
g l o b a l  e c o n o my  &  d e v e l o p me n t
working paper 95 | june 2016

Scaling up social enterprise 
innovations: 
Approaches and lessons

Natalia Agapitova

Johannes F. Linn

 





Natalia Agapitova is a senior program officer at the 
World Bank Group coordinating the Social Enterprise 
Innovations program.

Johannes F. Linn is a nonresident senior fellow at 
the Brookings Institution, a distinguished resident 
scholar at the Emerging Markets Forum, and a senior 
adviser at the Results for Development Institute.

Abstract:

This paper reviews frameworks and approaches for a systematic process of scaling up successful, sustainable 
development interventions. A special focus of the paper is how to scale up social enterprise innovations that have 
demonstrated effective supply of social services for the poorest people in developing countries. The paper pro-
vides a menu of approaches that can be used in assessing scaling up potential and in supporting the scaling up 
process of social enterprises, and it draws lessons from practical experience, including selected case examples. 
The paper closes with a postscript of implications for external aid donors.

Authors’ note:

The Brookings Institution is a private non-profit organization. Its mission is to conduct high-quality, indepen-
dent research and, based on that research, to provide innovative, practical recommendations for policymak-
ers and the public. The conclusions and recommendations of any Brookings publication are solely those of its 
author(s), and do not reflect the views of the Institution, its management, or its other scholars.

Brookings recognizes that the value it provides is in its absolute commitment to quality, independence and im-
pact. Activities supported by its donors reflect this commitment and the analysis and recommendations are not 
determined or influenced by any donation.



Scaling up social enterprise 
innovations: 
Approaches and lessons

Natalia Agapitova
Johannes F. Linn

Introduction

In 2015 the international community agreed on a 

set of ambitious sustainable development goals 

(SDGs) for the global society, to be achieved by 2030. 

One of the lessons that the implementation of the Mil-

lennium Development Goals (MDGs) has highlighted 

is the importance of a systematic approach to identify 

and sequence development interventions—policies, 

programs, and projects—to achieve such goals at a 

meaningful scale.1 The Chinese approach to develop-

ment, which consists of identifying a problem and 

long-term goal, testing alternative solutions, and then 

implementing those that are promising in a sustained 

manner, learning and adapting as one proceeds—Deng 

Xiaoping’s “crossing the river by feeling the stones”—is 

an approach that holds promise for successful achieve-

ment of the SDGs.

Having observed the Chinese way, then World Bank 

Group President James Wolfensohn in 2004, together 

with the Chinese government, convened a major in-

ternational conference in Shanghai on scaling up suc-

cessful development interventions, and in 2005 the 

World Bank Group (WBG) published the results of the 

conference, including an assessment of the Chinese ap-

proach. (Moreno-Dodson 2005). Some ten years later, 

the WBG once again is addressing the question of how 

to support scaling up of successful development inter-

ventions, at a time when the challenge and opportunity 

of scaling up have become a widely recognized issue for 

many development institutions and experts. (Cooley 

and Linn 2014)

In parallel with the recognition that scaling up matters, 

the development community is now also focusing on 

social enterprises (SEs), a new set of actors falling be-

tween the traditionally recognized public and private 
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1	 See Johannes F. Linn, “Implementing the SDGs, the Addis Agenda, and Paris COP21 needs a theory of change to address 
the ‘missing middle.’ Scaling up is the answer.” December 1, 2015. http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/future-development/
posts/2015/12/01-scaling-up-sustainable-development-goals-linn.



sectors. We adopt here the World Bank’s definition of 

“social enterprises” as a social-mission-led organiza-

tion that provides sustainable services to Base of the 

Pyramid (BoP) populations. This is broadly in line with 

other existing definitions for the sector2 and reflects 

the World Bank’s primary interest in social enterprises 

as a mechanism for supporting service delivery for the 

poor. Although social enterprises can adopt various or-

ganizational forms—business, nongovernmental orga-

nizations (NGOs), and community-based organizations 

are all forms commonly adopted by social enterprises—

they differ from private providers principally by com-

bining three features: operating with a social purpose, 

adhering to business principles, and aiming for finan-

cial sustainability. Since traditional private and public 

service providers frequently do not reach the poorest 

people in developing countries, social enterprises can 

play an important role in providing key services to 

those at the “base of the pyramid.” (Figure 1) 

Social enterprises often start at the initiative of a vi-

sionary entrepreneur who sees a significant social need, 

whether in education, health, sanitation, or microfi-

nance, and who responds by developing an innovative 

way to address the perceived need, usually by setting 

up an NGO, or a for-profit enterprise. Social enterpris-
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2	 For example, the Social Enterprise Alliance defined a social enterprise as “an organization or initiative that marries the social 

mission of a non-profit or government program with the market-driven approach of a business.” https://socialenterprise.us/

about/social-enterprise/.

Figure 1. Role of SE sector in public service provision
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Source: Authors.
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3	 This challenge is recognized and explored in Chandy et al. (2013). The present paper builds on the analysis and experience 
collected in that volume.

4	 See Adarsh Desai and Natalia Agapitova, “Innovation and Enterprise: A Driving Force for Social Impact,” July 2, 2015. 
http://blogs.worldbank.org/dmblog/innovation-and-enterprise-driving-force-social-impact.

5	 Another pathway would be to scale social entrepreneurship as such, by improving enabling conditions for a dynamic and in-
novative social enterprise sector. This could result in a greater number of small-scale innovations adapted to local conditions, 
which in aggregate reach a large number of beneficiaries. This avenue is not explored in this paper.

es and their innovations generally start small. When 

successful, they face an important challenge: how to 

expand their operations and innovations to meet the 

social need at a larger scale.3

Development partner organizations—donors, for 

short—have recognized the contribution that social en-

terprises can make to find and implement innovative 

ways to meet the social service needs of people at the 

base of the pyramid, and they have started to explore 

how they can support social enterprises in responding 

to these needs at a meaningful scale.4

The purpose of this paper is to present a menu of ap-

proaches for addressing the challenge of scaling up 

social enterprise innovations, based on a review of the 

literature on scaling up and on social enterprises. The 

paper does not aim to offer specific recommendations 

for entrepreneurs or blueprints and guidelines for the 

development agencies. The range of settings, problems, 

and solutions is too wide to permit that. Rather, the 

paper provides an overview of ways to think about and 

approach the scaling up of social enterprise innova-

tions. Where possible, the paper also refers to specific 

tools that can be helpful in implementing the proposed 

approaches. 

Note that we talk about scaling up social enterprise in-

novations, not about social enterprises. This is because 

it is the innovations and how they are scaled up that 

matter. An innovation may be scaled up by the social 

enterprise where it originated, by handoff to a public 

agency for implementation at a larger scale, or by other 

private enterprises, small or large.5

This paper is structured in three parts: Part I presents 

a general approach to scaling up development inter-

ventions. This helps establish basic definitions and 

concepts. Part II considers approaches for the scaling 

up of social enterprise innovations. Part III provides 

a summary of the main conclusions and lessons from 

experience. A postscript draws out implications for ex-

ternal aid donors. Examples from actual practice are 

used to exemplify the approaches and are summarized 

in Annex boxes.



part I: A general  
approach to scaling up

Scaling up means, in general and in brief, “expand-

ing, adapting and sustaining successful policies, 

programs or projects in different places and over time 

to reach a greater number of people.” (Hartmann and 

Linn 2008a) This definition can be adapted to the spe-

cific thematic or sectoral context under consideration.6

Scaling up is best viewed as part of an iterative innova-

tion-learning-scaling process. (Figure 2). The simplest 

version of this process starts with a new idea or innova-

tion, which is tested in a pilot, i.e., a project with lim-

ited impact. By monitoring and evaluating delivery of 

the pilot, knowledge is gathered, which can inform the 

decision whether and how to scale up for greater im-

pact. During scaling up, more knowledge is gathered, 

new ideas are generated, and the model is adapted ac-

cordingly to suit the scaling up requirements. 

Beyond this simple version, various additional features 

characterize a systematic scaling up approach:
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Figure 2. Innovation, Learning, and Scaling Up as an Iterative Process

6	 For example, the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) has adopted this definition: “expanding, adapting 

and supporting successful policies, programmes and knowledge so that they can leverage resources and partners to deliver 

larger results for a greater number of rural poor in a sustainable way.” (IFAD 2015)

Source: Adapted from Linn et al. 2010
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Multiple ideas or models

More than one idea may be explored, tested,7 and rated 

according to their suitability for scaling, with only the 

most suitable one(s) chosen. Indeed, this was typically 

the approach used in China. One way to organize the 

selection process is through a competition or tourna-

ment. (Zinnes 2009)8 This is one of the methods of 

open innovation, the term that describes the practice 

of bringing the outside world’s ideas, experiences, and 

expertise into the organization or programs to bolster 

design or find solutions. (Murray et al. 2010) Govern-

ments increasingly use open innovation to: (i) engage 

larger or nontraditional audiences in the design of pub-

lic program, and activate support networks; (ii) lever-

age the expertise of the outside world; and (iii) apply 

external innovations to internal problems or to open to 

the outside world a problem they cannot solve. 

And the term “innovation” needs to be broadly inter-

preted to include initiatives that are new only in the 

context in which they are applied and that can involve 

a wide variety of innovative aspects, including techno-

logical, process, and financing innovation.

Scalability assessment 

Whether a single idea or multiple ideas, a scaling up as-

sessment is needed before proceeding. The scalability 

assessment should ask whether the model or idea to 

be scaled is credible, observable, relevant, better than 

others, and easy to apply; whether it is compatible with 

needs, capacities, and resources; and finally whether it 

is testable. (Figure 3; from ExpandNet 2010) A more 

detailed assessment tool, based on broadly the same 

criteria, is also available and shown in Annex 1. (Cooley 

and Ved, 2012) Scalability is not necessarily a thumbs-

up or thumbs-down decision. The assessment can be 

taken as a checklist for aspects of the model that have 

to be addressed to make it scalable (e.g., simplifying 

the approach, finding ways to lower costs and financing 

requirements, or achieve greater buy-in from relevant 

stakeholders). 

7	 Testing for impact may involve random control trials (RCTs), but RCTs have to be complemented by scalability assessments 
(see next paragraph and the discussion of monitoring and evaluation below).

8	 The WBG’s Development Marketplace competitions are a good framework for identifying scalable innovations among social 
enterprises. 

Figure 3. Scalability Checklist: “CORRECT”

C	redible in that they are based on sound evidence and/or advocated by respected persons or 
institutions 

O	bservable to ensure that potential users can see the results in practice
R	elevant for addressing persistent or sharply felt problems
R	elative advantage over existing practices so that potential users are convinced the costs of 

implementation are warranted by the benefits
E	asy to install and understand rather than complex and complicated 
C	ompatible with the potential users’ established values, norms and facilities; fits well into the 

practices of the national program
T	estable so that potential users can see the intervention on a small scale prior to large scale 

adoption

Source: ExpandNet2010
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Scaling up pathways—getting from 
here to there

Scaling up is all about systematically considering how 

to get from innovation to goal or, vice versa, from goal 

to innovation. This has been referred to as following a 

“scaling up pathway.” (Cooley and Linn 2014)9 Scaling 

up pathways are problem- and context-specific. They 

have to be flexibly adapted over time as one learns 

more about the nature of the scale goal (e.g., the num-

ber of people not serviced, or the quality standards that 

need to be achieved) and about the way the innovation 

works in practice at different scales and in different 

contexts. However, it helps to have a systematic ap-

proach to chart and implement the scaling up pathway. 

Key determinants of a successful scaling up pathway 

are that (a) the most important enabling conditions 

are systematically put into place, (b) intermediate tar-

gets are set and progress is monitored, (c) each step 

is not taken in isolation, but in recognition that it has 

to create the conditions for a successful next step, and 

(d) overall the scaling up pathway is effectively imple-

mented, as is each component. Key aspects of the scal-

ing up pathway are shown in Figure 4. The remainder 

of this part of the paper explores each of these aspects 

in more depth. 

9	 It could also be referred to as “theory of change,” although the term “pathway” more vividly describes what is critical: a 

sequence of steps from innovation to scale goal.

Source: Adapted from Linn et al. 2010

Figure 4. Scaling Up Pathway: Vision of scale and enabling factors
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Figure 5. Key Challenges: “Drivers” and “Spaces” for scaling up

Source: Adapted from Hartmann and Linn 2008

10	 A list of drivers and spaces with annotations in provided in Annex 2. The list is adapted from Hartmann and Linn (2008a), 
Linn et al. (2010), Chandy and Linn (2011), and Cooley and Linn (2014).

Drivers Spaces/Constraints

Ideas/solutions•	
Vision of scale•	
Leadership/champions•	
Market demand•	
Community needs/demand •	
Incentives and accountability •	
External catalysts•	

Fiscal/financial/costs•	
Political/ownership•	
Policies, laws, and regulations•	
Organizational/institutional•	
Natural resources •	
Culture •	
Security (in fragile states)•	
Partnership •	
Learning•	

Enabling conditions

Enabling conditions for the scaling up pathway can 

be classified into two categories: “drivers,” which are 

required to push the scaling up process forward, and 

“spaces,” which need to be created (or barriers that 

need to be removed) to allow initiatives to grow. Based 

on actual experience with scaling up, a comprehensive 

list of potential drivers and spaces/barriers has been 

developed. (Figure 5)10 This provides a useful checklist 

for analyzing specific cases or programs of scaling up 

and for planning particular scaling up pathways. The 

case of the Alive & Thrive program, which was designed 

to combat undernutrition through improved infant and 

young child feeding practices and was implemented by 

BRAC, the well-known NGO in Bangladesh, provides 

a good example of how key drivers (ideas, leadership, 

external catalysts, incentives) and spaces (financial, 

policy, institutional, learning) were put in place in sup-

port of successful scaling up. (See Annex Box A1) 

Monitoring and evaluation

During implementation it is important to monitor the 

delivery of the intervention and to evaluate the impact 

in terms of intended outcomes. Ideally, the impact 

assessment would use a randomized controlled trial 

(RCT); however, this may often not be feasible or af-

fordable, in which case more traditional “before-and-

after” or qualitative evaluations of impact will have to 

be used. In any case, RCTs are not sufficient, since for 

scaling up it is also necessary to monitor and evaluate 

whether and how the relevant drivers and spaces are 

being developed in a way that supports a successful 

scaling up pathway. 

Sequencing projects and programs 
along the scaling up pathway

Development interventions are typically planned and 

implemented as time-bound projects or programs, i.e., 
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Source: Cooley and Linn 2014

Figure 6. Project Sequencing for Scaling Up

with limited duration, resources, and expected impact. 

In developing projects and programs, it is critical to 

think of each of them as part of a sequence of steps 

along the scaling up pathway, where each project or 

program is designed to help build the platform of en-

abling factors (drivers and spaces) that facilitate subse-

quent steps along the pathway. (Figure 6) 

Five additional aspects are important in this connec-

tion: 

a.	I t is important to assess and support the sustain-

ability of the impact for each project and program 

if one wishes to develop a sustainable scaling up 

pathway.

b.	 Scaling up considerations needs to be part of proj-

ect design from the outset. 

c.	 For each project, the results framework needs to 

establish interim targets for impact and for drivers 

and spaces related to the overall scale target to be 

achieved over the full scaling up pathway. 

d.	 In planning a scaling up pathway, the question 

needs to be considered whether the initiative is ul-

timately to be scaled up and sustained in the pub-

lic or the private sector. Which one is preferable 

will depend on the nature of the innovation and on 

the context. 
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Source: Adapted from Cooley and Linn 2014, based on Rogers 2003

Figure 7. The Problem with the Last Mile Beneficiaries

11	 Figure 6 represents a frequently used graph to demonstrate a typical diffusion process of commercially driven technological 
innovations. It is attributed to Everett Rogers. (Rogers 2003)

e.	 Economies of scale, learning, institutional devel-

opment, and constituency building should permit 

an accelerated impact curve as shown in Figure 7; 

but there may be a leveling off with diminishing 

returns, difficulties in reaching late adopters, or, 

in short, difficulties in reaching the last mile.11 

The adoption curve on Figure 7 also illustrates that the 

process of change can become self-generating within a 

population of users: community, region, or a segment 

of population. To expand the reach to other—often 

isolated—groups of customers, however, requires per-

sistent efforts for penetration of these new markets—

along with substantial resources to sustain those ef-

forts. 

A systematic focus on planning and 
implementation

In considering each stage of the scaling up pathway, 

and for the pathway as a whole, effective planning and 

implementation are essential. To help with the plan-

ning and implementation process, Cooley and Ved 

(2012) developed a three-step, 10-task approach (Fig-

ure 8), supported with detailed guidelines and tools for 

design and implementation. The three steps involve 

(i) developing a scaling up plan, (ii) establishing the 

preconditions for scaling up, and (iii) implementing 

the scaling up process, consistent with the drivers and 

spaces approach laid out above. The Cooley and Ved 

framework offers a useful set of management tools for 

practical application in developing and implementing 

a scaling up pathway for specific interventions. 
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Consistency with other approaches to 
delivering development results

The innovation-learning-scaling up framework pre-

sented above is consistent with core aspects of three 

other approaches to development effectiveness, al-

though they do not focus specifically on scaling up: 

•	 The WBG’s recently developed approach to the 

“Science of Delivery” uses a case study approach 

to identify common barriers to effective delivery of 

development interventions and how to overcome 

them. The barriers include institutional, politi-

cal, behavioral, and logistical obstacles, as well as 

fragmentation among levels of government, limited 

staff capacity, and misaligned incentives.12 These 

are all factors of concern in the above scaling up 

framework, and the WBG’s Science of Delivery 

team explicitly included scaling up dimensions in 

its case study analysis.13 As and when this work is 

Source: Cooley and Ved 2012

Figure 8. Planning and Implementing a Scaling Up Pathway

Step 1: Develop a scaling-up plan

Step 2: Establish the preconditions for scaling up 

Step 3: Implement the scaling up process  

Task 1: Create a vision 
Task 2: Assess scalability 
Task 3: Fill information gaps 
Task 4: Prepare a scaling-up plan 

Task 5: Legitimize change 
Task 6: Build a constituency 
Task 7: Realign and mobilize the needed resources  

Task 8: Modify organizational structures 
Task 9: Coordinate action
Task 10: Track performance and maintain momentum 

12	 For more information about the WBG’s science of delivery approach, as implemented in the Global Delivery Initiative, see 
http://www.worldbank.org/reference/GDI/index.html.

13	 See Global Delivery Initiative, “Delivery Case Study Guidelines,” World Bank, September 2015. http://www.worldbank.org/
reference/GDI/pdfs/Guidelines24September.pdf. 
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completed, it will provide useful insights on specific 

delivery challenges and solutions in scaling up de-

velopment initiatives.

•	 The WBG also developed the Capacity Develop-

ment Results Framework (CDRF), which analyzes 

the enabling factors for effective institutional ca-

pacity, one of the key spaces needed for scaling up. 

The CDRF emphasizes collective action challenges 

across organizations, institutions, and the overall 

sociopolitical environment that can be addressed 

by knowledge and learning interventions. (Otoo et 

al. 2009)

•	 Finally, experts at Harvard University, the Center 

for Global Development, and the WBG recently de-

veloped the Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation 

(PDIA) approach. It posits that the best approach 

to effective development interventions is prob-

lem-driven, with experimentation and adaptation, 

learning, and partnerships, and with a focus on po-

litical viability and practical implementability—all 

key aspects of the scaling up approach presented 

above. (Andrews et al., 2012)
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part II: Approaches to 
scaling up social  
enterprise innovation

The general scaling up framework presented in Part 

I applies also to the challenge of scaling up social 

enterprises (SE) innovations in developing countries. 

As shown in Figure 1 above, the key actors in providing 

services to the poor at the base of the pyramid (BoP) 

are the government and the SEs. To address the service 

needs of the poor, each of these actors should aim to 

scale up its activities. In doing so they can be guided by 

the general scaling up framework in asking the follow-

ing questions:

•	 What is the service problem at the BoP, and what is 

the ultimate scale goal to be pursued?

•	 What is the innovation of service provision to be 

scaled up? Is it scalable?

•	 What is an appropriate scaling up pathway to reach 

the scale goal?

•	 What are the relevant drivers and spaces along the 

pathway?

•	 How to best plan, sequence, and implement inter-

ventions, projects, and programs along the scaling 

up pathway?

•	 How to monitor and evaluate progress along the 

pathway and flexibly adjust it based on what we 

learn?

While the government and SEs each provide ser-

vices that could be scaled up, important interactions 

between the government and the SEs affect their re-

spective scaling up pathways. As a result governments 

and SEs need to scale up recognizing this interdepen-

dence—and preferably do so in a mutually consistent 

and cooperative manner, with donor support as need-

ed and appropriate. (Chandy et al. 2013) Annex Box A2 

provides an example of a donor-supported program in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, under which municipalities pro-

vide funding on a competitive basis to local social en-

terprises for the provision of municipal social services. 

The program was successfully scaled up countrywide 

and is now being scaled up regionally in the Western 

Balkans, but it faces considerable challenges especially 

in terms of fiscal sustainability, should donor funding 

be terminated.

In the remainder of this part of the paper we review 

different aspects of this interaction and of potential co-

operation between government and SEs. We first ana-

lyze scaling up of social enterprise innovations in the 

context of the delivery chain of service provision. We 

then consider the dynamics of scaling up with respect 

to timing and sequencing along the scaling up pathway. 

This is followed by an analysis of incentives and ac-

countabilities, as they help drive the scaling up process 

for social enterprise innovations. And finally, we look 

at the role of monitoring and evaluation. Throughout 

this part, we focus specifically on the role of SEs in pro-

viding social services (such as education, health, water 

and sanitation, microcredit, and communications) at 

the BoP. 

Scaling up SE innovations as part of a 
service delivery chain

Value chain analysis has become an important part of 

development analysis and policy in many areas, es-

pecially for the industrial and agricultural sectors. It 

also is a valuable tool for understanding how to scale 

up services.14 Figure 8 illustrates key elements of the 

14	 The analysis in this section draws on Koh et al. (2014).
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value chain as they relate to service providers in gen-

eral: (a) the firm that provides the service, (b) the value 

chain itself (the inputs and output chain for the firm’s 

products or services), (c) the public goods, especially 

infrastructure, that the firm requires to conducts its 

business, and (d) the government’s policies, laws, and 

regulations that affect the firm’s ability to do business.15 

One can then analyze the actual or potential obstacles 

and barriers that firms have to overcome in expanding 

their activities under the four components of the over-

all value chain, as listed in the bottom half of Figure 

9.16 An example of an application of this framework to 

the case of primary health case delivery and outreach is 

given in Annex Box A3. 

15	 The dividing lines between these four categories are not hard and fast. For example, infrastructure services represent inputs 
to the firm’s production and thus could be represented as part of the value chain; moreover, government is responsible for 
much of the infrastructure. However, for the purposes of scaling up analysis, this categorization can be helpful.

16	 The list of barriers in Figure 9 can be mapped easily into the list of drivers and spaces shown in Figure 5 above. Indeed, the 
list of drivers and spaces is a useful cross-check for the completeness of the list of potential barriers. For example, depending 
on the nature of the intervention, natural resource constraints could be binding.

Source: Koh et al. 2014

Figure 9. The SE Value Chain Components & Potential Barriers to Scaling Up
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Many of the firm internal barriers, such as a weak 

product or business model, weak leadership, and lack 

of managerial skills, have to be addressed by the firms 

themselves.17 However, firms can also act to overcome 

some of the barriers in the value chain and public 

goods, for example, by training their labor, strength-

ening their distribution channels, and working to in-

crease customer awareness. Many of these constraints 

could also be addressed by firm associations acting on 

behalf of all firms. 

Government in turn has to enact appropriate policies, 

laws, and regulations, but it also is involved in the pro-

vision of infrastructure and market information, in re-

moving constraints affecting the value chain (such as 

ensuring well-trained labor and improving financing 

for customers, distributors, and producers), and even 

in helping to address some of the internal constraints 

affecting the firms, e.g., by offering managerial train-

ing and improving access to capital. At times, the best 

governmental policy may be to get out of the way of 

private business and social enterprise, as was the case 

with the development of mobile phone-based banking 

services for the poor in Kenya. (See the case study on 

M-PESA in Box A4.)

Where the service delivery firms are SEs, special con-

siderations apply, with a particular focus on the de-

livery chain, rather than the value chain (in Figure 8 

above). The key difference is the firm’s business objec-

tive: a focus on profit and value creation for an indi-

vidual firm or organization in the value chain analysis, 

versus focus on delivering (social) value for the benefi-

ciary in the delivery chain analysis. The latter is more 

useful for understanding BoP markets served by SEs, 

where the client (often a government agency paying for 

basic services) and the beneficiary (often poor custom-

ers unable to pay) are separated. 

For SEs the value chain is based not only on analysis 

of profits, but also on analysis of the social value cre-

ated. As a result, there are even more barriers to scale 

for SEs compared with (exclusively) profit-driven busi-

nesses, because SEs must consider their delivery chain 

from both a monetary value-generating aspect and a 

social value generation aspect. Profit-driven businesses 

can truncate their activities when return on investment 

decreases. Reaching customers at the BoP requires a 

very special sort of business, i.e., one with a social pur-

pose that will drive the frontier of delivery even when 

the return of investment might be suboptimal. (Polak 

and Warwick 2013) In doing so, SEs often face a tough 

balancing act between sustainability and social impact. 

Scaling becomes difficult if the delivery chain is costly 

and complex and where the SE is not embedded in the 

delivery system with other partners.18 

One of the main benefits of the delivery chain approach 

(as an adaptation of the value chain approach) to scal-

ing up SE innovations is that it clearly identifies the 

interrelationship between SEs and government: SEs 

have to be aware of and seek to work with or around 

the barriers created by government action or inaction. 

Governments need to remove barriers (and help cre-

17	 The World Business Council for Sustainable Development in its report on scaling up inclusive business identifies three 
critical internal barriers (opportunity cost of investment, strategic and operational misalignment, and capability gaps) and 
proposes solutions to help address them. (WBCSD 2013)

16	 One of the trends emerging from the World Bank’s ecosystem diagnostics for SEs in Africa and South Asia and from the 
World Bank’s business model innovations database is that the social enterprise often engage as “connectors” in the delivery 
chains to the poor. They find gaps in delivery chains (which often involve government and profit-driven businesses) and 
identify innovative ways to bridge those gaps. The greater the gaps in the delivery chain, the more difficult is for the SEs to 
effectively address them.



S c a l i n g  u p  s o c i a l  e n t e r p r i s e  i n n o v a t i o n s :  A p p r o a c h e s  a n d  l e ss  o n s 	 1 5

ate space or opportunities), if SEs are to function and 

to fill the gaps in social service provision at the BoP. 

Moreover, governments are often key clients for SEs 

by supplying the funding needed to provide services to 

beneficiaries at the BoP. In other words, both SEs and 

governments have a role to play in ensuring that the 

drivers and spaces are in place to permit SEs to scale 

up scalable interventions. For example, champions, 

incentives, and accountability are needed in both SEs 

and government, and financial (or fiscal), institutional, 

political, and ownership space has to be created for 

both, while policy and regulatory space is of relevance 

to both, even as it is up to government primarily to ad-

dress such obstacles. Developing and sustaining suc-

cessful SE-government partnerships are not easy, as 

the examples of a Roma education program in Serbia 

(summarized in Annex Box A5) and a microfinance 

scheme in Afghanistan (see Annex Box A6) demon-

strate. Throughout the scaling up process, various key 

drivers and spaces have to be put in place, and they 

have to be sustained (including the vital political sup-

port) if the scaled up programs are to be sustained.

The dynamics of scaling up SE 
innovations

As with scaling up in general, scaling up of SE innova-

tions involves important questions around timing and 

sequencing of the scaling up pathway. The typical tech-

nology diffusion pathway shown in Figure 6 above is a 

good place to start considering the dynamic aspects of 

the scaling up of SE innovations. While spontaneous 

diffusion of technological innovation may occur, that 

is not the rule; even for standard consumer good inno-

vations, producers develop elaborate marketing strat-

egies to create demand and match these with expan-

sion strategies on the supply side. Similarly, for social 

service innovations, markets have to be created and 

supply chains organized. Kubzansky (2013) considers 

business model scalability and time requirements for 

scaling SE innovation in terms of four factors affect-

ing the shape of the “cumulative population” S-shaped 

curve in Figure 7: 

(a)	 Supply push and demand pull: where there is 

demand pull, diffusion or scaling up tends to be 

easier than where diffusion has to be pushed from 

the supply side.

(b)	 The maturity of the innovation, cost of service 

production, and capacity of the SE to deliver: the 

less mature, the higher the cost of production; and 

the lower the capacity of the SE, the longer it will 

take to scale up.

(c)	 Whether the innovation requires development 

of new marketing channels or whether existing 

marketing channels can be used to reach the con-

sumers or recipients: the latter allows more rapid 

scaling than the former.

(d)	 Rural versus urban: generally scaling up in urban 

areas can be more rapid than in rural areas, since 

diffusion of knowledge is less costly and more rap-

id in high-density and well-connected (including 

through information and communication technol-

ogy) urban areas, and since the employment op-

portunities and social mobility for the poor tend 

to be greater in urban than in rural areas. 

In designing the scaling up pathways for SE innova-

tions, it is important to take these factors into consid-

eration.

A particularly difficult stage in the scaling up process 

is the early phase of the S-shaped curve in Figure 6. In 

the literature on commercial startups, this is at times 

referred to as the “valley of death.” (Figure 10) 

A similar challenge applies for SEs. During the startup 

phase, the resources of the SE tend to be limited and 



risking exhaustion, as the investment and operating 

costs tend to be high, while benefits, revenue, public 

visibility, and political support are low. Over time, if 

the innovation is scalable, costs will come down, bene-

fits will accrue, and revenue can be generated, as public 

recognition and political support are mobilized around 

successful SE initiatives.

The critical question, then, is how the SE innovation 

can be nurtured to cross the so-called valley of death. 

One way to look at this is to characterize the early 

phase of SE innovations as involving a one-time (or 

fixed) cost of establishing the innovation as impactful 

and viable. Once impact and viability have been estab-

lished, society at large benefits, so that, in effect, SEs 

create through their innovations what economists refer 

to as a “public good.” (Chandy et al. 2013, Kubzansky 

2013) This justifies financial support or subsidies for 

the startup phase. For startups in the private sector, 

financial support is provided by venture capitalists or 

at times by governments. For the SE innovations at the 

BoP in developing countries, governments and external 

donors (official aid agencies or NGOs, including foun-

dations) need to provide subsidies or find other means 

of sharing costs and risks, supplemented by efforts to 

help create requisite drivers and spaces needed for 

scaling up, especially during the early phase(s) of the 

scaling up pathway. In the case of the hugely successful 

scaling up of mobile phone payment services, M-PESA, 

in Kenya, a £1 million grant from the UK Department 

for International Development (DfID) provided the 

upfront financing that helped overcome the valley of 

death. (See Annex Box A4) 

Source: Adapted from Murphy and Edwards 2003

Figure 10. “The Valley of Death for Scale”? 
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However, a donor-driven subsidy approach to the 

early stage of SE innovation carries risks: donors tend 

to have their own agendas, and the SE innovations 

are easily “captured” by donor agendas when donors 

promise cheap capital. Moreover, the availability of do-

nor funding can deflect SE creation and creativity into 

areas that are not necessarily the most important for 

the local poor. Another issue is cost: to access cheap 

sources of funding, social enterprises launch grant-

raising activities, where they often devote the most 

qualified managerial time. This deflects energy from 

their core activities. Also, donors frequently impose 

cumbersome measurement and evaluation require-

ments, driven by specific donor reporting needs, rather 

than by the business needs of the SE or the needs of 

the beneficiary population.19 Finally, government and 

SE dependency on donor funding can have a corrosive 

effect on the ability and willingness of aid recipients to 

find a path to financial sustainability. Donors therefore 

need to find ways to wean governments from their sup-

port, and governments need to either wean SEs from 

grant funding or find ways to provide long-term budget 

support, where the case for government funding of so-

cial services is clearly established.20 

Another aspect of the dynamics of the scaling up path-

way for SE innovations involves the sequencing of in-

teractions between government and SEs. As noted in 

discussing the interaction between SEs and govern-

ment, scaling up usually involves not only the “hori-

zontal” replication and expansion of an SE innovation 

across a wider geography to more people, but also “ver-

tical” scaling up, i.e., the involvement of government 

institutions with their various policy, legal, regulatory, 

financial, and other instruments that need to be mobi-

lized in support of the scaling up pathway. Nongovern-

mental institutions (business associations and other 

civil society organizations, so-called “enablers” of the 

SE ecosystem) may also provide umbrella support to 

SEs serving the BoP. 

One way to characterize different sequencing options 

in this interaction of horizontal and vertical aspects of 

the scaling up pathway is by reference to Figure 11. It 

shows potential interactions between national- (“mac-

ro”) and intermediate- (or “meso”) level institutions 

with “local”-level SEs: The vertical arrows show that 

interaction can be from the bottom up or from the top 

down (or both) in ensuring that the necessary enabling 

conditions are created to support the scaling up of SE 

innovations (as symbolized by the blue horizontal ar-

row). For traditional government-led social service ini-

tiatives, a pilot at the local level may be organized by 

meso- or macro-level government authorities. 

In contrast, for SE innovations, initiatives typically 

start with pilots at the local level. They are either picked 

up by entities at the meso or national levels, which sup-

port the replication at the local level (see, for example, 

the microcredit project in Rwanda, summarized in 

Annex Box A7), or alternatively local-level diffusion 

leads to a recognition and appropriate institutional 

and policy change at the meso and national levels for 

continued expansion around the large oval cycle (see, 

for example, a rural energy demand program in Nepal, 

also summarized in Annex Box A7).21 

19	 Similar risks arise when SE startups are supported by governments. 
20	The case of municipal funding for SEs in Bosnia-Herzegovina, summarized in Annex Box A2, is an example of how sustain-

ability of donor-funded municipal support for SEs faces serious risks of sustainability, even though the program was success-
fully scaled up.

21	 In both cases external donor agencies provided support for the scaling up process.
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A final option is for government at the national or meso 

level to take over implementation of the innovation 

through its own ministries and departments. If this 

is not carefully planned and executed, however, it can 

run into difficulties (see the example of failed educa-

tional reform in Kenya, summarized in Annex Box A8). 

In analyzing the experience with cases of successful (or 

failed) scaling up pathways, it is useful to learn what 

sequencing took place and why. In planning scaling up 

pathways, similarly, consideration of the appropriate 

sequencing and timing of horizontal and vertical scal-

ing up will be important. 

Incentives for scaling up SE 
innovations

Incentives are one of the key drivers of scaling up in 

general, and specifically so for social enterprises. A 

full exploration of the role of incentives in scaling 

up is provided in Linn (2013). Here we offer a sum-

mary of the arguments, as they apply to the scaling up 

of innovative SE services at the BoP. The framework 

of incentives and accountability draws on World De-

velopment Report 2004 (World Bank 2003), which 

presented a triangular relationship between the state, 

service providers, and citizens as shown in Figure 12.22 

The arrows in the graph reflect the flow of incentives 

(or accountability). Citizens (in democratic societies) 

vote for politicians who set policies; politicians have 

bureaucratic or contractual relations with service pro-

viders to deliver services. This is called the long route 

of accountability. It contrasts with the short route of 

accountability, under which citizens as recipients have 

client power vis-à-vis providers. As pointed out in 

World Bank (2003) and Linn (2013), there are many 

reasons that the long and short routes of accountability 

may not work well in general, and specifically for scal-

ing up. Among them: weak democratic processes, poor 

administrative capacity and corruption along the long 

route, and the lack of empowerment of beneficiaries to 

hold providers accountable along the short route. 

Figure 11. Horizontal and Vertical Scaling up Must be Effectively Combined and 
Sequenced

22	Both graphs are simplified, in not reflecting explicitly the meso level of government agencies shown in Figure 11.

Source: Adapted from UNDP “Guidance Note” 2013
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Linn (2013) identifies eight specific incentive instru-

ments that can help make the short and long route 

of accountability work better and thus help drive the 

scaling up process forward. Each of the eight incen-

tive instruments is identified by a number in Figure 

12. The first four instruments are along the long route, 

while three are incentives along the short route of ac-

countability. The eighth of the instruments refer to the 

internal management of the providers. Let us briefly 

see how each of these instruments applies to the case 

where the providers are SEs:23

(1)	National and sectoral strategies (should) set 

overall directions for government engagement 

in social service provision and serve as a guide-

post for ministries. In this context the role of SEs 

should be clearly identified and instruments and 

targets for engagement between government and 

agencies laid out with the explicit goal of seeking 

scaled up results.

(2)	Incentive grants from national- to meso-level 

government agencies or directly to the SE provid-

ers stimulate scaled up service. 

(3)	Contracts offering payment for services from gov-

ernment to SE service providers are a special form 

of incentive relationship, with results-based (rath-

er than input-based) contractual payments espe-

cially effective in providing incentives for scaled 

up delivery.24

(4)	Grants and contracts may be awarded through 

competitions and thus select SE providers judged 

most effective. As Zinnes (2009) points out, this 

can result in incentives for scaling up not just to 

Figure 12. Short & Long Routes of Incentives & Accountability

Source: Linn 2013

23	For a fuller discussion of each instrument see Linn (2013), including experience with each of them and some of the practical 
issues of implementation.

24	Social impact bonds (SIBs) involve a version of this kind of instrument, but in this case a social impact investor fronts the 
working capital for the SE provider and is repaid by the state agency (or a not-for profit funder) upon successful delivery of 
service results. (Gustafsson-Wright et al. 2015)
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the winners of the competition, but to all who par-

ticipate.25 The UN Development Programme has 

used competitive grant allocation widely in sup-

porting scaling up of local government initiatives, 

including support for local governments in allocat-

ing grants to social enterprises for the provision of 

local public services. (See Annex Box A2)

(5)	Subsidies from providers, government, or donors 

to service recipients involve incentives that gener-

ate demand for the service along the short route 

of accountability. Of course, the subsidies have 

to be financed by either the provider or by other 

funders. Financial/fiscal space may turn out to be 

a binding constraint to scaling up.

(6)	Community empowerment is designed to create 

community level demand for services and for com-

munities to hold providers, including SE service 

providers, accountable for reaching out to under-

serviced communities.

(7)	Public information and citizens’ feedback about 

the extent and quality of service provision, e.g., 

feedback mechanisms such as the citizen report 

card developed in India in the 1990s and since 

then also elsewhere,26 can be a powerful instru-

ment to hold service providers accountable for 

scaling up quality social services.

(8)	Internal incentives inside the provider institutions, 

specifically incentives for front-line staff, are criti-

cal to achieve effective delivery of scaled up social 

services by SEs. Effective leadership within the in-

stitutions, proper structuring of staff rewards and 

penalties, and internal monitoring and evaluation 

of delivery will be essential to achieve this.

These incentive mechanisms can be deployed in com-

bination with each other as, for example, in the Basic 

Package of Health Services (BPHS) program in Af-

ghanistan, which used performance-based partnership 

agreements between the Ministry of Public Health and 

competitively selected NGOs. (See Annex Box A9)

Monitoring and evaluation for 
scaling up SE innovations

As with all scaling up efforts, it is critical to monitor 

and evaluate progress with SE innovations, in terms 

of their impact and whether the key enabling condi-

tions (drivers and spaces) are put in place. A number 

of special considerations apply specifically in the case 

of SEs. 

•	 Randomized control trials are in principle im-

portant tools for assessing whether the SE inno-

vation and its scaled up implementation achieve 

the desired impact.27 However, many SEs will not 

be able to design, implement, and finance RCTs. 

They therefore need support from outside actors 

to carry out RCTs. The best way to proceed may 

well be to carry out in-depth evaluations such as 

RCTs not on a universal, enterprise-by-enterprise 

basis, but to do so on a selective, representative 

basis.

25	Challenge funds, which provide competitive grants for innovation and scaling, such as the Global Innovation Fund (GIF), are 
recent donor initiatives to provide incentives and funding for scaling up. For the GIF, see http://www.globalinnovation.fund. 
The grant to M-PESA from a DfID challenge fund was a key factor in getting this successful scaling up initiative started. (See 
Annex Box A4)

26	See, for example, World Bank (no date) for an account of the application of the External Implementation Status and Results 
Plus (E-ISR+) system as a feedback, transparency, and accountability tool of the WBG.

27	Annex Box A8 reports on the application of the RCT method to the scaling up initiative of an NGO-led education reform 
initiative in Kenya.
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•	 Moreover, as previously noted, RCTs are not 

enough; the progress with the creation of enabling 

conditions also needs to be monitored and evalu-

ated throughout the scale up process.

•	 Monitoring and evaluation play a critical function 

in generating accountability and with it incentives 

for the provider, not only monitoring internally in 

the SE, as noted in the preceding section, but just 

as importantly monitoring and evaluation on an 

ongoing basis for accountability of the provider 

(and of state agencies).28 

•	 Monitoring and evaluation requirements—espe-

cially when imposed by donors with a view to meet 

their own bureaucratic reporting requirements, 

rather than for effective management, learning, 

and accountability by the SE—can easily become 

unduly burdensome, as noted. Keeping measure-

ment and evaluation processes simple and focused 

on the learning needs of SEs will be especially im-

portant in the early stages of scaling up of SE in-

novation.

28	In the case of social impact bonds, independent evaluation is an integral part of the contractual relationship established 
between provider, investor, and funder and is critical to the functioning of the instrument. (Gustafsson-Wright et al. 2015) 
There is, however, an inherent tension between the accountability and learning functions of monitoring and evaluation. The 
more the process is used as an accountability instrument for the provider agency and its staff, the less likely it is going to be 
used by the provider and staff as a learning tool, since more effort will be devoted to obtaining (and arguing about) the ap-
propriate rating than to learning the lessons of what worked well and what did not.
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part III: Conclusions  
and lessons

This paper has presented a number of complemen-

tary frameworks and approaches for scaling up 

SE innovations. These approaches are best thought of 

as a menu of options to be drawn on for the design, im-

plementation, and evaluation of projects and programs 

that could or do involve scaling up.

In addition to presenting such a menu of approaches, 

we draw the following lessons for scaling up SE innova-

tions from the scaling up and SE literature and experi-

ence:

•	 Systematic scaling up of successful development 

interventions will be critical for the achievement 

of the SDGs in general, and scaling up of SE inno-

vations in particular can support achievement of 

SDGs, especially those that involve getting social 

services to beneficiaries at the base of the pyramid. 

(British Council et al., 2015)

•	 Past experience with systematic scaling up shows 

that it involves an iterative process of innovation, 

learning, and scaling up, where the learning expe-

rience in the scaling up process feeds back through 

innovation into adaptation, which helps to further 

strengthen a sustainable scaling up process.

•	 The innovation-learning-scaling up process can 

best be thought of as involving a scaling up path-

way over time from innovative idea to a scale 

vision that corresponds to a well-defined devel-

opment goal, or from goal to program of interven-

tions. The development goal could be linked to an 

SDG or could be defined as reaching certain access 

targets to specific social services for beneficiaries 

at the BoP.

•	 In designing and implementing a scaling up path-

way it helps to think systematically about how to 

create an enabling environment with the neces-

sary drivers and spaces that we summarized in 

this paper based on prior experience. 

•	 For scaling up SE innovations one can think in 

terms of a service delivery chain, which involves 

firm-level factors, delivery (or value) chain condi-

tions, and public goods, as well as governmental 

action, such as contracting, regulation, and the 

like. The enabling factors, especially barriers that 

need to be removed, but also drivers that have to 

be in place, can be identified for each of these four 

sets of factors or conditions along the delivery 

chain.

•	 Throughout the SE delivery chain, it will be im-

portant to think in terms of the interaction, and 

often the need for partnership, between SEs and 

government, since generally neither the SEs nor 

the government can effectively scale up service de-

livery to the BoP by going it alone.

•	 The proper sequencing of horizontal and vertical 

scaling up—the former involving replication across 

SEs, the latter the engagement of different levels 

of government and other supportive institutions—

will vary from sector to sector and from case to 

case, but consideration of what is the most appro-

priate sequencing under the given circumstances 

should be part of the planning and implementa-

tion process when scaling up SE innovations. 

•	 Monitoring and evaluation of progress along the 

scaling up pathway is essential, not only by focus-

ing on intermediate outcome benchmarks, but also 

by ascertaining whether the appropriate enabling 

conditions are being put in place so as to ensure 

that progress is sustainable and that the next step 

along the pathway can be taken effectively.
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•	 Scaling up SE innovations in a sustainable man-

ner will take time, and it is not easy. SEs need to 

fill important gaps in the delivery chain of services 

to the BoP, and they have to do so in a way that 

reconciles commercial and social viability objec-

tives that often pull in opposite directions. More-

over, governments are subject to many conflicting 

and changing priorities, as some of the examples 

provided in the Annex boxes have documented. As 

a result, the important partnerships between SEs 

and government are unfortunately often short-

lived, and their scaling up process—or the scaled 

up intervention—is unsustainable. This under-

scores the importance of (a) a thorough under-

standing of the political economy of change in the 

country concerned, including winners and losers 

and how they will react, (b) documenting convinc-

ing evidence on the success of SE innovations, and 

(c) outreach to a wide range of stakeholders to cre-

ate a lasting coalition of interests in support of the 

scaled up program.

Postscript: Implications for aid 
donors

Through their financial and technical support donors 

often exert strong leverage over what the recipients in 

developing countries do or do not do, and how they do 

it. For this reason alone, donors have a special respon-

sibility for supporting scaling up. (Hartmann and Linn 

2008b) 

Unfortunately, in practice donors tend to focus on new 

initiatives rather than scaling up. Donors come and 

go, and their interventions are too often small, short-

lived, or one-off or some combination of those. Do-

nors tend to focus on specific projects and their results 

frameworks, which measure inputs or outputs, and 

they rarely consider projects as steppingstones along 

a longer-term scaling up pathway. Collectively, donor 

activities are highly fragmented. And few donors build 

systematic, lasting partnerships with local or external 

partners. There are, of course, exceptions, but the gen-

eral pattern has been such that donor interventions do 

not support scaling up successful development inter-

ventions. (Linn 2011) In this way donors reinforce the 

tendency of national actors to focus on short-term, one-

off initiatives, rather than on systematic scaling up. In 

short, they all too often contravene the first law of ef-

fective assistance, which postulates: “Do no harm.”

Fortunately, donors are becoming more aware of the 

need to focus systematically on scaling up, which is 

reflected in initiatives, including special programs, 

such as Save the Children’s Signature Program,29 in 

the establishment of units in donor organizations or 

cooperative ventures that focus on the entire innova-

tion-learning-scaling up cycle, such as the WBG’s So-

cial Enterprise Innovations Unit and the Global Inno-

vation Fund (GIF),30 and in the fact that a few donors 

are making efforts to mainstream scaling up into their 

operational activities more generally. (See, e.g., IFAD 

2015)31 In many of these initiatives, the scaling up of SE 

innovations plays an important role.

29	See http://www.savethechildren.org/atf/cf/%7B9def2ebe-10ae-432c-9bd0-df91d2eba74a%7D/INVESTINGINIMPACT_
STRATEGICPLAN.PDF 

30	See http://www.globalinnovation.fund 
31	 Management Systems International (MSI) and the Results for Development Institute (R4D) recently organized a Community 

of Practice on Scaling Up, which engages multilateral and bilateral aid donors, foundations, think tanks, and academics in 
exchanging information, experience, and approaches to scaling up on a regular and systematic basis. See 

	 http://www.msiworldwide.com/2015/02/scaling-up-community-of-practice-launched/ .
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As donors now begin to focus systematically on sus-

tainable development impact at scale, what are some 

of the implications of past experience with scaling up 

efforts? We briefly summarize the main lessons:32 

•	 It is critical that donors focus squarely on the en-

tire innovation-learning-scaling cycle as a coher-

ent whole, rather than only on one aspect (espe-

cially innovation) or on each aspect separately, as 

has been the tendency in the past. 

•	 Donors need to find ways to connect their and 

their recipients’ lofty high-level development 

goals (such as articulated in the SDGs and nation-

al plans) with the projects and programs that they 

support. The only way to do this effectively is to 

break the high-level goals into sectoral and even 

subsectoral targets on a country-by-country basis 

and then develop scaling up pathways for each of 

the business lines in which a donor is active.

•	 In doing so, donors always need to remember that 

their principal focus should be on supporting the 

innovation-learning-scaling cycle that is carried 

out by their partners in the country concerned, 

rather than on implementing the scaling up pro-

cess themselves.

•	 Today’s donors rightly seek ways to increase the 

financial leverage of their resources; in doing so 

they need to recognize that it is not only, or even 

principally, through financial engineering that 

they obtain leverage, but it is through supporting 

a scaling up process that leads to sustained impact 

potentially much greater than the limited financial 

resources that they deploy themselves. A key in-

gredient for successful leverage is to find ways to 

create incentives for actors in the country to pur-

sue the scale goal.

•	 Donors rightly insist on clearly specified results 

frameworks for the projects they support, but they 

need to realize that a results framework that is 

supportive of scaling up is one that not only con-

siders the impact of the project on the beneficia-

ries generated by the project, but also asks wheth-

er key enabling conditions for scaling up beyond 

the project have been put in place.33

•	 When supporting SE innovations and their scaling 

up, donors need to understand the ecosystem of 

SEs in the country and sector in which they are en-

gaged. This means that they have to support sound 

analysis of what is the landscape of SE innovations 

(i.e., the what and the who) and to what extent the 

enabling conditions are in place to support SEs 

in playing their role in filling gaps in the delivery 

chain for scaled up services to the BoP.

•	 Donors need to recognize that effective linkages 

and partnerships between SEs and government 

agencies are a critical success factor for scaling up. 

In tailoring their support, this linkage and need 

for partnership requires full attention. For donor 

32	Many of these lessons are based on the experience with a multiyear effort by a Brookings Institution team to assist IFAD with 
introducing a systematic scaling up approach in its operational work. (Linn et al. 2010, and Hartmann et al. 2013) For les-
sons on how to mainstream a focus on scaling up in aid organizations, see Linn 2016.

33	Some donors in the past have focused on capacity building as one of the project objectives. If capacity is broadly understood 
to encompass not only some narrow dimensions of institutional or organizational capacity, but if it also includes the broad 
range of enabling factors (drivers and spaces) addressed in this paper, in support of scaling up, then there is a close link be-
tween capacity building and scaling up, as noted above in the World Bank’s Capacity Development Results Framework (Otoo 
et al. 2009).
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agencies that are used to working primarily with 

SEs (such as NGOs and foundations), as well as 

for those that are used to working primarily with 

government entities (such as the multilateral de-

velopment banks), bridging the gap between SEs 

and governments may not come easily, but it is a 

task that has to be very consciously pursued.

•	 In pursuing scaling up, and specifically in pursuing 

scaling up of SE innovations, donors should aim 

to work not only through narrowly isolated units 

within donor organizations, but also find ways to 

mainstream scaling up as a mindset and a funda-

mental approach into all their operational work, 

including their overarching corporate strategies, 

operational policies and processes, management 

and staff performance incentives, and monitoring 

and evaluation methods.

•	 Scaling up in general, and scaling up of SE inno-

vations in particular, is hard, takes time, and re-

quires much patience, willingness to take risks, 

readiness to search for and recognize what does 

not work as much as what works, and the ability 

to adjust and respond flexibly to the lessons being 

learned along the scaling up pathway.

•	 Finally, in developing operational scaling up 

processes for the design and implementation of 

projects, and for monitoring and evaluation, do-

nor organizations need to resist the temptation 

to introduce complex bureaucratic approaches. 

Instead, operational procedures should be kept as 

simple as possible, if they are to find widespread 

and effective application in operational practice.34

34	One example, among many, of an excessively complex operational approach is social cost-benefit analysis, which explicitly 
weighted the costs and benefits according to the income level of the population stratum incurring or receiving them. See 
Squire and van der Tak (1975). This approach, while thought to be very promising at the time of its introduction, never took 
hold in operational development work.

S c a l i n g  u p  s o c i a l  e n t e r p r i s e  i n n o v a t i o n s :  A p p r o a c h e s  a n d  l e ss  o n s 	 2 5



Box A1. Drivers and spaces in scaling up the Alive & Thrive program in 
Bangladesh

“Alive & Thrive (A&T) seeks to develop scaled-up models for preventing child undernutrition by improving 

IYCF [infant and young child feeding] practices. Funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, A&T’s 

interventions focus on achieving behavior change through existing service-delivery platforms, especially the 

health worker network of BRAC, the largest nongovernmental organization in Bangladesh. This [box] focuses 

on A&T’s use of BRAC’s Essential Health Care (EHC) program in 2009–2011 as its operational platform. 

During this time, 9,000 managers, mid-level staff, workers, and volunteers were trained in interpersonal 

counseling, and an IYCF-oriented social mobilization strategy reached 15 million people.

“The drivers of scale for A&T in Bangladesh included ideas and models from former successes in breastfeeding 

and complementary feeding programs and endorsement of proven, high-impact IYCF programs. Visionary 

leaders at BRAC, A&T, and the Gates Foundation, with the encouragement of the government’s nutrition 

leadership, drove the scaling-up process forward. In the aftermath of the dismantling of Bangladesh’s 

National Nutrition Program, in part due to its limited scale, the search for a better option worked as an 

external catalyst. The Gates Foundation’s “learning grant” program acted as an incentive, as it required a high 

level of accountability for results at scale.

“The enabling environment or spaces for scale were created in several ways. Adequate funding from the 

Gates Foundation removed financial constraints. To remove policy constraints, A&T, in collaboration with 

UNICEF and government agencies, developed a national behavior-change communication plan for IYCF with 

specific goals, targets, responsibilities, and measurement and evaluation (M&E) indicators. BRAC assigned 

the necessary staff with operational skills to push the scaling-up process forward. A&T’s engagement strategy 

with governmental agencies and the media created political space. Formative research and frequent reviews of 

field experiences helped ensure that the program reflected cultural sensitivities. Practical yet comprehensive 

M&E and knowledge sharing processes were established to foster ongoing adjustments.”

Source: Excerpted from Haque et al. (2012)
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Box A2. Strengthening the capacity of municipal government to fund social 
enterprises in Bosnia-Herzegovina

The European Union and UN Development Programme (UNDP) have provided long-term support to a 

program in Bosnia-Herzegovina that is designed to improve local democracy and delivery of public services 

to local communities by reinforcing the relationship between municipal governments and civil society 

organizations (CSOs), especially for the purpose of social service delivery by CSO. The program allocates 

European Union grants under UNDP administration through a competitive process to selected municipalities. 

The municipalities  in turn allocate the funding competitively to CSOs in line with municipal budget priorities. 

Local governments and CSOs are each expected to co-finance the program. UNDP provides training in the 

use of the system both for municipal employees and to CSO. 

The Reinforcement of Local Democracy program, known as LOD, started in 2009. Its fourth phase ended in 

May 2016. In early 2016, a new regional program for six West Balkan countries, including Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

was in an advanced stage of preparation. The need to scale up was recognized early in the program, and the 

Associations of Municipalities were brought in as a way to scale up horizontally and vertically. Moreover, 

recently a supportive policy framework was established at the regional level, covering the entire country. As a 

result of these efforts, the coverage of LOD was extended to 60 of a total of 144 municipalities by early 2016. 

Two evaluations are available for two earlier phases of the program. Both recognize the strong performance 

of the LOD program in terms of (a) implementing an effective and participatory process of fund allocation, 

(b) strengthening the links between municipal authorities and CSOs, (c) improving the readiness and 

capacity of local governments to deal effectively with CSOs, and (d) strengthening CSOs’ project selection, 

preparation and implementation capacity. However, both evaluations flag concerns about sustainability of 

the program: (i) the lack of a national legal and policy framework for the CSO sector; (ii) uncertainty about 

whether local governments are able and willing to sustain the program without external funding; and (iii) 

lack of sustainability of the CSO projects funded under the program. Sustainability could also be undermined 

by potential backlash from politically connected CSOs—sports clubs and war veterans’ associations—that 

traditionally are the main recipients of municipal grants but are less favored under the LOD approach 

stressing the provision of social services.

A scaling up assessment by one of the authors concluded that overall the LOD program incorporates many 

important aspects of a systematic scaling up process for local government support to social enterprises. An 

overall pathway to scale has been pursued on a sustained basis countrywide and regionally, with many of 

the enabling conditions well taken care of and with effective vertical linkages. Selected scaling up aspects 

could have been perhaps more systematically pursued (definition of scaling up target, fiscal, and partnership 

spaces, and M&E with a scaling up lens). For fiscal sustainability, the program likely will have to rely on long-

term financial support provided by the European Union as part of its pre-accession assistance program.

Source: Unpublished scaling up assessment by Johannes Linn, February 2016
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Box A3. Scaling barriers in primary health care delivery and outreach

As a specific example of the value chain approach to scaling up service delivery, one can consider how the 

framework of Figure 9 is adapted to the case of primary health care delivery and outreach, as shown below:

Source: Abridged from full analysis Koh et al. (2014)
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Weak proposition to •	
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Weak leadership•	
Lack of managerial •	
and technical skills
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Weak sourcing and •	
distributions channels  
from/to BoP
Weak linkage between BoP •	
producers and end demand
Lack of financing for •	
customers, distributors, and 
producers
Lack of support service •	
providers

Lack of customer, producer, •	
or channel awareness of new 
market-based solution and 
appreciation of its benefits
Lack of market information •	
and industry know-how, e.g., 
customer insight, business 
models
Absence or ineffectiveness  •	
of standards, e.g., for quality
Lack of hard infrastructure•	

Inhibitory laws, •	
regulations, and 
procedures
Inhibitory taxes  •	
and subsidies
Adverse  •	
intervention by 
politicians or  
officials



Box A4. Scaling up mobile phone payment services: M-PESA in Kenya

“The story of M-PESA, the mobile money service in Kenya, presents one of the most celebrated cases of scaled-

up development impact and is quite possibly the quickest the world has seen. M-PESA offers a commercially 

viable business model for serving poor customers where traditional banking falls short. M-PESA overcomes 

the constraint of access by substituting mobile phone ownership and networks of agents for physical banks; 

and it allows small-value transfers and minimal fees by encouraging a shift away from cash to electronic 

money in which simple movements of money incur virtually no transaction costs. The adoption of mobile 

money by 73 percent of adults in Kenya—where 67 percent of the population lives below 2 dollars a day—

suggests that it should be possible to conceive of a world where virtually all poor people are ‘banked.’…. 

Robust internal processes, the setting of targets, and visionary leadership are all identified as important 

components of success, in which the objective of reaching scale was fully reflected. However, arguably the 

most ingenious aspect of the business model is the approach to reaching customers through the formation, 

training, and retention of a cadre of M-PESA agents.… Rather than creating agents from scratch, M-PESA 

identified existing networks of competent operatives in the Kenyan economy, which they could readily 

employ.… From a scaling-up perspective, the virtue of this approach was to ensure that delivery could expand 

swiftly while transaction costs are kept low.

“M-PESA is an example of a hybrid model designed to solve a social problem: a technology developed with 

financial support from both the multinational corporation, Vodafone, and a challenge fund operated by the 

UK’s Department for International Development; piloting conducted in collaboration with a microfinance 

institution, Faulu, to deepen understanding of the customer; exemplary customer-driven design, management, 

and execution, including the formation of a network of trusted agents by M-PESA; new public regulations to 

ensure no abuse of monopoly power despite a network covering most poor communities; and a further round 

of innovations by NGOs and social enterprises in response to the changed circumstances of ‘banked’ poor 

people. 

“The role of the Kenyan government in this case is especially notable. Not only did it look to safeguard the rights 

and interests of users through consumer protection and market oversight, it also provided a supportive public 

policy and regulatory environment in which M-PESA could emerge and ultimately flourish. It should be noted 

that, at the time M-PESA was piloted, no regulations existed for e-money initiatives or for the involvement 

of mobile phone operators in any kind of financial transactions. The willingness of the government to allow 

regulation to follow innovation is an integral part of M-PESA’s success story.” 

Source: Excerpted from Chandy et al. 2013
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Box A5. Pre-school education for Roma children in Serbia 

“An estimated 10% of Serbia’s school-aged population is Roma. A large share of the Roma population lives 

in deep poverty and often in isolated settlements. Most Roma children do not receive even a basic education. 

Only a third of all Roma children complete the eight-year primary cycle. While about 80-90% of children 

enroll in first grade, only 50% of students enrolled continue after fourth grade. The low level of education 

perpetuates the cycle of poverty. Reasons for low school attendance are multiple. Low scholastic success in 

school, a school environment, which is discriminatory and alien to Roma children, and parental attitudes 

unsupportive to school attendance are important reasons. 

“Evaluations have consistently shown that early enrollment of Roma children during pre-school years are 

the most effective intervention to help Roma children participate successfully in primary school. Throughout 

the last 10 years, a large number of NGOs helped to support Roma children through pre-school programs, 

typically provided to Roma children in separate facilities and segregated from other pre-school children. The 

Roma Education Fund (REF) propagated and supported an integrated model of pre-school enrollment for 

Roma children, to help assure that Roma children are not taught in separate—and typically lower quality—

schools and to help them to become familiar and integrate into the broader Serbian society. A first project 

was implemented during 2006. It supported a collaboration of preschools, municipalities and the Ministry 

of Education/National Council of Minorities. Special incentives were provided to schools to accommodate 

Roma children into pre- schools. NGOs acted as facilitators between schools and Roma communities/parents 

to help children attend the schools. Municipalities provided resources and actively supported the approach. 

Concurrently, REF provided policy advice to the Ministry of Education on Roma education issues. In 2007, 

Serbia made attendance of at least six months of pre-school a requirement for all children prior to being 

admitted to first grade. The policy decision to make pre-school mandatory was an important step forward 

but, in itself, not sufficient. The REF continues to work toward assuring that pre-school be taught through 

integrated programs and that Roma children need special support through facilitators familiar with their 

culture, to make sure that parents support their attendance. The REF continues to provide funding for 

integrated programs and special support to Roma children through facilitators. 

“The program is a model where important advances were achieved on the policy level, and activities could 

be transferred from the NGO level to the public system. However, the path of transferring implementation 

activities from NGOs to public structures did run into difficulties. The National Council of Minorities, which 

implemented the first project, did not succeed in the follow-up operation in 2007. Half-hearted support 

due to various ministerial changes, vested interests and weaknesses in human resources are seen as the 

most important reasons for this failure. The project concept was subsequently revised and the follow-up 

operation is presently again implemented by NGOs, in direct cooperation with municipalities. The repeated 

strong implementing role of NGOs is seen as a transitional solution until consensus for the appropriate public 

implementation structure can be forged and implementation can again be transferred to the public system.” 

Source: Excepted from Hartmann and Linn (2008a)
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Box A6. Scaling up microfinance programs in fragile environments:  
The case of Afghanistan 

“Based on a 2002 joint needs assessment by the Asian Development Bank, UNDP and the World Bank, the 

World Bank took on the task of supporting the setting up a national apex institution for the development 

and strengthening of the fragmented microcredit system in Afghanistan. The program consisted of the 

establishment of a performance-based funding mechanism for individual retail microfinance institutions, 

technical assistance and training. Over time the funding was intended to shift from predominantly grant 

financing for retail organizations to loan financing—a goal on which substantial progress was made over the 

period 2003-2008. The program aimed to achieve national scale and coverage quickly and good progress 

was made toward that goal, except in the south of the country where insecurity and military conflict made its 

operation impossible. Resources were channeled through a total of 11 client microfinance institutions (MFIs), 

the largest of which was the local branch of BRAC, which in 2006 accounted for 80 percent of total borrowers 

and 60 percent of microloans outstanding. 

“One relevant dimension of the Afghanistan microfinance program was that it built explicitly on the experience 

of a similar apex institution approach that had been broadly successful in the post-conflict conditions of 

Bosnia-Herzegovina. Key elements which carried over to Afghanistan were that: 

•	 Microfinance was identified as a main priority in the reconstruction planning process; 

•	 multi-donor cooperation took place from the beginning; 

•	 a performance-based funding mechanism provided incentives for retail MFIs; 

•	 grant-financed technical assistance and capacity building was a core component of the program; 

•	 the program supported legislative and regulatory reform for the MFI sector (vertical scaling up); and 

•	 the program was designed and managed to stay non-political. 

The Afghanistan program therefore represents an example of transnational scaling up. 

“While successful overall, the program encountered a number of challenges: 

•	 an inflationary context created difficulties for the microfinance operations; 

•	 the lack [of] or weak infrastructure in the country combined with insecurity and conflict in some parts 

made access costly, difficult and in some cases, impossible; 

•	 staffing constraints created obstacles; 

•	 religious and cultural sensitivities had to be respected in the design and implementation of the 

program; 

•	 tensions developed between the goal of quick delivery of resources to microfinance clients on the one 

hand and the strengthening of institutional capacity on the other; and 

•	 tensions also developed between the objective of achieving social development goals through microfinance 

activities versus the development of a financially sound and self-sustaining micro-finance system.” 

Source: Excepted from Chandy and Linn (2011)
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Box A7. Two examples of sequencing horizontal and vertical scaling up 

Microfinance in Rwanda
“In 1997, an NGO known as World Relief launched a microcredit program in the aftermath of the genocide. 

It quickly emerged as a leading MFI in Rwanda, known for its quality services to economically marginalized 

communities, especially women, who comprised 90 to 94 percent of its clients. Despite its reputation and 

brand name, however, it struggled to meet the demand for microfinance services; in response, the Government 

of Rwanda launched a series of reforms to strengthen the sector, and Urwego became formally recognized as 

a regulated MFI in 2004. By 2007, it had merged with a bank to form the current Urwego Opportunity Bank, 

the largest MFI in the country, and has recently partnered with UNDP/UNCDF as well as the Government of 

Rwanda to build an inclusive financial sector in the country.”

Rural energy development in Nepal
“REDP [Rural Energy Development Program] began as a local pilot initiative in 1996 that was replicated 

in 10 districts by 1998 and 15 by 2000 through a decentralized, community-based approach. A number of 

enabling policies in 2001, as well as various institutional changes to the governing agency, facilitated further 

expansion of the model to 40 districts by 2007 and all 65 districts by 2012. The program has benefited more 

than one million people, and has led to increased household incomes due to electricity access, decreased 

household spending rates on energy and increased spending on education.” 

Source: Excerpted from UNDP (2013)

Box A8. Lessons from scaling up an NGO education solution in Kenya

“[A] fascinating experiment in Kenya test[ed] the government’s ability to implement and scale up an NGO 

intervention of proven effectiveness: a contract teacher program. The government was unable to replicate the 

success achieved by World Vision when it took responsibility for selecting, paying, and monitoring contract 

teachers. Since the government is the dominant actor in Kenya’s education sector and the only party capable 

of scaling up education policies, this collaboration between the NGO and government failed to produce a 

truly scalable model.… During the implementation of the contract teacher program, the government faced 

resistance from the teachers’ union and committed to hiring all contract teachers into the regular civil service 

at the end of their contracts—… a possible cause of the intervention’s failure. This case study is a reminder 

that scalable models are not just large, replicated pilots but often have their own unique characteristics. 

However, the experiment is one of the first to show how controlled trials can be used to inform a scaling-up 

operation, using similar techniques to those used to evaluate pilot interventions.”

Source: Excerpted from Chandy et al. 2013
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Box A9. Performance incentives under the Afghanistan Basic Package of 
Health Services (BPHS) program 

“Under the BPHS, actual health service delivery is contracted to NGOs and private actors, based on a bidding 

process facilitated by the three main donors (USAID, European Commission, World Bank) that results in 

signed, time-limited ‘Performance-based Partnership agreements’. NGOs are selected competitively, with 

credible sanctions in case of poor performance. Although the Ministry of Public Health (MoPH) remains 

responsible for health service delivery in some provinces, its primary role is to develop strategies, goals and 

objectives, set indicators, and to monitor, supervise and control the performance of the implementing partners. 

By giving NGOs a fair degree of autonomy but holding them accountable for achieving national priorities, the 

MoPH has addressed serious constraints, such as scarce human resources, lack of physical facilities and 

logistical challenges. Carrying out regular, independent and rigorous M&E of health sector performance is 

expensive. However, it has allowed MoPH to identify problems, act quickly to resolve them and track whether 

progress has actually been achieved. Around 30 NGOs are involved countrywide in delivering BPHS services 

through vertical programs. As of 2005, approximately 70 percent of districts were covered by the BPHS, 

providing primary health care to 50 percent of the afghan population. Between 2002 and 2007, there was a 

136 percent increase in the number of functioning primary health care facilities from 496 to 1,169. The health 

management information system indicates that there has been nearly a four-fold increase in the number of 

outpatient visits from 2004 to 2007. Independent assessments confirm that the quality of health care and 

health outcomes have also improved significantly over the period, despite a worsening security situation.”

Source: Excerpted from Chandy and Linn 2011 
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Annex 1: Scalability assessment tool

Source: Reproduce from Cooley and Ved (2012)

 

 39 

Annex 1: Scalability assessment tool 

 
Source: Reproduce from Cooley and Ved (2012) 

3 4 	GLOBAL        ECONOMY        AND    DEVELOPMENT            PROGRAM     



Annex 2: Drivers and 
spaces/Constraints 
along the scaling up 
pathway

Drivers for scaling up

Forces, or “drivers,” are needed to push the scaling up 

process forward along a pathway. One can distinguish 

seven sets of common drivers:

•	 Ideas and models: There has to be an idea or mod-

el that works at a small scale. These may emerge 

from research or practice. The attraction of the 

idea or model may drive diffusion. Spontaneous 

diffusion happens, but more often other drivers 

are needed to ensure scaling up.

•	 Vision: A vision is needed to recognize that scaling 

up of an idea is necessary, desirable, and feasible. 

•	 Leadership and champions: Visionary leaders or 

champions (individuals or groups) often drive the 

scaling up process forward. 

•	 Market or community demand: Whenever strong 

demand is present, either from consumers for pri-

vate goods or from communities for public goods, 

scaling up is more readily implemented.

•	 Incentives and accountability: Incentives are key 

to driving the behavior of actors and institutions 

in order for sustained scaling up to be possible. 

These incentives include rewards, competition, 

and pressure through the political process, along 

with peer reviews and evaluations. Monitoring 

and evaluation against goals, benchmarks, and 

performance metrics are essential ingredients to 

establish incentives and accountability.

•	 External catalysts: Political and economic crises 

or pressure from outside actors (donors, NGOs, 

market or community demand, and so on) may 

drive the scaling up process forward. 

•	 Other drivers: Depending on the nature of the in-

tervention and the local or national context, other 

drivers may be at work or have to be created.

Spaces (or barriers) for scaling up 

For successful scaling up, potential barriers need to be 

removed, and enabling conditions, otherwise known as 

“spaces,” have to be created for interventions to grow. 

The following spaces have been identifies as of princi-

pal importance when pursuing a scaling up pathway:

•	 Fiscal/financial/cost space: Fiscal and financial 

resources need to be mobilized to support the 

scaled up intervention, or the costs of the inter-

vention need to be adapted to fit into the available 

fiscal/financial space.

•	 Political/ownership space: Important stakehold-

ers, both those in support and those against the 

intervention, need to be attended to through out-

reach and suitable safeguards to ensure political 

support for and ownership of a scaling up pro-

cess.

•	 Policy space: The policy, legal, and regulatory 

framework has to allow for, or be adapted to sup-

port, scaling up.

•	 Institutional/organizational/staff capacity space: 

The capacity for institutional and organizational 

resources has to be created in order to carry the 

scaling up process forward.
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•	 Natural resource/environmental space: The im-

pact of the intervention on natural resources and 

the environment must be considered. Harmful 

effects of scaling up on natural resources and the 

environment must be mitigated, and the benefits 

of scaling up for natural resources and the envi-

ronment should be promoted.

•	 Cultural space: Possible cultural obstacles or sup-

port mechanisms need to be identified, and the in-

tervention needs to be suitably adapted in order to 

permit scaling up in a culturally diverse environ-

ment.

•	 Security space: In fragile and conflict-affected 

states (or situations, such as conflict-affected re-

gions or crime-ridden city areas), lack of security 

is likely to be a major obstacle to successful and 

sustained scaling up. Therefore, creating space 

will be an important determinant for the scaling 

up pathway in such settings.

•	 Partnership space: Partners need to be mobilized 

to join in the effort of scaling up.

•	 Other spaces/barriers: Depending on the nature 

of the intervention and the local or national con-

text, other spaces may have to be created or barri-

ers removed (e.g., social space for community or 

women’s empowerment and participation)

Source: Hartmann and Linn (2008a), Linn et al. (2010), Chandy and Linn (2011), and Cooley and Linn (2014)
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