
 
 
 
This article represents one in a series of six that will highlight the finalists of the 2017 Ideas for 
Action competition; a joint program of the World Bank Group and the Zicklin Center for Business 
Ethics Research at the Wharton School.  The Ideas for Action initiative engages young people from 
around the world to encourage them to develop and share their ideas for financing solutions to 
deliver the United Nation’s recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
 
 
Driven by a desire to change the current paradigm of social engagement, Project Forward aims to 
leverage the benefits of Blockchain technology to create a proprietary digital currency that is earned 
through positive actions.  The founding members of Project Forward are targeting volunteering as 
the method to generate this “social” currency, with their data showing a massive $80 billion in 
annual value creation through volunteering in the United Stated alone.  
 
Djordjija Petkoski, Wharton Faculty and co-chair for the Ideas for Action initiative, recently sat 
down with the Project Forward team to learn more.  
 
 
Petkoski:  
What exactly is the vision for Project Forward? 
 
Michael Kashani:  
In short, the goal is to offer a new approach to community engagement and how that is ultimately 
recognized.  Starting from an already alarmingly low level, volunteering in the United States has 
been on the decline for the past twelve years, diminishing to now less than a quarter of the 
population.  It is clear that the current paradigm of volunteering needs to be adjusted to not only 
stem the continuing decline of those who have traditionally volunteered, but more importantly to 
reflect the reality that an incentive-based structure could help introduce new participants.  We 
believe the best way to accomplish that is by utilizing Blockchain technology to create a proprietary 
digital currency that can become synonymous with “doing good”.  
  
 
Petkoski: 
How exactly does it work? 
 
Cole Pergament: 
The first step is for an individual to volunteer at a pre-approved not-for-profit. Once their 
volunteering for the day is complete they can request that Project Forward reward them with 
Forward Coins, which is the name of the proprietary digital currency.  The not-for-profit provides 
confirmation that the individual volunteered for the amount of time reported, which allows the 
Forward Coins to be released to the volunteer. This process is important, as it removes the not-for-
profit from being involved in the actual transfer of the Forward Coins. Their sole responsibility is 



to provide the opportunity for volunteering and then confirm that it was completed.  
 
Reinforcing all of this is the fact that all Forward Coins are sponsored, creating an underlying value 
that allows for immediate and broad acceptance in the marketplace.  Sponsors can range from large 
foundations to corporations or simply individuals, but can also include sovereign nations or 
municipal entities in some cases.   
  
 
Petkoski: 
How do you respond to the argument that it ceases to be regarded as volunteering once there is an 
incentive? 
 
Michael Kashani: 
That is actually one of our favorite questions since it gets to the root of what we are trying to 
accomplish. There is often an initial negative reaction when people hear that we are seeking to 
incentivize volunteers through a currency but few people question the very lucrative tax incentives 
that more affluent individuals are able to reap for donating money in certain countries.   It is still 
considered philanthropy even though the individual gets some economic or tax benefit, so why 
should incentivizing volunteers be any different? 
 
Ideally, the volunteer will "pay it forward" to a different not-for-profit organization, thereby 
doubling their impact. We believe, however, that it should still be considered a positive outcome 
even in the instances where the volunteer decides to retain their Forward Coins. At the very least, 
these individuals have given back to their communities and are most likely in need of the funds 
they receive in order to pay for basic needs such as groceries, school supplies or co-pays for 
prescription medication. Additionally, we have planted the seed of community service within these 
individuals, which will ideally lead to a lifelong commitment to volunteering.   
 
  
Petkoski: 
What is the purpose of rewarding volunteering with a digital currency?  
 
Tristan Thoma 
The unparalleled benefit of utilizing a Blockchain-based system is actually one of the aspects we 
are most excited about.  In addition to improving accountability and providing detailed volunteer 
data to the not-for-profit, it provides numerous benefits when compared to being rewarded through 
a traditional currency.  
 
Retailers or businesses that accept Forward Coins do so with complete certainty that they were 
earned by doing positive actions.  We believe that will encourage these entities to provide goods 
and services at levels above the market value of Forward Coins, thereby increasing the demand for 
Forward Coins.  Additionally, their digital nature allows the individuals earning and spending the 
currency to link them to their social media accounts, which will provide recognition for not only 
the volunteer and sponsor, but also for the not-for-profits that are in dire need of greater visibility.    
  
 
Petkoski: 
How could this be implemented in an emerging market setting? 
 
Faith Suwilanji Kaoma: 
My firsthand experience regarding the unique challenges facing developing nations has provided 



an opportunity to broaden the scope of Project Forward in these areas.  Community engagement 
need not only be limited to volunteering, with government sponsored or sanctioned initiatives 
providing potential entrance points. This can be especially impactful in areas of high poverty, crime 
and unemployment, providing an alternative for those who seek to empower and improve their 
communities.   
 
 
Petkoski: 
The Ideas for Action initiative was inspired by the United Nations' creation of the SDGs in 2015. 
How does Project Forward aim to specifically address the SDGs? 
 
Michael Kashani: 
We have actually identified several of the SDGs that we believe Project Forward could address, 
but there are a few that stand out in particular. Sustainable Cities and Communities (#11) is 
probably the most apparent, but both Decent Jobs & Economic Growth (#8) and Reduced 
Inequalities (#10) may not be as obvious at first glance.    
 
Cole Pergament: 
I think we are not alone in our belief that volunteering can serve as a catalyst for improved 
employability, namely for young people.  In addition to the positive impact on the community, 
volunteerism provides an opportunity to obtain vital work experience and build basic skills 
necessary to succeed.  
  
 
Petkoski: 
Any further developments since Project Forward was recognized by the Ideas for Action 
competition? 
 
Daniel Kashani: 
In addition to our recent acceptance into another university-affiliated start-up accelerator in New 
York, we have experienced an exponential increase in interest from an array of different parties.  
We have begun to have deeper negotiations with a number of organizations that could help build 
out the Blockchain functionality of the currency both in a pilot and larger scale setting, as well as 
not-for-profits that could assist in implementing our emerging market approach.  We have also 
begun preliminary conversations with various elements within the United Nations, as the mutual 
interests in addressing the SDGs have provided a platform and desire to initiate true and lasting 
change for the better on a global scale.  


