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Established in 2014, Innovation Edge is an 
innovation catalyst and investment platform  
with a social impact agenda. 

We support unconventional ideas that seek  
to transform early life experiences for young  
children living in poverty. 

Innovation Edge.
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60% of all children 
under the age of 6 
in South Africa live 
in poverty.

48% of children 
in South Africa’s 
poorest households 
begin school at 
a developmental 
level significantly 
below the expected 
standard.

SA’s response to 
date has been 
grossly inadequate.

The Problem.

Because the foundation for one’s entire 
life course is formed in early childhood, 
deprivation during the early years 
impacts on the development of a child’s 
brain and body in ways that are largely 
irreversible.

This gap between them and their better  
off peers widens over time.

Despite the fact that the foundations for 
lifelong health, learning and self-control 
are formed during the first 5 years 
of life, SA invests less than 2% of the 
education budget in pre-school learning 
programmes.

Unlike health care and primary and 
secondary education, there is no 
Government provision for free preschool 
programmes for poor children in  
South Africa.
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Starting blocks are used by athletes to 
achieve an explosive start in competitive 
sprinting events. Because the athletes are 
already on their feet when the gun goes  
off, they can more easily accelerate from  
an inert position and quite literally, “hit  
the ground running”. 

Imagine positive early life experiences as  
the equivalent of starting blocks for school.

Athletes (in this case young children)  
who enter school without the support  
and acceleration that a starting block  
offers will begin the school “race” at a 
distinct disadvantage.

“A country in which all children are provided with the starting 
blocks they need to begin school with equal advantage”

Strong starting blocks for young 
children comprise four essential 
ingredients: 

1. Responsive parenting, especially   
 during the first 1,000 days of a child’s  
 life (conception to age 2 years), with  
 lots of exposure to home language

2. A good dose of a high quality  
 early learning programme for at least 2  
 years before starting school

3. Access to good health care and a   
 nutritious diet and regular developmental  
 screening

4. Feeling safe and being protected  
 from toxic levels of stress

Our Vision. 5.



Enhancing 
QUALITY 

INTERACTIONS 
between 

caregivers & 
children

Building a 
COMPETENT 
WORKFORCE 

& QUALITY 
PROGRAMMES

Increasing the 
EFFECTIVENESS 
OF SYSTEMS & 
TOOLS for scale

Our Levers for Change.
In order to ensure that all young children enjoy starting  
blocks for success, we focus on 3 key levers for change, 
designed for scale.

1. Enhancing  
QUALITY INTERACTIONS 
between caregivers & children

Caregiver-child interactions shape the 
developing brain in remarkable ways – we 
support innovations that empower parents 
to unlock the magic that lies in everyday 
interactions and that build demand 
amongst caregivers for quality early care 
and education services.

3. Increasing the 
EFFECTIVENESS OF 
SYSTEMS & TOOLS
These are innovations that enable 
or enhance systems for the delivery 
of quality services at scale. These 
could include efficient and effective 
administrative and financing systems, 
and solutions that allow for data 
driven decision making.

2. Building a  
COMPETENT WORKFORCE  
& QUALITY PROGRAMMES
Innovations in this area are designed to 
drive impact by increasing the quality of 
care and education practices. They include 
ideas related to workforce recruitment, 
training, recognition and reward, and the 
development and delivery of high quality 
evidence-based learning programmes.

7.



Our Goals,  
by 2020. 

Reach
We aim to positively impact the lives of  
700,000 young children living below the  
poverty line in South Africa, through our 3  
levers for change.

Pipeline
We aim to catalyse and transition to scale  
a minimum of 7 high impact innovations  
that continue to grow independently of 
Innovation Edge.

Return on Investment
We aim to quantify the social and financial  
return on investment in early years innovation.

Platform
We aim to determine whether the Innovation 
Edge model (or elements thereof)  
can be transferred to other places and for  
other purposes.
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Our Way of Working.

1. Connecting for Innovation 
We connect people with diverse interests and expertise to contribute to the development  
of innovations. Experience has shown that it is the combination of deep understanding of social 
and systemic challenges, combined with broad cross-sectoral engagement that sparks innovation. 

2. Commissioning Innovation 
Our expertise and understanding of early years challenges in SA perfectly positions us to source, 
co-create and pivot inventive solutions that are relevant and scalable. We provide strategic, 
financial and practical assistance to guide innovations from ideation to Proof of Concept (POC), 
and we actively experiment with multiple pathways to scale.

3. Communicating Innovation
We promote and share insights on innovation products and processes to help contribute to a 
collective understanding of what has, and has not, worked. We actively seek opportunities to 
communicate the importance of positive early life experiences, to grow and diversify the pool of 
early years advocates, and to facilitate behaviour change.

As an innovation catalyst, we see our role as -
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Our Pipeline.

Over the past 3 years we have built a pipeline of early years innovations 
and have demonstrated our ability to take a concept from ideation to the 
point at which it begins to scale.

Multipronged  
Sourcing  
Strategy

Entry to 
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of Scale
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We grow our portfolio by 10-12 new investments per annum and 
aim for a 50% success rate with Proof of Concept (POC). Only  
the most promising concepts progress to the Transitioning to  
Scale phase. 

As of mid-2018, we have reviewed over 500 ideas and have  
had 34 innovations enter our pipeline. 6 are currently Transitioning 
to Scale.

To date, funds invested by Innovation Edge have leveraged 5 
times the amount in additional investments directly into the ideas 
we support.

Taking ideas from source to scale

Growth Rate:

Throughput:

Leverage:
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Sourcing Innovation. Proving Concepts.
Experience has taught us the importance of this formula for driving innovation:

With this in mind, we have a multipronged sourcing strategy

During the Proof of Concept stage, our involvement in each 
innovation ranges from light touch to very hands-on direct 
project management. 

Level of support offered

Primarily financial  
support to a strong 
team with a sound 

theory of change, good 
understanding of  
context and clear  

theory of scale

Range of financial, 
technical, strategic and 

networking support 
customised to meet 

the needs of the team / 
individual at different points 
in time during the Proof of 

Concept phase

Deep  
understanding  
of societal & 

systemic challenges

Diversity of  
skills, experience  

& passion

Proximity  
to the  

problem

Innovative  
solutions that are  

appropriate  
& scalable

Light Touch  
“Investment 

Portfolio”

Full project 
management  

“Enabling Portfolio”

Innovation Edge led 
conceptualisation, design, 
funding, implementation 

and evaluation, often with 
contracted-in support. Most 

of these innovations are 
designed for government 

systems integration 

15.

an open online call  
for applications

hosting 
innovation 
challenges

hosting 
ideation 
events

accepting challenges from 
other organisations facing 

particular obstacles

pivoting solutions  
from other  
industries

pitching  
dens

co-creation of systemic 
solutions, informed  

by in-depth research

maintaining a “Spark Bank” 
where ideas percolate

gamified challenges
learning  

communities

living labs



Demonstrating viable business models that are 
able to deliver on both profit and purpose

Transitioning to Scale.
We actively experiment with multiple pathways to scale  
and develop and test theories of scale alongside our 
Proof of Concept work.

Building niche products that provide new, better and more affordable 
ways of meeting the needs of service providers / funders / government

Embedding enhancements within government systems to enable  
more effective administration and funding of services at scale

Developing technology platforms 
with network effects

Grafting innovations into existing platforms that have 
achieved significant scale within targeted communities

Connecting our investees to strategic opportunities 
to scale successful POCs beyond SA
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We recognise the value of learning from – and contributing 
to – cross sectoral, regional and global thought leadership and 
emerging best practices. We therefore create and participate in 
strategic opportunities to share lessons on innovation processes, 
products and platforms within and beyond South Africa.

Under the Think Future banner, we host regular events that bring 
diverse and disruptive thinking to bear on challenges that prevent 
young children from realising their full potential. 

Thinking Future.
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Aggregating Lessons.
With our growing portfolio, interesting opportunities are emerging for 
Innovation Edge to develop deeper expertise and influence in certain 
areas of work, through aggregating lessons across investments. Over the 
next couple of years we will be doing a deep dive into 3 such areas -

Understanding the drivers 
of behaviour change for 
effective parenting and 
workforce interventions 
We have a number of innovations designed 
to provide information that encourages / 
prompts certain behaviours in the home, in 
the classroom / ECD centre and in health 
care settings. 

Working with global leaders in this field, we 
are interested in understanding the factors 
that facilitate knowledge transfer and the 
conversion of knowledge into practice.

Building, pivoting and 
leveraging a variety of types 
of platforms for scale

Platforms – of various kinds – offer exciting 
potential for scale. Platform businesses 
create value using resources they don’t 
own or control and so are able to grow 
much faster than traditional businesses.
 
IE is actively exploring the potential to 
build, leverage and pivot platforms for 
transformational impact at scale. 

Processing and presenting 
data as the backbone of 
improved efficiency and 
effectiveness across all levels 
of innovation 

Data is the oil that drives systems 
efficiency and service quality. 

Through applied systems innovation, 
we aim to demonstrate how data can 
be used to systematically identify and 
address key constraints to the delivery 
of high quality services at scale in SA.
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Our Team.
Collaborative, curious & bold

Nicole Biondi
Head of Marketing  
& Communications

Lyndsey Petro
Junior Portfolio 
Manager

Bulelwa Mkangeli
Office Administrator

Sonja Giese
Executive Director

Erika Wiese
Head of Portfolio  
Management

Nada Hermanus
Marketing & 
Communications  
Coordinator

The work of the core team is supported by an investment committee, comprising representatives of 
our funders. The committee meets quarterly to discuss progress on the portfolio under management 
and to make investment decisions. The Innovation Edge International Advisory Group brings a global 
perspective to our work and helps to ensure that our investments and our approach to supporting  
and evaluating innovation is informed by, and informs, global practice.
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Our Investors.

info@innovationedge.org.za

www.innovationedge.org.za

The Innovation Edge

@InnovationEdge1

CONTACT INFO


