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Innovation Norway commissioned the Alliance4Impact team 
of humanitarian experts and system innovation specialists 
to map, investigate and produce a report on innovative 
business models for humanitarian assistance. This report and 
the accompanying Annexe summarise the research that will 
inform Innovation Norway’s work on humanitarian-private 
innovation partnerships with practical recommendations.

In this context, a business model is defined as a system for 
creating and delivering value and a critical enabler of efforts 
to respond to humanitarian crises and related challenges and 
changes in that sector. The term ‘model’ is used as it relates 
to an informative representation of the way that value is 
created and delivered, that’s both replicable and adaptable for 
different contexts.

The most common business model in the humanitarian 
sector involves donations from governments, foundations, 
philanthropists or the general public for projects. However, 
there is a persistent gap between the funding required and 
the funding received and a funding dependency is commonly 
experienced. This gap has led to an exploration of alternative 
models that can provide more than just financial value in 
some cases.

The study will focus on business models that support 
humanitarian impact without relying primarily on direct donor 
grants and funding. These approaches are considered through 
a system innovation lens, distilling and structuring new 
business models into clear patterns that Innovation Norway 
and its partners can usefully apply to different contexts.

The insights that Innovation Norway is seeking on delivering 
practical impact need to be clear and actionable. A number 
of business model assessments have resulted in reports that 
include a list of case studies and model types. While concrete 
and tangible, these descriptions fail to distil critical questions 
about what job a business model must do for an innovator, 
and how they are structured.

This study seeks to take a broader more integrated view. It 
provides a practical framework for understanding the business 
needs a model supports, which business model strategies are 
available, and how they may be funded. Case studies are then 
used to illustrate various applications of the framework.

Introduction

The study will focus on  
business models that support 
humanitarian impact without 
relying primarily on direct  
donor grants and funding 

▼
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1. Discover 
The team has complemented its practical experience and 
development of business models for the humanitarian 
aid sector with a broad document review of non-donor 
business models, including more than 60 identified case 
studies. The team then conducted 13 interviews with 
humanitarian innovation experts, humanitarian staff working 
on innovation projects and partnerships in humanitarian 
organisations and the private sector agreed in advance 
with Innovation Norway. These interviews aimed to collect 
personal perspectives, practical insights, and suggestions 
for new approaches. 

2. Distil 
The study compiles views and learning for critical business 
model elements into a structure that clarifies and highlights 
essential system considerations for different business model 
strategies. This structure provides a framework that presents 
approaches that connect activities and needs with relevant 
funding through a selection of business models appropriate 
to the phase of innovation and contexts. Case studies are 
used to show how different stages of innovation and distinct 
innovation challenges are addressed within the framework. 

3. Describe 
This short report describes the research approach, 
summarises the selected model framework at a high level, 
and provides recommended next steps. The framework 
is designed for use across multiple programmes and with 
various stakeholders. Its purpose is to create clarity and 
suggest actions applicable to real-world problems. The  
team has already presented a summary of its findings  
during the UN Humanitarian Networks & Partnerships  
Week event in May 2022. It will deliver the results in the form 
of a presentation and discussion with colleagues  
from Innovation Norway in September 2022.

Study Approach

Credits: Karim Manjra
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Humanitarian and Development innovators face unique 
business model challenges. In contexts where crises and 
developing economic systems are common, new ideas can 
only advance if an innovator can find ways to support both  
the early work of innovation and the long term operation  
of a successfully deployed project.

This complex challenge doesn’t have a set of best practice 
solutions. The demands on a business model can vary 
significantly between contexts, the type of innovation, and 
the stage of development. Despite the wide range of needs, 
innovators have a limited toolbox from which to select their 
business model options.

For many innovators, it can seem that their choices are 
limited to a few ill-fitting practices, such as:  cobbling  
together multiple grants, setting up a limited social enterprise 
commercial model, or selling products and services to large 
aid sector or government buyers.

As a result, organisations, such as Innovation Norway, that 
seek to foster innovations for impact at scale, see creative 
business model development as an opportunity to make 
innovators more successful and sustainable, and therefore 
more successfully address problems facing crisis-affected 
communities.

This report, and its supporting models, provide a foundation 
for a better understanding of the purpose of a business model 
for an aid sector innovator and suggest a range of available 
options.

The Business 
Model Challenge

New ideas can only advance
if innovators find ways to 
support early innovation work 
and the long term operation 
of a successfully deployed 
project

▼

Credits: NRC
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While there is a broad consensus that there is a need for “more innovative business 
models”, the nature of that need and measures of success can be complicated. 
Perspectives of existing business model shortfalls raise widely varying concerns,  
some of which are summarised below.

Untangling the Discussion 
of Business Models

Being opportunistic and 
highly flexible doesn’t lead  
to a sustainable solution

Need for new funding sources 
The aid sector faces growing needs and budget limitations 
from traditional international donors. New business models 
promise to tap new funding sources, potentially drawing in 
commercial businesses, banks, and non-traditional funders.

Sustained ongoing operations 
Many commercial and non-profit innovations face the 
challenge of creating a sustainable funding model that 
will support operations over time. This is one of the most 
significant barriers to scaling innovations and is particularly 
challenging in crisis and development contexts.

Inconsistent patchwork funding 
Even savvy innovators stitch together a patchwork of funding 
sources throughout an innovation cycle. These funds are often 
narrowly targeted, unpredictable, and poorly aligned with 
the innovator’s actual needs. Being opportunistic and highly 
flexible doesn’t lead to a sustainable solution.

Engaging new actors in new ways 
If traditional donors seek new funding sources, new actors 
seek ways to meaningfully participate in socially responsible 
and impactful endeavours. Simply imitating traditional 
donor models fails to leverage these organisations’ available 
resources and skills. They need a new way to ‘plug in’ to aid 
sector operations, becoming part of business models that 
allow them to engage their full capabilities within the unique 
challenges of a crisis or development context.

During interviews with practitioners and specialists in the field, 
discussions would often shift from one concern to another. 
This complexity with that of business model design and the 
lack of common frameworks for discussing business model 
alternatives can be crippling.

▼

Credits: Nathalia Jidovanu
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The team developed the following framework to provide a structured view of the most 
important business model elements based on interviews, literature reviews, research into 
examples of creative business models, and extensive experience in aid sector innovation.

A Structured Framework for 
Discussing Business Models

A structured framework for  
discussing business models  
is needed to evaluate  
options, select a business 
model approach, and design  
business models for an  
innovator’s particular context

Six major types of business activity were identified as having 
their own distinct funding needs. These are illustrated in the 
model above. (Box height is indicative of the scale of funding 
needed, while the width of the box represents the relative 
time funding is required.) Each of these Business Needs is 
described in more detail in the supporting deck.

Being able to clearly differentiate between the business needs 
is the foundation for a robust consideration of business model 
options. For example, an innovator working to (1) “Explore an 
idea” only needs short term funds, while that same innovator 
will need longer commitment and more patient funding when 
they move to (2) “Develop” and must evolve an innovation 
over a journey to scale.

The foundation of the framework is the recognition that innovators face different funding challenges as they 
transition from one phase of the innovation cycle to the next.

Create OperateBusiness 
Activity

1. 
Explore 
New idea

2. Develop 
Create a Complete 
Solution

3. Expand
Expand 
Impact

4. Operate  Support Operations that  
Deliver Value

5. Fill Gap  Meet 
Sudden 
Increase 
in Cost or
Loss of 
Revenue

6. Maintain Core Capabilities

Duration of Funding
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1. Explore 
Piloting and testing ideas. This activity requires short- term 
funding or small grant business models.

2. Develop 
The “journey to scale”. Creating and fully developing the 
innovation over a longer period. This work requires sustained 
funding before an innovation is operational.

3. Expand 
Increasing the scale of operations, business growth,  
or deploying to new locations, markets, purposes etc.  
Investments are a typical form of business model at this stage.

4. Operate 
The period during which the innovation generates value or 
“business as usual”. This requires predictable and sustainable 
long-term funding for the organisation or the activity 
operations.

5. Fill the Gap 
Sudden or unexpected needs for funding typical at the onset 
of a crisis, an increase in costs or an unplanned loss of 
revenue.

6. Maintain core capabilities 
Ongoing management and administration associated with 
infrastructure and management. Steady undirected funding  
is needed here, which makes it an area that is often  
difficult for innovators to fund.

Major types of 
Funding needs
Looking across an innovator’s different business needs, it’s possible to 
see how demands on business models shift.

Credits: UNHCR
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Grant
Fixed Funding Amount  
Without Repayment

Loan  
Fixed Funding With Repayment 
Plan

Investment 
Funding With Rights to  
Future Returns

Self Fund 
Reinvesting assets  
og revenue

The business need provides a starting point for considering available business models. 
To show which business models fit with each business need an additional level is 
needed on the framework.

The next level:  
Available Business Models

An innovator working to 
scale their innovation has 
multiple high-level business 
models to choose from 

The diagram above demonstrates the concept using the 
“Develop” stage as an example. Similar detail for the other 
stages is available in the attached slide deck.

In this example, an innovator working to scale their innovation 
through the Develop stage, would have multiple high-level 
business models to choose from. They might continue to rely 
on grants like those used to fund much of the earlier “Explore” 
work and pilots. However, the increased maturity of their 

innovation opens up new opportunities, potentially making 
their work attractive to investors looking to make an equity 
investment or banks offering loans. Both of these funding 
models are predicated on the assumption that future benefits 
will be available to repay the investment. 

An innovator isn’t limited to just one of these business model 
options. They might well combine funding strategies or evolve 
from one to another over time.

Create OperateBusiness 
Activity

1. 
Explore 
New idea

2. Develop 
Create a Complete 
Solution

3. Expand
Expand 
Impact

4. Operate  Support Operations that  
Deliver Value

5. Fill Gap  Meet 
Sudden 
Increase 
in Cost or
Loss of 
Revenue

6. Maintain Core Capabilities

Business 
Model

▼
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1. 
Explore 
New idea

2. Develop 
Create a Complete 
Solution

3. Expand
Expand 
Impact

4. Operate  Support Operations that  
Deliver Value

5. Fill Gap  Meet 
Sudden 
Increase 
in Cost or
Loss of 
Revenue

6. Maintain Core Capabilities

Grant
Fixed Funding Amount  
Without Repayment

Loan  
Fixed Funding With  
Repayment Plan

Investment 
Funding With Rights to  
Future Returns

Self Fund 
Reinvesting assets  
og revenue

Government 
Donor

Commercial 
Donor

Government 
Loan Program

Commercial 
Bank

Government 
Equity 
Investment

Commercial 
Investor

Operating 
Funds

Sale of Assets

Philanthropist 
Donor

Business 
Collaborator

Philanthropic 
Loan Program

Loan 
Guarantee 
Program

Philanthropic 
Equity 
Investors

IPO
Public 
Investors

Crowd 
Source 
Donors

Crowd 
Source Loans

Non-
profit Bank

Crowd 
Source  
Investors

Once it is clear which business need the innovator is seeking to support, it becomes possible 
to explore which business models are available and the potential sources of funding.

The final level:  
Sources of Funding

This three-level model provides a structured way to describe and compare different business model options, with each option is 
defined by its three elements:

A. Business need Why the innovator needs funding. What kind of work the funding supports. 
 
B. Business model The strategy for obtaining funding. How the business model works.

C. Funding resource Who provides the funding.

It’s important to see these parts together since a tight relationship exists between the three levels of the model. For example, the 
viability of a funding opportunity will depend on the business need (e.g. is the innovator still working to develop their innovation 
or are they ready to invest in expanded operations), the business model (e.g. is it a grant, an investment, or a loan), and the  
nature of the funder (e.g. is this a commercial investor or a government sponsor?).

Create Operate

Each business model option requires someone on the other side to provide funds or other resources to support the business 
need. Grants might be supplied by traditional government donors but could also come from other sources such as Corporate 
CSR programs, foundations or crowdsourced campaigns.

Funding/
Resource 
Source

Business 
Activity

Business 
Model
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Addressing underserved business needs 
A number of interviewees mentioned the need for increased 
funding opportunities to meet particular business needs. For 
example, many innovators struggle with under-supported 
funding needs while “Developing” innovations on the journey 
to scale or when trying to finance management and overhead 
costs associated with “Maintaining Core Capabilities”

Here, the business model innovation does not necessarily 
demand the invention of new funding strategies. Rather, the 
creative challenge is leveraging appropriate sources of funding 
that are aligned with the requirements of an underserved 
Business Need.

Inventing new models and sources of funding 
Another area of innovation seeks to design business models 
that work in new ways. These innovative approaches may 
combine business activity, business model approach, and 
ways of securing funding in original ways.

These business model innovations can look quite different 
from conventional approaches that focus on buying and 
selling or on grant- giving. For example, in recent years 

there has been significant work on creating collaborative 
partnerships and ecosystems. These partnerships take a 
broader view of how ‘support’ can be provided from one 
organisation to another. Instead of assuming that every 
business model involves an exchange of cash, a well-designed 
partnership enables an exchange of resources, expertise and 
opportunities that can be beneficial to all parties.

Combinations of models 
When talking with on-the-ground innovators, it was clear that 
most were skilled at drawing on multiple business models or 
combining them as they moved their innovation through its 
development cycle. It was typical for these to evolve as the 
activities matured and grew.

They also created innovative combinations of business 
models that could be used together. For example, a 
commercial business loan might be secured with a 
government-backed loan guarantee (a conditional grant). 
While each basic business model is common (loans, 
grants), the combination is particularly effective in crisis and 
development contexts.

Areas of Business 
Model Innovation

A well-designed partnership  
enables an exchange of
resources, expertise and
opportunities that can be  
beneficial to all parties 

During interviews and in the case study research, there was a wide range of 
perspectives on what constituted a business model innovation and where innovations 
in business models were most needed. One of the advantages of a clear business 
model framework is that it can help highlight how the types of business model 
innovation differ from each other.

▼
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1. Develop actionable business model guides 
while many case studies describe different business models 
and their uses, these are often difficult to apply in practice. 
innovators working in aid sector contexts could benefit from 
a consolidated library of business model strategies that target 
combinations of business activity, business model, and 
funding sources for different contexts. a library of actionable, 
practical guidance would describe where particular business 
models are helpful, what fundamental elements are needed 
to successfully implement the model, and the limitations and 
advantages of each approach.

2. Provide business model design support 
business model selection and implementation require a wide 
range of skills and expertise. many innovators need support 
for this. even skilled innovators can benefit from thoughtful 
guidance and insight into creating complete innovations with 
appropriate business models. business model support might 
be provided as part of a package that includes coaching over 
the life of the innovation.

3. Enable access/remove barriers 
established aid organisations are uniquely positioned to help 
innovators obtain access to data, potential partners, other 
critical resources and enablers of business models. they could 
also work to understand an innovator’s business model and 
help remove barriers to its successful execution.

4. Pioneer new models 
finally, there is still value in continuing business model 
innovation and the active sharing of new business model 
strategies. examples that move beyond conventional market- 
based models (selling things) or donations and grants seem 
to be of particular interest. for example, drawing in greater 
commercial engagement through networks of collaboration 
that support different goals and needs of each participating 
organisation is emerging as an alternative to ever greater 
reliance on traditional csr programs.

Supporting more Effective 
use of Business Models

The research highlighted a wide range of business models used in the aid sector. These models are being combined with 
combinations of business needs, business models strategy, and funding sources to innovation challenges. While new 
business model combinations are common, innovators struggle to identify and use them. 
 
As a result, opportunities to increase impact through business model innovation seem to be less tied to the invention of new 
business models and more to their selection, suitability and adoption. Innovators face shifting challenges as they move their 
innovation from “Create” to “Operate”. Finding and having the skills, capacity and willingness to apply business models to 
the innovators’ unique contexts appears to be at the heart of many scaling and operating challenges. We found that some 
innovators were intentionally and thoughtfully developing and testing combinations of business models, in a similar way  
that they were developing and testing their innovative solutions. 
 
Some interviewees were actively resistant to the idea that a business model innovation could be found that would unlock 
vast new funding sources like a magic wand. Instead, there was a common call for better financial support for innovators 
as they navigate the difficult journey of making a business model work for their innovation. This is a challenge the innovator 
must repeatedly address as their work progresses.

Opportunities for further action with that perspective, several concrete actions can be 
taken to improve business model support for innovators.

▼
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The Team
Unique broad perspective and experience

The team compiled by Alliance4Impact consists of highly experienced specialists with 
prior experience of working together on humanitarian sector innovation challenges at 
organisations such as the Global Alliance for Humanitarian Innovation (GAHI), 
Save the Children UK, and the CCD Cash Program.

Andy Andrea
Director impact 17 & Aliance4 impact
Partnership Innovation 
Project Team Lead

Andy has been working in the humanitarian sector since 
1992 with non-profit organisations, the private sector, the 
World Economic Forum and the United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, where he led the 
Private Sector Section encouraging and engaging business 
in coordinated humanitarian action. He was also the 
humanitarian advisor to the Global Alliance for Humanitarian 
Innovation.

He is Director of Alliance4Impact and the Founder & CEO 
of Impact17 both of which are dedicated to supporting and 
building partnerships for social good. Andy has conducted 
several evaluations and assessments involving high-level 
interviews, including most recently with United Nations 
Resident Coordinators and their partnership representatives.

Andy is the Founder and President of the Sustainable Impact 
Association, a Certified Professional Facilitator with the 
International Association of Facilitators, an alumnus of the 
Partnership Brokers Association, an Advisory Board Member 
of the Digital Economist, and a Judge for Meaningful 
Business 100.

Dan McClure
System innovation specialist
Team lead for distilling and structuring system views of
business models from the collated research

Dan specialises in complex systems innovation, with a 
particular focus on challenges that are rooted in the aid sector. 
he works as a senior strategist for major innovation programs 
and has authored several papers on the sector’s systems 
innovation challenges and opportunities. He has been chair 
of the humanitarian innovation fund’s advisory board. He 
is actively engaged with aid sector programs addressing 
cutting edge issues such as scaling, localisation, and dynamic 
collaboration building. His broad perspective is built on 
decades of experience as a systems innovation strategist 
working with global firms in the private sector in finance, retail, 
media, education, energy, and health.

Dan has done extensive work with aid sector business model 
systems, including co-authoring a paper on business models 
in support of resilience commissioned by the uk depp 
innovation labs.
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Hannah Reichardt

Senior analyst humanitarian systems
Project support, researcher, system modelling and report 
development

Hannah is an experienced strategic and innovative consultant 
and collaboration expert. she is a specialist in monitoring, 
evaluation and learning with 15 years in the humanitarian 
sector, paying particular attention to accountability, 
quality programming, collaborative working and strategy 
development.

Hannah has extensive experience developing and analyzing 
aid sector collaborations. as part of this work, she has 
collaborated on research projects with dan mcclure regarding 
the effective design of collaborative programs in the 
humanitarian sector.

Hannah was the senior innovation manager at the start 
network and now works with teams that tackle complex global 
humanitarian problems and anti-poverty and education in 
the uk. She has expertise and enthusiasm for active learning, 
human-centred design, and other methodologies that support 
innovation and change and supports multi- stakeholder 
groups in activities that create trust and collaborative working 
practices.

Jennifer Wilde (MacCann)

Humanitarian innovation in practice
Project advisor

Jennifer draws on over 14 years of hands-on experience of 
strategic innovation with both nrc and norcap as a senior 
manager in on the ground disaster response, with leading 
roles in haiti, the philippines, and nepal. In these front-line 
roles, she has developed strategies for fostering innovation 
during the heart of a crisis response. As the founding 
director of the response innovation labs (ril), jennifer has 
pioneered initiatives that break from conventional innovation 
models, bringing together local innovators and international 
organisations to collaborate on immediate pressing problems.

Contact: info@alliance4impact.com 
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Fostering Impactful 
and Innovative 
Business Models

▼
Andy Andrea 
Dan McClure
Hannah Reichardt 
Jennifer Wilde

Slide Annexe for Report
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There is growing consensus that finding suitable funding 
throughout the innovation lifecycle is one of the greatest 
challenges innovators face in the aid sector. The inability to 
develop a business models that provide appropriate funding 
throughout development and operation creates a dead-end 
for even the most promising innovations. While progress in 
this space could have significant impact on innovators and the 
success of their solutions, there is considerable confusion and 
lack of clarity which makes it difficult do develop appropriate 
and creative business models strategies.

In Spring 2022, Innovation Norway commissioned the 
Alliance4Impact team of humanitarian experts and system 
innovation specialists to map, investigate and produce a 
report on innovative business models for humanitarian 
assistance.

The resulting report was divided into two parts. A written 
overview, titled Supporting Creative Business Models for 
Innovators in the Humanitarian Sector, provides a broad 
ended to end view of the insights and resulting models.  
This Annexe provides additional detail in a slide format. 
 Here, a number of diagrams and case studies are used to 
explore the material more completely.

Practical recommendations for further action are provided  
at the end of the documents.

Fostering Impactful and 
Innovative Business Models

▼
Challenge –  
Confusing Space:  

▼
Opportunity –  
More Impactful Business Models: 

While Innovative business models 
are widely discussed – there is little 
consensus regarding what business 
model options are available in the aid 
sector or how they can best be leveraged

If organizations can access appropriate 
business models and draw on all their 
potential sources of funding, then they 
will be more successful and overall 
funding levels will improve
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Broad insights from  
research and interviews
How people are thinking about  
the challenge of developing  
business models for organizations  
that innovate and work in 
humanitarian, development,  
and social good sectors.
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A business model is a system that allows an innovator or innovator’s organization to fund 
and / or supply the resources it needs to support development, operation, and growth 
over time.

Begin with a definition – 
What’s a business model?

This broad definition intentionally embraces conventional 
commercial models (where an organization sell products 
or services to a buyer) as well as other forms of funding 
found in aid sector work such as grants, investments, loans, 
membership fees, and more.

This definition focuses the role of the business model on the 
support of the innovator or innovator’s organization. This is 
related to, but different from, the actual value created by the 
innovation itself.

Credits: Nathalia Jidovanu
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View 1 –  
New Sources of Funding  

View 2 –  
Enable Businesses to Work

During the project research a striking divide emerged regarding the nature of the business 
model challenge. One group tended to focus on the need for business model innovation  
to access new sources of funding. The second group saw business models as just one  
part of a broader set of strategies needed to create organizations that could sustainably 
operate at scale.

Two distinct views of the 
business model challenges

•  This concern reflects the need to   
 increase the pool of funding for  
 organizations serving humanitarian  
 and development missions.

•  New Business Models are seen as an  
 opportunity to engage new sources of  
 funding to reduce the dependence  
 on donor grants, which have   
 both irregular cash flow and    
 increasingly limited budgets.

•  Adapted commercial business models  
 and partnerships with non-aid sector  
 organizations are seen as possible  
 opportunities to expanding funding  
 opportunities.

•  This concern focuses on the difficulty  
 innovators face when navigating the  
 interconnected challenges associated  
 with trying to create an organization  
 that can operate at scale over time  
 in complex aid sector environments.

•  Business Models are seen as part of  
 a broader challenge where funding,  
 value propositions, product/  
 service design, and management   
 structure all must work together to  
 deliver impact.

•  Many ‘ordinary’ business models can  
 be applied here, but to be successful  
 the business model needs to be  
 integrated within the broader web   
 of organizational offerings, structure,  
 and activities.

▼ ▼
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Generally, neither group thought simply offering a bigger menu of business models  
was likely to be helpful.

Business model success isn’t 
just about more choices

Adding more business model options to an already long 
menu of choices was seen as unlikely to make a significant 
difference for real world innovators wrestling with difficult 
business challenges.

Several more complex  
concerns were identified:

1. Funding Level Shortfalls – There was skepticism that new 
business models could be a panacea for underlying shortfalls 
in funding levels.

2. Irregular/Unpredictable – Funding alone is not enough. 
Funding fails if it fails to ‘fit’ needs by being unpredictable, 
irregular, or too restrictive.

3. Needs Change - Funding needs evolve, and so business 
models must continuously adapt across the lifecycle of an 
innovation/operation.

4. Complexity is a Barrier – For many innovators real 
challenge isn’t simply choosing a business model, but rather 
creating a complete integrated business system that is 
impactful, complete and sustainable.

5. Confused Thinking/Language - The language and thinking 
around business models is often confused, making evaluation 
and selection difficult.

More Business  
Model Options

Platform Toll  
Model

Grant Funding  
Model

Simplified Menu of  
Business Models

Commercial Product 
Sales Model

Commercial Service 
Sales Model
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Business models are systems that an organization uses to support a business activity.  
Each business model is made up of three interconnected parts.

Business Models have multiple 
parts/Organizations may  
have several Business Models

1. Business Activity that the organization needs to perform

2. Business Model(s) that provides funding/resources for  
the activity

3. Funding Source(s) that support the business model with 
money or resources

Many organizations had multiple business models. 
Sometimes this was because they were supporting different 

business activities (e.g., piloting a new innovation versus 
operating a proven service). In other cases, a single business 
activity might be supported by several business models  
(e.g., a social enterprise might supplement commercial  
sales with donor grants).

As a result, it is common for organizations working 
in complex humanitarian, development, and social/
environmental challenge contexts to leverage a variety  
of business model systems.

A Business Activity 
may be supported  
by multiple  
business models

Multiple Business  
Activities may be 
needed in an  
organization  
(each with separate 
business models)

Business Model Systems

Funding 
Source

Funding 
Source

Funding 
Source

Business 
Activity

Business 
Activity

Business
Model 1

Business 
Model 2

Business 
Model 3
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Talking more rigorously 
about Business 
Model Systems
Many discussions of business model 
options are limited by incomplete 
and muddled views of the elements 
that define a business model.

To more effectively understand and 
analyze the business model systems 
that are available to an organization, 
a more structured view is needed.
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Business Models are 
rooted in six distinct 
Business Activities
Business models are systems for funding business  
activities. When an organization selects a business model,  
they need it to pay for a particular kind of work.

There are six major business activities that organizations  
must support over an end-to-end innovation lifecycle.  
Early activities focus on creating new innovations while  
others address the need to support day-to-day operations.

Each business activity is different and has its own  
distinct funding needs. For example, ‘Exploring’ a new  
idea (#1 on the diagram), requires short term funding.  
In contrast, subsequent work for ‘Developing’ a complete 
innovation (#2 on the diagram) demands patient long  
term commitment from funders.

To assess business model alternatives, you must 
understand the business activity an organization is trying to 
perform. Defining the business activity being supported acts 
as the foundation for all further business model discussions.

• Organizations must be able to fund 6 distinct activities   
 across a full innovation lifecycle.

• These activities fall into two major categories –  
 funding to ‘create’ capabilities (on the left) and  
 funding to ’operate’ (on the right)

• Each type of business activity has unique requirements,   
 which drive different business model options

• Most businesses use several different business  
 models to address these different activities

Business 
Activity

Create Operate

1. 
Explore 
New idea

2. Develop 
Create a Complete 
Solution

3. Expand
Expand 
Impact

4. Operate  Support Operations that  
Deliver Value

5. Fill Gap  Meet 
Sudden 
Increase 
in Cost or
Loss of 
Revenue

6. Maintain Core Capabilities
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1. 
Explore 
New idea

2. Develop 
Create a Complete 
Solution

3. Expand
Expand 
Impact

4. Operate  Support Operations that  
Deliver Value

5. Fill Gap  Meet 
Sudden 
Increase 
in Cost or
Loss of 
Revenue

6. Maintain Core Capabilities

Business Activity #1  
Explore Ideas
• What: Explore Ideas – These early-stage explorations   
 identify and test new innovation opportunities. They explore  
 new ways to create value through pilots and research that  
 are fast moving and adaptive to new insights.

• Key Feature: Uncertain Returns – These new untested ideas  
 are unproven and have uncertain returns. They may not   
 even be feasible. As a result, many ideas will either fail   
 or need deep pivots.

• Need: Short Risk-Tolerant Funding – Projects need short  
 limited funding that is tolerant of failure and supportive of  
 adaptive learning.

• Output: Promising Idea – The result is a promising   
 innovation idea that can be taken into a longer and more   
 financially demanding stage of development.

Grant
Fixed Funding Amount  
Without Repayment

Self Fund 
Reinvesting assets  
og revenue

Government 
Donor

Commercial 
Donor

Operating 
Funds

Sale of Assets

Philanthropist 
Donor

Business 
Collaborator

Crowd 
Source 
Donors

Create Operate

Funding/
Resource 
Source

Business 
Activity

Business 
Model

 Innovation Norway

Supporting creative business models for innovators in the humanitarian sector – 2022 23



Grant Portfolio Approach

The Challenge Creative Business Model
In the ‘explore’ stage innovators are intentionally testing ways 
to respond to challenges. In this stage there are significant 
unknowns about both the nature of the challenge and the form 
of the solution. As a result, new ideas are explored through 
lightweight pilots and research, embracing uncertain results 
but generating plenty of learning insights.

Flexible short-term funding is needed for this business 
activity. There must be a tolerance for short term risk and an 
expectation of adaptive learning. Positive results are by no 
means guaranteed. However, promising innovation ideas that 
generate early evidence of value and success can go on to 
further development.

Grants and self funding are frequently leveraged to support 
this activity.

In the Explore stage, there is a danger that small individual 
grants will produce a scatter shot of individual projects with 
little coordination or synergy between them. This is an issue 
for innovators, whose work is developed in isolation, and for 
funders, whose programs fail to address bigger more systemic 
challenges.

A grant portfolio approach seeks to support multiple grant 
projects that have the potential to fit together and address 
complex challenges. Funders leveraging a portfolio approach 
don’t simply apply “spread-bets to find a winner” thinking. 
Instead, they develop a broad problem view that targets where 
innovations are needed most.

UNDP has made this shift, utilizing a portfolio approach 
to target grants across a big picture view of complex and 
dynamic challenges. The program seeks to ‘develop, 
test, learn and scale a suite of interventions that are 
complementary and can shift complex systems by focusing on 
multiple intervention points at a given time’.

Leveraging the same big picture mindset, the European 
Union’s EIT Climate-KIC acts as an “ecosystem orchestrator” 
across a portfolio of initiatives, forging collaborations between 
countries, citizens, companies.

UNDP Grant Portfolio Approach - EIT Climate-KIC Ecosystem Orchestrator

Business Activity: #1 Explore

Business Model: Flexible Grants (allocated based on 
targeted donor portfolio)

Funding Source: Institutional donors

What’s Innovative: Innovators are focused on solving 
complex challenges, rather than delivering predefined 
results. There is broad visibility regarding the overall 
challenge and how innovations fit together. However, there 
is also significant flexibility for innovators to take a journey 
of exploration. This requires more sophisticated grant 
making strategies in combination with reporting artifacts 
that are based upon learning, as opposed to outputs.
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1. 
Explore 
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4. Operate  Support Operations that  
Deliver Value

5. Fill Gap  Meet 
Sudden 
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in Cost or
Loss of 
Revenue

6. Maintain Core Capabilities

Business Activity #2   
Develop a Complete Innovation
•  What: Develop Innovations – A key tage that takes an   
 incomplete but promising pilot idea and develops a   
 complete fully functional solution that will work    
 in the real world.

• Key Feature: Long Journey – Innovators put in place many  
 additional moving parts, remove barriers, and fill gaps   
 through a long process of learning, creation and adaptation. 

• Need: Patient Funding – This work requires both time and  
 substantial funds. However, operating value and success are  
 still uncertain and in the future. Evidence is often limited and  
 pivots from original plans are common.

• Output: A Working Innovation – The result is a genuinely  
 working innovation that has all the parts in place to be   
 successful, including an operational business model. This  
 working solution is a prerequisite for any long-term impact  
 or scaling.
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Innovation Scaling Funds

The Challenge Creative Business Model
The ‘Develop’ stage of an innovator’s journey is particularly 
challenging from a funding perspective. They have moved 
beyond the point where short term exploratory and pilot 
grants are useful, but the innovation has not yet reached a 
level of maturity where it can be operationally implemented or 
easily attract investment funding.

Extended funding is needed for the complex time- consuming 
work needed to develop a complete solution. Not only is 
patient support needed during this period, but the innovator 
must also access a wide range of technical skills and 
resources that are typically beyond those available to the 
immediate team.

While some innovations may be able to attract investment 
and loan funding that will be repaid later after successful 
implementation, many innovators will be unable to qualify for 
such funding without additional support or guarantees. As a 
result, grants and self funding continue to play a major role 
when supporting this business activity.

Ehlra’s and UNHCR’s innovation scaling programs were 
specifically designed to support a specific stage in the 
innovation lifecycle, supporting longer sustained efforts 
needed to move from pilot and prototyping to fully realized 
solutions that could be implemented and scaled.

The programs target a smaller cohort of innovators, providing 
multi-year grant-based funding support. In addition, 
recognizing that the innovators needs extended support 
beyond financing, the programs offered ongoing coaching 
and collaboration on innovation strategy, design and 
measurement.

Elhra’s Journey to Scale - UNHCR’s Humanitarian Education Accelerator

Business Activity: Develop

Business Model: Grant with coaching support

Funding Source: International Donor /  
International Aid Agency

What’s Innovative: These programs broke from a model 
of innovation funding that focused on short term grants 
and early-stage pilots. They intentionally designed 
funding and support services to address the more 
complex and longer-term work that occurs during the 
Development stage, filling a key gap that most innovators 
faced once their pilots were done.
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Business Activity #3
Expand and Scale Impact
• What: Expand Impact – This activity is focused on the   
 conventional definition of scaling. Here the the impact   
 and reach of an innovation is expanded by either growing its  
 current operations or adding new deployments.

• Key Feature: Strong Business Case – This can have big   
 financial demands which are used to deploy and grow a   
 proven working innovation. A strong well-evidenced   
 business case enables this level of funding.

• Need: Funding at Scale – This business requires funding at  
 scale, based on an expectation of impact and return.

• Output: Capacity for More Impact – The result of scaling  
 efforts and additional deployments is the opportunity for  
 greater impact. The innovation can be used in more areas  
 and at greater scale.
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Multi-Actor Strategies

The Challenge Creative Business Model
At this stage, an effective solutions to a recognized problem 
has been identified, designed, and tested. Funding is now 
required to enable sustainable implementation at scale. 
Multiple organizations and actors may need support to fully 
implement a solution.

Funding needs can grow quickly, potentially enabling rapid 
expansion of the innovation’s use and the innovation 
organization. In addition to funding challenges, there are 
often organizational growth challenges around issues such as 
management capacity and operational systems.

Creative funding strategies may seek to unblock barriers that 
keep commercial and institutional sources of funding on the 
sideline.

SEED seeks to enable a transition to LPG stoves in Niger, where 
open fire cooking has been practiced. This innovation involves 
multiple actors: Families must buy stoves; LPG infrastructure 
must be put in place by utilities. Displaced workers, such as 
those in firewood gathering, need new sources of income.

A multi-part business model supports this complex 
ecosystem. Institutional grant funding is used to provide 
displaced households with LPG stoves as well as an initial 
provision of LPG, to create opportunity for economics of 
scale that enable infrastructure investment to be made by 
commercial actors. The Nigerien gas company, SONIHY, 
access commercial loans to invest in infrastructure and 
provide LPG. This is enabled with through support from 
UNHCR. Finally additional support is provided to workers 
in lost markets (e.g., firewood sellers) to enable them to 
transition to a new income-generating activity.

SEED (Soutien Energetique et Environnemental dans la region de Diffa) – UNHCR in Niger

Business Activity: Expand

Business Model: Mixed Grant and Loan

Funding Source: Grants (institutional donors)  
and Loans (commercial bank)

What’s Innovative: The use of grants and commercial 
loans facilitates addresses the different business needs 
and underlying resources of each actors. Instead of 
seeking a single business model approach for this 
stage, the combination of strategies allows funders and 
business model strategies to be matched with different 
business needs.
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Impact Bonds

The Challenge Creative Business Model
As the size and duration of funding needs to grow in the 
Expand stage, there is often a mismatch in the timing between 
funding and spending.

Often solutions require a high volume of funding at the point of 
a new deployment, as well as reliable funds over several years 
in order to enable it to be effective.

In contrast, the humanitarian sector commonly provides 
grant funding on a short-term basis, typically 6-24 months in 
length. This generates significant funding risks to innovators 
who need longer and more consistent funding to deploy their 
innovation in new contexts.

Impact bonds provide significant levels of funding to 
innovators, which are then repaid over time by a donor or 
philanthropic organization. The bonds allow different actors to 
tailor their financial roles to their needs and capabilities.

ICRC created its Humanitarian Impact Bond in order to 
finance three new physical rehabilitation centers in conflict 
contexts (Mali, Nigeria and Democratic Republic of Congo). An 
investment house was engaged to sell the bond to nine private 
investors, generating EUR 22m of funding for the ICRC project.

The private investors were repaid by ‘Outcome Payers’ 
(government donors in this case), who committed to repaying 
the bonds over time, based on successful results from the 
projects. Interest was paid on the bonds if the projects were 
successful, and capital risks were capped at 60% for the 
institutional donors.

ICRC’s Humanitarian Impact bond

Business Activity: Expand

Business Model: Commercial Bonds (backed by 
Institutional repayment)

Funding Source: Commercial Investors, Government 
Donors

What’s Innovative: This model creates funding certainty 
for a longer period (>5 years compared <2 years) by 
linking social impact to a finance return. This creates 
conditions for engagement of commercial actors and 
provides incentives for all parties to work for successful 
outcomes.
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Business Activity #4
Operate Over Time
• What: Ongoing Operation - This is the organization’s  
 day-to-day operation and creation of value through the   
 innovation.

• Key Feature: Business as Usual – This is what the   
 organization ‘does’ over the long term. This is the work that  
 justifies its existence, with a business-as-usual operation   
 that supports itself over time.

• Need: Sustainable Funding Model – There can be   
 variety of funding sources and periodic variations in   
 funding level. However, over time, there must be   
 sufficient funding to cover both operational expenses and  
 any necessary additional returns to sustain the organization.

• Output: Value and Returns – To be impactful the   
 organization’s operational activities must deliver ongoing  
 value to one or more stakeholders. The organization may  
 also generate additional profits or funds for reinvestment. 
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Enter New Markets

The Challenge Creative Business Model
Operational funding is a long-term proposition. Over time 
the innovator (or their organization) must generate suffcient 
funding to cover both operational expenses and any 
necessary additional returns.

Because the innovation has been put into practice, there are 
often a wide range of options for supporting this business 
activity.

Traditional grant funding, which was well suited to prior 
activities developing the innovation, is often too restrictive or 
operates on too short of a time-frame for this work. This has 
driven significant thinking around other commercial business 
models, social enterprise, and other strategies that provide 
consistent funding, allowing organizations to adequately 
support operational costs and to enable further innovation.

Hala’s Sentry System utilises a multi-sensor network 
and artificial intelligence to generate credible, real-time, 
situational awareness of threats, which helps protect civilians 
and their assets in conflict areas. This detailed on-the-
ground knowledge supports diverse humanitarian goals of 
accountability and the prevention of violence before, during, 
and after conflict.

Hala has relied on grant funding from governmental 
humanitarian donors to operate its early warning system in 
conflict areas. As a business model innovation it considered 
other actors who would value, and pay for, this information. It 
created a new fee-based subscription service to journalistic 
outputs as a commercial funding source. This model, which 
builds on existing capabilities, generates market based 
operational funding that offers additional flexibility and 
possibilities for growth and solution development.

Hala’s Sentry System

Business Activity: Operate

Business Model: : Grant and Commercial Product Sale

Funding Source: Governmental / philanthropic donors, 
commercial customers

What’s Innovative: Looking closely at the potential 
to create value for new funding sources. In doing so, 
generating flexible funding which can support operations 
and buffer the limitations of donor funding.
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Enabling a Business Model 
Ecosystem
The Challenge Creative Business Model
Innovators, particularly when working in aid sector contexts, 
must enable a number of other organization’s business 
models to support their own work. In the absence of well-
developed commercial markets, it becomes necessary to 
provide business model mechanisms that make it possible for 
the other actors in the ecosystem to perform their part and 
thrive.

Here the funding challenge extends throughout the value 
chain – requiring creative solutions at production, distribution, 
or enabling customer purchase.

ECOCA is a locally-assembled 100% solar-powered electrical 
cookstove that also supports the electricity needs of a typical 
off-grid household. It can bring affordable clean cooking and 
lighting to refugees and is currently being utilised in Burundi, 
Uganda and Kenya.

The value chain for the stoves requires the sustained 
participation of a range of actors. ECOCA has facilitated a 
combination of different business models in use, including: 
‘pay as you cook’ loan schemes for customers, ‘village loan 
and saving association’ models to resource local cooperatives 
to manufacture the product, crowd-sourced funding and grant 
funding from institutional donors to meet developmental, 
expansion and other operational costs.

ECOCA Solar Cookstoves

Business Need: Operate

Business Model: Diversified based on use – Grants, 
Loans

Funding Source: Grants: Govt/institutional donors 
(e.g. WFP, Elrha); Philanthropic donors (e.g. Novo 
Nordisk Foundation), Crowd Sourced Donors (Coop 
Crowdfunding). Loans: Philanthropic loan program 
(subsidised by INGO)

What’s Innovative: Seeing the business model 
challenge through a bigger lens. Intentionally designing 
combinations of business models and funders to 
address funding needs across the entire value chain of 
the innovation.
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Business Activity #5
Fill Unexpected Gaps
• What: Fill Gaps – These are periodic events which create a  
 funding shortfall, either from a sudden increase in expenses  
 or a loss of revenue. The need is to fill this short-term gap in  
 funding.

• Key Feature: Unpredictable Need – These shortfalls are   
 often large and unpredictable, potentially exceeding the   
 available resources of the organization.

• Need: Fast Substantial Funding – Funding must be available  
 quickly and at a scale that is proportional to the sudden   
 need.

• Output: Respond to Crisis – When these unplanned funding  
 gaps are filled, the organization can withstand a crisis and  
 rise to sudden challenges.
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Risk Finance

The Challenge Creative Business Model
All organizations face unexpected events which generate a 
funding shortfall (due to increased expenses, loss of revenue), 
however work in conflict and aid contexts is particularly 
subject to this challenge.

Beyond regular operational funding, organizations will often 
need a business model that can address unpredictable short-
term needs.

Key to this activity is both the timing and the scale of funding – 
resources need to be available quickly and proportional to the 
funding gap to be effective.

Disaster Risk Financing offers tools for anticipating and 
meeting sudden funding needs. It is increasingly used as a 
way of addressing humanitarian needs in crisis with a more 
timely and risk-informed approach. Danish Red Cross has 
sponsored a pioneering insurance bond for volcanic-eruption 
related catastrophes.

It uses insurance-linked security (ILS) mechanism to transfer 
risk to bond investors, while enabling quick and efficient 
disbursement of funding for a response to volcano-related 
crises. The bond is paid out according to catastrophe triggers 
being met, as defined by predetermined criteria (in this case 
based on plume height for designated volcanos).

It involves both risk modelling and pre-agreement on the 
mechanism for disbursing funding and includes a range 
of mechanisms (insurance, trigger-released funding 
disbursement and budgetary instruments). The exchange 
listed bond allows purchasers to use blockchain technology  
to purchase and trade their securities with other investors.

Volcano Catastrophe Bond (“Dunant Re” by Danish Red Cross)

Business Need: Fill gaps

Business Model: Insurance Linked Security

Funding Source: Commercial investors and 
governmental/philanthropic funders

What’s Innovative: It taps capital markets to transfer 
risk associated with catastrophes , while using complex 
natural hazard modelling to deliver funding when and 
where needed, with effciency.
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Business Activity #5
Fill Unexpected Gaps
•  What: Maintain Core – There are ongoing    
 management and business costs required to sustain an   
 organization. These activities must continue even as the   
 organization undertakes non-revenue generating work or  
 has gaps in other funding.

• Key Feature: Lack of Direct Benefit – These activities do   
 not directly generate business value but are needed to   
 support a working organization. They do not have a natural  
 stakeholder or compelling business case.

• Need: Steady Flexible Funding – Organization management  
 needs a steady stream of funding that can be applied to a  
 variety of shifting business needs, which is not directly   
 related to operations or other projects.

• Output: Foundational Business Capability – This funding  
 sustains the basic operating capability of an organization.  
 The organization is able to ‘keep the lights on’ as it engages  
 in various other activities.
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Diversified Core Funding

The Challenge Creative Business Model
Maintaining funding for core capabilities is an organizational 
necessity, which innovators must support regardless of their 
other concurrent business needs. Often lumped together in 
‘overhead’ this essential funding includes support for ongoing 
leadership, core business functions, and the ability to address 
shifting funding needs that present themselves over time.

Because these are not directly linked to tangible impact, it can 
be difficult to justify and access funding. This forces most aid 
organizations, and particularly those engaged in innovation, 
to creatively develop a multi-part strategy to meet these key 
needs.

CDAC Network is the global alliance of many of the world’s 
biggest organisations working to develop improved 
communication, community engagement and accountability 
in humanitarian action. It exists to enable and support 
dialogue with and between communities and aid/
development actors.

It strategically approaches its core funding through a 
diversified combination of three funding sources: a 
membership model (which charges annual fees), project 
work with specific defined results (which cover some costs 
associated with core capabilities) and the delivering of 
projects on behalf of donors (which generate flexible internal 
cost recovery funds).

CDAC Network

Business Need: Maintain core capabilities

Business Model: Grants (ICR generating, contributing to 
core costs) + Membership Fees

Funding Source: Members (International and local aid 
organizations, technology and media companies), grant 
funders (governmental and philanthropic donors)

What’s Innovative: Intentionally crafting a diversified 
funding portfolio to generate funding for core capabilities.
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Opportunities for 
Business Model 
Innovation
There are a range of creative 
strategies for increasing  
business model impact.

A rich structured view of business 
models makes it possible to identify 
a variety of opportunities for 
‘business model innovation’.
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(A) “Innovative” Business 
Models – Identify New  
Business Model Strategies
Creating a New Business Model Strategies and Tools – This 
form of business model innovation has been the focus of 
many business model discussions. Ideally, innovations in 
business model strategies or supporting tools unlock new 
sources of funding or enable aid sector innovators to take on 
previously intractable challenges. For example, see the case 
study of the Danish Red Cross Volcano Catastrophe Bond 
where impact bonds are leveraged to quickly respond to 
volcano crisis risk.

Opportunities – Increased awareness of new commercial 
business models, such as platform-based services, is an 
obvious area of opportunity. Many commercial businesses are 
reimaging their own business models in increasingly dynamic 

and competitive environments. This new thinking should be 
examined for use in aid sector challenges.

Dynamic markets are also generating a steady stream 
of innovative new financial instruments that may have 
application to challenges faced by innovators working in 
the aid sector. Repurposing and tailoring these new tools is 
another promising area of work.

There are also opportunities to explore forms of ‘funding’ 
which don’t involve cash payments. These look at local 
contexts for resources and assets that be shared amongst 
different actors. These strategies seek to tap latent assets and 
build synergies that benefit all parties.
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(B) “Innovative” Business 
Models – Engage New  
Funding Sources

Funding 
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Funding 
Source

Funding 
Source

Business 
Activity

Business 
Activity

Engaging New Funding Sources – Drawing on new sources 
of funding is a pressing challenge for the aid sector where 
needs are growing and the ability for the dominant donors and 
funding sources to grow is limited.

Opportunities – The commercial sector is seen as an 
obvious partner in this effort, however, the research exposed 
significant frustration on both sides of this discussion.

There appears to be a significant gap in the Aid Sector’s 
understanding of commercial sector needs, incentives, and 
capabilities. Instead of expecting commercial businesses 

to step in as an alternate sponsor, with CSR and ESG 
programs acting like donors, there are opportunities to more 
strategically integrate work into business’s core work.

Programs that build business resilience in the face of crisis, 
lay the foundation for future business capability in growing 
markets, or establish closer connection with communities 
all have the potential to tap business models that are not just 
donation/grant based. These are examples of how developing 
new funding sources is not simply about creating a ‘business 
model’ but rather requires looking more broadly at the sources 
of value for each of the participants.
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(C) “Innovative” Business 
Models – Address Innovator’s 
Neglected Business Needs
Supporting Neglected Business Needs – There are also 
opportunities to create innovative impact with business 
models by supporting comparatively neglected business 
activities. Research highlighted the challenge innovators faced 
when trying to support crucial activities that an organization 
must undertake to be successful, but generally lack suitable 
funding opportunities.

Opportunities – In the aid sector relatively little attention 
is given to business needs associated with #2 (Developing 
Complete Innovations) or #6 (Maintaining Core Capabilities). 

In the commercial sector these are either funded out of 
existing operating profits or can be funded by investors who 
are interested in future profitability. However, non-profit 
organizations often must rely on aid sector funders, who have 
historically found it difficult to fund needs that don’t have a 
clear immediate return to the donor’s mission.

Here the innovations could focus on better recognizing the 
underfunded activities and specifically setting up business 
model support for those areas. See the case study for Elhra’s 
and HEA’s scaling program.
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(D) “Innovative” Business 
Models – Create Combinations 
of Business Models
Combinations of Business Models – One of the strongest 
themes to emerge from the research was that most innovators 
did not rely on a single business model. This was driven 
by shifting needs as an innovation matured through the 
innovation lifecycle. It also occurred when innovators needed 
more than one source of funding to meet the needs of a 
business activity (see the CDAC case study).

Opportunities – However, the most interesting cases of 
business model combinations did more than tap multiple 
funding sources. Instead, different business models and 
funding sources were integrated to provide services that 

would not have been possible for individual models and 
actors working alone.

The collaboration between a government (providing loan 
guarantees) and commercial lenders (who are then able 
to provide capital) is an example. Seeing business models 
not as standalone efforts, but rather as ecosystems of 
participants who build on each other appears to be an area of 
substantial opportunity. Digital tools are helping enable these 
connections and increasingly breaking down the barriers of 
distance, so that value creating collaborations are increasingly 
possible.

Grant
Fixed Funding Amount  
Without Repayment

Loan  
Fixed Funding With  
Repayment Plan

Insurance 
Spread Risk Shift Timing of
Income vs Expense

Self Fund 
Reinvesting assets  
og Revenue

Government 
Donor

Commercial 
Donor

Government 
Loan  
Program

Commercial 
Bank

Government 
Insurance

Commercial 
Insurance

Operating 
Funds

Sale of Assets

Philanthropist 
Donor

Business 
Collaborator

Philanthropic 
Loan  
Program

Loan 
Guarantee 
Program

Donor  
Insurance

Re-Insurance 
of Excess 
Cost

Crowd 
Source 
Donors

Crowd 
Source  
Loans

Non-
profit Bank

Group/ 
Association 
Insurance

Create Operate

Funding/
Resource 
Source

Business 
Activity

Business 
Model

1. 
Explore 
New idea

2. Develop 
Create a Complete 
Solution

3. Expand
Expand 
Impact

4. Operate  Support Operations that  
Deliver Value

5. Fill Gap  Meet 
Sudden 
Increase 
in Cost or
Loss of 
Revenue

6. Maintain Core Capabilities

 Innovation Norway

Supporting creative business models for innovators in the humanitarian sector – 2022 41



Enabling Business  
Model Impact
It is not enough for an ‘innovative’ 
business model to be identified. 
Both research and interviews 
identified an urgent need for 
robust support and engagement 
around the selection, design, and 
implementation of business models.
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1. Comprehensive Business Model Guidance – Integrated 
library of business model strategies that targets combinations 
of Business Activity, Business Model, and Funding Sources for 
different contexts

• Support initial development, publication, and some   
 commitment for future renewal

2. Business Model Design Support - Support innovators in 
the creation of complete innovations with integrated business 
model systems

• Encourage a broad view of how innovative solutions and   
 business models must work together 
• Support iterative testing and evaluation of business models,  
 using the same adaptive learning model applied to the   
 innovation’s themselves 
• Continue rich engagement over time, providing guidance,  
 expertise and encouragement

3. Enable Access / Remove Barriers - Enable access  
to the parts of business models that are needed for an  
entire solution

• Access – Enable innovators to connect and work with   
 key actors needed to support their business model (e.g.,  
 introductions to international organizations) 
• Information – Provide expertise and information that the   
 innovator needs to design and implement their business   
 model (e.g., financial services expertise) 
• Qualification – Support the Innovator in efforts to qualify for  
 business model elements (e.g., grant or loan qualification) 
• Remove barriers – Help innovators overcome legal, cultural,  
 and other barriers that might block a business model (e.g.,  
 support in obtaining rule changes)

4. Pioneer New Models – Support efforts to intentionally 
develop more sophisticated models and pioneer their use

• For example, work with commercial organizations to   
 develop business ecosystems that engage for profit   
 business is ways that move beyond CSR programs

Recommendations – Delivering 
Impactful Business Models
There are multiple opportunities for donors and other engaged supporters of aid to 
enable impactful business models
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