Bank now has nearly a $1 billion in savings accounts of the borrowers, and the 
institution is 97 percent owned by borrowers. 

If others have tried to imitate it in a flawed way, it doesn’t mean the whole idea of 
noncollateralized lending to the poorest people is flawed. The challenge is to get it right. 
You can debate which parts of it have impacted on this, and which parts have impacted 
on that. 

You often speak about the emergence of a new kind of business, you cal l  i t  
social business, which is dif ferent from what we usual ly think of as social ly 
responsible business. Can you explain what you mean? 

Capitalism has been interpreted as an exclusively profit-centric human engagement. 
Some have been saying to bring people and planet into the picture. This can be a good 
change, but it is still not fully operationalized. Are you putting people, planet and profit at 
the same level? 

What I have been trying to promote is different. I dismiss personal profit, and focus 
exclusively on people and planet. That’s what I call social business: a nondividend 
company dedicated to solving human problems. You can go all the way, forgetting about 
personal profit, being single-minded about solving problems. The company makes profit, 
but profit stays with the company. The owner will only get back the original investment. 
Nothing more. 

I’m not saying to get away from profit-making businesses. I’m saying keep these 
separate, run them in parallel. There is a toolbox to solve the problems of poverty, 
unemployment, the environment. All I’m doing is adding one more tool to the box. It’s 
simply enhancing the capability of people to express themselves in another way to 
address the problems we have. 

Is i t  real ist ic to expect people to pursue this kind of business? 

When we started microcredit, people asked if it was realistic to lend money without 
collateral. We demonstrated that it is. 

The profit orientation is only one orientation of a person. The same people who are 
interested in profit making are also selfless. I am not saying that capitalist theory is wrong. 
I am saying that it has not been interpreted and practiced fully. The selfless part of human 
beings has not been allowed to play out. As a result, we created a concept of business 
based on money-centric, one-dimensional human beings. But real human beings are 
multidimensional. 

What do you say to people who say that business needs the prof it  



incentive? 

People climb to the top of Mount Everest. What’s their incentive? Making money is an 
incentive. But making other people happy is a super incentive. We haven’t explored that 
part of it. I’m inviting you to have a taste of it. If you like it you’ll make your own decision. I 
tasted it and I found it an exciting thing to do — more exciting than making money. 

Do you think people wi l l  evolve from being prof it-focused entrepreneurs to 
social business entrepreneurs as they go through their l ives? 

You’re looking at what exists. Suppose as you went to preschool and school, teachers 
were telling you that there were two kinds of businesses, one to make money for yourself, 
another to solve the problems we see around ourselves. And you can use your creative 
power either way. So you would have grown up with the idea that there are two kinds of 
businesses. You would make your decision what kind of business you would like to get 
involved with, and how much of each, if you want both. 

We’ve used our creative power to focus on making money — and we’ve done it like it’s 
the only game in town. It’s not. There’s a more exciting game in town. 

What makes you confident the idea wi l l  grow? 

There’s a whole generation of young people coming up with social business ideas. Profit 
making doesn’t interest them as much as it interested people before, particularly the 
postwar generation. Their main question is: What am I going to do with my life. What is 
the purpose of my life? 

Where wi l l  the investment come from? 

Individuals, companies have foundations, charity organizations. There are billions of 
dollars locked up in them. We can reserve a portion of charity money for social 
businesses. It’s a reorientation of the whole idea of charity, and in the process you can 
build self-sustaining companies and initiatives. Once people like the idea of social money 
they’ll start diverting their business money into social business. 

What would you say to a person who asks, ‘Where should I start?’ 

What are the problems you see around you? Sit down and make a list. Then put them in 
order of priority, [starting with] the things you hate the most. Then start with one and see 
if you can find a business approach to solve it. Suppose you put down unemployment. 
O.K., why don’t you create a social business to solve the problem of five unemployed 
people? 

With microcredit, all I was trying to do was help a few people in one village so that they 



didn’t have to go to loan sharks and lose everything in the process. That’s how social 
business begins. Everything starts with solving a very tiny slice of a problem. 

What’s the situation today with the Grameen Bank and government of 
Bangladesh? 

Two years back, a very aggressive campaign began against me, against Grameen Bank, 
and against microcredit. It looks like the government’s objective is to take over Grameen 
Bank. 

A commission has been appointed. They have proposed that the shares of the 
borrowers, who own 97 percent of the bank, do not give them actual ownership of the 
bank. It is owned by the government. I don’t understand how it corresponds to reality, 
but this is the position they have taken. 

Legally, the bank’s board has the power to make decisions for the bank. It has three 
representatives of the government and nine representatives elected by the borrowers. But 
the commission is saying that the board election rule is flawed, so the nine elected 
members should be dismissed. We don’t know what will happen. 

What do you expect wi l l  happen? 

Grameen Bank is owned by the people, and my faith is that the people will ultimately win. 
With eight and a half million borrowers, with five people on average in a family, it’s over 40 
million people involved. I don’t think 40 million people will be beaten. They will prevail. 

The implementation of the recommendations of the government commission has not yet 
taken place, so Grameen Bank is still O.K. But if the government suddenly starts to 
implement the recommendations, it will cause fundamental damage to the institution. 

Looking back on your l i fe, what’s the best decision you made? 

I jumped at what I felt was right. I was just a university teacher. I had no business getting 
involved with the poor people in the village next door. But I jumped in at solving the 
problem. I had no idea if it was going to work or not. I wasn’t worried about being a 
failure. I started lending money from out of my own pocket. And the whole world was 
telling me that it won’t work. It’s a utopian idea; it won’t survive long. But I didn’t listen to 
them. I listened to myself. That I think is very important. And I stayed on my course. 

What would you have done dif ferently? 

When people from other countries invited us to help them set up microcredit, we 
encouraged them, provided advice, sometimes we supported them financially, without 
getting closely involved. I think if I did it today, I would have gotten more involved. All the 



mission drift — people moving away from the concept of microcredit as a tool to help 
poor people to making money for themselves — that might not have happened as much 
if we had stayed more involved. 

What’s something you would l ike to see happen in education? 

The creation of departments that offer social M.B.A.’s. 

What would they teach? 

How do you solve problems in a business way? What types of problems are there to be 
solved? How do you address them? How do you monitor it? How do you measure it? 
How do you report on it? How do you lower costs and make it more efficient? How to 
bring in technology in social problem solving? Can we improve on existing social 
businesses? When you do a partnership between a social and conventional business, 
what are the dos and don’ts? How to make sure that you don’t drift away from your 
mission? All these questions. 

How do you feel about receiving the Congressional Gold Medal? 

It’s very emotional. It’s not only an endorsement, but it’s an inspiration for everybody who 
has supported us — colleagues and friends, all the staff and borrowers of the Grameen 
Bank, all the people who participate in social businesses. I’m grateful to the U.S. 
Congress that it paid attention. Many people do good things that are never recognized. 
I’m very blessed that way. 

What do you imagine wi l l  happen with poverty in the coming decades? 

People dreamt of going to the moon when they couldn’t even fly. They put the idea in 
science fiction. People always love science fiction. Look at the popularity of TV shows like 
“Star Trek”; it lets you feel the sensation of going to other galaxies. Then science always 
followed science fiction. Although it was fiction, somehow it inspired people. So I 
encourage people to write social fiction: imagine society where all our present problems 
remain totally unknown. All the impossible things of today’s world are routine there. At 
this moment that society looks impossible. It seems there is no way we will ever get there. 
But our minds will open. If we can imagine, it will happen. If we cannot imagine, it will 
never happen. 

Removing poverty is one of those social fictions which can be visualized now. Already 
with the Millennium Development Goals, the world has promised to reduce poverty by half 
by 2015. And many countries (pdf), including Bangladesh, will achieve it. If we can reduce 
poverty by half by 2015, when will be the time to reduce poverty to zero in Bangladesh? I 
say by 2030. 



With the creative power we have today, this is a doable proposition. We can create a 
world where poverty doesn’t exist. In order for the next generation to see poverty, we’ll 
have to create poverty museums. That’s where poverty belongs, not in human society. 

So let’s put this on the list of impossibilities that we want to make possible within the next 
20 years. That’s the way change takes place. 

What would you say to a young person today who wants to change the 
world? 

First, you have the creative power, alone yourself, to change the whole world. Start 
believing in it. When you believe in it, you start finding out how you’re going to make it 
happen. And always start small. Nothing will change overnight. But you start the process. 
In order to solve global problems, you have to solve the problems of individuals. If you 
bring it down to the individual, you’ll see how doable it is to solve it. We always think of 
global problems, and we get stuck. It’s overwhelming. So this is the way to proceed. 
Solve one person’s problem, then five people’s problem. 

What would you l ike to see in the next f ive years? 

At least 1 percent of the world economy be made up with social business. If we can 
make that 1 percent happen, I think the world will be completely different. People will see 
how exciting it is, and soon the level will rise from 1 to 5 percent. Pave the way to get to 
50 percent. 

How to begin? 

One: Create social business funds in each country and city. Banks can create them, 
governments can create them, foundations can create them, individuals can create them. 
Two: Encourage young people, businesspeople, retired people to come up with business 
ideas to solve problems, so social business funds can invest in them. And three: Show 
how it works. 

 

Fixes looks at solutions to social problems and why they work. 
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