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Replicating best practice: 
Comfama in Colombia1

Introduction
Patricia Campos sat in her Washington, 
D.C. office. She had just started working 
as manager of the public sector reform 
group in a multilateral development orga-
nization. Her initial task was to compile a 
database of best practices that could be 
replicated across the many countries ser-
viced by her unit. Given this task, her at-
tention was drawn to the City of Medellín, 
Colombia.

Medellín was best known as the 1980s 
base of Pablo Escobar and his drug car-
tel and as a haven for paramilitary groups 
and gangs who ruled major parts of the 
city with violence until 2002, when there 
were 185 homicides per 100,000 people 
(four times the rate in New Orleans, then 
the United States‘ murder capital).i It un-
derwent a major transformation after that 
time, however. In what is called the Me-
dellín Miracle, violence levels dropped to 
32.5 per 100,000 in 2006, lower than in 

A Harvard Kennedy School 
Case Study, October 2012

1 This case study was written by Matt Andrews, Associate Professor of Public Policy, and Adriana Hoyos, Senior Fellow. 
Center for International Development, Harvard Kennedy School. It was supported financially by Comfama.

i Cerdá, et al., 2012, p.1046.
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Washington, D.C. and Miami),ii and the 
city also grew economically.

Patricia had heard that a revolution in ser-
vice delivery was central to this miracle. 
Health, education, recreational, entrepre-
neurship support and other services were 
apparently more accessible than ever 
before to citizens, especially in the poo-
rest areas where violence had been most 
severe. She had been told that an organi-
zation called Comfama played a key role 
in providing many such services, in colla-
boration with the City‘s government and 
business sector.

Patricia saw this kind of public private 
partnership as a potential best practi-

ce example from which other countries 
could learn—and which they might be 
able to replicate. She dispatched a con-
sultant to study the case, and received 
the attached report based on his brief 
mission in Medellín. Her task was now to 
distill the report into a two page summary 
to be included in the best practice da-
tabase. The brief had to reflect on three 
core issues: 1. What is the ‘best practiceʼ 
one could draw from the Comfama case? 
2. Where would this practice be replica-
ble, and why? 3. How would one structu-
re a project to replicate this practice in 
another context?

She asks you to review the report and pre-
pare a draft briefing note

ii Hylton, 2007, p.72.
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A Report on Comfama, July 2012

Comfama is a nonprofit organization in 
Colombia. Its work is anchored in the de-
partment (or province) of Antioquia where 
it is headquartered in the City of Medellín, 
with presence in the national territory as 
well. It operates over 150 service centers 
through which about 4 million people ac-
cess a variety of services annually. These 
include social protection, entrepreneurial 
financing, housing, education, health, and 
recreation. At a time when many cities, re-
gions and countries struggle to provide 

such services effectively and still stay sol-
vent, Comfama stands out. It has helped 
to facilitate expanded access to quality 
services and economic opportunities in 
recent years and is financially stable.iii

Comfama stands out for other reasons 
as well. First, it played a key role in the 
recent revival of Medellín, Antioquia, and 
other regions of Colombia.iv The city and 
region were in dire straits economica-
lly and socially just over a decade ago, 

Describing what Comfama does

iii The organization’s annual reports show its financial position and reflect on service delivery growth. They are available 
at http://www.comfama.com/contenidos/servicios/Our%20organization/Our%20organization.asp

iv For background on this, see Fukuyama and Colby, 2011.
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but are in a positive process of recovery 
now; thanks to the work of Comfama and 
others.v Second, it has been playing a role 
in the city and region for over five deca-
des, showing endurance and sustainabi-
lity through some of the hardest periods 
in Colombia‘s history. It has survived the 
drug cartels, paramilitary occupations, 
economic crises, and political uncertain-
ties of these times.

Comfama is not the direct provider of all 
the services it offers. Instead, it acts as 
the connector and coordinator of many 
agents, through what Chief Executive 
Officer Maria Ines Restrepo calls a “fabric 
of alliances.” In this respect Comfama is 
called a Caja (pronounced Ca-ha) in Co-
lombia, which is directly translated as the 
‘boxʼ—in which various players combine, 
through partnerships, to serve society 
and explore new opportunities.2 The main 
partners fitting into this service delivery 
‘boxʼ are private companies, unions, and 
the government.

Comfama brings organizations from the-
se different sectors together to ensure 
services are made available to bene-
ficiaries. It typically plays both a stra-
tegic and administrative role in these 
processes. The strategic role involves 

connecting organizations at a policy or 
mission level to agree on what services 
need to be provided, how this should 
happen, and who should be involved. 
The administrative role involves coor-
dinating actual Center for International 
Development, Harvard Kennedy School. 
4 operations across multiple organiza-
tions and often providing the hands-on 
management required to run service de-
livery facilities and processes. There are 
various examples that explain these ro-
les, in providing more traditional public 
sector services (like housing and edu-
cation) and in fostering engagements 
to promote entrepreneurship (including 
new business development) and com-
munity building:

• When the region faced housing shor-
tages, Comfama engaged with public 
and private partners to develop a stra-
tegy for making state subsidies more 
accessible to potential homeowners. 
Comfama then established itself as the 
coordinator between government orga-
nizations offering subsidies, the private 
construction companies building new 
homes, and community members who 
received subsidies to buy the newly 
constructed homes.

v Warren Feek’s August 15, 2008 blog posting on this subject is useful background reading as well. It describes Comfama 
as being part of a “network of community groups” involved in Medellín. The posting is available at http://www.comminit.
com/en/node/274811/bbc

2 As an organizational type, the caja is quite peculiar to Colombia. It does share characteristics of savings banks called 
cajas de ahorros (similar to French and Chilean models), however, which carry the name of the region where they are 
based and reinvest part of their profits in social projects or cultural events which benefit their region.
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• Comfama worked similarly with over 40 
public and private universities, govern-
ment agencies, unions and companies 
to craft vocational training opportuni-
ties in the region. Comfama now facili-
tates activities between these different 
role players, often at the Comfama ser-
vice centers, to ensure training is ac-
cessible throughout the region. It also 
coordinates with companies in the re-
gion to help place new trainees in jobs.

• Comfama developed an entrepreneurs-
hip program with the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank (IADB), City of Medellín 
and local universities. Assisted by Comfa-
ma, the universities work with graduates 
to identify viable entrepreneurship pro-
jects. Money from the IDB is then avai-
lable through Comfama for academics 
and local business-people to train and 
mentor the graduates, often at Comfama 
facilities, in pursuing these projects. An 
IDB investment of US$ 2 million has led to 
the creation of 490 companies and 1.800 
jobs through this initiative.

• In partnership with Susalud, a private 
health company, Comfama provides 
health services in the contributive sys-
tem to more than 500.00 affiliates and 
in partnership with the City Comfama 
provides subsidized health to more 
than a million people at the base of the 
pyramid.

• In 2007, Comfama joined with the 
IADB and Bancolombia (headquar-
tered in Medellín) to introduce a new 
financing product that allowed Colom-
bians abroad to buy affordable hou-

ses in Colombia. The product is called 
“My house with remittances”. It did not 
previously exist in Colombia but was a 
service local citizens (and those living 
abroad) desperately needed. Banco-
lombia has also benefited from the new 
product, with a new lending portfolio of 
US$ 120 million emerging because of 
the partnership.

• Comfama has been actively involved in 
providing services intended to re-build 
poor communities and make the city 
more accessible for citizens in these 
neighborhoods. It partnered with the 
city government, with USAID and local 
and international companies including 
Metrocable to intervene empowerment 
of vulnerable population (citizens in 
poor hillside communities) and to build 
“Bibliometro” –mobile libraries, as well 
as recreational facilities in these com-
munities. The facilities have received 
global acclaim as best practice exam-
ples of community rehabilitation. Comfa-
ma plays an ongoing role administering 
such facilities, and ensuring the best 
buildings are located in the poorest 
neighborhoods (given the philosophy of 
Sergio Fajardo, former Mayor of Mede-
llín and current Governor of Antioquia). 
An example is the magnificent Comfa-
ma center in the poor neighborhood of 
Aranjuez, where education, health and 
recreational services are provided. The 
center is housed in a rehabilitated men-
tal hospital that Comfama executives 
feel serves as a ‘social metaphorʼ of the 
kind of recovery and renovation they are 
working towards in the community itself.
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These examples should provide a good 
idea of the many kinds of partners Comfa-
ma enjoys in Medellín and beyond, and 
how it has fostered interactions between 
these partners to facilitate various service 
delivery relationships and even support 
the discovery and implementation of new 
economic opportunities. In this respect, 
Chief Executive Officer Maria Ines Res-
trepo describes Comfama‘s role as being 
a connecting agent and facilitator of pro-
blem solving activities:

“Capabilities exist and it is Comfama‘s 
duty to link them. When you connect the 
different participants, it‘s easy for them to 
interact and develop their capabilities. We 

identify the problem, and generate an idea 
that will be implemented by multiple actors 
in order to make it possible. It is Comfama´s 
responsibility to connect the participants 
and promote alliances to empower people. 
Comfama is ‘The tree in the middle of the 
jungle that connects the restʼ.”

Figure 1 shows simply what the Comfama 
role looks like. As a caja, it provides a ‘boxʼ 
in which multiple agents can engage—from 
government, civil society (including unions), 
the international sector, and private busi-
ness. Within the box, Comfama connects 
these various agents to solve problems 
that arise—often finding new opportunities 
through this problem-solving process.

Figure 1. 
The caja ‘box’ Comfama creates, and how it connects others in the box

Government
agencies Civil society

and unions

Private
business The international

sector
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The network of agents connected by 
Comfama differs depending on the pro-
blem being addressed. Some service 
delivery initiatives involve many organi-
zations from all four sectors shown in the 
figure. In other instances individual firms 
(like Bancolombia and Susalud) will work 
with Comfama and only a small set of 
partners. In all engagements, Comfama 
connects other actors in a strategic man-
ner around common problems and then 
coordinates administratively to ensure 
that local solutions are found, fitted and 
implemented. Its results are evident in the 
high levels of user satisfaction in its many 
service lines, and in the positive perspec-
tives its partners have about the work it 
does. Business, labor and political part-
ners are effusive about the organization

• A business viewpoint comes from the 
Chief Executive Officer of Nutresa, who 
notes that, “Comfama helped in deve-
loping skills of the company‘s stakehol-
ders. It was the key connection point 
and a reliable partner.” A senior exe-
cutive at HACEB (a local supplier of 
household products) explains similarly 
that, “Comfama is a partner for the pri-
vate sector, we help people in fulfilling 
their dreams, investing in human and 
social capital.”

• One of the region‘s union leaders has 
a similar perspective, commenting that 
“Comfama has soul and helped build 
a soul in Antioquia‘s workers. Comfa-
ma taught them about solidarity and 
helped them to claim the presence of 
solidarity in their lives. Building busi-

nesses goes hand in hand with buil-
ding solidarity. Problems are solved 
and issues are addressed by common 
dialogue, which Comfama facilitates, 
not from opposite sides.”

• Representing a political point of view, 
former President Alvaro Uribe found 
Comfama a key partner in the process 
of bringing order to Antioquia: “What 
would I have done during the years 
of guerillas and cartels without the 
Comfama recreational facilities? What 
would the 50,000 weekend visitors to 
those facilities have been doing without 
Comfama?” (Comfama has been spe-
cially a key partner in building social 
cohesion for Antioquia).

How Comfama is structured and 
operates
In many respects Comfama—which hi-
res over 3,700 employees—looks like a 
typical, large, high performing private 
organization. Employees are hired and 
compensated according to competiti-
ve private sector norms and senior and 
middle managers are all well qualified 
(mostly from the high quality local univer-
sities) and respected in the city. The com-
pany is guided by a clear mission state-
ment, has elaborate systems for internal 
control and performance measurement 
(based on continuous information gathe-
ring from services users), and employs 
state of the art information technology to 
run its operations. An entrenched system 
ensures that front-line employees report 
regularly to middle managers who then 
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report to top management who are then 
accountable to a board. This board also 
resembles that of a large publicly traded 
company, with members including heads 
of regional companies and union lea-
ders. The board oversees management 
and signs off on periodic statements in-
cluding an annual report, which reflects 
on Comfama‘s performance and its fi-
nancial position—audited by an impartial 
private sector firm.

Comfama‘s structure and operation is 
also quite provincial, reflecting a peculiar 
regional influence common to big com-
panies in Medellín. Many of the middle 
and senior managers have either risen 
through the ranks in Comfama or built 
their careers in one of the region‘s large 
businesses housed in the Grupo Empre-
sarial Antioqueño (GEA). GEA is a consor-
tium of the most prominent locally funded 
large-size firms that has been in place for 
over fifty years. Most of the firms are part 
of a very particular collective type of pro-
perty corporation, where each company 
is stake holder on the other making a very 
unique complex network / conglomerate. 
Also their interactions blend the formali-
ties of professional arms-length business 
with an informality and trust gained over 
generations. Professional managers have 
been in place in these firms for many 
years, and move back and forth between 
companies; and into and out of Comfama 
and the public sector. This engenders a 
familiarity across firms which helps foster 
the kinds of connections Comfama is en-
gaged in.

Such familiarity is apparent within Comfa-
ma as well, where senior managers en-
gage regularly with (and know) frontline 
employees. Managers use this kind of 
personal engagement and the strong sen-
se of shared regional pride to motivate a 
commitment to Comfama‘s mission. In this 
respect, many people speak about “em-
puje paisa” as a key to Comfama‘s suc-
cess. Roughly translated, this concept 
refers to the ‘pushy driveʼ that locals see 
as peculiar to Antioquians, as described 
in comments by a senior executive from 
Corbeta -a prestigious business group 
founded in Antioquia:

“We feel different, a differentiation 
towards the good. Obstacles and 
difficulties have led us to be more 
creative and innovative. We don‘t 
want Bogotá to absorb us and we 
want to build businesses: I could say 
the “empuje paisa” is a large amount 
of stubbornness, based on trust and 
tenacity to overcome obstacles.”

Beyond the “empuje paisa” and private 
sector influence, Comfama also has cha-
racteristics of a well established non profit 
or government organization. It is not fo-
cused on making profits for shareholders 
but stresses service delivery in areas that 
one typically finds public sector organi-
zations. Key performance measures are 
also similar to those in leading public sec-
tor organizations, and include the number 
of people served and the quality of thes 
services. Comfama‘s income source also 
resembles that of a public or non-profit 
entity. It draws large amounts (US$ 400 
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million in 2011) from contributions that pri-
vate and public companies make to allow 
their employees access to Comfama‘s 
services. While it is not officially called a 
tax, the firms‘ contributions are mandated 
by law, with all firms in Colombia paying 
4 percent of the value of their payroll to a 
caja, which then provides services to the 
employees. While there are other cajas to 
choose from (47 in the country), the vast 
majority of firms in Antioquia contribute to 
Comfama (47,000 in total),vi and very few 
firms have ever left Comfama to join other 
cajas. This gives Comfama something of 
a monopolistic presence in some service 
delivery areas, much like one finds with 
government organizations providing pro-
ducts like health care and education.

Given its dependence on a quasi-tax, 
Comfama finds itself engaged in political 
struggles that are also common to public 
organizations. It regularly has to defend 
the work it does and the cost of this work, 
with consistent political challenges to the 
idea of a mandatory payroll tax (which 
some believe is a de facto tax on entre-
preneurship and curbs job creation). To 
address these challenges, Comfama has 
a large and vibrant communications de-
partment, robust connections to the me-
dia, and effective lobbying mechanisms 
(much like one would see in successful 
government organizations—or private 
corporations dependent on government 
financing or regulation).

How Comfama emerged
Given these characteristics, Comfama is 
best described as a hybrid organization 
that facilitates problem-solving engage-
ments between business, labor and go-
vernment in Antioquia (and some other 
regions). This hybrid did not look like this 
when it was created in 1954. It emerged 
and adjusted and took shape over the 
past six decades in a process that is im-
portant to reflect upon.

Nicanor Restrepo, a prominent Colombian 
businessman, notes that one needs to go 
back to the 19th century to understand 
Comfama‘s origins. At the time, Medellín 
was a mining town that attracted only the 
most determined adventurers and entre-
preneurs willing to traverse hundreds of 
miles of forests and mountains. Antioquia 
was an isolated region because of its geo-
graphy, which meant that the needs of new 
mining companies (and agricultural con-
cerns attracted by the fertile soils) had to 
be met by local market actors. This cap-
tive demand caused Medellín to grow as 
an economy, with its own business sector 
cocooned from the rest of Colombia. By 
1950, the region had a sizeable popula-
tion and economy, but there were various 
threats to the region‘s continued develo-
pment. Unemployment in the country had 
grown, and there were a number of social 
revolutions in neighboring states, given 
tensions between business and labor.

vi Given that it is the one of the largest in the country and the dominant caja in its region.
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Tensions were evident in Antioquia as 
well, where employees working in the bur-
geoning firms needed more services than 
the Catholic Church could provide. Fami-
lies of the employees in these firms did 
not avail themselves of educational op-
portunities, for instance, because these 
were expensive and the opportunity cost 
of sending children to school was high. 
This had led to very high levels of illite-
racy, especially amongst girls and wo-
men. Workers‘ families also lacked health 
care, recreation and other services. The-
re were no public sector organizations to 
fill the service delivery gaps, given that 
Colombia‘s government had not establis-
hed itself as an administrative presence in 
several regions of its territory.

This led members of the nascent business 
class to seek their own local solutions. A 
process of engagement began between 
the newly created National Business As-
sociation (ANDI) and Antioquia Railroads 
Union. Through these organizations, em-
ployers and workers discussed minimum 
wage and health issues for workers. After 
a year-long process, this interaction led to 
the creation of a family allowance policy 
where 43 regional companies contributed 
money to a common fund that would be 
used to provide benefits for their workers. 
The initial contributors were also mostly 
initial members of the Grupo Empresa-
rial Antioqueño (GEA) and created the 
Bureau of Social Policy and Comfama to 
facilitate service delivery. They had a sim-
ple commitment at the time, to establish 
a sustainable organization through which 
employees could access benefits.

Responding to the region‘s educational 
problems, Comfama started operations 
by providing subsidies that children un-
der the age of 18 could use for educa-
tion and school supplies. Mothers were 
paid at the end of the school year, after 
showing evidence that their children had 
finished the required courses. Four years 
later, Comfama started delivering health 
care and family planning services, also in 
response to the problems faced by wor-
kers. The national social security provi-
ded assistance to employed individuals 
and Comfama took care of the workers‘ 
families, who had previously had no assis-
tance. A few years later, during Gustavo 
Rojas Pinilla‘s military dictatorship, laws 
were passed to replicate Comfama‘s busi-
ness model all over the country, and the 4 
percent “tax contribution” became a legal 
requirement. Since this time, Colombia 
has gone through different political and 
economic challenges. These have shaped 
and re-shaped Comfama‘s focus and list 
of activities, which have been constantly 
adapted to address problems raised by 
business and labor—and increasingly go-
vernment as well. The following examples 
are not exhaustive of all Comfama does, 
but show how the organization‘s business 
engagements have grown lover time in 
response to emerging pressures.

• In the 1960s, Comfama responded to 
an unemployment problem faced by 
spouses of workers in regional firms. 
It created job opportunities especially 
for women, provided training to new 
workers, and gave these workers so-
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cial credits to help accommodate their 
domestic obligations. Comfama also 
launched its their first microfinance 
initiative at the time, buying ovens for 
women to use in modernizing the hou-
sehold.

• Business and labor then became con-
cerned that economic growth was lea-
ding to urban sprawl and workers had 
no areas for recreation. In addressing 
the problem, Comfama connected 
firms with local governments like the 
City of Medellín and started to establish 
recreational infrastructure in the region. 
This included a number of recreational 
parks that Comfama owned and admi-
nistered, and also some library parks 
that work in partnership with the admi-
nistration of the city of Medellín.

• In the late 80s, Comfama started to de-
centralize from Medellín by expanding 
its services throughout Antioquia, par-
ticularly responding to problems of de-
ficient health care in the region. It pro-
vided mobile care options to workers‘ 
families who did not live in the city. This 
activity was buoyed in 1993 when na-
tional health reform allowed cajas to 
provide health services to unaffiliated 
population groups (not just families of 
workers in contributing firms). Since 
this time, Comfama has managed to 
provide health care to over 1 million 

people, some in the Contributory Re-
gime population (paid for by firms) and 
others in the Subsidized Regime (paid 
for by government subsidies).

• In the early 90s, Colombia faced a 
serious national mortgage crisis and 
many people lost their homes. Orga-
nizations like Comfama became invol-
ved in a national discussion about this 
problem, which led the government to 
delegate the Cajas with a direct role of 
providing housing solutions. As a re-
sult, Comfama developed a new line of 
network connections and administrati-
ve capacities to receive and process 
mortgage applications and connect 
applicants with public and private enti-
ties providing housing solutions.vii

• In the early 2000s, Comfama and some 
local business and labor leaders deci-
ded to engage in some of Medellín‘s 
most violent barrios. Comfama took a 
bus full of its key contributors into the 
heart of gang territory, an area called 
Aranjuez, and challenged all parties 
to think of solutions to the social pro-
blems they saw there. A decade later, 
Comfama has one of its biggest cen-
ters in the middle of Aranjuez where 
local residents can access a variety 
of services, meet, attend courses, and 
enjoy sporting and other recreational 
opportunities.

vii Currently, 3.000 families are being served with subsidies. Comfama alone and / or in partnership with municipalities 
and private firms is a massive constructor of social housing.
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While incomplete, this brief timeline shows 
that Comfama has emerged over time, out 
of purposeful responses to shared pro-
blems, and through creative processes of 
interaction between key regional actors. 
Over time it has become a catalyst for pu-
blic-private partnerships that generate so-
cial development, through engagements 
characterized by transparency and profes-
sionalism. Its current levels of activity are 

much more expansive than they were even 
a decade ago, partly because they have 
been seen as effective and trusted, and 
because laws like those in 1993 and 2002 
allowed an expanded service portfolio and 
the creation of new alliances. It is undou-
btedly an organizational model that other 
developing countries should look at, but 
with a careful consideration of its roots and 
the many events that fostered its growth.
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