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Today

INTENT

To explore some emerging ideas on the 

ideas and practices for scaling social 

innovations.

PRESENTATION

A Little Context

Zooming Out: Six Foundational Ideas on 

Scaling

Zooming In: Five Ideas About Adapting 

Innovations to Different Contexts

Summary & Key Resources



Context
A DEFINITION & MISCONCEPTION



A Definition

A social innovation is any initiative (product, 

process, program, project, or platform) that 

challenges and, over time, contributes to 

changing the defining routines, 

resource and authority flows or beliefs of the 

broader social system in which it is 

introduced.

Successful social innovations have durability, 

scale and transformative impact.

Frances Westley, 2014



A Misconception

The Unfulfilled 

Promise of Scaling:

Its more than 
insufficient funds 

and poor 
implementation 

science!



Zooming Out
SIX IDEAS ABOUT SCALING



Six Ideas

1. Scaling should come after a process of experimentation.

2. The decision to scale an innovation should be justified.

3. Most innovations should not be scaled.

4. There are multiple dimensions of scaling an innovation.

5. The scaling process is always adaptive and requires ‘developmental’ or ‘dynamic’ evaluation.

6. All scaled social innovations have a half-life.



#1 Scaling should come after a process of experimentation.

The process of scaling should come after a 

process of experimentation with the idea.  

Experimentation offers an opportunity for 

people to better understand the “it” they are 

trying to scale, its likely impact, key features 

and what is required to make it all work.

This process might be explicit, structured 

and linear (See NESTA Swirl) or it may have 

emerged in an organic and non-linear way.



#2 The decision to scale an innovation should be justified. 

The criteria and process for deciding if an innovation 

should be scaled (outside of sophisticated 

experimental processes employed in testing and 

approving pharmaceutical drugs) interventions is 

‘fuzzy’ and not well known.

There are probably many innovations that should 

have been scaled, but have not been, as well as 

many innovations that have been scaled that should 

not have been.

The Design field and recent work by the International 

Development Research Corporation (IDRC) have 

offered some practical ideas to guide innovators and 

would-be scalers.
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#3 Most innovations should not be scaled.

The inventors of the Dyson tried over 5,000 
prototypes to come up with their award-winning 
finalist. It takes Hewlett Packard over 300 
ideas to come up with one that is commercially 
viable.

What is a good ratio for social innovations?  It 
can’t be 5,000 to 1, but neither should be 1 to 
1.

The challenge for social innovators – and those 
eager to support them – to accept their efforts 
will not lead to innovations that warrant 
scaling.



#4 There are multiple dimensions of scaling.

The early-traditional-mainstream approach 

to scaling was to focus on making the 

innovation bigger and/or to be ‘replicated’ 

by others (aka scaling out) in in order to 

have a scaling impact.

More recent work on scaling social 

innovations reveals that there are multiple 

dimensions of scaling that are required to 

make achieve impact: i.e., deep, up, scree 

and infrastructure (or conditions).

Impact

Deep

Up

ScreeOut

Infrastruc
ture



Dimensions of Scaling Continued

Dimension Description Evaluation Questions

DEEP

Capturing the hearts and minds of innovation stakeholders (e.g.

adopters, enablers, general public) to ensure there is a demand to 

adopt and support the innovation.

Who are the would-be adopters?  Why (or why not) are they 

interested in participating and/or supporting the innovation? How 

can we deepen their support?

OUT

Increasing the size and/or number of adopters of the original 

innovation to other organizations and contexts.

How many possible adopters out there? What is their readiness for 

adoption? To what extent does the original innovation require 

adaptation to unique contexts? What are the effects or results?

UP

Adjusting larger policies, regulations, structures, resource flows, 

administrative practices to support the innovation at scale.

What elements of the larger systems are enablers and barriers for 

the innovation?  What adjustments need to be made in order to 

support the innovation? What is working well and not well in these 

changes? 

SCREE

Developing additional innovations required to support the original 

innovation, which are often unique to diverse contexts.

What other complementary practices are required to support the 

original innovation? What complementary innovations do we need to 

make? What is our progress in that?

INFRASTRUCTURE

Increase the overall level of capital, resources, talents, data in the 

larger eco-system required for the innovation to work.

What does larger infrastructure does the innovation require to 

scale? Where are the gaps? How can we expand and strengthen 

these conditions?

IMPACT

Broaden the deepening the positive outcomes, both the number of 

people benefitting, as well as the depth and durability of positive 

effects.

What is the breadth, depth, quality and durability of the impact over 

the expanding innovation? What are the unanticipated effects? 



Dimensions of Scaling: Blue Box Example

Dimension Examples

DEEP

Capturing the hearts and minds of innovation stakeholders (e.g., 

adopters, enablers, general public) to ensure there is a demand to 

adopt and support the innovation.

OUT

The number, variety and size of municipalities adopting the blue box 

program, as well as private sector waste management 

organizations.

UP

The creation of new/adjusted legislation, policies and regulations 

related to waste management and regulating the emerging market 

for selling recycling products here and overseas.

SCREE

The proliferation of specialist businesses and practices to support 

the original innovation (e.g., Blue Bags), kitchen design, composting 

equipment, etc.

INFRASTRUCTURE

The emergence of new post-secondary programs in recycling, 

Recycling Associations, education programs in schools, capital 

markets.

IMPACT The volume of materials recycled, changes in GhG emission

The Blue Box is a recycling innovation that emerged in Kitchener-Waterloo, was scaled across Canada.



#5 The process of scaling is always adaptive.

The process of scaling is a process of trial 

error where strategies and tactics are 

constantly developed, adapted, refined and 

at times completely restructured. 

To be effective it needs to integrate 

developmental Evaluation (2008) or 

Dynamic Evaluation (2019) approaches that 

are complexity-sensitivity and embrace 

evolutionary designs.

Developmental Evaluation

•Developmental Evaluation (DE) is an evaluation 
approach that can assist social innovators develop 
social change initiatives in complex or uncertain 
environments. DE originators liken their approach 
to the role of research & development in the private 
sector product development process because 
it facilitates real-time, or close to real-time, 
feedback to program staff thus facilitating a 
continuous development loop.

Dynamic Evaluation

•Dynamic Evaluation is a means of continuous 
learning. It borrows from Developmental Evaluation 
and lean methodologies to encourage flexible and 
adaptive management. Like these approaches, it 
helps innovators gather feedback rapidly, learn 
through iteration, and focus on value creation (aka 
impact)



#6 All scaled social innovations have a half-life.

The Blue Box is a recycling innovation that emerged in Kitchener-Waterloo, was scaled across Canada, and how needs to be dramatically re-thought.



Zooming In
FIVE IDEAS ABOUT ADAPTING TO DIVERSE CONTEXTS



Five Ideas

1. Many social innovations are context-sensitive.

2. The degree of context-sensitivity varies.

3. The process of adapting social innovations to diverse contexts requires relentless 

experimentation and learning. 

4. The process of spreading an innovation requires multiple types of innovators.

5. The ‘why’ of embracing a multidimensional, context-sensitive approach to scaling 

innovation is clear: the ‘how’ is emerging and requires further work. 



#1 Many social innovations are context-sensitive.

The relevance, implementation and 

outcomes of some innovations are highly 

influenced by the context in which they 

operate.

Context-Mechanism-Outcomes (Realist 

Evaluation)

Context can be geographic, demographic, 

systemic, cultural, etc.

Each scaling effort requires a dynamic 

interplay with all three.

The story of

evaluating the effects

of security cameras in 

reducing

crime in parking lots.



#2 The degree of ‘context sensitivity’ varies.

Principle Driven Innovation

Common principles that 
must be adapted to 

unique contexts.

Principles Plus Minimum 
Specifications

Common principles plus 
some ‘minimum 

specification’ practices, 
with the rest open to 
contextual variation.

A Model of Recipe

A ‘recipe’ like model that 
is not affected by context 
and – if applied with high 

fidelity – will generate 
predictable results.

A vaccination.A vaccination campaign.The “Aussie” Strategy for 

Managing COVID-19



#3 The process of adapting to contexts requires systematic 
experimentation and learning.

The process of adapting a social 

innovation to diverse context is more than 

‘winging it’: it is a systematic process of 

hypothesizing the essence of the 

innovation to be scaled, and then testing 

that assumption, and adapting the 

innovation, in diverse contexts, through a 

relentless process of trial and error.



Mentoring Example: Scaling Out a Mentoring Model Developed in a 
Metropolitan Area to Five Smaller Rural Communities

Innovative Metropolitan 

Mentoring Program
Five Would-Be Rural Adopters



Mentoring Example: Scaling Out a Mentoring Model Developed in a 
Metropolitan Area to Five Smaller Rural Communities

PHASE 1: A PROVEN MENTORING MODEL

• Developed, tested and refined over 

many years in a metro area

• Well codified & documented

PHASE 2: RESISTANCE

• Smaller would-be adopter 

communities report package is 

too cookie-cutter and 

unresponsive to local context.

• Example issues: community 

size, recreational activities, 

transportation challenges, 
PHASE 3: A PIVOT IN APPROACH

• Shift from retailing a recipe to wholesaling 

an approach

• Focused on ‘principles’ and min-specs

PHASE 4: ADAPTATION

• Testing and 

adapting package in 

5 communities, 

looking for patterns

• Upgrading the 

original principles 

+min-spec package

PHASE 5: SCALE OUT 2.0 

INNOVATION

• New package adopted by 

all five communities.

• Metropolitan agency 

embraces adaptations 

from rural communities



#4. The process of spreading an innovation requires multiple 
additional types of innovators.

This includes three types of ‘innovators’ 
(Etmanski. 2015):

1. Disruptors – create the original innovation 
that disrupts – and may threaten – current 
systems but possibly with better results

2. Bridgers – spot big ideas, leverage 
networks, credibility and resources to 
translate and interpret ideas so they are 
more acceptable to others

3. Receptors – work inside systems 
(entrepreneurs) who know how to make 
something work in their system.



#5. The ‘why’ of embracing a multidimensional, context-
sensitive, approach to scaling innovation is clear: the ‘how’ is 
emerging and requires further work. 

A context-sensitive approach to scaling 

social innovation is not counter-intuitive, but 

it is counter-cultural.

The paradigm and culture of models, high 

fidelity replication and traditional 

implementation science is deeply rooted, 

seductive and difficult to give up.

Yet, while many continue to give hospice to 

traditional approaches, there are more 

illuminating new choices and supporting the 

emergence of context-sensitive approaches.



Closing
SUMMARY & RESOURCES



Summary 

ZOOMING OUT: NATURE OF SCALING ZOOMING IN: CONTEXT SENSITIVE SCALING

1. Many social innovations are context-sensitive.

2. The degree of context-sensitivity varies.

3. The process of adapting an innovation to different 

context  requires relentless experimentation.

4. The process of spreading an innovation also requires 

multiple additional types of innovators.

5. The ‘why’ of embracing a multidimensional, context 

sensitive, approach to scaling innovation is clear: the 

‘how’ is emerging and requires further work. 

1. Scaling should come after a process of 

experimentation.

2. The decision to scale an innovation should be justified.

3. Most innovations should not be scaled.

4. There are multiple dimensions of scaling an innovation.

5. The scaling process is always adaptive and requires 

‘developmental’ or ‘dynamic’ evaluation.

6. All scaled social innovations have a half-life.
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