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From Little Things, Big Things Grow 

Written by 

Christina Tunnah, Footprints Network, World Nomads Group 

This paper briefly summarizes the presentation at the 3
rd

 Annual Travelers Philanthropy Conference held in Costs Rica, 

July 20-23.  Three main topics of the presentation were making a difference, engaging a global community, and an 

overview of how from a kernel of an idea the Footprints Network was able to grow into a mechanism for travelers to 

contribute towards helping communities all over the world build a better future for themselves. 

 

Many people may recognize this image from the 2004 Tsunami that devastated communities all over South East Asia.  As 

self-professed travelers who happen to work for a travel insurance company, many of us at World Nomads had traveled to 

the region and we believe that there is a moral obligation to give a little back to the communities in which we travel.  As 

an insurance company, we also had many of our travelers who were in need of immediate assistance, and sadly, in some 

instances, lost their lives. It hit us hard, and we found ourselves asking, “How do we make a difference?”  Companies 

often write checks to organizations and feel good about it, but don’t see the effect of or where the money goes.  As staff 

we were driven to have more of a direct impact than just sending money to an amorphous pot  

“If you think you're too small to make a difference, you haven't been in bed with a mosquito.”   

Dame Anita Roddick  

This quote by Dame Anita Roddick, founder of The Body Shop, resonates very strongly with us.  We started with our 

website (www.worldnomads.com) where we sell travel insurance.   We also have 1,000s of travelers from all over the 

world on the road at any one time.  We thought about how we combine what we have on the site of selling a product with 

our travelers who may have a desire to make a difference as ell and inviting them to help. The result was the Footprints. 

Effectively, a person coming through to purchase insurance can choose to donate anywhere from $2-$10 to a community 

development project.  The suggested amount is a fraction of a percentage of their overall cost of a trip. It is less than a cup 

of coffee, a bus fare or a candy bar.   

We work with charities, NGO's, grass roots organizations and individuals who can provide opportunities for long term 

partnerships and multiple projects. We seek to establish an understanding and relationship between the organizations 

before discussions about specific projects are entered into.  The Footprints Network funds projects with budgets anywhere 

from $100 to $40,000. 

http://www.worldnomads.com/
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All projects we fund should primarily help meet at least one of the United Nation's Millennium Development Goals that 

aim to eradicate extreme poverty: 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

2. Achieve universal primary education 

3. Promote gender equality and empowering women 

4. Reduce child mortality 

5. Improve maternal health 

6. Combat HIV / AIDS, malaria and other diseases 

7. Ensure environmental sustainability 

8. Develop a global partnership for development 

Additionally, projects should adhere to the following: 

 be separately identifiable and tangible  

 be tied to a specific location  

 achieve sustainable development gains in the local communities 

 work with the local communities 

 have minimal administration costs (10% or less) 

 have a specific budget and be able to show the breakdown of costs 

 supply progress and final reports including photographs 

We don't accept project proposals for research projects, emergency relief, advocacy causes, individual sponsorship or 

cultural development projects. 

We make it very clear throughout the purchase process what the customers are actually donating to. For every project, 

donors can dig into information on the project, the charity, the status of funding, and how many people have donated from 

how many countries. They can also opt to be kept abreast of when the project has funded and been completed, thereby 

closing the loop with the traveler and allowing them to stay connected with their donation. The participation rate is 92%, 

partially attributed to the opt-out aspect of the donation, but also because of the transparency of where the money is going 

and the ability for the donor to select a project that is meaningful to THEM. 
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Some examples of projects and funding levels include: 

 Water & Sanitation Project, Timor-Leste , Run by Water Aid,  12,821 donations  from 18 countries Raised 

$31,548   
 Community eye health workers, South Africa –  Run by Fred Hollows  Foundation, 13,815 donations from 22 

countries raised  $39,627 to train 260  

 Blindness Prevention Program, Vietnam Run by Fred Hollows Foundation, 3,072 donations from  raised $8,004 

A list of open, funded and completed can be viewed at: http://www.footprintsnetwork.org/completedprojects.aspx.   

As of July 26, 2011, more than $1,177,033 (AUD) has been raised for 69 projects. And while these figures make us very 

proud, the one that makes us the most proud is that these funds and projects were possible because of the 463,914 

individuals who made happen. 

The “Why” of Footprints’ success and World Nomads 

In looking at Footprints, it is a success because it is: 

 Easy & small: the buyer already has a credit card in their hand and is already making a purchase. Adding a $2-$10 

donation is easy to do; no extra steps or log-ins or URLs to remember. 

 Tangible: the small donation relates to a small purchase they make any given day; a bus fare, a coffee (or a half cup of 

coffee depending where you buy it!), a chocolate bar, an impulse purchase at the check-out. The amount is a 

insignificant amount relative t their daily costs and certainly compared to their expenses for the holiday they are going 

on; 

 Transparent: the donor can see all the details of the NGOs, charities and organizations we work with, the projects the 

funds are specifically going to and the status of funding. 

 100% goes to organization running the projects. We do not take a single cent for our administration of the program.  

The cost of the development, staff and ongoing management of the program is our investment is our CSR. 

But for all the practicality of the above, that is not actually our “Why”.  The success of Footprints lead us to think more 

about the “Why” of our organization and delve deeper by asking ourselves the fundamental question of “Why do we as 

employees care and stay dedicated to Footprints and World Nomads?” Why do our customers care? 

Some of you may have seen a Puget Sound TedX talk by Simon Sinet called “Start with Why”.  In that talk, Sinet 

observes that organizations are great at the “what” and the “how” of what they do and sell, but very few know the “why”. 

It was an important concept to think about and for us a profitable private business to understand why we exist as a 

business and what makes us tick as people. In so doing, we were able to forge a sincere and authentic emotional 

attachment and connection with our customers, community, Facebook fans, business associates and everyone in the 

supply chain of our business. We knew that when we connected over the “why” we could achieve an awful amount 

together, and with Footprints, it was about including our customers in our visions and enabling them to help people build 

a better future. 

Our “Why” with Footprints donors to date: 

 463,914 people share the same values as us. That is, travelers have the desire, right, or even duty to give back to 

communities less fortunate when they are on the road. 

 463,914 people wanted to make a positive change 

 463,914 people who don’t know each other, or necessarily us, felt connected to what we were doing 

 463,914 people felt inspired knowing that an average of $2.50 can pool together to make a large difference in building 

a better future for communities around the world 

 

http://www.footprintsnetwork.org/completedprojects.aspx
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Engaging a global community  

We have thousands of travelers on the road at any one time, from around 140 countries.  Sharing Footprints and engaging 

our customers was the first step in building a community bound by the shared desire to make a difference.   We used 

social media to spread the word of the milestones achieved and build awareness with the broader travel community. Using 

social media as a mega-phone to broadcast news, milestones and other updates about what you are doing is fine.  But, this 

is only one side of the power of social media. We also lean on social media to get feedback and garner the community’s 

thoughts on the projects we are undertaking.   

This was a key piece of how we managed the program and points to what we refer to as “Listen, Learn & Respond”. The 

beauty of social networks is the level of engagement you can achieve through them and the ability to connect with 

customers and a broader audience. By listening and understanding what they are saying, we could learn from it, respond 

with action accordingly. World Nomads and the Footprints team use social media to inform all areas of our business, from 

product development, customer service, marketing, scholarship programs, market research and Footprints. It has yielded a 

much deeper level of rapport. 

A specific example is as our community learned more about Footprints from newsletters, our website, Twitter, Facebook 

and blogs, they increasingly wanted to know how they could get involved.  This lead to the idea that perhaps we could 

follow the money trail from donor to completed project. We wondered, what if we could team up with an adventure travel 

company that operates community development and volunteer trips to complete a project that was funded by the 

Footprints Network.  We continued the creative thread wondering what if we could send a friend of the business who is a 

professional film maker to join the group to film the project and capture the essence of travelers who want to give their 

time combine it with the money raised to make a change. This naturally lead to thinking we could create a short 

documentary to then post on our site and in YouTube (it’s free and easy distribution) and thereby provide this engaged 

community with a visual of the Footprints program and how it makes a difference to communities and travelers. 

It didn’t end there. We continued to follow it through with the idea to pitch it to airlines as free content for the in-flight 

entertainment (IFE) programming; we are part of IFE for 26 airlines across the world.  A distributor happened to see it 

and contacted us asking if she could pitch the concept at an industry event in Cannes. She did successfully to National 

Geographic, and we now found ourselves in the unlikely situation of being a travel insurance company with a side line 

producing Footprints documentaries of projects in Nepal, Cambodia, Kenya, Ecuador, etc 

In a full circle with social media, we have since opened a scholarship opportunity for travelers to submit a video 

application in an open contest to have a winner shadow the film maker on the next documentary shoot at a Footprints 

project; all fueled by social media and our highly engaged global community. 

The last piece of this story is the underlying technology that drives donor collection. We built the platform that allowed 

our customers make donations while they were already in the purchase path. The ease and speed with which travelers 

embraced the concept and made donations, we knew we had an elegant and simple option that drove traveler’s 

philanthropy.   It was too good to keep to ourselves and we wanted to share it with other like-mined companies who 

wanted a CSR program and had customers who also wanted to make a difference through where they shopped online. We 

created the Footprints Network whereby businesses can use the openly available API (application programming interface) 

available to any company that had an e-commerce function, regardless of whether or not they are in the travel industry. 

The point was that they too had a sense of their “Why” and that they have customers who want to help make a difference.   

Small is the new big – 

Even the smallest gesture, the smallest idea can have a powerful effect and positive change. When you can create a vision, 

harness the power of a community that shares that vision, then you can truly create ideas worth spreading. In our case, 

Footprints not only allowed us to help communities build a better future, it also harnessed the internet, our partners and 

customers to, in effect, build a currency of giving 

To us, that is a currency worth trading.  


