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BETWEEN BUSINESS AND NFPS

by Audette Excel, Founder, ISIS Group.

Since 1998, the ISIS Group has been providing services to people living in poverty in Nepal and Uganda
using a unique dual model that incorporates both a business and not-for-profit component. Audette Exel, a
founder of the ISIS Group, explains to Third Sector how not-for-profits can successfully partner with business

to achieve greater social impact.

t has struck me in my years as a business

person in many different capacities,
that often simple ideas are the most
powerful. For the ISIS Group, which I
founded 16 years ago, the idea of building
a bridge between the worlds of business
and not-for-profits (NFPs) has reaped
enormous benefits for two of the most
disadvantaged districts on the planet.

The genesis of ISIS was the simple
but radical idea that the engine room
of commerce could power international
development work in Uganda and Nepal.
That was 16 years ago, when no one had
heard of a ‘business for purpose’ much less
a corporate finance business dedicated to
people in poverty.

ISIS was born after many long debates
about the arbitrary distribution of wealth
and security. The group’s underpinning
philosophy is that lasting social change
can happen when business and NFPs work
together in true partnership.
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DONOR CONFIDENCE THROUGH A UNIQUE

FUNDING MODEL
The ISIS Group is a foundation and a

private business. In a unique funding model,

all The ISIS Foundation’s overhead costs are
paid for by ISIS (Asia Pacific), a business
set up for this sole purpose. ISIS (Asia
Pacific) is an Australian corporate finance
business which advises companies on large
international transactions and raises money
for global fund managers. Since inception,
ISIS (Asia Pacific) has generated more than
$7 million for the foundation.

The model allows business people to do
what they are good at - making money -
and development people to do what they
do best - providing best practice service
delivery to communities in need.

Due to the fact that the business funds
the foundation’s overheads, donors know
that every cent of their money goes where
it is needed most - services on the ground
in remote areas of Nepal and Uganda.

This means never having to argue with
donors about overhead costs, something
many donors are averse to funding. Just

as importantly, because the financial
liability of the foundation is underpinned
by the business, ISIS projects are able to be
community led, not donor driven. We have
never gone into a village or region thinking
we know the answers. Instead, we work with
local people to find local solutions.

ADDRESSING COMPLEX ISSUES WITH A
SIMPLE APPROACH

It is now accepted wisdom that the
corporate world benefits enormously when
it helps people in great need. Research
shows that when businesses have a genuine
commitment to community and social
responsibility, profitability rises, driven by
consumer approval and high staff retention.

It’s a simple idea that has delivered
powerful results. Each year, The ISIS
Foundation works with local communities to
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LEFT:
School girls in Humla, a remote
region in the northwest of Nepal.

RIGHT:
A grandfather with his
grandchild in Humla, Nepal.

improve health, education and infrastructure
for more than 30,000 people. After 16 years,
we are specialists in working with displaced
children, maternal infant child health, remote
education, and community health and
infrastructure.

When the ISIS Group started in 1998,
the dream was to address three major
challenges faced by many NFPs. Firstly, the
conventional funding model means NFPs
are often desperate to please their donors
to secure continued funding. This skews
the in-country work; projects favoured by
financial backers are prioritised over projects
that are most needed by local people, and
development experts are forced to focus on
meeting donor needs rather than on their
work with community.

Secondly, being beholden to donors can
stifle research and cloak mistakes. Research
is expensive but essential for identifying
community needs and monitoring projects.
While comprehensive research can and

should reveal mistakes, this can also
potentially threaten donor support and add
to financial risk.

Finally, NFPs are routinely and often
unfairly criticised for spending too much on
overheads, leading to financial restrictions
that can compromise the work. Great support
matters. No one can deliver quality services
on the smell of an oily rag!

Through years of mistakes, learnings and
evolving our thinking, we have seen that our
simple model can make a powerful difference
to the lives of many.

Lasting social change can
happen when business and
NFPs work together in true
partnership.”

— AUDETTE EXCEL, FOUNDER, ISIS GROUP

to follow their dreams.

Greg Budworth,

Compass provides secure and
affordable housing for this and
future generations. Through our
GROW A Star program we strive
to support all young people at risk

CEO Compass Housing Services

mpass\

housing sarvices
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LEFT:

Audette Exel and Sister Christine
Qtai checking on a patient in the
neonatal intensive care unit at
Kiwoko Hospital in Uganda.

GREATER IMPACT THROUGH
COLLABORATION

I will never forget standing in a remote
Rwandan village, and talking to a brilliant
community worker who told me the story of
a group of Australian donors that sent staff
to Africa every year to build houses. When
they left, the houses were quietly pulled
down because the visitors had no idea how
to construct houses for local conditions. The
Rwandan gentleman told me he could not
be honest with the donor because staff visits
were tied to the next funding round.

This is the old way of engagement
between business and NFPs, and a stark
example of the way some well-meaning
people get it wrong - they want to show the
compassionate face of their business but,
instead, they waste the precious time of NFPs
to satisfy their own desires, and the NFP
community is afraid to address the issue for
fear of losing the donor.

I hope that in a small way, ISIS is an
example that there are other ways of
bridging the gap between business and NFPs
that work in everyone’s best interests. When
business and NFPs partner with total honesty
and respect for each other’s expertise,
together we can have the greatest impact.

MUTUAL BENEFITS IN BUSINESS-NFP
PARTNERSHIPS

ISIS has partnered with a plethora of
businesses and individuals - reinsurance
companies, accounting firms, universities,
hospitals, development experts, corporate
finance specialists, Bermudians, Ugandans,
Nepalis, Americans and Australians.

One of the ISIS Group’s major partners is
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) Australia. For
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When business and NFPs
partner with total honesty
and respect for each other’s
expertise, together we can
have the greatest impact.

the past seven years, PwC has provided The
ISIS Foundation with a senior accountant
for 12 months. During their secondment to
ISIS, the PwC ambassador gains versatile
accounting experience in both the NFP and
business sectors. They also travel to ISIS
programs in Nepal or Uganda, to support and
strengthen the local finance function. The
relationship with PwC provides a meaningful
experience for both ISIS and the employee.
ISIS meets PwC’s need for leadership
training, staff motivation and corporate
social responsibility, and PwC supports ISIS’
accountancy needs.

The ISIS Group also partners with
Aspen, a global insurance and reinsurance
firm. Together, we have developed a staff
engagement program to support our work
in Uganda. For eight years, our partnership
has built morale and reinforced the
corporate culture. The program involves
team-building events, inspirational speakers
and an ISIS-Aspen intranet. Each year, a
few select Aspen employees visit the ISIS
projects to understand how their support
is used. Aspen staff from around the
world have cited Aspen’s connection to
community through ISIS as their greatest

source of corporate pride. Aspen is now a
multi-million-dollar donor, yet 90 per cent
of the connection to ISIS is away from ISIS
project sites.

We also have had the great fortune of
building clinical partnerships with ten
American hospitals which support our
partner Kiwoko Hospital in Uganda by
donating medical supplies and equipment
which are unavailable locally. These
clinical partners also work with us on an
international medical volunteer program
for the hospital to provide expert training
requested by Kiwoko Hospital staff.

All these partnerships are focused on
business and community objectives. We
work hard to ensure the communities we
work with in Nepal and Uganda always
come first.

UNITING FOR CHANGE

Since ISIS started, we have witnessed a
revolution in thinking about business and
its role in society. ISIS is just one of many
models seeking to bridge the inequality gap.
There are many more to come!

Business and NFP partnerships are far
greater than the sum of their parts when
united by integrity and honesty. Most
importantly, they have a huge impact when
driven by what works best for the ultimate
beneficiaries - in ISIS’ case, the people in
the districts of Nepal and Uganda where
the foundation works hand-in-hand with
communities and organisations to make a
real difference.

Working together requires mutual
learning and respect, and the will to craft
something that benefits everyone. When we
do that, the whole world wins. T
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FINANCE

Third Sector spoke with three not-for-profit finance professionals to gain their insights on the financial
challenges and innovations currently impacting the sector.

Warren Cecil is the Grants and Sponsorship
Facilitator at Manningham City Council. He

has a widespread background in business-to-
business sales and marketing, and an in-depth
understanding of the Australian funding landscape,
with extensive exposure within the corporate, not-
for-profit (NFP) and public sectors.

Arthur Papakotsias is CEQ of community mental
health service Neami National, which provides
services in over 40 communities across Australia.
He is also Chair of the Mental Health Council of
Australia’s Audit and Compliance Committee, and
Director of Housing Choices Australia.

Jenny Davidson is the Deputy Executive Officer of
YWCA Australia, a role she has held since 2010. She
has 15 years’ experience working in the NFP sector
in women'’s, youth and health organisations, and has
managed fundraising and communications teams.
Davidson has worked in Australia and Mexico, and
completed a Master of Business Administration at
Melbourne Business School in 2008.

WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST FINANCING
CHALLENGES THAT NFPS FACE?

Cecil: There are three main challenges that
NFPs are constantly faced with in securing
funding: time, approach and environment.

The size of an organisation is irrelevant
- if it does not have a strategic approach to
securing funding it will always be reactive.
NFPs are usually designed on service
delivery, and even if there is a strategic plan
in place, it can still be difficult to execute if
time is not dedicated to this as an important
operational aspect of the organisation.

Having an understanding of how to
approach a potential funder is crucial.
Gaining basic information on when and
how a funder wants to be contacted is
essential in building the foundation of a
partnership, regardless of whether you are

targeting philanthropic, government or
corporate sectors.

Lastly, have an understanding on what
is happening around you. This involves
gaining a global understanding of the
financial environment both locally and
internationally, changes in government
policy and community trends to giving.

Papakotsias: I believe there are several
challenges, but the greatest is the large
number of providers tendering for relatively
few resources. Most state and federal
governments responsible for funding non-
government organisations (NGOs) tell me that
there are too many NGOs and that the sector
has to be rationalised. It appears that larger
organisations with increased infrastructure
and capacity tend to win more tenders,
and smaller organisation struggle to be
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Sustainability is the greatest
financial challenge facing the
sector, as the term ‘not-for-
profit” implies.”

— JENNY DAVIDSON, DEPUTY EXECUTIVE
OFFICER, YWCA AUSTRALIA
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