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GREATER RIGOUR, GREATER IMPACT
The Allan Gray Orbis Foundation is looking forward to a new era, integrating assessment 
processes and development processes for greater impact and enhancing the predictive 
value of tools.
 
When the Allan Gray Orbis Foundation was founded in 2005, it was with an eye to nurturing 
a culture of entrepreneurialism that would not only result in job creation; but which 
would also ultimately benefit the entrepreneurs’ communities. There is no doubt that it 
has been successful in these aims: now operating in four countries (South Africa, 
Swaziland, Botswana and Namibia), the Foundation has received more than 33 000 
scholarship applications, and funded over 3 500 years of education. Consequently, the 
Foundation has provided funding to more than 157 scholars to attend school at reputable 
high schools and has seen Fellows go on to establish businesses valued at over R1.5 
billion, which have created 679 jobs.

However, in spite of this success, the Foundation identified a need to review its selection 
processes, ensure the validity and reliability of its tools, and entrench greater objectivity 
during the recruitment process, so that it could improve its results further still.  

THE START OF THE JOURNEY

“Our programmes take a long-term view of entrepreneurialism, and have been developed 
with an eye to nurturing future entrepreneurs. This means that the calibre of our 
candidates is key. In other words, we concentrate on the quality of individuals, rather 
than their ideas,” says Zimkitha Peter, Head of Programmes. Peter adds that, the 
Foundation’s selection process has passed through three distinct phases, on the way 
metamorphosing from a semi-structured process to the current mode, which is 
extremely structured. 

“The process has always been underpinned by the Foundation’s five pillars: achievement 
excellence, intellectual imagination, personal initiative, courageous commitment and the 
spirit of significance. This last quality is important to us, because we consider it essential 
for the people who graduate from our programmes to go on to have a positive impact on 
society. While the Spirit of Significance may not necessarily be a trait on which entrepre-
neurial success depends, it is central to our mission, because it ensures that those who 
pass through our programmes go on to become responsible Entrepreneurs.” 

But, while the pillars are laudable goals, they have their limitations as they were not 
based on significant research. Peter explains that this is largely because little research 
regarding the DNA of successful entrepreneurs was available at the time of the Foundation’s 
inception. Thus, most of the criteria were inspired by the relatively scarce information at 
hand, as well as the aspirations of the Foundation. “Of course, the field has changed 
significantly since then: entrepreneurialism has become a far more sophisticated area, 
and much more is known about it. At the same time, the Foundation itself has evolved: 
we have developed deeper knowledge and understanding about what it means to be an 
entrepreneur, and by extension, what criteria we need to focus on in order to select 
beneficiaries that are likely to establish thriving enterprises.” Peter notes that this 
process has, by necessity, been underpinned by academic rigour, supplemented by 
knowledge gleaned from practice both within the Foundation, and the learnings of 
similar stakeholders within the ecosystem.
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She outlines the changes that have subsequently been made to the selection process: 
“During our first iteration, in 2005, the process comprised three stages. Applicants had 
to submit a three-page form, followed by an interview and participation in the Selection 
Camp. This process was instrumental in helping us select our first 20 beneficiaries. At 
the time, there were relatively few people involved in the selection, which made it easy to 
discuss and debate the various merits of all applicants and ultimately make a decision. 
The drawback, however, was that this format was less appropriate for selecting a larger 
sample of beneficiaries: by this time, we needed to increase the number of people 
involved in decisions around selection in order to ensure consistency and objectivity.

With this in mind, the Foundation entered its ‘second phase’ in 2007: the Selection Camp 
was formalised by introducing a Behavioural Anchor Rating Scale (BARS), to ensure that 
candidates were assessed and scored objectively. But, Peter notes, the challenge of 
selecting extroverts, or people who are more articulate and eloquent, remained. “We 
wanted to eradicate this bias, because these characteristics could have been developed 
through the candidate’s context, exposure and school environment. Candidates who had 
lesser exposure were therefore at a disadvantage – and, at the same time, these qualities 
weren’t true indicators of a candidate’s potential. We wanted to ensure that, regardless 
of all other variables in the South African context, our tools were able to assess for 
potential rather than current performance or competence.”

REVIEWING THE FOUNDATION’S SELECTION PROCESS

To foster the change that the Foundation now recognised was necessary, it enlisted the 
aid of a consultancy which would help in the formulation of a systemic process that could 
be replicated. “Our starting point for this: creating a definition of a high growth, responsible 
entrepreneur. We view entrepreneurs as ‘conductors’, people who not only start a 
business but also help it grow and ultimately take charge.” This definition helped the 
Foundation understand that the qualities it sought in candidates were akin to those 
possessed by successful CEOs. 

Having established this ‘success profile’, it was time to address the biases inherent 
in the selection process. 
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The application form was reviewed to ensure that the questions are clear, unambiguous, 
and that no candidate would be disadvantaged because of language barriers.

The interview form was also revised: a targeted selection methodology of interviews was 
adopted, allowing candidates more time to share their journey and aligning it to the 
Foundation’s pillars. This also allowed the interviewers an opportunity to “coach” the 
candidates. This meant that the interview sessions lengthened from 30 minutes, to 75 
minutes.

The most notable change to the process was a revision of the Selection Camp: a number 
of activities were introduced, aimed at creating a forum where even introverted candidates 
had an opportunity to share their ideas. “The Selection Camp remains a competitive 
process, but the new structure ensures that all candidates are assessed on the quality of 
their ideas, and that each candidate has the chance to share those ideas. It’s up to them 
to make sure they use this platform effectively.”

SELECTION CAMP

The Foundation also reviewed the entire assessment process, ensuring that selection 
criteria were more clearly defined. Peter notes that these criteria were not changed, 
because they form the basis of the Foundation’s framework; however, this being the 
case, it was critical to remove any possible areas of ambiguity. Added to this, the Foundation 
took a closer look at its use of technology and data, so that these tools could be used 
more efficiently and, in turn, give rise to better stakeholder management and more 
accurate and thorough feedback for candidates.
 
“If our first iteration was less formal and a little subjective, this was changed by the 
introduction of more formal processes to allow for the project to be scaled up,” Peter 
says, summarising the Foundation’s path as she details its evolution. “Our second phase 
focused on identifying the raw potential we are looking out for, and making sure that we 
remove biases so that our selection process is tailored to uncover that potential among 
applicants. Now, thanks to our evidence-based approach and the use of more valid and 
reliable tools, we can proudly claim a more scientific and rigorous approach – and this 
is leading to better outcomes,” she concludes. 
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During this process, the Foundation 
uncovered an issue which had become 
entrenched at the organisation’s inception, 
and therefore had far-reaching ramifica-
tions: “When we approached our manage-
ment consultant partners to redefine our 
selection process, we were clear on the 
fact that the five pillars underpinning 
those processes should remain 
unchanged, as they are central to our 
ethos. However, this presented a 
challenge: the consultants found that they 
had to define all desirable competencies 
around these pillars, rather than letting 
them unfold organically. Some of the 
competencies they highlighted in this 
manner were valid, but some weren’t, and 
in some areas, there was distinct overlap.” 
This proved that the competencies being 
measured weren’t a pure construct, 
pointing to the need to review the entre-
preneurial competencies included in the 
success profile and framework.

A second factor to come under the 
microscope during the study was entre-
preneurial outcomes data. Although the 
Foundation had a clear idea of the compe-
tencies it sought from candidates at the 
beginning of the scholarship or fellowship 
journey, there was no clarity regarding the 
form these competencies would take in, 
say, five years. In other words, there was 
no data available regarding desired 
outcomes. With this in mind, the Foundation 
has joined forces with a research partner 
who is working to identify variables and 
build these into the framework, which will 
be duly refined. All future tools will take 
these variables into account.

Herman reports that this area received 
significant attention because there is a “so 
what?” element to entrepreneurial 
development. This is evidenced by the fact 
that although millions are invested in 
entrepreneurial development by different 
players, there have been limitations in 
terms of returns on investment in this 
development due to a number of 
complexities within entrepreneurship 
itself. As such, “we have acknowledged the 
importance of being intentional in 
selecting our beneficiaries,” he says.
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CHALLENGES ALONG THE WAY 

Carl Herman, Assessment and Development 
Manager, agrees that the evolution of the 
Foundation’s process has vastly improved 
outcomes, noting that the change would 
not have been possible were it not for the 
learnings that emerged through the 
validation study implemented during 2017. 

“One of our greatest concerns at this stage 
was ensuring that we were using the right 
tools to select candidates for both our 
Scholarship and Fellowship programmes,” 
Herman informs. In other words, was the 
Foundation measuring what it intended to 
measure? In this regard, Herman draws 
an analogy between measuring an item 
with a scale, or with measuring tape. 

It was, furthermore, crucial to establish 
whether the assessments were fair, 
especially when used across cultural 
groups. 

“We knew that one of the biggest gaps in 
our programme was the lack of reliable 
data. At the time, the only data in use was 
academic performance.” This was a 
considerable Achilles’ Heel: although the 
Foundation had many excellent 
programmes in place, the dearth of 
scientific data was a significant shortcoming.

With this in mind, Herman explains, the 
Foundation honed its focus on three key 
areas: selection tools for scholarship and 
fellowship candidates, and the Success 
Profile.

“The lack of scientific data was especially 
telling in the latter area,” Herman 
observes, “because although everyone 
involved in the selection process agreed, 
for instance, that resilience is a critical 
quality for entrepreneurs, we had no 
consensus regarding the definition of 
resilience or why it is necessary for 
success.” The Foundation therefore 
reviewed the success profile methodology, 
tweaking and adjusting certain areas, 
adding where necessary and discarding 
factors that were clearly irrelevant. 



presented an important learning which the 
organisation is eager to pass on. “Big Data 
is increasingly under the spotlight as we 
enter the age of AI and the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution and, certainly, the development 
sector needs to prioritise data if it is to be 
sustainable. That said, we need to rethink 
how we use this data so that we are able to 
make informed decisions. In this new 
context, how you collect and store data 
becomes central to your strategy.”

At the same time, the Foundation recognises 
the need to ensure that 60% of assessments 
take place internally; although it is aiming 
to increase this figure to 80% in the future. 
It will also be applying more rigorous 
criteria in terms of what is required of 
assessors by developing a job description. 
This will ensure that the right people have 
been appointed to the job. 

“Ultimately, we have a moral and ethical 
responsibility to ensure that the tools we 
use are both reliable and valid. Having 
moved through this process, we are now 
better placed to ensure this is, indeed, the 
case.”

This relates, again, to the need to measure 
criteria which are core to the programme’s 
success. “There is a danger here, because 
many of the measuring tools provided by 
service providers are generic. While these 
tools may well be sound and provide good 
results in the correct circumstances, we 
found that because they weren’t tailored to 
our specific purpose, they were prone to 
error.” This, he says, is one of the most 
important learnings to emerge from the 
process; and one which the foundation is 
eager to share in the interests of bettering 
the entire entrepreneurial development 
sphere.

He notes, too, that this was but one of 
several uncomfortable truths which was 
uncovered, but adds that although these 
revelations may have been tough, the 
process itself was extremely valuable: “We 
have amassed a gold mine of data. We are 
now in the privileged position of being able 
to conduct concurrent validation studies, 
with an emphasis on longitudinal studies. 
The data has also helped us to see that 
there is no need to reinvent what we do; 
rather, it’s about adding on where necessary 
so that our programmes are the best they 
can be.”
 
Plus, he adds, the simple truth is that 
without a sound theoretical basis, all other 
elements of the programmes are compro-
mised, from curriculum development to 
the assessment framework. “Going 
forward, our programmes will be rooted in 
sound outcomes variables, and this is 
going to have an enormous impact on the 
quality of our work.”

Herman reports that data was another 
area where the foundation experienced 
challenges. This is primarily because, 
although the foundation had accumulated 
a wealth of data since inception, it wasn’t 
necessarily the “right” data. “We partnered 
with a specialist who was concerned about 
the data integrity: it appeared we had been 
collecting data with no clear line of sight, 
especially as far as the lower order data 
was concerned.” The need to conduct a 
data audit to rectify the situation added 
several months to the validation process 
but, says Herman, this challenge also 
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THE ULTIMATE TAKE-OUT

Monitoring and Evaluation Specialist Asgar Bikhoo notes that the Foundation’s journey to 
improved selection tools has been an enlightening one. 

More than this, however, the learnings that have emerged with every piece of research 
have been useful in improving the organisation as a whole, leading to a better curriculum, 
greater operational efficiencies, better data and even better financial management. “As 
we have started to understand our data better in relation to our key programme processes, 
we have become more aware of how we are able to make an impact. The study has 
enabled us to articulate what success means to us, and objectively measure the development 
of programme beneficiaries using reliably psychometric tools. We are constantly exploring 
better ways to understand how impact occurs in our programme. This allows us to be 
more dynamic and responsive to a changing environment, which in turn helps us to 
achieve greater impact,” he comments. “As our processes have changed, so too has our 
purpose and, ultimately our impact.

“The effects of our findings don’t end here,” Bikhoo affirms. “We’ll use our past research 
to influence our future research. Our learnings from this project have helped deepen our 
understanding of the entrepreneurial mindset, and will inevitably inform our way 
forward.”

Ultimately, he adds, the study has worked to the advantage of the entire development 
sector, as the key learnings are relevant to any organisation involved in Corporate Social 
Investment. “If we have learnt anything from this undertaking, it’s the importance of 
keeping the focus on the bigger picture, and continuously testing your assumptions,” 
Bikhoo concludes. 


