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Abstract

Development effectiveness by governments and development funders requires that their actions result in
sustainable impact at scale, i.e., that they address identified development problems to a significant and
measurable extent and on a sustained basis. In most cases, sustainable impact at scale cannot be
achieved over short time horizons or spontaneously. It requires deliberate, systematic and sustained
action by public and private agencies, supported by third-party funders, in pursuit of a trajectory of
action (“scaling pathway”) that takes a specific intervention or a set of policy or institutional reforms as
the starting point and eventually leads to sustainable impact at scale.

This paper draws on the growing scaling literature and practice and on the work of the Scaling
Community of Practice over the decade of its existence. It presents a framework primarily for public
sector-driven scaling by looking at scaling through three different lenses: (i) the scaling pathway from
innovation to sustainable impact at scale; (ii) the relationship between scaling and system change in the
pursuit of sustainable impact at scale; and (iii) implications for the prevailing project-based approaches.
The paper then consolidates these three perspectives in a holistic approach to scaling that incorporates
relevant aspects of systems change and the dynamics of operating in a project world. The paper
concludes with a set of core questions for practitioners.

This paper is an updated version of the Scaling Fundamentals paper originally published in May 2024.
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Introduction: An evolving perspective on scaling over
the last two decades
Development effectiveness by governments and development funders requires that their actions result in
sustainable impact at scale, i.e., that they address identified development problems to a significant and
measurable extent and on a sustained basis. In most cases, sustainable impact at scale cannot be
achieved over short time horizons or spontaneously. It requires deliberate, systematic and sustained
action by public and private agencies, supported by third-party funders, in pursuit of a trajectory of
action (“scaling pathway”) that takes a specific intervention or a set of policy or institutional reforms as
the starting point and eventually leads to sustainable impact at scale.

As illustrated in Figure 1, scaling strategies can be
usefully categorized into those that rely principally on
public sector action (e.g., education), those that rely
on market-based private action (e.g., agriculture, cell
phone services), and hybrid strategies in which public
and private action are closely intertwined (e.g., health
services). Since public policy and regulation affect
commercial action, and since public service provision
generally involves some degree of private
engagement (e.g., contractors supplying inputs), in
effect most pathways are hybrid in nature.
Nonetheless, we find it useful to consider which is
the principal driver of scaling – public or private
action -- since the enabling factors will differ
significantly across the different types of pathways1.

The simplest route to scale is commercial scaling where the profit motive provides both the impetus and
the funding needed for sustainable scaling. National and local governments likewise have a mandate to
think and plan at scale and possess an infrastructure for provision of goods and services over time,
though often without the luxury of a self-generated source of funds. (Figure 2, panel A) In contrast to
both of these direct routes to scale, most donor funded efforts have complex incentives and
accountability mechanisms that privilege time-bound projects and depend on more complex scaling
strategies. (Figure 2, panel B)2

2 For a discussion of the pathways to scale with the involvement of funders and the attendant complexities for
incentives and accountabilities see Linn (2013).

1 Social enterprise and blended capital are, for this purpose, special cases of “hybrid strategies”. For a detailed
discussion of pathways to scale for social enterprises see Guerrero (2023).
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Figure 2: Simple and complex pathways to scale

Panel A

Panel B

Source: Authors

In recent years, there has been a growing recognition among development and climate leaders that the
prevailing project-based, donor-funded model is broken. Importantly, the “science of scaling”3 has also
evolved from its initial linear focus on expanding single (often imported) interventions towards
approaches that incorporate attention to the systemic changes needed to achieve sustainable impact at
scale; that assess early on the scalability of innovations and interventions; that explore the roles and
incentives of different actors – innovators, implementers, intermediaries and funders – in the scaling
process; and that recognize the challenges, tradeoffs and risks that need to be addressed in pursuing a
scaling agenda. That recognition has been informed by, and has contributed to, an expanding array of
case-based experience focused on improving and systematizing the scaling strategies, policies and
practices used by funders, government officials and program implementors; and it is reflected in the new
development narrative voiced by the leaders of many of those institutions. Although mainstream
practices continue to lag behind, pressure for change is building, and the pace of strategic and
operational reform is quickening.

Based on ongoing work under the Initiative on Mainstreaming Scaling in Funder Organizations carried
out by the Scaling Community of Practice it is now clear that there is a crucial distinction between

3 McLean and Gargani (2019)
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transactional and transformational scaling and that the focus has to be squarely on the transformational
scaling:4

● Transactional scaling defines scaling simply as “more”: more money, more projects, more
people or places reached. It uses partnerships primarily to increase funding. It focuses on the
impact one-off projects achieve at completion and on outputs rather than outcomes. It considers
outcomes in absolute numbers relative to baseline, not to long-term need or the size of the
problem. It does not address systemic barriers to sustainable impact at scale on a sustained
basis.

● Transformational scaling by contrast focuses on long-term scaling goals at the size of the
problem and potential pathways to achieve these goals directly or through handoffs. It designs,
implements, and evaluates projects and programs as stepping stones to sustainable scale. It
addresses systemic barriers and aligns interventions with enabling conditions for sustainability.
And it considers outcomes in relation to the long-term target or size of the problem, i.e. the
denominator.

This paper draws on the growing scaling literature and practice and on the work of the Scaling
Community of Practice over the decade of its existence.5 It presents a framework primarily for public
sector-driven and donor-supported scaling by looking at scaling through three different lenses: (i) the
scaling pathway from innovation to sustainable impact at scale; (ii) the relationship between scaling and
system change in the pursuit of sustainable impact at scale; and (iii) implications for the prevailing
project-based approaches. The paper then consolidates these three perspectives in a more
comprehensive approach to scaling that incorporates relevant aspects of systems change and the
dynamics of operating in a project world. The paper concludes with a set of core questions for
practitioners.

Getting from innovation to impact at scale
One way of looking at scaling is to start
with a well-defined development
problem or vision of desired
development impact and match it with
innovative solutions that shows
promising results in addressing the
problem.6 The vision of impact at scale
could, for example, be a Sustainable
Development Goal (or target) or a target
for CO2 emissions established by the
Paris Agreement on climate change; or it
could be a particular national or
municipal health, education or
infrastructure outcome.7 The question

7 See Linn (2023a) on the links between scaling and the SDGs.

6 While the focus here is on “innovations”, i.e., solutions that have not previously been applied in a given context,
the scaling challenge relates to all interventions that show promise in addressing a development problem, including
solutions that have been available for some time but not scaled to the extent desirable and possible.

5 For a list of relevant references to the scaling literature see Kohl and Linn (2021); also, Guerrero et al. (2023).

4 Kohl, Linn and Cooley (2024).
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then becomes how to bring one or more solutions to a scale that address the problem to a significant
and measurable extent and on a sustained basis – the scaling process and pathway.

Scaling operates within an ecosystem of enabling – or constraining – conditions (Figure 3) that become
increasingly relevant as coverage and institutionalization progress. These conditions include demand for
the good or service which the innovation offers; the financial and fiscal resources needed to bring the
innovation to scale; the institutional capacity to plan, organize and implement the innovation at scale;
policies and the incentives for action; political support for or opposition against the intervention or
scaling process; environmental and natural resource constraints; potential partners for implementing the
pathway; and leadership driving the scaling process forward. Paired with the inherent characteristics of
the intervention itself, contextual factors shape the feasibility of scaling and preview the challenges a
scaling strategy will have to overcome.8 Later in this document we discuss in some detail this complex
relationship between scaling, the ecosystem of constraining and limiting conditions, and systems
change.

Mexico’s conditional cash transfer program “Progresa-Oportunidades,” a government program widely
acknowledged as demonstrating great development effectiveness, is an example of a successful effort to
achieve sustainable impact at scale with a well-designed scaling pathway as briefly summarized in Box 1
(next page). The way the program addressed the enabling and constraining conditions facing it is
described in Box 2 (next page).

In the public sector, the appropriate vision or
aspiration for scale depends on where a given
actor sits within the system. For example, for a
manager of an innovative housing initiative in an
urban neighborhood, the appropriate scale might
be impact on improving housing in the
neighborhood; for a mayor of a city, it might be
improvement of housing conditions at the scale of
her or his city; for the prime minister of a country,
it might be meeting the housing needs in her or
his country; and for global actors, such as the head
of a large UN agency or of the World Bank, the
vision of scale should be to address housing needs
globally. (See Figure 4) However, for each of these
types of actors, it is worth considering whether and
how an innovative initiative that is shown to work
at a particular scale (community, city, national) could be replicated or
leveraged beyond the immediate boundaries of the setting and target group on which it initially focused
(reflected in the red arrows in Figure 4). This implies, for example, that the project manager (and funder)
of a community-based housing project might consider during planning, implementation and evaluation
whether and how to support and lay the foundation for replication in other communities. In the same
vein, a mayor might consider what is needed to introduce similar solutions not only in his or her city, but
in other cities, say through the conference of mayors. And for a national government, sharing and
extending its experience with other countries is at the heart of South-South Cooperation. More
generally, it means that while actors at the more local levels can generally not be expected to pursue
national or global-scale goals on their own, more attention could be given to creating institutions and
mechanisms that ensure that local (or national) innovations are identified for possible scaling nationally
(or globally). We return to this need for intermediation later in this section.

8 See, for example, the MSI Scalability Checklist, in MSI (2021).
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Another useful way of categorizing scaling pathways revolves around the intended role to be played at
scale by the organization that originated and
piloted the intervention (see Table 1). In
Expansion strategies, the originating
organization grows to meet the need or
demand. In Replication strategies, the
originating organization transfers
implementation and funding responsibilities
to one or more other organizations, typically
the government or the private sector. And in
Collaboration strategies, the originating
organization continues to be involved over
time in selected elements of implementation
such as quality control or training of trainers
but does so alongside other organizations
that take on significant responsibilities.

The scaling journey for an innovation can be
broken down into six stages:9 (i) ideation, (ii)
research and development, (iii) proof of
concept, (iv) transition to scale, (v) scaling and, finally, (vi) operating at scale (Figure 5, next page).
Monitoring and evaluation are critical for adaptive management all along the scaling pathway, not only
to strategy whether the desired impact is achieved but also how the enabling conditions are supporting
or constraining the scaling process, and whether the design of the innovation or the scaling strategy may
have to be changed accordingly. For this reason, while the stages are typically sequential, there are
important feedback loops (indicated in stylized fashion by the reverse arrows in the figure), where, during
the later stages (especially for “Scaling” and “Operating at Scale”), evidence gathered during
implementation of the scaling process results in new ideas that may lead to adaptation of the
intervention or the scaling strategy. This is the essence of good adaptive management.10 Box 3
summarizes the scaling pathway of the Progresa-Oportunidades program.

10 Andrews et al. (2016)

9 IDIA (2017)
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Figure 5: The role of funders in the six stages of scaling

Source: Adapted from IDIA (2017)

As interventions pass through the six stages of scaling, the nature of the scaling process will likely change in various
ways, including the following:

● Systemic enabling conditions: As indicated by the horizontal blue arrows in Figure 5, in the
early stages of an innovation, systemic factors likely will have to be taken largely as given since
the scope of the innovator or innovating organization is too limited to influence the system.
However, change makers who wish to see interventions ultimately adopted widely should
consider early in the scaling process the feasibility of modifying or adapting to these systemic
constraints over time. (For more on systems change, see Section 3 below.)

● Types of scaling: As noted above, scaling pathways can be of three broad types: expansion,
replication or collaboration, differentiated by the role eventually played by the organization that
originated and pilot tested the intervention. Over the scaling pathway, the type of scaling may
shift, with expansion options more likely to be relevant in the early stages of innovation and
transition to scale, while replication options will more likely be relevant for the middle and later
stages. Collaboration options (partnerships and alliances, networks and coalitions) can be helpful
throughout. (See Figure 5)

● Transition from scaling to operating sustainably at scale: A key transition that is often
neglected is the transition from scaling to operating sustainably at scale. In addition to
expanded coverage, the latter involves provision for all the costs and activities associated with
operating and maintaining (O&M) the needed assets and capacity to support delivery at scale
and in perpetuity. Because these actions and expenses are generally seen as mundane and
politically less attractive, and because they typically involve significant organizational challenges,
they tend to be neglected.

7



● Actors – Researchers, innovators, implementers, intermediaries: Actors and their roles
typically change over the course of a scaling journey. For example, researchers and innovators11

typically are focused on developing and testing ideas, but generally do not have the capacity or
interest in developing or seeing through a scaling process. Implementers therefore have to take
over at some point along the scaling pathway, supported as appropriate by intermediaries that
assist the scaling process in a variety of ways including strategic planning, partnership
development, financial mobilization, and advocacy.

● Funders:12 Availability of external financing is a critical constraint for many scaling initiatives.
Accordingly, the engagement of funders along the pathway and the financing instruments they
use are of particular importance for the scaling process. Figure 6 shows in a schematic fashion
which stages of the scaling pathway different types of funders typically support. Research and
innovation funders, which typically include governments, foundations, private firms and
individuals, tend to support the first two to three stage of the innovation-scaling spectrum.
Challenge funders13 and foundations generally support R&D, proof of concept, and transition to
scale. Large INGOs and medium-size official funders tend to finance proof of concept, transition
to scale and also scaling; while vertical funds14 and large multilateral and bilateral funders can be
found supporting principally the last two stages (scaling and, occasionally, operating at scale).15

It is also worth noting that the first 2-3 stages generally depend heavily on grant and highly
concessional official finance or private impact investors, while the latter stages can and need to
involve much broader ranges of funding, including loans, equity, guarantees, etc.

A key conclusion is that no single actor – research, innovator, implementor, intermediary or funder – is
likely to cover (or fund) the entire scaling pathway, which typically spans 10-15 years or more. In practice,
this leads to serious gaps that tend to be especially severe in the middle stages. In the innovation
literature this has been referred as the “valley of death” which so frequently ends the scaling process.
The gaps include disconnects between research organizations and innovation labs on the one hand, and
implementing entities, including government ministries and the private sector, on the other; or these
gasps can arise when NGOs and social enterprises that experiment with successful innovations find it
difficult to get wider take up by government or commercial delivery channels.16

16 For an analysis of “institutionalizing” scaling in government, i.e., getting governments to scale innovations that
originate outside government, see Igras et al. (2022).

15 External funders, even large ones, usually do not finance sustained operations at scale, except to the extent that
they assist governments in setting up systems that ensure that the capacity for sustained operation are established
(e.g., with appropriate operation and maintenance activities and spending). It is generally left to government and
the private sector to worry about sustaining operations at scale, which is often a prescription for unsustainability in
the longer term. The Systematic Observations Financing Facility (SOFF) addresses this issue by aiming to provide
grant financing indefinitely for the funding of operations and maintenance expenses needed to keep weather
observations facilities operating and sharing information with global weather centers. (Linn 2022)

14 Vertical funds are official funding organization set up to address specific (sub)sectoral or thematic issues, such as
the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria.

13 Challenge funders are organizations that provide finance to promising innovators, generally on a competitive
basis, to allow them to go beyond the initial stage(s) of the scaling pathway into the transition to scale stage.
(Nothstine et al. 2022) Grand Challenges Canada is an example of a challenge funder.

12 This and the next paragraph draw on the findings of the study on “Mainstreaming scaling in funder organizations”
undertaken by the Scaling Community of Practice. (See Kohl et al. 2014)

11 It is worth noting that researchers and innovators are not necessarily one and the same set of actors: researchers
tend to be focused on research for the purpose of generating knowledge of why and how something works
reflected in scientific publications; innovators tend to be interested in finding new solutions to particular problems.
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Contributing to these gaps is the reality that funders supporting early stages generally do not
systematically prepare for handoff to subsequent funders or to permanent providers, and those
operating in the latter stages generally do not engage with funders of earlier stages in identifying
suitable candidates for scaling and supporting a seamless handoff.17 This gap is perhaps most surprising
for those funders that have in-house innovation labs but no effective link between the innovations
supported by the lab and the financial programs supported by the main operational units in the same
funder organization (see Box 4).

Scaling with a system change perspective
A second way of considering scaling is from the perspective of system change.18 In this approach to
pursuing impact at scale, one looks first at
the ecosystem of enabling and
constraining conditions that shape the
supply and demand for goods, services
and outcomes and that affect the
achievement of development outcomes
at scale. Figure 6 schematically reflects
this perspective. A system approach
starts with analysis of the prevailing
economic, social, environmental and
political conditions (or a subset thereof)
that generate a particular outcome (e.g.,
a target rate of growth, a reduction in
poverty, or a reduction of CO2 emissions)
and then explores what changes in the
system are required to allow or bring
about the desired outcome or to implement a particular intervention. The systems approach stresses the
interconnectedness of different system components and the need to understand and -- where necessary
– reform the system or portions of it to achieve the desired outcome.

18 For references to the system change literature see Kohl (2021)

17 More will be said about “handoff” in Section 4 of this paper.
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As was noted in section 2 above, the concept of “system change” is implicit in any serious discussion
about scaling. Although small, pilot projects can sometimes circumvent systemic constraints and
considerations, they will without exception confront those considerations as they increase their coverage
and as the move towards institutionalization. But while scaling cannot afford to ignore the system, it has
a choice to make about how much system change it can and wishes to take on and needs to recognize
that introducing a change in a system requires high level support, careful planning, and sustained
implementation – a pathway approach that in essence mirrors the scaling approach described above.

Kohl (2021) developed a classification of different types of scaling that is helpful to an understanding of
the link between scaling and system change (see Table 2). “Traditional scaling” (item 1 in Table 2) is not
or very little concerned with system change. By contrast, “Scaling with system change,”
“transformational scaling,” and “narrow systems change” typically involve a combination of
complementary scaling and systems change, but differ in the extent to which one or the other is seen as
a priority. Broad system change involves a transformation of a complete system with generally little
attention to scaling specific interventions. In practice, deliberate and planned system change tends to
focus on specific areas of reform such as tax reform, agricultural policy reform, or introduction of carbon
pricing, or on specific components in each of these areas.

Table 2. Overlap and complementarity between scaling and system change

Type of scaling and/or system reform Key characteristics

1. Traditional scaling The aim is to achieve the adoption of an innovation, with limited
spread and depth, and no or only incremental systems change

2. Scaling with a systems perspective Like 1, but more spread and depth, with a focus also on systems
change, but only in so far as necessary to support the scaling
process

3. Transformational scaling Like 2, but a broader systems lens is applied than strictly
necessary for scaling, and the scaling process is designed in part
to transform the system.

4. Narrow system change The aim is to change a particular aspect of a system or
subsystem, potentially – but not necessarily – using a scaling
approach

5. Broad system change The aim is to change an overall system in a comprehensive and
transformational manner, with multiple entry points for reform
and close attention to system-wide feedback loops

Source: Adapted from Kohl (2021)

Any significant change in a system requires careful planning and sustained implementation, usually over
extended periods. In effect, system change involves pathways of change that are very similar to the
scaling of innovations. For example, the SOFF program (Box 5, below) to improve the functioning of
weather and climate prediction systems involves a 10-year sequenced program of preparatory analysis of
gaps in weather and climate observation infrastructure in the countries supported by the program,
followed by investments to close the gaps, and then support for the O&M of the observation
infrastructure created. Throughout, progress and impact are evaluated and the program adapted as
needed to achieve the long-term goal of minimum required observation density and quality under the
binding standards agreed by the member countries of the World Meteorological Organization.
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In sum, one can conclude that (a) scaling cannot afford to ignore the system but has a choice to make
about how much system change it can and wishes to take on; (b) system change will in practice have to
rely on a scaling approach to achieve particular reform goals; and (c) introducing a change in a system
will generally require a pathway approach that in essence mirrors a scaling approach.

Scaling with projects
A large portion of development and climate change activity is designed and implemented through
discrete time-bound projects with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Projects are typically prepared with
a lead time that can be months or, for major undertakings, years. They have prescribed timelines,
defined budgets, and specific results that are to be delivered by the end of the project, and typically
include various requirements regarding the implementation process (procurement rules, social and
environmental standards, etc.). Upon their completion, the success or failure of a project is generally
assessed in terms of whether it achieved the targeted results on time and within budget, and less
frequently and rigorously also in terms of the sustainability of its impact.19 The project approach has
many advantages in organizing development action and is likely to stay the dominant organizational
device for getting development investments done.

However, the project approach has also some critical limitations from the scaling perspective. In
particular, the one-off, time-bound nature of projects turns out to be a serious constraint.20 This can be
demonstrated by use of Figure 7 (next page). The red arrows at the bottom left indicate that a project
(“Project 1”) requires a certain amount of time for preparation (the red dashed arrow), and then is

20 For a discussion of some of the problems with the “projectized” approach to investment see Box 2.3 in OECD
(2022).

19 The OECD-DAC evaluation criteria are widely used, esp. by donors, to assess the performance of projects. The
criteria are: (i) relevance, (ii) coherence, (iii) effectiveness, (iv) efficiency, (v) impact, and (vi) sustainability.

https://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/daccriteriaforevaluatingdevelopmentassistance.htm
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implemented and delivers impact over a number of years (the solid red arrow) to reach a targeted impact
level (the dashed red line). When the typical project ends, the project implementation units are
frequently disbanded, and the results (or assets) created by the project are managed by whatever
organization receives them for operation and maintenance.

Figure 7. Project scaling pathway – how it often is

Source: Authors

Experience shows that frequently assets are not well operated and maintained and hence are not
sustainable, with impact then declining and potentially disappearing entirely over subsequent years.
More often than not, there is no deliberately planned follow-up to a project, on the presumption perhaps
that a successful project will be picked up and replicated by someone.21 However, this presumption
generally turns out to be wrong, since without a deliberate effort during project implementation to
mobilize institutions, resources and political support for the continuation and leveraging of the
intervention beyond project end, there is unlikely to be scaling up following the end of the project. Even
where projects are designed as “pilots,” supposedly testing innovative approaches, there is all too often
no deliberate follow up, and these projects in effect end up as “pilots to nowhere.”

These difficulties apply not only for investment projects, but also for projects that aim at policy reform
and strengthening technical capacity. The one-off, time-bound nature of such projects often means that
a reform effort that by its very nature must be long-term in design is truncated at project end with little
or no follow-up on implementation of policy reforms (e.g., implementing regulations for laws passed)
and little assessment of the impact the reforms are designed to achieve. Similarly for technical assistance
projects, the one-off, time-bound nature of projects, often employing foreign expertise with little country
familiarity or longer-term interest, and a failure to systematically follow up after project end, means that
little lasting benefit in terms of institutional strengthening is attained, let alone scaled.

These challenges associated with one-off, time-bound and discontinuous engagement are prevalent in,
but not limited to, projects funded by external (international) funders. They also apply for projects
funded from national resources, due to political and business cycles affecting government priorities and
funding, and due to the discontinuities in private investment decisions and financing.

21 This attitude is sometimes characterized as “magical thinking” or an attitude of “if you build it, they will come.”
(Kohl and Linn, 2021)
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Figure 7 also demonstrates a case where a successor project is developed building on the first (or pilot)
project, but with a delay due to a lack of consideration of scaling and of adequate preparation of the
successor project during the implementation of the initial project. The cost of discontinuity is reflected in
the lower starting point in terms of impact and the relatively flat curve of impact for the successor
project. As a result, the scale of impact remains limited. In any case, there is generally an absence of a
clear, long-term scale vision or goal to drive and guide the scaling process and against which to measure
progress. Progress is typically measured against the project’s impact target expressed as an absolute
amount (e.g., people served or reached, tons of CO2 emissions avoided, etc.) or as a percentage
increase relative to a baseline at the beginning or without the project, rather than in terms of progress
towards a longer-term goal.

Figure 8 presents a different and preferable approach. Here, the initial project is used not only to test
whether the intervention has the desired impact but also (i) defines a longer-term vision of a scale goal
that significantly addresses the development problem; (ii) explores the enabling or constraining factors
for potential scaling beyond project end, and ensures that the conditions for successful scaling and
eventual sustained operations are (or are put) in place (i.e., demand for and ownership of the project
intervention, institutional capacity, financing, political support, partnerships, etc.); and (iii) initiates a
preparation effort that allows a follow-up project -- or a handoff to a permanent source of
implementation and funding --without a break after the end of the project. In other words, the project is
used not only to achieve certain limited outputs during the project lifetime, but also to create the
platform that allows sustainable scaling of the initiative beyond project end. If more than one project is
needed prior to institutionalization, the focus of successive projects should include strengthening the
systemic conditions for scaling and until full institutionalization is achieved and the scale target is
reached.

Figure 8. Project scaling pathway – how it should be

Source: Authors

The same organization and/or the same funder may be able to continue the scaling process for one or
more successor projects. But more often than not, as was mentioned in Section 2 above in the discussion
of the stages of scaling pathways, successor projects involve handoffs to other organizations (e.g., from
one donor to another, from an NGO to government, or from an innovator to an existing private firm).
Given the time and effort needed to secure successful handoffs, planning should begin with initial
project design and continue during project implementation. Mid-term reviews, which are a frequent
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feature of project implementation, should include a focus on how to prepare for seamless continuation
or handoff at the end of the project. Moreover, to the extent that projects are expected to lead to
seamless follow-on projects or handoffs to permanent institutions, budget allocations need to be made
to allow the required preparatory work to be carried out by project teams, rather than adding the
requirement as an “unfunded mandate” to the tasks project teams are in any case expected to deliver
on.

Note, however, planning for handoff alone is not enough. As emphasized throughout this paper, the
enabling conditions for longer-term scaling must be considered and, to the extent possible, put in place
as part of project design, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation, beginning on day 1.

In sum, since for many development interventions, whether public or private, domestically or externally
funded, the project approach will remain prevalent, achieving sustainable development impact at scale
requires that projects be crafted and positioned as part of a longer-term scaling pathway along which
they not only generate important development impact but also create the conditions for subsequent
scaling and ultimately for sustained operations at scale and allow for effective hand-off from one
implementer to another and from one funding source to the next. The case of long-term IFAD support
for a highland development program in Peru through successive project cycles represents a case of
successful scaling with a project-based approach (Box 6).

Specifically for funders, a few additional observations on the project approach apply:

● Some funders have recognized the need for more long-term engagement in the interest of
replicating and scaling the interventions they support. They have done so by either
systematically preparing a follow-on project during implementation of an initial project, or by
developing “multiphase” projects that commit to a longer-term (say, 10-year) engagement in a
program that defines a broad set of impact goals and the outlines of a pathway for achieving
the goals in successive stages. Funding is also disbursed in stages, with flexibility built into the
process to allow for assessment of how the intervention works out and for changes in program
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design as needed to achieve the desired outcome at the end of the program.22 If implemented
effectively, the multiphase approach can be a good scaling strategy, but it requires funders to
be able to make long-term financing commitments.

● The multiphase funding approach is sometimes referred to as “programmatic” financing. But it
is important to distinguish this from the more common “programmatic” approach to funding,
which provides finance for a collection of connected portfolio of projects on a programmatic,
i.e., coordinated, basis in order to exploit potential synergies and economies of coordination
that promise to increase impact over and above what uncoordinated projects could achieve.
While coordinated funding across a country strategy can have beneficial impact, this does not
resolve the sequencing problem associated with the 10-15 year normal scaling trajectory. This
requires that the individual projects be designed and implemented with a longer-term scaling
perspective.23

● In practice, the multiphase lending approach and the contemporaneous programmatic
approach have each proven to be problematic due to difficulties by funders and their clients in
committing to long-term funding arrangements, and due to the complexity of ensuring
alignment in project preparation and implementation across multiple projects and funders.

● Provision of sustainable outcomes at scale depends on moving beyond projects by embedding
change in institutions with the mandate, reach, capacity and funding to provide the needed
goods and services in perpetuity at scale.

A holistic approach to scaling with systems change in
a project world – some practical suggestions

While presented as three separate perspectives or lenses in the preceding sections, it is clear that these
three approaches – scaling innovations, system change, and scaling with projects – are intimately linked
and complementary. The “scaling of innovations” perspective focuses on the different stages of the
pathway from innovation to impact at scale and on key considerations for actors along the way. The
“systems change” perspective puts the spotlight on the critical importance of enabling factors and
actors in the ecosystem in which scaling happens, and the complementarities between scaling and
system change. The “projects” perspective considers a particular, common, and practical way to
organize development action and what needs to be done to have it not hinder, but support scaling and
system change. All three perspectives yield important insights for the pursuit of sustainable impact at
scale. The most important are briefly summarized in this section.

An inclusive vision of optimal impact at scale

For all three perspectives, it is important that there be a long-term vision of sustainable impacts at scale
linked to the development problem to be addressed. In many cases, this vision can and should be linked
to the Sustainable Development Goals, appropriately scaled to reflect the mandate and reach of the
particular actor.24 There are four corollaries to this consideration:

24 See Linn (2023a)

23 For discussions a portfolio approach, see UNDP (2022); OECD (2022), and Kumpf and Hanson (2023). Only the last
of these three references explicitly discusses the scaling aspect of a portfolio approach.

22 See for example the World Bank’s approach to multi-phase lending (World Bank 2017).
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● The vision needs to focus on optimal, not maximal scale, because of (1) potential tradeoffs
among multiple goals; (2) equity considerations; (3) unintended consequences; and (4) the fact
that beyond a certain scale incremental costs may outweigh benefits.25

● The scale vision needs to be inclusive in the sense that the vision is determined in an inclusive
manner based on contributions from the major stakeholders and ultimately is owned by national
actors rather than driven by external funders.

● The vision needs to be just, in the sense that losers are compensated to the extent possible, and
that women, girls and youth and other disadvantaged groups or hard-to-reach (“last-mile”)
communities are included in the scaling vision and process.

● Scaling with system change is a long-term process that often will take 10-15 years and requires a
sequence of projects/programs prior to full institutionalization.

● At the same time, this process needs to be pursued with urgency and with well-defined
intermediate results. This is critical to sustaining momentum and demonstrating impact and
value-added to stakeholders.

Scaling with systems change needs to be sustainable and transformational, not
merely transactional

As the preceding discussion should have made clear, sustainability and scaling are closely intertwined,
since the ultimate goal of scaling is sustainable impact at scale. If a solution is not sustainable, it should
generally not be scaled; if it is not scalable, the same obstacles that impede scaling will likely also limit
sustainability.

As noted in the Introduction to this paper, much of the current discussion about scaling focuses on the
need to mobilize additional sources of development financing to support bigger and more ambitious
projects. This “transactional” view of scaling has value since it reflects the chronic underfunding of many
development and climate initiatives, but it needs to be combined with a “transformational” perspective
that looks beyond the end of the intervention or project time horizon. Transformational scaling asks what
needs to be done during project implementation to ensure continued scaling and sustainable results at
scale after the project ends by ensuring that there are motivated and capable implementing
organizations (“doers” at scale) and a sustainable and scalable business model or funding source
(“funders” at scale), and that the enabling conditions are put in place to support continued scaling and
delivery beyond project end.

A focus on enabling systemic conditions is critical

Whether one takes enabling conditions as given or to be changed, they need to be considered
explicitly, including:

● Demand – market demand or community demand – for the intervention must be present or
created.

● Ownership of the scaling vision, innovation (or intervention) and scaling pathway by the
implementing organization(s) must be assured. This is especially true for governments in their
relationship with external funders. In these cases, government acquiescence is not enough; true
ownership is essential for sustainable scaling and operation at scale where governments are the
implementers and/or funders at scale. For funders, “localization” in this context means engaging
stakeholders as drivers of the scaling process.

25 See McLean and Gargani (2019)
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● Sustainable and scalable financing by the recovery of costs from beneficiaries or from
budgetary resources must be assured to cover costs, which in turn have to be carefully assessed
and controlled – not just transactionally for one project, but transformationally for the scaling
pathway.

● Institutional capacity must be created to support the process of service delivery and scaling
with appropriate adaptations over the different stages of sequential projects. Special attention
must be paid to ensure institutional platforms are created which enable the sustainable
operation at scale – the last stage of the scaling process.

● Policies and incentives need to be put in place to support the pathway towards sustainable
impact at scale. These policies and incentives often have to be adapted to the particular stage in
the scaling process. For example, certain subsidies that may be appropriate early in the scaling
process may have to be phased out as the scaling process proceeds.

● Partnerships are critical – public-private partnerships; partnerships between official, charitable
and private funders; and funder-implementer partnerships. These partnerships need to be
transformational, i.e., support the long-term scaling pathways with appropriate handoff from one
partner (implementer or funder) to the next at the end of a scaling stage or at project end. This
requires effective prior engagement and coordination. One-off, transactional partnership (e.g.,
co-financing) helps in the short term, but does not by itself support the scaling pathway.’26

● Politics – local, national, regional and global – is an inevitable enabling or constraining factor for
scaling, especially as the scale of impact grows and as systemic changes are pursued as part of
the scaling process. Anticipating and addressing political opportunities and obstacles by
considering winners and losers from the scaling process is one important area for attention; and
it is important to consider how best to insulate the intervention from political cycles, changes in
political leadership, etc. by inclusive stakeholder engagement.

● Effective and sustained leadership is required for laying out an appropriate vision of scale and
for driving the process of scaling with systems change. However, this leadership must ensure
buy-in and ownership from a wide range of stakeholders.

Planning and implementing scaling with system change

There are well-developed and -understood planning and implementation systems for projects, with
identification, appraisal, implementation and ex-post evaluation systems that include tools such as
log-frames, impact evaluation, and results measurement techniques. However, most of these approaches
and tools focus narrowly on the project and not on whether or not the interventions supported under the
project are suitable for scaling or whether the enabling systemic conditions that are needed for
sustainable scaling beyond project end are in place. This must be rectified by incorporating some of the
principles, approaches and tools for planning and implementing scaling pathways -- and for assessing
risks -- that have been developed over the last two decades.27 Of particular interest are scalability
assessment tools and institutionalization mainstreaming trackers. The former help assess whether an
intervention is scalable and what needs to be done to increase its prospects for being scaled; the latter

27 See Kohl and Linn (2021) and references cited therein.

26 “Country platforms” for ensuring alignment and cooperation national government, the private sector, civil society
and international funders have recently received a lot of attention, especially the Just Energy Transition Partnerships
(JETP) in support of climate change mitigation (see, e.g., Seiler et al. 2023). The Global Finance Facility for Every
Woman Every Child (GFF) has also developed country platforms for health sector action (see Box 7 below).
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help assess to what extent scaling has been integrated into the operational modalities of public
institutions.28

Gathering and applying evidence for scaling – monitoring, evaluation, and
learning

Evidence is a critical ingredient for successful scaling, including evidence on (i) the nature and scale of
the development problem; (ii) the core elements of the innovations and interventions and the impact of
various elements on sustainability and scalability; (iii) the systemic conditions that enable and constrain
sustainable scaling; and (iv) the winners and losers of the scaling process, and the effects on
disadvantaged population groups and regions. Monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) are critical
during implementation of the scaling pathway and have to be focused not only on measuring delivery of
inputs and assessing impact, but very importantly also focus on (i) the viability of the scaling pathway; (ii)
whether and how the enabling and constraining systemic conditions affect scalability; and (iii) whether
changes in scaling strategy or in the intervention itself would aid scaling. During the course of the
scaling pathway, MEL approaches and metrics may have to adapt to reflect the different challenges and
opportunities at each stage. And the findings of MEL have to be fed back into the implementation
process with adaptation of all relevant aspects of the intervention and the scaling pathway, starting with
the vision and goals set, the content of the intervention, and how the enabling and constraining
conditions are addressed.29

Intermediation for scaling with system change

Intermediation in the private sector is commonly performed by investment bankers, venture capitalists,
and strategic consultants. The public sector and
social enterprise lack a viable equivalent despite
evidence that effective scaling badly needs such
intermediary institutions to support the scaling
process (see Figure 9)30. Intermediation involves
various functions: helping the leadership in setting
an appropriate vision of scale; helping to assemble
investment packages and convene potential
funders; providing technical support to
implementers directly related to scaling; analyzing
systemic constraints and implications and
designing reform measures to address them;
organizing consultative and participatory processes
for stakeholders; supporting the development of
results measurement and management frameworks
and practices; and sharing lessons and tools for scaling with systems change. Funders can play an
intermediation role for scaling, but usually only on a temporary basis.

30 For more on this see Larry Cooley and Isabel Guerrero, The Broken Part of the Business Model in Taking
Development Outcomes to Scale, June 2016,
https://scalingcommunityofpractice.com/wp-content/uploads/bp-attachments/7268/The-Broken-Part-of-the-Busines
s-Model-in-Taking-Development-Outcomes-to-Scale.pdf

29 See McLean and Gargani (2019), Scaling Community of Practice (2022), Linn (2021)

28 See MSI (2021) for a scalability assessment tool; and Wyss and Linn (2021) for an institutionalization tracker in
education.
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Institutionalizing and mainstreaming scaling in development organizations

A critical aspect of scaling is that it needs to be systematically introduced – i.e., mainstreamed – into the
institutional goals and practices of all relevant actors, including innovators, implementers, intermediaries
and funders. This requires that (i) sustainable impact at scale is an essential element of the institutional
mission and strategy; (ii) the leaderships of the organizations identify and pursue the scale goal as a key
institutional priority underpinning the successful achievement of all other specific institutional goals; (iii)
organizational processes, guidelines, resources, capacities and incentives be oriented towards the
scaling objective; (iv) results metrics and monitoring, evaluation and learning reflect the scaling agenda;
and (v) the scaling orientation of the organization is subjected to intermittent independent external
evaluation to ensure that scaling is indeed institutionalized and mainstreamed and that emerging lessons
are learned and internalized through adaptation of the organization’s approach to scaling.

The role of incentives in supporting the scaling process

This section concludes with a comment on the important role of incentives at the level of the ecosystem
within which scaling takes place and at the level of an organization that is to support scaling.

Looking first at the systemic level, standard economic theory postulates that in a well-functioning market
economy without monopolies, monopsonies, externalities and distorting government policies, the profit
motive of private enterprises and competition among them will generate price signals that incentivize
efficient economic growth, i.e., scaling. Of course, in real life the stringent efficiency conditions generally
do not prevail; moreover, market outcomes may not be consistent with society’s social goals of equity
and inclusion. For these reasons, public intervention, i.e., policy, is required to generate incentives for
private actors to scale and sustain efficient, equitable and inclusive outcomes.

For public agencies – national, subnational, and international – processes and incentives are more
complex and need to be aligned to support the coordinated scaling of government priorities and
strategies.31 This is likely most easily achieved in sectoral or subsectoral processes (also known as
“country platforms”) in which an alignment of key actors through appropriate incentives is pursued. The
Global Financing Facility for Every Woman Every Child (GFF) is an organization that aims to induce such
alignment for the achievement of universal health coverage, with a special focus on women’s and
children’s health. (See Box 7)

Consider next incentives at the organizational level: Managers and staff in the organizations involved in
the scaling process need to have incentives to focus on those elements in their engagement with
innovations, systems change or projects that are needed for an effective scaling process. In practice,

31 For a discussion of the role of organizational incentives, see Linn (2013)
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organizations more often than not have processes and incentives in place that encourage individual
actors and teams in the organization to focus mostly on innovation, on short-term effort system change,
and on one-off projects and their short-term impacts. It is therefore essential that, as part of the
mainstreaming effort mentioned above, funders focus on how to ensure that the incentives for their own
managers and staff are such that they will be motivated to align with the scaling objectives of the
organization. This includes clear messaging from the top leadership, operational processes that demand
a focus on scaling, and accountability by each individual or team for aligning themselves with the
organization’s scale goals through appropriate job descriptions and performance metrics. These
incentives have to be complemented by ensuring the provision of the administrative budget resources,
training, and knowledge management support that allows for managers and staff to effectively
implement a scaling approach in the context of their assignments.

Concluding comments on the core elements of a
sustainable scaling framework
The most important aspects of the framework for scaling with system change discussed in this paper can
be encapsulated in seven basic questions that development practitioners need to address as they plan
and implement interventions with the aim of achieving sustainable impact at scale:32

1. What is the development problem and the vision of sustainable impact at scale that is needed to
address the problem?

2. What are the core elements of the innovation, intervention or project, and are they scalable?

3. What is a potential transformational scaling pathway from innovation, intervention or project to
the achievement of the scale vision, and who are the principal actors that need to fund and drive
the process forward?

4. What are the principal enabling and constraining system conditions that need to be considered
or addressed with reforms for transformational scalability?

5. What is the plan for implementing the transformational scaling pathway, what resources are
needed to put it in place, and how can one or more intermediary organizations support the
process?

6. What evidence is needed to support decision making along the scaling pathway, and how does
MEL need to be designed to inform the scaling process and its adaptation?

7. And perhaps most importantly, what happens after the current stage in the scaling pathway, or
after the current project ends?

If these questions are asked systematically for every innovation, project and intervention, it will signal a
fundamental shift in mind-set from pilots-to-nowhere and short-lived efforts to support for scaling
pathways capable of achieving transformative change for sustainable impact at scale.

32 See Scaling Community of Practice (2022)
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