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Roundtable Discussion:  
Professor Muhammad Yunus

On October 23, Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors hosted 
a roundtable discussion with Nobel Laureate Professor 
Muhammad Yunus, the founder of the Grameen Bank  
who is widely considered the “father of microfinance.”  
In 2008, Professor Yunus announced that Grameen Bank 
had exported its approach to poverty alleviation by  
opening its first office in the United States. Seeking to 
address poverty through entrepreneurship, Grameen 
America provides microcredit loans, savings programs 
and credit establishment to the working poor, especially 
women. With support from a donor who works with 
Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, Grameen America  
has opened its pilot site in Queens and plans to expand to 
three additional New York City communities over the next 
two years. After serving 290 low-income individuals in its 
first six months, Grameen America anticipates that it will 
expand its reach to more than 3,000 borrowers in 2009. 
Grameen America is built upon the success of the Grameen 
Bank of Bangladesh, which was founded over 30 years ago 
by Professor Yunus.

During the donor roundtable, Professor Yunus described 
how he pioneered the approach and his firm belief that 
this method will thrive in New York and nationwide. Self-
employment and entrepreneurship are proven means for 
escaping poverty in the U.S., but low-income individuals 

looking to start (or who already have) small businesses are 
almost always excluded from mainstream credit markets 
that require minimum credit scores and collateral. Grameen 
America addresses this disconnect by providing clients with 
small loans, a credit establishment program and financial 
education. 

Professor Yunus detailed to participants that Grameen 
America’s program is based on a group lending and savings 
model developed and refined by the Grameen Bank, where 
peer groups encourage and learn from each other as they 
start their own businesses. If selected to be part of the 
program, borrowers receive funds which enable them to 
break the cycle of poverty through self-employment and 
to begin the process of asset accumulation. 

Grameen America typically targets women living at or 
below the poverty line. The demographics of the program’s 
female borrowers are: Hispanic, 70%; African American, 
20%; South Asian, 10%. Grameen America targets women 
because their experience has shown that women are more 
comfortable with the group lending model, are more 
likely to repay their loans and are more likely to direct 
their entrepreneurial earnings to providing better clothing, 
housing, nutrition, health care and education for their 
families. 

Because Grameen America is in its nascent stage, the  
organization is currently focused on establishing partnerships 
that will enable their work to grow and strengthen. Their 
immediate organizational goals include improving technical 
assistance provided for small business development, seeking 
local partnerships and developing grant support. 
– Walter Sweet
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For more information on Professor Muhammad Yunus and 
Grameen America, please visit www.grameenamerica.com.
       


