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“Yes,” she said. Her eyes embodied an enthusiasm that I haven’t seen since 
Steve Jobs invented the iPhone, and a peacefulness that I have never before 
witnessed—one that was possibly of a similar solitude to that of Ghandi. Graceful, 
enduring, and comforting, her stare ensured me that everything was going to be okay. 
Her eyes brought to life what her heart knew.   
 

I had never before paid so much attention to detail; every blink, every wince of 
her face. I analyzed every flinch she took and tried my best to detect why she did it. I 
even identified six different smiles, and matched her with a color in my head. In today’s 
day and age, one might diagnose me with a case of “Obsessive Attention to Detail 
Disorder,” but I simply call it my newfound “Act of Seeing.” Anyone can look, but can we 
see? Anyone can hear, but can we listen? There was nothing in between her and I; not 
a worry in the world; I smiled, she smiled, and we became friends. Perhaps “yes” was 
the only English word she knew and the reason why this was her greeting to me. I was 
so awestruck by the beauty in her eyes, I failed to notice that she said “yes” rather than 
“hello” in an effort to show me she was open to learning about my purpose in Doi Tung, 
and sharing her own.  
 

Upon our arrival in Doi Tung, we asked for information on all the places we were 
to visit the following day so we could be fully prepared to experience whatever there 
was to experience. However, I quickly came to realize that this was the wrong 
approach. One can never experience something properly if they have a preconceived 
notion of what their experience should entail. Sunisa, a crucial facilitator of our visit, 
suggested that we observe for ourselves, rather than solely base our opinions off of the 
translator’s perspective.  
 

In essence, we were there to find the heart of the matter and to spread the word. 
However, each of us was there for a different reason as well. I was primarily interested 
in assessing the effects of good and bad cross-cultural communication. This subject 
matter is something that has never failed to intrigue me. The way we think and transmit 
information from the outside world, inward, becomes engrained in us from birth, and 
continues to become even further embedded in us as time goes by. Though we may 
share certain common human experiences across cultures, we are each born into 
different societies and cultures that impact our perspective of the world from the time we 
are born. Our culture of origin plays a critical role as we further our understanding of the 
world and determines how we perceive opportunity and success. Malcom Gladwell’s 
current bestseller, Outliers, generated hype over the claim that “our ability to succeed at 
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what we do is powerfully bound up with where we’re from.”1 HRH The Princess Mother 
of Thailand grasped the meaning of this view to a great extent. Since 1988, her 
philosophy: “When people are given the opportunity, their potential can be realized,” has 
changed thousands of lives in Thailand, and continues to do so.  

 
 

A Foundation that Realizes the Power of Potential 
 

Now, the people of Doi Tung have the means to live to their greatest potential. It 
is evident that they are unconditionally appreciative of the opportunity that the 
Foundation has provided, and for the infrastructure the development project has 
implemented. None of us needed a translator to figure that out; all we needed was a set 
of eyes and ears. We could see the appreciation in their smiles, and hear it in their 
voices. The woman who greeted me with a “yes” was the epitome of the expression, “a 
smile is worth a thousand words.” I didn’t know who she was or what her story entailed; 
all I knew was that she smiled and spoke as though she was grateful for having the 
opportunity to be happy. Could it be that twenty years ago she was impoverished, sick, 
and deprived of the resources needed to keep herself alive? This downward spiral was 
completely reversed by the Mae Fah Luang Foundation’s work. Now, this woman’s 
quality of life is far superior than she could have ever fathomed.  
 

The Foundation’s development approach is a simple one: Understand, Reach 
Out, Develop, and Continue. The reason why the foundation’s work has been so 
successful is because they became familiar with every inch of the land, and every 
person who called it home. Only then, could they effectively assess the need and 
empower the people. Of course, there are hundreds of other established philosophies 
intertwined with this one (such as the philosophies tightly woven into the people-centric 
development approach of the SALD model of Sustainable Alternative Livelihood 
Development) but it all boils down to the simplistic framework of Understand, Reach 
Out, Develop, and Continue. However, If this approach is so simple in its entirety, why is 
it that much of the world has proven incapable of grasping such a concept? Assuming 
that the large majority of us desire a happier world, we must strive for smiles 
across continents, and communication on a global scale. To do this, we must 
understand other cultures, realize the power of opportunity, and the potential of 
the individual. And that is precisely what the Mae Fah Luang Foundation 
exemplifies and what my visit to Doi Tung engrained in me.  
 
 
A Foundation that Manifests Life-Changing Philosophies 
 

I believe that if what you learn never manifests itself in some way, you never 
really learned it. My visit to Doi Tung was exceptional because I saw how these 
philosophies were manifested, and how they truly took a life-changing effect on over 
10,000 people. Sometimes the best of us preach to the extent that, sooner or later, we 

                                                 
1 Gladwell, Malcolm. Outliers. November 2008. New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2008. Print. 
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fail to walk the walk; we need to put our words into action. After the first day of our visit, 
I was speechless. Never before had I seen something like this in action; I had only read 
about it in books that depicted the reversal of the downward spiral of an area. In my 
head it was simple: A group of highly committed people realized that help was needed 
so they gathered the relevant resources and took action. I was witnessing extraordinary 
philosophies manifest thousands of dreams. I was in awe. When it truly hit me, a tear 
revealed itself to my eye, and at that moment, I knew it. I knew that this is what I need to 
do for the rest of my life. I knew in my heart that there were millions of other people who 
were not as lucky to have a team like the Mae Fah Luang Foundation supporting them. I 
instantly thought of the hundreds of other countries that could significantly benefit from 
this model. There are dozens of countries with such corrupt governments that they 
make sure some of their people never see happy days; countries with impossible 
infrastructure; and many that have been on a downward spiral for years and will not 
survive if something is not done soon to reverse the cycle. My visit to Doi Tung showed 
me a world of possibility; a world where persistence, determination, and love can make 
the impossible, possible; a world where the micro approach is just as important as the 
macro; and a world where the appreciation of joy in one woman’s smile can prompt a 
million others.  

 
In this chapter, I will discuss my ideas about the true meaning behind the Mae 

Fah Laung Foundation’s development philosophy: Understand, Reach out, Develop, 
and Continue and the importance of why one step cannot exist without the other. Taking 
action on a macro-level, begins on a micro-level, with one person. The Doi Tung 
Development Project’s mission statement says it all. Their mission is “to ensure that the 
people of Doi Tung are economically self-reliant and able to continue the process of 
their own development as responsible citizens, amid an ever-evolving globalised world, 
without compromising the environment or their own cultural values.” An Individual exists 
in a culture of a world filled with opportunity. 
 
 
Lesson 1: The Potential of the Individual:  
Micro vs. Macro; without one, there is no other 
 

As he smiled, the courage behind his eyes pierced through me as though he 
knew exactly what I wanted. Now I was curious- I wanted to learn more about him; who 
was he? He was a little boy peeking from behind the classroom door. Moments later, 
another head behind the door became visible, and then another; Three small smiling 
faces stacked one on top of another. It was a sight; they were glowing from within. I 
didn’t only look, but I saw. It was fascinating to me how happy these children were and I 
wanted to learn why.  A few seconds later (after my surprise instance of admiration had 
ample time to seep in), I followed with the “wai” (the traditional Thai greeting where the 
hands are placed together on the chest, and the head is lowered to touch the tip of the 
hands); they did the same, chuckled, bumped heads a bit, and wandered off.  
 

Their smiles were incredibly endearing, and it was apparent that each of these 
small children had a large personality of their own. They were not only happy; they were 
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satisfied.  Perhaps it is because they were learning through the Montessori method, 
which concentrates on the true nature of the individual and is focused around the 
philosophy of helping people to help themselves. The program gives the students the 
confidence to embrace their own voice, and eventually work towards improving their 
community. Everyone in these communities is aware that the individual is essentially the 
most powerful piece in this domino effect. Once a villager acts and his/her surroundings 
take recognition of it, the village reacts, followed by neighboring villages. These actions 
then have the potential to reach the sub-district level, and possibly the country, and the 
world. Thus, the individual begins a series of events that could undeniably lead to 
prominent change. The children of Doi Tung have a clear understanding of this and now 
many of them have aspirations to be doctors, teachers, and lawyers. A couple of the 
parents that we interviewed were in tears as they made it apparent that their utmost 
wish is for each of their children to lead a better and happier life than they had. Their 
children know that they can, and therein lies the beauty of opportunity.  
 

Following my first visit to Doi Tung, I remained in Thailand for two extra weeks to 
produce and host a television pilot for a show promoting social ventures that are 
currently changing the world. Coincidentally enough, we focused the pilot episode on 
Doi Tung, and I returned for a second time. The first time I visited, I was practically 
speechless; I did not believe what I was seeing. It was all too good to be true—
impossible. Upon my second visit, the lessons that I learned had time to seep into my 
soul, and I realized that it is possible. This time, instead of greeting me with the wai, a 
couple of the women gave me a “goodbye” hug that immediately filled me with joy. The 
filming went incredibly well and the bonds that I had with a couple of the villagers grew 
even stronger, despite the language barrier. Maybe one day, if the television pilot that I 
produced were to get picked up by a network, that same woman who greeted me with a 
“yes,” and had an angel’s smile, would be able to smile to millions of viewers all at once.  
 

It takes one smile to initiate a million more and to lead a movement. The power of 
the individual has never been greater before in history. We have the unequivocal ability 
to make decisions and make our dreams come true if we think on a global scale and 
understand the cultural nature of those we intend to help or simply communicate with 
and learn from. HRH The Princess Mother understood this very well, and now the 
Foundation’s Global Outreach Program is bringing this understanding to action in 
Myanmar, Afghanistan, and Aceh (Indonesia). Because these countries face similar 
problems of poverty and narcotic crop cultivation, the Foundation’s Center for Social 
Entrepreneurship (CSE) is encouraging the SALD (Sustainable Alternative Livelihood 
Development) model as well as lessons they have learned from their experience in 
Thailand. By allowing other countries to benefit from their invaluable pool of knowledge, 
the Foundation is putting the cycle of good work into motion. The fact that the 
Foundation is now working with our group from New York University further proves this 
notion as we are now building a bridge of knowledge from Thailand to the United States, 
spreading the wealth of deep understanding around the world. Peace-maker, Ghandi 
once said: “Recall the face of the poorest and weakest man whom you may have seen, 
and ask yourself if the step you contemplate is going to be of any use to him. Will he 
gain anything by it? Will it restore him to a control over his own life and destiny? In other 
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words, will it lead to freedom for the hungry and spiritually strong millions?” Each step 
that the Foundation takes is a step towards creating peace and freedom on a global 
level. 
    
 
Lesson 2: Act Globally:  
“I am a citizen not of Athens or Greece, but of the world” –Socrates 
 

I found it incredible that HRH The Princess Mother made an enormous effort to 
learn everything about the land and its inhabitants, inside and out, before she 
encouraged any sort of change. She persevered until the people were just as 
passionate about the project as she was. She knew that in order to effectively institute 
change, we must exist, not only for ourselves, but also for our community. 

 
The reality is that we live in an age where one person can greatly influence 

millions. There has never before been a generation so passionate about creating 
positive change in the world as ours, and yet, there are also too many people who use 
the phrase “we can change the world” far too casually. If we are committed to instituting 
positive change on a global scale, we must carefully and individually examine the need 
in each of the world’s countries, and dissect issues from a grassroots level, while taking 
the culture into immense consideration. This is exactly what the Foundation’s Global 
Outreach Program is achieving in Afghanistan. They are successfully implementing the 
SALD model because they have examined the task at hand from a grassroots level, and 
used pictography to overcome the language barrier until the community was just as 
passionate about implementing the model as they were. The Foundation’s development 
work outside of Thailand is the prime example of a successful expansion of knowledge 
beyond borders. 

 
 But why must it be our duty to act on a global scale? If we were to shrink the 

world’s population to a village of 100 people (with all existing human ratios remaining 
the same)2: 

• 6 would possess 59 percent of the entire world’s wealth. All 6 would be from the 
United States. 

• 80 would live in substandard housing. 
• 70 would be unable to read. 
• 50 would suffer from malnutrition. 
• 1 would be near death; 1 near birth. 
• 1 would have a college education. 
• 1 would own a computer. 

 
If you can read this text, you are lucky. If you awoke this morning with more 

health than illness, you are better off than the one million people who will not survive 
this week. If you have never experienced the danger of battle, the loneliness of 

                                                 
2 This concept has been floating around the Internet. 
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imprisonment, the agony of torture, or the shooting pains of starvation, you are ahead of 
500 million people in the world.3  
 
  One morning in Doi Tung, as the sun slowly poured over the shadows of my 
face, I awoke to a heavenly sunrise. I stood on a balcony watching the waves of light-
grey cotton clouds ascend gracefully into the dawn. A ray of light pierced through the 
clouds, becoming brighter and brighter, leisurely overflowing over the elegant contours 
of the weightless blanket of cotton. I took a deep breath and stood in awe. How did I get 
here? In that moment, I realized how truly lucky I was not only to witness such a 
beautiful site, but also to witness it in such good health, happiness, and opportunity. I 
stared deep into the silence of the dawn and was touched by the vastness of our world. 
The view extended infinitely without division; it was one fluid array of colors, motion, and 
silence. Doi Tung was a beautiful place—both in nature and in spirit. There were no 
dead ends—every philosophy that brought on positive change was connected with 
another one that further expanded on that change, even beyond the borders of 
Thailand. This accomplishment is an example of our duty to think and act on a global 
level.   
 
Lesson 3: Understand Culture:  
“To Understand is to Not Understand” 
 

While we were filming the television pilot, I met an American man named Gorge 
who has been living in Thailand for the past 20 years. He explained to me that when he 
moved to Thailand, the amount of energy it took to make one Thai friend was equivalent 
to that of making five American friends. The greater effort required to do so was not only 
an expenditure of extra energy, but also a very conscious and purposeful action—an 
initiative that most are not incentivized to undertake when being supported by native 
social structures. Because immersing ourselves in a culture other than our own is often 
a pursuit, not a need, we often capitulate the idea. If we don’t grow up bilingual or in a 
multicultural household, we tend to find no reason to spend this extra energy. 
 

Throughout my lifetime, I would like to positively influence as many people 
around the world to the greatest extent possible. Essentially, I want to make people 
smile; it is really as simple as that. Luckily, I learned how to start in Thailand, “the land 
of the smiles.” However, we cannot work together to change the world without fully 
grasping the fact that understanding the other side is not merely nice and morally right; 
it is a strategic necessity4. Before beginning their work in Doi Tung, The Mae Fah Luang 
Foundation fully understood this and took the necessary steps. Even though the 
majority of the foundation is composed of Thai people, they knew there was still a great 
deal to understand before they could make the appropriate move.  

 

                                                 
3 Culture Clash: Managing the Global High Performance Team, Thomas D. Zweifel, Ph.D, page 6; United 
Nations, www.un.org; The Global Hunger Project Inc., www.thp.org; Population Reference Bureau, World 
Population Data Sheet, www.prb.org. 
4 Zweifel, Thomas D. Culture Clash: Managing the Global High Performance Team. 1. New York: 
SelectBooks, 2003. Print. 
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As Nucha, the Field Manager for the Mae Fah Luang Foundation’s Global 
Outreach Program in Afghanistan, explained to me the steps that were taken in order to 
successfully implement their strategy in a completely different culture, I was, once 
again, in awe. With such a simple and integrated approach, it took a group of no more 
than 25 people to progressively change the lives of more than 3,000 people. The 
foundation worked alongside the grassroots level, community leaders, experts on the 
development of Afghanistan, and the Afghani Government. Collaborating with all 
aspects of the project proved to be the only answer. Even though they did not speak the 
same language, both sides knew it was a barrier they must overcome. When 
pictography was used and ideas and plans were thoroughly explained, the Afghani 
people began to understand the foundation’s fundamental underlying purpose—they 
understood that the MFLF was working to empower the Afghani people. And it became 
implicit that the mutual appreciation and understanding of this effort was required of 
both sides. In order to empower people on a global scale, we must fully understand the 
nature of those with whom we intend to communicate and help. 
 

Before taking off for Thailand, I knew that understanding Thai culture would pose 
its challenges, but I assumed that it would be fairly easy. Clearly, I was wrong. I found 
that culture lies in the terrain of what outsiders don’t even know they don’t know. 
Perhaps to understand is to realize that you will never fully understand the other side, 
but still must respect it.  
 
 Of course, full understanding of this notion is most blatantly apparent on a 
corporate level. For example, HSBC Bank has generated a remarkable response from 
their new campaign: “Only by understanding what people value, can we better meet 
their needs.” Breman Tzur, SVP/HSBC told Marketing Daily: “We as a bank are really 
interested in learning what drives people’s life decisions and how might we best get at 
what really matters so we can develop the best products that meet their needs.”5 
 

However, sometimes even the largest and richest corporations in the world don’t 
understand. For example, In China, Coca Cola’s “Coke Adds Life” slogan was 
translated to “Coke brings your ancestors back from the grave”; the “Got Milk?” 
campaigns slogan in Spanish is Tienes Leche?, which means “Are you lactating?”; 
When Chevrolet investigated why it’s Cheve Nova model had virtually no demand in the 
Latin American market, they realized that “Nova” was understood as no va, “does not 
work.” Of course, not only am I talking about language—I am also talking about 
something deeper than that: cultural perception. A glaring example is when Gerber 
started selling baby food in Africa; it used the same packaging as in the US, with the 
baby on the label. Only later did the Swiss company learn that because most people in 
Africa don’t read English, companies routinely put pictures on the label of what is inside 
the container.6 
 

                                                 
5 "HSBC takes over a NYC park with its ‘Soapbox’." The Financial Brand 29 JULY 2009 Web.1 Aug 2009. 
<http://thefinancialbrand.com/2009/07/27/hsbc-nyc-soapbox-brand-campaign/>. 
6 Zweifel, Thomas D.. Culture Clash: Managing the Global High Performance Team. 1. New York: 
SelectBooks, 2003. Print; Page 20 
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Yes, these are quite humorous examples, but imagine when a silly mistake like 
this could lead to a huge detriment. It’s happened before. Most Americans believe that 
democracy is the best political system so they tend to think everyone else in the world 
agrees. In the name of democracy, we force regimes in Iraq where there are at least 
three different tribes who all essentially disagree with each other—the Shiites being the 
largest of the three. If you were to create a simplified democracy in Iraq where the 
majority wins the vote, the Shiites would always win because of sheer quantity. The 
Iraqis vote according to their tribal/religious affiliation, whereas we prefer to believe that 
we vote according to our individual values and beliefs (at least in principal). Many times, 
when Christian missionaries attempt to establish themselves in prevailing Muslim 
cultures, they are persecuted. Their religious beliefs completely clash and it quickly 
becomes a war between Muhammad and Jesus. Missionaries have been exponentially 
more successful in non-monotheistic cultures such as in Korea, Africa, and the Pre-
Columbian Americas where their ideas do not clash. What one side perceives as 
“helping,” the other could easily perceive as “imposing.” 
 

We have to consider the fact that religious tradition and ethics differ significantly 
around the globe. For instance, religious Muslim women dress covered from head to 
toe, but we tend to think this is discriminatory, whereas Muslim women, religious Jews, 
and fundamentalist Christians believe it is the right thing to do. Likewise, many people 
who live in the Tropics just naturally go without anything covering them- either fully bare, 
or topless. We rarely tell them that this way of living is wrong, so why should we impose 
on the Muslims that their beliefs are discriminatory and incorrect? The majority of them 
probably think that our beliefs are just as incorrect. Our culture of origin not only 
determines the premise of our beliefs, but also determines the opportunities we are 
given to expand our understanding of other beliefs. 
 
 
Lesson 4: Opportunity is Everything:  
“When people are given the opportunity, their potential can be realized.”  -HRH P.M. 
 

During my first semester of college, I knew I wanted to “change the world,” but I 
didn’t have any idea how I was going to do it. I joined every relevant club imaginable, 
competed in the social-sector of a business plan competition, made an effort to make 
my existing company philanthropic, and interned for a nonprofit organization. I found no 
answers and very few like-minded people. One day, a student that I interned with heard 
I was very interested in the field of social entrepreneurship, so she brought Professor 
McGrath’s class to my attention. Three months later, I found myself in a classroom 
sitting among other highly motivated young change makers. To me, this was one 
version of heaven on Earth.  If I had never decided to take the internship with the 
nonprofit organization, I would not have had the opportunity to write this chapter. 
Similarly, if my good friend had not relentlessly insisted I attend the internship fair at 
New York University, I would probably still be unclear as to how to “change the world.” 
 

I now have a clear idea of the path on which I’m headed. After witnessing 
firsthand the lives of those who overcame the catastrophe of the Opium Trade, and how 
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these lives were drastically improved because of the what one person (HRH The 
Princess Mother of Thailand) initiated, I know that I want to work towards implementing 
this model around the world. And there is no reason to wait.  
 

My greatest lesson from the Doi Tung Development Project lies in the power of 
opportunity. In addition to sharing my observations and lessons-learned, I intend to 
share how what I witnessed has influenced my motivation today, and how it can 
influence others as well. For now, I hope my television pilot will be one way to expose 
more people to the extraordinary work of the Mae Fah Luang Foundation.  

 
An Individual exists in a culture of a world filled with opportunity. A woman’s 

smile changed my life, and it has the potential to change a million more. Perhaps it is 
the attention to detail that will provide the ultimate connection we have been searching 
for. In essence, her smile instigated a certain motivation in me to give a million others a 
reason to smile like her; To smile because they have been given an opportunity; To 
smile because they are living to their greatest potential.  
 

  
 


