
 
 
 
 

 

 

FUNDING FOR INNOVATION: DESIGN THINKING  
 

To be able to innovate and discover new solutions requires building a new 

skill-set. How a charity becomes the driving force behind creating new and 

unexpected solutions for people with disability by investing in their capacity 

to design and innovate. 

THE CHALLENGE: A CHANGING ENVIRONMENT WHICH REQUIRES A NEW APPROACH 

Northcott was established in 1929 by the Rotary Club of Sydney as the ‘NSW Society for Crippled 

Children,’ in response to the polio epidemic and to provide services to children dealing with illnesses 

such as tuberculosis, polio and other diseases who had been excluded from mainstream society. As 

the need for polio-related services declined, the need for organisations to address excluded children 

remained.   

Following this humble beginning, Northcott widened its scope to service a diverse range of 

customers with varying physical, mental and intellectual abilities. Presently, Northcott serves as one 

of the biggest disability service providers in New South Wales, providing services from metropolitan 

and regional locations throughout NSW and the ACT.  

In 2014, the Northcott Board of Directors began conversations about the incoming National 

Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), which represented a radical change to funding arrangements in 

the disability sector, requiring a complete re-design of how organisations like Northcott were going 

to fund themselves and deliver their services to clients. 

This would be an enormous challenge for any organisation used to doing things a certain way, but 

the Board determined that it represented an even greater opportunity. Their goal was to do things 

differently without disrupting the quality care that Northcott are committed to providing for their 

large base of customers and carers. 

THE SOLUTION: CREATE AND INVEST IN CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION SKILLS 

The Northcott Board of Directors acknowledged that its existing organisational structure and 

hierarchy may potentially stifle innovation and reduce the likelihood of achieving sufficient impact. 

As such, Northcott started to think of a way to shift innovation outside of the business – their idea; 

to build a subsidiary organisation that was agile and flexible enough to fully capitalise on potential 

opportunities.  

Northcott Innovation was founded as a direct result of this conversation. The organisation is wholly 

owned by Northcott but is a separate company, with a separate board and Deductible Gift 

Recipients (DGR) status. This effectively results in Northcott Innovation being entirely separate from 

its parent organisation, while maintaining a close connection.  

Since 2014, Northcott Innovation has experienced steady and incremental growth. The organisation 

has evolved from having just one dedicated staffer initially, with the addition of two extra full-time 

staff members from 2017.  



 
 
 
 

 

The mission of Northcott Innovation is to be the driving force behind creating new and unexpected 

solutions for people with disability. The most important focus of the organisation is to only address 

problems and issues which have been raised by people with disabilities, their carers or their loved 

ones. The ultimate goal is to empower these individuals by listening to their needs and not deciding 

issues for them.  

They do this by: 

• Using design-thinking to find solutions to complex social problems; 

• Encouraging people with disabilities, carers, and loved ones to engage with Northcott 

Innovation throughout the development process wherever applicable, and; 

• Partnering with passionate and innovative organisations to deliver creative and unexpected 

solutions to problems. 

Northcott Innovation is driven to disrupt the industry through collaboration and technological 

innovations. They are guided by the philosophy of ‘design thinking’, which is a collaborative method 

to bring together people with diverse experiences to think in new ways and develop ideas that will 

shape the future. Ultimately, the aim is to ensure people with disabilities are active participants in 

the co-creation of solutions; not the recipients of solutions whose problems were decided by those 

without personal experience.  

Tim Cook, CEO of IDEO, one of the world’s most famous design studios, defines design-thinking as “a 

human-centered approach to innovation that draws from the designer's toolkit to integrate the 

needs of people, the possibilities of technology, and the requirements for business success.” Key to 

this approach however is not only having the capability, but also the patience to start with a deep 

understanding of the issues faced by the people you’re serving. Their success comes from not 

rushing to solutions, but rather, investing time in prototyping and testing the most promising ideas 

and being as creative as possible. 

Northcott was in the fortunate position of being able to provide the initial seed funding to launch 

Northcott Innovation. This funding was, in the words of Samantha Frain, Clinical Director at 

Northcott Innovation, "essentially a donation … to get us off the ground."  

This investment, Frain says, 

 “completely transformed what it was that we could do because until 

then I was the only one who did fundraising and was also trying to run 

the innovation centre and there is just no way that we could have [done 

so much].”  

According to Frain, potential funders often acknowledge the fundamental importance of design-

thinking to address social issues. However, she comments that there are 'consistent' barriers in 

translating this acknowledgement of this need into a commitment to fund these services.   

 “Everyone acknowledges [design-thinking], they’re like ‘that’s what Apple does!’ They know the 

process but then when it comes to committing funding, all of them are unwilling to invest when you 

can’t name the solution.” Samantha Frain states that it is often Northcott, the parent organisation, 

that pays for initial investment to explore the social issue and beginning the design-thinking process. 



 
 
 
 

 

She notes that funders are more likely to engage with the issue further along the design processes.  

This is typically during the prototyping stages, where the issue has been defined and solutions are 

being considered. However, this funding often only covers the last 'tenth' of the budget.  

Overall, while the organisation remains grateful for any support provided, Frain believes that funding 

would have a much greater yield if it was provided earlier in the process.  

THE OUTCOME 

The decision to set up Northcott Innovation as a stand-alone subsidiary of Northcott meant they are 

not bound to the brand image of the parent company, which is known for their trusted reputation 

throughout the industry. This allows Northcott Innovation to have what Ms. Frain calls an “appetite 

for risk.” 

In contrast to Northcott, Northcott Innovation is not engaged in direct customer care. Any service 

that is provided is given 'in addition to' what the customer currently receives and there is no issue of 

people losing their usual supports. Moreover, all customers know from the beginning that this 

process is experimental and therefore has a degree of risk. Overall, she believes this helps the 

organisation to operate in a more transparent process. 

This is reflected in an internal mandate that the concept, need, or driver to innovate has to come 

from a person within the community with a disability themselves. As such, this mandate is reflected 

in their design process. Frain is clear that Northcott Innovation are unwilling to engage in projects if 

this requires that the organisation foregoes the opportunity to listen to people with disabilities and 

have missed out on funding due to a refusal to engage in project work without proper consultation 

procedures. 

"It’s very very important to empower them to tell their own stories, to listen, that we take the time 

to understand what their needs are and to not slip over those processes and decide for them,” 

explains Ms. Frain.  

As one example of a project Northcott Innovation have been focused on, assistive technology is 

currently an expensive resource for people with disabilities with a huge loss rate. For every piece of 

assistive technology given to a person with disability, 70% of those devices will be abandoned. 

Northcott Innovation aims to change that by putting the choice and control into the hands of their 

customers and  frontline staff.  

Northcott Innovation has partnered with the startup AbilityMate and the University of Technology 

Sydney on a global first project to give people with disability the opportunity to learn about 3D 

printing and create their own assistive technology. Using the principles of co-design and wrap-

around supports they will give customers, support workers and managers the opportunity to learn 

about digital fabrication and make their own customised solutions. 

 


