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Agora Partnerships Overview 

About Agora 
Agora Partnerships is a nonprofit dedicated to providing talented entrepreneurs in emerging markets with 
the tools, networks, and financing necessary to launch successful socially responsible businesses.  

Our name comes from ancient Greece: The Agora was the “marketplace” or “public square,” where citizens 
gathered to discuss ideas and exchange goods and services. Agora Partnerships seeks to create a modern-day 
agora where double bottom line investors, passionate MBA students, volunteer professionals, and 
entrepreneurs come together to make a lasting social and economic impact. 

Our Principles 
Agora’s philosophy is based on the idea that the most important resource of a developing country is its 
people and their entrepreneurial spirit. We believe the key to improving the lives of people living in poverty 
is therefore to find market-based solutions: Partnering with local entrepreneurs to build strong businesses 
that create quality jobs. This means not only providing enterprise development assistance and access to long-
term investment; but also, building a society that values and celebrates socially responsible 
entrepreneurship.  

The following core principles guide our development work: 

 Focus on Individuals: Building trust and investing in relationships that can unleash these 
entrepreneurs as change agents so they can make a difference in their communities. 

 Local Solutions to Local Problems: Local entrepreneurs and business professionals working and living 
in the community are key to long-term development success; decisions that impact the success of a 
small and growing business (SGB) should be made as close to the business’ stakeholders as possible,.  

 Investment and Opportunity, Not Charity: Developing world entrepreneurs do not need hand-outs; 
they need a trusted partner and investment capital to help their business grow. Subsidy can then 
best be utilized to make markets work more efficiently, provide education, and attract investment; 
but investments themselves should be market or near-market based. 

 Encourage Social Responsibility: Business, no matter how big or small, must take into account the 
needs of shareholders, employees, customers, suppliers and the environment. Small business 
entrepreneurs need to become leaders and role models in their communities for the way in which 
they run their businesses and contribute to building better communities. 

 Build Entrepreneurial Societies and More Efficient Markets: Entrepreneurs in developing countries 
need a supportive, nurturing environment in order to take the risks needed to drive growth. 
Innovative, entrepreneurial societies are wealthier, more just, and better able to deliver the products 
and services people need. Lack of information and trust, however, prevent the market from 
operating efficiently. When markets function smoothly, entrepreneurs have a better chance of 
reaching their potential. 

 Leverage Partnerships: There are many investors, consultants, students, and professionals who want 
to help socially-responsible, developing-world entrepreneurs overcome the odds, but don't know 
how. Creating mechanisms to allow these people to engage and create win-win partnerships with 
global and local organizations can lower transaction costs and bring efficiencies to the sector. 
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Our Approach 
Agora provides comprehensive enterprise development assistance to entrepreneurs, works to create a 
culture for entrepreneurship, and is committed to working with our colleagues around the globe to build the 
field of impact investing.  
 

Enterprise Development: Strategy, Networks, and Capital 
Agora addresses three key elements that entrepreneurs in developing countries often lack when they start 
and grow their businesses: strategy, networks, and capital. Agora’s consulting services and technical 
assistance help entrepreneurs refine their business strategy and prepare their company to attract 
investment. Agora also provides entrepreneurs with access to key business networks—including clients and 
other commercial networks—that are critical to their success. Lastly, access to growth capital, including 
equity, is provided to select companies through the Agora Venture Fund and its partnerships. Through this 
comprehensive approach, Agora helps entrepreneurs overcome the many barriers to enterprise growth in 
developing countries. 
 

Education: Creating a Culture of Entrepreneurship 
Agora works to create a strong and supportive culture of entrepreneurship. Through educational events, 
peer to peer exchanges, and business seminars, Agora helps entrepreneurs understand the difference 
between debt and equity investments, recognize the value of strategic investors, and see the role of business 
in society differently. Agora further promotes entrepreneurship by using mass media to both celebrate 
successful entrepreneurs and use it as a conduit for business education. 
 

Building the Field 
Agora works to educate policy makers, funders, scholars, development professionals, and investors about the 
power of entrepreneur-driven development strategies to fight poverty and create wealth in poor countries. 
As a founding member of the Aspen Network for Development Entrepreneurs (ANDE), we collaborate with 
our colleagues to develop the talent necessary to build the field. 

Our Management 
Co-Founders and Managing Partners 

Agora is led by a strong management team with successful track records in business solutions to poverty 
reduction. 

Ben Powell: Ben became convinced of the power of small business to transform poor communities as an 
entrepreneur in Mexico, where he co-founded CityGolf: Puebla, an ongoing family entertainment park. Ben 
previously worked at the International Affairs Division of the White House Office of Management and 
Budget, Ashoka, and the Overseas Private Investment Corporation.  Ben received the I-Qube award from 
Dalberg Global Advisors and is a fellow of the Draper Richards Foundation.  He holds an MBA from Columbia 
Business School, an MS in Foreign Service from Georgetown University, and a BA from Haverford College. 

Ricardo Terán Terán: Ricardo has started a number of successful (and some not-so-succesful) businesses in 
Central America and founded Nicaraguan Young Entrepreneurs Association.  Previously, Ricardo worked for 
Booz Allen Hamilton, the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank. In addition, Ricardo is an 
Aspen Institute Fellow for the Central American Leadership Initiative and holds a BS in Business 
Administration and an MS in Foreign Service from Georgetown University. 
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The Agora Venture Fund 

In order to further its social mission, Agora Partnerships created the Agora Venture Fund (AVF), a for-profit, 
micro venture capital fund that provides long-term capital socially responsible small and growing businesses. 
The aim of the fund is to prove that, given support and financing, emerging market entrepreneurs can create 
successful companies as well as provide social and economic returns. AVF seeks social impact in four areas: 
job creation, base of the pyramid products and services; environmental impact, and corporate social 
responsibility.  

AVF targets aggressive aggregate financial, social, and environmental returns by investing in highly-motivated 
entrepreneurs – a new generation of business leaders --  with successful track records either in previous 
start-ups or within the targeted industry. The fund invests both in pre-revenue as well as revenue-generating 
businesses. 

The fund makes equity and quasi-equity investments with a 3 – 6 year time horizon, in the range of U$25,000 
to U$500,000 per investment, with an average investment of around U$150,000.  

As of July of 2009, AVF has invested in 8 companies, with one successful exit. 

Sample of Portfolio Companies 

Portfolio Company Sector Description Social Impact Status 

 

Medical 
Services 

Foot Care 
Clinic 

  Access to foot care 
for diabetes patients 

 Urban 
Unemployment 

Successfully Exited 

 

Value-Added 
Manufacturing 

Leather Shoes 

 Improve working 
conditions in shoe 
making sector 

 Urban employment 

 Venture Capital 
Investment and 
Continuing 
Consulting Support 

 

Beverages for 
the Bottom of 
the Pyramid 

Purified 
Water, Juices, 
Ice cream, and 

gelatin 

 Products for low-
income market 

 Urban Employment 

 Venture Capital 
Investment and 
Continuing 
Consulting Support 

  
Life Sciences 

(Agribusiness) 

Export or 
vegetables, 
grains, roots 
and tubers 

 Access to export 
markets for small 
farmers 

 Increase farm 
employment 

 Venture Capital 
Investment 
Approved 
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Key Accomplishments 

Enterprise Development: Strategy, Networks, and Capital   
 Business Consulting, Coaching, and Advice: Over 60 businesses received in-depth, professional consulting, 

including 30 ventures matched to 213 volunteer business consultants, and over 300 entrepreneurs 
received coaching and advice. Over 30% of all entrepreneurs are female. 

 Business Creation: 8 new businesses launched after consulting; 20 businesses expanded after consulting.  

 Access to Growth Capital: 18 Agora-supported companies received financing, 8 directly from AVF and 10 
from third party sources. Agora has attracted over $700,000 in growth capital to small businesses in 
Nicaragua. 

 Sustainable Business Growth: 83% of start-ups resulting from Agora’s process were still functioning one 
year after launch and 91% of firms that received consulting from Agora increased sales in the last year.  
64% of firms saw their sales increase by over 20%. 

 Job Creation: An estimated 500 full-time jobs have been directly created or sustained by Agora-
supported businesses (52% women, 48% men). Overall, over a 1,000 indirect jobs have been created or 
sustained by suppliers and distributors of Agora- supported companies.  

 Economic Growth: 51% average increase in profits in companies receiving consulting from Agora and a 
36% increase in average wages in Agora portfolio firms. 

 

Education: Creating a Culture of Entrepreneurship 
 

 MBA Support:  Over 200 MBA consultants have logged more than 10,000 consulting hours with Agora 
entrepreneurs.  Additionally, Agora has hosted 18 summer associates and fellows in Nicaragua and 35 
summer associates, interns, and volunteers in D.C.  To further promote sustainable MBA programs, 
Agora staff members have spoken at dozens of conferences and business schools in the U.S. and abroad. 

 Seminars: Provided 53 entrepreneurship promotion and education events on topics such as corporate 
social responsibility, “how to position your brand”, “venture capital as an alternative source of finance”. . 
Over 2,800 entrepreneurs have attended these events.  

 Media Outreach:  Developed Spanish language website and videos to educate entrepreneurs. Locally, 
Agora has promoted a culture of entrepreneurship through 70+ local, Spanish language media 
appearances and news articles.  Internationally, Agora promoted entrepreneurship in Nicaragua through 
media coverage in publications such as Business Week and the Miami Herald. 

 Business Plan Competitions: Partnered with Citi Foundation to sponsor the LiderES business contest, the 
first prize for sustainable business leadership in Nicaragua.  This prize aims to highlight the positive 
impact that socially responsible small businesses can have in their communities and inspire others to 
follow their example. Agora has also been a key partner of Idea Tu Empresa, a Technoserve-run business 
plan competition with over 400 participants in 5 years. Additionally, Agora staff members have served as 
judges and mentors in 8 business plan competitions for small and growing businesses. 
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Building the Field 
 

 Partnerships: Globally, Agora has played a central role in advancing the burgeoning community of 
organizations committed to development through entrepreneurship: Agora is represented on the 
Executive Committee of the Aspen Network for Development Entrepreneurs (ANDE); and with its 
collegues, has participated in and presented a commitment to the Clinton Global Inititaive. Agora is a 
proud partner of USAID, Technoserve, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Draper Richards 
Foundation, and has collaborated extensively with the Argidius Foundation.  

 Network Building: Agora has also worked to develop networks and support systems among 
entrepreneurs within Central America. Co-founder Ricardo Terán is a fellow in the Central America 
Leadership Initiative (CALI), giving Agora very strong connections to business and non-profit leaders in 
the Mesoamerican region. Agora has also collaborated with Link Angel Investor Network in Costa Rica 
and “First TeusdayΩǎ”, an entrepreneurs network in El Salvador.  Agora recently founded the ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
Entrepreneur Experience Exchange, which is working to create a strong network of female 
entrepreneurs. Agora is also an active  leader in Nicaraguan Young Entrepreneurs Association and 
Emprende Nicaragua, a network of universities, non-profits and government institutions promoting 
entrepreneurship in Nicaragua. 

 B-Lab Sponsorship: Agora is a founding B Corporation. B Lab created a comprehensive assessment tool to 
evaluate a firm’s social and environmental impact on each of its stakeholders. Agora teamed up with the 
Rockefeller Foundation to adapt B-Lab’s method to businesses in developing countries. 

 Raising Awareness: Since its inception, Agora co-founder Ben Powell has been awarded the Dalberg I-
Qube Award for innovation, impact, and inspiration in the development field; testified before the U.S. 
Congress on Poverty and Inequality in the Americas; and been profiled as an innovator in Milken Institute 
report “Transatlantic Innovations in Affordable Capital for Small- and Medium-Sized Enterprises: 
Prospects for Market-Based Development Finance;” Co-founder Ricardo Teran has been selected as a 
finalist for the John P. McNulty Prize, which awards young leaders making lasting change in their 
communities.  

Results as of June 2009 
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Expansion and Scaling 

Agora Partnerships is seeking to raise $5 million to scale our model regionally, with an initial focus on, 
Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. 
 

Over the past four years, Agora has developed expertise in working with small and growing businesses in 
Nicaragua and achieved substantial results. Just as in Nicaragua, companies across Central America lack 
access to strategy, networks, and—above all—capital. There is significant market demand for Agora 
consulting and investment services throughout the region. This market need has been validated by leading 
organizations that have asked Agora to enter their market and offered office space, deal pipeline, and 
suggestions for local advisory board members. 
 

Agora’s expansion plan will give the organization the breadth and reach to begin to create sustained system 
change in Central America and impact thousands of lives. Scaling will allow Agora to increase our 
organizational capacity, attract more talent to the sector, capture regional economies of scale, and become a 
more forceful advocate for entrepreneur-driven development strategies. Operating on a regional level will 
also benefit the individual companies we work with, as they will become better connected through Agora’s 
expanded network. 
 

Goals for Regional Expansion (3 years) 

Promoting SGB Development 
 

Goal: Help entrepreneurs create social and economic value 
 

 Provide in-depth, professional consulting to 350 businesses 

 Invest $5 million in 35 – 50 SGBs directly through the Agora Venture Fund 

 Mobilize $5 million of capital investments from additional sources (e.g., banks, co-investors, family 
members) 

 Create or sustain 5,000 full-time jobs 

 Recruit 750 MBA and graduate school students and professionals to consult to Agora companies 

Promoting the SGB Environment 
 

Goal: Encourage a culture of entrepreneurship in Central America 
 

 Provide 85 outreach and education events, reaching over 3,150 entrepreneurs  

 Raise public awareness and cultural appreciation of entrepreneurship through 100+ local media 
appearances and news articles 

 Invest in the talent needed to build a regionally based professional management team with expertise 
in small business consulting and finance 

 Present at SGB development conferences and continue to deepen linkages among organizations in 
the field 

 
 

Contact Information:  
Agora Partnerships ǐ 1800 M St. NW, Suite 1066 Washington, D.C. 20036 ǐ 202.719.1305 ǐ info@agorapartnerships.org 

Colonia Centroamerica, Edificio Corporacion Roberto Teran, Managua, Nicaragua ǐ (011-505) 270-2700 

mailto:info@agorapartnerships.org

