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The space of scaling impact

Agenda set 
through the SDGs

Technology
Product
Service

Business
Movement

Behaviour Change

Is it good?
Theory of change
System Context

Actors engagement &  collaboration
Collective Impact

Organisation & Team
Risk & Resilience

Financial Investment

Scaling

Problem Solution



● Shared vision & 
understanding of reality

● Agreed metrics & 
decision-making 
process

● Stakeholders diversity 
● The why  of failure in 

the system 
● Catalyze and leverage 

● Self reflection
● Level of influence
● Dimensions of systems leadership   
● Healthy character 

● Dynamik
● Cause and problem
● Time and investment
● Behaviour change 
● Transformational learning
● Theories of change

Leading the system change
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Why scaling impact?
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• Urgency to act: in mid 20th century we entered the 
Anthropocene  - an era in which the entire Earth system 
is influenced by human activities. SDGs, climate change, 
biodiversity

• A lot is known already: why reinvent the wheel all the 
time?

• Scaling is about increasing impact

Stability of the human habitat 
is at stake

6



Four of nine planetary boundaries have been crossed
Climate change, loss of biosphere integrity, land-system change, altered biogeochemical 
cycles (phosphorus and nitrogen).

The Anthropocene
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Steffen et al. 2015. Planetary Boundaries: 
Guiding human development on a changing 
planet. Science Vol. 347 no. 6223. Image 
source: F. Pharand-Deschênes / Globaïa



“The sustainability transformation is just as 

radical as the digital transformation. What we 
urgently need is a shift in perception by the 
private sector to discover the opportunities of 
these transformations, rather than seeing 

them as threats.“
Niklas Zennström, Founder of Skype, CEO and Founding Partner at Atomico

Why scaling impact?

8



SDGs: crowd sourced market 
agenda
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Innovation is 
trendy, 
financially well 
supported and 
line with current 
“way of life”

Scaling requires 
persistence, new 
forms of 
financing  and 
faces many 
barriers
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Impact: Innovation + Scaling

Inspired by  Seelos and Mair



The powerful and positive effect that something has on society 
and/or the human habitat (planet).

We come from the sustainability discourse. 

“Sustainability is improving the quality of human life while living 
within the carrying capacity of the Earth’s supporting 
eco-systems.” The Union of Conservation Scientists (IUCN), United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP) and World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)

What do we 
understand by impact?
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“Scaling impact and scaling organizations 
are not the same thing.”

- Katherine Fulton 
President Monitor Institute
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Scaling as a spiral
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Is it good?
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 To what level of confidence can you confirm your theory of change?

Image Source:https://project-oracle.com/about-us/validation/

https://project-oracle.com/about-us/validation/


Routes to scaling
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Possible routes Critical factors

Grow your organisation 
scale-up

Financial and human factor

Open up for replication 
scale out

Standardisation critical

Create smart networks 
connecting the dots

Capacity to cooperate

movement creation Advocacy 
capacity/willingness



Target hierarchy of an 
impact-driven organisation
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What difference would we like to make?
What would society be missing without our 
product / service?
What is our theory of change?

Who uses, who chooses, who profits, who pays?
What is our value proposition?
How do we generate revenue? What is the cost 
structure?
What is our USP?
…

What is the potential demand?
What is the scalability we are trying to 
achieve?
What is among our core activities what is 
outsourced?
What structures are necessary in order to 
grow?.

[inspired by studienaktie @ b-tools:Lust auf eigene Firma]

Impact 
Model

Business Model

Scaling / Growth Model



Growing or scaling-up a business is about developing the capacity of a company and if 
necessary, at the expense of others. 

Scaling for impact implies opening the business to other organisations and cooperating with 
them to externalise business development and accelerate the systemic transformation of its 
market. Connecting with 

● similar companies 
● other actors in the value chain
● NGOs, public authorities, national and international fund givers 

Losses (e.g. IP) can be compensated by a convincing variety of advantages:
● Connecting for systemic change of market behaviour through conforming to an 

explicit societal impact from a variety of public and private players
● increased knowledge pool and access to experience and industry know-how
● Easier access to a well established customer network
● shared branding and enhanced visibility with more established partners
● shared costs for marketing, research or manufacturing
● accelerated transformation of the market

Scaling business vs scaling impact
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Systems thinking
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check out global transformations 
maps provided by wef 
https://toplink.weforum.org/knowled
ge/explore

Systems Thinking & Mapping

21

In which system are you trying to scale?

https://toplink.weforum.org/knowledge/explore
https://toplink.weforum.org/knowledge/explore


How to

● Identify the topic an set clear boundaries
○ desired geographic scale (e.g., local, regional, national).
○ degree of specificity desired 
○ When determining the level of specificity, aim for a level 

of detail that allows you to meaningfully summarize the 
behavior of an individual actor or type of actors, capture 
relevant variation, and illustrate relationships between 
actors.

● Frame the system
○ Identify the core and frame at the center
○ Draw a circle around the core and label it
○ Identify related subsystems that influence the core

System Mapping
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Vicious circle is the central one of the system which needs to be changed, 
but you do not start with immediately changing the core. 

Leverage points is one way to influence and change the system.

Think about the dimensions of system change.

Identify “vicious circle” & leverage 
points of the system

23
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Low 
consumer 
prices

Low quality 
dietsVicious 

Cycle

Retail 
competition 

Reduced added 
value for 
farmers

Increased 
public 
interventions

Farmer 
revenues 
disconnected / 
products

Decreased prices 
of cereals and 
meat

Value added determined 
by downstream value 
chain

A few large 
retailers only

Obesity increase

Reduced health 

Subsidies on 
cereals and 
protein rich crops

Disease 
prevention and 
treatment 

Stretched public 
budgets



Example: Food vicious circle
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Low 
consumer 

prices

Low quality 
dietsVC

Retailers want to 
sell food at the 
cheapest cost 
even at the 
expense of 
consumer health

Many 
consumers 
(especially low 
income people) 
are willing to 
reduce their 
food costs to 
buy other 
commodities



Example: Food System
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How to ...

● Identify the core problems
● Describe  for each problem what influences what in a cause 
● Define the consequence logic

see also https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virtuous_circle_and_vicious_circle

Mapping Your Vicious Circle
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virtuous_circle_and_vicious_circle


Potential leverage points

Cognitive 
& Normative

Political

Economic

System 
Specific

- Incomplete information (Lack of awareness, 
knowledge)

- Lack of trust
- Behavioural Factors / Personal habits
- Social norms  (incl. traditions, gender etc. ) 
- Public opinion

- Awareness raising
- Nudges
- Personal transformation
- Education

- Lobbyism
- Autarky / Nationalism
- Existing standards (technical, policy, subsidies, …)

- Political action
- Policy instrument

- Financing (e.g. high upfront investment costs result 
in financing and cash flow issues)

- Principal-agent conflicts
- Market failures (e.g. incomplete internalization of all 

negative external effects)
- Barriers to market entry (e.g. oligopoly)
- Market size insufficient to reduce cost production
- Competitiveness insufficient

- Additional investment 
- Improved business model
- Subsidies

The below are examples:
- Uncertainty & complexity (e.g. uncertainty about 

future carbon prices)
- Long time horizons (e.g. if long term investment 

needed)
- Heterogeneity in actors and industries 
- Strong externalities
- interdependencies

Barrier Lever
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Actor Mapping
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Similiar but different to a stakeholder analysis

● to identify opportunities to improve a system’s overall 
performance 

● by, for example, strengthening weak connections or filling 
gaps in the system

● actors not having a “stake” in a particular initiative or 
outcomes may still wield over the initiative or be influenced 
by it

Actor Mapping
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How to ...

● Identify relevant actors and roles (e.g., from strategic plans, 
evaluation reports and existing research)

● Brainstorm additional relevant actors and roles 
○ What people or places do core stakeholders interact with 

on a regular basis?
○ What organizations support or influence those that 

interact with the core?
○ What types of local, regional, national, or international 

organizations influence the core’s experiences related to 
the topic?

○ Who funds relevant people, places, or organizations?
○ Who conducts relevant research?
○ Who sets policy?

● Filter the list for the most influential actors based on 
perceived level of influence over the core.

from: https://www.fsg.org/tools-and-resources/guide-actor-mapping
●

Actor Mapping
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https://www.fsg.org/tools-and-resources/guide-actor-mapping


Which actors to engage with

Actor categories to keep in mind
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● government: typically they have funding for social issues and clear responsibilities (drawbacks 
may be speed, bureaucracy,...) at federal level,state or municipal level

● local foundations: you may also create your own foundation that has a focus on raising funds 
for your project

● private sector companies: multinationals can be a mechanism through which to scale, often 
there is budget for social projects (drawback conflicting interests)

● universities: have interested and qualified experts at hand, add credibility also to fundraising
● faith-based organisation: may have own funding or funders and welcome social causes 

(drawback typically have strong own priorities and strategies)
● Multi-laterals (UN, Worldbank, etc.): ideally to be approached locally (drawbacks: require 

formal evaluation)

from Mehmann et al 2017
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Scaling Routes - Details
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Growing your business

Scaling up
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Scaling out
Replication & / Or Social Franchising
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Toolkit: https://www.springimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Spring-Impact-Toolkit.pdf

● is your social impact proven
● have you demonstrated a sustainable business model
● are your internal functions well developed
● do you have a clear owner with capacity to take on replication
● is there a significant social need and market
● is success possible in other contexts?
● do you have support from your board, team and stakeholders?
● is your brand well-understood and valued
● are there people or organisations willing and able to replicate your project?

https://www.springimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Spring-Impact-Toolkit.pdf


Connecting the dots

Conditions to achieve collective success

after Kania & Kramer 2011



Public-Private Partnerships are partnerships formed between government and private 
sector organizations to deliver specific services or benefits. They can be defined very 
narrowly, such as developing a particular drug to fight a single disease, or much more 
broadly like e.g. the KICs.

Commons

Funder Collaboratives

Public-Private-Partner
ships

Multi-Stakeholder 
Initiatives

Social Sector 
Networks

Collective Impact 
Initiative

Commons are communities in the broader sense that provide what they have as a shared 
resource. Stakeholders typically hold equal interest in their preservation or further 
development. Commons apply e.g. for information and knowledge resources that are 
collectively created, owned or shared among a community and made  (generally freely) 
available to third parties. 

Funder Collaboratives are groups of funders interested in supporting the same issue who 
pool their resources. This can be interesting in combining different skills and of course 
finances in a risk sharing agreement. The impact potential is greater if participants define 
shared goals and measurement system and include stakeholders from other sectors. 

Multi-Stakeholder Initiatives are voluntary activities by stakeholders from different sectors 
around a common theme. Unless they have a shared measurement of impact and the 
supporting infrastructure to forge any true alignment of efforts or accountability it is difficult 
for them to be truly impactful. .

Social Sector Networks are groups of individuals or organizations fluidly connected through 
purposeful relationships, whether formal or informal. Collaboration is generally ad hoc, and 
most often the emphasis is placed on information sharing and targeted short term actions. 
They can provide a good basis to build more sustained and structured initiatives by also 
agreeing on long term targets and clear roles and responsibilities. 
Collective Impact Initiatives are long-term commitments by a group of important actors 
from different sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem. Their 
actions are supported by a shared measurement system, mutually reinforcing activities, 
and ongoing communication, and are staffed by an independent backbone organization.



 "The success of any kind of social epidemic is heavily dependent on the involvement 
of people with a particular and rare set of social gifts".

● Law of the few: driven by efforts of a handful of exceptional people who are 
energetic or knowledgeable or influential among peers

○ connectors - networking specialists
○ mavens - information specialists
○ salesmen - negotiation specialists

● Stickiness factor: making a contagious message memorable

● Power of context: humans are more sensitive to their environment than they may 
seem (e.g. zero-tolerance safe and clean neighborhood act)

Movement creation
… the tipping point… creating the new normal 



Lessons Learned from Tipping 
Points

https://www.quora.com/How-do-you-explain-that-if-you-could-fold
-a-piece-of-paper-in-half-50-times-its-thickness-will-be-3-4-the-dis
tance-from-the-Earth-to-the-Sun

● starting epidemics requires concentrating 
resources on a few key areas. 

● the world does not accord with our intuition -> 
deliberately test it!



Movement creation
● establish a clear and common purpose
● establish common values
● creating a training curriculum
● work in small groups & connect them -> mass mobilisation is the effect and not 

the cause of the movement
● be aware of separation inside/ outside we/them -> disruptive change comes from 

inspiring others and not doing it all yourself
● look for engagement and action rather than rhetoric

inspired by https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otpor! and https://hbr.org/2016/11/what-successful-movements-have-in-common
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https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otpor
https://hbr.org/2016/11/what-successful-movements-have-in-common


Preliminaries to Scaling

Internal: 

● personal resilience
● availability of leadership and team
● alignment
● focus
● theory of change defined
● plans and performance visible
● communication structures
● accountability
● ongoing collection of employee 

input
● are you personally ready to let go 

of some of the control?
● ...
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External: 

● expressed or implicit 
demand? strategic starting 
point?

● collaborative landscape? 
who can you readily engage 
with?

● political and economic 
climates favorable?

● adaptability of the solution to 
local context?

● can you mobilize resources?
● ...

Different dimension need to be taken into account
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Your Theory of Change
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TheorIES of Change
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Your Theory of Change
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Your scaling route
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