SPRING’S TOP TEN EMERGING INSIGHTS
SPRING is an accelerator that puts a Design lens on supporting innovative businesses to grow
and drive impact at scale to empower girls aged 10-19. We are also a development
programme, accountable for delivering results. But most of all, we are an experiment. We are
setting out to prove that businesses can deliver life-enhancing products and services to girls,
through high growth, profitable business models, stimulating wider market development with girls
at the center.
As a learning program, we are constantly adapting and improving our approach based on our
experience with our businesses. We capture learning through internal discussions and debriefs,
business observation and storytelling, comparing our experience with similar programmes past
and present, and confirming our insights with an independent evaluation.1

What is SPRING?
SPRING launched in February 2015. As of April 2017, we have worked with 36 businesses across
East Africa and South Asia, and have just welcomed 19 new companies into our third cohort.
Our businesses operate in 15 sectors, eight countries across two diverse regions, with a mix of
local, diaspora, and ex-pat management teams. The businesses we work with are present in
urban, peri-urban, and rural areas, with models including business to business (B2B), business to
consumer (B2C), for-profit, nonprofit, and cross-subsidised models. Because Human Centred
Design (HCD) is based on research with users in context, it works in all these different
circumstances.
We work with businesses to turn a specific challenge for their users (and their business) into an
opportunity for design by asking ‘How Might We…?’ Based on this question, participants ideate
a ‘Business Prototype’ which they rapidlly test withusers using Human Centred Design to deeply
understand their users’ needs. Over the course of the nine-month accelerator, they continue
to test, refine based on user-generated feedback, and prepare their Business Prototypes to
scale. In just over a year after joining SPRING, businesses from our first cohort in East Africa
reached over 10,000 girls as consumers or through income-generating opportunities, and
attracted additional funding totaling over 2.6 million USD.

Our experiment is still complicated and we still uncover new challenges. At the halfway point in
our five-year programme, we would like to share our emerging insights about running an
accelerator with development goals, applying Human Centred Design in a development
context, and reaching girls through business.

1 SPRING’s

independent evaluation is carried out by Coffey International. Three evaluations are being
conducted simultaneously: a Programme Performance Evaluation, Business Performance Evaluation, and
Impact Evaluation.
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SPRING’s Top Ten Insights:
1. To maximise the power of Human Centred Design, look beyond idea stage businesses
2. Reaching girls as end users is generally more feasible, scalable, and sustainable for
businesses than reaching older girls through value chains.
3. The path to scale of impact must be aligned with the core business
4. Theories of change provide a versatile framework for defining success and designing
support.
5. There is a need to develop investor understanding of these regions, sectors, and themes;
not simply build investment readiness of ventures
6. Quality of applications is a better criterion than quantity
7. Producing meaningful insights and reaching girls through business takes time beyond the
accelerator
8. Corporates are more interested in providing in-kind than monetary support
9. Human Centred Research can deliver powerful consumer feedback, but needs to be
focussed on the right questions
10. The true impact of SPRING relies on more than growth numbers
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INSIGHT 1: TO MAXIMISE IMPACT, LOOK BEYOND IDEA STAGE
BUSINESSES
SPRING started out positioned as an accelerator for mainly early-stage ventures with an idea
that they wanted to test. We thought start-ups would be more flexible than mature businesses
and therefore more open to the Human Centred Design (HCD) process. But HCD works best with
businesses who can bring working prototypes for which they can obtain user feedback, iterate,
and refine. We expended significant resources and time to build prototypes from scratch in
order to test them once in market. Post-revenue businesses are better positioned to be able to
fully apply HCD by gathering feedback from their users, and reach more girls in a shorter
timeframe.
In addition, scaling solutions with the potential for impact depends on overall business viability,
and there is a higher risk of failure for earlier-stage businesses. Pre-revenue businesses are
therefore not the best fit for SPRING’s HCD approach and limits the potential for impact during
SPRING’s time horizon. If we want to take solutions to scale, we need to look beyond idea-stage
to include growth-stage businesses that have demonstrated viability. The SPRING businesses that
are reaching the most girls either had existing products ready to scale, or established distribution
networks to girls.

GOING FORWARD
Our remaining cohorts will be comprised of a mix of different stage companies, and
we will gather insights about how this affects our curriculum and results.

INSIGHT 2: REACHING GIRLS AS END USERS IS GENERALLY
MORE FEASIBLE, SCALABLE, AND SUSTAINABLE FOR
BUSINESSES THAN REACHING OLDER GIRLS THROUGH VALUE
CHAINS
In the original SPRING design, we imagined ‘business-in-a-box’ for girls, such as solar energy
installation kits where older girls of legal working age could provide installation/repair services.
Several of our first cohort businesses tested models which provided opportunities for older girls to
work in their value chains, investing significant resources into developing new roles for girls such
as micro-franchisees, marketers, or suppliers. The businesses experienced similar challenges:
recruiting and retaining girls with requisite skills and experience, and the high cost of training and
development. For most of these businesses, girls were not core to the business model. Therefore,
it was usually unrealistic – especially for early stage businesses - to prioritise girls and develop their
business at the same time. There was also no clear path to scale of impact: while more than half
of our first cohort integrated girls of legal working age in their value chain as their prototype,
about 10% of the total SPRING girls reached to date have been through value chains.
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Businesses that create roles for older girls in their value chains must take a holistic approach to
ensure safe working conditions, monitor the legal working age, facilitate coinciding education,
and absorb related costs. These criteria make direct employment more limiting, and more
difficult to control at scale than designing products and services geared towards girls. While
accessing safe sources of income and job experience are important for older girls, a focus on
direct employment may be more viable for women-focussed businesses. To achieve impact at
scale, companies should either be large and vertically integrated, or have control over large
supplier networks.

GOING FORWARD
While we believe that some businesses can create impactful roles for girls in their value
chains while also growing their business, SPRING will only consider value chain models
if girls are part of the core business; there is a clear pathway to scale; and roles for girls
are realistic, safe, and align with girls’ wants and needs.

INSIGHT 3: THE PATH TO SCALE OF IMPACT MUST BE ALIGNED
WITH THE CORE BUSINESS
We scoped SPRING based on a certain set of impact criteria to address gaps in the economic
empowerment of girls, including innovations that would enhance girls’ ability to learn, earn
regular income, save money, improve safety, and contribute to overall health and well-being.
However, in our first cohort, we found that some businesses were stretching their models to
incorporate girls rather than having girls as the foundation. For these businesses, the SPRING
design challenge became a side project outside of their core business, dependent on creating
new roles for girls in their value chains, or developing entirely new product lines for girls. Some
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businesses had to hire new staff to manage the ‘girl project.’ Some of these projects were
discontinued after SPRING, because they were too resource-intense or time consuming for the
businesses to maintain.
We have learned that it is more sustainable to integrate a girl focus into the existing business
than to set up a separate endeavour. Unless the design challenge for SPRING is core to business
growth, it is likely to remain as a side project.

GOING FORWARD
We are now starting with solutions that the businesses are already bringing – e.g. clean
water, clean energy, education solutions, or time and labour-saving devices – and
creating or refining their girl-angle: improving that solution to have a deeper girl impact,
or higher uptake for girls. With this approach, we are ensuring that girl impact is
sustainably linked with business growth.

INSIGHT 4: THEORIES OF CHANGE PROVIDE A VERSATILE
SHARED FRAMEWORK FOR DEFINING SUCCESS AND
DESIGNING SUPPORT
SPRING is not a generic accelerator. We are accelerating products, services, and business
models that have demonstrable potential to impact the lives of girls. In our first cohort, we
lacked a common set of criteria for prioritizing support that would contribute to business growth
and to reaching girls, which in some cases led to our technical assistance supporting business
growth without delivering sufficient girl impact. We also have a diverse team of experts, mentors,
and delivery partners, who need a common framework to align as they deliver individual
technical support to businesses, including Human Centred Research design and investment
support.
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It is not required that businesses have previously demonstrated girl impact when they join
SPRING. Rather we target businesses that have potential: either through having successfully
reached other population segments, or to scale up through reaching girls. We have learned that
it is a more effective use of SPRING’s resources to adjust a healthy business to impact girls than to
fix a poor performing business that has existing girl reach. From our second cohort, we are
working with our businesses to create well-evidenced Theories of Change to set out how they
intend to benefit girls. These help SPRING and businesses clarify what success looks like for girl
impact and business growth. They also help businesses plot a plausible journey to impact,
identify and test assumptions through research, select appropriate performance monitoring
indicators and guide our accelerator support.

GOING FORWARD
We are being more deliberate about tying support, research design, and business advice
to each business’ Girl Impact Theory of Change.

INSIGHT 5: THERE IS A NEED TO DEVELOP INVESTOR
UNDERSTANDING OF THESE REGIONS, SECTORS AND THEMES;
NOT SIMPLY BUILD INVESTMENT READINESS FOR VENTURES
Like many accelerators, one of our key performance indicators is the number of businesses that
have achieved investment post-SPRING. We initially assumed businesses would attract available
social impact or gender-lens investors. This relied on two key assumptions: a) that SPRING
businesses could become investment ready for investment capital quickly and b) that investors
were primed to invest in girl-impact focused businesses. Earlier-stage businesses targeting the
Base of the Pyramid or customers living at poverty level are typically reliant on grant funding and
awards for their early operations. SPRING provided support to strengthen the investment
readiness of some businesses through coaching, development of pitch materials and
introduction to investors. However, the path to investment readiness is long and complex, and
our first cohort of businesses did not make equal progress along the path.
Equally important, creating supply of businesses for investment does not necessarily create
demand among investors for girl-impact businesses in the markets where we work. Investors
need to be found, inspired, educated, organised, and mobilised. To have a positive effect for
girls in poverty, there is as much of a need to build investor understanding of the value of
Human-Centred Design, meaning of girl impact, and the business opportunity of girls, as a need
to build businesses’ own readiness for investment.

GOING FORWARD
We will be working more to address the demand side of the investment ecosystem to
create investor awareness over SPRING’s remaining two years.
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INSIGHT 6: QUALITY OF APPLICATIONS IS A BETTER CRITERION
THAN QUANTITY
The most important driver of our success as a programme is to select the right businesses: those
who are prepared to dedicate a senior sponsor to immerse in HCD, take their prototype to
scale, reach girls, and see the connection with core business. We had assumed that receiving
more applications would mean a greater pool of strong applicants to choose from. However,
this hasn’t been our experience. Instead, we have found the best applicants through building a
strong bottom-up pipeline of companies that have demonstrated commitment, capability, and
capacity to achieve these goals. The Global Accelerator Learning Initiative has also observed
that higher performing accelerators had smaller applicant pools on average.

To find businesses that understand our value proposition and fit our criteria, we start in-country
landscaping and outreach activities several months before opening our selection window. As
part of our selection activities, we discuss the HCD process with potential applicants to ensure
they understand their commitment and that their senior leadership is prepared to invest.

GOING FORWARD
While we remain open to receiving cold applications, we are investing more in building a
strong pipeline of committed businesses with the potential to impact girls, which we
believe will lead to greater success of the programme overall.
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INSIGHT 7: PRODUCING MEANINGFUL INSIGHTS AND
REACHING GIRLS THROUGH BUSINESS TAKES TIME BEYOND
THE ACCELERATOR
Building and testing prototypes is important for businesses to find the right business model. During
SPRING, once businesses have learned the fundamentals of HCD and interrogated their
prototype, they conduct Human Centred Research (HCR) over the course of four months, then
reflect and refine their prototype, and receive tailored support and resources to build and roll
out over the final five months. Incorporating learning and pivoting business models takes time
and several learning loops. While those can be achieved in a matter of months, most businesses
need to go through at least two or three versions, which is a challenge in the nine-month
accelerator timeframe. Businesses need time after the accelerator to monitor progress and
achieve measurable impact, and generate substantive, market-based learning.

GOING FORWARD
While businesses only receive formal support from SPRING while they are in the accelerator,
we are extending their timeframe to launch their prototypes and report on results to
understand the true effects of our support.

INSIGHT 8: CORPORATES ARE MORE INTERESTED IN
PROVIDING IN-KIND THAN MONETARY SUPPORT
In our original programme design, SPRING was given a target to raise private sector funds to
unlock matching donor contributions. However, as a donor-funded development project,
SPRING does not have the brand, longevity, or charitable status to encourage corporate or
individual cash contributions. After a period of significant effort to raise cash, corporates
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consistently fed back that they were interested to engage with SPRING, not by donating money,
but by contributing technical expertise (time) and value-add services to businesses.
This fits well because our businesses need support to make their business models work, such as
financial models, growth plans, legal issues, or HR advice. SPRING trains businesses in Design
Thinking to learn about their key stakeholders, and provides high quality brand, digital, and
industrial design support. Once companies identify insights that they can then incorporate into
their business prototype, they need to have the rest of the pieces in place to scale, which
currently SPRING is not resourced to provide directly.
To address this gap, we are engaging corporates to ‘Give 10 Hours for Girls’ on a volunteer basis
for specific businesses who need support in key areas of need. We first pitched this idea at a
senior marketers’ conference in December 2016 and emerged with more than 65 volunteers
from eight companies, matching several of our companies with significant pro bono
contributions.

GOING FORWARD
We will continue to match our companies with corporate volunteers that can support their
growth and scale plans, and monitor the effectiveness of this approach.

INSIGHT 9: HUMAN CENTRED RESEARCH CAN DELIVER
POWERFUL CONSUMER FEEDBACK, BUT NEEDS TO BE
FOCUSSED ON THE RIGHT QUESTIONS
Human Centred Design starts with field research and observation to understand user behavior,
and it’s really important for future design activities to get this part exactly right. The majority of
our businesses are new to Human Centred Design when they come to Bootcamp. With each
cohort, we are investing additional resources into this activity, because we are learning how
important it is to get it right. In our first cohort, we provided hands-on support outside of
Bootcamp to conduct research with a subset of five businesses, and it was recommended that
we expand this support to all.2 We adapted in our second cohort, offering hands-on research
support to all businesses through local in-country research facilitators. However, deploying a
diverse set of researchers with limited time and available resources delivered inconsistent insight.
For research to generate actionable insights in a resource-constrained setting, it needs to be
designed to ask the right questions with the right target users. For example, human-centred
research won’t answer ‘what is the size of the market opportunity?’ but can answer ‘what
motivates users (girls) to make certain choices?’ We are helping businesses to understand the
power and limitations of a human-centred design approach.

Coffey International. SPRING Cohort 1: Programme Performance Evaluation, May
2016.
2
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Translating insights from HCR into design opportunities (Design Thinking) is best applied in
companies that are prepared to gain a deep understanding of their users’ needs, and to be
flexible and responsive to feedback. We support businesses to focus on their ‘Minimum Viable
Product’ with a limited set of core features in order to rapidly prototype and adjust during the
SPRING timeframe, manage risk for businesses and SPRING, and create a strong foundation to
build from. We also prepare businesses to go into research with an open mind, in order to
prepare them to adjust their prototype based on gaining an understanding of their users’ needs.

GOING FORWARD
For our future cohorts, we are investing more in our human-centred research specialists to
support businesses to design and execute HCR that generates actionable insights, and
focusing businesses on their MVP to rapidly iterate based on learning.

INSIGHT 10: THE TRUE IMPACT OF SPRING RELIES ON MORE
THAN GROWTH NUMBERS
SPRING monitors accelerator performance through a set of key performance indicators related
to business performance (sales, revenue, profit, and expansion) and girls reached (customers,
end users, value chain). However, these growth numbers only represent a small piece of the
SPRING journey. Due to the iterative nature of HCD, our first cohort didn’t immediately
accelerate in terms of growth during their time in the accelerator, but rather spent the nine
months collecting feedback, validating, and pivoting to refine their solution. To capture learning
on the added value of SPRING, we are putting an equal focus on the narrative of the changes
businesses are making because of our support. We capture this through guided storytelling,
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regular check-ins and interviews, and structured qualitative reporting. Ultimately, SPRING’s
impact relies on businesses reaching girls in the long term, while the short-term result is
generating rich learning. We have adjusted our interim programme goals to reflect our
understanding that successful business models will not necessarily scale up in the first year after
SPRING, but over the following two years. In the first year, we expect our businesses to make a
significant pivot or change in their business model, to test it out, and to draw insights before
focusing on growth. We’ve changed our internal M&E system to capture learning not just about
the ‘how many?’ but the ‘why or why not?’

GOING FORWARD
We are being more diligent in our capture of each businesses’ narrative or ‘SPRING journey’
to understand what is working and why.
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THANK YOU.

[Type here]

12
TOP 10 INSIGHTS

