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SCALING. 
SUPPORTING SOCIAL INNOVATORS IN SCALING THEIR 
APPROACH 

 

Submitted by THSN, Italy 
 
 
THSN Foundation (The Human Safety Net) acts as a competence centre for social impact 
inside Generali Group, implementing the company’s flagship initiative for its communities, 
called The Human Safety Net.  
To focus the philanthropic resources of the company, The Human Safety Net invests in two 
program areas united by the shared mission of unlocking human potential: 

1) For Families: early childhood development and parenting; 

2) For Refugees: labour market integration through employment and entrepreneurship; 

THSN Foundation also provides an additional source of funding for the programmes and 
partners for The Human Safety Net. From 2020 onwards, a substantial part of this funding is 
being awarded through the initiative Scale Up Impact, which are unrestricted grants of up to 1 
Million euros, plus additional capacity building support, designed to support social innovators 
across the THSN network. 

The aim of Scale Up Impact is to support existing interventions and programs that are starting 
to see evidence of significant impact on the lives of beneficiaries to reach impact at scale. 
In order to do this, THSN is focused on scaling ideas and programs, not scaling organisations, 
which means helping THSN partners to build the right partnerships to accelerate their impact. 
. 
Scale Up Impact addresses the “missing link” of philanthropic funding, namely the transition 
to scale. They allow an NGO or social enterprise to: 

• choose one or several pathways to scale, 

• adapt the organisational model and program as needed, 

• start to grow the impact with partners, to reach substantially greater numbers of 

beneficiaries. 

For organisations that already have a scaling model in place for a program, Scale Up Impact 
can support its roll-out and growth.  
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BACKGROUND 

A. Which type of organisation are you (tick all that apply)?  

• A Capital Provider (grant maker): An engaged social investor deploying financial capital 
and other non-financial resources for impact 

• An Intermediary: an advisory, capacity building organisation or research organisation 
supporting capital providers, impact delivery organisations and other stakeholders 
and/or enhancing knowledge in the impact economy. 

• A Market builder: a network and movement aiming at strengthening the impact 
economy ecosystem.  
 

B. Please briefly summarise your mission.  

Our mission is to unlock the potential of people living in vulnerable circumstances, so that 
they can transform the lives of their families and communities. 

Our programs support families with young children and integrate refugees through work. 

To do so, we bring together the strengths of non-profit organizations and the private sector, 
in Europe, Asia and South America. We are an open net and we welcome working with 
companies, organizations and foundations who share the same goals. 

We aim at supporting three layers within our target groups: wellbeing of beneficiaries, 
strengthening of the NGOs and growth of the sector. 

 

C. Which of the use cases does your practice(s) apply to? Please tick all that apply! 

• Social innovation in public services / with public authorities 

• Place based funding 

• Open social innovations 

• Building impact (investing) ecosystems 
 

D. Which system practice field(s) does your practice apply to? Please select the most 
relevant (max three). 

• Strategy design 

• Management, learning & adaptation 

• Collaboration 
 

E. Please give us a brief background 1) what motivated you to act and who initiated the 
practice(s), inside or outside your organisation, and (if applicable) 2) describe the event 
that triggered your engagement.  
 
The Human Safety Net recognized that emergent social innovations supported across the 
countries in which it operated had the potential for transformative, large scale impact with 
the appropriate tools and resources. This recognition was borne out of the deep links that 
The Human Safety Net and local Generali representatives had with social innovators in 
their community, which allowed for targeted support and in-depth knowledge of supported 
organizations. The practices underpinning the Scale-up Impact grants were spearheaded 
by the THSN global program team, which recognized that additional targeted funding and 
practices could amplify impact of the whole THSN network and if successful could create 
a powerful system change accelerator which would serve as a model for others. This 
recognition came about after the first two years of operation of the foundation; recognizing 
the richness and strength of the social innovations supported around the world, and at the 
same time the need for targeted, structured efforts to support them beyond traditional grant 



 

Page 3 of 6  

making, the Scale-up impact program was launched. Up until then, organizations received 
funding by local Generali group entities as well as THSN global. By accessing the Scale-
up Impact grant, they could access greater amounts of funding made available by THSN 
global as well as a dedicated scaling support track designed together with Ashoka. 
 

THE PRACTICE(S)  

F. Briefly analyse the situation before you introduced the practice. What contributed to 
maintaining the status quo and producing (undesirable) results, e.g. resources (or lack of 
resources), rules (informal and formal), roles (relevant actors from the public, private and 
social sector, their legitimacy or effectiveness) and/or the kind and quality of relationships 
(informal and formal cooperation, power dynamics, information flows).1   

The Human Safety Net itself was born out of the desire to focus the tremendous positive social 
impact initiatives happening across all geographies and functions within the Generali Group 
on common targets, to amplify their impact, increase learning opportunities and leverage more 
effectively all the resources and assets of the group. When The Human Safety Net started, the 
focus was on working with local entities of Generali Group to identify and fund social 
innovations focused on the overall target groups identified, i.e. Refugees, Families. 
Furthermore, there was a strong desire to align THSN activities to the overall Generali mission, 
which is to become a lifetime partner for its stakeholders. As such, THSN rapidly recognized 
that effective strategies needed to be put into place to ensure sustainable and continuous 
funding for all supported organizations. This meant enhancing the role of Local Generali 
entities and building their capacity to recognize and support social innovation, increasing 
funding available to them and creating partnerships and alliances with local and global 
networks, public and private, that could strengthen these organizations.   

Local social innovators lacked the funding and expertise to scale what were very effective 
actions, and the level of support and coordination with other partners THSN could provide was 
seen as critical building block to enable the initiatives to grow. 

Thus, as a final step THSN decided to create a central mechanism that could further support 
the scaling of those social innovations that across all THSN locations had the desire and 
capabilities to do so, as Social Scaling was identified as a key model to further enhance the 
desired impact of THSN network, as well as the most effective deployment of a corporate 
entities resources and expertise.  

This required both financial resources and accurate planning, identifying the appropriate 
mechanisms that could guide organizations over a 3 year scaling program. This meant 
designing engagement throughout the three years and continuous personalized capacity 
building activities, impact assessments, and co-funding efforts. 

G. Please describe the actual results you sought to achieve with your practice, the 
parameters you sought to influence most; roles, relationships, rules, and resources and 
how?  

The objective was to sustain the growth of social innovations in the countries where THSN was 
active, so ensuring social innovators could scale within those countries (or even outside) by 
creating viable operational and organizational models that could enable scaling and achieve 
the desired endgame (public adoption, replication, commercial adoption). This meant for THSN 
influencing mostly the relationships and the resources, by providing unrestricted funding which 
would enable organizations to deploy resources as they found more effective, all the while 

 
1 See more details on using the  5R framework (Results, Ressources, Rules, Roles, Relationships) for systems analysis for 

example here  Ashoka Online Guide on System Change, part 3 ‘ based on USAIDs Programm Cycle.  

https://www.ashoka.org/en/story/animated-guide-changing-systems
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supporting them with ad-hoc support to positively affect the relationships within their enabling 
environment in order to sustain the growth we sought to initiate. A further safeguard on 
influencing relationships and resources was given by a requirement that applicants find a 
further 25% in co-funding when they applied; this would ensure additional positive relationship 
in the ecosystem were present from the start of the scaling process. 

 

H. Please describe the intended results you sought to achieve with your practice and the 
parameters you sought to influence most – if considerably different from the actual 
results described above.  

Intended results were to grow the reach of THSN network by reaching more beneficiaries, 
providing additional opportunities to attract co-funders to THSN supported activities and finally 
position THSN as a leading corporate foundation providing not only critical but also thoughtful 
support to social innovators 

I. Please specifically explain the role other actors and collaboration played in this practice 
(if not the main practice itself) and insert a figure that illustrates the main stakeholders and 
partnerships that play a role in the practice you are presenting here.  

Other key actors include: Local Generali Business Units, which provide the key link to local 
social innovators; Ashoka, which provides both Due Diligence on selected organizations and 
ad-hoc scaling and capacity development support to grant recipients; Expert panels, made up 
of 8 experts (4 each in the For refugees and For Families program), which assess proposals 
and provide strategic advice on how to strengthen/further enhance them, as well as 
recommendations to the THSN board on those that should receive Scale-up impact grants. 
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YOUR INSIGHTS 

J. What went well and why? What were the challenges you faced and how did you overcome 
them? What would you do differently today and why? 

The process was designed from the start to engage all relevant stakeholder, ensuring 
adequate and widespread buy in from them, which is a critical element to ensure the 
effectiveness of the scale-up mechanism selected by NGO partners. THSN teams worked in 
close coordination to ensure NGO partners were well prepared for the application and 
prepared all necessary support.  

What went well was that the scale-up impact recipients have delivered on their promises, with 
emergent practices on social scaling which we believe will provide exceptional examples to 
the sector as a whole. All selected projects from the past two years are on track, have been 
able to attract additional investments and are approaching their proposed end-game. 
Furthermore, all NGOs involved in the process felt that even the application itself had been an 
opportunity for deeper reflection and engagement with its partners and beneficiaries. Overall, 
we’ve seen the Scale-up impact mechanism become a viable, sustainable means to scale 
social impact in a variety of settings and impact areas. 

The main challenges relate to the need of ensuring NGO partners are aware of all the 
components that a scaling plan requires. This means everything from internal HR to revenue 
generation, from Cost control to strategic investments. A well rounded approach to Capacity 
Development can address all this, but a comprehensive plan should be set out as soon as 
possible once a proposal has been selected in order to ensure all areas are addressed. A 
second set of challenges are ensuring coordination among all the stakeholders involved (local 
and global THSN teams, local business unit, consultants) in order to make sure once programs 
are under way, ownership is clearly allocated and no area of need is left unaddressed. This 
can be mitigated with closer coordination calls and in-person visits to build trust and establish 
roles. Final challenges related to a clear framing of the scaling grant opportunity. This means 
ensuring applicants understand what mechanisms are sought out in the application, what the 
process looks like and what the opportunity can unlock for them. Once again, a streamlined 
application form, closely aligned with the evaluation mechanism, and closer communication 
with applicants on the opportunity can help address this. 

Overall, there is not much we would change at this stage, if not for future editions provide more 
support to applicants in drafting the Full proposal, with support from current partners like 
Ashoka. 

 

K. Which three pieces of advice would you give to your peers? 

We would suggest to carefully map out the user journey one expects the NGO applicants to 
go through, in order to understand when/where to provide additional support and how to plan 
for the future of the relationship with them. 

Secondly, we would suggest to focus on selecting partners with significant expertise in scaling 
social innovations, in order to provide the best possible support to partner who are selected. 
This also means scrutinizing proposals very closely, focusing on the proposed end-game and 
the overall plan of the organization. 

Finally, the long term sustainability of NGO partner should be considered once the relationship 
has ended, working with the NGO and other partners in its ecosystem to ensure they have 
access to additional long term co-funding. 
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L. Any other information you would like to share 

 

 

FURTHER RESOURCES 

Home - The Human Safety Net 

 

CONTACTS  

Stefano Rovelli  

Manager, Social Innovation and Programs, The Human Safety Net Foundation @ Generali 

Stefano.rovelli@generali.com  

https://www.thehumansafetynet.org/
mailto:Stefano.rovelli@generali.com

