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Executive Summary
Final review of the Scaling Frontier Innovation program
This Final Review details the findings and recommendations
from an evaluation of the first three years (2017-2020) of the
The Scaling Frontier Innovation (SFI) Program, explores the
SFI Program’s key learning question—What was the effect of
applying innovative approaches to design, implementation,
and monitoring and evaluation of the SFI Program?—and
assesses the performance of the SFI Program against its
performance framework (See page 13).

Supporting high potential social
entrepreneurs with training and
business development support

SFI supports social entrepreneurship in the Asia-Pacific
region to scale development impacts. The program
partnered and collaborated with a diverse group of impactfocused organisations to trial and learn about innovative
ways of supporting social entrepreneurship. The program
was designed with three components aimed at:

Strengthening the capacity of
incubators and accelerators and
empower them to build their
entrepreneurial ecosystems

Supporting intermediaries to unlock
increased and more appropriate capital
for social enterprises, incorporating
gender lenses to promote a gender
equitable ecosystem

The components used a combination of innovative approaches to achieve results against the SFI performance framework.

CO-CREATION

is bringing together diverse stakeholders during procurement to develop
solutions that draw on each participant’s unique experiences and design
interventions coherent with broader ecosystems.

CO-DESIGN

is a collaborative approach used to design solutions or services with endusers to ensure that they are relevant to their needs and realities.

APPLYING A GENDER
LENS TO INCUBATION
AND INVESTING

is ensuring that gender dynamics and disparities are considered in program
design, implementation and evaluation.

ADAPTIVE
MANAGEMENT

uses the systematic, iterative, and planned use of emergent knowledge and
learning throughout implementation to better achieve desired results.

COMPLEXITY AWARE
RESEARCH AND
DIAGNOSTICS

enhances adaptive management by strongly linking effects from changes in
context to data that can inform decision making.

FLEXIBLE FUNDING

helps support organisational growth by not tying grant-making to specific,
predetermined program objectives and milestones.
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Methodology
Data for this report was gathered and assessed by the
SFI monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) Partner
team through a hybrid approach of developmental and
traditional evaluation. The qualitative methods utilised for
evaluation included desk review, reflection sessions with SFI

stakeholders and key informants and direct observations
over two and a half years when the MEL Partner was
integrated into the implementation team. Quantitative data
included surveys both conducted by the MEL Partner team
and self-administered.

Findings
Increasing the capabilities of social enterprises
INTERVENTION
Frontier Innovators aimed to increase the capabilities
of social enterprises to measure and communicate their
development impacts by providing 14 social enterprises with
AUD100,000 grants and technical assistance. The program
was designed with the hypothesis that the enterprises
would most benefit from communications and impact
measurement support however, through needs assessments
and consultations with each enterprise, it became apparent
that the enterprises had more diverse and individualised
needs. Instead of pursuing a standardised support program,
each enterprise was given the opportunity to co-design their
program with input from external experts.

The co-design approach was combined with the use
of flexible funding to enable enterprises to identify
how they wanted to allocate resources. While donor
funding is traditionally assigned to specific activities with
predetermined targets, this flexibility enabled enterprises to
decide what was most relevant to their needs. Pratap Thapa,
the Co-Founder & Commercial Director of participating
enterprise aQysta, commented that this flexibility was
unique in allowing enterprises to focus on “long-term
growth and sustainability”, rather than shorter-term targets
(e.g. number of beneficiaries during program duration).

RESULTS

93%

43%

100%

Of the participating enterprises reported
increased knowledge and skills and
that they were able to implement these
knowledge and skills in their work.

Of participating enterprises saw their
performance improve.

Of participating enterprises had positive
perceptions of the program and valued
the flexible funding, with some enterprises
citing that the flexibility had created a
sense of trust that was atypical for grantee
relationships with donors.

$ 21 MILLION
(AUD) in additional funding raised to continue activities
designed and tested under Frontier Innovators
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170,000 +
lives impacted by activities funded by DFAT within one year

2

Increasing the capabilities of incubators and accelerators
INTERVENTION
Frontier Incubators aimed to increase the access to
effective incubators and accelerators by providing capacity
development support. 31 incubators and accelerators
received a combination of custom support partnerships,
thematic webinars, virtual mentoring, and peer learning.
From the outset, complexity aware research and
diagnostics were used to ensure the program responded
to the needs of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. The Frontier
Incubators Implementing Consortium (SecondMuse,
Conveners.org, and ygap) used this research to identify
partners and collaborators, test the program design and
understand how regional factors might necessitate the need
for additional support to ensure practices are contextualised
to have local relevance.
Frontier Incubators took an innovative approach to
creating its capacity-building content. ‘Program Partners’
(global incubators and accelerators with valuable skills

and experience) co-designed support approaches with
‘Cohort Partners’ (participating Asia-Pacific incubators
and accelerators) and were able to self-match to create
customised support plans responsive to expertise and
needs. In allowing such active participation, 100% of the
Cohort Partners reported that their Program Partners had
been the right option for achieving their objectives.
The program was implemented with an adaptive
management approach. Contracting was made flexible
to enable opportunities for learning and adaptation, to
encourage the relevance and effectiveness of the program.
DFAT and the MEL team used ongoing dialogues and strong
relationships with the Program and Cohort Partners to
mitigate the risks of this flexibility and build openness and
trust.

RESULTS

100%

Of the incubators and accelerators
reported increased knowledge/skills
and that these knowledge/skills were
applicable to their work

75%

Of the incubators and accelerators
increased their performance
immediately after the program

288

$3.1 MILLION

social enterprises supported with incubator and accelerator
programming catalysed through DFAT’s funding

AUD in funding for entrepreneurial support services was
raised by leveraging the strategies developed under
Frontier Incubators

2
open-source toolkits were developed on Gender Lens for
Incubation and Acceleration
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Increasing access to private capital
INTERVENTION
Frontier Brokers supports four initiatives to increase the
availability of appropriate capital for emerging market, early
stage social enterprises across the Asia-Pacific. The four
projects (Asia Pacific Notes Series, BIDUK, Equity@Scale,
and Impact Connect) incorporate gender lenses in diverse
ways to promote gender equitable outcomes. DFAT has also
created a networking component, which is convened by one
of Impact Connect’s implementing partners, Good Return. As
a network, the ‘Brokers’ engage with collaborative activities
to share knowledge, foster increased cooperation between
intermediaries and raise awareness about gender lens
investing.
DFAT used co-creation in procurement to leverage industry
expertise. In a two-day interactive workshop, participants
mapped current brokering activities and considered how
brokering mechanisms could best address regional needs
and gender inequities. The outcomes of the activities were
used to finalise the criteria for Frontier Brokers proposals.
Co-creation also allowed DFAT to understand the potential

of 4 distinct but complementary projects that collectively
met the design criteria.
Frontier Brokers has benefitted from a co-design approach
by developing project offerings with local partners. As
Frontier Brokers is operating in countries where it can be
challenging to build an investable pipeline, partnering with
local organisations is useful in deal-sourcing and building
local trust in projects and approaches.
Frontier Brokers has used adaptive management to
capitalise on learning opportunities. As the projects are all
proof of concepts and there was limited opportunity for
experimentation before selection, the set up and design
phases of the projects required more time than expected.
Unforeseen disruptions to the impact investing markets
caused by COVID-19 have also caused delays. The ability of
the projects to stay on course towards result achievement
despite these challenges is testament to the outcomes focus
of the grants.

RESULTS
DFAT’s use of co-creation:
2. Improved procurement efficiency

1. Attracted strong participation

40

25

13

Expressions of interest
received

Co-creation participants

Final proposals

6
Months from concept to award*

The Frontier Brokers program commenced in April 2019 and will run through until December 2021 however the following
preliminary results have already been reported:

4

554

30

Lighthouse models for brokering
capital developed

Stakeholders trained in gender lens
investing

Promotional items developed and
disseminated

2

2

First investments approved by BIDUK
in June 2020

Brokers Network meetings
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1
Ecosystem Engagement event at the
AVPN South East Asia Summit with 73
participants
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Applying a gender lens to programming
INTERVENTION
DFAT is strongly committed to being at the forefront of
efforts to empower women and girls and promote gender
equity in the Asia-Pacific region, as enshrined in DFAT’s
Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Strategy.
To ensure that gender inclusion was infused in SFI, The
Criterion Institute, a leading expert in the GLI field, was
engaged to develop an SFI Program Gender Strategy. The
Strategy defined a gender lens as a study of how power,
privilege and bias interact with gender in varying contexts
and gave a framework of considerations before applying
a gender lens, such as context, assumptions and bias in
approaches and power dynamics in structures. It also
affirmed three commitments:
1.

To recognise and value voices, ideas and perspectives
from the Asia-Pacific context

2.

To include and call attention to varied and diverse
perspectives in our work, and

3.

To pay explicit attention to power dynamics in our work
and call out these dynamics publicly.

SFI’s innovative approaches have bolstered its results
relating to gender. The GLIA Toolkit was developed under
Frontier Incubators and is a free, interactive resource to
support incubators and accelerators in gender inclusivity. It
was co-designed through sponsorship from the Sasakawa
Peace Foundation, which shared an aligned objective
of building the gender capacity of regional incubators
and accelerators. The development of the Toolkit was
furthermore collaborative in utilising six Cohort Partners
(Agile Development Group, Instellar, ONOW, Phandeeyar,
SHE Investments, and xchange) to pilot the Toolkit’s
strategies and contribute case studies on their learnings.
This co-design process demonstrated how context-specific
nuances are critical to perceptions of gender and encourages
organisations to recognise such nuances in their use of the
Toolkit.
Under Frontier Brokers, flexible funding has allowed
the projects to use diverse approaches to engaging their
clients, partners, investors and the wider ecosystem on
GLI. Outside of their project work, the Brokers Network
has begun implementing GLI initiatives. While the bulk of
the funding was provided by the Network Convenor, the

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

flexibility of the funding ensured that the Brokers Network
could design initiatives that were best placed to leverage
the implementing partner’s experiences, expertise, and
professional networks.
The MEL Partner has adopted an adaptive management
style to use research and ongoing consultation to measure
the performance of programs and to ensure harmonisation
of indicators and definitions across DFAT. For the design of
the Frontier Brokers metrics, the MEL Partner was able to
draw on learnings from the previous SFI components, the
latest gender research and feedback from the implementing
partners to create a measurement framework which tracks
progress against six gender lenses.			

Products
and services

Women in
leadership

Workplace
equity

Benefits Across
the Six Gender
Lenses

Women’s
access to
capital

Women as
investors

Women in
the supply
chain

Source: SFI Program; adapted from Suzanne Biegel (Catalystat-Large) and Cathy Clark (Duke)
This has encouraged the Frontier Brokers projects to
measure impact through a comprehensive gender lens.
As an example, the Frontier Brokers project BIDUK is
experimenting with measuring impact in a way that values
women, rather than solely counts them. Through capturing
social equity metrics voluntarily contributed by their clients,
they intend to demonstrate causality between valuing the
various roles of women in enterprises and reduced
business risk.
5

Applying a gender lens to programming
RESULTS
As a focus on gender inclusion remained embedded throughout the SFI program, participants and partners have increased
their prioritisation of gender equality through their involvement. The results to date include include:

70
80%

Of respondents reported increased focus on
ensuring benefits to women and girls and an
increased prioritisation of gender equality
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Incubation and acceleration
stakeholders trained
in gender lens incubation

Gender Lens Investing Projects
launched

1

536

Open-source Gender Lens
Incubation and Acceleration
Toolkit developed

stakeholders in GLI and impact
assessment

6

pilots applying the Gender Lens Incubation
and Acceleration Toolkit
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Strengthening the connections between Innovators, Incubators, and Brokers
INTERVENTION
The SFI program incorporated a combination of partnerships
and peer learning to strengthen connections between the
entrepreneurial ecosystem for scaling the impact of social
enterprises. The intentionality behind this evolved over the
duration of the program as learnings continued to surface on
the positive effects of these collaborations.
Co-design was a key factor in enabling strong connections
between the SFI participants. Learnings surfaced through

Frontier Incubators demonstrated that peer networks have
led to increased connections and contributed to results.
This encouraged a focus on partnerships and collaboration
in Frontier Brokers. DFAT’s openness to incorporating
co-design and the Brokers Network approach, led by
the Network Convenor, of valuing diverse perspectives
and ensuring equity of members had established strong
collaboration in the operations and decision-making of the
Network.

RESULTS

Frontier Innovators

Frontier Incubators

Frontier Brokers

100%

100%

100%

Felt more connected to the entrepreneurial
ecosystem in their region

Reported increased ability to network with
others in the entrepreneurial ecosystem

Reported that the benefits of being involved
in the Brokers Network outweighed their
investment

Engagement has also been strong across different components of the SFI Program. To date, 7 formal partnerships
have emerged:

SkyEye and their support provider, Akina, signed a
formal contract to continue collaborating.

1.

The TA provider to ATEC* joined their Board
of Directors.

2.

3.

xchange and Villgro are working together to develop
an angel investing network in the Philippines.

4. on the Frontier Brokers project.

5.

BIDUK is partnering with Frontier Innovator
Amartha on their board.

7.

BIDUK is partnering with Frontier Incubator Cohort
Partner Moonshot Ventures on their board.
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Brightlight included SecondMuse as a partner

6.

BIDUK is partnering with Instellar, a participant in
Frontier Incubators, for due diligence whom they met
at the Brokers co-creation.
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Strategic Recommendations
Through the SFI Program, DFAT aimed to test innovative approaches to creating sustainable poverty reduction in
the Asia Pacific region through scaling the development impact of social enterprises and to influence the delivery
of aid in the region by demonstrating the efficacy of new, market-based approaches in achieving development
impacts. The following strategic recommendations seek to assist DFAT in identifying relevance to other
programs and leveraging innovative approaches to promote development by supporting social enterprises and
entrepreneurship.

1

Design and support ecosystem building to most effectively support scaling the development impact of
social enterprises
Through SFI, DFAT engaged in an experiment to test hypotheses around what types of support may scale the
development impact of social enterprises most efficiently, effectively, and sustainably. Frontier Innovators shed
light on the range of unique challenges experienced by social enterprises at varying stages of development
and demonstrated that with flexible support and a minimal additional investment by DFAT, it was possible
to help social enterprises raise an additional $21 million AUD and directly impact 177,000 lives within two
years. However, SFI results and experience demonstrated that increased efficiency came from support to
entrepreneurship support organisations (ESOs). Compared to Frontier Innovators, which supported 14 social
enterprises, the effects of supporting 31 incubators and accelerators under the Frontier Incubators component
reached 288 social enterprises. The potential is now there for some of these social enterprises to scale similarly
to the Frontier Innovators.
On future initiatives, DFAT should consider supporting in-country ecosystem strengthening by creating a
fund to empower ESOs and other intermediaries to address barriers or seize opportunities related to social
enterprise growth and scaling. These ESOs and other intermediaries could apply for seed capital for ecosystem
strengthening activities that emerge. Such a fund would lead to better linkages across these actors in the
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

2

Support the further development of a well functioning set of collaborative partnerships among
organisations that fund and/or implement entrepreneurial ecosystem strengthening activities
Collaborative partnerships among a diverse set of ecosystem actors were foundational to SFI. Results—both
expected and unexpected—achieved through the Program have demonstrated the importance of investing in
the further development of these and similar partnerships. The work done under SFI to form partnerships, to
develop an understanding of the partnership models that DFAT applied, and to uncover the types of added
value that SFI partners realised should be carried over into DFAT’s other multifaceted programming, especially
private sector development programming.
Specifically,

•

Maximise continued cooperation to pursue shared goals with traditional development actors such as
bilateral and multilateral overseas development assistance donors and development finance institutions
by developing networks of cooperation to help ensure coherence of resources;

•

Develop specific plans to expand partnerships with the private sector and foundations to align efforts and
leverage complementary goals;

•

Look across the Australian whole of government investments to identify benefits to deepening connections
between SFI participants with complementary strengths and shared interests and other programs’
implementing partners and/or beneficiaries;

•

Continue the deliberate labeling, measurement, reflection, and analysis of partnerships’ effects to ensure
that DFAT efforts are informed by experience and coordinated and lead to the most effective response and
the maximisation of direct resources.
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3

Support the creation and curation of a knowledge network to raise awareness and exchange learning
about and promote sustainability of entrepreneurship ecosystem strengthening initiatives
Particularly in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is imperative to continue to engage and empower the full
range of ecosystem players in entrepreneurial ecosystem strengthening, including local and regional actors,
DFAT staff and implementing partners, and DFAT’s other donor partners. DFAT should consider investing in
robust knowledge sharing to enhance the sustainability of SFI’s results and continue to catalyse learning about
entrepreneurship ecosystem strengthening. Such a knowledge network could be developed as a pilot with a
limited investment in an electronic platform and a moderator to plan virtual activities, curate content, and
engage participants. A core group of volunteer advisors can be enlisted to help maintain momentum and help
build network membership.
Ensure that gender and inclusivity are incorporated into program design

4

5

The overall focus on gender and inclusivity at DFAT and the SFI Gender Strategy raised the profile of gender
and inclusivity on SFI and led to adaptations to programming and measurement to prioritise results that
have positive effects on women and girls. As recognised in Partnerships for Recovery: Australia’s COVID-19
Development Response, the effects of COVID-19 are exacerbating the inequalities and hardships faced by
already vulnerable groups, particularly women and girls. In this context, DFAT should adopt a unified approach
to applying a gender lens across programs that support private sector development and do so at the design
stage. This approach should include building capacity and developing and testing tools relevant to context and
a common set of harmonised metrics and learning questions to capture results and investigate learning. The
six gender lenses adapted from good practice and applied to SFI is a good place to start. Additional process
indicators should also be added.
Provide more targeted and localised support to the Pacific to enable them to better respond to unique
market conditions and challenges and to facilitate understanding and application of the learning
While the design of Frontier Innovators as an Asia-Pacific program made some elements more efficient, such
as access to networks, grants management, and covening entrepreneurs, it became clear that entrepreneurs
operating in the Pacific have unique needs and face challenges different from those entrepreneurs in Asia and
that building capabilities to address these challenges would require tailored interventions.
Based on learning from SFI, there are already plans to deepen the focus on relevant contextual interventions
and increased peer learning in a potential follow-on project to build further capacity among ESOs and in turn
the social enterprises they serve. DFAT should ensure that Pacific-specific case studies and good practices are
identified, developed, and leveraged to support improved entrepreneurship support services in the region.
DFAT also should work to create the space to further test how proven good practices used for incubators and
accelerators globally may be adapted to the Pacific case. In light of COVID-19, there also may be a need to
engage Pacific-based organisations in scenario planning and build their capacity for resilience given that their
supply chains are even more impacted by travel bans and issues around the movement of goods and services.

Continue to take an adaptive approach to the measurement and management of programs

6

Adaptive management was a key feature of SFI, and data and analysis gathered through supporting MEL
processes informed iterations that occurred in SFI design, implementation, and measurement frameworks.
This approach, which involved reflecting and capturing the complexity and perspectives of those involved and
remaining agile and responsive to changing conditions, gave DFAT the ability to identify the drivers of success
and understand true impact. DFAT should expand its use of adaptive approaches to management, applying
developmental evaluation methodologies and reflective processes to maximise learning and evidencebased iteration. While these approaches are present in other DFAT projects, they are a ‘must have’ tool for
designing and implementing, on overall context and effectiveness, capturing lessons, and reporting on and
communicating the results and impact of Australia’s development program and its effectiveness of responding
to COVID-19.
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