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To understand the phenomenon of corporate investment in girls and 
women, I employ the theoretical-methodological conception that the Girl 
Eff ect is a global apparatus of power.1 As articulated by Foucault, a dis-
positif or apparatus is constituted through a set of discursive “power/
knowledge” practices2 that both defi ne and come into being through it.3 
Employing this conceptualization, I move beyond studying discrete insti-
tutions, their policies, and their intended eff ects on social practice, as 
commonly practiced in research on whether development interventions 
are successful or not. Rather, I analyze the non-fi xed, heterogeneous 
ensemble of discursive practices, including scientifi c statements, laws, 
policies, representations, material products, and institutions, focused on 
girls as an object of development.4 In this way, this study is not about girls 
per se; rather, the Girl Eff ect is the ethnographic object.

The apparatus that I studied defi nes adolescent girls as objects of 
knowledge, or, more specifi cally, as a population category that is ulti-
mately distinct from girls, women, and youth. But the apparatus is also 
defi ned by the category of adolescent girls, without which the formation 
would not exist. It depends on and is structured by the fi eld of knowledge 
around the category and thus shapes how the population is understood. 

  1 The Girl Eff ect as Apparatus
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This authoritative knowledge corresponds to and is a result of the creation 
of a complex set of technologies for producing knowledge that defi nes and 
attempts to regulate (although largely unsuccessfully) adolescent girls’ 
bodies, lives, and futures through educational practice. These technolo-
gies include, for example, monitoring and evaluation (M&E) programs to 
assess the success of the programs in unleashing the Girl Eff ect by gather-
ing data on girls’ educational attainment, employment, fi nancial status, 
consumer habits, and sexual practices, among other indicators. Another 
set of technologies included counting, tracking, and mapping girls glob-
ally through the Nike Foundation’s Girls Discovered project with Verisk 
Maplecroft. The project “aimed to provide development professionals and 
researchers with a consolidated source for existing, publically available 
data in a visual format,” according to personal communication with Nike 
Foundation.5 The maps are among the resources Verisk Maplecroft high-
lights, along with a Human Rights and Business Dilemmas website it 
developed, to “help multinational corporations identify and address child 
labour risks and responsibilities in their operations and supply chains.”6 
These resources make apparent how new technologies come together with 
old forms of social control to regulate bodies and moderate risk for corpo-
rations in today’s geographies of global capitalism.

As Michael Goldman describes, these forms of power/knowledge prac-
tices function in an “exercise of power through social bodies rather than 
merely against them.”7 Power, in this sense, is indeed productive. It oper-
ates through the girls who participate in educational, health, and eco-
nomic programs, the educators and NGO staff  members that run them, 
and the development experts that monitor and evaluate them. Moreover, 
it functions through the corporate executives and foundation program 
managers that develop programs in girls’ names and the public relations 
and marketing specialists that brand girls’ potential.

While corporate development programs and policies predicated on this 
logic ultimately fail to end poverty through their investments in adolescent 
girls, they produce what James Ferguson identifi es, building on Michel 
Foucault, as powerful “instrument eff ects”8 of “failed” development projects.9 
In the case of the Girl Eff ect, the particular eff ects include distinguishing 
a population category of development, producing authoritative knowledge 
on it, and positioning it as an object of intervention and exhibition. The 
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broader eff ect is the expansion of corporate power and infl uence within the 
development regime through these particular bodies.

During my full-time, ethnographic fi eldwork (2008–2010), I examined 
one particular constellation of Nike, Inc. and Nike Foundation’s apparatus 
in and between the United States and Brazil in this particular historical 
conjuncture.10 The theoretical conceptualization of the research builds on 
critical, multisided ethnographic analyses of corporations and corporate 
foundations,11 as well as powerful development institutions,12 from within 
anthropology, education, sociology, and geography that pursue the com-
plex task of studying up.13 Drawing on anthropological conceptions of 
corporations, I conceptualize the corporate form not as a singular or mon-
olithic entity, but rather as complex cultural formations or “social group-
ings” that are constituted through, and vie for infl uence over, cultural 
beliefs, values, narratives, rituals, resources, and practices in the system-
atic pursuit of profi t.14 How these are controlled, by whom, and for whom, 
are culturally, legally, economically, and politically contested questions 
that anthropologists seek to understand. This project understands the 
corporation as a “temporally, spatially, and socially diff erentiated”15 insti-
tution comprised of unequally distributed power and multiple competing 
interests and sources of agency, organized around the dominant goal of 
profi t maximization. It conceives of the corporate foundation to be a dis-
tinct, yet fi nancially, politically, and legally associated entity whose beliefs, 
values, narratives, and practices can align with, support, and/or compete 
with those of the corporation. The project contributes to debates on where 
the boundaries of the corporation begin and end, and, correspondingly, to 
where and whom their responsibilities extend.16 It does so by examining 
how girls, educators, feminists, and NGOs become part of the corporate 
domain, and by considering how ordinary, noncorporate actors in these 
spaces “enact”—consciously or unconsciously—the socially responsible 
corporation as they participate in corporatized development programs.17

To understand this, the multi-scalar research design focused on Nike, 
Inc. and Nike Foundation’s transnational relationships with four types of 
development institutions, including two international NGOs in Brazil, the 
World Bank in Washington, DC, CGI in New York City, and entrepreneurs 
and venture capitalists in Silicon Valley. I call one NGO, Alliance for 
Development (AFD). It is the Brazilian affi  liate of a Washington, DC–based 
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organization, whose program I call Programa pelo empoderamento das 
jovens mulheres (PEJM), translated as the Program to Empower Young 
Women, which was funded by the Nike Foundation.18 The other NGO, 
which I call the Gender Justice Organization (GJO), is a Brazil-based, inter-
national organization. Nike Foundation funded the integration of young 
women into GJO’s work on gender equity with young men. The World Bank 
is a multilateral development bank whose composition stretches across the 
world with offi  ces in the majority of countries. Between 2008 and 2015, the 
Bank partnered with the Nike Foundation on the Adolescent Girl Initiative 
(AGI) in the fi rst programmatic partnership between the World Bank and 
a corporate foundation. CGI was founded and led by former US president 
Bill Clinton. Between 2005 and 2016, it held an annual meeting every 
September to convene its corporate members with governments, bilateral 
and multilateral agencies, private foundations, and NGOs around develop-
ment issues. Former President Clinton and its corporate membership base 
actively promoted investing in girls and women as a solution for ending 
poverty and stimulating economic growth. It was critical in constructing a 
global corporate agenda around girls and women. Nike Foundation played 
a prominent role in this process. The fi nal set of institutional actors included 
in the study were entrepreneurs focused on targeting girls in their start-ups 
in India and on the African continent and venture capitalists from Silicon 
Valley interested in funding them. Lastly, in addition to this primary con-
stellation of institutional actors, I also engaged with countless other grant-
ees, consultants, and partners of the Nike Foundation during interviews, 
conferences, and other forums over the years.

Each location functioned as a “fi eldwork node,”19 representing a place 
within the apparatus of the Girl Eff ect in which I conducted interviews 
and/or participant observation.20 In contrast to traditional conceptions of 
sites as bounded localities, these nodes were unbounded.21 They operated 
as “sites of encounter.”22 They were constituted through interconnected, 
yet unequal, exchanges and relationships between diverse subjects in dis-
parate locations, many of whom will never have direct contact with one 
another. Often their only indirect contact with one another came through 
me as the researcher.

If, as Ananya Roy suggests, “ethnographies are spatialized interven-
tions in fi elds of power,”23 this study is an intervention in the multiple 
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fi elds of power that comprise the Girl Eff ect. These fi elds comprise the 
shifting terrain of feminism, corporate capitalism, and international 
development as a fi eld of policy and practice. As the fi elds are global in 
reach and multi-scalar, my theoretical interventions were developed on 
multiple scales and across diff erent sites. They were developed through 
analytical concepts that enable us to read this fi eld of power more closely 
and understand the relationships between the seemingly disparate sites in 
the study. In other words, the fi ndings illuminate the global even as they 
were theorized through my participation in situated social relations in 
particular ethnographic locations and moments in time.

By carefully examining the articulations of social and economic rela-
tions, symbolic meanings, and spatial interconnections in a particular 
constellation of Nike, Inc.’s investments in the Girl Eff ect through the 
Nike Foundation, my analysis elucidates the broader investment logic 
and the relations and processes that constitute the investments using 
Gillian Hart’s methodology of “relational comparison.”24 I demonstrate 
how these investments are created, negotiated, and experienced by diverse 
subjects operating in distinct yet interconnected institutions. These 
encounters always occur through situated practice—physical or virtual. 
Encounters in the Girl Eff ect occur through ongoing, complex intercon-
nections within, across, and between far reaching locales and among une-
qually resourced social actors who are frequently unfamiliar and, I will 
posit, ultimately unknowable to one another. Their interconnections 
occur through uneven exchanges of money, knowledge, representations, 
stories, expectations, and desires. Yet, in a world perceived as intercon-
nected, practices in the Girl Eff ect occur as much through disjunctures 
created through diff erence as they do through interconnections across 
diff erence.

The ethnographic research focused on this particular constellation of 
institutional actors is not meant to be exhaustive of all of the Nike 
Foundation’s work across multiple countries and with multiple partners 
over the course of a decade. I also do not expect that the experiences of 
Nike, Inc., the Nike Foundation, and their institutional partners in any 
specifi c geography will be exactly replicated by another set of actors 
focused on the Girl Eff ect or by other corporations or corporate founda-
tions investing in girls and women. This book places the ethnographic 
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observations focused on the Girl Eff ect in specifi c moments in time and 
geographies within a larger context of discourse and practice in order to 
understand the broader world of corporatized development focused on 
poor girls and women in the Global South.25 It demonstrates how US 
transnational corporations and the international institutions supporting 
them, such as the World Bank and CGI, are developing and implementing 
policies and practices based on a racialized, gendered, sexualized, and 
classed instrumental logic of development. It explains how this logic infl u-
ences the ways poor girls and women in the Global South are understood, 
how educational interventions are structured in their name, and how this 
infl uences their lives and educations. Moreover, it illuminates how these 
practices extend corporate power and infl uence over new bodies, institu-
tions, and geographies, and how this occurs without accountability to the 
girls and women they are supposedly serving and without addressing the 
contradictions in their corporate business practices, as the case of Nike, 
Inc.’s ongoing labor problems demonstrate.

researcher as subject in/of the development 

apparatus

The question of the researcher as subject in and of the apparatus is rele-
vant to theoretical-methodological conceptions of this research. It relates 
to Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson’s attempt at “decentering ‘the fi eld’ as 
the one, privileged site of anthropological knowledge.”26 As they explain, 
this conceptualization reconstructs the fi eld via Donna Haraway’s notion 
of “situated knowledges.”27 This form of “feminist objectivity” is based on 
partiality rather than universality.28 It questions unhistoricized, disem-
bodied claims to authoritative knowledge based on science.29 These forms 
of science, including anthropology and Western feminism’s claims to 
truth, have historically and continually created multiple Others. In con-
trast, feminist objectivity requires a view from the researching body as 
“always a complex, contradictory, structuring, and structured body.”30

In this way, I always was, and continue to be, embedded in the power 
relations that comprise this phenomenon. Following Gayatri Spivak and 
Sneja Gunew’s proposition of “a historical critique of your position as the 
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investigating person,”31 this book is therefore also a story of my own per-
sonal history. I am the granddaughter and daughter of both corporate 
America and liberal feminism. My grandfather and father were executives 
of banks and corporations. My grandfather, in fact, worked for General 
Electric, one of the corporations in this broader phenomenon. I therefore 
grew up in a corporate family, acquiring the cultural habits it produces, 
the economic access it aff ords, and the ways of being it enables. These are 
inevitably marked on my body and its movements in and through the 
world. Yet, in contrast to my grandmothers and mother, I was given edu-
cational and professional opportunities that they were not granted or 
encouraged to pursue. Between my generation and theirs, feminism—in 
its white, liberal expression—enabled me to have other educational and 
professional options, although it was certainly never explained in that 
manner.

The peculiar intersection of corporate America and liberal feminism 
that I study not only runs through fi gures of racialized girls and women in 
the Global South, as outsourced laborers or recipients of corporate philan-
thropy, but through my own body and bodies like mine, albeit in radically 
diff erent ways. The fi gure of the white, middle- to upper-class, highly 
educated American woman—both myself and many participants in my 
study—is positioned on the other side of the transnational division of 
labor and corporate philanthropic benevolence; yet, she, too, is positioned 
at its intersection. Thus, the fi gure of women like me in my study is the 
largely unacknowledged benefi ciary of corporate America and liberal fem-
inism. As an ethnographer, I was thus intimately part of the discourses 
that I studied. Disentangling me from the apparatus and my fi ndings is 
impossible. I was socially, politically, and historically positioned within 
this fi eld, myself produced in and through it in diff erent ways, and, in 
turn, producing knowledge in and through my particular location.

As I entered into relationships in the deeply hierarchical institutions in 
my study, I found myself situated in radically uneven power dynamics 
within, between, and across the nodes. In particular institutions in the 
United States, I often shared a highly privileged positionality with my 
research participants, or as a result of age or professional status, they were 
in more powerful positions than I was. Nevertheless, it was my own rela-
tive positionality vis-à-vis theirs that enabled these relationships to 
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develop. In contrast, at the Brazilian offi  ces and programs of the transna-
tional NGOs where I conducted participant observation for almost a year, 
the relationships were defi ned by unevenness. While the NGOs them-
selves were defi ned by hierarchical relations of power, particularly as their 
structures extended far beyond Brazil, I always occupied a privileged posi-
tion, as my point of entrance into the institutions was through the most 
senior employees in their Brazilian locations. In each institution, this 
infl uenced my positionality throughout the duration of my fi eldwork. 
While the young women in the program were never the objects of my 
research, the power diff erentials between us in the NGO classrooms or in 
their public schools where I conducted observations were certainly the 
most extreme. From the beginning, however, I sought to make it very clear 
that they were not the focus of my research and to establish relationships 
of solidarity with them inside and outside the classroom to the extent that 
this was ever possible.

In the process of studying this phenomenon I inadvertently found 
myself becoming an “expert” even as I was interrogating expertise. That 
occurred because in the context of institutional ethnography, one must 
make herself useful in order to “sit” in an offi  ce setting each day. In par-
ticular, I was positioned as a cultural and linguistic translator. As George 
Marcus explains, the ethnographer’s role in multi-sited research as trans-
lator of “cultural idiom or language”32 is more complicated than in tradi-
tional, single-sited ethnography.33 It necessitates careful translation 
“along unexpected or even in dissonant fractures of social location.”34 
Translation is never a neutral act. Thus, these cultural and linguistic forms 
thoroughly implicated me in the power/knowledge economy of the Girl 
Eff ect. Linguistically, I translated between languages (Portuguese and 
English), serving as the NGOs’ translator for visitors from the United 
States and India, and on conference calls with Nike Foundation. During 
the time I spent with the NGOs, I also translated baseline data reports, 
stories written by young women, and program reports, and I wrote 
case studies in English for the NGOs. These were all sent to the founda-
tion. Moreover, I participated in the ongoing translation of cultural prac-
tices, codes, and ways of being that diff ered between institutions and 
within institutional hierarchies. My mobility in, between, and across insti-
tutional nodes provided me access to powerful forms of social and cultural 
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capital in the apparatus frequently inaccessible to those diff erentially situ-
ated given their gendered, racialized, classed, linguistic, and/or geographic 
positions.

on securing access

My access in the diff erent research nodes of the apparatus was always 
negotiated, tenuous, and never uniform. There were institutional spaces 
that were very uncomfortable for me, and others that were surprisingly 
familiar. While I gained acceptance in most of the institutions over time 
as a “situated, peripheral participant,”35 there were particular institutions, 
particularly the Nike Foundation, where I never took for granted the per-
manance of my access. My choice of data collection methods in any par-
ticular node—including interviews, participant observation (physical or 
virtual), and Internet archival research—emerged from this negotiated 
access and, thus, was always infl uenced by it. Methods were therefore spe-
cifi cally tailored to the institutional contexts constituting each node. As 
George Marcus explains, within multi-sited ethnographies, “not all sites 
are treated by a uniform set of practices of the same intensity.”36

And while these data collection methods were structured by access, I 
sought to be attentive to the relations of power underlying my access and 
practical choices in these nodes. My ability to choose one method over 
another in institutional settings with more open access was also an issue 
of power. For example, at AFD, I was able to sit for hours or full days in 
the offi  ce, hallways, at the kitchen table, and in classrooms. I could freely 
observe the program participants, educators, and staff  members as I par-
ticipated in the everyday activities, conversations, and movements of the 
institution. My ability to remain in an institutional setting—to occupy 
time and space while continually directing my gaze at the Other—was a 
refl ection of power. More explicitly, it was a result of my own privileged 
position to see, observe, and take notes and to move in and out of spaces, 
institutions, and physical and cultural geographies with relative ease. This 
is the position of ethnographer as fl âneur or the one who gazes at the 
Other.37 My gaze was interrupted at moments, particularly in the act of 
taking fi eld notes. For example, on the fi rst day I decided to take notes at 
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AFD, a young woman looked at me and then at the staff  member remark-
ing, “She’s taking notes on this?” These were the power-laden encounters, 
and sometimes awkward engagments, between me and the participants in 
my study.

In contrast, in powerful institutions, I was constrained in my choice of 
methods of data collection as there are spatiotemporal limits to fi eldwork 
in such nodes. One often needs high levels of security clearance. This 
necessitates being vetted through formal channels, where knowing some-
one or being introduced by someone more powerful is key. Moreover, 
access often has a time limit. I would walk around with a “one-day pass” 
sticker stuck to my suit jacket, or my access would be even more limited by 
particular hours, departments, or even specifi c elevators and fl oors.

In these institutions, I would surveil myself in the practice of research 
as I presumed I was simultaneously being surveilled. For example, rather 
than freely writing down notes or casually leaving my notebook in the 
offi  ce or classrooms as I often did at the NGOs, in these powerful spaces I 
would often write the most important information in private. Here, the 
ethnographer as fl âneur is diff erentially positioned as the object of the 
gaze or the target of suspicion and surveilance, carefully monitored as 
she monitors herself.

While I conducted full-time ethnographic fi eldwork between September 
2008 and September 2010, my observations of Nike Foundation and Nike, 
Inc. began in 2007 and ended in 2014. In 2004, I began collecting docu-
ments on girls’ education from prominent institutions in this fi eld, includ-
ing the World Bank and UN agencies, and, in 2005, upon receiving Nike, 
Inc.’s press release, corporations and their foundations also became institu-
tions of interest. I gradually constructed a research archive for compiling, 
reviewing, and documenting materials on the topic. To do so, I collected 
historical and current materials located in organizational archives, partici-
pated in the listserves of relevant institutions, and created targeted daily 
Google Alerts to track offi  cial, journalistic, popular, and academic accounts 
of my topic. Gradually over time (2004–present), the information I learned 
and fi led into diff erent folders on my computer became an archive of more 
than a thousand documents, including articles, press releases, web pages, 
blogs, photographs, YouTube videos, and event transcripts. This formed 
the basis of much of my knowledge and methodologically allowed me to 



 t h e  g i r l  e f f e c t  a s  a p p a r a t u s  51

develop network mappings of individual and institutional actors. These 
virtual links formed the basis for my initial conceptualization of the Girl 
Eff ect as an apparatus. Over time, some of these transformed into actual 
individual and institutional relationships. While each institution in this 
particular constellation is related to and produced in relation to the others 
in the apparatus, often through shared fi nancing, goals, subjects, and 
infrastructures, they also operate as individual institutions with their own 
hierarchies, policies, and regulations on research. Thus, on a practical 
level, my entrance into each one required a diff erent strategy and time 
frame. In this way, the process of negotiating this terrain became a rich 
part of the fi eldwork itself.

negotiating fieldwork

I began reaching out to Nike, Inc. and the Nike Foundation in spring 2006. 
I initially e-mailed the foundation’s general address, and later submitted a 
cover letter to apply for an internship. Both attempts were met with generic 
responses thanking me for my interest. By spring 2007, I began to carefully 
plan encounters to meet Nike, Inc. and subsequently Nike Foundation 
employees and to conduct observations in diff erent settings where they 
operated. The fi rst such encounter was at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in March 2007 where I met 
Hannah Jones, Nike, Inc.’s vice president of corporate responsibility. The 
second encounter was at the World Bank’s Global Symposium on Gender, 
Education, and Development, a small, closed, high-level event at the Bank’s 
headquarters in Washington, DC, in fall 2007, where I was able to meet 
two Nike Foundation staff , both of whom would become important indi-
viduals in my study. Lastly, I attended the Global Youth Enterprise 
Conference in Washington, DC, in fall 2008 where I met a team of Nike 
Foundation staff  members. The relationships I developed at these three 
events provided a series of openings over time at Nike, Inc. and the Nike 
Foundation. Nevertheless, the process of securing initial access to the cor-
poration and its foundation took from spring 2006 to late summer 2009.

Even after three years, my access to the Nike Foundation was never 
fully secured and could never be taken for granted. Given the high level of 
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anxiety at Nike, Inc. and the Nike Foundation regarding academics and 
activists, it was a continual process. After months of conversation, my fi rst 
visit to Nike, Inc. and the Nike Foundation headquarters in Beaverton, 
Oregon, was scheduled for August 2009. The foundation canceled all of 
my individual interviews the day prior. The e-mail I received included the 
following statement:

Thanks for sending the interview questions in advance. Given the formality 
of some of the questions, the team would prefer to meet with you as a group 
as an initial introductory meeting. We are not currently in a position to sign 
any consent forms nor are we in a position for the meeting to be recorded. I 
hope you will understand. We realize that this is diff erent from the intent 
initially set forth, and we apologize for any inconvenience. The group meet-
ing will take place here at the Nike Foundation from 10:30 to 11:30.

Sarah, a Nike Foundation employee, later explained, “Given the company’s 
history of being attacked by radicals,” looking down and smiling a little in 
exasperation, “and even by moderate/middle of the road folks, we need to 
be extra careful. Any word or phrase could be taken out of context, and we 
could be attacked for it.” Sasha, another senior employee, interjected, 
“Legally, we even have problems when articles refer to Nike rather than the 
Nike Foundation.” We slowly proceeded with the group questions. The staff  
took out their recorder for a six-on-one conversation while mine remained 
in my bag. I took very careful handwritten notes. As a result of being 
recorded by the foundation, yet having no way of recording myself given 
their refusal, I carefully monitored how I presented myself, the language I 
used, and how I discussed my research. Prior to leaving the room, the exec-
utive team made it clear that I would not receive further access for indi-
vidual interviews if I did not share my research with them prior to publica-
tion. I was told very directly, “Unless you agree to share your work with us, 
we really have no incentive to talk with you.” They restricted my interviews 
until I formally agreed to show them my manuscript prior to publication 
while maintaining the right to my academic independence and integrity. 
Based on our agreement, this manuscript was reviewed by the Nike Foun-
dation in August 2017. I have noted where I incorporated information pro-
vided by the foundation by including quotations and endnotes with the 
dates of my communication with Nike Foundation.
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I visited the Nike Foundation again in the following months to conduct 
individual, semi-structured interviews with staff  members. After this visit, 
in 2010 and 2012 I continued to interview via Skype a select number of 
these employees and relevant new employees, as turn-over rates were high 
at the foundation. For example, I had two extensive interviews with one of 
the most senior members of the Nike Foundation team, and I interacted 
with this individual at three multi-day events I observed where Nike 
Foundation played a prominent role and on conference calls that I partici-
pated in through fi eldwork with its partnering organizations. Moreover, I 
conducted interviews with numerous foundation employees, consultants, 
and other institutional partners between 2007 and 2012. During my fi eld-
work in Brazil, I also conducted interviews with four employees with a 
range of responsibilities at Nike do Brasil in São Paulo, the corporation’s 
Brazilian headquarters.

Given the diffi  culty in securing access to the Nike Foundation, begin-
ning in August 2007 I began reaching out to the Nike Foundation’s part-
nering NGOs in Brazil, the World Bank, and CGI. My relationship with 
each institution was diff erent, and I tailored my methods of securing 
access according to the nature of the institution. In the section that fol-
lows, I provide in-depth discussion on securing access and conducting 
fi eldwork in each of these institutions.

on doing fieldwork

The World Bank

My access to the World Bank, which would become Nike, Inc. and the Nike 
Foundation’s partner for the AGI, began with their Global Symposium titled, 
Education: A Critical Path to Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 
in October 2007. After reaching out to the organizers of the symposium, I 
was given an invitation to participate. Since all of the other attendees were 
very high-level offi  cials or employees in their respective institutions, from 
the minister of education in Afghanistan to the president of the Center of 
Global Development, I was, to say the least, their junior. And yet, since it was 
a small event of forty to fi fty individuals, I had close interaction with them 
during the events, lunches, and cocktail hours. While this was my fi rst forum, 
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it diff ered in size, intimacy, and exclusivity from many of the other forums I 
attended later either as a participant or as a volunteer. The fi eldwork rela-
tionships I began at this meeting within the Bank and with other institutions 
were initiated with individuals at a high level, and I did not need to establish 
my credibility. My other research at the World Bank consisted of two visits, 
in September 2008 and October 2009, where I conducted interviews with 
various employees connected to girls’ education and AGI. My observations at 
the Global Symposium were detailed using fi eld notes, and I recorded my 
interviews using audio recordings.

clinton global initiative

Between February 2009 and October 2010, I conducted ongoing partici-
pant observation at CGI. My access in CGI initially developed via a rela-
tionship I had at the University of California, Berkeley. I participated at 
CGI as a volunteer consultant and event staff  member on its Girls and 
Women’s “Commitment Team” in year-long preparations for and during 
the annual meetings in New York City in 2009 and 2010. The majority of 
my participation was virtual, via e-mail and conference calls with staff  
members and member organizations, including corporations, corporate 
foundations, and NGOs. I also conducted a total of three weeks of in-per-
son participant observation, often consisting of twelve-to-sixteen-hour 
days, as an event staff  member leading up to and during its annual meet-
ings in September 2009 and 2010. I participated in various capacities, 
including conducting Internet research, writing and revising documents 
for circulation to corporate members and NGOs, taking notes at events 
and on conference calls, writing summaries on events for former President 
Clinton’s daily review during the annual meeting, contributing to talking 
points for the former president, writing e-mails, participating in choosing 
individual and institutional participants, and participating in coordinat-
ing sessions during the annual meetings. CGI is the one fi eldwork node 
where I never conducted interviews. Given my purpose for observations in 
this fi eldwork node, they were never necessary, as the object of my research 
was never CGI itself; but rather, I chose it as a node to observe how rela-
tionships among its corporate members, NGOs, governments, celebrities, 
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academics, and other individual and institutional actors were constructed 
through this forum.

I also attended additional global forums including the Global Youth 
Enterprise Conference (September 2008) in Washington, DC; Economist 
Global Education 20/20 Conference (March 2009) in New York City; 
O congresso de grupo de institutos, fundações e empresas (GIFE) (Congress 
of the Group of Institutions, Foundations, and Businesses) (April 2010) in 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil; Returns to Investing in Girls at the Center for 
Eff ective Global Action (CEGA) (April 2011) at the University of California, 
Berkeley; and AUDACIA: A Global Forum for Girls’ Education (September 
2011) in New York City, where I presented with Kavita Ramdas, the for-
mer president and CEO of the Global Fund for Women.

nongovernmental organizations

Over the course of four visits to Brazil in August 2007, June 2009, from 
November 2009 to August 2010, and in July 2011, I conducted partici-
pant observation and interviews with AFD and GJO, two NGOs that 
received Nike Foundation funding. In addition, I also conducted multiple 
interviews and four weeks of ethnographic observations in June 2009 at 
the third NGO in Brazil that received Nike Foundation funding. While I 
was planning to include this site in the research design, my observations 
at this NGO only lasted for a month because of the NGO’s concerns about 
having a researcher observing their program given the power dynamics 
between its DC offi  ce and the Nike Foundation. I also conducted an inter-
view with a senior staff  member of the fourth NGO funded by Nike 
Foundation in Brazil in August 2007.

Anchoring my research within AFD and GJO enabled me to illuminate 
how the Nike Foundation localizes its investments in diff erent institu-
tions, and to examine the articulations of social relations and spatial inter-
connections that constituted these investments and the situated responses 
to them in diff erent NGOs in Brazil. Given the profoundly unequal rela-
tions of power between the Nike Foundation and the NGOs, their staff  
members, educators, and the young women who participate in their pro-
grams, I have been very concerned that my research could negatively 
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aff ect individuals and institutions in my study in either subtle or profound 
ways. Consequently, I am revealing only minimal information regarding 
the NGO staff .

During my observations at the NGO, I participated in daily classroom 
activities and mentoring, the recruitment events in the community, indi-
vidual and group selection interviews, staff  meetings, e-mail conversa-
tions, conference calls with the Nike Foundation, M&E activities, program 
events, fi eld trips, and everyday socializing in the offi  ce, during meals, and 
at social events during and outside of work. I also translated extensively, 
including a baseline report by AFD sent to the Nike Foundation, and I was 
responsible for writing a case study for GJO to send to the Nike 
Foundation. During these activities, my data collection focused on the 
goals, structure, curriculum, and pedagogy of the programs; on how the 
young women were selected, recruited, and supported by the programs; 
and on the social interactions and the negotiations among the young 
women, educators, NGO staff , and the Nike Foundation. I also collected 
an extensive set of documents for analysis, including proposals to the Nike 
Foundation, curricular and pedagogical materials, M&E questionnaires 
and reports, and public relations and communications materials.

In each NGO, I conducted interviews with staff  members and educa-
tors at all levels of the institutional hierarchies and at least fi ve interviews 
with each of the most senior staff  members. These included educators 
across subject matters, staff  members with diverse responsibilities, men-
tors of the young women, and external individuals with signifi cant rela-
tionships to the NGOs.

other corporations

I also conducted interviews with individuals at two other prominent 
transnational corporations in diverse sectors. This enabled me to under-
stand how negotiating access to a corporation and corporate foundation 
compared across institutions. One interviewee was the president of a cor-
porate foundation, and the other two were the heads of girls’ and women’s 
programs in the area of CSR. While these interviewees, as with all of my 
corporate interviewees, were concerned with anonymity for themselves 
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and the corporations, they were very willing to be interviewed on the fi rst 
request. The president of the corporate foundation even off ered to arrange 
my visit to their project sites in another country. I also scheduled an inter-
view with a head of the girls’ and women’s program at another transna-
tional corporation, but for sceduling reasons never conducted the inter-
view. All three corporations were of comparable size, earnings, and brand 
prominence to Nike, Inc., and had also experienced intense corporate 
backlash, particularly in the late 1990s, for exploitative practices.

ethnographic movements

In order to understand a phenomenon like the Girl Eff ect, the ethnogra-
pher must move—virtually, physically, intellectually, and emotionally—
between, within, and across institutions and scales in order to experience 
the power relations, knowledge production, and capital fl ows that consti-
tute such a phenomeon. This fi eldwork required navigating the disjunc-
tures between the world’s most marginalized and most powerful people, 
all of whom constitute the development apparatus I studied, but with 
very diff erent stakes and meanings attached to the project of develop-
ment. I transitioned between conversations with poor, racialized young 
women in NGO classrooms in Rio de Janeiro and a former president of 
the United States and executives of the world’s largest corporations at lav-
ish parties in places like the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York 
City. In this way, I moved within this racialized, gendered, and classed 
regime of power where some have the power to represent and others 
are represented. While these individuals almost never encountered one 
another during my fi eldwork, except through representation, one such 
personal encounter illustrates what these disjunctures look like. At a 
Gender Equity Conference at Petrobras, the Brazilian oil and gas com-
pany, with representatives of Brazil’s largest public-private companies, 
Lucia, a young female participant from AFD, the NGO I accompanied, 
asked Olivia, a staff  member from GJO, the other NGO in my study, “Was 
that data on us?,” following Olivia’s PowerPoint presentation on poor girls 
and young women from Rio de Janeiro. In this epistomological encounter, 
the young woman asked if she was represented in the disembodied data 
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that another represented. In that moment, the young woman became the 
Third World girl represented by someone else’s data. As the book will 
reveal, the principle challenge of ethnographic research in such spaces is 
navigating these subtle social relations and the underlying power relations 
that inform them in which the researcher herself is often deeply enmeshed.


