
Foreign aid versus support to social entrepreneurs: Reviewing the way 

of fighting poverty in Zimbabwe 

Despite the development interventions that have been adopted to help the 

countries caught in a downward spiral of impoverishment, their problems still 

persist. This paper focuses on the role that traditional foreign aid and the more 

recent bottom-up approach of supporting social entrepreneurs are playing to 

tackle the situation of extreme poverty in Zimbabwe. Drawing upon a narrative 

inquiry, 35 stories were collected to bring fresh insights regarding the realities of 

such interventions as they are experienced by the local people. The evidence 

shows the main shortcomings of the current development models and suggests 

that the improvement of a declining economy such as Zimbabwe would need the 

interaction of various factors, so that some interventions will appear significant 

only when the conditions of primary importance exist in the environment. 

Additionally, the engagement of local people seems to be a key aspect to the 

success of some of the support measures. 
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1. Introduction 

Jeffrey Sachs (2005), in his book The end of poverty, argued on how those who live in 

developed countries should help those caught in a downward spiral of impoverishment, 

at least to gain a foothold on the bottom rung from which they can then proceed to 

climb on their own. To do this, he defended the establishment of a Big Plan – United 

Nations Millennium Declaration – that included in-depth diagnosis on the causes of 

poverty, key investments for removing them, and financial plans using aid systems 

(Sachs, 2005). The target year for reaching its objectives - the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) - was 2015. Nevertheless, there is no common view concerning such 

achievement. 



The opponents to the traditional aid-based development model have long 

criticized its lack of effectiveness, especially in many of the declining economies in 

African countries. One of the main arguments is that where the political environment is 

perceived unfavourable – as often found in countries with declining economies –, 

supporting economic and social progress with traditional aid has no positive effect and 

is even wasted at best (Easterly, 2006, 2009; Moyo, 2009). In other sources the notion 

that poor countries can grow and develop on their own is supported (Banerjee & Duflo, 

2011; Collier, 2007). Thus, from this point of view, any aid given to encourage 

development should start from below, that is, helping directly particular agents by using 

a bottom-up approach. 

One of the most famous advocates of the bottom-up approach is the American 

economist William Easterly. His leading argument is that the best way of helping poor 

countries is through supporting the action of “searchers” (Easterly, 2006), whom he 

identified as a kind of entrepreneurs in the social sector. From Africa, his counter-part 

Dambisa Moyo, a native of Zambia, is widely recognized for criticizing the traditional 

aid policy, while defending the promotion of internal solutions with social entrepreneurs 

as relevant protagonists (Moyo, 2009). Certainly, social entrepreneurs are gaining 

recognition for opening new avenues to the way developing and underdeveloped 

countries can meet some of their social needs (Karanda & Toledano, 2012; Urban, 

2008), to the extent that most of the countries with high levels of poverty are trying to 

stimulate their activities with diverse support measures (Haugh & Talwar, 2016; Seelos 

& Mair, 2009; Seelos, et al., 2006). Yet, there are still doubts about the type of support 

that may work out better in each country. 

In this article, we seek to illuminate this issue in the context of Zimbabwe by 

investigating how people perceive and experience both the support to social 



entrepreneurs and foreign aid as alternatives to fighting poverty. Concretely, drawing 

upon a narrative inquiry (Andrews et al., 2008), 35 people’s stories were collected and 

analysed through a thematic approach. The remainder of the article is structured as 

follows. In the next section we summarize how the foreign aid debate has been framed 

so far. Then, we look at the particularities of social entrepreneurs in developing and 

underdeveloped countries as they have been identified in the literature. In the following 

section, we explain the research methodology and context. We then present the findings 

of the study and, finally, we discuss them highlighting some concluding remarks. 

2. The role of foreign aid in tackling poverty and promoting economic growth  

Foreign aid has proven to be a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. For more than 

60 years, it has been the main way the international community has tried to stimulate 

economic growth and address the problem of poverty in Africa (Sachs, 2005). Yet, 

literature is highly ambiguous regarding its outcomes. Aid-related success has been 

clear in areas such as the eradication of diseases or famine after wars and natural 

disasters (Becerra et al., 2014). But then, some components of foreign aid have led to 

adverse results, harming the economies of countries that they were trying to help 

(Easterly & Pfutze, 2008; Easterly & Williamson, 2011; Moyo, 2009). In this respect, 

there has been a lengthy debate among scholars concerning the pros and cons of food 

aid, as it is one of the most significant components of foreign aid (e.g., Giella, 2016; 

Gupta et al., 2004).  

Evidence on how well food aid is targeted at those with the greatest need is 

mixed. While there are studies that recognize successful experiences (OECD, 2005; 

WFP, 2011), cases of food aid’s ineffectiveness and misuse are also large (e.g., Barrett, 

2010; Banerjee & Duflo, 2011; Jayne et al., 2002). Benerjee & Duflo (2011), for 



instance, referring to misuse of food aid have noted cases in which donors’ “strategic” 

interests – colonial past and political or commercial alliances – were more important to 

decisions on their contributions than the real need existent in less developed countries. 

In other occasions, misconducts appear to be associated with the governments of 

recipient countries. Particularly, scholars have stressed the clientelism that surrounds 

the delivery of food aid in the African context, with public officials targeting urban 

“middle class” populations while food assistance is hardly accessible to poorer rural 

households (Easterly & Pfutze, 2008; Easterly & Williamson, 2011; Moyo, 2009). 

The impact of food aid on government revenues and economic activity of 

recipients has also been noted in both positive and negative terms. For example, Gupta 

et al. (2004) make the point on the favourable effects of food aid in providing critical 

budget support and alleviating spending pressures on it to offset the adverse 

consequences of food shortages. But if food aid does not respond to the requirements of 

the targeted populations, or it is intertwined with corruptive institutions, aid might 

produce traumatic consequences by creating a long-term dependency syndrome in 

which the whole food sector might be negatively affected (Ouattara, 2007). Changes in 

consumption patterns, collapse of national prices, diminishing local food production, 

disruption of local markets and disincentives to produce food have all been 

acknowledged as possible adverse results (Sinyolo et al., 2017). 

More broadly, for any component of foreign aid, its impact on growth and 

poverty reduction has been recognized to be mediated by the political institutions and 

governance of recipient countries. In fact, insights regarding the extrinsic value of 

political institutions have reshaped the terms of aid effectiveness debate as both 

policymakers and researchers have become increasingly concerned with the negative 

effects of poor governance (Ilorah, 2008; Molenaers et al., 2015). To address the 



challenge, the point here has been the establishment of political conditionalities. The 

punitive rhetoric that accompanies this approach shows that aid providers could 

sanction cases of human rights violations and democratic decay. Yet, in many post 2000 

political conditionalities, democratic governance has turned to be both an objective and 

a condition for aid (Fisher, 2015). 

Aligned with conditionality, during the last years, there has been a significant 

sectoral shift in aid (Pettersson, 2007). Aid is thus targeted at specific public 

expenditure sectors, which often include social infrastructure, health, education or 

agriculture (Mawdsley et al., 2017). Even though this modality has been more effective 

on average than previous forms of aid, problems also occur, for example, when 

recipient governments divert funds from one specific sector to others – the so-called 

“fungibility problem” (Petterson, 2007). In such cases, donors may end up financing 

something completely different from what was initially intended. 

Overlooking recipient countries’ social customs seems to be behind many 

failures on foreign sectoral aid. In Altaf’s (2011) study, she provides evidence of how 

some social sector development programs were designed with conceptual frameworks 

that reflected an inadequate knowledge of the cultural realities of recipient countries; 

consequently, they became inappropriate and failed to attain the expected results. Such 

outcomes echo the ideas of development of the lauderate Nobel Prize Amartya Sen 

(1999), who argued that development – and development aid – should be understood 

wider than in physical terms; not just referring to an economic dimension but also a 

socio-cultural one. Lastly, a recent research stream, framed in what Mawdsley et al. 

(2017) describe as “beyond aid agenda”, is bringing new insights that are invalidating 

the myth of foreign aid working from an exclusive economic perspective, in cultural 

isolation. While this form of aid is not exempt from criticism (Mawdsley et al., 2017), a 



peculiar feature is its enthusiastic welcome to new actors on both sides as contributors 

in development funding – mainly the private sectors – and on the side of the recipient 

countries as small producers or entrepreneurs. Therefore, this view partially supports the 

thesis of the bottom-up approach and the importance ascribed to social entrepreneurs 

(Easterly, 2006; Moyo, 2009). To this issue we turn now.  

3. The role of social entrepreneurs in developing and underdeveloped 

countries 

Despite the conceptual disagreements that remain among scholars, in a very broad sense 

the social entrepreneur is normally referred to as a particular type of agent who offers 

solutions to a range of social problems through innovative ways (Bornstein, 2007; 

Huybrechts & Nicholls, 2012; Zahra et al., 2009). The distinctiveness with respect to 

traditional entrepreneurs comes mainly from the fact that the initiatives pursue a social 

value to further the economic effects on the transactional parties (Austin et al., 2006). 

Thus, while behaving as entrepreneurs in terms of dynamism, personal involvement, 

and innovative practices, social entrepreneurs’ peculiarity is found in their drive to 

generate social impact by tackling problems previously overlooked by business, 

governmental and non-governmental organizations. Precisely, due to their social drive, 

previous works have attributed the role of catalysts for social change and transformation 

to social entrepreneurs (e.g., Seelos & Mair, 2009; Zahra et al., 2009); and such role has 

reinforced their recognition in developing and underdeveloped countries (Haugh & 

Talwar, 2016). 

The complexity and magnitude of the social problems in less developed 

countries (e.g., constraints in healthcare services, lack of basic service provision such as 

access to clean drinking water, electricity, local transport) permeate a certain 

distinctiveness in social entrepreneurs’ role and activities, when compared with their 



counterparts of developed areas (Karanda & Toledano, 2012; Kerlin, 2009; Littlewood 

& Holt, 2015; Urban, 2008). Referring to the context of South Africa, for example, 

Littlewood & Holt (2015) have shown how the environment influences the social needs 

and the range of activities that may be organized under the form of social enterprise. In 

the same context, Karanda & Toledano (2012) identified notable social enterprises in 

sectors such as security, basic health or education. It is important to note that such 

sectors have been traditionally targeted by foreign sectoral aid through some of its 

programs but, alternatively, are often the ground for public services or private 

businesses in developed economies. 

In countries with high levels of poverty, mention is also made of the 

participative role that social entrepreneurs play with poor and marginalized 

communities (Karanda & Toledano, 2012; Rivera-Santos et al., 2015; Urban, 2008). 

When talking about this role, Rivera-Santos and colleagues (2015) highlight how social 

entrepreneurs from Sub-Saharan Africa are rebuilding rural communities by engaging 

poor and disadvantaged groups in a more inclusive manner. Their capacities to discover 

and understand the needs of the poor are noticeable since most of them have been 

exposed to poverty situations. Similarly, Seelos et al. (2006) had already emphasized 

social entrepreneurs’ transformative impact within poor communities in the context of 

helping them to escape from the poverty-conflict trap and contributing to achieving 

MDGs. A remarkable argument in this respect is that social entrepreneurs are more 

advantageous, when compared to centralized policy planning, because they often enjoy 

greater freedom of action to decide quickly when needed (Seelos & Mair, 2009; Seelos 

et al., 2006). 

The strong ethnic and religious identities that prevail among the inhabitants of 

Southern and sub-Saharan Africa are also noted to be influencers of the caring role that 



social entrepreneurs play within their communities (Karanda & Toledano, 2012; Rivera-

Santos et al., 2015). In some countries, a Christian identity built on the example of 

Jesus’ compassion for the needy and outcasts influences social entrepreneurs’ 

orientation in tackling problems with a special sensitiveness. In other countries, the 

typically sub-Saharan African Ubuntu approach, grounded in an interdependent view of 

the world, has an impact on how social entrepreneurs emphasize the inclusion of 

communities (Rivera-Santos et al., 2015).  

However, despite the significant role of social entrepreneurs in poor 

communities, its practice can also become extremely difficult. Indeed, the success of the 

new social enterprises remains constrained due to a number of macroeconomic and 

structural factors (Masendeke & Mugova, 2009; Karanda & Toledano, 2012; Littlewood 

& Holt, 2015). Deficient infrastructures and lack of skills among emerging young social 

entrepreneurs are critical issues (Ligthelm, 2008). But political uncertainty, conflicts, 

crime, immigration and economic incompetence are also problems that make the 

entrepreneurial process harder than in other parts of the world (Littlewood & Holt, 

2015; Masendeke & Mugova, 2009). Thus, even though there may be a number of 

potential social entrepreneurs, the African context suffers from lack of an appropriate 

ecosystem for social entrepreneurship to grow (Stam, 2015). As a consequence, social 

entrepreneurs’ support measures have been justified. In Southern Africa, so far, two 

main tendencies stand out in support of social entrepreneurs. First, the creation of public 

programs, which provide counselling in doing business plans and access to initial 

capital (Cho & Honoraty, 2014). Second, the development of a critical mass of non-

profit organisations that enhances social enterprises’ marketing activities (Ashoka, 

2017). Yet, while some types of support may become highly valued for communities 

that are very proactive, others may need a different approach. In any case, increased 



attention is being given to the development of this private social sector, which is being 

acknowledged as an engine of social transformation.  

4. Research methodology  

This research adopts an exploratory perspective and employs a narrative approach. 

Narrative inquiry is considered to be appropriated for getting insights into social 

investigations that deal with complex and many layered topics (Andrews et al., 2008; 

Czarniawska, 2004). By focusing in the constitutive role of language (verbal and non-

verbal) the narrative approach emphasizes people’s stories, placing them in the heart of 

the research. Such stories or narratives are seen as contributors to the ways people 

contextualize situations in terms of both how a situation is conceived (what it is 

considered to “be”), and what might be deemed to be appropriate courses of action 

(Toledano & Anderson, 2017). Therefore, in our study, versions of truth are produced in 

the process of narratives or counter narratives that emerge to explain, with diverse 

details, people’s experiences about the impact that foreign aid and the support to social 

entrepreneurs have to help Zimbabwe’s development. The main socio-economic aspects 

concerning this country and the strategies used in gathering and analysing the 

information are presented in the following sections. 

4.1. Research setting: Zimbabwe’s economic profile  

Zimbabwe is one of the lowest income countries in Southern Africa. Despite that it once 

enjoyed a well-developed infrastructure and financial system (Chikowore, 2010), its 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has remained depressed for decades, declining rapidly 

from 2005 to 2008 and falling well below the GDP of other Southern African countries 

such as South Africa, Botswana, Zambia, Mozambique or Namibia. Since then it has 



continued to rise annually, although at a very slow pace as compared to these countries.  

In 2016 Zimbabwe’s GDP reached US$16 62 billion, but this was still 22 times less 

than its neighbour South Africa (see Table 1).  

----------------------- 

Insert Table 1  

----------------------- 

In terms of Gross National Income (GNI) per capita, as shown in Table 1, during 

the past years Zimbabwe only surpassed Mozambique, with the exception of the period 

2007-2009 when its figures fell. This was attributed, in part, to a deteriorating 

political/economic situation that led to the adoption of a multi-currency system as the 

national currency. On the contrary, South Africa, Botswana and Namibia have been 

leading the Southern Region as an indication of the performance of their economies.  

Regarding the national poverty headcount ratio, the available data for 2011 coded 

it at 72.3 per cent (World Bank, 2016a), which meant that for every 100 people, 72 were 

living below the national poverty datum line. Besides, due to the low monthly salaries for 

a great part of the civil servants (normally below $500) and the continue increase of 

unemployment rate (more than 90% in 2016) (World Bank, 2016b), we might well affirm 

that most of the country’s citizens are currently living in a situation of worsened poverty.  

Fighting poverty in Zimbabwe has been one of the goals of foreign aid. While 

South Africa has always received higher development assistance than Zimbabwe, the 

contributions to this country in the last decade (2007-2016) have averaged about $729 

494,000 per year (see Figure 1). Considering that Zimbabwe’s population in 2016 was 

about 15 million inhabitants, one can recognize that the flows of aid to Zimbabwe have 

been quite significant. 

----------------------- 



Insert Figure 1  

----------------------- 

Countries such as Germany, Sweden, Japan or Australia have been supporting 

Zimbabwe’s development considerably, in addition to the United Kingdom that has 

been the second-largest bilateral donor after the United States (see Table 2).   

----------------------- 

Insert Table 2  

----------------------- 

Various economic and social activities have been supported, especially in the 

health sector (UNICEF, 2015). The rural communities also benefit through some Water, 

Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) projects and some efforts have been made to support 

entrepreneurial initiatives – including social entrepreneurial projects (Masendeke & 

Mugova, 2009). Yet Zimbabwe is still in one of the lowest positions on the ranking of 

ease of doing business (World Bank, 2018), so the need for consolidating such support 

seems to be evident.   

4.2. Data collection and analysis  

 The evidence used in this article was gathered over a six-month period (November 

2015 to April 2016). Following previous studies that utilized narrative framework 

(Silverman, 2000; Hamilton, 2006), personal contacts were used to identify potential 

informants. Specifically, one of the researchers who was familiar with the context 

maintained informal communication with several acquaintances. Two of them (a 

religious leader and a small enterprise owner) were key links to accessing the 

respondents who participated in this research. For the purpose of this study, it implied 

achieving a target of respondents that, in general, could give us an overall picture of 



what the implementation of foreign aid and social entrepreneurs’ support in Zimbabwe 

is entailing, not so much from an “expert perspective” but from the common 

understanding derived from a direct or indirect experience. This meant that our “ideal 

respondents” may not know the logic, dynamic, and elements involved in the process of 

receiving foreign aid and social enterprise support. Ultimately, what matters was that 

they were aware of Zimbabwe’s experience as a country that has long been targeted as a 

receiver of international aid and other development measures. 

In total, we collected stories from 35 individuals, including the two people 

known by one of the researchers. Nonetheless, apart from this exception, the 

respondents were not acquainted with the researchers, but they were contacted through 

other people who knew them. The decision about who and how many to include in our 

sample was purposive (Hamilton, 2006; Patton, 1990). On the one hand, a provincial 

basis was taken into account so as to draw up a meaningful picture from an important 

part of Zimbabwe. On the other, an effort was made to ensure that the data collected 

was relative to diverse activity profiles, so that a range of people depicting different 

roles was included (see Table 3).  

----------------------- 

Insert Table 3  

----------------------- 

It took three months for one of the researchers to contact all the respondents and 

explain the intentions of the study. The researcher clarified that the aim was to listen to 

personal stories that may help us to grasp Zimbabweans’ personal opinion on how their 

situation – and Zimbabwe as a country – was improving or may improve with foreign 

aid or supporting social entrepreneurs. Nonetheless, such terms were not used but, 

alternatively, replaced by “donor community” and “income generating projects for basic 



goods/services”, respectively, which could be clearly understood among Zimbabwe’s 

population.  

The narrative interview was the main technique employed to collect information. 

As the narrative interview focuses on the respondents’ own experiences, the study did 

not use set scripts, but rather allowed the questions to “flow from the course of the 

dialogue” (Thompson et al., 1989: 138). Respondents told their stories in different 

ways. Some spoke in English and some in Shona – a vernacular language also spoken 

by one of the researchers. Some were good storytellers, but others needed more 

prompting by the interviewer to get the stories. The interviews began with open ended 

questions and conversational devices such as, “Can you tell me about yourself?”, “Can 

you tell me about your daily life routines?”, and “Can you narrate one of your typical 

days?” Then, depending on their experiences and the depth of the stories they were 

telling, we asked more specific questions. Some of them were: “Please tell me how you 

feel about the donor community work in your locality”; “Can you give me some 

examples?”, “How would you describe the role of income generating projects?”, “Could 

you tell me what may be a support alternative for you or your community if any?” The 

interviews took place in different settings, such as private houses (personal and family 

houses), businesses premises, churches, and even under trees. They lasted between 45 

minutes and one hour each and were recorded and later transcribed.  

A thematic approach was used for data analysis. Our tasks entailed the reading 

and re-reading of the transcribed interviews to give us a full understanding of the 

themes related to the research topic (Eisenhardt & Graebnerm, 2007). To this end the 

analysis process involved underlining sentences with the same words and ideas that had 

been repeated or occurred and re-occurred. Every interpretative attempt – including 

translations from Shona – was made to honour the spirit, imagery and tone of all the 



conversations and dialogues that occurred through the interviews. Moreover, to ensure 

credibility of our interpretations, we presented the transcripts of the quotes used in this 

article and our initial interpretations to some of the interviewees, asking for their 

comments. This also helped us to refine the data, and most importantly to ensure that 

the understanding was mutual. Because of the political situation in Zimbabwe1 and for 

ethical reasons, all verbatim quotes from interviews are mentioned anonymously. 

5. Research findings  

5.1. Narratives on foreign aid 

The narratives on foreign aid serve in many ways to support Moyo’s (2009) and 

Easterly’s (2006) critical views that although foreign aid had good intentions, it may not 

always be implemented in the most effective way, nor may it be well designed to 

produce the results intended without damaging, somehow, the recipient countries. Both 

themes were clearly identified in our narratives (see Table 4).  

----------------------- 

Insert Table 4 

----------------------- 

First, in terms of foreign aid’s implementation, our evidence confirmed the 

literature’s concerns regarding its ineffectiveness in countries with poor governance. 

This was recognized as the respondents recalled, in several ways, what they perceived 

as corrupt and/or inappropriate practices in the process of distributing foreign aid. For 

example, it was common to hear NGOs' complaints to the donor sector because of their 

pressures to prove aid impact. The problem can be clearly perceived in the following 

allegations made by an NGO’s manager: 



“Quite often the donor sector gets impatient to see the impact on the ground, 

so that we, sometimes, deliver the help they give us, whether food, clothes or 

medicines, without an appropriate study of the situation”. (Interview 13).  

However, counter narratives also emerged against local NGOs, which were 

blamed for contributing to the poor results of foreign aid. The following quote from one 

of the rural unemployed interviewees is illustrative of this perception: 

“Local NGOs drive nice cars and travel overseas, so the executives must be 

enjoying high salaries, instead of delivering the funds received to the people 

with real needs”. (Interview 21).  

Still, other interviewees stressed Zimbabwe government's opportunistic practices 

and charged it for the politicization of food aid. As one of the SME’s owner interviewed 

said: 

“Many people here support the ruling political party because that is the only 

way they can receive food aid and anyone linked with opposition parties is 

bound to starve to death for no food is given to them”. (Interview 30). 

Second, the narratives shed light on donors’ misconceptions to designing food 

aid and their consequent destabilizing effects in Zimbabweans’ lives. Such 

misconceptions and subversive effects were so vividly expressed that often appeared to 

overshadow any other positive effect that food aid could have in the communities. The 

most commonly reported complaints were related to lack of knowledge in terms of 

providing appropriate food or the utilization of feeding channels. For example, one of 

our interviewees who had been receiving nourishment through local aid agencies for 

more than 10 years made the following comment:  



“It is true that food aid has come from time to time, but the rice we receive at 

times from aid agencies is food that we cannot allow ourselves to eat everyday 

as a staple food” (Interview 3). 

The interviewee’s story made it clear that the type of food that aid agencies were 

distributing was inappropriate; using his own words, the food was “too much lush”. 

Because they could not afford to eat normally such food, their children were not used to 

eating it and did not like its taste. Even though they tried to sell the donated rice to other 

villagers, they failed because the people around had no resources to buy it, nor did they 

value it as a staple food, preferring maize instead.  

In addition, narratives revealed that despite that food aid had prevented many 

people from starving, there was also a negative feeling attached to it; over time, it had 

created a kind of dependency syndrome among a great part of the population. This 

unresolved tension was strongly expressed by one of the social entrepreneurs 

interviewed, who in dialogue with the researcher explained his perception of the 

situation through the following example: 

“Suppose there are monkeys living on trees near your camping site; in their 

context, they are enjoying themselves, since this is their normal habitat. 

Looking for food is normal for them and they have their own survival skills. 

Say a person comes to their habitat with bananas; this is luxury food that they 

could also enjoy it. While some monkeys may not dare to eat bananas others 

might eat and enjoy them. Then, the person will be able to entice monkeys to 

come down the trees, so that they will receive bananas from the ground, that 

is, from where human normal habit is. Then, one might give them bananas for 

some time till they get used to eating bananas while they are seated on the 



ground. However, in essence, that person will have changed the monkeys’ life 

styles. Therefore, the giving of bananas is changing the lifestyle of the 

monkeys, which may not have happened in the same way if that person had 

considered giving the staple food to the monkeys while they were on the 

trees”. (Interview 26). 

This story illustrates, somehow, the negative consequences of food aid as they 

are perceived from local people. As it is depicted, food aid is destabilizing their 

lifestyle. Misconceptions in its design might be leading to changing people’s lives, 

perhaps in an unexpected manner, until those people, as the story suggests, may cease to 

be who they were.  

5.2. Narratives on social entrepreneurs’ support 

A prominent aspect of the narratives on social entrepreneurs’ support is the fact that 

most of the interviewees could easily recognize themselves as potential beneficiaries. 

When telling their stories, the fact that they had received such support became less 

relevant, as did the issue of whether they were initially categorized as small individual 

business owners, unemployed or religious leaders. Rather, the important point was that 

most of them recognized that, in some periods, they had behaved as social entrepreneurs 

in the widest sense of the expression (Bornstein, 2007). This meant that, at times, they 

had undertaken initiatives to face the closest and greatest challenges in their 

communities by using some entrepreneurial approaches. During the interviews, when 

the types of support to social entrepreneurs were discussed, two typical themes were 

repeated: the need for a proper social entrepreneurial ecosystem and the need for 

investing in human and social capital (see Table 5). 

----------------------- 



Insert Table 5 

----------------------- 

The need for social entrepreneurial ecosystem was mainly related to lack of 

basic infrastructure and services such as solar energy/generators, internet access, and 

common medium of transport. We listened to stories that explained the inconveniences 

of not having electricity and a feeling of despair was evident in some instances. As one 

of the social entrepreneurs interviewed said: 

“I feel my business is so vulnerable at times, just because I cannot access any 

infrastructure that is basic. I think that solar powered invertors may solve 

some of the problems, at least, to reduce some vulnerability”. (Interview 28). 

Linked to this problem, narratives also shed light on the importance of access to 

internet, especially to small individual business’ owners from the city. The need for 

information to manage their tasks was emphasized in their accounts of trying to leave 

the country in search for better business and life conditions. In addition, bicycles were 

referred to as helpful means of transport to move easily around the villages. In this 

respect, one of the rural unemployed interviewees affirmed: 

“Transport is a challenge where society has food challenges so bicycles can 

serve communities in terms of making access to food easier”. (Interview 2). 

The second prominent theme in the interviewees’ narratives, as mentioned 

earlier, highlighted the importance of training and knowing the right people to facilitate 

the social business creation process. Narratives seemed then to suggest the need for 

interplay of human and social capital.  

 In terms of human capital, the most usual comments were related to the 

prospect of improving the small local entrepreneurs’ competitive situation through 



different training measures. Some religious leaders, for example, spoke about the 

importance of educating for detaching from a dependency mentality and increasing self-

confidence among the population. Several interviewees insisted on the need to learn to 

be self-sufficient through agriculture, while others stressed the need for better know-

how in entrepreneurial transactions. In addition, because AIDS is one of the greatest 

challenges that limit human potential capabilities in Zimbabwe, knowledge about the 

risks of contagious diseases was also suggested as a relevant theme to include in any 

educational measure addressed to the Zimbabweans’ youth. 

Nonetheless, important as the measures for improving human capital may be, it 

became clear that advances in entrepreneurial competitiveness within the Zimbabwe’s 

social businesses sector required not only specific training but also the development of a 

proper social network. Underlying the comments about learning experiences that might 

improve people’s knowledge was the idea of increasing the connections with other 

economic and social agents, so that the small social entrepreneurs’ bargains may 

fructify. As some of the stories suggested, it seems that Zimbabweans have become 

more aware of the importance of putting differences aside and working from strong 

networks for the benefit of the whole country.  

6. Discussion and conclusions  

Over a number of decades, many governments and aid activists have shared a common 

faith that foreign aid programmes can contribute to the transformation of African 

countries caged in the poverty trap (Sachs, 2005). Yet, the interest in helping Africa by 

using a bottom-up approach has gained recognition in the past years (Easterly, 2009; 

Moyo, 2009), particularly, the support to social entrepreneurs (Masendeke & Mugova, 

2009; Karanda & Toledano, 2012). The present study has made efforts to shed light on 



Zimbabweans’ perceptions about both foreign aid and social entrepreneurs’ support as 

tools aimed at helping Zimbabwe to get out of poverty. 

Concerning foreign aid, from the narratives emerges a negative picture. The 

evidence reveals that in terms of aid implementation, the support is perceived 

insufficient and ineffective, despite that some informants recognized its contribution to 

the improvement of their lives. Primarily, the corruptive political role in the 

implementation of foreign aid was stressed as one of the major problems. Respondents 

made it clear that while Zimbabwe lacks an accountable and transparent governance, it 

is probable that the good intentions of foreign aid ends up in failure, bearing out what 

most critics have noted (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011; Easterly & Pfutze, 2008; Moyo, 

2009). But then, respondents also complained about the donors because they 

disregarded local customs. In this respect, our evidence confirms the importance of 

considering the recipients’ social customs in aid programmes (Sen, 1999; Altaf, 2011) 

and how the fact of disregarding them may produce destabilizing effects in local 

people’s lifestyles (Ouattara, 2007). The narratives raise concerns with the way in 

which Zimbabweans’ idiosyncrasy and culture are left out of the aid conceptual 

framework, especially when foreign aid takes the form of food aid. Misconceptions 

from donors (e.g., giving food to the poor is always helpful) can have unintended and 

unfortunate effects. This, in fact, raises questions with respect to what some aid does; 

whether it is meant to improve peoples’ situation or to change their natural condition. 

As the narratives seem to suggest, it is possible that food aid – or any other modality of 

foreign aid – might change the recipient people to be who the donors expect them to be; 

but the same people may then fail after that process of change. However, while they 

might fail they may not go back to being as the original group.  



Concerning the support to social entrepreneurs, the interviewees’ stories suggest 

that there is need for providing aggregate assistance on social entrepreneurship in broad 

terms, as it is articulated in recent literature related to entrepreneurial ecosystems (Stam, 

2015). The narratives revealed a gap between the current individual support approach 

that prevails in Zimbabwe (e.g., personal financial loans) and the existence of an 

appropriate context – especially adequate infrastructure – for people to create and work 

from formal social businesses. Relating to a more social business-friendly context, the 

emphasis was also put into expanding people’s freedom of choice and action; evidence 

showed, for instance, the concern for expanding opportunities to get knowledge and 

contacts that could help to create innovative social initiatives. This suggests that local 

people regard not only economic aspects of development but also its human and social 

dimensions (Sen, 1999; Altaf, 2011). Indeed, there was something about the whole 

rhetoric that pointed out towards an empowerment-oriented support approach. Thus, it 

would be necessary to consider both context – as a space with history and idiosyncrasy 

– and local people – as capable people although with needs of developing their 

capacities – for social entrepreneurs could lead the paths for Zimbabwe’s development. 

 Despite these clues, it is difficult to draw outright conclusions about the best 

way to help Zimbabwe to get out of poverty. But one thing seems to be clear: since 

Zimbabwe’s poverty involves complex and interconnected factors, it is almost 

impossible to be solved with a single strategy from outside. The narratives have shed 

some light on the roles that different development measures might play in Zimbabwe. 

For instance, the requirements for ordinary ongoing human life in devastating situations 

may require direct help that foreign aid may well provide if the weaknesses noted above 

are considered. Alternatively, the social transformation that Zimbabwe’s poor economy 



calls for demands the improvement of its productive capacity, which implies improving 

the entrepreneurial context and empowering potential social entrepreneurs. 

Finally, the qualitative approach adopted in this study also calls for modest 

interpretations of the results. However, it is worth mentioning that while the sample of 

the respondents was purposive (Hamilton, 2006; Patton, 1990), their stories often 

embedded a general idea about what is experienced among important parts of the 

country. In fact, the strength of the analysis is that the key turning points of the 

narratives exhibit thickness of expectation and a strong presence of the “we.” In this 

sense, our evidence has also shown the value of narrative as a tool for uncovering and 

understanding hidden elements of foreign aid and the support to social entrepreneurs. 

Adopting this approach has permitted us to look beyond the traditional samples. Indeed, 

new stories might be narrated in other contexts. Thus, further studies may continue to 

deepen these qualitative insights, while others complement them from a quantitative and 

confirmatory point of view. 

Notes 

1. There is concern about speaking openly of issues that may affect political decisions in 

Zimbabwe. The dominant ruling party has led the country with the same president, Robert 

Mugabe, since its independence in 1980. Yet, an emergency situation was declared on November 

14, 2017, when the army took over the city of Harare with the objective of removing the president. 

Such goal was peacefully achieved one week later, on November 21; yet the new political future 

remains uncertain.  
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Table 1. World Development Indicators of Zimbabwe and other Southern African’s countries (2005-2016) 

 

 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

GDP (current US$ - Billion)             

Zimbabwe 5 755 5 444 5 292 4 416 8 157 9 422 10 956 12 393 13 490 14 197 13 893 16 62 

South Africa 257 671 271 811 299 034 287 1 297 217 375 298 416 878 396 333 366 81 351 119 317 611 295 456 

Botswana 9 931 10 127 10 939 10 945 10 267 12 787 15 683 14 686 14 916 16 259 14 431 15 581 

Zambia 8 332 12 757 14 057 17 911 15 328 20 266 23 46 25 503 28 045 27 151 21 154 21 064 

Mozambique 7 724 8 312 9 367 11 495 10 912 10 154 13 131 14 534 16 019 16 961 14 798 11 015 

Namibia  7 261 7 979 8 741 8 487 8 876 11 282 12 41 13 016 12 718 12 786 11 571 10 948 

GNI per capita, (current US$)             

Zimbabwe  430 410 380 300 400 500 690 770 820 840 850 890 

South Africa 4 900 5 530 5 820 5 910 5 800 6 160 6 970 7 540 7 340 6 750 6 070 5 480 

Botswana 4 790 5 300 5 620 5 650 5 260 5 570 6 630 7 310 7 580 7 350 6 680 6 750 

Zambia 550 710 880 1 160 1 260 1 320 1 390 1 670 1 730 1 770 1 560 1 360 

Mozambique 350 370 400 440 480 460 480 520 590 620 580 480 

Namibia 3 380 3 870 4 150 4 220 4 150 4 400 5 020 5 510 5 800 5 740 5 280 4 640 

Source: The World Bank, 2018. http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=world-development-indicators 
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Figure 1. Net official development assistance and official aid received in Zimbabwe 

and South Africa (2007-2016) (constant 2015 US$) 

 

 

Source: Development Assistance Committee of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development, Geographical Distribution of Financial Flows to Developing Countries, Development Co-

operation Report, and International Development Statistics database. oecd.org/dac/stats/idsonline 
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Table 2. Top ten donors for Zimbabwe (Comprehensive data on total flows of aid to Zimbabwe, 2007-2016, US dollars, millions).  

Donors  2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

United States 139 09 222 90 249 74 155 20 186 84 172 35 169 00 177 50 154 04 216 57 

United Kingdom 94 10 89 24 109 86 108 01 77 52 220 02 146 71 171 26 141 93 134 61 

Germany 19 45 24 85 34 71 33 08 58 50 56 73 31 62 35 58  20 17 35 64 

Sweden  19 71 25 74 29 37 30 37 38 58 39 76 36 91 34 71 29 18 28 51 

Australia 3 70 20 22 29 79  44 77 47 55 51 95 35 77 15 04 8 15 3 23 

Denmark  10 95 16 89 27 95 26 87 29 56 21 47 23 67 32 31 26 76 9 64 

Norway  12 62 20 94 28 93 24 47 22 56 27 27 34 08 20 98 16 46 10 70 

Canada 13 01 21 12 28 31 9 25 13 80 21 62 11 77 7 04 4 54 5 67 

Switzerland 2 63 5 62 6 96 6 95 13 95  17 41 19 53 15 20 11 27 7 68 

Japan 11 71 9 97 12 38 18 92 18 37 21 82 12 42 5 18 6 68 15 05 

        Source: OECD statistics. https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=DACGEO 
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Table 3. Sample profile 

 

Profile / Province* Province 1  Province 2 Province 3 Province 4 

Social entrepreneurs (agriculture 

sector ) 
0 3 2 4 

SME owner (gardening and retail 

sector) 
3 1 1 1 

Religious leader (pastors of 

Christian churches) 
2 0 1 1 

NGO’s managers and workers 2 1 1 1 

Unemployed rural people (casual 

work in fields and other tasks ) 
0 3 4 4 

         * Notes: Province 1 = Harare (Zimbabwe’s urban capital); Province 2 = Mashonaland Central (rural 

           area); Province 3 = Mashonaland West (rural area); Province 4 = Mashonaland East (rural area). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 4. Themes, key issues and narratives on traditional foreign aid 

Themes Key Issues Examples of extracts of narratives 
Main ideas / 

expressions 

Number of 

respondents 

Ineffectiveness on 

the 

implementation of 

foreign aid 

 

Inappropriate 

practices in 

the foreign 

aid’s 

implementatio

n system 

 “We work under the pressure of short-term deadlines, and once we get the resources we 

need to get rapid solutions regarding their destiny”.  (Interview 9 –NGO’s manager). 

“From time to time, we see foreign volunteers that come to Zimbabwe linked to the local 

donor agencies (…) I ask why they do it instead of training local trainers. The volunteers 

receive high allowances that perhaps would not be needed in case local people could 

collaborate with them to do the job”. (Interview 19 –rural unemployed). 

Inefficiency / lack or 

freedom / dishonest 

behaviors  / waste of 

time / absurd  

31 

 

 

 

 Corruption in 

the 

implementatio

n of foreign 

aid by the 

recipient 

country 

“I believe Zimbabwe has an endless challenge with governance issues and as long as the 

current leader is in power, people will remain poor”. (Interview 14 –social entrepreneur). 

 “Donor agencies are business people with good houses in the city through our money while 

we get little here in the rural areas”. (Interview 22 –rural unemployed). 

“The recipients politicise funding and think that they are entitled to it because of the politics 

that is preached to them from time to time”. (Interview 291– SME owner). 

“There has been a lot of abuse in the institutional power, so that the aid never reaches the 

people that it is supposed to reach in full”. (Interview 1 –SME owners). 

A  ruling party’s 

business / corruption 

/ politicize funds / 

misuse of funds / 

thief / power abuse 

27 

Misconceptions 

in food aid’s 

design and its 

destabilizing 

effects 

Wrong choice 

of products 

“Our situation would change if we dealt directly with the donors of the aid, maybe then, 

they would know what we are used to eating”. (Interview 17 –rural unemployed). 

 “We wish to produce our own food (….) there is need to grow drought tolerant seed 

varieties or better still the construction of dams so that the catchment area can be improved. 

This will be true help for us, even better than receiving the food that we don’t like”. 

(Interview 6 –rural unemployed).  

We like maize / rice 

we don’t like / they 

don’t care about our 

habits  

32 

 

 

 Destabilizing 

effect on 

lifestyle 

(dependency 

syndrome) 

“If people know that they will receive donor aid every year, people will do nothing to take 

care of themselves, or even resort to growing very little food as they know they would 

receive donor aid”. (Interviewe 23–religious leader). 

“The white people must continue to give us aid because their colonial system caused us a 

lot of suffering and we lost a lot of cattle through them”. (Interview 13–rural unemployed).  

Dependency 28 



Table 5. Themes, key issues and narratives on social entrepreneurs support  

Themes Key Issues Examples of extracts of narratives 
Main ideas / 

expressions 

Number of 

respondents 

Social 

entrepreneurial 

ecosystem 

Basic 

infrastructure 

and services 

“What we need is better infrastructure, since till now it seems that only those already out of 

poverty will benefit from a business loan because people are too poor to commit themselves 

to debt”. (Interview 24 –religious leader). 

“There are days that we do not have electricity from morning till night (…) electricity is a 

big challenge for us and the best help organizations could give us is to assure us that we get 

rid of this problem”. (Interview 8 –rural unemployed). 

Solar energy / 

electricity is always a 

problem / generators/ 

struggles with 

Internet / 

inappropriate 

transports / bicycles/  

23 

Human and 

social capital 

Training “We have courageous people who have lived in conditions that maybe people in other 

countries could not even imagine”. (Interview 15 –social entrepreneur). 

“We are people with initiative and commitment with our families and communities, but we 

also need people with the appropriate knowledge to be put in the good use of our country”. 

(Interview 5–SME’s owner). 

“We cannot afford more educated people leaving us”. (Interview 10 –social entrepreneur). 

“We need to use the education to make lives for ourselves, and perhaps we would need more 

training and accompaniment to show people how we can do it, how we can save our lives 

with our knowledge, effort, and God’s help”. (Interview 21 –rural unemployed). 

“Training must go where people live, instead of expecting that people will come to look for 

training, coz they will not come just for one reason”. (Interview 12 –NGO’s manager). 

“They cannot even imagine that this could be a possibility for them, they have become used 

to being poor, to have nothing, to do nothing”. (Interview 16 –religious leader). 

We don’t know what 

to do / self-sufficient 

/lack of knowledge in 

business / 

 35  

 Facilitate 

contacts and 

networks 

“Different family tribes are now more willing to work together as well as different religious 

communities”. (Interview 18 –religious leader). 

“Rural villagers could also network with the whole world and learn instead of confining IT 

skills to educational institutions only”. (Interview 20 –SME’s owners). 

Community work / 

work together as 

families/ networks / 

to be connected 

 19  

 


