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About the author 

Ken Banks 
 

Ken Banks has spent most of his life seeking ways of helping others. 

He is best known as the founder of kiwanja.net and the creator of FrontlineSMS, a pioneering 
communication platform that enabled organisations and communities in some of the world’s 

most challenging environments to use simple text messages to create change. Originally 
developed to enable conservationists to engage communities in places without Internet 
access, FrontlineSMS went on to be used globally in healthcare, education, human rights, 

election monitoring and disaster response - among many others - reaching tens of  millions of 
people and helping reshape our thinking around how the appropriate use of technology might 

help create meaningful change. 

Ken’s work has been recognised internationally. He has received numerous awards for 
innovation and social entrepreneurship, including honours from National Geographic and his 

peers in Silicon Valley. His ideas have been shared at global gatherings and institutions as 
examples of how humility, openness and trust can lead to more ethical and effective change. 

Through his organisation kiwanja.net, Ken focused on building tools that communities could 
adapt, reshape and ultimately own for themselves. Rather than scaling control, his work 

consistently prioritised agency, local knowledge and long-term resilience over short-term 
impact or visibility. 

In recent years, Ken’s attention has turned more deeply toward the inner dimensions of social 
change. Drawing on Buddhist principles such as mindfulness, non-attachment, compassion 
and right intention, he explores how lasting impact depends as much on how we act as what 

we build. For him, technology and activism are not separate from inner practice. They are 
expressions of it. 

At the heart of Ken’s work is a simple promise - to reduce harm, to listen carefully and to 
support others in finding their own way forward. This book grows from that commitment. See 

it as an invitation to approach social change with greater awareness, humility and care. 

Welcome to 
The Little Book of Mindful Social Change. 

 



Are you sitting comfortably? 

Why I wrote this book 
 

For years people have come to me asking the same questions. How can I make the world a 
better place? How can I use technology to make the world a better place? Which tools should I 
choose? How do I scale, fund or measure impact? How do I best understand the problem I’m 
trying to solve? These are all natural questions to ask, but they’re rarely the most important. 

Technology alone does not change the world. Change happens through relationships, 
understanding and the small, persistent actions of people who care. Tools can help but they 

cannot replace listening, empathy or ethical attention. 

Through my work with kiwanja.net and FrontlineSMS, I learned that the moments that 
mattered most were rarely the ones I’d planned. They were the unexpected uses, the 

improvisations by local organisers, the quiet adaptations that made a tool genuinely useful in 
their own context. I didn’t design those outcomes. But I did learn from them. 

Along with my technical work I explored mindfulness, Buddhism and spirituality. These 
practices taught me to notice my motivations, temper attachment to success and act with 
compassion and respect. They also revealed to me how easy it is to unintentionally cause 

harm while trying to do good. 

This book is for anyone who wants to build, fix or improve something in the world. It’s for 
people who are willing to look inward as much as outward. It is not a manual, a step-by-step 

guide or a manifesto. It is an invitation to act carefully, reflect continuously and approach work 
with humility, curiosity and presence. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Ask yourself why you are drawn to this work. What outcomes do you need to let go of in order 
to act with clarity and care? 

 

 



Reflection One 

Technology with humility 
 

We’re led to believe that technology can solve anything. We assume that if we build something 
well people will use it. And that once it’s launched impact will quickly follow. Humility asks us 

to slow down and question our assumptions. 

FrontlineSMS was intentionally simple. It was offline, text-based and easy to adapt. I never tried 
to predict every possible use. In some places it helped teachers organise classes, while in 

others it supported election monitoring or emergency response. Sometimes it was used in 
ways that genuinely surprised me and challenged what I thought the tool was for. 

Practising humility in technology means accepting that we can’t foresee every outcome. It 
means designing tools that can be adapted, reshaped or even set aside when they no longer 

serve a purpose. It also means recognising that the real expertise sits with the people using the 
tool. Their context, experience and creativity will always go further than anything we plan. 

In Buddhist terms this is known as non-attachment. It means letting go of the need for your 
idea to succeed exactly as you imagined it. Humility doesn’t weaken intention. It makes it more 

ethical, responsive and lasting. 

At its most practical, humility means showing a willingness to step back. Often the most 
respectful technology is quiet and almost invisible. It is shaped by the people who use it, not 

the people who build it. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Identify a tool, project or idea you are attached to. Ask yourself how you might allow it to be 
adapted, repurposed - or even left behind. 

 

 



Reflection Two 

Listening before building 
 

Most of the harm done by well-intentioned projects happens before a single line of code is 
written. It happens the moment we assume we already understand the problem. 

Listening is not a soft skill. It is the work. 

When people ask me how to launch a technology-for-good project, I often suggest they start by 
doing nothing. So no prototypes, no frameworks, no workshops. Instead, all they need is time. 
Time spent sitting with people, observing how things actually work, noticing what is said and 

what isn’t. Listening not for validation of their idea, but for contradiction. 

Real listening is uncomfortable because it disrupts momentum. It slows us down when we 
want to move fast. It reveals complexity where we hoped for clarity. And sometimes it shows us 

that the problem we thought we were solving might not be a problem after all. 

From a mindfulness perspective, listening requires presence without agenda. In Buddhism this 
is known as ‘right attention’. In other words, staying with what is happening rather than what 

we want to happen. When we listen this way we stop treating people as research subjects and 
start seeing them as human beings with histories, challenges, constraints and agency. 

In practice, listening means asking fewer questions and sitting longer with the answers. It 
means noticing who speaks confidently and who hesitates. It means paying attention to power 

dynamics in the room. Who defers, who interrupts - and who is missing entirely. 

If you listen long enough you may hear things that are inconvenient. Perhaps your solution isn’t 
needed, or perhaps it already exists. Maybe the real issue can’t be solved with a technical 

solution after all. If this happens it is not failure. It is respect. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Before starting anything new, ask yourself what you hope not to hear. Sit with this question 
until something honest emerges. 

 

 



Reflection Three 

Power, privilege and responsibility 
 

If you work in technology, philanthropy or international development, you carry power 
whether you acknowledge it or not. 

Power shows up in who gets funded, who gets invited, who gets believed and who gets 
credited. It hides behind good intentions and expert language. And when left unexamined it 

quietly shapes outcomes, often away from justice and towards convenience. 

Privilege is not a personal failing. It is a structural condition. The problem is not in having 
privilege. It is pretending it doesn’t matter. 

One of the most important questions I’ve learned to ask myself is this. What choices are 
available to me that are not available to others? These might include the ability to just walk 

away from a project. Or to decline risk. To absorb failure. Or to be heard without proof. These 
freedoms shape how we design, how we decide and how much harm we choose to ignore. 

Buddhist teachings on interdependence remind us that our actions are not isolated. Our work 
ripples outward, influenced by systems we didn’t create but still benefit from. Responsibility 

arises not from guilt, but from awareness. 

In practical terms this means building governance into projects from the very start. Sharing 
ownership. Letting communities veto decisions. Being explicit about who controls data, money 

and direction, and being willing to relinquish that control. 

If you are uncomfortable with the idea of giving up power, see that discomfort as part of the 
work. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

List three forms of power you hold in your work. Then ask yourself how each one could be 
shared, softened or constrained? 

 



Reflection Four 

Mindfulness in action 
 

Mindfulness is often mistaken for stepping back from the world. In practice it’s the opposite. It’s 
a way of staying engaged with more clarity and causing less harm. 

In work that hopes to create change, mindfulness helps us notice when urgency hardens into 
aggression, when passion slips into self-righteousness or when commitment quietly turns into 
burnout. It gifts us a moment of breathing space between what happens and how we respond. 

A small pause that can change everything. 

I’ve seen projects fail not because they lacked funding or skill but because no-one paid 
attention to growing tension, unspoken resentment or deepening exhaustion. Mindfulness isn’t 

about staying calm. It’s about noticing what’s happening before everything starts to break. 

In Buddhist practice, mindfulness and compassion are inseparable. Awareness without care 
becomes detached and cold. Care without awareness becomes rushed and chaotic. Real 

practice holds both, together. 

In everyday terms mindfulness can be very simple. Starting a meeting with a brief pause, 
admitting uncertainty instead of rushing to answers, or noticing your own defensiveness when 

feedback hits close to home. 

When we work mindfully we stop acting out the idea of change, and instead begin to truly live 
it. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

At the end of your next working day, ask whether you ever felt rushed. When did you feel 
present? What was different? 

 



Reflection Five 

Buddhism and non-attachment 
 

Non-attachment does not mean indifference. It means caring deeply without clinging to 
outcomes. 

This is one of the hardest things to do in social impact work. We invest years of effort, identity 
and hope into projects and it becomes painful to imagine them failing, changing or ending. 

This sort of attachment narrows vision. It makes us defend what should evolve, and preserve 
what should dissolve. 

In Buddhism, suffering is linked to clinging. Clinging to success, recognition or the need to be 
right. In social impact work that same attachment often appears as over-scaling, 

over-branding, over-hyping or an unwillingness to let go once a project has served its purpose. 

Non-attachment allows us to ask a radical question. What if this work is not meant to last 
forever? 

Some of the most ethical projects have been those that have quietly made themselves 
redundant. They transfer ownership, build capacity and step back. They resist the pressure to 

grow endlessly. Growth is not the same as impact. 

Practicing non-attachment doesn’t mean not working as hard. It means working without ego - 
offering maximum effort and releasing the need to control the result. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Think of a project you are deeply invested in. What would it mean to you if it ended 
tomorrow? Notice what arises without judging it. 

 



Reflection Six 

Designing with empathy 
 

Empathy is not just imagining yourself in someone else’s shoes. Doing this often just 
reproduces your own assumptions. 

True empathy begins with recognising that you cannot fully understand another person’s 
experience, and choosing to proceed with care because of that gap, not despite it. 

In design, empathy is often reduced to personas and user journeys. These tools can be useful 
but they can also order lived reality into something tidy and consumable. Real lives are not 

tidy. They contain contradiction, trauma, humour, resistance and dignity. 

Designing with empathy means creating space for refusal. Allowing people to say no, to misuse 
tools, to repurpose them in ways you didn’t anticipate. It means resisting the urge to reduce 

friction that may, in reality, be protective. 

From a spiritual perspective, empathy is grounded in respect. It is seeing others not as 
beneficiaries or users but as moral agents with their own passions, dreams and priorities. 

If your design cannot accommodate this kind of agency then it is not being empathetic, no 
matter how polished it might look. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Look back at something you’ve built. Ask yourself where it expects people to comply, and 
whether it genuinely leaves room for choice. 

 

 



Reflection Seven 

Failure, letting go and learning 
 

Failure isn’t a single, standalone event. It’s a slow unfolding that we often fail to notice. 

In the technology and philanthropy worlds, failure is quickly rebranded as learning, sometimes 
before we’ve even had the chance to acknowledge our disappointment, the damage done or 

any trust that might have slipped away. 

Learning without honesty is shallow, and honesty often requires space for genuine 
contemplation. 

Some projects end quietly while others unravel in full view. Both hold lessons, but only if we 
pause long enough to listen and assess. At the very least we should avoid the temptation to 

simply race toward our next big idea. 

Letting go is an ethical act. It prevents past investment from becoming future harm, opens the 
door for others to lead and accepts that not everything deserves to continue just because time 

or money has been spent. 

Through a Buddhist lens, impermanence isn’t a problem to fix. It’s the nature of things. When 
we work with that reality, endings lose their fear and gain meaning. 

The goal isn’t to escape failure, but to face it with humility, clarity and care. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Write about a project that didn’t work. Not what you learned, what you lost. 

 



Reflection Eight 

Ethics, harm and intent 
 

Most harm in social impact is not caused by malice. It is caused by momentum. 

When I first released FrontlineSMS, the intention was simple. It was to give organisations and 
communities a way to communicate using the most basic technologies available - mobile 

phones and text messages. At the time smartphones were rare, data was expensive and SMS 
was universal. The tool was deliberately simple, offline and decentralised. 

What surprised me wasn’t how quickly it spread, but how differently it was used. 

In some places FrontlineSMS supported election monitoring, health coordination or crisis 
response. In others it was used for internal communications, fundraising or team alerts. And 

occasionally we heard rumours that it was being used in ways we hadn’t anticipated, or ways I 
might not fully approve of. 

This raised uncomfortable ethical questions. If you build a neutral tool, are you responsible for 
every use? Where does intent end and accountability begin? 

Ethics isn’t about purity. It’s about attention. It’s about noticing when the impact of your work 
diverges from your values, and having the courage to respond even when that response costs 

you reach, funding or reputation. 

At kiwanja.net I learned to ask not just if something could be done, but if it should be done. 
And, just as importantly, who gets to decide? 

Ethical work requires ongoing reflection and not a one-time checklist. Intent matters, but 
impact - whether good, bad, anticipated or unexpected - matters more. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Think of a tool or project you admire. What safeguards does it include, and what 
assumptions does it make about its users? 

 



Reflection Nine 

Working with communities, not for them 
 

One of the most stubborn beliefs in social innovation is the idea that the best solutions come 
from experts on the outside. 

When FrontlineSMS started to gain traction I was often asked to speak about the communities 
I’d visited, trained or managed. It was a question that never sat comfortably with me. There was 

never any need for me to do any of that work for them. The real insight and ideas never came 
from me at all. They came from local organisers, teachers, healthcare workers and activists who 

adapted the tool in ways no external designer could have ever imagined. 

At kiwanja.net I tried hard not to ‘own’ what people built with our tools. I didn’t tell others how 
things should be done. I focused instead on sharing user stories, and creating tools that people 

could shape, use and remake depending on their own dreams and needs. 

Working this way means letting go of control of the story. It means allowing others to speak, 
even when the spotlight moves away from you, your organisation or your ideas. You may be 

the inventor, but you are not the story.  

In practice, everything shows up in everyday choices. Who makes decisions, who gets the 
credit and how projects end. Do communities walk away more capable, or do they remain 

dependent on the next shiny thing, or the next round of funding? 

True collaboration is slower and messier than simple delivery. It might create fewer neat case 
studies but it does foster many more friendships. It’s the only approach that respects people’s 

agency. The alternative is to quietly take it away, and that benefits no-one. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

If you left your project tomorrow, would it still function or would it abruptly end? And who 
would take over? 

 



Reflection Ten 

Scale is not the goal 
 

In the social impact world, scale is often seen as the ultimate goal. Bigger reach gives you more 
users which means faster growth. But scale is a blunt instrument. It amplifies both benefit and 

harm. 

FrontlineSMS grew far beyond my expectations. and was downloaded and used in 190 
countries for things I’d never imagined. That growth brought both opportunities and pressure. 

Pressure to professionalise, centralise, monetise and optimise. 

I had to ask hard questions. What would be lost if we chased scale aggressively? What values 
would we compromise? Who would be excluded? 

Sometimes the most responsible thing to do is not to scale. Instead, try to replicate slowly, 
locally and contextually. Try to allow ideas to travel through people, not platforms. 

At kiwanja.net I came to see success not as ubiquity but as usefulness. A tool used 
meaningfully by a small group can matter more than one used superficially by millions. 

Scale should serve purpose. It should never replace it. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

When you think about growth in your project or organisation, ask yourself what is growing 
and what is being left behind. 

 



Reflection Eleven 

Sustainability of self and project 
 

Burnout is often framed as personal weakness. In reality it is a structural signal. 

I have watched brilliant, compassionate people exhaust themselves trying to carry too much 
responsibility with too little support. In social impact work the pressure to be morally 

consistent, emotionally available and constantly effective is immense. 

At kiwanja.net I learned that sustainability isn’t just about funding models or organisational 
structures. It’s about the people you bring along on your journey. Can they rest? Can they step 

back? Can they say no? 

Mindfulness teaches us to notice when effort turns into strain. Buddhism reminds us that 
compassion without boundaries becomes self-erasure. 

Sustainable projects are designed with endings, pauses and handovers in mind. Sustainable 
people are allowed to be imperfect, uncertain and human. 

If your work depends on constant sacrifice, something has already gone wrong. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Notice one boundary you’ve been avoiding setting. What fear is keeping it in place? 

 



Reflection Twelve 

Respecting local knowledge 
 

Some of the best ideas I’ve heard never made it into reports, pitches or repositories. They lived 
in conversations, improvisations and quiet adaptations. 

FrontlineSMS worked not because it was sophisticated but because it respected what people 
already knew. It didn’t replace local systems. It built on them. 

Too often innovation ignores existing knowledge because people are either in too much of a 
hurry to notice it, or it isn’t legible to funders or institutions. But local knowledge is crucial 
because it is contextually precise. Respecting it means slowing down, translating less and 

trusting more. It means recognising that expertise doesn’t always announce itself with 
credentials. 

At kiwanja.net, the most meaningful moments came when I stopped explaining and started 
observing.  

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Think of a place or community you’ve worked in. What did people already know that you 
initially overlooked? 

 



Reflection Thirteen 

Measuring what matters 
 

Measurement is never neutral. What we choose to measure shapes what we value and what we 
ignore. 

In the early days of FrontlineSMS, people often asked how many users we had, how many 
messages were sent or how fast adoption was growing. While most of these numbers were 

easy to produce, they rarely told us anything meaningful about whether the tool was actually 
helpful to people or not. 

The things we cared about were harder to quantify. Did people feel more capable or 
empowered? Did they rely less on external intermediaries? Did communication become more 

resilient during moments of stress or crisis? 

These questions don’t fit neatly into dashboards. 

At kiwanja.net I learned to be cautious of metrics that impressed funders but distorted practice. 
When success is defined narrowly, work begins to orbit the metric rather than the need. 

Complexity gets flattened. Edge cases get excluded. Harm becomes invisible. 

From a mindfulness perspective, measurement should be held lightly as a guide, not a judge. 
Numbers can inform, but they should never replace listening. 

If you can’t measure something without damaging it, pay attention to what that tells you. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Look at the metrics you report. What and who do these numbers reward, and what and who 
do they silence? 

 



Reflection Fourteen 

 When to stop 
 

Knowing when to stop may be the most ethical challenge in social impact work. 

Sustained by funding cycles, institutional inertia or personal attachment, projects can often 
continue long after their usefulness has faded. Stopping feels like failure, especially in cultures 

that celebrate persistence and success over all else. 

When FrontlineSMS was at its peak it became clear that my role - and eventually kiwanja.net’s 
role - needed to change. Others were better positioned to maintain, adapt and carry the work 

forward. Holding on would not have served the project. It would have limited it and held it 
back. Stepping back was the right thing to do, however difficult I found it.  

Ending something well requires courage. It means acknowledging that something has run its 
course. It means trusting others. It means allowing impermanence rather than fighting it. 

In Buddhist practice, endings are not opposites of beginnings. They are part of the same 
movement. 

Stopping is not abandonment. It is good stewardship. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Name one thing you are continuing out of habit rather than purpose. What would a good 
ending look like? 

 



Reflection Fifteen 

Activism without ego 
 

Ego is quiet. It rarely looks like arrogance. More often it shows up as urgency, certainty, 
insecurity or the need to always be right. 

In activism and social change ego can hide behind moral language. It turns disagreement into 
disloyalty and makes complexity feel like a threat. When that happens, collaboration becomes 

fragile and learning shuts down. 

At times I’ve felt this myself. The pull to defend an idea because it was mine, not because it was 
right. The discomfort when critique landed too close to the truth. 

The answer isn’t erasing yourself but practising humility. Being willing to be wrong, to be 
corrected, to step aside and to choose what’s right over what feels good. 

At kiwanja.net, my proudest moments weren’t the talks or awards. They were the times I let go 
of control and watched others - users, partners, or colleagues - take the work further than I ever 

could. 

Activism driven by ego burns quickly. Activism rooted in care endures. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Recall a moment when you felt defensive about your work. What were you protecting? 

 



Reflection Sixteen 

The quiet power of small things 
 

There’s a bias in social innovation towards the spectacular. This may take the form of 
platforms, ecosystems or revolutions. But most activism is held together by small, 

unglamorous tools that simply work. 

FrontlineSMS succeeded not because it was clever but because it respected the constraints 
many of its users had to work under. Things like low bandwidth, unreliable power and the most 

basic of phones. It met people where they were. 

Small tools are easier to understand, adapt and abandon. They fail more gracefully. They invite 
participation rather than dependence. 

In Buddhist terms they align with the middle way. This teaches us to avoid excess, complexity 
and unnecessary ambition. 

The question is not how impressive a tool is, but how gently it fits into people’s lives. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Think of the simplest tool you rely on. What makes it so useful? 

 



Reflection Seventeen 

Trust, transparency and accountability 
 

Trust is slow to build and quick to lose. 

In the technology-based social impact world, trust is often coerced rather than earned. People 
often end up relying on systems they don’t control or own, are given little choice but to share 

their data, and they end up changing behaviour without fully understanding who really 
benefits.  

At kiwanja.net I learned that the best default position was transparency. Transparency about 
limitations, risks, funding and uncertainty. And not because it was strategic, but because it was 

respectful. 

Accountability is not a report. It is a relationship. It means being reachable and responsive 
when things go wrong. It means admitting mistakes without defensiveness. It means allowing 

those affected to influence what happens next. 

Without trust even the best-designed systems fail. With trust, even imperfect tools can do some 
of the most meaningful work. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

If something went wrong tomorrow, who would hold you accountable, and how would they 
do it? 

 



Reflection Eighteen 

Technology as a practice, not a product 
 

We often talk about technology as if it were a thing. A product to be launched, adopted and 
measured. But in the social impact world, technology is better understood as a practice. 

FrontlineSMS was never truly finished. It evolved through use, misuse, translation and 
adaptation. Its meaning was shaped less by what I built and more by how people engaged with 

it. The code mattered, but the relationships and interactions mattered more. 

When technology is treated as a product, success becomes binary - shipped or failed, adopted 
or ignored. When treated as a practice, attention shifts to care, responsiveness and learning 

over time. 

A practice requires maintenance. It requires listening. It requires humility to adjust course when 
reality doesn’t behave as expected. 

In Buddhism, practice is not something you complete. You return to it again and again, 
imperfectly. Social impact work done well follows the same rhythm. 

Ask not what your tool does, but how you show up in the act of building and supporting it. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Notice when you are rushing to ‘finish’ something. Ask yourself what it would mean to pause, 
and to stay with it instead. 

 



Reflection Nineteen 

Holding complexity gently 
 

Inequality, climate breakdown, conflict and disinformation. Many of the biggest problems we 
face in the world resist quick-fix, simple solutions.  Yet our tools, institutions and funding 

models often reward this very approach. 

I’ve watched projects collapse under the weight of overconfidence. Bold claims made too 
early, complexity flattened to secure buy-in, or uncertainty treated as weakness. The result is 

often weak systems that fail when reality bites. 

Holding complexity gently means resisting both paralysis and certainty. It means 
acknowledging that we are working within systems we do not fully understand or control, and 

designing accordingly. 

FrontlineSMS worked in part because it did less. It didn’t attempt to solve everything, 
everywhere. It provided users with a small, adaptable piece of a bigger puzzle,  leaving room for 

human judgment and local improvisation. 

Mindfulness helps here. It teaches us to sit with ambiguity without rushing to resolve it. To 
notice our discomfort with not knowing,  and to act anyway, but carefully. 

Complexity is not something to conquer. It is something to relate to. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Think of a problem you might describe neatly. What messiness have you edited out? 

 



Reflection Twenty 

Decolonising innovation 
 

Decolonising innovation doesn’t mean rejecting technology or expertise. It means asking 
harder questions. Whose knowledge is valued, who sets the priorities and who carries the risk 

when things go wrong? 

Over the years many innovators have benefited from systems that rewarded them for bringing 
ideas into places where local people were already innovating under much tougher conditions. 

This wasn’t due to bad intent. It was more structural. Recognition went to those who could 
speak the language of institutions, not to those closest to the reality on the ground.  

At kiwanja.net I did my best to challenge this by keeping tools open, decentralised and easy to 
adapt. But I don’t claim to always get it right. Decolonisation isn’t a box you tick. It’s an 

ongoing, often uncomfortable practice. 

It involves stepping out of the spotlight, shifting resources, letting others lead and accepting a 
loss of status along the way. First and foremost it’s an exercise in ego suppression.  

Seen through a spiritual lens, this is about humility and right intention. It asks us to notice 
when help turns into control, and when being visible starts to look like extraction. 

Innovation that simply reinforces existing power structures isn’t really innovation at all. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Who is most affected by the work that you do, and how much power do they have over it? 

 



Reflection Twenty-One 

The inner work of outer change 
 

There is a temptation to treat inner work as optional, something to return to once a crisis has 
passed or a project is stable. But the truth is simpler and harder. There is no outer change 

without inner effort. 

Every decision you make carries traces of your fears, attachments and conditioning. 
Unexamined these shape strategy, partnerships and outcomes in ways no framework can 

correct. 

My engagement with mindfulness and Buddhism does not make the work easier. It makes it 
clearer. It revealed where I was driven by approval, where I avoided conflict and where I 

mistook busyness for usefulness. 

Inner work is not self-absorption. It is accountability at the deepest level. 

When we cultivate awareness, empathy and non-attachment, we don’t become passive. We 
become less reactive. More trustworthy. More capable of acting without causing unnecessary 

harm. 

The world does not need more saviours. It needs people willing to do their own work while 
standing alongside others. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Sit quietly for a few minutes and think about what you bring to your work that you haven’t 
acknowledged. 

 



Reflection Twenty-Two 

Staying human in a technical world 
 

Technology can make work easier, faster, more fun and wider-reaching. But it can also make it 
abstract. Metrics, dashboards, automation and systems can distance us from the people and 

contexts we care about. 

With kiwanja.net and FrontlineSMS, I saw this firsthand. Text messages can cross continents in 
seconds, but the impact of each message depends entirely on the people who receive them. 

The healthcare workers coordinating care, the teachers sending homework reminders, the 
organisers monitoring elections. If we focus only on technology we forget that lasting change is 

often driven by human effort. 

Staying human requires us to notice fatigue, joy, tension and hope - both in ourselves and in 
the communities we serve. It means cultivating curiosity, humility and empathy in every 
interaction, and recognising that the most important part of our work is often invisible. 

Staying human in a technical world is a deliberate choice. It is slowing down when we could 
speed up, listening when we could broadcast and asking how our work feels on the ground 

rather than how it looks on social media. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Spend ten minutes observing your day through the lens of humanity. Where did you act like a 
human, and where did you act like a machine? 

 



Reflection Twenty-Three 

Passing the work on 
 

Every project, every tool and every initiative has a lifespan. True stewardship is knowing when 
to step back and pass the work to others. 

As FrontlineSMS rose in popularity I realised my role was changing. Others had the skills, 
networks and context to take the work further than I ever could. Letting go wasn’t failure. It was 

necessary. It ensured continuity, adaptability and relevance. 

Passing work on requires trust. Trust in the people who will carry it forward. Trust in the 
systems that support them. Trust in the impermanence of our own involvement. 

It also requires humility, recognising that the work belongs not to us but to the communities 
and practitioners who sustain it. This does not diminish our effort. Rather, it honours it, 

allowing it to grow beyond the limits of ego, ambition, geography or lifespan. 

Stewardship is a practice. It is not an ending. It is a handover, a commitment to continuity and 
an act of love and care. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Identify one aspect of your work you could begin to transfer to someone else. What support 
would they need, and what can you release? 

 



Reflection Twenty-Four 

A practice, not a conclusion 
 

This book has no end because the work never ends. Our moments of reflection are never 
complete. The real work continues - imperfect, unpredictable and human. 

Meaningful social action requires more than just a strategy, a framework or a toolkit. It is a 
practice. It is noticing where we can act, acting with care, observing the impact and adjusting 

and trying again. Technology can help, but it cannot replace mindfulness, empathy and ethical 
attention. 

The lessons I learnt over the years from FrontlineSMS and kiwanja.net are simple but not easy. 
They taught me to listen deeply, act gently, measure wisely, let go when necessary and always 

centre people over systems. Change is messy, iterative and relational. Our role is to act 
responsibly within it. 

As you close this book, remember that the work belongs to the world. Your contribution 
matters, but it is not your identity. What matters is your presence. Try to remain consistent, 

attentive and compassionate. 

The work continues both with you and with others, and in ways we cannot predict. That is the 
real work, and it is enough. 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Sit for a moment and ask yourself this. What small action today might honour both the world 
and your own humanity.  



A Final Word 

From Buddha 
 

Quotes from Buddha on kindness and helping others. 

On sharing joy 

Thousands of candles can be lit from a single candle, and the life of the candle will not be 
shortened. Happiness never decreases by being shared 

On continuous action 

Set your heart on doing good. Do it over and over again, and you will be filled with joy 

On mutual benefit 

If you light a lamp for somebody, it will also brighten your own way 

On universal kindness 

Radiate boundless love towards the entire world - above, below and across - unhindered, 
without ill will, without enmity 

On compassion as protection 

Even as a mother protects with her life her child, her only child, so with a boundless heart 
should one cherish all living beings 

On daily compassion 

Teach this triple truth to all. A generous heart, kind speech and a life of service and 
compassion are the things which renew humanity 

On inherent worth 

 Have compassion for all beings, rich and poor alike. Each has their own suffering 

 

✦ 
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