


“Scaling social innovation is the great challenge of our 
days. Scaling Impact: Innovation for the Public Good con-
tributes a new, eminently useable analytical framework 
thoughtfully applied to specific case examples that will 
help the readers in finding their way through the complex 
challenge of scaling for impact. McLean and Gargani’s 
four guiding principles for scale, their focus on scaling 
pathways, their recognition that scaling involves tradeoffs, 
their concept of dynamic evaluation throughout the scaling 
process—these are just a few of the important takeaways 
from this important book. The clarity of their evidence-
based analytical approach will appeal to the researcher, 
the clarity of their recommendations to the practitioner.”

—Johannes Linn, Senior Non-Resident Fellow,  
The Brookings Institution and former Vice-President, 

The World Bank, Washington DC, USA

“This book is a thought-provoking contribution to a wide 
gap in the evaluation literature that demands urgent atten-
tion. The pressure is on for rapid evaluative learning to 
enable scalable, effective action on prevailing challenges. 
The authors offer a fresh approach to the concept of scal-
ing and the integration of a flexible form of evaluation to 
deliver the right kind of information at the right time to 
amplify benefits to people and planet.”

—Penny Hawkins, Principal Creative Consulting 
and former Head of Evaluation, UK Department for 

International Development, Glasgow and London, UK

“Scaling Impact: Innovation for the Public Good is an 
important contribution to our understanding of what 
works in development practice. McLean and Gargani first 
propose a set of four guiding principles for scaling social 
innovation, and then proceed to illustrate the relevance 
of these principles with the help of carefully selected and 



insightful case studies. The book will be of great value to 
scholars and practitioners alike.”

—Kunal Sen, Director, United Nations University-
World Institute for Development Economics Research 

(UNU-WIDER), Helsinki, Finland

“This book makes a timely and important contribution 
to filling current knowledge gaps in how best to scale up 
potentially life-transforming social innovations. Drawing 
on experience and wisdom garnered from a diversity of 
settings around the world, it provides valuable insights and 
principles which will, undoubtedly, light the path forward 
for those striving to overcome the challenges of scaling, 
particularly in low- and middle-income settings.” 

—Jimmy Volmink, Dean of the Faculty of Medicine 
and Health Sciences, Stellenbosch University,  

Tygerberg, South Africa

“When resources are few, the need is urgent, and solutions 
are uncertain—how does one scale to create sustainable  
development? These are the complex questions that Scaling 
Impact addresses. In doing so, it turns to the Global South 
to provide an alternative worldview and asks—who decides  
the change, is the change for social good, and will it reach 
those that are too often left behind? ‘Big’ in ideas, the book 
challenges us to think beyond the conventional and linear 
approaches for scaling up. It studies emergent pathways, 
diverse development actors, and small catalysts for change, 
all the while ground-truthing the evidence in unpredictable 
contexts. By showcasing the core principles underlying the 
innovations in the Global South, we get a glimpse into an 
uncharted and exciting journey of development change!” 

—Sonal Zavari, Vice-President, Community of 
Evaluators—South Asia and Regional Coordinator, 
Gender and Equity Network South Asia (GENSA),  

New Delhi, India



“Through a close look at real-life cases from the Global 
South, the authors have tackled a long-standing challenge 
in development—how to scale social innovation. By look-
ing beyond traditional approaches to scaling impact, they 
establish important principles for scaling social innova-
tion, address inherent tensions in the process, and present 
a framework that opens up options for the user, rather 
than suggesting a singular path to success. The approach 
merits serious consideration by those hoping to achieve 
scale in social innovation.”

—Fred Carden, Principal, Using Evidence Inc., 
Ottawa, Canada

“It is recognized that social entrepreneurship can help expe-
dite the achievement of several sustainable development 
goals; however, governments, regulators, and development 
partners have yet to fully learn how best they can facilitate  
the growth of such enterprises which pursue social impact.  
This book is a significant attempt to bridge this gap. It will  
be an immensely useful text for policymakers, funders, 
social entrepreneurs, and academia.”

—Vaqar Ahmed, Joint Executive Director, Sustainable 
Development Policy Institute (SDPI),  

Islamabad, Pakistan

“Scaling science makes an important contribution to the 
growing literature on scaling. McLean and Gargani’s juxta-
position of the ‘science of scaling’ with the ‘scaling of science’ 
is particularly welcome as are the nuances they provide for 
emerging concepts like scaling effects and optimal scaling 
and the focus the book places on engaging and amplifying 
the voices of clients, beneficiaries, and other stakeholders. 
Issues touched on in the book that I hope will continue to 
receive active attention include strategic management of the 
scaling process, the impact of context (particularly in fragile 
states) on scaling, the role of intermediary organizations in 



supporting the scaling process, the distinctions between scal-
ing business and scaling social impact, and the links between 
sustainability and scale.” 

—Larry Cooley, President Emeritus and Senior 
Advisor, Management Systems International and 

President, Society for International Development, 
Washington DC, USA 

“A fascinating book that addresses critical development 
challenges. Based on several diverse case studies, the book 
presents the ‘Scaling Science’ paradigm, providing a set of 
guiding principles, pathways to scale, navigation strate-
gies, concepts and categories, all illustrated with detailed 
examples. These are very useful tools for researchers, 
innovators, development practitioners, and all others 
interested in promoting the use of science, research, and 
social innovations for the public good through scaling 
social impact.” 

—Osvaldo Feinstein, Professor at the Master of 
Evaluation, Complutense University of Madrid,  

Spain and Buenos Aires, Argentina

“Wellcome’s mission is to improve health for everyone. 
For many years, Wellcome has supported science and 
health research to generate new knowledge and innova-
tions that will lead to improvements in health. We applaud 
IDRC for developing a set of guiding principles for scaling 
science that will help us all to have real world impact and 
make a real difference in people’s lives.”

—Chonnettia Jones, Director of Insight and Analysis, 
Wellcome Trust, London, UK

“In a world where ‘more and faster’ seems to be the man-
tra of funders and investors alike, this important book 
challenges our often naive notion of scale, and reminds us 
that ‘each social innovation in its context requires its own 



learning and adaptation’ and that there is no quick blue-
print for scale. While this is not a new revelation to some 
(remember NGOs and The Replication Trap 1989?) and 
may be disappointing to others who are under pressure to 
mindlessly put ever increasing numbers in dashboards, the 
authors offer a useful middle ground to help practitioners  
and policymakers embed the art and science of scale in 
institutional strategies and practice that is both open to 
learning, surprise, and fresh thinking, and yet is anchored 
and guided by the principles, evidence, and lessons of 
what works in different contexts—and where, in some 
cases, ‘less, slower, and better’ may actually be understood 
and embraced as the right metric for scale. Good luck to 
us all in implementing this much needed and thoughtful 
approach to scale!”

—Nancy MacPherson, Independent  
Adviser and former Managing Director,  

The Rockefeller Foundation, New York, USA

“This book is a welcome respite for down-to-earth read-
ing, providing fresh thinking on scaling for impact. Most 
interesting aspects are the authors’ perceptions on research 
for development and positive impacts for people and the 
environment—aspects often ignored by academia. The 
four principles of scaling impact provide solid and fresh 
approaches for thinking anew. The digest of about 200 
cases world-wide and the detailed analyses of five cases 
represent a wealth of information for researchers and eval-
uators to ponder on. It is refreshing in its approach to guide 
how things should be done as in the case of designing, man-
aging, and achieving scaling up—more is not necessarily 
better; some readers may get a feeling of unreality and may 
consider it a rebuff to the inquiring mind— because it is so 
different from standard texts. The wide array of examples 
brought out from Bhutan’s road signs to Ebola in Congo 
to sexual violence in India bring some home truths and 



fresh thinking on scaling and approaches. A must read for 
researchers and evaluators.”

—Ranjith Mahindapala, President,  
National Academy of Sciences of Sri Lanka,  

Colombo, Sri Lanka

“Regardless of whether a person is called a researcher, scien-
tist, innovator, student, or none of the above, the insightful 
and eye-opening experience obtained when reading Scaling 
Impact will undoubtedly affect one’s perception of how we 
have been scaling science globally. The authors, through 
their writing and evaluation of Southern case studies, have 
challenged the traditional paradigm where innovations and 
organisations are scaled for commercial success rather than 
the impact itself being scaled for public benefit. The origins 
of science are rooted in a need for people to benefit but 
as the authors have rightly stated, those who bear impact 
risks are those people who should be benefitting. T he 
importance of scaling impact through justifying, achieving 
optimal scale, coordinating, and dynamically evaluating 
are addressed in details that will inspire the reader to think 
differently about the process of innovation, the benefits of 
which will be reaped by the people who are being targeted.” 

—Zahra Oliphant, Chief Research Officer,  
Ministry of Science and Technology,  

Government of Jamaica, Kingston,  
Jamaica

“Scaling Impact is not just a useful book but very inter-
esting too. What works to successfully scale up programs 
from small pilots to large scales? Study after study has 
shown that there is a ‘gap’ in impact between pilot pro-
grams and scaled-up programs. McLean and Gargani use 
real-world examples to show what and HOW impact may 
be scaled up to benefit our lives. Usefully they also come 
up with value-filled principles that we can all use for deci-
sion making, implementation, and learning while planning 



for scaling programs. I’d recommend it for people inter-
ested in program implementation and in evidence.”

—Jyotsna Puri, Head, Independent Evaluation Unit, 
Green Climate Fund, Incheon, South Korea

“An eye opener! Particularly for those who have been  
struggling as researchers, evaluators, and practitioners with 
the challenge of scaling up innovations. The findings of 
this study focus on four guiding principles of Justification, 
Optimality, Coordination, and Dynamic Evaluation which 
are significant in the process of scaling impact. However, as 
practitioners we need to be aware of the interactions, over-
laps, and coordinated efforts in real life situations which 
are subject to change over time. Using this framework with 
a sense of adaptability and stakeholder participation opens 
the way to Scaling Impact: Innovation for the Public Good. 
A shift of thinking and doing that will be essential in the 
context of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).” 

—Mallika Samaranayake, Chairperson, Institute for 
Participatory Interaction in Development and  

Founding Member & Past President, Community  
of Evaluators – South Asia, Colombo, Sri Lanka

“The popularity of the term ‘scaling’ is not matched by 
conceptual clarity on what it actually means, which har-
bors a major risk for superficial use, disillusionment, and 
doing more harm than good. Rob and John refocus it from 
‘pushing out as much of a technology as possible’ to its 
core: Innovation for the Public Good. They remind us that 
scaling does not happen under controlled project condi-
tions but that it is a process that happens in society at its 
own pace and in, sometimes, unexpected ways.”

—Lennart Woltering, Expert on Scaling of  
Innovations for Agriculture, International  

Maize and Wheat Improvement Center  
(CIMMYT), Mexico City, Mexico
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SCALING IMPACT

Scaling Impact introduces a new and practical approach 
to scaling the positive impacts of research and innova-
tion. Inspired by leading scientific and entrepreneurial 
innovators from across Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, Latin 
America, and the Middle East, this book presents a syn-
thesis of unrivalled diversity and grounded ingenuity. The 
result is a different perspective on how to achieve impact 
that matters, and an important challenge to the predomi-
nant more-is-better paradigm of scaling.

For organisations and individuals working to change the 
world for the better, scaling impact is a common goal and a 
well-founded aim. The world is changing rapidly, and seem-
ingly intractable problems like environmental degradation 
or accelerating inequality press us to do better for each other 
and our environment as a global community. Challenges 
like these appear to demand a significant scale of action, 
and here the authors argue that a more creative and critical 
approach to scaling is both possible and essential.



To encourage uptake and co-development, the authors 
present actionable principles that can help organisations 
and innovators design, manage, and evaluate scaling strat-
egies. Scaling Impact is essential reading for development 
and innovation practitioners and professionals, but also 
for researchers, students, evaluators, and policymakers 
with a desire to spark meaningful change.

Robert McLean is Senior Programme Specialist in Policy 
and Evaluation at Canada’s International Development 
Research Centre. He led the Scaling Science exploration, 
which underpins this book.

John Gargani is Founder and President of Gargani + 
Company, Inc. based in Berkeley, California. He is Past-
President of the American Evaluation Association.
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ABOUT THE COVER

Scaling impact is a journey of challenging decisions. Many 
will imply trade-offs with profound consequences for peo-
ple and our planet. Rarely are there brightly painted lines 
showing right from wrong. Economy and human nutrition 
are not always aligned with the best interests of our envi-
ronment; traditional ways of life will not always benefit 
from new technology. We hope the ideas presented in this 
book help innovators navigate these trade-offs with care. 
Big, fast, and flawed or small, slow, and beautiful—both 
have their place.

We thank Robin Hammond, founder of Witness Change 
and acclaimed photographer, for his inspiration and sup-
port for our work.

One Hour north of Maputo, 1200 hectares of 
bananas are being grown for export. Single handedly, 
Dries Gouws, Bananalandia’s founder, has turned 
Mozambique from an importer of the fruit to an 



xiv About the cover

exporter. The company employs 2500 locals and has 
built a school, a clinic, roads, and 35 km of power 
lines to his farm and worker’s villages. The company 
has plans to expand to 5000 ha over the next ten years.

Robin Hammond, WitnessChange.org

  Aerial view of Bananalandia. 23 November 2013. 
Namaacha District, Maputo Province, Mozambique.
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FOREWORD

Robert Chambers

How to enable good innovations to go to scale is one of 
the great perennial challenges and frontiers in develop-
ment practice.

It is true that we know much about what not to do. 
We know, for instance, that pouring resources into spe-
cially favoured entities reduces the chances that their 
approach can spread. We have considerable experience 
of the ubiquitous problems of minimising loss of quality 
when administered programmes, whether governmen-
tal or NGO, are taken to scale. We know that too tight 
control, whether through ego and ownership, funding con-
ditions or ‘patented’ commercial interests, can limit the 
pace and range of dissemination and adoption. But with 
too little control to assure quality, there are often prob-
lems of degeneration when social innovations escape their 
originators and spread virally, as has happened with some 
participatory methodologies.

At the same time, there is the experience of many centu-
ries of straightforward and self-spreading dissemination. For 
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instance, through the market. In recent decades particularly, 
it has been through the diffusion of physical and practical 
innovations like those in agricultural practices and participa-
tory methodologies where those who adopt and use strive 
for quality because they need it for their own benefit or that 
of their work.

What are less well understood or theorised are social 
innovations, the focus of this book.

If social innovation is taken to embrace all initiatives and 
enterprises that are designed to have a good social impact, 
the term embraces a wide range of phenomena. It includes 
initiatives of innovators, impact investors, funders, NGOs, 
social enterprises, and governments. The analysis and cat-
egories in the book are based on a review of over 200 cases, 
and, in more detail, of the five main case studies in this book. 
In these, a funding agency, the International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC), has collaborated with partners 
in initiating and nurturing complex social innovations 
and then is seeking to seed and spread these elsewhere. To 
understanding such processes, in diverse innovations and 
context, Scaling Impact contributes both empirically and 
theoretically. Empirically, it draws on research, reflection, 
and induction of cases. Theoretically, its concepts and cate-
gories provide fresh spectacles for seeing and making sense 
of widely contrasting phenomena, revealing new insights, 
and drawing practical conclusions. Encompassing all this, 
the emerging paradigm underpinning this book, Scaling 
Science, has an intended and ambitious double meaning: 
both taking to scale scientific research results which sup-
port social innovation and at the same time proposing 
principles and contours for a science of going to scale with 
social innovations.

The analytical categories derived, proposed, and used 
are striking and illuminating. The most salient are identi-
fied here to provide context for later comment. Three very 
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visible types of scaling of innovation designed for com-
mercial success in the market are identified. Each has been 
dominant in its period and all three now coexist. They are: 
industrial in the nineteenth century—Fordist in its classical 
form with the mass manufacture of physical objects; phar-
maceutical in the twentieth with patents and trade secrets; 
and lean in the twenty-first typified by Silicon Valley and 
rapid change and nimble innovation. For their part, social 
innovations cross cut all three, but are also distinct. They 
are also less visible or recognised. They may or may not 
use the market but when they do, they are defined by being 
designed to serve the public good.

For social innovations that aim to serve the public good, 
this book proposes four guiding principles for scaling. 
These four principles are derived from the practice of those 
who have aimed for good change—for people and the 
environment—across the Majority world. Justification is 
based on what is termed judicious scaling, which starts with 
values and the question why scale? and who decides? And 
then balances the promise of effectiveness and impact risk. 
The issues here are ethical. Optimality leads to optimising 
rather than maximising scale and takes account of trade-
offs. The issues here are judgmental. Coordination entails 
a multi-level, collective perspective with participation of 
actors from many standpoints, and most importantly those 
likely to be affected by an innovation. The issues here are 
relational and, in a wide sense, political. Finally, Dynamic 
Evaluation rejects a linear view of change and entails con-
tinuous assessment, and asks not just does it work, but 
why does it work and under what conditions. The focus 
on the dynamism of scaling then takes the standard real-
ist evaluation a step forward. With Dynamic Evaluation, 
innovators are positioned to question and re-question 
how the process of scaling can augment impacts in new 
contexts, and also over time. Dynamic Evaluation applies 
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to all social processes, most notably with challenges that 
are wicked, messy, and complex. The issues here are 
paradigmatic. And these four principles—Justification, 
Optimality, Coordination, and Dynamic Evaluation—and 
their applications interweave and overlap. They make it 
clear that going to scale with any social innovation will 
always require fresh thinking based on empirical evidence.

The wide range of relevance of the four principles is 
illustrated by the extent to which they have been applied 
to the presentation and analysis of the five very differ-
ent, idiosyncratic, and unique main case studies featured 
in this book. These are spread over three continents and 
at the time of writing 10 countries—Argentina, Brazil, 
Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, India, 
Paraguay, Peru, and Tanzania—plus a network stretching 
across the entire Majority world. The social innovations 
are strikingly different from each other—reducing infec-
tions from Chagas disease, fortifying sunflower oil, 
building a network of Southern think tanks, obtaining jus-
tice for women, and promoting healthy eating habits. It 
follows from this diversity that the strategies appropriate 
for their scaling have also had to be diverse. For Chagas 
disease in Central America, the strategy was the use of eco-
health interventions at the village and household level; for 
Vitamin A fortified sunflower oil in Tanzania, it was link-
ing new products to the market in socially beneficial ways; 
for access to justice for women in India, it was training 
justice staff, preparing standard operating procedures, and 
spreading this to other organisations; for salt-reduction in 
Latin America, it was the coordination of an international 
effort promoting new policy; and, for the Southern Voice, 
it was building a shared vision and voice across a global 
network of policy research institutions.

Sustainability is an important dimension illustrated by 
these cases. Key variables to be optimised here are quality,  
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autonomy, speed, and scale. Where, as with adding Vitamin 
A supplements to sunflower oil, it may be that the market 
can come to be relied on with light controls, scale, speed, 
and sustainability may be relatively low cost and largely 
autonomous. At the other pole, as with a global network of 
Southern think tanks, sustainability, scale, and quality can 
depend on continuous and substantial resources and effort. 
In all cases, there may be trade-offs. There can be situa-
tions on which higher spread with some loss of quality may 
be morally justified because of the benefits of scale: more, 
faster, and less good may be preferable to less, slower, and 
better. This choice, as elsewhere, is between unknowns 
and incommensurables, and is a matter for the continuous 
application of the principles of dynamic adaptation, moral 
judgment, and optimisation with trade-offs. The choices are 
not easy. But whether and to what extent continued sup-
port and controls are required, along with the associated 
sustainability, have to be key considerations in choosing, 
designing, launching, and adapting any social innovation.

The pathways to scale with quality have been case and 
context specific. This reinforces the important conclusion 
that there is no blueprint. There is not any sort of template, 
but rather the four principles that apply across these and 
other social innovations. Above all, each social innovation 
in its context requires its own learning and adaptation, con-
tinuously applying the principle of Dynamic Evaluation to 
identify and navigate its own pathways. For this, as the 
case studies illustrate, the principles are interwoven and 
mutually supporting. They require revisits as projects and 
programmes of social innovation evolve. Values and ethi-
cal questions may themselves need reassessing in the light 
of learning, adaptation, and spread to new contexts.

Lessons can surely also be drawn from other experi-
ences. But, ultimately, the combination of social objectives 
and the complexity, diversity, and unpredictability of each 
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environment demands that every social entrepreneur must 
be a continuous and rapid learner, in touch and up to 
date with realities, and creative, versatile, and nimble in 
response. As in much development work, it comes back 
to the individual actors. Behind these case studies are the 
champions who made the social innovations work, point-
ing to the challenge of how committed champions can 
themselves be multiplied or scaled up.

The theory, categories, and values summarised in this 
book, and their practical implications, will provoke and 
guide those who take them to heart. They break new 
ground and propose new language and concepts. For 
innovators and those who support them, they raise an 
important agenda. 

Scaling Impact is a milestone on our journey, indicating 
where we are and giving us a compass for future directions.  
Those whose analysis and actions are informed and guided 
by this book should be able to contribute from their  
experience to the further evolution and illumination of 
practical concepts and categories.
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PART I

Scaling Science—an 
emerging paradigm
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1
INTRODUCTION

In early 2014, the Ebola virus began its devastation of West 
Africa, moving through countries, communities, and fami-
lies with grim efficiency. Over the next two years, 60 percent 
of those infected with the virus died—over 11,000 people. 
One of the hardest-hit countries was Sierra Leone, which 
had just 136 doctors for more than 6 million inhabitants.

A brutal killer, Ebola renders its victims delirious and 
unable to cope on their own. Almost immediately, it fell to 
family and friends to act as caregivers. Ebola killed them, 
too. In the worst-hit areas, the virus eliminated entire fami-
lies. Those who fell ill started running off to die alone rather 
than risk infecting loved ones. Eventually, social gatherings 
were banned, schools were closed, and households were 
separated. Society and the economy ground to a halt.

The crisis was unprecedented. Since Ebola was first 
detected in 1976, each of the subsequent 27 outbreaks was 
stopped in less than three months—until 2014. In 2018, 
another outbreak of Ebola in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo was again rapidly brought under control. Why did 
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the West Africa outbreak of 2014 last for two years and 
kill more than all other outbreaks combined?

A complete answer has yet to emerge, but two factors 
played a critical role. First, we lacked know-how. There 
were no pre-existing, evidence-based solutions to combat 
an outbreak of this magnitude. Second, the context 
was pernicious. A variety of circumstances, including 
unprepared health systems at the community, national, 
and international levels and social disintegration, com-
pounded the problem and destabilised even the most 
holistic solutions.

In these types of circumstances, the way we usually scale 
solutions is ineffective. The traditional approach to deliv-
ering interventions at scale starts with the assumption that 
we have reliable solutions and favourable contexts. When 
this is the case, as it sometimes is, we are urged to scale 
‘what works’ by efficiently allocating resources to organ-
isations with evidence-based solutions. But as the Ebola 
crisis in West Africa demonstrates, this is not always the 
case. ‘What works’ is not always known, let alone ready 
for deployment and easily transferable to new settings. 
Instead, many of our most pressing problems are the ones 
we have been unable to solve, perhaps for years, decades, 
or longer. Most are not crises on par with an Ebola pan-
demic, but fixtures of the status quo. Issues that in the 
development sphere are often called wicked problems. So, 
how do we scale when we don’t know what works?

Toward a new paradigm

In the absence of reliable solutions, or when new or chang-
ing contexts reduce the reliability of existing solutions, 
scaling depends on research and innovation.

For our purposes, research and innovation are broadly 
defined and often intertwined. Both occur along the entire 
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path to scale, starting with ideas that hold promise and 
culminating in impacts that matter. In this way, scaling 
comes from innovators and researchers who are connected 
to systems of diverse actors. Scaling depends on a dynamic 
body of evidence that develops before, during, and after 
scaling. Scaling solutions driven by research and innovation 
is justified by assessments of risk made by those put at risk, 
including those being served. Scaling implies that trade-
offs and values are carefully considered. In essence, when 
scaling rests on research and innovation, it entails much 
more than resource allocation.

In this light, there is a need for a broader way of think-
ing about scaling that takes this uncertainty into account 
and can be applied to a broader range of contexts in which 
researchers, innovators, impact investors, funders, NGOs, 
social enterprises, and governments are currently acting.

We are witnessing such an approach emerging across the 
Global South. One of the organisations that is involved in 
combating the Ebola virus in West Africa is the International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC), a Canadian institu-
tion that supports innovations developed by natural and social 
science researchers in the Global South. Along with partners 
from West Africa and beyond, IDRC supported efforts to 
combat Ebola—from long-standing support to public health 
innovation in West Africa to rapid response mechanisms, 
including the trial and scale-up of a new vaccine.

The science behind clinical trials and large-scale vacci-
nation is well understood. With some variation, it is the 
approach to scaling championed by organisations such as 
the Campbell Collaboration, What Works Clearinghouse, 
and 3ie. This approach has merit, yet it was not appropriate 
for a situation like the Ebola outbreak in West Africa.

Without turning their back on clinical trials and other 
accepted approaches to scaling, IDRC and its partners 
worked to end the Ebola crisis differently. Their effort is 
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one example of an emerging paradigm of scaling that we 
call Scaling Science. We have come to understand it through 
an expansive review of IDRC’s work undertaken with the 
objective of using evidence and experience to develop a more 
systematic approach to scaling. The purpose of this book is 
to organise what we have learned into a set of principles, 
and, in doing so, contribute to our collective understanding 
of how to scale research and innovation in appropriate ways.

The term Scaling Science purposefully embraces two 
meanings. The first refers to the objective of scaling sci-
entific research results to achieve impacts that matter. 
We define research broadly. In our review, it is a likely 
component and critical driver of innovation. It is how 
solutions to stubborn problems are generated. From this 
perspective, researchers are innovators, and innovators 
can be researchers.

The second meaning refers to the development of a sys-
tematic, principle-based science of scaling that this book 
will argue can increase the likelihood that innovations 
will benefit society. The aim is to contribute to building 
a culture of critical thinking on the topic. All approaches 
to scaling should be questioned, tested, refined, and used 
thoughtfully. We have learned time and time again from 
innovators in the Global South that it is the careful com-
bination of imagination and critical thinking that leads to 
meaningful change.

Traditional scaling paradigms

Most of what we understand today about scaling up 
social change has been borrowed from 19th-century 
industrial expansion, 20th-century pharmaceutical regu-
lation, and 21st-century technology start-ups. We refer to 
these as the industrial, pharmaceutical, and lean scaling 
paradigms. While there is much that we can learn from 
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these paradigms, they are insufficient for contemporary 
social innovation. They reflect a mindset in which organi-
sations, rather than impacts, are scaled up. Scaling is an 
imperative, bigger is better, and the purpose of scaling is 
commercial success.

The industrial scaling paradigm is premised on the need 
to produce and distribute many standardised physical 
objects at the lowest cost. The key is operational scale, and 
it is achieved by exploiting the efficiencies of large-scale 
manufacturing and distribution. Its purpose is to increase 
market share and, if possible, secure monopolistic pric-
ing power. Replication, franchising, and train-the-trainer 
models, which are common in the non-profit sector, are 
modern extensions of the industrial paradigm.

The pharmaceutical scaling paradigm is based on the 
need to capture the sole rights to an approved innovation. 
The keys are authority to scale, in which the government 
grants an innovator permission to scale up a drug based 
on phased clinical trials, and exclusivity of scale, in which 
the innovator is empowered through patents and trade 
secrets to deny others the right to scale up the innova-
tion. The subsequent challenges of operational scale—the 
manufacture and distribution of a pill, for example—can 
be trivial in comparison. Around the world, this paradigm 
structures the development of market-based solutions that 
promote health and combat disease, as well as evidence-
based programmes of all types implemented by for-profit 
and non-profit organisations.

The need to grow fast in a competitive market is the 
basis for the lean scaling paradigm. The keys are rapid 
learning, quickly iterating product designs to understand 
what markets value, and resource scale, securing timely 
funds in order to exploit what has been learned and grow 
market share. The lean development process—build a 
minimum viable product, bring it to market, learn rapidly 



8 Scaling Science—an emerging paradigm

from customer behaviour, modify the product or pivot, 
and repeat—drives many of today’s leading tech start-
ups. Unlike pharmaceutical companies, these innovators 
do not require authorisation to scale, only the support of 
customers and investors, and they often find exclusivity 
difficult to enforce. As with pharmaceuticals, the prob-
lems of operational scale are usually negligible, especially 
if the innovators are selling intangible goods, such as 
software as a service. This is the paradigm that social 
entrepreneurs and impact investors are often encouraged 
to follow.

These three paradigms were formulated as strategies for 
achieving commercial success, not social impact. They do 
provide some useful guidance for social innovators who 
want to scale up impacts in certain areas, such as educa-
tion, health, civil society, and public policy. A developer 
of low-cost irrigation systems for sunflower farmers, for 
example, may benefit from adopting elements of the indus-
trial paradigm in order to expand production. Advocates 
for changing an environmental protection policy will 
likely benefit from the staged collection of evidence as one 
does with the pharmaceutical paradigm. And a non-profit 
e-health software provider may benefit from basing its 
development process on the adaptive and nimble elements 
of the lean paradigm.

The existing paradigms are not wrong when applied to 
social impact; they are incomplete. A more comprehen-
sive approach will focus on an alternative or additional 
objective—the public good. With the Scaling Science 
paradigm, we set out to describe a framework that does 
just that. Our hope is that it will encourage innovators to 
consider scaling from a broader perspective, with tools 
that are inspired by the vast and eclectic problem-solving 
experience of the Global South.



Introduction 9

Scaling impact

Scaling operations, revenue, market share, financing, 
and other aspects of an organisation’s work are familiar 
concepts. Scaling in these contexts is synonymous with 
growth, and more is better. They are legitimate organi-
sational purposes. But, when it comes to development 
efforts, the deeper interest is in scaling social impact. 
Social impact is not synonymous with growth, and more 
is not always better.

Scaling impact is a coordinated effort to achieve a 
collection of impacts at optimal scale that occurs 
if it is both morally justified and warranted by the 
dynamic evaluation of evidence.

Embedded in this concept of scaling lie four principles: 
Justification, Optimal Scale, Coordination, and Dynamic 
Evaluation. When these principles are not explicitly 
addressed, the public good may be overshadowed by 
other purposes—in particular, private gains or growth. 
Scaling Science is built on these four guiding princi-
ples, which are intended to help social innovators and 
researchers navigate the path from ideas to impacts. 
In the remainder of this book, we describe the Scaling 
Science approach. We discuss the conditions under which 
it has emerged, some ideas for putting it into thinking 
and action, and provide several current examples of scal-
ing from the Global South.1
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NAVIGATING THIS BOOK

The guiding principles for scaling—Justification, Optimal 
Scale, Coordination, and Dynamic Evaluation—comprise 
the central narrative of this book. These prin- 
ciples are inspired by our review of Southern innovation.  
They are four domains one may consider before, during, 
and after scaling. They provide a basis for transforming 
ideas into practical design, management, and evaluation 
strategies. We will argue that doing so increases the like-
lihood that innovation will result in impacts that matter. 
The four guiding principles are discussed in Part II.

Before turning to the guiding principles, the remainder 
of Part I introduces key terminology. None of this mate-
rial is intended as definitive or conclusive—it is offered 
for positioning the ideas that follow.

Part III provides five examples of scaling impact from 
the Global South. From sexual violence to food security 
to balancing the global development playing field—each 
case illustrates how local innovators are working to create 
good change with innovation. We present these case stud-
ies to illustrate how scaling was designed, managed, and, in 
some cases, achieved in diverse contexts. They are worthy 
of emulation, but they have not been selected as ‘winners’; 
they represent how Southern innovators are scaling impact 
and the ingenuity of those efforts.

Part IV describes a typology of pathways to scale uncov-
ered through our review. Those involved in research and 
innovation may find practical value for their own efforts in 
this section.

Part V raises a call to innovators, researchers, and 
practitioners to join the debate and contribute to the co-
development of the ideas presented.
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COMING TO TERMS
(OR CLARIFYING SOME NONSTANDARD 
TERMINOLOGY)

From research and innovation to impacts  
that matter

The topics of innovation, impact, and scaling bring 
disparate worlds together. Research, international 
development, impact investing, philanthropy, social 
entrepreneurship, and government have become more 
connected than ever as larger, more collaborative efforts 
to improve the world are undertaken.2 In spite of this, a 
number of vital technical terms are defined differently 
across these spheres, and, in some cases, the same terms 
and concepts are used to mean different things. Debates 
about which terms to use and what they should mean 
have, in some cases, become contentious.

In this book, we do not suggest that some terms are bet-
ter that others, or that some terms should always mean 
a particular thing. To the contrary, we acknowledge the 
diversity of our professional language and endeavour to 
learn from it.

Throughout this book, terms are used as labels for 
emerging ideas that may help readers consider how 
to scale more effectively. For example, later the term 
Justification is introduced. If it feels wrong for your 
professional setting, do not use it. Readers may relabel 
it, or any of the ideas, with terms that they, their col-
leagues, and their audiences find more useful. It is the 
idea that matters.

In addition, the language used going forward in this 
book is intentionally broad. This occurs for two reasons.  
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First, any position presented in this book does not depend 
on narrow definitions of these terms. So if readers wish 
to substitute a narrower definition of science for ours, 
for example, we believe they will find that it fits within 
the emerging paradigm of Scaling Science. Second, nar-
row terms may exclude some readers. A definition of 
science that snuggly fits the physicist working at her lab 
bench may not fit the anthropologist or philanthropist 
promoting gender equity. A broad definition is used to 
encourage inclusion.

Some broadly defined terms used frequently in this book 
include:

Science as the study of the social and natural world 
based on observation, analysis, synthesis, and evidence 
valuation.

Research as a scientific process of knowledge generation.

Innovation as a process of invention or improvement 
that is often, but not exclusively, driven by research 
and has the potential to affect a transformation for 
people, places, and things. When it does achieve this 
result, ‘innovation’ becomes an outcome.

Development as a process of good change in which all 
stakeholders may judge what is good.

Research for development (R4D) as research that is 
conducted to facilitate development.

Impact as one or more consequences, intended or 
unintended, of an action or actions. Innovators strive 
to create impacts that are meaningful to people, but 
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not all impacts are, and people may find different 
meanings in them. Some impacts may be considered 
detrimental.

Getting to R4D

Research for development (R4D) is the central focus of 
this book because it is the field we studied when reviewing 
IDRC projects. R4D is sometimes confused with research 
and development (R&D). We refer to the latter simply as 
research. We can think of research, innovation, and R4D 
as overlapping concepts. Research and innovation may 
be pursued with the intention of producing impacts of 
any kind. R4D is intended to achieve impacts that pro-
mote development—a process of good change in which 
all stakeholders may judge what is good. While this is 
its intention, R4D may have unintended impacts that are 
viewed by some as desirable or not. Similarly, research 
and innovation may have unintended impacts. All of this 
falls within the larger pursuit of science as illustrated in 
Figure 1.1.

From this starting line, the remainder of the discussion 
flows.

To sum up: the central focus of this book is scaling 
as it relates to R4D. To avoid jargon, and to use the 
language we hear most often from those this book aims 
to engage, we use the terms research and innovation, 
researcher and innovator, loosely to refer to R4D spe-
cifically. We are not staking a claim on what any of 
these terms ought to mean. The aim is to be inviting of 
many perspectives.
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Innovation is both invention  
and improvement

For the purposes of this work, innovation may happen 
through the discovery of something new or the fine-
tuning of something which already exists. In its simplest 
terms, innovation is not only invention, it is also adap-
tation and improvement. To illustrate, let’s return to the 
Ebola example mentioned in the introduction. A novel 
vaccine was an innovation that was urgently needed. 
However, the design of a programme to disseminate the 
vaccine required specific elements suitable to the rapid 
pace of the outbreak, the public health systems, trans-
mission tendencies of the virus, and the social structure 
of affected West African communities. Innovation 
involved both an efficacious vaccine (the innovation 

Research Innovation

Intended

Unintended

Development

Science

Impacts

R4D

FIGURE 1.1 R4D as a part of science
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of a new product) and an effective vaccination strategy 
(the context-tailoring of a pre-existing programme).

Scaling is supplementary to ‘knowledge 
translation’

Those coming to this book from a background in 
research—particularly the health sciences—will be 
aware of the well-developed theories and practical 
models for moving research generated knowledge into 
application. There are many terms used to describe this 
process—knowledge mobilisation, transfer, exchange, 
translation, to name only a few.3 It is our view that 
scaling can supplement knowledge translation by push-
ing researchers to consider the benefits of knowledge 
and innovation beyond the uptake and application by 
immediate users. Scaling is concerned with optimising 
social and environmental impact, and, consequently, 
scaling requires knowledge creators (researchers and 
innovators) to think well beyond immediate knowledge 
users. Scaling encourages consideration of downstream 
applications, barriers, and opportunities for innova-
tions to contribute to broad social transformation.
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SCALING IMPACT

Across the development discourse, there are a number 
of ways that the process of scaling is described. These 
are often helpful terms for sharpening thinking and plan-
ning actions. They are also helpful for communicating to 
others how scaling will happen. Using the metaphor of 
growing fruit, we illustrate some common conceptions of 
scaling in Figures 1.2 to 1.5. Then we contrast them to 
Scaling Science.

A farmer has one tree that produces a few apples. What 
can a farmer do to produce more? Scale up and out.

Scaling up increases throughput. The farmer might nur-
ture her tree, helping it grow larger and produce more fruit 
(see Figure 1.2). A health education programme might 
train more nurses. A policy research organisation might 
advocate for a greater catchment of a population to be 
covered by a new policy intervention.

FIGURE 1.2 Scaling up: one tree  big tree, more fruit

Scaling out expands sites or opportunities. Our famer 
would plant more trees with similar yield that collectively 
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Perhaps farmland is limited. What might the farmer do if 
she wants to increase the quality of her offering? Scale deep.

Scaling deep affects quality and character. The farmer 
might let the fruit mature on the tree longer, allowing 
it to grow larger and taste sweeter (see Figure 1.4). The 
health education programme might train its teachers, giv-
ing new skills, increasing their effectiveness. The policy 
research organisation might use social media campaigns 
to increase the likelihood that their policies are established 

FIGURE 1.3 Scaling out: one tree  many trees, more fruit

FIGURE 1.4  Scaling deep: one tree  same size tree, 
enhanced fruit

produce more fruit (see Figure 1.3). The health education 
programme might open more training sites. The policy 
research organisation might promote the same policy at 
different levels of government, from local to national.
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FIGURE 1.5  Scaling up and out: one tree  several big trees, 
more fruit

FIGURE 1.6 Scaling; NOT scaling impact

In this book, the term scaling is used without modifiers like 
“up”, “out”, or “deep”. We do not need to distinguish between 
these approaches. They describe how organisations or indi-
viduals change how they operate (in our fictional example: 
nurturing a tree, planting more trees, or varying maturation) 
in ways that change outputs (more fruit, bigger fruit, or better 
fruit). Scaling Science, on the other hand, focuses on impacts. 
Any configuration of scaling up, out, deep, or otherwise is 
acceptable if it improves impacts in meaningful ways.

What is desirable is to avoid the scenario illustrated in 
Figure 1.6. We want to avoid scaling up, out, deep, and  
so on, the innovation without a commensurate increase 
in the potential social benefit—or impact—of our actions.

and effectively implemented. A farmer, educator, or policy 
researcher can, of course, pursue more than one approach 
at once (see Figure 1.5).
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Scaling impact implies putting people and the environ-
ment first. From here forward, the term ‘scaling’ is used in 
this text as short-hand for ‘scaling impact’.

To be direct:

This book rests on the premise that it is desirable 
to optimally scale the impacts of innovation. Not 
the innovation, not the innovation programme, not 
the sales or production of the product developed, 
not the coverage of the policy created, not the size 
of the programme, and so on. These factors may 
or may not correlate to good change that people 
endorse. What matters when scaling is the positive 
impact the innovation creates for people and the 
environment.

So let us imagine that our metaphorical farmer wants to 
scale the impact of fruit farming, not necessarily her fruit 
farm. How might the farmer plan the path ahead?

Scaling the magnitude of impact helps the farmer 
realise larger impacts over greater geographies in 
ways that people value more. If the farmer’s crops 
currently contribute only a little to the nutritional 
health of children, the farmer would want them to 
make a larger contribution for more children in more 
communities in ways that they and their parents 
endorse. This is the most common way innovators 
think about scaling. The farmer might do this by 
scaling up, out, or deep. Or, they might stop grow-
ing apples altogether (scale down) and begin to 
educate parents and children about nutritious food 
if they are determined to increase the magnitude of 
the same impacts.

Scaling the variety of impact helps the farmer increase 
the number and type of impacts the fruit can have. 
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Alongside the nutritional health of children, the farmer 
might strive to improve working conditions for orchard 
labourers, she might offer an educational subsidy to 
workers and their families, or focus their efforts on 
community health. They may be able to accomplish 
this by scaling up, out, or deep, but other approaches, 
venturing further and in different ways into the system, 
may be a better fit.

Scaling the sustainability of impact helps the farmer 
increase the duration and reliability of impacts. The 
farmer may increase the magnitude of impact by scal-
ing up production rates, but what happens when the 
farmer falls ill, or an extreme drought ruins production 
for a season? To scale impact for sustainability, our 
imaginary farmer might invest in succession planning 
for farm management, labour or a leadership training, 
and a development plan, at the same time she might 
invest in water management technology. These may be 
essential strategies for those wanting to scale impact 
over space and time.

Scaling the equity of impact helps the farmer distribute 
impacts more fairly or justly and address social inequali-
ties. The farmer might promote equity by developing a 
progressive pricing scheme for the fruit, ensuring gen-
der equality measures on the orchard, or transforming 
the orchard into a community-owned cooperative. Each 
of these changes might imply doing more for certain 
underserved members of a population, and less for those 
with less need. As a result, the farmer might generate 
greater impact from the same investments. It is difficult 
to imagine that scaling up, out, or deep would lead to 
these results. Instead, scaling while paying attention to 
the granularity of impacts is required.
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Clearly, the story of our farmer is only a metaphor. But 
the message it brings forward is deeply important. The 
contemporary logic of scaling is all too often guided by a 
mindset that focuses on growth, expansion, and intensity. It 
is carried over from effective models of the private sector— 
from Fordism to Lean. These methods are useful for inno-
vation in many circumstances. At times, good change may 
well align with private gain: the responsible production 
and distribution of nutritious foods makes this case well. At 
other times, good change is completely unrelated to private 
gain. Cases presented in this book about justice for survivors 
of violence, disease reduction, or levelling the global develop-
ment playing field each tell this alternative story well.

The benefit of scaling impact is that it focuses innova-
tors on what matters most. The weakness is that there 
are few existing models of scaling that one can turn to.  
The solution is for innovators to do what they do best—
innovate. In an attempt to contribute, this book presents a 
number of strategies distilled from the experience of those 
who have aimed for good change in their work. The hope 
is that it helps to build a more systematic means of scaling 
impact for the public good.
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PART II

Four guiding principles 
for scaling impact for the 
public good
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2
ON GUIDING PRINCIPLES

This chapter introduces the concept of guiding principles,  
and how this approach offers unique value for innova-
tors aiming to scale impact for the public good.

Guiding principles support creativity, originality, and 
structured risk-taking.

Guiding principles link individual actions to common 
objectives.

The research for this book incorporates interviews and dis-
cussions with colleagues working in development around 
the world. They include innovators, scientists, managers, 
and funders, some of whom hold positions that combined 
more than one role. From them, we learned about a num-
ber of frameworks that they use to help scale their efforts. 
They have found them helpful, and their experiences 
inform many of the ideas we present.
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At the same time as our review of R4D supported by 
IDRC progressed, we realised that conventional frame-
works did not accurately capture the ways in which 
Southern innovators have successfully scaled impact. We 
needed a different way of understanding and communicat-
ing what we were learning. We chose guiding principles. 
This brief chapter explains why.

The Uruguayan writer, Eduardo Galeano, offers a helpful 
metaphor for the collective power of common principles, 
in his 2012 Children of the Days:

The technology of shared flight: The first goose who 
takes off opens the way for the next, who clears the 
path for the third, and the strength of the third raises 
the fourth, who then helps the fifth, and the impulse 
of the fifth pulls along the sixth, who offers wind to 
the seventh . . .

When the lead goose tires he goes to the back of the 
line and leaves his spot to another, who moves to the 
apex of the V the geese form in the air. Each takes a 
turn, forward and back, and none of them believes he 
is a supergoose because he flies first or that flying last 
makes him a loser.

How to govern the complexity of scaling?

Frameworks offer a window on the world. A good frame-
work helps us observe and understand a problem. A 
practical framework offers a systematic way to formulate 
a response. At their best, frameworks simplify what is 
complex in ways that are actionable.

But they have a downside—they are bounded. 
Frameworks in general, and those that are highly 
structured in particular, offer limited opportunity for 
adaptation and flexibility. Although they may serve as 
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windows on the world, what we see looking out the front 
will not necessarily help us to understand what is happening 
around back. The view presented is only a part of the 
picture; it may even be misleading.

Scaling impact is a complex process. It entails changing  
interrelated systems, in which multiple actors, norms, 
and cultures exert influence on impacts. It is critical  
for innovators to simplify this complexity. A highly 
structured framework might even help them identify, 
understand, undertake, and evaluate scaling. Yet, the 
bounded nature of frameworks also makes them risky 
to apply in the dynamic settings where innovation takes 
place. These are settings that are not passively changed by 
innovations, but can, and usually do, respond and react. 
At times, in ways that change the nature or effect of an 
innovation, and require counter-action by the innovator 
to continue to steer a course toward desirable impact. 
The settings where wicked problems stubbornly take 
hold. The settings where scaling matters.

Widely applied frameworks for scaling innovations are, 
for the most part, open to this criticism. Many describe a 
linear process of scaling up or out that tends to overlook  
the complexity of dynamic settings. Most emphasise the 
interests of the innovator, owner of the innovation, or the 
organisation scaling it, concealing the people affected. Most 
plot ‘logical’ flows of expected results from few to many. 
Rarely do they provide guidance on when to stop, slow, or 
forgo scaling, blinding innovators to the many trade-offs in 
need of balance.

The Social Innovation Spiral shown in Figure 2.1, pro-
posed by Murray, Caulier-Grice, and Mulgan (2010), is 
one example of a popular scaling framework. The frame-
work describes a sequence of sensible stages that (in this 
version) are: exploring opportunities and challenges; 
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generating ideas; developing and testing; making the 
case; delivering and implementing; growing, scaling, and  
spreading; and changing systems. It is difficult to imagine 
how an innovation can change systems without suc-
cessfully completing the prior stages. The framework is 
logical. It defines the intermediate objectives innovators 
must achieve, it divides the work of scaling into manage-
able chunks, and it simplifies complexity.

But there is much it does not address. How do innova-
tors know when they have generated enough ideas? When 
are they ready to deliver or implement their innovation? 
Can they pursue stages simultaneously, or must they be 
sequential? How should they handle dynamic contexts that 
respond in ways that hinder impacts? Is the framework 
appropriate in a crisis? Under what conditions should 
innovators not scale? Who decides?

Developing
and testing

Making
the case. Delivering and

implementing

Growing,
scaling and
spreading

Changing
systems

Generating
ideas

1

2

3

4
5

6

7

Exploring
opportunities

and challenges

FIGURE 2.1  Murray, Caulier-Grice, and Mulgan’s social 
innovation spiral

Source: NESTA 2014.
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By raising these questions, we are not suggesting that 
innovators abandon frameworks like this. If they find 
one valuable, it should be used. Frameworks for scaling 
innovation are not wrong. They have constraints. Our 
objective is to strengthen them, not replace them, with 
four guiding principles for scaling impact.

Guiding principles: collective creativity

Guiding principles encourage creativity, originality, and 
structured risk-taking. Unlike conventional manage-
ment approaches of direct often hierarchical control, 
guiding principles accept that decisions are made in con-
text and that a degree of discretion is therefore required 
(Boncheck 2016).

What makes principles particularly useful for the 
purpose of scaling impact is how they can connect 
people to communities. Guiding principles operate at 
a macro level. When effective, they ensure that many 
small decisions made by people and organisations con-
tribute to a broader objective, even if they face very 
different individual situations. Guiding principles are 
an alternative to providing direct oversight of decisions 
or explicit rules.

Guiding principles are comprised of vision and values. 
They identify a common vision of success that can be 
embraced by those making decisions. Guiding principles 
also establish the values that innovators should prioritise 
as they take action to realise their vision. Ultimately, it is 
values that will determine whether an innovation is judged 
a success or failure.

An illustration of guiding principles can be found on 
the mountain roads of Bhutan. Road signs in North 
America remind drivers of the rules they must follow. 
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Every few miles signs are posted that specify how fast 
drivers may travel under various conditions. They, along 
with countless other signs, are an effort to control/direct 
how people act.

In Bhutan, the signs remind drivers of the consequences 
of their actions without specifying how they should act. 
Memorable slogans, such as “Faster will see disaster”, “Be 
Mr. late, not late Mr.”, and “Safety on the road is Safe 
Tea at home”, announce principles, not rules. They are 
rooted in a shared vision of safety and a widely held value 
that one’s wellbeing and that of others is most important. 
Both the North American and Bhutanese authorities hope 
to save lives with their road signs, but drivers in Bhutan 
are more likely to realise the intent. And they are given 
greater latitude to decide how to accomplish that objective 
in their circumstances.

FIGURE 2.2  Guiding principle approach vs. direct 
management approach for managing speed  
on the road
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Guiding principles for innovation

In Silicon Valley, California, some of the most prominent 
companies use guiding principles to promote creativity 
and risk taking. Google, for example, has 9 Principles 
of Innovation and Wikipedia has its Five Pillars. While 
Google and Wikipedia have specific rules of conduct and 
incorporate traditional management directives in their 
work, both use guiding principles to do what rules and 
directives cannot—help people take effective action in 
dynamic settings.

Take, for example, the widely applied Wiki model of 
crowd-sourcing content. Many volunteers from around 
the world contribute a small part of Wikipedia’s total 
content, which is subsequently edited by other volunteers. 
These efforts never stop. The organisation is not merely 
facilitating an ongoing collaborative writing process, it is 
constructing a social system. Principles, such as “Wikipedia 
is written from a neutral point of view” and “Wikipedia’s 
editors should treat each other with respect and civility” 
help people to work together constructively, but they are 
not an ingredient-by-ingredient recipe for how to work 
together. Furthermore, the guiding principles do not and 
cannot override other critical conditions or standards in 
the environment in which Wikipedia operates, say, the 
rules of good grammar. But existing rules and standards 
alone are insufficient for success when positive change is 
the goal. Wikipedia believes this so strongly that its fifth 
pillar is “Wikipedia has no firm rules”.

In scientific research, guiding principles are also com-
mon. Researchers are able to tackle singular problems in 
systematic ways by employing the principles of science as 
instantiated within their field. A researcher investigating the 
physical properties of a new synthetic material is informed by 
a shared vision of knowledge generation and values regard-
ing accountability to peers and the uniformity of samples. 
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On the other hand, a researcher using participatory methods 
to understand the impact of a new health policy on fami-
lies is informed by a different vision, improving health and 
wellbeing for all, and different values, accountability to the 
local community, and diversity in samples. Each set of prin-
ciples reflects others at a higher order, such as accuracy and 
replicability. Each permits different actions across the two 
contexts and within them.

However, guiding principles are not a declaration that 
anything goes. If participatory researchers stray too far 
from principles of participation, peers will rein them in 
with peer review (at funding, publishing, and even ethics 
stages in the research process). Guiding principles do not 
relax the standards of quality under which researchers and 
innovators must work. They let those with the greatest 
knowledge and those most directly impacted co-create in 
their setting.

Guiding principles for scaling

We have aimed to make the results of our review of 
Southern innovation immediately approachable, practical, 
and actionable by presenting the many lessons as guiding 
principles, not a report of research findings or a more tra-
ditional step-wise scaling framework.

It has been the privilege of Canada’s IDRC to work with 
Southern innovators for nearly half a century. We did not 
create the lessons derived from that experience; we have 
benefitted from them. In what follows, we describe a num-
ber of these lessons as they relate to scaling, summarise 
them as four guiding principles, and make some sugges-
tions for how they might be put into action. The guiding 
principles we present in the following chapters represent 
four domains that innovators may consider before, during, 
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and after scaling. The principles remain a work in pro-
gress, and the starting place is a single sentence:

Scaling impact is a coordinated effort to achieve a 
collection of impacts at optimal scale that occurs 
if it is both morally justified and warranted by the 
dynamic evaluation of evidence.



3
GUIDING PRINCIPLE 1

Justification

Justification encourages that scaling is governed for, 
and by, those who will be impacted by scaling.

 Scaling is a choice that must be justified.
 The choice is made by the balance of evidence  

alongside values.
 The choice to scale is shared.

Key concepts

Scaling imperative The more-is-better mindset that inno-
vations must be scaled in order to achieve impacts that 
are transformative, sustainable, or profitable. Typically, 
bigger is better logic.

Impact risk The risk borne by the people affected by 
an innovation that it fails to create impacts they judge 
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desirable alongside the risk that it creates impacts they 
judge undesirable.

Technical justification Basing the decision to scale an 
innovation on evidence that suggests it can create spe-
cific impacts.

Moral justification Basing the decision to scale an innova-
tion on the balance of values and evidence that suggest it 
should create specific impacts.

Introduction

In the late 1970s, Muhammad Yunus began making small 
loans to the rural poor in Bangladesh. He was motivated by 
a belief that access to credit could transform their lives and 
those of their children. By 1982, he had provided almost 
30,000 small loans through existing financial institutions, 
and a year later formed Grameen Bank to provide loans 
directly. Over the next 20 years, the bank made loans to 
over 3 million people, mostly women, and today it has over 
8 million borrowers. Its success inspired a global micro-
finance industry, and in 2006 a Nobel Peace Prize was 
divided between Grameen and Yunus.

The Grameen Bank is often presented as a scaling success 
story in which an innovation created transformative impacts 
at scale through a combination of organisational, sectoral, 
and personal growth. Is it?

There was tremendous enthusiasm for microlending for 
more than two decades. It was hailed as a practical strat-
egy to reduce poverty, promote gender equality, jumpstart 
regional economies, improve public health, and increase 
quality of life. But the faith that advocates and the public 
placed in microlending outpaced the evidence of its effec-
tiveness. Perhaps more importantly, it obscured its potential 
for negative side effects.

In the 2000s, a number of rigorous evaluations were com-
pleted. Although results were mixed—especially by region 
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and type of microfinance instrument under study—these 
studies challenged the sweeping belief that microlending was 
producing the transformative impacts advocates claimed.4 At 
the same time, other researchers and journalists documented 
a range of negative consequences. Predatory lending practices 
on the part of some banks left poor borrowers financially 
worse off, and a rash of suicides by borrowers across Andhra 
Pradesh were tied specifically to microlending.5 The sector 
faced a backlash. In its wake, organisations contracted, the 
sector restructured, and regulations were established.

This is not to say that microlending has no merit. 
Rather, that it was scaled before banks and policymak-
ers adequately understood how and under what conditions 
it has merit, it does good, and it can do harm. Lacking 
that understanding, scaling an innovation imposes unwar-
ranted risk on those it is intended to benefit, as well as 
others who are affected in unanticipated ways.

Risk is an unavoidable feature of innovation.6 When an 
innovation is introduced, one cannot fully anticipate the 
mix of benefits and harm it will create. Its promise stems 
from its novelty, as do its risks. Yunus, upon making his 
first loans in the 1970s, likely did not imagine that others 
would one day use microlending to disguise predatory loans. 
The concept of microlending was simply too new. Yet, had 
it been anticipated, could harm have been avoided? Could 
greater impact have been achieved?

To guard against risk, there are some common practices 
rooted in science and innovation, such as peer review, ethics 
boards, prototyping, pilot testing, and programme evalu-
ation. They help innovators imagine what may happen 
and demonstrate what did. But no matter how diligent an 
innovator is, they will always be like Yunus to some extent, 
stepping into the unknown. There will always be some level 
of impact risk—the possibility that an innovation fails to 
achieve desirable impacts, alongside the possibility that it 
produces impacts that are not.
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Impact risk is amplified by scaling. As an innovator 
strives to increase the magnitude, variety, equity, and 
sustainability of an innovation’s impact, they become 
increasingly uncertain. Not only are there questions about 
the mix of benefits and harm an innovation may produce 
at a given level of scale, it is a new challenge to understand 
how scaling will affect the mix.

Given the challenge of impact risk, how might innova-
tors proceed? Under what conditions is the impact risk 
warranted as innovations are scaled? And how can the risk 
be appropriately weighed by innovators, funders, govern-
ments, and businesses that do not bear it, but may directly 
benefit from scaling?

There is a sense that questions such as these are not being 
asked enough, yet are an essential part of justifying scaling. 
For example, Bradach (2003) suggests that programme 
directors ask “Is replication reasonable and responsible?” 
He challenges them to justify their decision to scale—or 
not—with their answer, and to base their answer on evi-
dence of effectiveness. Likewise, Aarons et al. (2017) look 
to evidence for Justification. They describe how innova-
tors can borrow strength from impact evidence gathered in 
different settings, and then use it before they scale.

In both of these examples, Justification rests on demon-
strating that impacts can be scaled. This can be considered 
a technical justification. It requires a sufficient body of evi-
dence that innovators may use to judge whether scaling 
will produce desired impacts and avoid those that are not 
desirable. Technical justification of this type is a central 
feature in how public goods are provided, and is increas-
ingly being applied within development.7

The process of technical justification may vary depending 
on the nature of the innovation, the sector in which it falls, 
the context in which it is being scaled, and the partners on 
whom scaling depends. In general, innovators establish tech-
nical criteria that must be met in order to justify scaling.  
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They might include a minimum average effect size or a 
minimum number of studies demonstrating effectiveness in 
relevant settings or geographies. Then innovators review the 
body of existing evidence, weigh its collective credibility, and 
compare their conclusions to the criteria. Scaling is justified 
when the empirical evidence meets or exceeds the criteria.

Technical justification poses challenges, especially for 
innovations for which the body of pre-existing evidence may 
be thin. Importantly, the approach depends on a govern-
ing body or strong professional norm that prevents scaling 
in the absence of sufficient evidence. Nonetheless, technical 
justification is essential. Without it our approach to develop-
ment does not embrace science, can be tremendously risky, 
and will fail to progress.

However, our review of Southern innovation has dem-
onstrated that technical justification is insufficient for truly 
judicious scaling. Put simply, evidence that you can do some-
thing is not justification that you should. Many Southern 
innovators have adopted a more holistic approach. It can 
be considered a moral justification. It connects the rigor of 
technical justification with people’s values. Like technical 
justification, it takes settings, geographies, and urgency into 
account because equal evidence of impact does not imply 
equal justification to act under all circumstances.

Justification promotes three postulates—scaling is a 
choice that must be justified, justification is informed by 
values alongside evidence, and the choice to scale is shared 
by the innovators and the people impacted. The follow-
ing sub-sections further unpack this concept and provide 
practical suggestions on how it can be advanced while 
scaling impact.

Scaling is a choice that must be justified

Researchers and innovators can face substantial pressure to 
achieve impact. Often, greater impact for more people across 
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larger geographic areas in less time and at a lower cost. The 
pressure can stem from many legitimate sources, including 
an innovator’s desire to help others, the urgency of a crisis, 
the requirements of funders, and the incentive of some type 
of reward. These pressures have coalesced into a generalised 
norm that stipulates scaling should happen. We will call this 
the scaling imperative. It is a more-is-better mindset, a belief 
that all innovations should be scaled as much and as quickly 
as possible because big problems require big solutions (and 
justify big rewards). Experience shows that one should be 
wary of the scaling imperative because, as in the example of 
microlending, it may push innovators to scale a potentially 
good innovation too quickly, too soon, or too far.8

To do better, it can be beneficial to think about scaling as 
a choice. As with all choices, the decision to scale must be 
justified. Fortunately, there is a countervailing force that mod-
erates the scaling imperative—the innovator’s responsibility 
to the people affected by her innovation. That responsibility 
may be met, in part, by how she incorporates uncertainty—
or at least transparency about uncertainty—into scaling 
decisions. She can do this by working with stakeholders to 
establish their level of acceptable impact risk and use it to 
reach a mutual decision to scale (see Figure 3.1).
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FIGURE 3.1 Acceptable impact risk
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Scaling follows a developmental arc that, while often 
erratic, moves an innovation from a new idea to a meaning-
ful solution. As it progresses along its arc, the innovation 
presents different levels and types of risk. Not only does 
the potential for good increase with scale (up to a point), 
so does the potential for harm. This is why scaling war-
rants caution. If innovators are too cautious, impact risk 
is too low and they withhold innovations that may be of 
value to people. If they are too rash, impact risk is too high 
and they may cause undue harm.

There is a middle ground: acceptable impact risk. The 
innovator has a responsibility to work with stakeholders 
to anticipate the potential benefits and risks associated 
with scaling, and to learn what risks they are willing to 
accept at each level of scale.

The urgency of the problem confronting stakeholders 
may change what they find acceptable. When the risk of 
inaction increases, they may accept more impact risk. If 
the time in which they must act shortens, they may accept 
even greater risk. Only the people who are affected can 
legitimately express what is acceptable to them under a 
given set of circumstances. Often, they rely on the innova-
tors to construct a way for them to do this, and innovators 
might be anxious to do so because scaling is only justified 
when it imposes acceptable risk.9

Justification is informed by evidence alongside 
values

Consider an innovative educational programme that pro-
motes gender inclusivity for an urban district. This district 
has faced challenges ensuring access to education for girls. 
The programme begins with a pilot study in a small num-
ber of schools. On the whole, the study finds that the 
programme generates positive results, and there is greater 
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inclusion of girls in classes. It also finds that customs medi-
ate those behaviours in ways that negatively affect some of 
the newly included participants. A portion of the girls now 
find themselves and their families worse off in the imme-
diate term, as their time is shifted away from traditional 
domestic and income-earning activities.

Navigating these murky contexts is familiar to research-
ers who apply technical criteria to evaluate the merit of 
social programmes. But scaling introduces new risks that 
are often overlooked when technical evidence of effective-
ness is carried forward from one setting to another. Scaling 
the programme changes uncertainty, and uncertainty intro-
duces upside and downside risk.

For example, if a national policy were enacted that made 
the programme mandatory in all schools, the mix of bene-
fits and risks would probably change. While there may be 
evidence that some in urban settings will benefit and others 
not, there is no evidence about how the programme will 
affect rural participants or whether making it mandatory 
changes its effectiveness. Of course, establishing a national 
policy might also crowd out alternative programmes, some 
of which may be more effective or less harmful. It may 
also reduce the resources available to support programmes 
of different types that address other social issues of con-
cern. It is difficult to anticipate systems-level effects such 
as these, and there is typically little pre-existing evidence 
about them.

A funder may decide that given this uncertainty, the 
technical justification for scaling is weak and choose 
not to support it. The risks of disturbance and negative  
consequences are simply too great. But what if those 
who stand to benefit believe the current situation is sim-
ply unacceptable? What if they believe that a greater risk 
is justified if scaling the programme held even a small 
chance of improving their lives? In this case, what one 
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group believes cannot be justified technically, another 
group believes can. Here, both groups are arriving at 
evaluative judgments that incorporate empirical data and 
personal values. Justifying scaling asks that both techni-
cal evidence and personal values are weighed. This is how 
impacts that matter, and that make the greatest differ-
ence, are targeted and achieved.

ACCEPTABLE IMPACT RISK IN CONTEXT

Urgency and Ebola

It is important to recognise that what any individual or 
group defines as an acceptable level of risk can, and should, 
change. One of the key considerations is the urgency of 
the need. The 2014–15 Ebola crisis in West Africa provides 
a clear example. With over 60 percent of those infected 
with the virus dying and more than 11,000 people killed 
over two years, the urgency for a scalable solution was 
high. As were the costs of inaction.

Had there been no Ebola crisis in West Africa, phased 
clinical trials followed by large-scale vaccination would 
likely have been judged appropriate. In this case, there 
would have been norms and laws regulating how the 
vaccine was scaled up. As the crisis exploded, however, 
human lives were increasingly at stake and the urgency 
of the problem grew. Accordingly, a riskier strategy was 
accepted. Those bearing the impact risk, including medi-
cal professionals, community groups, and policymakers in 
West Africa, were the driving force behind that decision.

There were no fully tested and approved Ebola vaccines. 
So the decision was made to move forward with a vac-
cine that had demonstrated early trial efficacy in Guinea. 
Working together, local and international actors devised an 
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innovative strategy of inoculation inspired by the approach 
used to eradicate smallpox in the 1970s. In this approach, 
a relatively small number of high-risk people (family, 
friends, and caregivers of known victims) were identified 
using network analysis and vaccinated. In the absence of 
an Ebola outbreak, this strategy would have imposed too 
much impact risk. In the midst of a deadly crisis, the risk 
was judged to be acceptable.

In the case of an Ebola outbreak, the range of accept-
able impact was broadened.
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The choice to scale is shared

Acceptable impact risk is the middle ground between 
action and inaction. But in reality, unlike our Figure 3.1, 
there are no painted lines that divide these possibilities. 
What is clear is who bears the impact risk—this is always 
the people and environment affected by the innovation.

Others will have intractable interests in scaling. Funders 
stake their capital, reputation, and opportunity. Innovators 
invest careers, recognition, time, and income. Governments 
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wager political power and public funds. None of these are 
small bets. However, none are inherently impact risk.

With some grand challenges, such as public health or 
climate change, it is possible that all stakeholders face sim-
ilar risks, but it is not necessarily the case even in these 
situations. It is in fact rare that scaling social impact does 
not imply a power dynamic. This is why our review sug-
gests that a legitimate justification for scaling must reflect 
a shared vision for action between the plurality of parties 
involved. We might summarise these as:

Funders: Traditionally, scaling decisions are made by 
those with power and financial resources. That may be 
the innovator who holds a patent, the organisations 
scaling the innovation, or investors seeking a profit. 
In development settings, power and resources are typi-
cally concentrated in the hands of external funders 
associated with governments and foreign development 
agencies. They have access to the resources that make 
scaling possible—but no matter how well-meaning and 
technically evidenced their actions may be, they do not 
have access to the same information about impact risk 
as those who will be affected by scaling. Funders have 
a legitimate voice in justifying scaling and can be the 
critical catalysts. Without funding, most scaling never 
happens. In cases of successful scaling, they are not the 
only voice.

Implementers: Scaling can be well-financed but ensur-
ing the capacity and interest of implementers is critical. 
For example, an innovative procedure for an emergency 
caesarian may work well in one setting. The procedure 
may have a strong evidence base and generous govern-
ment funding. But if medical training, skill sets, norms, 
and cultures differ across settings, the procedure may 
prove too challenging or even detrimental to scale. 
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Doctors may not know how to perform some of the 
techniques in the new procedure, or nurses may not 
want to abandon a procedure they have mastered and 
used successfully. In this scenario, scaling involves more 
than having the implementers—nurses and doctors— 
join the effort. It requires incorporating their insights, 
opinions, dispositions, and habits in ways that promote 
success. By helping them get what is most important to 
them, such as know-how, practical training, encourage-
ment, and equipment, the innovation stands a greater 
chance of success as it scales.

Stakeholders: The people affected by scaling bear the 
greatest impact risk and are the ultimate judges of suc-
cess. They are also the least involved in making decisions 
about scale. This is problematic. In our review, we have 
seen how community leadership, facilitation, and co-
creation contribute to successful scaling.10 Approaches 
such as these might be seen by some funders and imple-
menters as a loss of control. But they never had control 
over the impacts of their efforts. To the contrary, work-
ing with stakeholders increases the level of control that 
all parties bring to scaling.

Scaling is a shared decision, but that does not imply that 
it requires all parties to share all power at all times. Like 
any good relationship, not only can power be shared, it can 
be divided based on preference or capacity. Stakeholders 
may not want to participate in all stages of scale for every 
innovation. How many needs assessments, customer sur-
veys, and town meetings can someone participate in? What 
is important is establishing a balance of power that all 
stakeholders find acceptable and endorse. Our review indi-
cates that the best way to understand how people want to 
share power is to ask them. Moreover, doing so makes the 
innovation more likely to scale successfully.
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A JUSTIFICATION TO SCALE IN CLOSE 
QUARTERS

An illustration of a full Justification can be drawn from the 
Ecohealth interventions for Chagas disease prevention in 
Central America (fully described in Chapter 7 of this book). 
Here, the essential elements of an innovation were techni-
cally justified by substantial evidence—home renovation 
work combined with specific peri-domiciliary activities 
that could counter the spread of the insect species respon-
sible for disease transmission in people’s homes. However, 
as the intervention was readying for scale on a community 
by community basis, the implementers not only provided 
technical justification to community members about why 
the intervention should be undertaken in their homes, but 
allowed the community to decide what elements of the 
local culture and what local values must be maintained 
when this was done. In many cases, this involved letting 
the residents lead the renovations, in the way that was 
best for them. When this shared vision and commitment 
was established, the intervention was morally justified.

Justification in practice

Efforts to scale social innovations commonly start with 
how questions. An innovator might ask, “How can I influ-
ence policy with my research findings?” Governments and 
philanthropists might ask, “How can we use our resources 
to bring an innovation to more cities?” Financial investors 
might ask, “How can we increase the impact of an innova-
tion in ways that also increase profit?” These are challenging 
questions worthy of serious consideration, and they are the 
subject of numerous research publications, case studies, and 
organisational dialogues.11
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That being said, How to scale? questions are not an 
appropriate starting place. The more fundamental question 
is Should we scale?

Starting with how instead of should assumes that scaling 
is the right thing to do. It is a manifestation of the scaling 
imperative. Starting with Should we scale? helps to coun-
teract the scaling imperative, and forces an investigation 
of values alongside evidence to judge which impacts are 
plausible and desirable. The answer to Should we scale? 
provides impetus, resolve, and technical evidence for how 
scaling might happen most effectively.

Figure 3.2 illustrates how that first step might lead 
to others through the process of appraising a complete 
Justification for scale. For example, innovations produce a 
collection of impacts, and innovators have a responsibility 
to anticipate as many as possible. The impacts they can-
not anticipate will be ignored, to the peril of those who 
bear impact risk. The collection of impacts should not only 
include the ones that stakeholders find desirable, but those 
they do not. For each potential impact, innovators gather 
the available evidence, which will be of varying quality and 
relevance. The resulting collection of impacts—the plau-
sible, implausible, uncertain, and unknown—is weighed 
against the values of stakeholders. They may judge some 
impacts desirable and others not, different stakeholders 
may judge the same impacts differently.

The purpose of this illustration is not to outline a rep-
licable process map for scaling impact with Justification. 
Justification is a guiding principle, not a method of scal-
ing. How decisions to scale are reached must be drawn 
in context, in ways that are suitable and responsible for 
that environment. Our review indicates that some strate-
gies appear cross-cutting—approach scaling as a decision, 
respond with evidence of technical efficacy which holds a 
values-base, in a way that is grounded in the experience of 
those who will be impacted.
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And there will be complicating factors. Urgency, time, 
limited resources, and unexpected problems, such as a 
sudden economic downturn or outbreak of violence, may 
change the course of a scaling effort. What at first appeared 
routine may later warrant riskier action undertaken more 
quickly, or no action at all. There may be greater or lesser 
degrees of agreement about which outcomes are desirable 
and whether they have been improved. There may also be 
disagreement among stakeholders about their willingness 
to accept risk. Difficult decisions may need to be made 
about which stakeholder groups perspectives’ matter, to 
what relative degree, and who decides.

Attending to these factors takes time and resources. 
However, that does not relieve funders, innovators, and 
others with power of their responsibility to act in ways 
that will be endorsed by each stakeholder. There is no  
ready-made way to meet this responsibility. The guiding 
principle of Justification is a way to approach this chal-
lenge systematically.

Conclusions

1. Scaling is a choice that must be justified

In the contemporary landscape of social investment and 
funding, scaling has become an imperative. Innovators 
are pushed to achieve impacts that are transformative, 
sustainable, or profitable in a short span of time because 
this demonstrates success and value. In response, they 
may rush to scale, believing they have no choice because 
their financial support will be withdrawn otherwise. But 
innovators do have a choice, and sometimes it is better 
not to scale. Unless innovators can approach scaling as 
a choice, they are more likely to impose unwarranted 
impact risk.
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2. The choice to scale is informed by evidence 
alongside values

Credible evidence of impact matters. It reveals what an 
innovation can change about the world. However, the deci-
sion to scale is not based solely on evidence, it also rests 
upon the values of those affected. Values tell us what peo-
ple believe should be changed. The values people hold give 
shape to their desires and interests, and they influence what 
people perceive to be a problem, the urgency with which 
it must be solved, and the merit of competing solutions. 
Values also determine the extent to which the interests and 
desires of others matter, and whether people are willing to 
forgo some portion of benefit for themselves in order  
to increase that of another. In the end, people use evidence to 
judge whether scaling advances their values and achieves 
what they believe is right. From this perspective, scaling 
impact is a value-laden objective. When scaling considers 
values alongside evidence, it is more likely to create wel-
come change.

3. The choice to scale is shared

Innovators, funders, and others who scale an innovation are 
stakeholders, as are the people impacted directly and indi-
rectly by the innovation. All have an equal right to realise 
its potential benefits and avoid its potential harm. However, 
the latter group bears the majority share of impact risk. 
Their stake in the innovation is profound, in some cases a 
matter of life and death, and they should share in the deci-
sion to scale. There are many ways for them to take part, 
some more appropriate than others given the context and 
circumstances. When done well, impact risk is not imposed 
but agreed. In the absence of shared decisions, innovators 
and funders may be unduly influenced by the benefits scal-
ing presents for them over the risks it imposes on others.
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WHY IS ‘SHOULD WE SCALE?’ A MORAL 
QUESTION?

While the terms ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ are often used inter-
changeably, many philosophers would argue that there is 
a distinction between the two. Most broadly, ethics is the 
systematic study of morality. Due to this, ethics is some-
times referred to as moral philosophy. But what is the 
precise distinction?

Morals can be understood as an internally situated set of 
personal values that one directs outward.

Ethics are external standards, often imposed upon a 
particular group (for example, research, medical, or engi-
neering ethics).

Ethics seek to resolve moral questions by defining sound 
standards of right and wrong, often formulated in terms of 
rights, duties, virtues, or utility. Different ethical frameworks 
can provide different answers to a moral question, each 
of which would be the right course of action under their 
respective systems. One way to conceptualise the difference 
is to understand ethics as a toolkit for making moral deci-
sions or solving a moral problem. Which toolkit you use will 
depend on your moral convictions; your understanding of 
where the good lies.

So, to answer the question “Should we scale?”, we must 
articulate a moral belief that it is the right course of action; 
that, in this context, scaling is ‘good’. How we understand 
that ‘good’ will depend on which ethical principles we 
adhere to, and that, in turn, determines which criteria we 
use to justify going to scale.



4
GUIDING PRINCIPLE 2

Optimal Scale

Scaling will nearly always imply trade-offs. The search 
for optimal impact—not maximum impact—governs 
scaling toward balanced and judicious results.

 More is not necessarily better.
 Scaling produces a collection of impacts.
 Impact at Optimal Scale balances the magnitude, 

variety, sustainability, and equity of impacts in ways 
stakeholders endorse.

Key concepts

Intended impact The set of desirable impacts that an 
innovation sets out to produce and the undesirable 
impacts it sets out to avoid.

Collection of impacts All the impacts created by an inno-
vation, including those that are undesirable as well as 
those that are unanticipated.
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Magnitude How much impact is created, which may 
include the average size or quality of impacts, how many 
people benefit or are harmed, and the importance, value, 
or merit of impacts as judged by stakeholders.

Variety How diverse impacts are, which may include 
the number of different impacts that are produced, 
the number of levels at which an impact is created 
(individual, community, and societal), the number of 
independent ways that an innovation creates the same 
impact, and the range of contexts in which the innova-
tion is effective.

Sustainability How long impacts last, which may 
include the duration of impacts experienced by peo-
ple, places, or things; the length of time over which 
an effort to create impact can be continued; and the 
period in which countervailing forces (resistance to 
antibiotics, market forces, and social norms) have yet 
to render an innovation ineffective.

Equity How fairly impacts are distributed, which may 
include prioritising access according to need, not repli-
cating or increasing existing inequalities (gender, wealth, 
race, and ethnicity), ensuring that one group does not 
benefit while another is unduly harmed, and balanc-
ing the benefits and harm experienced by individuals in 
ways they judge acceptable.

Endorsement An ideal that may not be fully achieva-
ble—if all stakeholders had all available information 
about the impacts of an innovation, its alternatives, 
and the contexts in which it would be used, they would 
choose to scale the innovation (or not) as the decision-
makers did.

Shared decisions A way of promoting wide endorsement 
by ensuring that a diverse group of stakeholders (includ-
ing those who are impacted) make decisions, and that 
the voices and values of those who are not decision-
makers contribute to the decisions.
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Optimal Scale The point at which magnitude, variety, 
sustainability, and equity of impacts are balanced in a 
way that is widely endorsed.

Introduction

At a 2006 ceremony hosted by the Clinton Global 
Initiative, over USD16 million was committed to scaling 
a promising clean water solution in sub-Saharan Africa 
known as PlayPumps. The funds were provided through 
a public-private partnership, which included the United 
States Agency for International Development and The 
Case Foundation. With great enthusiasm, then First Lady 
of the United States of America Laura Bush announced the 
expansion effort, which was intended to bring clean drink-
ing water to 4,000 communities and schools. The pumps 
had a proven track record, and the financial and social 
capital supporting their expansion was remarkable. Few 
scaling initiatives are as was well positioned for success. 
Yet it failed to meet its scaling objectives and is widely 
considered a cautionary tale.

There are many reasons the effort did not succeed, which 
have been discussed and debated extensively in the devel-
opment community. Three important reasons are related 
to an oversight of the principle of Optimal Scale.

First, the scaling initiative was premised on a more-is-
better logic that did not account for context. In general, 
providing more access to clean water for those without it 
is better. In this instance, providing more access with one 
type of pump was not. PlayPumps were built into a piece 
of playground equipment called a roundabout. As children 
spin the roundabout they activate the pump, which in turn 
carries water to an elevated storage tank. When members 
of the community want water, they do not need to oper-
ate a hand pump. They simply turn a tap and gravity does 
the work. PlayPumps are a labour-saving device that can 



Optimal Scale 55

be effective in a limited context—a setting where enough 
children play consistently, at the same game, and at a loca-
tion that is accessible to residents of a village small enough 
to have its water needs met by the capacity of the storage 
tank. Given these restrictions, installing more PlayPumps 
in more settings is not necessarily better. Installing more in 
the right settings may be.

Second, innovations do not produce a single impact, 
per se, but a collection of qualitatively distinct impacts. 
Innovators should consider the entire collection when they 
scale, not only the intended impacts that form their stated 
purpose. Innovators may judge some impacts desirable 
and others not. Other stakeholders may judge impacts 
differently. In addition, stakeholders may not anticipate 
all impacts, so there is always uncertainty. Nonetheless, 
those who drive scaling are responsible for the entire 
collection of impacts. Among the anticipated impacts of 
PlayPumps, funders considered three to be important and 
desirable—improving health, reducing labour for women 
and girls, and increasing school attendance for girls. Many 
of the poorest, however, did not view school attendance 
in the same light. Even if the pumps saved their daughters, 
nieces, and cousins hours of labour carrying water every 
day that might be spent at school, they could not afford to 
lose labour that could be put to use in other ways to help 
support the family. Effectively, for the poorest, school was 
not considered the next-best alternative to carrying water, 
with so many other needs unmet. The case of PlayPumps 
shows how two critical stakeholder groups—funders and 
families—had impact plans for the innovation that were 
different, and unfortunately misaligned.

Third, scaling efforts are successful when they balance 
trade-offs among impacts. The purpose of scaling is to 
change the collection of impacts produced by an innovation, 
and four critical dimensions of change are: magnitude, vari-
ety, equity, and sustainability. Promoting one can hinder  
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another, which was the case with PlayPumps. The pumps 
were designed to be a sustainable solution. The elevated 
water towers hold billboards that can generate advertising 
revenue used to support the maintenance of the pumps, 
allowing them to remain in operation indefinitely. But 
promoting sustainability in this way adversely affected 
magnitude (how much impact the pumps provide) and 
equity (the fair distribution of clean water to communi-
ties). It created an incentive to install PlayPumps at sites 
that were attractive to advertisers but had less need of the 
pump. Conversely, it created an incentive to avoid sites 
that were likely to benefit from the pump but unattractive 
to advertisers. Considered in isolation, more sustainabil-
ity is better. However, when considered in combination 
with equity, it is not ‘better’ because it results in a distribu-
tion of pumps that would not be considered fair. Optimal 
impact balances trade-offs like these in ways that stake-
holders endorse.

PlayPumps is an anecdote, but the challenges are not 
unique. The second guiding principle is intended to chal-
lenge innovators to remember that solutions to social and 
environmental problems have an Optimal Scale, and rarely 
is it the maximum. There are trade-offs when scaling that 
typically make an intermediate level of scale the most desir-
able. Although defining Optimal Scale is a cornerstone for 
scaling, the process of doing so is complex. Internal fac-
tors like one’s skill-set constrain the ability to scale. While 
external factors such as available resources and political 
or sociological context influence the way scaling happens.

Three strategies have helped IDRC-supported researchers 
traverse these trade-offs and this complexity. This section 
outlines each, and illustrates ways they might be considered 
in practice.

First, optimality requires being strategic about the 
level of impact we reach for, and purposeful about its 
measurement—innovators should challenge the more 
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is better logic of scaling. Second, it requires a keen eye 
on the collection of impacts innovation creates. Third, 
Optimal Scale is a holistic concept, which asks research-
ers to duly consider the magnitude, variety, equity, and 
sustainability of their work.

With Guiding Principle 1, we have suggested that a 
Justification, drawing on evidence and values, should 
form the basis of any attempt at scaling. With Optimal 
Scale, we suggest how a response to that Justification 
might be constructed. The two—as are all the principles—
are closely linked.

More is not necessarily better

Social innovators often speak of their desire to create 
“more impact” by scaling. It’s an economical expression 
that conveys an intention to do more good for more peo-
ple. Taken at face value, however, it reflects an overly 
narrow view of impact as something that is quantitative 
(we can have more or less of it), undifferentiable (we need 
not consider what kind, only how much), and fungible (we 
can offset harmful impact with an equal amount that is 
beneficial). Limiting as this view may be, it can easily lurk 
in one’s thinking and influence how we scale. It may lead 
us to pursue more, when we truly seek to achieve better.

Setting quantitative and qualitative goals, and 
matching success measures

Understanding impact at Optimal Scale stretches well 
beyond reductionist, quantitative counts such as the num-
ber of beneficiaries served or affected. Other goals, such 
as improvements to a programme’s accessibility for par-
ticularly underserved subpopulations or cost-effectiveness 
gains, can increase overall impact in important ways. At 
the same time, qualitative aims such as satisfaction or sense 
of ownership can deeply improve people’s lives. In essence, 
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Optimal Scale is a multidimensional concept that requires 
an equally nuanced collection of measures of success.

Scaling can be supported by big impact claims and 
objectives, but these statements are usually tied to impact 
‘counts’. These can be important mission or vision state-
ments and provide aspirational benefit. But it is critical that 
when these types of statements are used, they are accom-
panied by more meaningful measures. Aiming for “one 
thousand graduates” or “saving millions of lives”—though 
bold imagery—can instigate unhelpful scaling designs.

A guiding principle for Optimal Scale reminds us how 
the quantitative and qualitative aspects of any measures 
that we choose are inseparably linked. This is because each 
time we count to establish a quantitative measure, we nec-
essarily make a judgment about the qualitative features 
that define what we are counting.

For example, a scholarship intervention may be successful 
in graduating a thousand students with particular skills for 
the workforce, but this count only tells us that a thousand 
people were able to meet the criteria for graduation at their 
given institutions. It does not tell us about the requirements 
for graduation, the quality of the education, nor whether these 
graduates will be prepared for further education or work. A 
scaling design that considers only the goal of one thousand 
graduates, without considering the qualitative underpinnings 
of this goal, could start it down the path of expanding a low 
quality educational programme—for the sake of growth in 
graduate numbers. In this case, it is entirely plausible that 
the benefit for a population can be greater from doing very 
well on a small scale than doing less well on a large scale. In 
sum, the qualitative and quantitative elements of impacts are 
linked and the way in which we define impacts should be 
carefully considered when determining Optimal Scale.

Setting goals is an important part of any social undertak-
ing, and this includes scaling. So too is changing our goals 
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as internal and external conditions change. An unexpected 
increase in scholarship funding from the arrival of a new spon-
sor or an outbreak of political turmoil and a university strike 
may completely change the potential impact. What we deem 
as optimal impact should move in response to these changes 
that might have been within our control or completely extra-
neous. The concept of dynamism is acutely addressed under 
the fourth Guiding Principle, Dynamic Evaluation.

Endorsement

Scaling impact challenges us to think in terms of advancing 
the public good. This can be a challenging objective. First, it 
raises the question of who defines ‘better’ or ‘good change’. 
Ideally, it would be defined by all stakeholders in a way 
that all find agreeable, a concept we’ll call: endorsement. It 
accepts that there will be uncertainty around impact risk and 
suggests that broadening perspectives can provide a practi-
cal tool for understanding complexity.12 It links closely to 
the guiding principle of Justification.

One way to approximate endorsement is to ask those 
affected by the innovation to define ‘better’ or ‘good change’. 
From this perspective, this is where a scaling journey begins, 
if it is to be legitimate and hold likelihood of success. Doing 
so can include a transparent discussion of ‘optimal’ change. 
This may be done in many ways, such as matrix voting, well-
being ranking, or other methods developed for Participatory 
Rural Appraisal.13 Regardless of the method, it should reveal 
the range of perspectives on what constitutes better, provide 
a way of reconciling different perspectives, and furnish a 
way for stakeholders to share decision-making.

Another way is to include stakeholders in and through-
out the innovation process in its entirety. This idea is seeing 
rapid growth in the health innovation sector. For exam-
ple, implementation research is increasingly calling for  
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stakeholder engagement in asking initial questions, testing 
scaling assumptions, and deciding how to scale.14 Scaling 
with those affected—say patients—helps innovators to make 
values-based decisions, but, also, to understand the full col-
lection of impacts an innovation may generate earlier.

Another broad consideration is to support stakehold-
ers with the greatest vested interest (upside and downside 
impact risk) by having them lead and direct the scaling 
process. Placing funders and actors required for scale as 
implementers serving the affected stakeholder group.

Of course there is no right or wrong way to ensure a 
wide endorsement. Each situation will require a tailored 
approach. What is important is that Optimal Scale is 
endorsed by the people who stand to benefit and lose—not 
just those with the idea or the money or power to grow it.

Collection of impacts

Like many working in the field of development, social inno-
vators tend to focus on the positive impacts they want to 
bring about. These form their intended purposes, and they 
scale innovations to achieve them. However, an innovation 
has the potential to create many impacts in addition to those 
that are intended, and innovators are responsible for all the 
resulting impacts. We refer to them as an innovation’s col-
lection of impacts. We can describe a collection of impacts 
using the DIA model (see Figure 4.1). DIA is an abbreviation 
that stands for desirable, intended, and anticipated dimen-
sions that allow one to place impacts in categories. Mapping, 
and carefully re-mapping, impacts across these categories 
can help with endorsement, design, and monitoring.

1. Anticipated versus unanticipated. Stakeholders are 
able to predict some potential impacts before an inno-
vation is scaled, but not all. This creates uncertainty 



Optimal Scale 61

intended

avoid

hidden value

hidden harmUNDESIRABLE

DESIRABLE

unacceptable

ANTICIPATED UNANTICIPATED

FIGURE 4.1  Desirable, Intended, and Anticipated (DIA) 
impact model

regarding the success of an innovation because it may 
create value or harm that is hidden from view. To 
address this, innovators are challenged to anticipate 
as many potential impacts as possible. This is best 
accomplished by engaging the people who are/will be 
affected by the innovation in the planning and decision-
making. Doing so will reduce uncertainty.

2. Desirable versus undesirable. Stakeholders may hold 
different views about which impacts are desirable and 
which are not. Unless innovators and funders under-
stand the diversity of stakeholder perspectives, they 
may unintentionally promote one group’s view of 
success over another’s. To promote success for all, 
innovators again benefit by engaging stakeholders in 
both planning and decision-making.
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3. Intended impacts. Stakeholders judge some impacts to 
be more important than others. An innovation should 
create the impacts they judge most desirable in order to 
achieve success, and it should avoid those they judge 
most undesirable. In combination, the impacts to be 
created and avoided are the intended impacts of the 
innovation.

A holistic view of optimal scale

Research and innovation can lead to a collection of impacts. 
Scaling changes this collection of impacts. A collection of 
impacts may change in any number of ways. Four of these 
dimensions are related to magnitude, variety, sustain-
ability, and equity. Considering these four dimensions of 
impact encourages a view that stretches over space, time, 
and within the granularity of a problem. Figure 4.2 dem-
onstrates the multidimensional nature of Optimal Scale 
that this way of thinking provides. This holistic view of 

equity

sustainability

magnitude

variety

FIGURE 4.2 A holistic concept of Optimal Scale
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impact is useful to detail in a log frame, theory of change, 
business plan, or other relevant planning tool.

Where:

Magnitude tends to attract the most attention. The 
magnitude of a collection of impacts is increased when 
more people are affected, people are affected to a 
greater degree, impacts are experienced over greater 
geographies, and people value how they are affected 
more deeply.

Variety refers to the number of different impacts an 
innovation produces, the levels at which impact is pro-
duced (individual, community, and societal), and the 
number of independent ways that an innovation pro-
duces the same impact. Variety addresses what is in 
the collection.

Sustainability addresses the dimension of time. It 
depends on the length of time impacts persist, how 
long an effort to create impact can be continued, and 
how long it takes countervailing forces (resistance to 
antibiotics, market forces, and social norms) to render 
an innovation ineffective.

Equity is about fairness. It depends on how the distribu-
tion of impacts reduce, reflect, or increase inequalities 
in a society, and how benefits and harm are distributed 
across groups.

Most of the time an innovation cannot be scaled in a way 
that simultaneously improves impacts along each of these 
four dimensions. As an innovation is scaled, the collection 
of impacts changes, which in turn changes the trade-offs 
innovators face. Optimal Scale is the point at which the 
magnitude, variety, sustainability, and equity of impacts 
are balanced in a way that is endorsed.
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Conclusions

1. More is not necessarily better

If the decision to scale has been adequately justified, judi-
cious scaling still requires deliberation. To do this, those 
involved in scaling must think quantitatively and qualita-
tively, and receive a wide endorsement for how progress, 
failure, and success will be judged. Small and beautiful or big 
and flawed—both can be optimal under different conditions.

2. Articulate and evaluate the collection of 
impacts that scaling generates

Rarely does scaling create only ‘the impact’ declared in the 
ultimate or final outcome of a log frame or logic model. 
Scaling generates a collection of impacts that will present 
a mix of benefits and costs to intended and unintended 
stakeholders in a scaling process. Aiming for Optimal Scale 
encourages those involved in a scaling process to consider 
the full spectrum. This includes the intended, unintended, 
desirable, and undesirable changes that scaling may induce.

3. Optimal scale is holistic

Considering four dimensions of impact (magnitude, vari-
ety, sustainability, and equity) encourages a mindset that 
stretches over space, time, and within the granularity of a 
problem space. Optimal Scale implies these components, 
and the trade-offs that can arise between them, are named 
and considered.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLE 3

Coordination

Scaling impact for the public good rests on a dynamic 
mix of relationships. Coordination encourages design-
ing, engaging and adapting within this system.

 Scaling takes place in complex systems.
 Complexity requires a flexible scaling process.
 Coordination connects an evolving set of actors to the 

scaling process.

Key concepts

Scaling system The setting in which an innovation is 
scaled, which is defined by the people, places, and things 
that affect and are affected by the scaling process.

Scaling process A flexible set of stages that move an 
innovation toward impact at Optimal Scale.

Evolving set of actors The people and organisations 
responsible for implementing part of the scaling process 
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and ensuring that other actors enter and exit the process 
as needed.

Portfolio approach A strategic means of coordinating mul-
tiple innovations to optimise impact and opportunity.

Introduction

Most of the time, a single researcher, innovator, organ-
isation, or other actor cannot improve a social or 
environmental problem, no matter how bold their scal-
ing objective, on their own. Scaling for impact depends 
on many. They may be partners working collaboratively, 
rivals pushing each other competitively, or stakeholders 
advocating collectively. They may vary in their interests 
and values, and be motivated by a mix of altruistic and 
selfish purposes. This messy web of actors poses chal-
lenges that may be overcome by focusing on how we 
‘coordinate’ the scaling effort, which encompasses more 
than the word may first imply.

A guiding principle for Coordination is premised on a 
model of scaling as a system with leverage points that may 
be used to influence how scaling unfolds. Innovators (or 
those who may be involved in guiding a scaling process)15 
gain leverage by helping their innovation move through 
flexible stages of development while upholding their 
responsibility to the interconnected people, places, and 
things affected by it. When successful, innovators are able 
to coordinate the actions of diverse actors with multiple 
agendas and perspectives in a way that balances private 
interests and the public good.

How this plays out for scaling is necessarily a case-by-case 
development. But we have learned that attention to factors 
of Coordination do facilitate impact at Optimal Scale.

The Livestock Vaccine Innovation Fund is one example. 
It is a partnership between IDRC, the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, and Global Affairs Canada to develop, 
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produce, and commercialise innovative vaccines against 
livestock diseases in sub-Saharan Africa and South and 
Southeast Asia.16 The fund coordinates the collabora-
tion of diverse actors as they identify local needs, develop 
appropriate vaccines, and scale impact through uptake 
and implementation. A directed approach like this puts 
innovation in the driver’s seat. In the current parlance of 
grantmaking organisations, directed coordination is often 
referred to as “collective impact”.17

Unlike many examples of collective impact, the devel-
opment and scaling of livestock vaccines may require the 
coordinated entrance and exit of different collaborators 
at different levels of scale. Researchers doing the discov-
ery science on vaccine candidates, for example, are rarely 
the same researchers who test vaccine efficacy in the field. 
Moreover, researchers are not likely to be responsible for 
commercialising and distributing animal vaccines to farm-
ers. The actors playing a role in scaling impact can change 
as scaling happens, and this requires a plan that incorpo-
rates anticipation, reaction, and facilitation.

An alternative approach to Coordination is undirected. 
Here, coordination entails working together to develop 
organic systems—such as networks, markets, and  
professions—in which the independent efforts of many 
actors become self-organising. In this model, leadership is 
less central and directive. It is a meaningful way of address-
ing structural and systems issues that require multiple 
innovations over prolonged periods of time. It is also a 
means of inviting those affected by issues to play a part in 
addressing these issues, on terms that match their perspec-
tives, wants, and capacities.18 The Community of Evaluators 
South Asia, a regional professional organisation, offers a 
powerful example of this approach. They have helped to 
develop evaluation systems in governments, universities, 
NGOs, and the private sector across eight South Asian 
countries. Their work has contributed to improvements in 
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social enterprises in Bangladesh, sanitation programmes 
in India, the measurement of Gross National Happiness in 
Bhutan, and many more positive results. The Community 
of Evaluators did not plan these outcomes in advance, and 
neither did their funders. Rather, they arose from the undi-
rected interactions of the members of the organic system.

As the examples of the Livestock Vaccine Innovation Fund 
and the Community of Evaluators of South Asia show, there 
are many ways Coordination can amplify impact, empower, 
and leverage. In the following sections of this chapter, we 
discuss how systems, an evolving set of actors, and scaling 
processes can benefit from Coordination. We also offer a 
few conceptual models as a starting place for action.

The scaling system

Complexity obscures cause and effect. As such, many 
have viewed complexity as a challenge that requires solv-
ing. In some cases, this is appropriate. But, this approach 
represents a reductionist way of thinking, innovating, and 
scaling. It can simplify, but it will also limit knowledge of 
a scaling environment and undermine efforts. As you will 
see in the five case studies presented in this book, com-
plexity is an inseparable part of development. Accepting it, 
rather than ignoring it, is a more realistic way of moving 
forward. We argue that accepting complexity can also be 
an opportunity. This section introduces a means of model-
ling a scaling environment, called a scaling system.

First, we must recognise the plurality of people, places, 
and things that affect or are affected by scaling. We may 
be tempted to focus exclusively on people. Funders, imple-
menting agencies, investors, innovators, and stakeholders 
are the ones who value (or not) the impacts created by an 
innovation, and, to varying degrees, they are the ones who 
have power and agency over the scaling process. But inno-
vations may also affect places, which include both natural 
and built environments. Examples are the ecological  
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effects of scaling-up agriculture projects by expanding 
farmland boundaries or production of a certain grain or 
vegetable over others, or the human food system effects of 
introducing animal vaccines to improve farming produc-
tivity. In addition, scaling is contingent on a multiplicity 
of non-discrete, implicit, and explicit things. Things such 
as institutions, culture, social norms, and even ideas. 
As an exercise to expand one’s gaze, it may be useful to 
imagine that places and things have an interest in how 
they are affected and their ability to respond. How would 
a forest ecosystem respond to being managed in a way 
that preserves most of it but sacrifices some part to pro-
vide income for human residents? What wishes would a 
culture express if an innovation were likely to change it? 
This is not to say that places and things are explicitly 
capable of thought, emotion, or action, but the answers 
to these questions, which must come from a variety of 
stakeholders, help reveal what is valued and reminds us 
to keep the complete set of impacts in our frame.

Second, we need to accept that the people, places, and 
things within a scaling system exist for their own purposes. 
They are rarely agents of a scaling process, until they are 
engaged or affected. At this point, they may begin to func-
tion within the scaling system in many ways—as initiators, 
enablers, competitors, or the impacted. The roles are not 
mutually exclusive, meaning people, places, and things 
may function in more than one way.

Initiators make it possible to begin a change in scale. They 
might include innovators, funders, experts, permissions, 
know-how, a willing community, land with a specific set 
of attributes, or cultural acceptance. More than inputs, 
they are the complex arrangement of elements that must 
be in place before a change in scale can begin.

Enablers are the people, places, and things that, in 
combination, facilitate the scaling. They may include 
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service providers, professionals, policymakers, dis-
tributors, a factory, a community, or government 
agencies. Under an industrial paradigm, enablers are 
the ones who build a new factory or train workers to 
use a new manufacturing process. They may engage in 
almost any kind of activity, from passage of legislation 
to the distribution of fertiliser.

Competitors are the people, places, and things that, in 
combination, offer a next-best or better-than alternative 
to scaling the innovation. In commercial settings, the 
competition would include competing companies and 
substitute products. When scaling impact for the pub-
lic good, the roles of competitors can be tremendously 
varied, but they should not be overlooked. An open 
field may compete with an innovative latrine designed 
for use in rural settings. The configuration of farmers, 
habits, and land that make current agricultural prac-
tices appealing may compete with efforts to introduce 
an innovative policy. Researchers’, institutions’, and 
innovators’ ideas may be competing through a collegial 
scientific debate. A challenge for innovators scaling for 
impact is recognising when it is in the interest of the 
public good to yield to competitors.

The Impacted are those who realise scale. They feel the 
positive and negative results of scaling, and hold great-
est control over the ultimate outcome of any scaling 
effort. They control success whether or not they are 
empowered through the full scaling process. They can 
be people, places, or things.

A diagram of the interconnected elements of the scaling 
system, as described above, appears in Figure 5.1.

The people, places, and things impacting or impacted 
by an innovation are all elements of an interconnected net-
work. Not all impacts are anticipated and some are difficult 
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FIGURE 5.1 The scaling system

to measure, so some of those impacted may not be identi-
fied unless innovators search for them. This is one role that 
Coordination can play. Innovators have special responsibility 
to this group and a duty to include them in decision-making 
and progress assessment.

The central feature of the scaling system model is the scaling 
process, which interacts with the people, places, and things 
acting in the four roles. The extent to which they influence 
the process, or are influenced by it, is a function of the power 
they have within the system. The way that power is arranged 
in the system may or may not serve the greater good. The 
purpose of coordinating scaling is to bring that power into 
alignment around an objective, creating impact at Optimal 
Scale. This Coordination role may be accomplished by 
directly managing the scaling process or creating an enabling 
environment in which it unfolds in an undirected manner. 
Charting the scaling system can help in either scenario.
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Above all, Coordination efforts should be flexible. 
Innovations may have impacts that have not been antici-
pated or may fail to produce impacts that were intended. 
As impacts take root, stakeholders may begin to value 
them more or less. Flexibility and openness to change is 
the key for Coordination. We turn to this next.

Coordinating a scaling process

Scaling can be organised in many ways. Let’s start with a 
simple sequence of three stages that captures what may be 
the popular conception of scaling (Figure 5.2).

DEVELOPMENT LARGEST POSSIBLE SCALE EVALUATION

FIGURE 5.2 A simple, three-step approach to scaling

It starts with the development of an innovation, then 
efforts are made to distribute the innovation on the largest 
scale possible, and finally the impact of the innovation is 
evaluated. Perhaps a commercial venture to bring a prod-
uct to customers would follow a similar process if it were 
competing against other companies racing to bring their 
alternative products to market. But this model is not exclu-
sive to the private sector. Often, government public policy 
driven from political ideals and public promises unfolds in 
such a way. However, the process is inadequate for most 
research-driven scaling. It is too simple and evaluation comes 
too late to result in impact at Optimal Scale. In this section, 
we outline how this basic approach can be improved upon 
it in at least seven ways. This demonstration is presented to 
illustrate how innovators and researchers may organise a 
scaling process with flexible stages.

Start evaluating early. There is a common misconception 
that evaluation comes at the end of the scaling process, 
as it does in the typical plan-do-review cycle. Southern 
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innovation that has stimulated public impact shows that 
nothing could be further from the truth (see guiding princi-
ple Dynamic Evaluation). Evaluation can play a critical role 
before, during, and after every stage in a scaling process. 
If we restrict ourselves to a sequence of stages and were 
to place evaluation in only one place, it would be most 
appropriate to put evaluation after development. That way, 
we could test the efficacy of the innovation before scaling 
it. This is the approach underpinning the “pilot-testing” 
means of implementation (see Figure 5.3).

D E V E L O P M E N T E V A L U A T I O N L A R G E S T  P O S S I B L E  S C A L E

FIGURE 5.3 The “pilot-testing” approach to scaling

Create overlapping stages. In reality, the stages of a scal-
ing process can unfold simultaneously (see Figure 5.4). 
In that case, evaluation becomes the glue that holds the 
stages together. While the innovation is still under devel-
opment, evaluation can help innovators answer questions 
about evidence and values that underpin a Justification 
to scale, such as: “Which ideas are better?” and “Which 
potential impacts reflect stakeholder priorities?” Once 
an innovation has been developed, evaluation can help 
innovators answer the critical question, “How effective 
is the innovation?” before they scale. As the innovation 
is scaled, evaluation might focus on questions such as, 
“What are the impacts of the innovation?”, “How has 

D E V E L O P M E N T

E V A L U A T I O N

LARGEST  POSS IBLE  SCALE

FIGURE 5.4  Using evaluation to manage an innovation that 
insures the largest possible scale
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scaling changed them?”, and “Do they matter to the peo-
ple who are affected?” Answering evaluative questions 
like these helps innovators manage the process.

Conclude with impact at Optimal Scale. Rather than man-
aging scaling to achieve impacts at the largest scale possible 
(more is better), scaling can be managed to produce impact 
at Optimal Scale (better is better). Impact is optimal when 
interests, values, needs, and resources are balanced in a 
way that stakeholders endorse. Optimal impact may result 
when an innovation is universally applied, as with many 
government policies; widely distributed, as it often is with 
vaccines; or selectively allocated, as it is with specialist 
training programmes (see Figure 5.5).

D E V E L O P M E N T

E V A L U A T I O N

OPT IMAL  SCALE

FIGURE 5.5  Managing scaling to produce impact at  
Optimal Scale

Establish starting criteria. For many social and environ-
mental endeavors around the world, there are only a few 
restrictions on whether an innovation may be introduced 
to the public and scaled. For example, an educator can 
develop a mathematics curriculum and make it avail-
able online with no evidence that it helps children learn. 
Cook stoves can be sold with the promise they will reduce 
indoor air pollutants and improve health with little reli-
able evidence that they do so. It is up to those initiating a 
scaling process to develop the criteria that justify scaling— 
and this makes scaling contingent upon criteria that inno-
vators and stakeholders develop together. They have 
flexibility regarding the criteria they choose, but it would 
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Chunk the scaling process. One might think about the 
scaling process as a set of very broad steps that include 
many activities or as the individual activities that comprise 
them (see Figure 5.7). There may be times when a sche-
matic presentation of the process makes sense, for example 
when communicating with the general public. However, 
for those closely linked to the scaling itself, it is important 
to understand the scaling process at a more granular level. 
One strategy is to chunk the process into goal-oriented 
checkpoints. By making them goal-oriented, innovators 
can manage the process as it moves toward results while 
paying attention to the evidence and values that have justi-
fied continued scaling. The goals might be about learning, 
effectiveness, cost, or aligning interest. They need not be 
performance related or follow a management-by-objective 
format. Rather, having goals allows innovators to craft 
starting criteria that are clear and use evaluation strate-
gically at multiple points in the scaling process to gather 
evidence about whether or not the criteria have been met.

?
?

D E V E L O P M E N T

E V A L U A T I O N

OPT IMAL  SCALE

FIGURE 5.6  Developing criteria to justify scaling and seeking 
evidence that the impact is appropriate to the 
stage of an innovation’s development

be prudent to include two—a way of designating which 
impacts are important to which stakeholder groups and 
evidence of impact that is appropriate for the innovation’s 
stage of development (see Figure 5.6).
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FIGURE 5.7  Using goal-oriented checkpoints to evaluate the 
achievement of scaling criteria

Iterate, loop back, or stop when appropriate. Scaling for 
impact requires a level of patience that in many settings 
can be difficult to validate. Investors may put pressure 
on innovators to scale quickly to maximise their return. 
Philanthropists and government agencies may have a lim-
ited window of time in which to address a need (that may 
not be based on the need of a beneficiary, but rather an 
alternative goal of the agency related to politics or power). 
Academics may have an incentive to lay claim to being the 
first to develop an innovation in an area of scholarship. 
Patience, more than money, may be in short supply when 
scaling. But sometimes the next stage in the scaling process 
is not ready to begin. Maybe there is insufficient evidence 
to judge whether the starting criteria have been met, in 
which case innovators may want to continue iterating and 
learning within their current stages. Maybe the evidence 
suggests that the innovation will not accomplish its pur-
poses; therefore, innovators may want to loop back to a 
previous stage or stop the scaling process altogether. If the 
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starting criteria reflect the interests, concerns, and values 
of all those affected, then there is less chance that innova-
tion will move forward too quickly in order to meet the 
needs of one group over those of another.

Remain flexible. Innovators and stakeholders learn through-
out the scaling process. At the same time, they and the 
contexts in which they work change. What seemed reason-
able at the outset may not be so at a later stage. As indicated 
in the previous point, those scaling an innovation should 
remain willing to change the process, their purposes, and 
the innovation in response to what the people, places, and 
things involved in the scaling system suggest. Sometimes 
that means rapid expansion and growth, and sometimes it 
means stopping. Flexibility is fundamental.

An evolving set of actors

At the centre of the scaling system is a flexible scaling pro-
cess. Specific criteria are used to judge whether subsequent 
stages should be initiated, and stages may be modified as 
evaluative evidence emerges. To achieve impact at Optimal 
Scale, the process is managed in partnership with stake-
holders. Those managing the process take responsibility 
for implementing various parts of it, and they ensure that 
other actors enter and exit as needed.

Each stage in the scaling process requires different 
expertise, social capital, and resources. The same set of indi-
viduals and organisations working together successfully at 
one stage may not be the right combination for subsequent 
stages. Bench researchers are typically not the people who 
lead global distribution of a drug. A think tank that can 
develop an innovative economic policy is seldom the appro-
priate entity to implement it. So one feature of the scaling 
process is that those involved with it—and directing it—
change with scale. Given this, it is important to anticipate 
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which organisations and individuals are needed to start sub-
sequent stages (initiators) and implement them (enablers). If 
they are not among the current set of actors, those directing 
the process have a responsibility to recruit them and con-
nect them with the current set of actors.

Another responsibility of those directing the process is 
choosing how to respond to competitors. Because social 
innovators may work in non-commercial or semi-commercial  
settings, competing innovations are not necessarily a 
threat. They may create opportunities for collaboration 
and greater impact. Two university research labs develop-
ing different vaccines for the same disease, for example, 
may share data and expertise in order to find the most 
effective solution. On the other hand, a private pharmaceu-
tical firm working on a similar vaccine may not, making it 
all the more important to focus on the objective of impact 
at Optimal Scale.

Coordinating multiple innovations—a portfolio 
approach

So far we have considered using a flexible scaling process 
to achieve impact at Optimal Scale by navigating a scaling 
system and an evolving set of actors. For many, the need 
for Coordination is amplified by the challenge of scaling 
multiple innovations. But this is a good thing. Although a 
challenge to manage, coordinating the scaling of multiple 
innovations holds abundant promise. It may stimulate a 
greater overall benefit by syndicating efforts around a com-
mon good. It may also contribute to a longitudinal process 
of development that may be staggered over years, decades, 
or longer—as an evolving set of actors is coordinated.

One group that may be particularly concerned with the 
challenge of coordinating multiple innovations is funders. 
For funders, a ‘portfolio approach’ to selecting projects and 
programmes of innovation presents a great opportunity. 
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To succeed, Coordination is critical. We suggest a mapping 
tool that can be adapted to help to build clarity.

There are four general scaling strategies outlined in the 
portfolio approach (see Figure 5.8). These strategies provide 
quadrants that may help to develop a syndication strategy.19

Across the four quadrants there are various scaling strat-
egies. Perhaps the most familiar is an innovator scaling the 
same innovation for the same purpose repeatedly. When 
undertaken in the same context, we may call it repetition; 
when done in different contexts (geographic, disciplinary, 
sector, or so on), we may call it replication.

Another approach is to use the same innovation to 
advance different or additional purposes. This is repurpos-
ing. For example, an innovative school curriculum that adds 
employment to its existing goal of academic achievement.

The third strategy is to use different innovations to 
achieve the same purposes. This might be done to increase 
the likelihood that the impact will be achieved, which is 
called reliability, or to increase the magnitude of quality 
of the impact, which is called reinforcement. An example 
of this is WASH programmes, which can address water, 

REPLICATION
REPETIT ION

REPURPOSE RANGE

REINFORCEMENT
RELIABIL ITY

DIFFERENT

SAME

SAME DIFFERENT

PURPOSE

INNOVATION

FIGURE 5.8  A portfolio approach to coordinating multiple 
innovations
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sanitation, and hygiene simultaneously in different ways 
for the common purpose of improving health.

Finally, different innovations might be promoted to pro-
duce different impacts, in which case their interest is in 
what might be called range or scope. This is a common 
strategy when interested in quality of life within a particu-
lar context. For example, a community-based organisation 
might scale educational, employment, and health innova-
tions simultaneously to comprehensively improve the lives 
of people in the community.

The collection of innovations within each of the four 
strategies can be considered a portfolio that is constructed 
purposefully to achieve specific goals. Innovators may 
think of the quadrants as areas to look for leverage, hop-
ing to contribute to a system of innovations rather than 
reinvent it or act on their own. Funders or managers may 
use the mapping tool to create synergy across projects 
and efforts, and to plan action over time. The portfolio 
approach to coordinating multiple innovations can also 
be a tool for creating transparency and the planning of 
stakeholder engagement. For funders in particular, it is an 
important place to contribute value in the quest to improve 
the way we scale the impact of research and innovation for 
the public good.20

Conclusions

1. Coordination is about more than partnerships

Coordinated scaling considers stakeholders, actors, systems, 
and scaling processes.

2. Scaling happens within complex systems

The scaling system is the setting in which scaling takes place. 
At the centre of the system is the scaling process, which 
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affects and is affected by various stakeholders (people, 
places, and things). The stakeholders play different roles, 
which are not mutually exclusive. Initiators make it possible 
to start a subsequent stage of the scaling process. Enablers 
implement or support the scaling within and across stages. 
Competitors offer alternatives that may be better or worse. 
And the impacted are those stakeholders affected when the 
innovation is scaled.

3. Complexity requires a flexible scaling process

The scaling process is composed of overlapping actions. 
The initiation of subsequent actions is contingent on meet-
ing co-constructed starting criteria. The arrangement 
and nature are contingent on what is learned as we scale 
through evaluation. Consequently, the scaling process 
must remain flexible.

4. Coordination connects an evolving set of actors 
to the scaling process

Those engaged in a scaling process change while scaling 
happens. Different expertise, resources, and capabilities 
are required at each stage of the process. Those directing 
the process have a responsibility to recruit others to the 
process as needed and connect them with the current set 
of actors.

5. A portfolio approach syndicates innovations for 
better impact at scale.

Rarely do single innovations make great change on their 
own. More often innovations build on one another. 
Incremental change can be leveraged when multiple 
innovations are coordinated to work together. Taking a 
portfolio view of change is a means of accomplishing this.



6
GUIDING PRINCIPLE 4

Dynamic Evaluation

Dynamic Evaluation encourages that learning underpins 
scaling from start to finish.

 Scaling is an intervention that can be evaluated.
 Scaling generates dynamic change, which necessitates 

similarly dynamic evaluation.
 Dynamic evaluation is a stance that is held before, dur-

ing, and after scaling.

Key concepts

Evaluation The determination of the merit, worth or sig-
nificance of something.

Intervention A strategy for creating change. (In terms of 
research and innovation, interventions often follow the 
pathways to scale typology and exist as programmes, 
behaviour change, policies, products, methods, and so 
on. See Part IV of this book for further discussion.)
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Scaling intervention Actions taken to change the magni-
tude, variety, equity, or sustainability of an impact.

Scaling effects The linear and non-linear, quantitative 
and qualitative relationships between scaling actions 
and scaling impact.

Introduction

Contributing to development processes and progress 
by scaling impact is not straightforward. As pre-
sented in this book within the discussions surrounding 
Justification, Optimal Scale, and Coordination, scaling 
includes looking beyond immediate users and funders, 
and being driven to create change that is valued by those 
affected. In the typology of pathways to scale, we illus-
trate how impact may stem from innovations as diverse 
as products like mobile apps, programmes like jobs 
training, policy levers like equity legislation, practices 
like a safe caesarian birthing procedure, or combina-
tions of multiple innovations travelling different—but 
hopefully coordinated—pathways to scale.

In this context, narrow metrics, such as profit, num-
bers of users, and total geographies served, are insufficient 
evaluative measures for the ways innovators—and those 
who are affected by their innovations—think and act. 
These measures help to advertise accomplishments, but 
they fall short when it comes to the instrumental knowl-
edge that can guide, improve, and optimise scaling efforts.

Dynamic Evaluation is a means of continuous learn-
ing. It borrows from developmental evaluation and lean 
methodologies to encourage flexible and adaptive manage-
ment.21 Like these approaches, it helps innovators gather 
feedback rapidly, learn through iteration, and focus on 
value creation (in our case this means: impacts for the 
public good). What makes Dynamic Evaluation different 
is how it responds to two features of scaling.



84 Four guiding principles for scaling impact

First, it rests on the principle that scaling is an intervention. 
When organisations scale innovations, they act in new ways 
that they believe will change the magnitude, variety, sustain-
ability, and equity of impacts. Dynamic Evaluation helps one 
to understand whether an innovation is creating impact, but 
also whether and how scaling is contributing.

Second, the actions researchers and innovators take are 
guided by their beliefs about how scaling changes impacts. 
Dynamic Evaluation describes how scaling actions trig-
ger scaling effects (linear and non-linear, quantitative and 
qualitative) that change the collection of impacts. Dynamic 
Evaluation guides one to anticipate and react to these changes.

To illustrate, consider a simple example of cause and 
effect. If you drive a car at a constant low speed (cause), 
it handles in a consistent and predictable fashion (effect). 
However, if you continue to accelerate for a period, the 
car will begin to handle very differently. This change is 
the result of scaling. Accelerating may help you reach your 
destination faster, or it may result badly for you and others 
on the road.

Dynamic Evaluation is how we manage to drive vehicles 
at increasing speeds. We use a continuous and adaptive 
process of gathering, assessing, and acting on the signals 
we pick up from around us. It is dynamic because it can 
require changing approaches, frameworks, and theories as 
we proceed. In a car, if we hear a siren to our left, we turn 
our head and look out an entirely different window. With 
the Dynamic Evaluation of scaling efforts, if a new inno-
vation comes along that holds more promise, we may slow 
our scaling, change our designs for Optimal Scale, or stop 
scaling altogether.

Dynamic Evaluation is closely tied to the other guiding 
principles. When done well, Dynamic Evaluation guides a 
scaling journey that is Justified and Coordinated to reach 
Optimal Scale.
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Scaling is an intervention

Dynamic Evaluation moves beyond evaluating the impact 
of an innovation. It accepts that scaling is an intervention 
that can and should be evaluated.

Let’s unpack how this is different. To begin, it is important 
to refresh on the basic means of conducting any evaluation. 
Say that we wish to understand the value of an innovation. 
To do so, evaluators might ask, to what extent, under what 
conditions, through what process, over what period of time, 
at what cost, and for whom did change occur? Who con-
sidered these changes desirable or undesirable, and in what 
ways, to what degree, and for whom?

Although the innovations we evaluate are novel, these 
questions follow a familiar pattern. They represent two 
halves of what is sometimes called the logic of evaluation.22 
The descriptive half answers the question, “What changes 
have been created?” The valuing half answers the question, 
“For whom and in what ways are those changes desira-
ble?” When considered together, they form the basis of an 
evaluative conclusion, which is a judgment of the merit, 
worth, or significance of the innovation.

Evaluators have developed a technical language that 
allows them to ask and answer these questions with pre-
cision in a wide range of contexts. They typically refer 
to any strategy for creating change as an intervention. 
The downstream changes produced by an intervention 
(directly or indirectly, whole or in part) are impacts. Any 
systematic evaluation of the changes brought about by 
an intervention is an impact evaluation. These terms give 
meaning to well-established approaches that can be used 
to evaluate the success of interventions in general, and 
innovations in particular.

Scaling turns much of this on its head.
Established approaches to impact evaluation set out to 

understand the impact of an intervention at a given level 
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of scale. Thus, scale is treated as an attribute of the inter-
vention. It assumes a stable cause and effect relationship. 
However, changing scale is not an attribute of the interven-
tion, it is an intervention in its own right. We scale in order 
to change the nature of impacts. So Dynamic Evaluation 
not only asks, “What is the impact of an innovation at a 
given level of scale?” but also, “What is the impact of the 
scaling?” Scaling is an intervention alongside the innova-
tion, and impacts are in reality a result of both. Traditional 
evaluation and design tools such as logical frameworks, logic 
models, theories of change, or impact value chains may help 
us understand the impact of an innovation, but not the way 
scaling this innovation changes impacts. Accepting that scal-
ing is an intervention, we next offer some strategies for its 
measurement with Dynamic Evaluation.

Scaling effects

This section explains the concept of scaling effects. By 
this, we mean the effects that the level of scaling action, 
in a given scaling context, has on impacts. When we move 
innovations to interventions in the real world, the scale 
of their impact is not a constant with the level of inter-
vention. This is a simple conjecture, but it is one that is 
too often overlooked. Measuring this phenomena (scaling 
effects) helps those concerned with impact to understand, 
adapt, and document the actions that lead toward the opti-
mal. Doing so continuously (i.e., dynamically) is key.

Scaling effects transpire in a multiplicity of ways. Some 
can be expected and planned for, some are more thorny or 
elusive and are uncovered only as scaling happens. As we 
increase our actions quantitatively, the change in impact 
may be linear, non-linear, or follow any number of chang-
ing patterns. It may also qualitatively change the impacts 
themselves, perhaps making the impacts more desirable in 
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type or nature. In other cases, scaling an innovation may 
have negative impacts and displace more effective alterna-
tives. What remains a constant is that the way in which 
impacts change with scale in a given context—for better 
or worse—is a critical part of establishing Optimal Scale. 
Accordingly, we need to apply Dynamic Evaluation that 
accepts and directly questions the dynamic nature of the 
relationship between scaling actions and impacts.

For illustration, let’s consider some simple examples of 
scaling effects. As we walk through these examples, con-
sider how evaluation might be used to gather evidence and 
guide action. As a starting place, Dynamic Evaluations 
should describe, in advance, the scaling effects believed 
to govern impacts as they scale. Some scaling effects are 
predictable given an understanding of past interventions 
of a similar nature, or become well-described through the 
process of endorsement undertaken to justify scaling in a 
new community.

Take, for example, a project meant to scale a vitamin-
enriched food product in order to address vitamin 
deficiency in a region. Let’s say the aim is to distrib-
ute the product centrally—say turn it into a powder 
or food mix, then convince a local health authority to 
administer it to everyone freely. The increase in the 
vitamin-enriched food distributed and consumed would 
be linear, but the impact of the innovation would not 
be. While everyone who needed free vitamins would get 
them, people who did not need vitamins would also be 
dosed. For these people, there would be little additional 
benefit from the innovation. Figure 6.1 shows how 
this scaling effect might look on a very simple graph of 
action versus impact.

Moreover, providing free vitamins to everyone may come 
with many disruptive side effects. Doing so may affect the 
local economy, perhaps hurting those who grow and sell 
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FIGURE 6.1 Diminishing returns to scale

fruits and vegetables. There may be potential cultural impacts 
of such an intervention programme, based on obligatory 
dosing with food mixes instead of promoting customary 
vitamin-rich foods for the region. A Dynamic Evaluation 
that considered the full collection of impacts, and how many 
would unfold well into a scaling process, could govern the 
intervention toward a more optimal impact.

For another example, let’s consider an innovator’s plan 
for a different means of bringing the product to individuals 
in need. Here the product is commercialised and brought to 
market through sales in local shops and targeted market-
ing campaigns. The impacts of the project may be small at 
the outset as techniques are developed to manufacture it, 
producers invest in machinery needed to make it, distribu-
tion networks are formed, and customers acclimatise to the 
product. However, once this is done and the product can be 
sold at a price that allows producers to flourish, the impacts 
on vitamin deficiency in a region can scale rapidly without a 
similar level of action on the part of the actors. In effect, the 
impact could become self-sustaining. Figure 6.2 shows how 
this scaling effect pattern might look.
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FIGURE 6.2 Increasing returns to scale

Dynamic Evaluations will study this trajectory and judge 
progress accordingly. It should also aim to help innovators 
to identify the ‘breaking points’ where this scaling effect 
may come into play. In the example above, a breaking 
point is any price above the viable commercial price that 
allowed the product to scale across the market.

It is important to note, that, in some cases, the nature 
of the impact can change as scaling happens. Although 
the number of people using the vitamin products may 
increase rapidly, using markets to distribute them may 
mean that those most in need of the product may not 
be the ones purchasing it. They may become ‘priced-
out’ of the potential impact as the viable price settles at 
some middle-income price point. This is a cause not of 
the scaling actions we take, but of the system in which 
scaling occurs. Markets for vitamins, but also medicines 
and pharmaceuticals of many types, offer a helpful illus-
tration of how a scaling system can generate a scaling 
effect that may be negative or positive. Here, the way 
that scaling takes place affects both quantitative (number 
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of people getting needed drugs) and qualitative (which 
people are getting needed drugs) aspects of scaling.

In examples such as these, it may seem obvious that 
these outcomes could result from scaling. In reality, it 
is not always so. Scaling effects should be a part of any 
scaling plan, but they must also be monitored as scaling 
unfolds. We can return to the unexpected outcomes that 
emerged from microfinance or PlayPumps described in 
earlier chapters—these were seemingly proven innova-
tions by the evaluation standards deemed acceptable by 
their scalers. But the unexpected results of these innova-
tions, as they scaled, show how the unpredictable nature 
of innovation demands Dynamic Evaluation. To illustrate 
the importance of dynamism, or continuous learning, let’s 
turn to another example of scaling effects.

Consider the differences that persist in primary school 
enrollment rates by gender. The sex we are born with 
and/or the way we identify ourselves to others should not 
correlate with our educational opportunities. It’s plain 
discrimination. But addressing this issue has proven chal-
lenging. Some innovations have included programmes that 
rely on influencing or even changing social norms—gender  
equity norms—in a community. At the initial stages of 
scaling, change may be limited and slow to take root. But 
then, a critical mass of community members may adopt an 
attitude or behaviour and its scaling takes off. By contrast, 
changes in impacts may taper off at high levels of adoption 
when only a few, harder to influence individuals remain. 
Figure 6.3 illustrates this pattern.

Dynamic Evaluation will ultimately govern when in 
the scaling process impacts are assessed, and whether 
multiple evaluations of the same intervention, but at dif-
ferent times, is warranted. As this example of changing 
social norms illustrates, an early evaluation, one done in 
a few years, and one done decades later, are likely to 
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FIGURE 6.3 Varying returns to scale

show very different results for the same intervention. It is 
only by recognising that scaling is an implicit part of this 
intervention that success can be judged fairly across the 
three studies.

So far we have used two-dimensional charts to illustrate 
the complexity of changing nutrition outcomes and social 
norms about complex issues like gender and education. 
In the real world, scaling effects go beyond what can be 
plotted on simple charts. Impacts will change following 
much more complicated patterns. But here again lies the 
importance of real and thoughtful Dynamic Evaluation. 
As we have tried to show by using these simplified illus-
trations, scaling effects can combine to make impacts 
change for better or worse at different levels of action. 
Over time, the relationships between levels of action and 
impacts may also change, making what may have at one 
time been an optimal level of impact no longer optimal. 
Dynamic Evaluation encompasses a process of constantly 
revisiting what is meant by optimal and how scaling itself 
is influencing it.
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As a final example, consider the case of the Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa described in the introduction 
to this book. In this situation, the scaling effect of ‘herd 
immunity’ played a critical role. Herd immunity implies 
that as the proportion of vaccinated people increases, 
the probability that an unvaccinated person con-
tracts the disease decreases in a non-linear way. This is 
because there are fewer opportunities for healthy people 
to become infected. It was the reason why vaccinating 
only those at the centre of social networks slowed and 
eventually stopped the spread of the disease. Innovators 
on the ground understood this scaling effect and how 
it changed the mechanism of impact dramatically. To 
gauge the effect of herd immunity, evaluators looked for 
decreases in the infection rate that outpaced increases 
in the vaccination rate. They used that knowledge to 
establish an optimal scale for vaccination that implied 
an exponentially greater Optimal Scale for impact. 
This saved resources, reduced negative side effects, 
and allowed actors to shift their focus to other areas of 
need. Dynamic Evaluation led to a positive result in an 
extremely urgent situation.

Dynamic evaluation is a stance, not a 
methodology

Dynamic Evaluation presents two key considerations. 
First, that scaling is an intervention that can be evalu-
ated. Second, that scaling generates transformations in 
the impacts of our innovations through scaling effects. We 
have attempted to illustrate how these features can make 
it difficult to reach a complete evaluative judgment of a 
scaling process and its results with the typical, predefined 
evaluation methodologies. A dynamic approach would be 
preferable. But how does one execute this?



Dynamic Evaluation 93

In short, there is no silver bullet. We will not be introducing  
a precise set of rules for doing a Dynamic Evaluation. 
Instead there is a guiding principle that encourages antici-
pation, reaction, and flexibility. For it to work, it needs to 
be interpreted, and reinterpreted, within a problem space.

Conclusions

To draw on the basics that have made Dynamic Evaluation 
come to light, here are three ways to hold a dynamic evalu-
ation stance: evaluate scaling, learn continuously, and be 
flexible.

1. Evaluate scaling

Dynamic Evaluation aims to measure the collection of 
impacts of scaling as an intervention. Not just the impacts 
of the innovation at a single level of scale. It can use a 
collection of tailored learning strategies to examine how 
scaling transforms a holistic concept of impacts—assessing 
the magnitude, variety, equity, and sustainability of change.

2. Learn continuously

Dynamic Evaluation is not viewed as the last step of the 
plan-do-review learning cycle. Neither is it the first step or 
the middle point. Rather, it is a body of tools for rounding 
rapid learning cycles that can be used strategically before, 
during, and after scaling. It relies on the judgment of those 
involved in the scaling system, including initiators, enablers, 
competitors, and those impacted.

3. Be flexible

Unlike traditional evaluation methods such as a “ran-
domised control trial”, “ethnographic deviant case-study 
analysis”, or “rapid impact assessment”, Dynamic 
Evaluation is fluid. These types of approaches can provide 
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helpful, scientifically rigorous knowledge about an inter-
vention. But scaling shifts things, and this must include an 
evaluative focus looking directly at these shifts. Dynamic 
Evaluation might incorporate a randomised trial or multi-
year ethnography. But when conditions change, so does 
the evaluation plan. It accepts shifting conditions and 
goalposts and works to adjust learning strategies to match 
these changes in conditions.

Figure 6.4 illustrates a number of activities that could 
come together to form a Dynamic Evaluation stance. The 
five case studies in this book illustrate how the approach 
has emerged in particular scaling processes and systems.

DYNAMIC EVALUATION

B E F O R E D U R I N G A F T E R

scal ing theory of change

est imate scal ing effects

endorsement

scal ing system mapping

trade- off  monitor ing

adaptive manage optimal

scal ing system analysis

famil iar impact assessment

hol ist ic impact assessment

portfol io analysis

developmental approach est imate impact of scal ingjust i f  icat ion

f lexible & emergent 

document scalabi l i ty factors

FIGURE 6.4  Activities that may comprise a Dynamic 
Evaluation stance
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7
SCALING ECOHEALTH FOR 
CHAGAS DISEASE PREVENTION  
IN CENTRAL AMERICA

We wanted to make changes in people’s lives. I don’t 
think about science in terms of writing papers and going 
to seminars. We need to use science for applied change in 
the real world. When we started, we had an eye to having 
this work with not just the people of Guatemala but all 
throughout Central America where Chagas was prevalent. 
The idea was really to help people with our science.

María Carlota Monroy Escobar, Universidad  
de San Carlos de Guatemala, Interview

SUMMARY

Chagas is a vector-borne disease endemic to 21 Latin 
American countries and is caused by the Trypanosoma cruzi 
parasite. In Central America, it has been most commonly 
transmitted to humans via two insect vectors—Rhodnius 

(continued)
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prolixus and Triatoma dimidiata. The latter is now the prin-
cipal vector in Central America. In 2003, IDRC funded a 
project examining the effectiveness of an Ecohealth inter-
vention for managing the transmission of Chagas disease 
to humans via the Triatoma dimidiata.

In contrast to traditional programmes focusing exclu-
sively on spraying pesticides, the Ecohealth intervention 
consists of a two-step system. First, the vector is redirected 
to blood meal sources outside of the infested homes. Homes 
are then renovated to make them less hospitable for the 
vector. Proving highly effective in several Guatemalan test 
sites, the intervention was scaled through a second IDRC 
project to a larger number of communities in Guatemala, 
Honduras, and El Salvador. The programme’s long-term 
objective was to address the emergence of Chagas disease 
across Latin America.

The two IDRC projects exemplify the scaling of a pro-
gramme or system of related, science-based activities from 
a small set of communities in one country to 40 commu-
nities in three countries. The first project supported the 
Ecohealth intervention in its early, small-scale implemen-
tation phase. The second applied the intervention to a 
broader international context. The projects also provide 
an opportunity for examining how a systems approach 
can function, particularly where it is heavily dependent on 
community participation in diverging social contexts.

(continued)

Chagas disease

Chagas is a vector-borne disease endemic in regions across  
21 Latin American countries. It is caused by the Trypanosoma 
cruzi (T. cruzi) parasite and its effects are potentially life 
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threatening (World Health Organization 2016). The dis-
ease is common among rural and poor communities in Latin 
America, affecting more than 10 million people, and killing 
an estimated 10,000 people annually (IDRC 2011: 1).

The disease typically presents in two phases. The first is 
an acute phase, where large numbers of the parasite are pre-
sent in the bloodstream. Most individuals suffer from mild 
symptoms or no symptoms at all during this phase, which 
lasts for approximately two months upon infection. The 
second is a chronic phase, where lower numbers of the para-
site congregate in the heart and the muscles of the digestive 
tract. During the chronic phase, patients may suffer heart 
disease and digestive disorders (megacolon and megaesopha-
gus), which can lead to heart failure or death (World Health 
Organization 2016).

In Central America, the T. cruzi parasite was transmitted to 
humans via two main insect species. The first, Rhodnius pro-
lixus, was not native to the regions in which Chagas disease 
was endemic and was successfully eradicated by a domestic 
pesticide programme. The second, Triatoma dimidiata, is a 
native species and can live in homes, peri-domiciliary envi-
ronments, as well as forested regions (IDRC 2011).

Since the elimination of Rhodnius prolixus, long-term 
management of Chagas disease through domestic spraying 
campaigns typically fails. Such campaigns can limit infes-
tations, but only temporarily. Since Triatoma dimidiata 
is native to endemic regions, re-infestation often occurs 
within a few months of a spraying campaign. Moreover, 
Triatoma dimidiata tends to survive in peri-domiciliary 
and forested regions, migrating back to homes once pesti-
cide levels subside (IDRC 2011).

The Ecohealth intervention

In 2003, IDRC approved funding for the study of an envi-
ronmental approach to Chagas disease management in 
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Guatemala. Inspired by the primary researcher’s earlier 
work, the project posited that Chagas disease could be 
effectively controlled in rural communities through a series 
of preventative measures, including:

 • home renovations and repairs of traditional rural 
dwellings; and

 • changes to peri-domiciliary activities, such as animal 
husbandry.

Under this approach, heavily infested homes are initially 
sprayed with insecticide as a preventive and control meas-
ure. Led by families themselves, home renovations then 
helped to create a space that is inhospitable to Triatoma 
dimidiata, significantly limiting re-infestation. For exam-
ple, dirt floors are eliminated and wall crevices plastered 
to remove spaces where Triatoma dimidiata can thrive. 
Around homes that are only mildly infested, chickens 
and other livestock that provide a blood meal source for 
Triatoma dimidiata are relocated and contained to limit 
human-vector contact.

The intervention’s implementation relied on the partici-
pation and coordination of numerous key players. Research 
and field staff communicated the details of the interven-
tion to participating communities and secured their buy-in. 
Representatives from the Guatemalan Ministry of Health 
helped research and field staff connect with communities 
and secure their consent, while municipal officials ensured 
that construction materials were available to participating 
rural communities. Consenting community members were 
also directly involved in home renovation and changes 
to peri-domiciliary activities. In the Jutiapa Department 
(located in the southeastern part of Guatemala), the pro-
ject showed that the transmission of Chagas disease could 
be significantly reduced through the Ecohealth approach 
(IDRC 2003: 1).
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IDRC consequently funded a second study in 2011 to 
assess the degree to which the Ecohealth intervention could 
be scaled up to other communities in Latin America and 
the Caribbean (LAC). Entitled “Ecohealth Interventions 
for Chagas Disease Prevention in Central America”, the 
second project applied the intervention to other areas 
of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Overall, the 
project sought to demonstrate that the risk of Chagas dis-
ease transmission could be significantly reduced through 
Ecohealth intervention activities (IDRC 2011).

The two projects provide an example for scaling a sys-
tem of related, science-based activities for greater impact 
(IDRC 2016a). Their combined timeline charts the 
Ecohealth intervention from its early, small-scale imple-
mentation to its application in an international context. 
The projects also provide an opportunity to examine how 
a systems approach can function in different settings, 
particularly where it is heavily dependent on community 
participation. The intervention also exhibits potential for 
scaling beyond the scope of the second project. In the long-
term, it could be adopted to eliminate Chagas transmission 
across Latin America.

JUSTIFICATION

Clear continued need

The 2004 environmental project demonstrated the effec-
tiveness of the Ecohealth approach in preventing the 
transmission of Chagas disease. It developed an approach 
that was superior to alternatives commonly used to 
combat Chagas transmission by Triatoma dimidiata, the 

(continued)
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(continued)

primary vector in Central America. The endemic state of 
Chagas in regions beyond the scope of the first project 
also demonstrated a clear need to apply the interven-
tion in other contexts. The effectiveness of the Ecohealth 
approach, combined with the endemic state of Chagas in 
other regions, provided a strong Justification for scaling the 
intervention.

Insights from scaling

Following the success of the first project, IDRC discussed 
the potential for scaling with the principal investigator (PI). 
Scaling the intervention aligned with the PI’s original moti-
vation for undertaking this work. The Ecohealth approach 
was designed to apply to a broad range of rural commu-
nities in Central America. The materials used to renovate 
the homes, for example, were in part chosen for their wide 
availability. Rural communities also often lacked tools 
for construction. To ensure broad appeal, the renovations 
(e.g., plastering walls, replacing dirt floors) were designed 
to require only a few tools, if any.

Despite these early considerations, expanding the 
Ecohealth intervention to approximately 40 commu-
nities across Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras 
involved more than replicating the intervention used in 
the Department of Jutiapa. The interventions introduced 
in each village needed to be calibrated to meet the con-
text of each village. Each community was differentiated 
by its own leadership, way of thinking, and reaction to 
the proposed intervention. To successfully implement the 
Ecohealth approach, the project team needed to actively 
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engage municipal actors, health and vector control staff, 
as well as individual community members.

Securing consent also required a demonstration of how 
the intervention could benefit individual residents. In many 
cases, one model home was chosen to demonstrate how 
the renovations would take place and peri-domiciliary  
activity would be changed. However, as the range of 
communities involved grew, gaining this trust proved 
more difficult. Before making a final decision on their 
involvement in the project, some communities requested 
that the project team offer a small-scale demonstration 
of the renovation work. The geographic proximity of 
the implementing team to participating communities 
was also key. It provided an avenue for regular contact 
between the project team and community members to 
address questions or concerns.

Some key elements of implementation, such as the 
replacement of dirt floors and the plastering of walls, 
needed to remain constant. Other elements, however, 
could be adapted to local preferences. As the intervention 
work expanded, communities began to introduce unique 
local features. One community, for example, changed 
the colour of the plaster used to renovate the homes to 
mirror its traditional aesthetic. A different community 
incorporated plant material into its plaster to improve 
waterproofing.

The intervention’s success also rested on clearly understand-
ing and addressing gender roles (Rocío Rodríguez Triana 
et al. 2016). To successfully secure buy-in, meetings between 
the project team and community members needed to involve 
both men and women. Meetings were consequently sched-
uled on weekends to accommodate the availability of both 
genders. Some community members were more willing to dis-
cuss the intervention in a group of their own gender. Ensuring 
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gender equity in the composition of project implementation 
teams was therefore key. Gender also played a significant role 
in the renovation work. Men most commonly participated 
in the intervention work by moving construction materials 
and undertaking manual labour. Women and children, on 
the other hand, were more likely to take on the plastering of 
walls. In fact, engineers initially failed to recognise this gender 
dimension and attempted to engage men in plastering homes. 
Admittedly, these gender dimensions were not transformative, 
but understanding and accommodating them was crucial to 
the success of the scaling effort.

In addition to community participation, the Ecohealth 
intervention rested on collaboration between the project 
team, municipalities, and government ministries. In each 
of the three countries, the nature of this collaboration var-
ied. In El Salvador, for example, the project team exhibited 
a strong academic background, but limited field experi-
ence. It also lacked a strong relationship with the vector 
control programme. Moreover, the support of the national 
Chagas control programme did not translate into concrete 
field engagement. This lack of field experience and limited 
engagement from vector control staff made initial engage-
ment with communities in El Salvador more difficult. Over 
time, however, the team was able to account for these gaps 
by developing a collaborative relationship with primary 
healthcare centres.

The participation of municipal actors was also critical. 
They were often responsible for treating Chagas patients. 
Moreover, while the materials used to renovate the homes 
were affordable, they often had to be transported from 
remote parts of the country. These added transportation 
costs would have rendered the intervention prohibitively 
expensive for most rural communities; however, municipali-
ties often assumed this responsibility and the related expense.
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COORDINATION

Buy-in as the foundation for Coordination

The success of the Ecohealth intervention rested on a 
participatory multi-stakeholder approach, as well as 
community buy-in. Scaling came with a more diverse 
set of communities, marked by variation in the initial 
level of interest and readiness to participate. This diver-
sity was managed through a close working relationship 
between community members and the team delivering 
the intervention.

Community buy-in through local custom

While the scaling of the Ecohealth approach included 
some constant elements, it was also responsive to local 
customs. By allowing communities to make the interven-
tion their own, this flexibility also secured buy-in, while 
facilitating collaboration between community members 
and the intervention team. Flexibility was thus key to both 
scaling the Ecohealth approach and enhancing delivery.

Accommodating gender roles

Community participation required a recognition of gen-
der roles. While not gender-transformative in its intentions, 
the Ecohealth approach recognised that men and women 
needed to be engaged through different activities. Scaling 
to a wider range of communities introduced greater varia-
bility in gender roles, reinforcing the importance of gender 
responsiveness for effective delivery.

(continued)
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(continued)

Establishing roles for success

The Chagas case also demonstrates that, in the context of 
scaling, Coordination involves more than the participation 
of stakeholders. It can require a division of roles based on 
preferences and comparative advantage. The allocation of 
clear responsibilities and roles to each participating actor 
made for more effective Coordination.

Community dynamics, combined with the strength of 
partnerships between participating organisations, contrib-
uted to variation in implementation rates. As the project’s 
PI notes, some communities struggled to renovate 40 per-
cent of their homes, while others were able to renovate up 
to 90 percent. In some cases, construction was completed 
within six months, while in others renovations went on 
for years. Moreover, in most communities, an 80 percent 
renovation rate was required to ensure resistance to vector 
infestation and Chagas transmission.

During the early stages of the Ecohealth project, data 
was recorded on key participant characteristics, including 
socio-demographic markers, intervention participation, 
and communication with other stakeholders. The goal was 
to draw on this empirical evidence to identify determinants 
of the intervention’s success, particularly at subsequent 
stages of scaling. Such monitoring and analysis would 
have provided key insights for adjusting scaling to amplify 
impact over time. A lack of resources, however, prevented 
the project team from fully analysing and leveraging the 
data to inform subsequent scaling efforts.

Despite these early monitoring attempts, most of the 
determinants of success were established only at later 
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stages. The project team initially focused on communities 
only. As the intervention was scaled to approximately 40 
communities and participant diversity increased, the body 
of evidence for identifying unique community, municipal, 
and national determinants of intervention success grew. 
New patterns of behaviour and determinants of success 
emerged, which allowed tailoring the intervention to the 
characteristics and needs of each community.

DYNAMIC EVALUATION

Anticipating factors for success

The Ecohealth project demonstrates both opportunities 
for and challenges to anticipating success factors when 
scaling. Earlier work helped identify patterns of behaviour 
among strategic partners that were more likely to ensure 
the intervention’s success. As the intervention was applied 
across a larger sample of communities, however, additional 
factors of success emerged. In the context of scaling, this 
suggests a key role for Dynamic Evaluation to ensure that 
programming remains effective.

The scaling process was also characterised by a multi-
plier effect. As the intervention was scaled and its benefits 
were more broadly recognised, households and organisa-
tions that were not associated with the project began to 
independently take up its core activities. Motivated to 
increase their standard of living through an improved living  
space, for example, some non-participating families 
adopted the home renovations element of the Ecohealth 
approach. Similarly, as home renovations showed effec-
tiveness in limiting the transmission of other diseases, 
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NGOs working in Latin America began to employ the 
Ecohealth approach to pursue their own disease preven-
tion mandate.

Nonetheless, variation in the application and success of 
the Ecohealth intervention, combined with its multiplier 
effects, made determining Optimal Scale more difficult. A 
household renovation rate of 80 percent within communi-
ties represents a concrete target. However, the spontaneous 
uptake of the intervention by individual households and 
other organisations made it more difficult to determine 
the degree to which any one programme or organisation 
should apply the intervention.

Leveraging the self-reinforcing nature of the scaling pro-
cess and building partnerships proved to be a key feature 
of the intervention’s success. Chagas disease transmission 
continues in Central American countries, signalling a fur-
ther need for the intervention. However, it is unlikely that the 
Ecohealth approach alone will be able to fully address this 
need. Partnerships and the self-reinforcing nature of the inter-
vention offer an opportunity to scale the Ecohealth approach 
beyond the project’s conclusion.

Rather than focusing on establishing a single optimal 
level of scaling, stakeholders involved in the interven-
tion often pointed to the need to apply the intervention 
in endemic hotspots as these were identified. Key regions 
throughout Central America continue to suffer from high 
levels of Triatoma dimidiata infestation and, by extension, 
Chagas disease transmission. In fact, the Ecohealth project 
was supported by the Intergovernmental Commission for 
Chagas Control in Central America, which has identified 
a number of priority hotspots. Determining the Optimal 
Scale for the implementation of the Ecohealth intervention 
is therefore a dynamic process.

To build on these results, IDRC and researchers in 
Central America have partnered with other agencies 
to support an integrated approach to Chagas control. 
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International agencies and local governments will need to 
assess a variety of issues, including the Coordination of 
multiple actors, the Optimal Scale of intervention, and the 
development of a Dynamic Evaluation stance. This effort 
presents an opportunity to scale the Ecohealth interven-
tion and broaden its reach.

OPTIMAL SCALE

The interplay between intent and scale

The Ecohealth projects demonstrate how Optimal Scale is 
multidimensional. While the intervention was designed 
to address Chagas disease transmission, it effectively 
addressed other development and disease prevention 
needs. Home renovations, for example, contributed to 
an improved standard of living for families. This positive 
multiplier effect presents arguments for further scaling. 
Optimality is thus a function of both the intended effects 
of an intervention and its scaling effects.

Optimality at the project versus 
intervention level

Concerns surrounding the sustainability of the Ecohealth 
intervention demonstrate an interplay between defining 
Optimal Scale at the project level and the intervention level. 
Projects that apply an intervention often do so to achieve 
maximum impact given resources and budget, recognis-
ing that the project alone may not fully address the need. 
Where multiple groups are involved, Optimal Scale for one 
group may be a function of the work performed by another. 
However, to fully address the transmission of Chagas, an 
optimisation function that ties intervention scale to contin-
ued and demonstrated need is necessary.



110 Case studies

The scaling of the Ecohealth approach in Guatemala, El 
Salvador, and Honduras presents a number of key lessons 
that relate to:

 • the importance of addressing regional and community 
needs in making individually small, but collectively 
important, changes to an intervention when scaling;

 • the need to consider the logistics of implementing the 
intervention, including timing, and to remain flexible 
in cooperating with regional partners;

 • the need for a strong evaluation design during scaling, 
including one that considers sustainability in the face 
of potential scaling effects;

 • the need for a policy influence strategy, and knowledge 
exchange process, such that elements of the interven-
tion can be adopted by others and scaling can continue 
beyond the life of the project; and

 • the need to demonstrate the additional, and sometimes 
unanticipated, benefits of the intervention to encourage 
broader adoption and continued scaling.

For more information about the Ecohealth intervention, 
please see www.idrc.ca/en/project/ecohealth-interventions-
chagas-disease-prevention-central-america-0

PROJECT DETAILS

Title: Ecohealth interventions for Chagas disease preven-
tion in Central America

One or more projects: 2—#101812 and #106531

Scalers: Asociacion de lnvestigacion y Estudios Sociales/
Association for Research and Social Studies

Research institution: Universidad San Carlos de Guatemala 
(USAC)

http://www.idrc.ca
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IDRC Programme: Food, Environment, and Health

Geographic region: Latin America and the Caribbean

Scale statistics: Intervention approach has been imple-
mented in approximately 40 communities and is being 
actively adopted by organisations not directly involved in 
the project.
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SCALING ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOR 
SURVIVORS OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE*

Transforming a victim into a survivor is a long drawn pro-
cess. It is not a matter of merely changing the vocabulary, 
while keeping intact an oppressive system which constantly 
re-victimises her, causes her extreme trauma and brings her 
down several notches in the social ladder from where she 
was prior to the abuse. She becomes a survivor only when 
she emerges stronger for having walked through this intim-
idating system, with someone extending a helping hand, 
and in the process transforms the system itself, rendering 
it more humane. It is our hope that having responded to 
their needs, we helped each of them to overcome their vul-
nerabilities, and attain their goals and aspirations, beyond 
their ‘case’ and become survivors.

RAHAT Team

SUMMARY

The project examined in this case study began in 2012 and 
stemmed from a single incident: the rape of a four-year-old  
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girl in Mumbai, India by the watchman at her school. In 
response, Majlis Legal Centre (henceforth Majlis) offered 
its support and services to the victim-survivor’s family. 
Majlis is a local non-governmental organisation (NGO) 
committed to ensuring access to justice for women in 
India. The case highlighted the structural failure of the 
criminal justice system in addressing sexual offence cases 
and dealing with victim-survivors. In taking on this case, 
lawyers and social workers at Majlis initiated an action-
based research project to document and review cases of 
sexual violence, and analyse how these cases are handled 
by the justice system. The research objective was to build 
a Survivor Centric Approach that enhances access to 
justice. With financial support from IDRC, Majlis collabo-
rated with the local Department of Women and Child 
Development. The Memorandum of Understanding 
between the two organisations established the RAHAT 
team: a survivor support programme that provides socio-
legal assistance to victim-survivors of sexual violence and 
their families.

The RAHAT team developed standard operating pro-
cedures (SOPs) for justice officials to use in cases of 
sexual offences against women and children. To date, 
these procedures are being followed by over 2000 
police officers in Mumbai. The team also designed and 
implemented training programmes for key stakeholders 
in the criminal justice system, including police officers, 
public prosecutors, and judges. Progress towards the 
institutionalisation of these practices is currently being 
monitored.

The work of the RAHAT team has since been scaled 
through replication, adoption, and behavioural change 
strategies:

(continued)
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(continued)

 • The Survivor Centric Approach is currently being rep-
licated by the RAHAT team in Navi Mumbai city.

 • NGOs and state agencies have voluntarily adopted the 
approach, in part or in its entirety, and are applying it 
in other districts. In 2013, for example, the state of 
Maharashtra adopted the approach and created a District 
Trauma Team (DTT) to provide socio-legal support to 
survivors of sexual violence. Maharashtra state now antic-
ipates setting up a DTT in each of its 36 districts.

 • Through behavioural change strategies such as train-
ing and monitoring, the RAHAT team is supporting 
several stakeholders (police officers, judges, health care 
providers, etc.) to improve the way they conduct their 
duties and discharge responsibilities in accordance 
with the law. This is helping to minimise the culture of 
impunity and make state agencies more accountable.

An action-based research project to improve 
access to justice

In December 2012, a horrific gang rape took place on a bus 
in Delhi, India. This incident of extreme violence became 
a symbol for the country’s women’s movement, and raised 
the important but taboo issue of sexual violence against 
women. At the time, data on sexual offences from the 
National Crime Bureau of India indicated that cases of rape 
occurred every 26 minutes, molestation every 14 minutes, 
dowry death every 63 minutes, and acts of violence against 
women23 by husbands and relatives every 6 minutes. These 
crimes were compounded by a high impunity rate. Data 
from the same bureau indicated that while charge-sheets 
were filed in 92 percent of cases, the conviction rate was 
only 27 percent (IDRC 2016c).
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A few months before this highly publicised case, a local 
journal in Mumbai reported on the rape of a four-year-old 
girl by her school watchman. Lawyers and social work-
ers at Majlis—a women-led legal organisation close to the 
school (and former IDRC grantee)—chose to offer socio-
legal assistance to the victim’s family. In taking on the case, 
Majlis created the RAHAT Unit. Lawyers and social work-
ers working in this unit launched an action-based research 
project24 to systematically document rulings from high and 
supreme courts in cases25 of violence against women and 
children, and identify gaps in the criminal justice system 
and the application of existing laws (IDRC 2016: 1). The 
project also led to the development of a holistic Survivor 
Centric Approach.

As described in Majlis’ Pursuing This Thing Called 
‘Justice’ report, the Survivor Centric Approach seeks to 
minimise trauma by “prioritising the needs and rights of 
victims-survivors of sexual violence and keeping in focus 
support and rehabilitation as a primary concern . . . 
through this process the victim can be transformed into a 
survivor” (RAHAT 2015: 20). The approach prescribes 
collaboration and coordination between numerous stake-
holders to provide victims with legal, medical, social, 
or other support throughout the litigation process and 
beyond. “As opposed to a stationery model based in a 
hospital, we have evolved a mobile outreach model to 
reach out to the victim at her residence, where she is most 
comfortable, as soon as a rape case is reported” (RAHAT 
2015: 20).

Between 2012 and 2015, the RAHAT team followed 
approximately 500 cases of sexual violence. Tools, proto-
cols, and trainings were developed to support stakeholders 
within the justice system (e.g., police officers, protection 
officers, etc.) in fulfilling their mandate.

While IDRC funding of Majlis ended in 2015, the 
RAHAT Unit has continued to support women and child 
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victims of violence. The team continues to take on cases 
and has begun to scale its Survivor Centric Approach. 
The tools and protocols developed by the team have been 
used by over 2000 police officers in 93 police stations, 
as well as by several judges and public prosecutors in 
Mumbai city and the suburbs. The success of the Unit’s 
approach has also inspired the State of Maharashtra to 
replicate it.

Insights from scaling access to justice through 
delivery mechanisms for survivors

Following the success of the Survivor Centric Approach in 
Mumbai, partners involved in the RAHAT Unit assessed 
its scalability (Naqvi and Mehta 2015). The RAHAT 
team pursued both horizontal and vertical scaling strat-
egies based on the recommendations of an external 
evaluation. Horizontal scaling involves the replication 
or expansion of an innovation in a different community; 
whereas vertical scaling institutionalises an innovation 
through policy, political, legal, regulatory, budgetary, or 
other [system changes]” (quoted by Rottach et al. 2012: 
2; Hardee et al. 2012).

The following questions offer guidance for understand-
ing the scaling process of the Survivor Centric Approach 
to justice:

 • Were there any gender barriers and/or facilitators in 
the scaling process?

 • How can complex but valued cross-cutting issues, such 
as gender, be integrated into a scaling strategy?

 • How can a research-level gender strategy extend into a 
full scaling strategy?

 • How can several scaling strategies such as behavioural 
change, replication, and adoption be combined into a 
scaling pathway?
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JUSTIFICATION

A matter of fidelity to the model

Researchers and practitioners must justify why they believe 
scaling creates acceptable impact risk before determin-
ing whether to scale. This assessment should happen in 
each new community given new contexts and challenges. 
One risk is that quality may diminish at scale, in this case 
resulting in survivors of sexual violence not receiving the 
full benefit of the Survivor Centric Approach. Therefore, 
the RAHAT team worked to maintain the core elements 
of its approach, while adapting to local contexts. To meet 
victims’ needs, researchers continuously assessed and 
adapted their approach to different types of vulnerability 
(e.g., rural/urban conditions, class, castes, ethnicity, and 
religion). Support from the Mumbai police commissioner 
was also a key factor for success. Other police commis-
sioners may have taken a different position on women’s 
organisations and sexual violence. In taking their approach 
to scale, the RAHAT team had to consider a multiplicity 
of variables. Key social, economic, or political factors of 
success could not be treated as constant for communities 
beyond Mumbai city and its suburbs.

Scaling a Survivor Centric Approach:  
three main strategies

Scaling is an ongoing process that should be informed by 
Dynamic Evaluation. The RAHAT team is continuously scal-
ing their Survivor Centric Approach through three strategies. 
The first takes the approach to scale through its adoption by 
the state government or other NGOs. The second strategy 
pursues the replication of the approach in additional sites 



118 Case studies

across Maharashtra’s 36 districts. The final strategy promotes 
behaviour change at different levels of the legal jurisdiction 
to ensure sustainability, improve the accountability of state 
agencies, and reduce impunity. The development of SOPs 
and training programmes, combined with the monitoring of 
institutionalisation processes, represented the main pathways 
for scaling up the Survivor Centric Approach.

This combination of mutually reinforcing strategies 
sought to enhance the capacities of state agencies and 
other public stakeholders to abide by and apply the law. 
The strategies also aligned with the fundamental mandate 
of Majlis, which at the ground level focuses on support-
ing women victims of violence and advocating for policy 
change. The RAHAT team is improving survivors’ access 
to justice, holding state agencies accountable, and ulti-
mately decreasing the level of impunity for violence against 
women. From their perspective, a critical element for the 
sustainability of this approach is monitoring the behav-
ioural changes of officials and strengthening state capacity.

Each scaling strategy encountered challenges in terms of 
feasibility, quality of the model, and Coordination with 
stakeholders.

The implementation of the Survivor Centric Approach 
relied on a high number of partners and collaborators in 
the original site, Mumbai. The Department of Women and 
Child Development (DWCD) and the State of Maharashtra 
served as partners during the project’s inception phase. In 
fact, the Memorandum of Understanding between DWCD 
and Majlis Legal Centre was key to the project’s success. 
As noted by Naqvi and Mehta (2015: 12), this strategic 
collaboration “allowed mutual needs of the DWCD and 
Majlis to merge toward shared goals”. The government 
also sought public acknowledgement of its efforts, with 
“crimes against women on the rise, and a public mood that 
was volubly critical of government inaction”.
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This partnership privileged the RAHAT team with access 
to stakeholders in the judicial system, including the courts. 
It also gave them the credibility and legitimacy needed to 
access the First Information Reports (FIR) recorded by the 
Mumbai police, and the opportunity to train public prosecu-
tors and judges. Over the course of the project, the RAHAT 
team in some way became part of the justice system, serving 
as a forceful advocate for survivors. Their increasing role 
in supporting victims of sexual violence allowed them to 
build close relationships with major stakeholders, including 
police commissioners, public prosecutors, and judges.

In terms of horizontal scaling, RAHAT’s formal partner-
ship with the DWCD enabled them to create an environment 
of trust and build relationships in districts of Maharashtra 
where they were lesser-known. This was also key to the verti-
cal adoption of the approach and its institutionalisation. The 
replication of the approach in other districts was facilitated by 
the presence of a uniform legal system across Maharashtra. 
The actual application of the law, however, remained chal-
lenging and required that local contexts be considered, which 
was made possible with the help of district-level partners.

This case further demonstrates how scaling requires 
the participation of many partners and collaborators at 
multiple levels. Leadership plays a crucial role in scaling, 
particularly when a small organisation seeks to replicate 
and diffuse a norm as unconventional as transforming vic-
tims into survivors. Moreover, the success of the scaling 
process is tied to Majlis’ championing of the approach, 
its expansion of the team, and its provision of the expert 
support necessary at new sites.

It is important to note that replicating the approach 
was not always feasible or desirable in every community. 
Competition between organisations doing similar work posed 
one consideration. Collaboration between local organisa-
tions was also not always possible given limited capacities, 
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competing interests, differing ideological approaches, etc. 
Such factors must always be carefully assessed along the 
pathway to scale. Prior to replicating their approach in the 
city of Navi Mumbai, for example, the RAHAT team first 
mapped all organisations involved in providing social and 
legal support for victims of violence. This step was critical 
to understanding the local context in which sexual offences 
against women and children occurred, and the range of 
actors involved in tackling such violence.

COORDINATION

Networking to avoid competition  
and duplication

The initial uptake of the Survivor Centric Approach 
within Mumbai and its suburbs was effective and efficient 
because it was built on a robust network of organisations 
that believed in the approach and trusted the RAHAT 
team. Close collaboration between stakeholders in the 
district was key to the successful provision of support to 
victims-survivors of sexual violence. However, collabora-
tion also complicated replication. To access police stations 
and state agencies in their new implementation site, 
Navi Mumbai, the RAHAT team relied on its pre-existing 
partnership with DWCD and the police commissioner in 
Mumbai. A network of local NGOs was also leveraged 
(e.g., shelter homes, women organisations, etc.). As the 
intervention expanded, mapping activities to identify 
networks and organisations in each district were con-
ducted to avoid competition and duplication. Feminist 
organisations with a strong belief in the approach were 
also sought, as the approach needed to be built on a net-
work marked by shared values.
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Gender transformative and accommodative 
strategies: a pragmatic perspective

When horizontally scaling an innovation, such as expand-
ing access to justice for marginalised women and children, 
adjustments to different gender contexts may be necessary. 
“Adaptation of an intervention to new contexts, without 
compromising the fidelity of the intervention, is critical to 
its acceptance and success. Additionally, acceptance of and 
buy-in to the intervention being scaled up can be improved 
through the application of gender-integrated strategies to 
deliver a best practice” (Rottach et al. 2012: 13).

Both gender transformative and accommodative strate-
gies were used in scaling up the Survivor Centric Approach. 
To systematically integrate gender-sensitivity into their 
scaling process, RAHAT analysed gender barriers and artic-
ulated the role of gender at each stage (e.g., at the design of 
the pilot phase, during pilot testing, and development of the 
scaling strategy, in partnering and collaborating with key 
stakeholders, in monitoring and evaluation exercises, etc.).

At its core, the Survivor Centric Approach is gender 
transformative. It seeks to challenge how the justice system 
and society view women and child victims of sexual vio-
lence, turning victims into survivors. The RAHAT team set 
out to challenge popular misconceptions; for example, that 
all rape cases were false. This misconception prevails not 
only at the community level, but also within state agencies, 
which in turn normalise police violence and their subse-
quent inertia in addressing sexual violence complaints. 
The socio-legal support provided by Majlis, including legal 
counselling, skills training, and job re-entry programming, 
aimed to counteract these misconceptions and empower 
women as survivors of sexual violence, not victims.

The RAHAT team needed to adapt its approach to local 
gender barriers in order to ensure behavioural change 
among stakeholders within the justice system. For example,  
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a massive sensitisation campaign called ‘Zero FIR’ was 
conducted. The campaign raised awareness around the 
importance of police officers filing a FIR within the first 
24 hours after a rape is reported.

The RAHAT team also relied on gender accommoda-
tive strategies. Accommodative strategies were used to 
strengthen stakeholders’ ownership of the approach and 
its sustainability. One of the main accommodative com-
ponents was skills training programmes for police officers.

The training programme included two components. A 
sensitisation component educated officers on their roles 
in addressing sexual violence (e.g., the importance of fill-
ing out FIRs, following SOP protocols, female officers 
recording complaints, etc.). The training was deliberately 
non-gender sensitive26 (i.e., no direct change in the mindset 
of police officers regarding sexual violence and women’s 
role in society was sought). This choice reduced resistance 
from officers and built trust. In this case, a pragmatic gen-
der accommodative approach proved more appropriate 
than a transformative one.

The programme, however, also incorporated gender 
transformative elements, including training to empower and 
reinforce the skills of female police officers. Entitled ‘How to 
Record a “Victim Statement”,’ an all-women training session 
was used to raise female police officers’ awareness of their 
legal responsibility to record victim statements. Mandated 
by nationwide law, this responsibility is rarely respected by 
investigators, as most police officers are male. The session 
focused on this issue by working to build the capacities of 
female officers and their confidence in applying the law. This 
complementarity between gender transformative and accom-
modative strategies highlights the importance of continuous 
gender analysis and responsiveness in the context of scaling. 
In some circumstances, both strategies may have to be incor-
porated into the scaling pathway. In other cases, only one 
strategy is appropriate.
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DYNAMIC EVALUATION

Gender-sensitivity through scaling

To systematically integrate gender into the scaling pro-
cess, local gender barriers needed to be considered and 
the role of gender at each stage of the project artic-
ulated. As the model was replicated in other districts, 
key contextual factors were investigated and assessed, 
including the vulnerabilities women faced, the socio-
economic context of the area where they lived, the 
presence of women’s organisations, and the availability 
of resources and support for women. The RAHAT team’s 
original approach was not universal and required context-
specific adjustments to be successfully replicated in 
different districts.

Using both gender transformative  
and accommodative strategies  
while scaling

Gender transformative strategies aim to transform power 
dynamics and empower marginalised people. A trans-
formative strategy also seeks to challenge gender norms 
and attitudes by promoting the status of women in soci-
ety. Gender accommodating approaches acknowledge 
gender norms and inequalities, and develop actions that 
adjust to and often compensate for them. The overall 
objective of the RAHAT approach was gender transforma-
tive. Nevertheless, the researchers also employed gender 
accommodative strategies in scaling their approach based 
on an analysis of local gender barriers. Both strategies were 
used to enhance ownership of the approach in new dis-
tricts. This was necessary for creating behavioural change 
within state agencies and context appropriate replication.
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COORDINATION

Acknowledging gender barriers while 
partnering with police

A major dimension in scaling is Coordination with other 
organisations and stakeholders. How do we identify the 
‘right’ partners for gender integration and scaling? To 
achieve the latter, RAHAT needed to collaborate with 
stakeholders that held varying or even opposite per-
spectives on gender. The law-oriented skills training 
sessions for police officers, for example, sought to fos-
ter application of the law but they were purposefully 
designed to be non-gender sensitive. Sessions offered 
to female police officers, on the other hand, were highly 
transformative and sought to empower the trainees. 
This pragmatism strengthened local ownership of the 
training and protocols, and ensured the sustainability of 
the approach.

Planning and designing a scaling strategy

Researchers should be reflective when taking their innova-
tions to scale. To achieve the same positive impact as in 
Mumbai elsewhere, scaling the Survivor Centric Approach 
needed to be carefully planned and designed. The RAHAT 
team initiated two processes to identify scaling strategies 
for their model: 1) an external evaluation of the project 
in September 2015 and 2) an internal process to assess 
and map out the need and potential for expanding their 
model at an additional site, Navi Mumbai. The decision 
to scale the Survivor Centric Approach and, most impor-
tantly, the choice of scaling strategies was in part delegated 
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to external evaluators. As IDRC’s funding concluded, an 
external evaluation was conducted with two well-known 
Indian feminists working on issues related to gender-based 
violence and child protection.

The evaluation reviewed the work conducted by Majlis 
as part of the RAHAT project. It provided expert feedback 
on the model in addition to addressing scalability in other 
contexts (Naqvi and Mehta 2015: 6). The evaluators for-
warded several recommendations, including some of the 
strategies illustrated above.

DYNAMIC EVALUATION

Evaluation for decision-making 

The expansion of any given project, approach, or model 
should be informed by an assessment of Optimal Scale. 
A scaling pathway is rarely linear. Dynamic Evaluations 
allow for a more complex understanding of the impact 
of scaling and the development of a strategy for how 
scaling should occur. For example, the RAHAT team 
commissioned an external evaluation during the last year 
of the project to ask specific questions regarding their 
scaling approach:

 • Why would they scale this model? Who is going to 
benefit from it?

 • Is this model relevant for other districts?
 • Are they going to scale the whole approach or only 

some of its dimensions?
 • Should they maintain fidelity to their model?

(continued)
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(continued)

The conclusions of this evaluation were used to inform 
the strategy for scaling the Survivor Centric Approach.

Internal dynamic evaluations

Because scaling is dynamic and contingent, evaluations 
should be integrated at different stages of a scaling process. 
In addition to their external evaluation review, members of 
the RAHAT team directly assessed each potential implemen-
tation. The work completed in following cases of victims 
of violence, for example, allowed the RAHAT team to stay 
abreast of changes in the criminal justice system and adjust 
their scaling strategies accordingly (i.e., training, monitor-
ing, etc.). Before approaching state stakeholders in the new 
district in Navi Mumbai, for example, one member of the 
RAHAT team was mandated to assess the implementation 
site to inform the scaling strategy. The assessment focused 
on the socio-cultural context, the types of violence women 
were facing, vulnerability factors, as well as the work of 
other organisations.

The RAHAT project’s experience demonstrates how 
optimality must be considered early in the scaling process. 
Optimal should result from a dynamic assessment of avail-
able resources and local context. The Survivor Centric 
Approach illustrates some of these challenges. One scaling 
risk for a grass-root organisation like Majlis was that it 
relied on other organisations to implement the model.

In Navi Mumbai, the RAHAT team undertook a needs 
assessment to ensure that its approach was as context-
specific as possible. While they had followed a high number 
of cases in Mumbai to inform the development of their 
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model, the RAHAT team still needed to better understand 
contextual factors and replicate the approach at Optimal 
Scale in each new setting. Their experience in the first site, 
Mumbai, allowed them to understand the complex and 
local challenges that victims of violence face. Nevertheless, 
the specific challenges associated with operating in smaller 
cities or rural areas, including the types and roles of local 
organisations, required further assessment.

The success of the strategy was also supported by the 
capacity of Majlis itself. The scaling process’ demands on 
time and expertise risked stretching Majlis’ staff to its lim-
its. It is therefore not only about ‘quality’ or ‘fidelity’, but 
also the capacity to deliver a model grounded in staff’s 
expertise. A decentralised scaling strategy, combined with 
partnerships with similar feminist organisations, may be 
one way to expand the approach without compromising 
the capacity to deliver. As explained by Naqvi and Mehta 
(2015: 5) in their evaluation of the RAHAT initiative:

[w]hile helping the State system upscale the learning 
from this project, the Majlis team should take care 
to maintain its present level of human resource com-
mitment in terms of both expertise and numbers of 
people on the ground, in the present project sites in 
Mumbai, as well in subsequent pilot sites which it 
selects for direct intervention in the future.

The third strategy, changing stakeholders’ behaviour, 
involved numerous training events and rigorous moni-
toring of court rulings. The latter is one of the model’s 
critical challenges. To expand this strategy, the team will 
require more human resources or will need to rely on 
partner organisations. As a small NGO, Majlis depends 
on external funding support to scale its Survivor Centric 
Approach. Unfortunately, however, securing funding for 
the replication of this approach proved to be more difficult 
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than for achieving case work. Given the limited number of 
lawyers using a feminist perspective and the years it took 
to build the specialised capacity of the RAHAT team, this 
may present a significant obstacle.

For this project, the goal was not policy change, as new 
regulations were already in place (e.g., 2012 Amendment 
of Criminal Law and 2012 Protection of Children from 
Sexual Offences Act). Instead, it was a matter of ensuring 
proper application of the law. In view of this, Optimal 
Scale might include multiple strategies that work toward 
behavioural change at the policy level by training state 
representatives on the existing laws, while replicating the 
approach at the community level. The two concurrent 
strategies would build cohesion and support the different 
stakeholders in progressively adopting the model.

OPTIMAL SCALE

What is the ‘right scale’ for a social and 
legal intervention?

The external evaluation addressed specific questions 
regarding optimality. These included: What is the right 
scale for this type of social and legal support model and 
is this model replicable?; In how many sites can we imple-
ment this model without affecting its quality?; and What is 
the right scale: city level, district level, state level? (Naqvi 
and Mehta 2015). Findings from this evaluation helped the 
RAHAT team identify the ‘right scale’ for replicating their 
approach, as well as any risks that may need to be con-
sidered in scaling up such a context-specific intervention. 
For example, human resource commitments needed to be 
lowered from the levels of the original project. Financial 
feasibility is vital to assessing the scalability of a model, as 
well as its Optimal Scale.
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Could scaling down be an indicator of 
success?

The success of scaling up an innovation through behav-
ioural change might entail eventual scaling down. Ideally 
a successful scaling up strategy would allow the imple-
menting organisation to step back and let others (NGOs 
through adoption, State agencies through behavioural 
change) pursue the scaling process. As scaling progresses, 
a more spontaneous scaling process may occur. In this sce-
nario, RAHAT could still be involved as an advisor, but the 
replication would occur without its deliberate efforts.

Several key lessons regarding scaling emerge from this 
case study. These include:

 • The RAHAT project’s Survivor Centric Approach is  
highly gender transformative as it seeks to challenge the 
way the justice system and society view women and chil-
dren as victims rather than survivors of violence. However, 
to scale the Survivor Centric Approach, the team relied 
on both gender transformative and accommodative strat-
egies. Behaviour change within state agencies and context 
appropriate replication demanded both approaches.

 • Even if the general mandate of a project or an approach is 
gender transformative, researchers/practitioners may pro-
ceed to use gender accommodative strategies to scale their 
approach based on their analysis of local gender barriers.

 • To remain gender sensitive and context specific through-
out the scaling process, the RAHAT team needed to:

{{ Justify scaling by assessing the needs and the type of 
violence against women, in each new replicating site, 
based on a spectrum of marginality (rural, suburbs, 
urban, caste, class, illiterate, migrants, etc.) present 
in that context;
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{{ Coordinate with other organisations after mapping 
the ecosystem in the new district, which allowed 
them to identify potential partners, including wom-
en’s organisations and shelter homes, and build 
trust around the approach itself; and

{{ Use Dynamic Evaluation to adapt the Survivor 
Centric Approach, develop partnerships with police 
commissioners, and modify their training to local 
state agencies.

PROJECT DETAILS

Title: Sexual and Domestic Violence: Policy Protocols

One or more projects: 1—#107101

Scalers: Majlis Legal Centre

IDRC Programme: Governance and Justice

Geographic region: State of Maharashtra, India

Scale statistics: Model has been replicated in another dis-
trict. More than 2000 police officers have been trained and 
are using the SOP.

Partners: Department of Women and Child Development

∗ This case study research was conducted and this report 
authored by Andréanne Martel, through an IDRC Research 
Award connected to the Scaling Science exploration.
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SCALING SALT REDUCTION 
POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES IN 
LATIN AMERICA

At the World Health Organization [WHO] level they 
have established a safe level of salt consumption for any 
population. What level of policy intervention is needed 
to get there, that is unknown . . . Interventions will differ 
from region to region. This is because not only the level 
of salt consumption differs, but also the way that people 
consume food . . . [Overall] the project is about progress 
[towards a salt consumption reduction goal].

Greg Hallen, International Development  
Research Centre, Interview

SUMMARY

High salt intake is common in many Latin American and 
Caribbean countries. It is normally associated with ele-
vated levels of blood pressure. High blood pressure, in 
turn, is commonly identified as a factor in most strokes and 
approximately half of all heart disease worldwide.

(continued)
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(continued)

In 2016, IDRC approved a project for scaling a salt 
reduction approach in Latin America that involved indus-
try, government, NGOs, and consumers. Entitled Scaling 
up and Evaluating Salt Reduction Policies and Programmes 
in Latin America, the project is led by a coordinating insti-
tution in Costa Rica and two collaborating Canadian 
universities. The project involves five national research 
teams located in Argentina, Brazil, Costa Rica, Paraguay, 
and Peru. Three teams bring past experience in salt reduc-
tion research and policy development, with two having 
completed past IDRC-funded projects in similar research 
areas. The project started in September 2016 and provides 
an example of scaling, based on best practices, from a 
national to an international level. Scientific research find-
ings on the effects of hypertension on health, and other 
non-communicable disease (NCD) policy research, are 
also used to promote the reduction of salt intake and sup-
port the development of salt reduction policies in the five  
participating countries.

Scaling salt reduction policies in Latin America

Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) exhibit some of 
the world’s highest blood pressure rates (Blanco-Metzler 
2015: 4). A 2001 study on the prevalence of high blood 
pressure in Latin American countries notes rates as high 
as 43 percent (Ordúñez et al. 2001: 229). High sodium 
or salt intake is normally associated with elevated blood 
pressure, which is linked to an increased risk of death and 
disability. High blood pressure is also a factor in strokes 
and nearly half of all heart disease worldwide.
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Salt consumption patterns differ considerably across 
LAC. Some populations are primarily consuming pro-
cessed foods with high sodium content; others are 
adding significant amounts of salt during food prepa-
ration, for example, through high-sodium condiments. 
These varying patterns create the need for a wide range 
of salt reduction policies that address the health risks 
associated with high sodium intake (Blanco-Metzler 
2015: 6).

In 2016, IDRC approved funding for a project to scale 
existing salt reduction approaches and develop a new salt 
reduction programme in Latin America. The project sup-
ports salt reduction innovations in five LAC countries: 
Argentina, Brazil, Costa Rica, Paraguay, and Peru (IDRC 
2015: 3). The University of Toronto and the University of 
Ontario Institute of Technology served as collaborating 
institutions. The project also draws on research teams in 
Argentina, Costa Rica, and Brazil. The teams in Argentina 
and Costa Rica have contributed to past IDRC projects on 
salt reduction strategies.

In 2012, IDRC funded a project to reduce salt con-
sumption in Costa Rica. The project sought to:

 • Establish baseline evidence against which to assess 
the effectiveness of Costa Rica’s national salt reduc-
tion plan (i.e., evidence on sodium consumption and 
food sources, supply of processed foods with sodium 
labelling, consumer knowledge, and attitudes and 
behaviours relating to salt/sodium and health).

 • Collaborate with diverse stakeholders—including gov-
ernment, academia, NGOs, industry, and consumers—to 
identify salt reduction strategies.

 • Develop a knowledge base that may benefit other coun-
tries in the region looking to implement salt reduction 
policies (IDRC n.d.: 1).
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In the same year, a three-year project was supported in 
Argentina to assess the effectiveness of national policies 
put in place between the early 2000s and 2014 on reduc-
ing salt and trans fatty acids (IDRC 2016e). This project 
aimed to:

 • Assess the cost-effectiveness of salt and trans fatty acid 
reduction policies in Argentina.

 • Qualitatively assess attitudes of stakeholders, including 
industry and consumer representatives, surrounding 
salt and trans fatty acid intake.

 • Review local sources of food production, focusing 
on salt and trans fatty acids that are added during 
processing.

 • Develop databases to assess changes in food formula-
tion over time.

 • Conduct chemical analyses of food products to deter-
mine the reliability of labels.

 • Survey the general population to understand their salt 
and trans fatty acid consumption patterns, as well as 
attitudes and knowledge with regard to both (IDRC 
2016d: 1–2).

In addition to building on the experiences of its research 
teams, the current project leverages the relationships that 
teams in each participating country have developed with 
local governments, NGOs, industry players, and other 
stakeholders. The project is also aligned with the work of 
the SaltSmart Consortium, an organisation set up through 
the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) Forum for 
Action on Non Communicable Diseases (NCDs). This con-
sortium includes representation from the above-mentioned 
stakeholder groups, and is designed to support member 
countries in moving towards consensus on salt reduction 
(Blanco-Metzler 2015: 4).
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Specific goals for the currently funded scaling project are:

 • Assessing the salt/sodium content and overall nutri-
tional quality of packaged foods, fast foods, and 
artisanal/street food.

 • Determining if salt/sodium content levels align with 
the WHO’s global strategy on diet, physical activity, 
and health.

 • Comparing sodium content levels with sodium reduc-
tion targets in and across the five countries.

 • Conducting formative research on reported knowl-
edge, attitudes and behaviours, drivers, and barriers to 
changes in consumer behaviour, and addressing these 
through social marketing plans.

 • Assessing the health and economic benefits of salt 
reduction among the participating national popula-
tions to inform policy plans.

 • Evaluating the salt reduction and partnership initia-
tives in each of the participating countries.

 • Developing and promoting knowledge translation of 
project findings (IDRC 2015: 3).

The ultimate goal of the project is to reduce salt intake 
in all five participating countries by scaling best practices. 
The project draws on research findings on hypertension 
and health outcomes, as well as policy research on NCDs 
to support its salt reduction goals.

Rather than adopting a single, universal approach to 
salt reduction, the project employs multiple approaches 
to effect change, including food policy reform, multi-
stakeholder agreements with industry groups, and social 
marketing techniques. It examines several activities that 
combined may effect local policy change. This flexibility 
is also evident in the project goals above: data collection, 
the identification of barriers to change, the provision of 
information regarding economic benefits, the evaluation of 
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local policy, and knowledge translation all factor into the  
development of country-specific approaches to salt reduction.

Insights from scaling

While the full impact of the project remains to be seen, its 
potential reach is substantial. The project’s target coun-
tries represent over 45 percent of the population in LAC 
(Worldometers 2016). As the international approach to 
policy development used in this project is scaled, significant 
benefits for other LAC countries may also be observed.

The scaling objectives of this project partly emerged from 
IDRC’s approach to funding. Latin America hosts numer-
ous research and policy teams with extensive experience 
in the prevention of food-related chronic disease. Rather 
than issuing a call for proposals with a singular focus on 
national health policies for chronic disease prevention, the 
original IDRC call for proposals assumed a broader view. 
It specifically called for projects that involved research at a 
systems level and promoted an inter-sectoral approach to 
healthy food systems. Latin American researchers interested 
in chronic disease prevention were therefore given an incen-
tive to focus on research and policy at the systems level.

The design of the call for funding further facilitated 
scaling by pairing experienced research teams from one 
set of countries with less experienced teams from another. 
Extensive experience is brought to the group by the Costa 
Rican, Argentinian, and Brazilian research teams. The 
Peruvian and Paraguayan teams, in particular, stood to 
gain key comparative lessons from participating in the 
project. Scaling policy interventions only in countries 
where past work had occurred was one option. The incor-
poration of teams from regions with less experience in salt 
reduction, however, provides an opportunity to develop 
new approaches and transfer tried-and-tested ones.
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OPTIMAL SCALE

“More is better” as a reasonable approach 
to Optimal Scale

Establishing Optimal Scale is challenging and often requires 
scaling and/or scaling down an intervention. This project 
is an example where scaling more is likely optimal. The 
project has the potential to significantly improve health 
outcomes among a substantial share of the population 
in LAC. Gains from project’s policy work could also be 
influential in other regions, particularly as lessons learned 
from national policy interventions could be used to launch 
international initiatives.

In addition to changing consumer behaviour, the project 
also seeks to reform food production activities to create 
an environment where low-salt options exist. Between 
supporting voluntary reduction efforts and enforcing 
mandatory regulations, industry players are initially more 
likely to choose the voluntary route. Previous research on 
NCDs, however, suggests that this voluntary approach is 
often ineffective as some producers fail to opt in. Limited 
opt-in often results in uneven competition and those who 
voluntarily implement reductions face a relative disad-
vantage. To ensure an even playing field, industry players 
interested in salt reduction are therefore likely to eventu-
ally support mandatory regulations.

This case also demonstrates how a research team’s prior 
experience can influence its approach to scaling. The team 
from Argentina, for example, was previously involved in 
tobacco reduction research and policy development, which 
led it to support mandatory regulations in tobacco reduc-
tion strategies. This research background could potentially 
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influence the perspectives and choices of research teams with 
less extensive experience regarding mandatory regulation. 
However, it could also fuel scepticism among team members 
that are more open to engage with industry and consider a 
voluntary approach to salt reduction.

This diversity of actors also presents an opportunity 
for international organisations to step in and perform a 
Coordination function. PAHO, for instance, has played an 
important role in establishing the scaling project. As the 
project progresses and concludes, PAHO could also play 
an important role in maintaining collaboration between 
the research teams involved in this salt reduction work and 
in influencing food systems policies.

COORDINATION

Funding as a tool for scaling design

The salt reduction project builds on years of research funded 
by IDRC and others. This funding contributed to strength-
ening capacity among participating actors. Some of the 
teams had already acquired extensive experience in NCD 
prevention in Latin America. This allowed IDRC to develop 
a call for proposals that sought to scale the knowledge base 
to a broader range of partners. Such a call would not have 
been successful in other contexts, particularly where the 
knowledge to be scaled was still under-developed or the 
group of leaders with experience in applying it was lacking.

Creating an enabling environment to 
achieve results

The success of the project is also a function of multiple, 
interdependent policy interventions. Consumer attitudes 
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towards sodium intake can be changed. Allowing consum-
ers to act on these new attitudes, however, requires a food 
systems environment that offers low-sodium alternatives. 
This partly requires industry buy-in and the development 
of multi-stakeholder policy initiatives that aim to reduce 
salt intake. Such a two-pronged approach is more likely to 
show success during the scaling process and in changing 
attitudes and behaviour.

Allowing partner discovery to achieve 
policy ends

The dynamic between the research teams and industry 
players proved complex. The former sought to address 
the issue of high salt intake, whereas the latter ultimately 
shaped the context for salt consumption. Certain research 
teams treated mandatory regulations as necessary, regard-
less of the industry players’ position on such market 
interventions. To secure the cooperation of industry play-
ers, however, the negotiation of new partnerships over the 
course of the project will be necessary.

Alternative oversight with scale

The project’s wide variety of initiatives poses admin-
istrative challenges. Some research teams are highly 
experienced in coordinating NCD prevention work at 
the national level, while others are not. This imbalance 
exacerbates the challenges that come with international 
coordination, suggesting that alternative approaches to 
managing and overseeing the scaling of complex policy 
interventions may be necessary. Moreover, while some 
challenges can be anticipated, others will only emerge as 
scaling progresses.
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The project’s monitoring component seeks to assess 
policy approaches individually, rather than directly com-
paring them. Contrasting the effectiveness and/or the 
complementarity of various approaches undertaken by dif-
ferent countries is not the explicit aim. Such a comparative 
study, however, could be undertaken at a later stage in light 
of existing variation. It could also serve as a stepping stone 
for global synthesis and/or knowledge translation work at 
later stages of the project and/or following its completion.

The international scope of the project has presented 
a number of challenges and a need for careful planning. 
Within each country, the project entails numerous initiatives 
marked by multiple objectives. While these initiatives collec-
tively contribute to the broader goals of the project, each 
requires individual management. None of the research teams 
has prior experience in taking on such a multifaceted and 
international task, contributing to administrative challenges 
for the lead research team in Costa Rica. Effective project 
administration has also required context-specific knowledge. 
Understanding the requirements of scientific review commit-
tees in each country, for example, has been crucial so as not 
to delay the research timeline. Working across policy and 
research contexts that are marked by different industry regu-
lations similarly raises important considerations, especially 
in relation to data collection on salt content in food products.

DYNAMIC EVALUATION

Scaling as an opportunity for intervention 
comparison

The project is composed of similar but unique initiatives 
in each participating country. While not the explicit focus 
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of the project, these differences provide an opportunity 
for comparing effectiveness and testing complementarity. 
Over time, such analysis may reveal where adjustments 
are necessary and where a certain combination of inter-
ventions ought to be scaled further. Two considerations 
emerge. First, scaling must be justified by the demon-
strated effectiveness of a smaller-scale intervention and its 
assumed or proven external validity. On the other hand, 
this external validity can be tested most effectively along 
the pathway to scale as interventions are applied across  
different contexts. As an intervention is challenged in new 
contexts, adjustments can be made to directly address 
local needs or environments.

It is also important to note that in the context of this 
project, scaling has involved broadening and deepening 
research and policy interventions, but no basic science that 
draws the link between hypertension and health risks. In 
NCD prevention, this link is often assumed and the back-
ground knowledge implicitly treated as pre-established. 
This is the case with tobacco reduction policy interven-
tions, and is now the case for salt reduction work.

The salt reduction project, like other NCD prevention 
work, relies on established research in epidemiology as 
the basis and motivation for policy intervention. At the 
local level, research was undertaken to only determine 
risk levels. This data on local levels of salt consumption 
has provided the evidence needed to determine where to 
intervene and to what extent. “Acceptable” levels of salt 
consumption and sources of dietary salt may differ based 
on local factors. Policy interventions can thus be tailored 
to address local needs, contexts, and consumption trends.
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JUSTIFICATION

Basic scientific research as a Justification 
for scaling

The scaling project did not undertake any research on the 
fundamental link between sodium and health. Existing 
research on this subject was therefore key, as it served as 
a Justification for the project’s objective. Data collection 
on locally appropriate levels of intake have helped identify 
where direct intervention was needed, and inform local pol-
icy reforms. The absence of prior research, however, would 
have weakened a full moral justification for scaling and com-
plicated policy uptake.

Scaling an innovation is often depicted as a linear process, 
where ideas are developed and implemented in a straightfor-
ward way. This scaling project demonstrates an alternative, 
as its policy reform efforts build on decades of pre-established 
research. In this case, successful scaling relies on establishing 
an appropriate entry point for this scientific knowledge in 
a complex policy environment. It also depends on develop-
ing approaches to influence government, non-governmental, 
industry, and consumer behaviour.

Several key lessons regarding scaling have resulted from 
this project, including:

 • Scaling objectives can be influenced through funder actions.
 • Industry involvement in scaling may require time for 

industry to learn about the potentially complex impli-
cations of policies.

 • Scaling multifaceted (and in this case, multi-country) pro-
jects, comes with significant administrative challenges.

 • Basic and epidemiological scientific research can not 
only support scaling, but provide an initial Justification 
for scaling work.
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For more information, please see http://en.cronicas-upch.
pe/salt-reduction/.

PROJECT DETAILS

Title: Scaling up and evaluating salt reduction policies and 
programmes in Latin America

One or more projects: 1—#108167 (based on the work of 
several prior projects)

Scalers: Instituto Costarricense de Investigación y 
Enseñanza en Nutrición y Salud, University of Toronto 
(Department of Nutritional Sciences), and University of 
Ontario Institute of Technology (Faculty of Health Sciences)

IDRC Programme: Food, Environment, and Health

Geographic region: Argentina, Brazil, Costa Rica, 
Paraguay, and Peru

Scale statistics: Development of policy interventions in 
the five major LAC countries representing over 45 percent 
of the LAC population

Partners: Project 2: Parallel funding with Pan American 
Health Organization

http://en.cronicas-upch.pe
http://en.cronicas-upch.pe
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SCALING SOUTHERN POLICY 
RESEARCH TO A GLOBAL LEVEL

Southern Voice

There was a discussion of whether these institutions (“think 
tanks”) expected to engage in principally national dialogues, 
or whether they should also have an international role . . . 
One of the ideas behind Southern Voice was that if these 
think tanks wanted to be really addressing power imbal-
ances in international development, then shouldn’t they be 
seen to be on equal footing with other major think tanks, 
and shouldn’t they also have an international voice? This 
type of discussion had already been taking place, so with 
2015 looming large, it seemed clear that this group could 
really seize the moment to organise itself collectively and 
contribute internationally.

Peter Taylor, International Development  
Research Centre, Interview

SUMMARY

In the years leading up to 2015, global development 
organisations were primarily occupied with meeting the 
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United Nations’ (UN) Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). In spite of focusing international efforts for 15 
years, the MDGs were widely criticised for not reflecting 
the breadth of perspectives on development, particularly 
the experiences of those living in the Global South.

In 2013, as discussions on the post-2015 Development 
Agenda progressed, an international collaborative network 
emerged, Southern Voice. Composed of think tanks from 
countries in the Global South, the network sought to extend 
the policy influence of its members beyond their national 
and regional contexts to a global level. More specifically, 
the network sought to ensure that Southern perspectives 
were considered and integrated into the framing of the 
post-2015 Agenda.

The pathway to scale pursued by Southern Voice extended 
the influence of its members. While the formation of Southern 
Voice and its own scaling over time were intrinsic to this pro-
cess, the ultimate goal of the network was to scale Southern 
policy influence and affect development work globally.

Scaling Southern policy influence to a  
global level

Independent research institutions, including think tanks, are 
important vehicles for influencing policy, both in developed 
and developing countries. They do so by providing credible 
analysis of key local and national issues. Despite this vital role, 
think tanks in developing countries regularly face challenges, 
including limited funding and support to carry out their work 
(Practical Action Consulting 2016). These challenges can 
limit their positive impact on development outcomes.

The Think Tank Initiative (TTI) is a partnership that 
supports independent policy research organisations in the 
Global South. The initiative began in 2008 and is scheduled 
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to continue through 2019. It has been managed by IDRC 
since its initiation. In addition to IDRC, five organisations 
have funded TTI:

 • William and Flora Hewlett Foundation;
 • Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation;
 • United Kingdom’s Department for International 

Development (DFID);
 • Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands; and
 • Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 

[NORAD] (Think Tank Initiative 2016a).

The initiative has three main objectives:

 • Identifying, selecting, and assisting in the assessment 
of the organisational performance of a group of policy 
research organisations.

 • Providing core funding for the identified research 
organisations and supporting their improvement.

 • Developing and disseminating a knowledge base 
regarding support for the types of policy research 
organisations involved in TTI (Young et al. 2013: v).

Currently, TTI meets up to 30 percent of the core 
funding needs of its member think tanks, enabling them 
to maintain their operating budgets, engage local talent, 
operate research programmes, and engage in national and 
regional outreach as well as policy activities. While more 
than 50 organisations have been supported by TTI since 
its inception, the initiative currently supports 43 think 
tank organisations in 20 countries (IDRC 2013; Think 
Tank Initiative 2016a).

Spanning Latin America, South Asia, and sub-Saharan 
Africa, the 43 think tanks supported through TTI vary in 
terms of their context and research focus. Their work cov-
ers numerous research areas, including:
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 • Development
 • Economics
 • The environment and natural resources
 • Evaluation
 • Food and agriculture
 • Governance
 • Health
 • Information and communication
 • Science and technology
 • Social policy (Think Tank Initiative 2016c).

In addition to core funding, TTI offers capacity devel-
opment to its member think tanks. Capacity development 
focuses on strengthening “research methods and skills, 
policy engagement and communication, and general 
organisational effectiveness”. The capacity develop-
ment component also involves support for “mentoring, 
learning events, [and] opportunity funds” (Think Tank 
Initiative 2016a). A third of these activities involve fund-
ing for direct collaboration and peer learning between 
TTI members (Think Tank Initiative 2016b).

TTI evolved through several distinct stages. Planning 
for the initiative took place during its “incubation period” 
from 2006 to 2008. From 2008 to 2010, a group of think 
tanks were selected through a competitive process and 
core funding was initially released to organisations in East 
and West Africa, and later to organisations in South Asia 
and Latin America. From 2009 to 2012, the initiative com-
missioned a series of baseline studies aimed at informing 
the planning and implementation of capacity development 
activities. Since 2011, the initiative has also focused on its 
third objective of learning and knowledge sharing. To this 
end, TTI undertook a global learning event in Cape Town, 
South Africa in 2012 (Young et al. 2013: viii) followed by 
a second event in Istanbul, Turkey in 2014.
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The development of Southern Voice

Southern Voice emerged as a collective from among the 
institutions supported by TTI. Its formation began at TTI’s 
2012 global learning event in Cape Town, which marked 
an important starting point for more active collabora-
tion between the think tanks supported through TTI. At 
this learning event, which brought together international 
experts and leaders from numerous think tanks, attend-
ees exchanged ideas and experiences. The event’s plenary 
panel, entitled “Think Tanks: Promoting Local Solutions, 
Influencing Global Thinking”, spoke to the current and pos-
sible future role of think tanks (Think Tank Initiative 2012).

During one of the event’s open sessions, participants 
discussed the potential for more active participation from 
Southern actors in the development of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), the successor to the United 
Nation’s MDGs (United Nations 2016). The MDGs, 
which had focused global development efforts for 15 
years, were set to expire in 2015. Greater participation 
from the Global South in the framing of the SDGs was 
deemed critical, particularly to account for the local con-
texts where most SDG work would occur. From these 
discussions emerged “Southern Voice on Post-MDG 
International Development Goals” (Southern Voice, n.d.), 
a network of Global South think tanks that had received 
TTI support (Southern Voice 2016a).

At its inception, Southern Voice was guided by the follow-
ing four objectives:

 • Providing a platform for formulating and exchanging 
novel ideas on post-2015 issues that are grounded in 
the realities of developing countries.

 • Strengthening the participation of Southern researchers 
in the post-2015 debate by improving their analytical 
contributions and strategic engagements.
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 • Creating opportunities for Southern think tanks to explore 
global development debates in their national contexts.

 • Building research and outreach capacities of Southern 
think tanks to facilitate their emergence as key players 
in global dialogues on the post-2015 Agenda (Southern 
Voice 2016b).

Southern Voice approached its first objective with project-
based support from TTI and supplementary support from the 
Hewlett Foundation and the United Nations Foundation. In 
2013, the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) in Bangladesh, 
one of the think tanks supported by TTI, organised an expert 
group meeting in Dhaka, Bangladesh. The meeting involved 
participants from 10 different countries and contributed to the 
development of a publication entitled First Approximations 
on Post-MDG International Development Goals (Southern 
Voice 2016b). The publication set a collective agenda for 
Southern actors and laid out immediate actions that Southern 
Voice could take to influence the development of the SDGs.

The First Approximations publication was shared with 
representatives from, and key advisors to, the UN High-
Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda. This 
outreach to the High-Level Panel occurred during a mis-
sion undertaken by Southern Voice representatives in early 
2013. During the outreach mission, the network’s chair 
also engaged in a number of public dialogues on the First 
Approximations publication (Southern Voice n.d.: 2).

Southern Voice has continued to pursue the agenda 
laid out in the First Approximations publication. More 
recently, among its many international engagements, the 
network has participated in two collaborative research 
activities of note (Think Tank Initiative 2016a):

 • As a core team member of Post-2015 Data Test: 
Unpacking the Data Revolution at the Country Level, 
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which supports the UN data revolution agenda by 
focusing on the production, collection, and use of better 
data and statistics to support the development agenda, 
and addresses several key issues related to the measure-
ment of SDG results (Post 2015 Data Test 2016).

 • As one of five policy groups that contributed to the 
ERD 5: European Report on Development. Developed 
by numerous global development agencies, the report 
examines the use of financial and other resources to 
support SDG-related work (Overseas Development 
Institute 2016).

In the evolution of Southern Voice, national research 
and policy intervention activity is scaled to a global level. 
The establishment of TTI supported independent think 
tanks in their national and regional policy development 
work. Southern Voice, which grew out of TTI, opened 
an opportunity for these national and regional insights 
to be scaled to the global level. One additional effect is 
that Southern Voice’s global work often feeds back into 
national dialogues, reinforcing both the scaling up and the 
scaling out of policy insights.

Insights from scaling

At its core, Southern Voice addressed the need for greater 
representation of Southern views in the framing and imple-
mentation of the global development agenda. The network 
sought to address what were perceived as structural power 
imbalances by extending the influence of Southern think 
tanks and counter-balancing the representation of views 
from the Global North.

This mandate crystallised during the network’s initial 
phases. To launch successfully, however, the network 
depended on clear directives and generous funding. The 
opportune timing of the 2012 global learning event served 
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as a crucial catalyst. The existing support for Southern 
think tanks, provided through TTI, also served as a foun-
dation. Moreover, the network’s partnership with the UN 
Foundation played an essential role in facilitating access to 
UN platforms and deliberations.

JUSTIFICATION

Greater influence through a network 
approach

The Justification for scaling in the context of Southern Voice is 
to ensure that Southern perspectives on development issues 
receive global recognition. Rather than representing each 
national policy perspective individually, the network provided 
a unified and collaborative policy engagement approach to 
Southern actors. A unified or coordinated approach is more 
likely to extend global influence than a cacophony of national 
approaches, justifying the network’s establishment.

The network’s success also rests on mobilising a crit-
ical mass of participants, which was in part driven by 
CPD’s leadership. CPD provided guidance and recruited 
network members and partners to maintain an optimal 
network size and ensure representation from a variety 
of regions. Southern Voice includes organisations from 
Africa, South Asia, and Latin America; however, rela-
tive representation from these regions has varied over the 
network’s history.

At the national level, the network has also contributed 
to amplifying and further developing the knowledge-based 
products of its members. Policy engagement at the national 
level has generally involved think tanks identifying an issue, 
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working on research and policy development in the related 
area, engaging with national stakeholders, and then taking 
their findings to relevant stakeholders. These national stake-
holders could include the media, NGOs, advocacy groups, 
academic institutions, or government actors.

Southern Voice amplifies the impact of its members’ 
policy engagement work by scaling it to the global level. 
Insights from each national context are synthesised to 
identify cross- and transnational lessons. For example, 
the newly developed SDGs included 17 ambitious and 
highly interrelated goals for global development, accom-
panied by a universal agenda for both the Global North 
and South. Southern Voice’s core work has been to bring 
the insights of members to bear on the global agenda, a 
costly activity that cannot be undertaken by its members 
independently.

Southern Voice’s scaling efforts have also produced pos-
itive network effects. As certain perspectives are developed 
and acted on at the global level, they are also disseminated 
among members of the network itself. The horizontal dis-
semination of these insights provides an opportunity for 
organisations to learn from and integrate the experiences 
of others into their own national policy work.

The ability of the network to disseminate policy insights 
globally rests in part on members’ capacity to undertake 
policy engagement work. The latter is in turn shaped by the 
quality and credibility of members’ research. Southern Voice 
includes a cohort of influential organisations and research-
ers who are regularly invited to engage in international 
fora, and whose work and perspectives are highly regarded. 
As more organisations and researchers join, the reach of 
Southern Voice’s policy engagement work could grow fur-
ther as long as members’ capacities are maintained.

Capacity development also plays an even more impor-
tant role in light of a rapid rise in the demand on network 
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members to participate in international engagements. 
Maximising effectiveness has been a key question for the 
network. This need to prioritise efforts is related to discus-
sions within the network on how to best engage all member 
organisations. Uneven participation may contribute to the 
underrepresentation of certain perspectives, limiting the 
network’s ability to scale the dissemination of its policy 
insights. While member organisations are free to determine 
their own level of engagement, some may face constraints 
in terms of building the capacities needed to meaningfully 
participate in network activities. This is a strategic question 
that Southern Voice is conscious of and working to address.

OPTIMAL SCALE

Optimal network size and quality

The goal of Southern Voice is to scale members’ policy 
insights to influence global policy. Its success in doing so 
rests in part on securing an optimal number of members. 
Without adequate regional representation, the network 
runs the risk of developing and scaling perspectives that 
do not reflect the diversity of the Global South’s policy 
experiences. This points to an important interdependence 
between scaling an organisation (the Southern Voice net-
work) and the innovation itself (Southern policy insights 
and perspectives). The knowledge to be scaled is, to some 
extent, a function of the network’s size.

Scaling a self-reinforcing activity?

While Southern Voice was launched to focus on influenc-
ing global development policy, its experience also exhibits a  

(continued)
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(continued)

positive network effect on national policy dialogues. Through 
their participation in Southern Voice, individual members are 
able to support and amplify the influence of other members 
at the national and regional level. This externality opens an 
avenue for sharing experiences. It also strengthens the work 
of individual members, and, by extension, the network itself. 
In the context of knowledge and policy networks, scaling can 
produce originally unintended value.

Scale defined by member capacity

The establishment of the Southern Voice networks repre-
sents an important step toward scaling members’ policy 
insights. Southern Voice’s ability to scale national policy 
perspectives to the global level rests, in part, on the qual-
ity of its international engagements. The success of these 
engagements, in turn, rests on even participation as well 
as research and policy development capacity at the level of 
individual think tanks. The scaling process is driven by the 
network’s capacity and that of its individual parts.

It is important to recognise that Southern Voice is dis-
seminating policy research and perspectives in spaces 
that include a diverse and potentially competing set of 
voices. This is especially true for the SDGs, but it applies 
to other development policy spaces more generally. A 
key consideration in scaling its perspectives is to distin-
guish Southern Voice’s insights and messages from those 
of others. As these spaces become more crowded, global 
influence will require Southern Voice’s active participa-
tion in addition to overcoming biases against research 
from the Global South.
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Southern Voice points to various lessons on scaling, 
including:

 • Networks provide an opportunity to reframe and more 
broadly disseminate knowledge products that support 
policy dialogue and insight, nationally and globally.

 • The development of these networks and their success 
at scaling knowledge rests on adequate support and 
effective timing.

 • A complex interaction between continuous capacity 
development and engagement of all network members 
to sustain scaling of the networks’ initiatives.

For more information on Southern Voice, please see 
http://southernvoice.org/.

PROJECT DETAILS

Title: Southern Voice on post-millennium development goals

One or more projects: 1—#107403

Scalers: Southern Voice Initiative—a collaboration of 48 
think tanks

IDRC Programme: Think Tank Initiative

Geographic region: Multiple regions

Scale statistics: Participation of 48 think tanks in the devel-
opment of various research projects and engagements

Partners: William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation, United Kingdom’s Department 
for International Development (DFID), Norwegian Agency 
for Development Cooperation (NORAD), and Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands

http://southernvoice.org
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SCALING A NUTRITION 
INTERVENTION ON THE  
MARKET

Promoting locally fortified sunflower  
oil using e-vouchers

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) have demon-
strated—for the first time—that unrefined sunflower oil 
can be fortified on a small scale and reach the most vulner-
able people, particularly lactating mothers and children. 
More than 142,000L of MASAVA-fortified oil was pro-
duced by SMEs, and sold by a network of 319 retailers, 
reaching nearly half a million people. The project supports 
Tanzania’s national food fortification policy, which is 
making fortification of edible oil mandatory. The results 
demonstrate how a locally produced crop, processed at 
local businesses and sold by local retailers, can improve 
food security and stimulate local economic growth.

Agriculture and Food Security Programme, IDRC

SUMMARY

Vitamin A is essential to child and adult health. A deficiency 
in this vitamin is not only a leading cause of preventable 
blindness in children in developing countries, but it can also 



Scaling on the market 157

increase health risks associated with diseases such as diar-
rhea and measles. The deficiency is particularly common in 
Tanzania and, in response, the Government announced a 
strategy for increasing the consumption of micronutrient-
enriched foods.

Unrefined or crude vitamin A fortified sunflower oil has 
been unavailable in Tanzania due to a lack of regulatory 
approval. The “Promoting Locally Fortified Sunflower Oil 
Using E-vouchers” project worked with small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) to demonstrate the viability of the sun-
flower oil fortification process. The project also sought 
regulatory approval for the production, distribution, and 
sale of fortified sunflower oil in Tanzania. By setting the 
stage for the commercialisation of vitamin A enriched 
sunflower oil, the project’s ultimate goal was to address 
vitamin A deficiency across Tanzania.

While still in its early stages, this project illustrates an 
important pathway to scaling development impact. It shows 
how commercialisation may achieve a specific develop-
ment outcome: the prevention of micronutrient deficiency. 
Moreover, this outcome is pursued in the context of regu-
latory constraints, demand management challenges, and 
competition from larger producers. The adoption of vita-
min A fortified oil in the project’s target regions is a major 
achievement and shows potential for scaling on a national 
level. It also demonstrates a pathway to scale that does not 
require ongoing and indefinite intervention to maintain or 
expand effectiveness.

Vitamin A deficiency and unrefined oil 
fortification

Vitamin A is a micronutrient that is essential to healthy 
child development and sustained adult health. Individuals 
living in developing countries often fail to achieve adequate 
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vitamin A levels through their food intake. Levels of vita-
min A in children can also be reduced by chronic diarrhea 
and other common childhood illnesses. In developing coun-
tries, vitamin A deficiency is the main cause of preventable 
blindness in children. It is often linked to iron deficien-
cies, which can result in anemia. Vitamin A deficiency can 
also increase the health risks of infections, including those 
associated with diarrhea and measles (National Institutes 
of Health 2016).

Like many other African countries, Tanzania faces 
persistently low levels of micronutrient intake among seg-
ments of its population. Vitamin A and iron are common 
deficiencies. To address this problem, the Government of 
Tanzania announced a strategic initiative that seeks to 
expand the consumption of micronutrient-fortified foods. 
Among these fortified foods are a range of cooking oils 
commonly used in Tanzania (IDRC 2014: 1).

In 2014, IDRC and Global Affairs Canada (GAC) jointly 
approved funding for a vitamin A fortification project in 
Tanzania. The project’s rationale emerged from the experi-
ences of the main grantee organisation’s project manager. 
He had worked in Tanzania for approximately 10 years, 
lived close to sunflower growing regions, and developed 
relationships with a number of SMEs that were producing 
unrefined sunflower oil. Unrefined oil was in high demand 
at the time. Even prior to the start of the project, most 
households that used sunflower oil in their cooking used the 
unrefined variety. Around the same time, the Government 
of Tanzania was drafting mandatory guidelines that would 
require certain products to be fortified with micronutri-
ents. There was a sense in Tanzania that oil fortification 
would soon be mandated. This posed a problem for pro-
ducers of unrefined sunflower oil. There was no established 
process for fortifying unrefined oil at the time; only refined  
sunflower oil had been fortified in the past.
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A technical study was conducted prior to the project’s 
start to assess whether unrefined sunflower oil could be 
fortified with vitamin A and packaged to maintain shelf 
stability for an extended period of time. A certain level 
of shelf stability was required to accommodate the pro-
duction, transportation, sale, and consumption of the 
oil before the added vitamin A would break down. The 
study showed that unrefined sunflower oil could be forti-
fied and maintain shelf stability for 90 days or more. As 
unrefined oil in Tanzania was primarily consumed within 
six weeks of its manufacture, commercial fortification 
seemed viable.

The IDRC and GAC-funded project focused on two 
regions of Tanzania—Manyara and Shinyanga (IDRC 
2014). It examined the feasibility of leveraging the private 
sector to address vitamin A deficiency and sought:

 • To test whether unrefined sunflower oil can be forti-
fied by SMEs for local consumption in contexts where 
inventory turnover is rapid and long shelf-life is not 
required.

 • To test sustainable business models.
 • To test whether using electronic vouchers [e-vouchers] 

can succeed in promoting consumption of fortified oil.
 • To test whether the fortified product can reduce 

micronutrient deficiencies in vulnerable groups, spe-
cifically targeting the lactating mothers of infants 
(IDRC 2014).

The project team worked with SMEs to develop the 
technical expertise needed to produce vitamin A-fortified, 
unrefined sunflower oil for distribution to retailers. Using 
a combination of behavioural change activities and subsi-
dies in the form of e-vouchers, the project then promoted 
this fortified oil as an alternative to other popular oils in 
the two regions. After testing the effectiveness of this oil 
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in addressing vitamin A deficiency, the e-vouchers would 
eventually be discontinued to assess consumers’ willing-
ness to purchase the fortified oil at full price.

This project exemplifies an important scaling story by 
illustrating how a micronutrient deficiency may be corrected 
through commercialisation. The adoption of vitamin A  
fortified, unrefined oil in the project regions opens the door 
for national-level scaling. It also demonstrates a pathway to 
scale that does not require ongoing and indefinite interven-
tion to maintain or even expand effectiveness.

JUSTIFICATION

Addressing health risk and government 
policy

The project’s Justification for scaling vitamin A fortification  
is micronutrient deficiency, a widely identified health risk  
in Tanzania. The project also complements government 
policy on fortification by helping SMEs comply with 
anticipated regulations that would require large-scale 
manufacturers to fortify their oil. Commercial infrastruc-
ture and the capacity for fortification in Tanzania are 
developed with a clear local economic benefit and in the 
absence of a better alternative. The project is thus justified 
by its commercialisation efforts, as well as its pursuit of a 
specific development goal.

Insights from scaling

Testing the technical feasibility of unrefined sunflower 
oil fortification at the SME level required significant 
outreach. The project team needed to identify forward-
looking enterprises that saw the long-term benefits of 
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participation. Financial support provided through the 
project, however, could not fully offset the added costs 
of transitioning towards fortification. Businesses were 
required to install new equipment and learn the tech-
niques involved in vitamin A fortification. To secure 
entrepreneurs’ commitment, the project was framed as 
an investment in their future competitiveness that sup-
ported their compliance with the government’s planned 
fortification policy.

SMEs, rather than large-scale producers, were targeted 
to participate in the project for a number of reasons. Large-
scale producers tended to sell refined sunflower oil. This 
product was typically fortified with vitamin A, but largely 
unavailable in the rural regions targeted by the project. In 
fact, approximately 40 percent of the sunflower oil used 
in Tanzania is unrefined. Local SMEs lead the production 
of the unrefined share and stood to benefit the most from 
developing and adopting fortification techniques. SMEs 
were therefore not placed in direct competition with large-
scale producers, which tended to service markets that 
differed from those targeted by the project. This relation-
ship temporarily shifted when low-cost imported fortified 
oils grew more common in rural areas. Recently imposed 
import taxes have since reduced the supply of fortified oils 
in rural regions.

The project’s feasibility also rested on the development 
of a manufacturing and fortification process that complied 
with the regulatory requirements of the Tanzanian Food 
and Drug Administration (TFDA). Participating SMEs had 
to demonstrate that their product satisfied the TFDA’s 
requirements and that their manufacturing process fol-
lowed best practices. In this effort, technical experts from 
Germany’s BASF were brought in to adapt vitamin A 
fortification techniques traditionally used by large-scale 
producers for use by SMEs.
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Individuals involved with the project noted that the TFDA 
was particularly cautious. The approval process dragged, 
somewhat delaying the project. It was the first time that com-
mercially produced, vitamin A fortified, unrefined sunflower 
oil would be sold in Tanzania. Eventually, participating 
SMEs received a permit to produce and sell their fortified, 
unrefined sunflower oil.

Overcoming this regulatory hurdle rested in part on the 
project’s early incorporation of national stakeholders in 
the research and scaling process. From its inception meet-
ing, the project team attempted to incorporate as many 
local, national, and international stakeholders as possible. 
This allowed the actors involved to understand the intent 
of the work and its position within Tanzania’s fortification 
strategy, and establish relationships to share information 
as scaling progressed.

Overcoming barriers to scaling

Once TFDA approval was secured, the project faced the 
challenge of scaling up the production, distribution, and 
sale of the oil to individuals in its two target regions. One 
hurdle, for example, was posed by consumers’ price sen-
sitivity. The cost of producing fortified oil at the time 
was higher than the cost of producing unfortified oil. In 
addition, sunflower oil tended to be of higher quality and 
more expensive than readily available alternatives such 
as cottonseed oil, especially during seasonal crop cycles 
where sunflower seeds were scarce. In Shinyanga, and to 
a lesser extent in Manyara, consumers regularly substi-
tuted cooking oils in response to relative price changes.

Two approaches were employed to address such bar-
riers to scaling. The first directly promoted the use of 
fortified sunflower oil. Outreach activities, such as 
clinic shows and cooking demonstrations, were held 
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to familiarise consumers with the fortified sunflower 
oil. By strategically engaging with religious leaders and 
decision-makers on household spending (men in this 
case), these outreach activities also sought to address 
misconceptions surrounding micronutrient fortification. 
These activities were, in turn, monitored to evaluate 
their effect on sales and overall impact.

Effectively leveraging e-vouchers

The second approach set up an e-voucher system to sub-
sidise the cost of the fortified sunflower oil. The system 
allowed consumers to download an electronic coupon to 
their mobile phone, which they could redeem for forti-
fied oil at select retailers. Retailers would then forward 
the coupons to SME producers, who were compensated 
by project representatives. The e-voucher system was 
designed, in part, to monitor household consumption by 
tracing coupon redemption to specific cell phone num-
bers. It was also intended to be a transitional subsidy to 
facilitate market entry. As the consumption of fortified oil 
spread, the subsidy would be phased out.

The e-voucher system encountered a number difficulties 
and was consequently adjusted during the project’s imple-
mentation. Shortly after the system’s introduction, sales 
varied dramatically. Some retailers were barely selling, 
while others performed extremely well. The e-vouchers 
also proved time-consuming, especially for consumers in 
regions with limited or inconsistent cellular connectivity. 
In response, some retailers sold their fortified sunflower 
oil at a discount, later collecting electronic coupons from 
friends and family for reimbursement. Moreover, the 
retailers’ response to limited cellular connectivity impeded 
the system’s monitoring function.
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DYNAMIC EVALUATION

Learning from failure as Dynamic 
Evaluation

To assess the effectiveness of its commercial approach 
to scaling, the project relied, in part, on the E-voucher 
system to track household consumption of fortified oil. 
Early on, it became clear that vouchers were not being 
used at the retail level as originally intended, limiting the 
system’s ability to capture accurate data on household 
consumption. While this eliminated one opportunity for 
Dynamic Evaluation of the scaling approach as originally 
intended, it also provided indirect information resulting 
in adjustments to a key project element. This experience 
demonstrates how even apparent “failures” provide learn-
ing opportunities for effective scaling.

Volume and packaging factors also affected the scaling 
process. A special opaque packaging proved necessary to 
maintain the oil’s shelf stability. The vitamin A used to for-
tify the oil breaks down with exposure to air or sunlight. 
Moreover, to support the original e-voucher system and 
track sales based on container barcodes, retail packaging 
was necessary. The project initially determined one litre 
containers of oil to be the smallest commercially viable 
packaging option. Nevertheless, due to low incomes, many 
consumers purchased their oil by the “scoop” or in small 
volumes that could be used in one to two days. Consumers 
brought reused containers to the store, which retailers 
filled with oil from a larger container. One litre containers 
complicated this distribution method.

The project introduced an eWallet payment system to 
overcome these barriers (Horton et al. 2017: 4). Under the 
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eWallet model, retailers received a direct subsidy from the 
project for the amount of fortified oil they sold by matching 
pre-issued vouchers to product barcodes. The shift from the 
original e-voucher system to the eWallet system also led to 
the development of alternative packaging. The project team 
developed 5, 10, and 20 litre containers that retailers could 
use to distribute smaller amounts of oil and more effectively 
meet demand. Tests were also conducted to ensure that shelf 
stability was not undermined by this distribution process.

Beyond the challenges associated with the voucher sys-
tem, scaling was further complicated by the distribution 
method employed by SMEs. Rather than directly market-
ing their products to retailers in the two project regions, 
most SMEs relied on distributors that specialised in selling 
to a particular area. Such distributors were not part of the 
original scaling plan and needed to be incorporated into 
the project at a later stage.

COORDINATION

Aligning with commercial interests

The project’s success rested on buy-in from a variety of 
partners involved in the production process, including 
SMEs. As an initiative that used commercialisation as a 
pathway to scaling, the project needed to ensure that 
its objectives and implementation also aligned with the 
commercial interests of SMEs.

Choosing the right partners for scaling

The project demonstrates how scaling relies on both the 
effective Coordination of partners and their careful selection. 

(continued)
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(continued)

The choice of SMEs, rather large-scale producers, allowed 
the project to introduce unrefined, fortified sunflower oil to 
Tanzanian markets. It also developed local production capac-
ity. The project’s commercial approach to scaling would not 
likely have achieved the same level of success without the 
strategic choice of partners.

Aligning with other initiatives

The project also exemplifies how Coordination extends 
beyond actively working with partners for the delivery 
of programming to include alignment with other related 
local initiatives. The project team accounted for the 
Government of Tanzania initiating a broader micronutri-
ent fortification strategy, and approving the production 
and sale of non-refined sunflower oil. Although govern-
ment representatives were not directly involved in scaling 
activities, their strategy and regulatory initiatives needed 
to be effectively identified, deliberated, and navigated to 
ensure the project’s success.

Working with market structures

Given its commercial approach to scaling, the project team 
needed to coordinate the work of delivery partners, and 
accommodate existing market structures and demands. 
Pre-established consumption patterns had to be accom-
modated as the product was brought to scale. The end 
consumer’s practice of purchasing very small amounts of 
cooking oil, for example, required not only a change to the 
project’s planned packaging size, but also its approach to 
product incentive-structure and marketing. In the absence 
of these adjustments, the commercialisation of unrefined, 
fortified sunflower oil may have proven less successful.
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A sub-study of the project examined the composition of 
the SME sector in Tanzania. It found that approximately 
60 medium-sized businesses across the country could be 
realistically targeted for vitamin A fortification using the 
unrefined oil approach. Even the manufacturing and for-
tification equipment needed for 60 SMEs could impose 
significant costs. Scaling to even smaller businesses will also 
require more innovative solutions. Continued scaling of 
vitamin A fortified sunflower oil rests on identifying more 
affordable but equally effective equipment; however, the 
feasibility of this remains uncertain.

It is important to note that the project has been monitoring 
the effects of fortified sunflower oil on vitamin A deficiency 
in the two target regions. For this purpose, a steady sup-
ply of fortified, unrefined sunflower oil was necessary. 
Participating SMEs were required to limit their sales to the 
two target regions. Once the nutritional monitoring phase 
is completed and shows positive results, this restriction can 
be lifted. SMEs will then have the opportunity to distrib-
ute their fortified sunflower oil in any part of Tanzania that 
exhibits demand. At the time of writing, increased demand 
for fortified oil beyond the project’s main intervention area 
was already observed, albeit in higher income markets.

As scaling proceeds, micro-level inputs such as machin-
ery and equipment will also require further assessment. The 
project initially trained three SMEs using relatively expen-
sive and high-end production and fortification equipment. 
The rationale was that the regulatory approval process 
could be sped up by demonstrating that participating 
SMEs were following best practices. Installing equivalent 
machinery in additional SMEs, however, may not be feasi-
ble, especially without financial support from the project.

This increased freedom may produce more valid les-
sons on how markets can be used to scale up agricultural 
innovations. It could also address trade-offs between differ-
ent project objectives. Conducting research to understand 
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effective scaling, for example, competes with the objective 
of undertaking interventions in a way that maximises devel-
opment impact. If this increased flexibility results in a wider 
distribution of fortified sunflower oil throughout Tanzania, 
it may also produce synergies between the two objectives.

OPTIMAL SCALE

Structural limits on scaling

Using SMEs as a vehicle for the production and distribution of 
fortified sunflower oil imposes structural limits on the degree 
of scaling that can be undertaken. Approximately 80 percent 
of Tanzania’s SMEs are micro-enterprises with one to four 
employees. Even with cost reductions and simplification of 
the fortification approach, it is unlikely that the total popula-
tion of micro-enterprises could be effectively converted. This 
places structural limits on possible scale up. These and similar 
challenges are likely to arise along a commercial pathway to 
scale, where profitability lies at the heart of an innovation.

Market targeting and Optimal Scale

The project demonstrates an important dynamic between 
Optimal Scale and the ability to fine-tune an intervention 
activity through commercialisation. To date, the project has 
been able to direct the distribution and sale of fortified sun-
flower oil to two regions suffering from relatively high levels 
of vitamin A deficiency. The success of this effort rests, in 
part, on subsidies provided through the project. As these 
subsidies are withdrawn, producers, distributors, and retail-
ers will likely adjust their demand in the face of rising oil 
prices. Demand will also be a function of the Tanzanian gov-
ernment’s policies on fortification. Combined these factors 
of demand significantly shape Optimal Scale for the com-
mercialisation of fortified sunflower oil.
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Based on the volume of oil sold and the average per cap-
ita consumption of cooking oil in the project regions, the 
project team is still estimating the number of individuals 
that regularly consume vitamin A-fortified sunflower oil. 
Nevertheless, approximately 300 retailers in the two pro-
ject regions were involved in selling the product. With that 
in mind, many key lessons regarding scaling have resulted 
from the project. Scaling a commercial innovation requires 
actors to account for the:

 • Production, distribution, and consumption patterns in 
target markets;

 • Need to consider scaling in the context of broader 
national or international strategies;

 • Need to establish strong connections to national policy 
and policymakers; and

 • Need to accommodate market volatility and the chang-
ing environment in which SMEs operate.

For more information on the project, please see www.
meda.org/masava.

PROJECT DETAILS

Title: Promoting locally fortified sunflower oil using 
e-vouchers

One or more projects: 1—#107790

Scalers: Mennonite Economic Development Associates 
and Sokoine University of Agriculture

IDRC Programme: Agriculture and Food Security

Geographic region: Tanzania

(continued)

http://www.meda.org
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Scale statistics: Three small and medium enterprises 
manufacturing unrefined vitamin A-fortified sunflower 
oil, along with a network of distributors and approxi-
mately 300 retailers distributing the product in the 
project regions.

Partners: Funding partnership with Global Affairs Canada

(continued)
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12
PATHWAYS TO SCALE

This chapter outlines a number of pathways to scale that 
may be travelled by innovators. It provides a backdrop 
for the four guiding principles and case studies presented 
in this book.

Pathways to scale represent non-mutually exclusive, 
non-hierarchical, non-exhaustive means of scaling impact.

Navigation approaches help an innovator to name 
trade-offs and decision-points faced while moving along 
pathways to scale.

Bringing research and innovation to impact at scale is  
complex. One source of this complexity stems from the 
array of ways innovation can transform itself from an 
idea into a meaningful change in the world. To compound 
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matters, in many cases, a single innovation is merely an 
entry point into a broader system that requires much 
more than one invention or change for real and lasting 
development to take hold.

This chapter provides a synthesis of common ways of 
scaling impact. The result is a presentation of a typol-
ogy of pathways to scale followed by a set of navigation 
approaches. The pathways to scale are five fluid catego-
ries of operationalising research and innovation. There 
are many others. These are the more common paths for 
turning ideas into impact identified within the review 
conducted as a part of the Scaling Science exploration at 
IDRC. The pathways to scale are presented as a starting 
point, and a backdrop for the remainder of the book. 
The navigation approaches outline a means of planning 
and documenting decisions that may be faced as an inno-
vation scales. To conclude the chapter, and exemplify 
the concepts, we offer a series of examples. These same 
examples are fully detailed in the cases in Chapters 7 
through 11.

Funders, innovators, and innovation users may find 
these useful ways to articulate a vision for change and 
plan the actions they will take to get there. Evaluators 
might use what follows for stratifying scaling efforts for 
analysis during a review.

This chapter offers a means of outlining a journey for 
scaling impact. We suggest it presents a map, not a set of 
directions. The road can be flooded unexpectedly, traf-
fic can jam, and the boda boda can stall. Under these  
circumstances—when complexity enters into travel 
plans—it is better to have a map of the terrain than a set 
of directions. A map allows us to use our own intuition to 
find the route that works best for the situation at hand. 
Our study of IDRC-supported work indicates this is how 
impactful innovation travels too.
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Pathways to scale and navigation approaches can be  
considered complementary to existing means of managing 
for impact and scaling. The focus on pathways (i.e., the 
journey or in more technical speak the ‘mechanism’ or the 
‘how’) over endpoints (i.e., the impacts) is purposeful and 
it is the key difference. A simple pathway mapping exer-
cise is designed to match the broader position established 
through this book: that scaling impact is rarely a straight-
forward linear process that can be planned fully in advance 
and evaluated as such at the end. Accordingly, the aim here 
is to support sound planning and implementation, but in a 
way that helps one to avoid the traps and shortcomings of 
linear trajectory models27 and the structural rigidities that 
come with them.

Pathways to scale

Table 12.1 presents five pathways to scale synthesised 
from Southern experience. It should be read with three 
considerations in mind.

Three key considerations

1. This typology is non-mutually exclusive. A single inno-
vation or group of innovations may travel to impact at 
scale along one or many of these pathways at the same 
time or in a staged manner. The case studies of IDRC-
supported research provided in Chapters 7 through 
11 showcase several instances of multiple, reinforcing 
pathways.

2. There is no hierarchy to this typology. The choice of 
pathways to scale impact is a contextual one. It is 
based on the type of research being undertaken, the 
intended beneficiaries of the research, the environ-
ment in which the research is taking place, and the 
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internal factors that enable and constrain the research 
(e.g., data quality, researcher capacity, knowledge-
user readiness and appetite, etc.).

3. The typology described hereafter is non-exhaustive. 
It does not capture every pathway by which research 
results can be brought to scale. Instead, it offers a 
starting point for describing and elaborating on sev-
eral of the more common channels. Those identified 
here are derived from our review of IDRC-supported 
research projects.

Navigation approaches

In 2005, Robert Chambers published a reflective article 
on the experiences and lessons he observed in the rampant 
“instant” scaling that had occurred with the Participatory 
Rural Appraisal (PRA) methodology. We have built upon 
this reflection by adding observations from the review of 
IDRC-supported research projects.

To begin the illustration of navigation approaches and 
how they factor into scaling processes, Figure 12.1 pre-
sents typical focus points along a pathway to scale. That is 
to say, areas observed as common ‘hot spots’ or ‘requiring 
attention’ in the scaling of impact via a policy, programme, 
product, practice, or methodology based on research.28

Where:

Demand is the interest/preference/need for an interven-
tion within the intended user group.

Design is the creation and construction of the innovation.

Manage is the implementation, adaptation, and overall 
leadership of the innovation through its lifecycle.

Learning is the evaluation and evidence-use strategy 
for the innovation.
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LEARN

DEMAND

DESIGN

MANAGE

scaling
impact

FIGURE 12.1 Four ‘hot spots’ on a pathway to scale

Next we introduce the concept of trade-offs to the 
model. And this is the central argument we aim to forward 
with this subsection:

Pathways to scale are laden with trade-offs. Identi-
fying, documenting, and revisiting scaling strategies 
to navigate these trade-offs inspires more realistic 
designs, creates accountability and transparency, 
and offers evaluative learning and improvement 
opportunities.

The trade-off represented in Figure 12.2 is a ‘straw-dog’; 
one of flexibility vs. inflexibility. But it should be useful to 
illustrate the concept of planning a navigation approach—
as this is one of the more prevalent trade-offs we identified 
in our review of R4D and scaling impact. There are many 
others, but, the conceptualisation and mapping proce-
dure will remain largely similar as the particular demand, 
design, management, and learning components of a scaling 
pathway are travelled.
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L E A R NM A N A G ED E S I G ND E M A N D

inelastic structuredtop-downstandardised

developmentalbottom-updiversityelastic

FIGURE 12.2  A spectrum of ‘flexibility’ trade-offs along a 
pathway to scale

At the upper end of the spectrum, flexibility is limited. 
Here, the actions of designers, managers, evaluators, and 
users—and thus scaling strategies—are typically more pre-
scriptive and constant. In this scenario, both innovators  
and users feel convinced they know what represents a 
good change. At the lower end of the spectrum, flexibility 
is high. Here, adaptive programming, iterative manage-
ment, and developmental learning strategies are best suited 
to meet dynamic and uncertain user demand.

In Figure 12.3, five approaches to navigating a scaling 
pathway are identified and positioned on the spectrum. 
The five navigation approaches reflect a practical response 
to the varying degrees of flexibility an innovator is willing 
to accept along their scaling pathway. Like the pathways to 
scale, these navigation strategies should be considered non-
hierarchical, non-mutually exclusive, and non-exhaustive. 
In reality, the particular innovator and users own inputs 
will be required.

There is no preference from one end of this spectrum to 
the other that applies to all settings and contexts of inno-
vation. Nor is there a direct or recommended relationship 
between any navigation approach and any pathway to 
scale. That is to say, not all products will go viral and self-
scale, and, likewise, not all policies should be enshrined 
in a country’s federal legislation. The purpose of such a 
mapping exercise is to make space for questioning and 
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L E A R NM A N A G ED E S I G ND E M A N D

inelastic structuredtop-downstandardised

developmentalbottom-updiversityelastic

REGULATE

FACILITATE
ADMINISTER

NETWORK

SELF-SCALE

FIGURE 12.3  A spectrum of five navigation approaches of 
flexibility trade-offs along a pathway to scale

unpacking, designing, and redesigning scaling strategies to 
match the planned pathway to scale.

To achieve this, fitting innovations for the context is 
critical. For example, if a research finding is externally 
generalisable with strong confidence, is of immediate imple-
mentation benefit for a large percentage of a population, is 
endorsed by all stakeholders, and shows little risk of negative 
consequences, implementation through a regulation such as 
a government policy is a potentially viable approach. On 
the other hand, a new research methodology, that requires 
further testing from peers in new contexts, would likely be 
best implemented through a self-spreading process where 
other researchers adopt the methodology, but only when 
they perceive the potential value to do so.

Practical illustrations

Here we describe each navigation approach and how it 
can relate to the various pathways to scale. Short examples 
from the case studies present illustrations.

Regulation: An entrenched, often mandatory, process. In 
many cases, this navigation approach will include formal 
mechanisms for enforcement. Examples include a law impli-
cating a certain course of action or a policy with enforcement 
mechanisms strong enough to ensure implementation and 
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pursuance. Research and innovation for policy influence 
will often follow this trajectory where research findings are 
reproducible, commonly endorsed, and little debate exists 
about the required immediacy of action.

The Salt Project seeks to reduce non-communicable  
disease incidence through industry regulation. 
Although in this particular case, voluntary adherence 
is not disqualified, mandatory regulations establish an 
acceptable level of salt in foods produced by manufac-
turers. Given the prevalence of these prepared foods 
in the countries where the project operates, fixed 
regulations have the potential to reduce salt intake 
considerably, and therefore the health outcomes of 
many (see Chapter 9).

Administration: Here scale occurs with soft regulatory 
or process adherence, likely driven by relevant actors 
(individuals or institutions) within the setting. Often 
administrators hold formal or informal power positions, 
which allow for certainty of implementation and adminis-
tration. Examples include practice guidelines for physicians 
or defined approaches for teachers implementing an edu-
cation curriculum. Innovation will follow this trajectory, 
where clear practice- or policy-oriented research questions 
have been addressed and findings are conclusive and appli-
cable to the context of implementation.

The work of the RAHAT Project Team in India seeks 
to embed justice for survivors of sexual violence in 
State-wide practice. Part of this process involved 
establishing a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) between the Department of Women and Child 
Development and the Majlis Legal Centre to work 
toward shared goals. The MoU provided access and 
credibility for the team among stakeholders in the 
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justice system, and allowed the team to work towards 
implementing change and advocating for victims of 
sexual violence (see Chapter 8).

Facilitation: With facilitation, promoters or champions 
of the innovation play a catalytic role in scaling impact. 
Facilitation will have more to do with inspiration than 
enforcement and should allow for differences from one site 
or intervention to another to emerge and be accepted. An 
example of facilitation is the spread of a newly developed 
methodology for collecting data from a hard-to-reach pop-
ulation. The method may have proven effective in a first 
application, and, to scale its potential impact, it has been 
spread coupled with facilitation and championship of its 
core components, for use in a new setting.

The Southern Voice project relies on facilitation on the 
part of individual members of a consortium to promote 
policy perspectives developed or identified by members 
of the network. In effect, it is an undirected system of 
champions. Working on issues that matter to them and 
their communities. In the model, think tank members 
will identify, research, and work with stakeholders on 
an issue and will then take their findings to national or 
local actors—such as NGOs, the media, and advocacy 
groups—to promote and act to address the issue (see 
Chapter 10).

Networking: Networking implies planned dissemination 
of the innovation to targeted groups, which allows for the 
uptake and application to be chosen and defined by local 
people or network ‘nodes’. Examples of this trajectory 
are the sharing of product plans at an investor summit, 
spread of programme improvement strategies via a pro-
fessional organisation or programme manager’s network, 
or workshops demonstrating a new practice or skill. 
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When research results are preliminary and show promise 
of impactful benefit, this trajectory can allow the deci-
sions of new users to lead the process of implementation. 
Networking can lead to selected uptake where an innova-
tion holds potential and is particularly needed.

The Southern Voice project focuses, in part, on bring-
ing national-level policy insight from its members to 
the international stage (as in the Facilitation exam-
ple above). This contributes to international policy 
agenda setting and also helps share national policy 
insight among network members. These members can 
then use the national findings to influence their own 
policy work in new contexts (see Chapter 10).

Self-scaling: Self-scaling implies that the innovation is left in 
the hands of users (i.e., beneficiaries, policymakers, practi-
tioners, investors, academics, buyers, and so on). When it 
works well, this scaling pathway is largely synonymous with 
the concept of ‘going viral’—and uptake of the innovation 
is beyond the realm of control of the innovator. The scal-
ing of research-informed tools or techniques which people 
seek out and use on their own can fall within this category. 
Individuals electing to adopt healthy eating habits is an 
additional example. The case of a product being brought 
to market can be another. It is possible that any type of 
research or innovation can follow this trajectory to scaled 
impact. Being mindful of the quality of results and the social 
implications (at varying scales) becomes incredibly pertinent 
for the innovator, researcher, and/or those wishing to follow 
this approach.

The Sunflower Oil project seeks to increase vitamin A 
intake in Tanzania not through regimented policy or a 
programme, but by developing and marketing a prod-
uct that Tanzanians buy and consume. The project 
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focuses on laying the groundwork for the sustainable, 
local production of vitamin A-fortified sunflower oil 
rather than simply providing this product directly to 
consumers. Once production is economically sustain-
able and the product is adopted by consumers, it can 
become a self-sustaining means of addressing vitamin 
A deficiency (see Chapter 11).

Making practical work of Pathways to Scale and 
Navigation Approaches

In our review, many cases of scaling impact involved, 
and necessarily so, multiple pathways to scale for the 
same research project or innovation. For one example, 
getting hospital doctors to their wash hands at more fre-
quent intervals (a seemingly simple behaviour change) can 
require a rigid hospital policy coupled with an education 
programme that is championed/facilitated by key hospital 
leaders and the development of a network across hospitals 
sharing successful results and reinforcing good practice. In 
reality, scaling becomes complex.

However, planning for the ‘how’ of converting ideas into 
impacts is a critical component of a scaling strategy that can 
be frequently overlooked, or just assumed, during research 
and innovation projects. Making and spending time to map 
an expected pathway to scale, declare the trade-offs that 
will be faced on that journey, plan and make transparent 
how the trade-offs will be navigated, and then revisiting this 
plan during the scaling process, will foster accountability, 
inspire more realistic designs, and ultimately more produc-
tive and strategic action. We hope the concepts presented in 
this chapter contribute a starting place.
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Moving forward
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13
ADVANCING A SCIENCE OF 
SCALING

Across the globe, there is increasing dissatisfaction and 
discontent with traditional paradigms of scaling scientific 
research and innovation for the public good. That is not to 
say that scaling is viewed negatively, but that scaling has 
been too frequently equated with the methods designed for 
scaling profit and market share. These approaches have 
worked well for profit, but have proven unsatisfactory 
when the objectives are people and the environment. We 
believe there is another possibility.

Scaling impact means seeking an optimal result where 
the impacts that are proven effective and desirable to 
stakeholders are cultivated and encouraged; and those 
that may cause harm, lead to waste, or are not desired by 
the impacted community are inhibited. Since most stake-
holders sit outside of the organisations taking action and 
hold different views about what is desirable, defining, let 
alone achieving, what is optimal, is challenging. At the 
very least, it requires that we transcend private perspec-
tives (of organisations or people) without dismissing them.  
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But this is not how traditional models of scaling approach 
the problem. This is why we have argued there is a need 
for a new paradigm. But how should we be thinking about 
scaling impact?

This book outlines one contribution we have called 
“Scaling Science”. It presents a countervailing perspec-
tive on scaling that follows a comprehensive review of 
Southern-led research and innovation. This book has 
organised what was learned, named it, and described it in 
ways that reflect our worldviews and experience. It would 
be impossible for us to present this work otherwise. It is 
important that this bias is made transparent.

But this is not the end. The characterisation of Scaling 
Science presented in this book is not complete or ideal. It is 
new and emerging. We encourage others to borrow what 
is useful, abandon what is not, and develop what is incom-
plete or inadequate. We have worked to identify a starting 
point with the hope that innovators, working alongside 
their communities, will use it to identify their own path-
ways and destinations. This is the purpose of presenting 
what was learned in IDRC’s review as a science of scaling. 
In this way, everything in this book demands careful experi-
mentation, open debate, and development.

We continue to draw inspiration from the imaginative 
ways Southern innovators are scaling impact in complex 
settings. There remains much we can learn. Today, the 
world is being continuously reshaped by forces of globali-
sation, the rapid convergence of the public and private 
sectors, and unprecedented national collaborations and 
tensions surrounding development, science, and innova-
tion. Complexity, it would seem, only increases.

In our changing world, innovation for the public good 
requires the participation of many. Unrelenting change 
demands a flexible approach, and guiding principles provide  
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a systematic foundation for adaptation, contextual 
discretion, and emergence. We hope the four guiding prin-
ciples of Justification, Optimal Scale, Coordination, and 
Dynamic Evaluation presented in this book will help oth-
ers to develop innovations about scaling as well as scientific 
innovations that should be scaled. We hope the pathways 
to scaling and navigation approaches offer starting blocks 
for those wishing to base their scaling strategies on the les-
sons of those who have taken similar journeys.

Above all, we have learned that for meaningful change 
to take hold, people matter. Scaling impact for the public 
good is a social effort just as much as it is a public goal. 
In this way, working together to advance our understand-
ing of how to scale does not devalue a science of scaling, 
it re-evaluates different ways of knowing and doing, and it 
encourages us to ensure that the public good is at the heart 
of our actions. We believe that Scaling Science presents a 
way for people affected by scaling to exercise power over it. 
You can participate here, and we sincerely hope that you do.
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Methods note

This book is a result of a learning and engagement project 
undertaken by the Policy and Evaluation team at Canada’s 
International Development Research Centre (IDRC). The 
Scaling Science project aimed to contribute to the Centre’s 
ability to scale the impact of the research and innovation 
it supports.

Overarching approach

Co-creation

Principles of use-oriented research were employed to 
undertake the Scaling Science exploration, and the project 
was embedded in user-identified needs from initial study 
conceptualisation and design. It was led by IDRC’s Policy 
and Evaluation unit in tandem with an external researcher, 
Dr. John Gargani, from 2015 to 2018.
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To begin, the project was called for, and its design was 
approved by, the executive management committee of 
IDRC. At the kick-off of the project, IDRC-based “knowl-
edge-users” were engaged in shaping the study. While these 
individuals were self-selected, we ensured engagement 
stretched across the diversity of programming at the Centre.

The process of engagement was governed by an advi-
sory group that became known as the “Scaling Science 
Critical Friends”. The group was chaired by IDRC’s Donor 
Partnerships Division with a view to encouraging broad 
study utility and interest. The Critical Friends met at various 
stages of the project to discuss study design, data collection, 
data interpretation, and results sharing (each phase is dis-
cussed below). The diversity and the input of the Critical 
Friends strengthened and enriched the study immensely.

Members of the Critical Friends group included: Lisa 
Burley (Chair), Donor Partnerships Division; Alvaro 
Paz, Agriculture and Food Security; Carolina Robino, 
Employment and Growth and Think Tank Initiative; 
Greg Hallen, Food, Environment, and Health; Leah 
Mwai, Maternal and Child Health; Matthew Wallace, 
Foundations for Innovation; and Peter Taylor, Think Tank 
Initiative and Inclusive Economies.

External grounding

As findings from this study emerged, they were truth-
checked with members of IDRC’s research, international 
development, and evaluation communities.

Events in our research community included field visits to 
three agencies in Buenos Aires, Argentina working to scale 
policy impact for the reduction of non-communicable 
disease. The three agencies were Fundacion InterAmericana 
del Corazon—Argentina (FIC), the Institute for Clinical 
Effectiveness and Health Policy (IECS), and Centro de 
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Estudios de Estado e Sociedad (CEDES). Together we 
elaborated on our study design and objectives, and unpacked 
emergent results. We learned from hearing about these col-
leagues’ experiences with scaling impact and bene fitted 
greatly from the exchange of ideas and learning.

On two occasions, we brought the Scaling Science study 
for formal presentation and informal discussion with 
grantees, evaluators, researchers, and development part-
ners in South East Asia—once in Kathmandu, Nepal and 
once in Thimphu, Bhutan.

In 2016, we hosted a special meeting on the topic of 
“Scaling Impact” at the American Evaluation Association 
Conference in Atlanta, Georgia. We discussed and debated 
emergent concepts with development partners, including 
DFID, USAID, the Rockefeller Foundation, Oxfam GB, 
among others. The same session hosted a number of IDRC 
grantees and opened the study to critical feedback from 
this group. During the session, we also received critical 
insight from academic leaders on the topic of scaling and 
research evaluation. A report of this meeting is available 
on the IDRC website (IDRC 2016b).

In 2017, we presented preliminary results of the 
study at the Canadian Evaluation Society’s National 
Conference in Vancouver, British Columbia, and, on two 
formal occasions in 2017, we met and discussed our pro-
ject objectives and results with colleagues from Global 
Affairs Canada.

At IDRC, we hosted multiple brown bag lunches, team 
meetings, and more formal seminars as the study moved 
from design to results sharing. In particular, in 2017, we 
led a panel discussion and participatory exercise with 
IDRC’s programme staff at the annual general meeting. 
All of the feedback, critique, and correction we received 
has shaped what is presented in this book.
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Study protocol

Phase 1: Preliminary review and environmental 
scan

The first phase of data collection involved an internal and 
external scan of the ‘state of the art’ in scaling R4D impact. 
This included:

 • Literature scan and review (academic and organisa-
tional grey literature).

 • In-depth interviews with IDRC staff at all levels.
 • In-depth interviews with an international sample of 

scaling experts and development agencies.

The preliminary review was used to contextualise the 
remainder of the study to ensure the value and utility of 
the work. Specifically, this review helped us to understand 
key areas of need for IDRC as identified by its own staff, 
and to identify key areas where IDRC could contribute to 
the broad state of knowledge on scaling.

Phase 2: Empirical review of Southern innovation 
(inductive multi-project review and deductive case 
study analysis)

An empirical review of the experience of innovators in the 
Global South was completed using a two-step process to 
examine IDRC-supported work.

First, a broad scan of IDRC projects was conducted to 
inductively identify trends, consistencies, and anomalies 
in R4D scaling. The pathways and mechanisms of change 
(i.e., the typology of pathways to scale and the four guiding 
principles) were first conceptualised through this process.

Second, five IDRC innovations were selected as case studies 
and deconstructed in significant detail. Pathways and guiding 
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principles developed in the first stage were deductively tested 
across very different research contexts, scenarios of scaling 
impact, and mechanisms of IDRC support.

Inductive analysis via multi-project review

The inductive review of IDRC practice used a retrospective 
analysis over 200 IDRC-funded projects that had closed 
between 2010 and 2015. The objective was to investigate 
a Southern concept of scaling impact by looking across the 
diverse experiences of the IDRC-funded research community.

The review was based on project documentation. Projects 
reviewed were first classified using a number of descrip-
tive criteria such as global region(s), field/topic of research, 
IDRC programme area, timing of study, and type of study. 
With this information in hand, a landscape of projects 
could be captured. Following this, a second set of crite-
ria for stratifying the projects was developed and applied. 
These criteria aimed to more adequately focus on the issue 
of scaling impact. These included having an explicit scal-
ing strategy, having demonstrated achievement of or likely 
achieving impacts at scale, and aligning with corroborated 
opinion regarding their potential usefulness in informing 
IDRC’s ongoing scaling research (as determined within the 
Critical Friends group). Next, these categories and classifi-
cations of IDRC projects were analysed by three reviewers 
to identify cross-project trends.

The methodical classification and review of multiple 
IDRC innovation experiences facilitated a comprehensive 
review of Southern research projects and the mechanisms 
within each that facilitated and/or inhibited scaling.

Deductive testing of emergent findings with 
in-depth case studies

Following the broad review of IDRC-funded projects, a 
shortlist of experiences was generated for in-depth case 
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study analysis. Shortlisted cases were supplemented with 
suggestions from IDRC’s programme staff holding detailed 
knowledge of these projects (and others previously funded 
by the Centre). This process of co-review/co-selection 
helped address feasibility concerns and anticipate insights 
into scaling that could be drawn from the shortlisted cases. 
It is important to note that an early finding of the prelimi-
nary interviews and grounding sessions with IDRC staff, 
and later verified by our review of projects documentation 
(described above), was that scaling efforts are not confined 
to the parameters of a research project. They more often 
span multiple projects, years, and interventions.

To prepare for shortlisting, projects were further strati-
fied by emerging characteristics of scaling from the broad 
case review; for example, an early version of the typology 
of pathways to scale. The aim was to capture the diverse 
nature of scaling impact strategies within IDRC-supported 
research, and provide a lens for structuring an in-depth 
analysis. As outlined in Chapter 12, the typology included 
the following categories:

 • Policy influence
 • Programme development
 • Practice, skill, or behaviour change
 • Product development
 • Methodologies for knowing or doing

Following this review and comparison, with input from 
the Critical Friends group and discussions with the IDRC 
programme officer responsible for each project, we reduced 
the sample to the following five projects:

1. Ecohealth Interventions for Chagas Disease Prevention 
in Central America (see Chapter 7).

2. Promoting Locally Fortified Sunflower Oil Using 
E-Vouchers (see Chapter 11).
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3. Scaling-up and Evaluating Salt/Sodium Reduction 
Policies and Programmes in Latin American Countries 
(see Chapter 9).

4. Southern Voice on the Sustainable Development Goals 
(see Chapter 10).

5. Sexual and Domestic Violence: Policy Protocols (see 
Chapter 8).

Table A.1 provides a cross-walk of the five cases, not-
ing the typology of the pathways and other key selection 
criteria for each case. The aim was not to showcase the 
strongest examples of scaling success, but to illustrate a 
multi-disciplinary, cross-cutting, and broad view of how 
scaling in research and innovation may take shape.

Case study research approach and protocol

Each case study was grounded in a common approach 
to data collection, analysis, and reporting. A systematic 
approach to case study analysis aimed to ensure that a com-
parable and contrasting analysis was conducted for each 
of the very different innovation experiences selected for 
further study. From this common approach, case-specific 
explorations were prioritised and planned for each of the 
five studies. Key differences and areas of interest were used 
to version the informant interview guides for each case. 
Indeed, to explore the idiosyncratic elements of each case 
study, some flexibility and emergence in the data collection 
protocol was planned and encouraged.

All the case studies involved two main data collection 
activities:

1. A dive into the full set of documentation related to the 
case, including IDRC documentation about the project 
and the innovators’ research outputs and results. This 
provided background information on each case. It also 
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provided a formal capture of claimed scaling goals, 
processes, and results.

2. A series of semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 
key stakeholders for the case. These included: IDRC 
staff, the ‘principal investigator’ for the project(s) in 
the case, other research leads as necessary, and inno-
vation stakeholders—focusing primarily on the scaling 
system related to the project.

The interviews and document review were performed iter-
atively, meaning both processes informed the progress and 
saturation point of the other. Through this two-part process, 
a number of key issues were identified for each case that 
helped guide and advance explorations around scaling.

A standardised case study analysis approach was devel-
oped to ensure consistency between case studies. Insights 
regarding scaling from each case could thus be aggregated 
around similar themes; namely, the four guiding princi-
ples. The consistent use of the four principles, along with 
a structured approach to the presentation of each scaling 
experience, further provided an opportunity for a collec-
tive case study analysis and informed our understanding 
of the scaling experience of these diverse sets of research-
ers. Importantly, it also facilitated a feedback loop, where 
key stakeholder responses to, and critique of, the emergent 
guiding principle framework could unfold.
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ENDNOTES

 1 The first section of the introduction is derived from an article  
first published in the Stanford Social Innovation Review  
available in open access, see Gargani and McLean 2017.

 2 Take for one example the concept of innovation. The defi-
nition of innovation is debated extensively in development. 
And, much of this thinking has been advanced, or perhaps 
leap-frogged, from business, economics, industry, and engi-
neering, among other sectors. In this book, our view of 
‘innovation’ is a purposefully pluralistic concept. The inten-
tion is to be broad and inviting of an eclectic mix of ways of 
thinking and doing. Commonly employed definitions of inno-
vation can be reviewed in the Oslo (OECD/Eurostat 2018) or 
Bogota (Jaramillo et al. 2001) manuals. For a small selection 
of leading academic voices on innovation from across fields 
see the work by Joseph Schumpeter, Peter Drucker, Richard 
Nelson, Luke Georghiou, or Judith Sutz. For an account 
of Innovation and the Development Agenda, see Kraemer-
Mbula and Wamae (2010). For more on IDRC’s work in this 
area, see its Foundations for Innovation programme.

 3 Perhaps the most prominent conceptualisation is that defined 
by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research which has 
suggested knowledge translation as a “dynamic and itera-
tive process that includes synthesis, dissemination, exchange 
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and ethically sound application of knowledge”. In a 2018  
international study (McLean et al. 2018), 33 terms for the con-
cept were in use at research funding agencies around the world.

 4 See van Rooyen et al. (2012) for a systematic review of the 
evidence of microfinance impact in Africa, for one example.

 5 For example, see Business Insider (2012) or Kumar (2012).
 6 For a review of innovation in this context, see Ciarli et al. 

(2018).
 7 For example, see Ben Charif et al. (2017) or Milat and Li 

(2017).
 8 For insightful self-reflection and analysis from the Grameen 

Bank, see Goldberg (2005) or Odell (2010).
 9 For a tour-de-force on the positive potential of, and need for, 

facilitation methods see the works of Robert Chambers. As 
an introduction, see his recent book, Can We Know Better? 
(Chambers 2017).

10 Increasing numbers of models and approaches to include 
people in research and innovation are being developed, and 
many have been tailored for particular contexts. For just a 
few examples, see Participatory Rural Appraisal in agriculture 
and planning, Action Research in social policy development, 
Integrated Knowledge Translation for behaviour and practice 
change in health, Empowerment Evaluation for programme 
development and improvement, and arguably Lean for prod-
uct development, and the list goes on.

11 Two strong publications related to the ‘how-to’ of scaling-
up are Gabriel (2014) and World Health Organization/
ExpandNet (2010).

12 See Stirling (2010).
13 For example, see Chambers (2005).
14 See, for example, Graham et al. (2014), Lavery (2018), and 

Nature (2018).
15 We will use the term “innovator” as short-hand for all 

who could be involved in guiding a scaling process. This 
may include: innovators, researchers, users, those affected, 
funders, organisations, governments, and so on.

16 For more information, see www.idrc.ca/en/initiative/live-
stock-vaccine-innovation-fund.

17 For the foundational resource on the concept of collective 
impact see Kania and Kramer 2011.

18 The concept of undirected coordination might be linked with 
the major critique of collective impact offered by Tom Wolff 
and his colleagues in Wolff (2016) and Wolff et al. (2017).

http://www.idrc.ca
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19 The quadrants and axes may be tailored to your strategy. 
The figure is a simple representation based on general scaling 
strategies uncovered in our review—what is most important 
is Coordination.

20 Those interested in learning more might look to the compre-
hensive review of Wallace and Rafols (2015).

21 To see more on Developmental Evaluation, see Patton 
(2010). For more on Lean, see Womack and Jones (1996) or 
Krafcik (1988).

22 For further discussion of the logic of evaluation, see Scriven 
1980 or 1995.

23 Referred to as “cruelty” in the document mentioned above.
24 This unit came from a collaborative project of the 

Department of Women and Child Development, Government 
of Maharashtra and the Majlis Centre, a women’s legal 
organisation created in 1991 in Mumbai in the State of 
Maharashtra. The action based research project titled 
“Interrogating Sexual and Domestic Violence and Evolving 
Protocols for State Agencies” came into effect in August 
2012 and was funded by IDRC for three years.

25 The team documented positive rulings of High Courts and 
the Supreme Court, and analysed them. Concretely, they 
have followed up on 490 cases (2012–2015) and analysed 
140 judgments of trial courts (2011–2012) to ascertain 
trends in rape trials.

26 However, they were also using several strategies to sensi-
tise police officers. A pledge by the Mumbai Police to treat 
women and children with dignity was posted at the entrance 
of every police station in the city.

27 For a few examples of these important, but at times restric-
tive, approaches to planning, design, and evaluation see: logic 
models, logframes, and the results-based management frame-
works that embed them. These instruments are at the front 
lines of programme design, implementation, and evaluation. 
They offer much value under certain circumstances, especially 
when planning for results at a static level of scale. Further 
iterations common in development can include theories of 
change, pay-for-performance strategies, and/or deliverology.

28 In our review, we observed that the most successful efforts 
do not travel these ‘hot spots’ linearly. Instead, the four are 
traversed as dynamic stopovers with frequent revisits. When 
and how to revisit is a contextual decision.
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