
In mid-2014, the Ilifa donors finalised a partnership with the 
Omidyar Network to extend Ilifa’s capacity to generate and 
test innovations for early learning. Omidyar (representing 
the philanthropic interests of eBay founder, Pierre Omidyar) 
funds entrepreneurial work that attempts to solve critical social 
problems across the world. This partnership has led to the 
establishment of a new funding initiative – the Innovation 
Edge. The Edge has a specific focus on one component of 
the Essential Package of ECD services: early learning. It aims 
to support the development, implementation and evaluation 
of bold ideas that could fundamentally change early learning 
experiences for children and to help develop the foundational 
skills necessary for optimum cognitive development. Figure 1 
illustrates the conceptual framework that guides the activities 
of the Innovation Edge.

Ilifa and the Edge both have a focus on increasing access 
for hard-to-reach, poverty-affected children aged 0-6 years 
and pregnant women, while supporting access for all children. 
However,  each programme adopts a slightly different approach, 
as detailed in Table 1. 

The Edge therefore brings added research and development 
capacity to the Ilifa team, extending Ilifa’s “innovation edge” in 
the early learning space. Ilifa’s work in partner provinces highlights 
opportunities and areas in need of innovation, while the Edge 
provides the space for piloting and evaluating such innovation. 

Table 1: The differing approaches of Ilifa and the 
Innovation Edge

G A M E  C H A N G E R S

The Innovation Edge: Promoting 
Innovation for Early Learning
Ilifa Labantwana has pushed the frontiers for children with the establishment of a new innovation hub called the 
Innovation Edge. SONJA GIESE explains how the partnership between Ilifa and the Edge is designed to support 
the development and scale-up of innovations in early learning. 
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OBJECTIVE: IMPLEMENTATION OF  
AN ESSENTIAL PACKAGE OF ECD SERVICES 

FOR ALL CHILDREN

Core strategy 
(Ilifa Labantwana)

Extended innovation hub 
(Innovation Edge)

Focus on demonstrating 
implementation to 

achieve population-level 
coverage

Focus on demonstrating the 
feasibility and effective ness of 

innovations that have the potential 
for scale

Focus on the delivery of 
an Essential Package of 

ECD services

Focus primarily on one element 
of the Essential Package – early 

learning 
Emphasis on working with 
and through government 

systems

Able to test innovations outside 
of government systems and 

processes
Less able to support risky 

innovations
Willing to support risky innovations 
that have the potential to be game 

changers
Seeks out and supports 
partners whose work is 

aligned to Ilifa’s strategy

Open call for individuals and 
organisations to come forward for 
support to test ideas that demon-
strate innovation in early learning

Focused partnerships 
with stakeholders that 

support the realisation of 
Ilifa’s vision

Broader partnerships with 
emphasis on bringing new ideas 
and stakeholders into the early 

learning space

In every issue of Ilifa Insights, we will introduce innovative thinking and practice  
that we believe has the potential to be game changing for ECD in South Africa. 
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Figure 2: The Innovation Edge’s three-pronged approach
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Figure 1: The Innovation Edge’s conceptual framework
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G A M E  C H A N G E R S

Innovations can be levers for large-scale change by:
• Increasing the range of stakeholders engaged in promoting 

early learning;
• Promoting access to, and use of information for, planning, 

provisioning and monitoring of early learning;
• Radically changing paradigms or mindsets in support of 

early learning, or challenging entrenched social patterns;
• Opening up new or additional human and financial resource 

streams for early learning; and
• Addressing key constraints within the early learning 

eco-system.

The Edge is committed to creating an environment in which 
innovation flourishes and is designed around three core ac-
tivities: connecting, commissioning and communicating 
for innovation. 

The Edge actively encourages experimentation with un-
usual partnerships that cut across organisational, sectoral 
or disciplinary boundaries and that create new relationships 
between previously separate individuals or groups. The team 
facilitates and supports the generation and harvesting of 
ideas through various interactive platforms, as demonstrated 
in Figure 3. 

Potentially transformational ideas will then be developed, 
resourced and tested through the Edge. Innovations that 
prove effective and feasible may be taken to scale through 
Ilifa’s national footprint and through the strategic partnerships 
that Ilifa builds. In this way, the systems for scale that are 

created through Ilifa’s collaboration with government 
and civil society will complement the Edge’s 

flexibility and capacity to innovate within 
early learning. 

Further information can 
be found at www.innova-
tionedge.org.za or by emailing 
sonja@innovationedge.org.za.

Why focus on early learning?
Advances in neuroscience are redefining our understanding of 
early learning. By the age of two or three years, a child’s brain 
has up to twice as many synapses as it will have in adulthood. 
These surplus connections are gradually eliminated throughout 
childhood and adolescence. Early experiences – positive and 
negative – influence the extent to which various synapses are 
strengthened or lost. Experiences in utero and during the first six 
years therefore shape a child’s developing brain and influence 
the child’s lifelong learning potential. Most young children in 
South Africa do not receive the kind of early care and stimulation 
that will enable them to realise their full potential. Despite a 
proliferation of ECD services in South Africa, learning outcomes 
remain poor. Innovation in this space is desperately needed, 
therefore, to bring about real change.

What is innovation and how do we 
make it happen?
There are many different definitions of “innovation” and a 
growing interest globally in the concept of “social innovation”. 
So what does this mean for early learning? Innovative ideas for 
early learning may take the form of new or adapted products, 
services, processes or systems that change the way in which 
we think about or approach early learning. Social innovation 
can take place within the for-profit sector, the non-profit sector, 
government or, importantly, in the spaces between them. 

Figure 3: Idea-generating platforms utilised by the Edge
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