
 
 
 
 

 

 

FUNDING FOR INNOVATION: TAKING RISKS 
Innovation certainly involves taking risks, but it is only through 

experimentation that break-throughs are discovered and an exponential 

difference made. 

 

THE CHALLENGE: A NEED FOR INNOVATION 

Innovation is the quest to discover something that is new and superior to the status quo. In social 
change, it’s not just that more resources are needed for proven models of change – we must 
constantly be investing in new ways of making a difference and helping those in need, because society 
is changing faster than ever before. 

To invest in innovation is to invest in the future, and with this comes inevitable risks.  

Many not for profits currently lack the time and resources needed to innovate and develop new 
solutions, as funders often look for low-risk investments. While this method may support the good 
work of community sector organisations, low-risk, already-proven solutions often provide little 
freedom to experiment with new ways of addressing social and environmental issues. This can leave 
the charity always struggling to catch up with social changes, or simply bewildered as the conditions 
their programs address evolve in an unexpected direction. 

FOR ORGANISATIONS THAT ARE ADDRESSING SOME OF THE WORLD’S 

MOST COMPLEX ISSUES SUCH AS HOMELESSNESS OR POVERTY, THE 

INABILITY TO GROW REPRESENTS NOT ONLY A MARKET FAILURE, BUT A 

FAILURE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE. 

Building a more innovative social sector requires funders to appreciate the benefits of innovation and 
understand the risks this brings.  

Failure is an inherent part of success. Investing in innovation means your grant might “fail”, in a purely 
short-term sense. But just as every failed experiment in science contributes to the body of knowledge 
that leads towards a breakthrough, so too must we be willing to invest in experiments to ultimately 
discover impact solutions, and accept that many of these experiments will fall short of their aspirations. 

Learning from failures and supporting projects with different, often risky, solutions is very important 
for the social sector. While we should all strive for successes, failures push us towards even greater 
discoveries. 

Investing in earlier-stage organisations and higher-risk projects requires a change in thinking which 
can only come from looking beyond simple short-term metrics like overhead. 

 



 
 
 
 

 

THE SOLUTION: FUNDING EXPERIMENTS, LEARNING FROM FAILURE 

Sidney Myer Fund and The Myer Foundation are progressive leaders in the world of Australian 
philanthropy. Five years ago, driven by a feeling that they weren’t doing enough to support innovation 
in the not-for-profit sector, they launched the Myer Innovation Fellowship. 

The Fellowships epitomises philanthropy stepping into a zone of taking risks in order to test 
innovations, and proactively looking for break-through ideas.  This currently unique-for-Australia 
program aims to support visionary talent with game-changing ideas for social and/or environmental 
impact.  

It invests in individuals working in the fields of education, poverty, disadvantage, sustainability & the 
environment and who have the capacity to implement the idea and the potential to generate 
significant impact. An initial five-year funding commitment to support three Fellows a year, has been 
extended by Myer to another five years with up to four Fellowships being available from 2019. They 
are currently going into their fifth cohort of Fellows. 

Program Manager, Elena Mogilevski says: 

“IF OUT OF THE 15 FELLOWS, ONE SUCEEDS, WE WOULD BE VERY HAPPY 

WITH THAT. WE ARE HOPING FOR HIGH RISK/HIGH RETURN, AND WE 

ARE COMFORTABLE WITH SOME OF THE PROJECTS FAILING.” 

In fact, Sidney Myer Fund and The Myer Foundation are prepared to take a long-term view of the 
projects they are funding. “We are very conscious of the fact that the ideas we are funding will take 
much longer than 12 months to actualise,” says Elena. 

So far, they have supported 12 Fellows, allowing them to focus full-time on their innovative ideas for 
a year, expanding their network and creating an alumni base for future Fellows and organisations to 
connect with. 

Unfortunately, the cultural norm in the non-profit sector is to shy away from sharing failures and the 
learnings generated by them. Perceived pressure from funders not to 'waste funds', and the fear of 
being disadvantaged in securing further grants stifles necessary learning from failure. 

An example of the value of learning from failure comes from Engineers Without Borders. In 2010 
Engineers Without Borders studied the coverage of water points in Malawi, where they had been 
working intensively to build wells and install pumps. They found that although there was 80% coverage, 
roughly 40% of these pumps did not work. The reason was a lack of maintenance and general 
unsustainability. Though these water point infrastructures had been built, there had been no-one 
available to repair or maintain them. Engineers Without Borders ultimately realised the significance 
of this mistake, understanding that it is important to invest not only in the hardware or the 
infrastructure but also in the maintenance and upgrades.  

They bravely went beyond simply realising their mistake in the usual quiet and internal way and 
decided to communicate and discuss their failures publicly, creating an “annual failures report” which 
they make freely available. They then went on to create www.admittingfailure.org, encouraging 
organisations to share their mistakes and learn from them. 

http://www.admittingfailure.org/


 
 
 
 

 

THE OUTCOME 

Investing in innovation requires taking risks, and taking risks is essential to learning what works and 
what doesn’t in a changing world. Reducing the stigma around failure allows those learnings to be 
shared broadly, allowing the sector to learn faster and discover more effective ways to create impact. 

Paradoxically, funding and accepting risk and failure can actually lead to less failure overall, as 
organisations learn from each other’s mistakes rather than repeating them, just as other aid 
organisations were able to learn from Engineers Without Borders. 

Innovation also has the possibility of exponential impacts catalysed by modest initial support.  

Anna Rose, founder of Farmers for Climate Action, was a recipient of the Myer Innovation Fellowship. 
She says so much of what she has achieved would not have been possible without the freedom 
provided by the Fellowship.  

Collaborating with different groups not typically involved in climate change was a challenge in itself 
and Anna believes she would never have been able to involve those constituent groups had she been 
working for a large organisation that branded the project. “I was given the freedom to focus on impact 
goals rather than organisational goals,” she says. 

Unrestricted funding has meant that Anna has had, “time to be able to focus on things that have the 
highest impact.” She emphasised that, “the other big thing with Myer was the network that they 
brought…a lot of the work I do is fundraising for advocacy work and I helped a number of groups raise 
money for constituency-based community organising on climate throughout the fellowship. In the end 
I raised over $1,000,000.” This alone represented an almost 10X leverage on the funds Myer invested 
in Anna’s work, as well as fostering an important new voice in the conversation on climate change in 
this country. 

 

 

 

 


