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Not a magic pill, 
but a process
Making a social innovation work is 
not simple. But when it does, it might 
be tempting to believe you can just 
duplicate the process again and again 
and it will keep working. But it’s not 
that simple. Let’s look at the reality 
of scaling, and some crucial questions 
you need to ask before trying.

By Marcus Coetzee
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Social innovation (SI) is taking up a lot more space 
than it used to. Governments are designing SI 

strategies. Businesses are turning their skills towards 
social problems. Non-profits are honing and growing 
exciting projects. Universities are studying and teaching 
SI methods and trends. 
	
Around the world, SI is a familiar part of everyday life. Locally we see clinics 
working with primary healthcare organisations to provide home-based care 
and community leaders meeting with police to discuss safety in Community 
Policing Forums (CPFs). Schools, clinics and organisations are establishing 
food gardens to teach skills, provide livelihoods and build community pride. 
The sheer ubiquity of SI can give the impression that these innovations are 
simple to implement and reimplement. Again and again. 

But this is not the case. Every successful innovation started as an idea that 
was piloted and refined before being scaled (expanded beyond the initial 
prototype to increase social impact). And this is the complicated part. We 
need to understand scaling better in order to do it better. 

PERCEPTION
“Magic pill”

1. �Social innovators can easily identify a  
solution to a social problem, through some  
clear thinking, discussion, debate and  
desktop research. 

2. �This magic-pill solution can then quickly  
be piloted and proven to effective. 

3. �The media will recognise its value and start 
promoting it. 

4. �Investors and donors will hear about it and 
quickly decide to support it because it works. 

5. �The social innovation can be cut-and-pasted 
elsewhere with success and little resistance. 

6. �It works successfully and solves problems 
everywhere else too.

7. �Any implementing organisation involved 
runs effectively, no political resistance is 
encountered, no cultural or regional differences 
hinder the pill’s effect.

8. �It must be magic!

FACT: 
Scaling is not simple.
Although scaling social impact is almost  
always the ultimate aim, unfortunately far more 
innovators tend to fail than succeed. That’s why 
those studying SI should pay as much attention 
to innovations that have failed as they do to 
those that have scaled with success. 

Clearly, something in the process needs to 
be assessed and addressed. There are many 
approaches to scaling that make use of various 
partners and tools. Let’s look at four popular 
methods, and South African examples showing 
each one at work…

REALITY
Process

1. �Social innovators spend years studying a 
problem and the factors perpetuating it. 

2. �They work with experienced practitioners in  
the field and from different disciplines. 

3. �A social innovation is collaboratively designed, 
then piloted and revised in an iterative process. 

4. �After much effort and time, a funder is found 
who will back the innovation, but usually on  
a much smaller scale than anticipated. 

5. �Despite early successes, scaling is more  
difficult than planned. 

6. �Implementing organisations might have  
internal issues – such as a change of 
leadership – that undermines performance. 
Various stakeholders, including beneficiaries, 
might also sabotage the innovation. 

7. �Eventually, some traction and social value is 
achieved, but only after many compromises.

8. �It’s a lot of hard work!

FACT: 
Social innovation is not a magic pill.
It’s more like a multi-layered process, probably involving much thinking, 
testing, working overtime and muddling through politics, inefficiencies 
and other complexities along the way. 

The truth is, with insufficient planning or within an ineffective organisation, 
even a great innovation can fail to scale. Information on this subject is still 
sparse – more attention is often given to social innovators, the innovations 
themselves and how they were conceived. So, although optimism should be 
encouraged, it needs to be tempered with an awareness of the challenges 
scaling can involve. This starts with a reality check (see table above). 

Approach 
to scaling

A South African 
example

1. �Using technology  
to expand impact

Trade-Mark is a small and growing Cape Town enterprise that 
uses technology to help create employment for township artisans. 

• �First, they recruit and screen township tilers, painters, carpenters,  
pavers and so on – experienced trandesmen, not unskilled labourers. 

• �Trade-Mark then uses its website and social media channels to  
market their services to potential clients, such as small businesses  
and suburban households. 

• �Clients can book or arrange quotes online. Soon they will also be  
able to view tradesmen’s profiles and ratings. 

• �On completion, the client pays the artisan directly and can rate the  
service online – a good incentive to deliver professional quality. 

• �The Industrial Development Corporation recently invested R2.5 million  
in Trade-Mark for scaling its operations. 

   �THE LESSON: Founder Joshua Cox says the challenge in using  
technology to scale an innovation is balancing the technical side  
with a much-needed “human touch”.

2. �Integrating 
innovation into 
government policy

The Isibindi Model was designed and piloted by the National Association 
of Child Care Workers (NACCW) in the early 2000s. It was created to 
complement the struggling foster-care system, which was faced with 
growing numbers of AIDS orphans. 

• �It’s a social franchise that uses trained community workers to support 
orphan-headed households and keep families together in their 
communities and homes.

• �It relies on structured partnerships between provincial government,  
an implementing non-profit organisation, a funder and the NACCW. 

• �The rollout has now been integrated into government policy.  
Called the Minister’s Plan, it is part of the Department of Social 
Development’s strategy.

   �THE LESSON: Effective partnership and policy integration is making 
Isibindi one of the largest public works programmes in South Africa.  
Currently, 10 000 workers are being trained and deployed to 260 sites. 

3. �Distributing a 
physical product

Reel Gardening is a social franchise with a product concept that has  
won a number of social innovation awards. 

• �When founder Claire Reid was still at school, she designed a method 
of preparing and packaging seeds for fruit and vegetable gardens that 
significantly increases their chance of survival and growth.

• It also saves 80% of the water typically required for germination. 
• �Reel Gardening is steadily building production and distribution 

capabilities, and partnering with national retailers to take it even further.

   �THE LESSON: The more the product is used and sold, the greater its 
impact. But in addition, Reel Gardening has established a non-profit  
entity to work with community food gardens throughout South Africa.

4. �Franchising an 
organisational model

Shine was established in 2000 to improve reading skills among South 
African Grade 2s and 3s – a pressing need, given that less than one-third 
of Grade 3s score more than 50% on standardised literacy tests. 

• ��The award-winning teaching method has significantly improved  
learner literacy.

• �In 2009, Shine was approached by organisations who wanted  
to use its method, manuals and assessment tools. 

• �After much consideration, a decision was made to create “Shine  
in a Box” and franchise the teaching model.

• �As part of the franchise agreement, Shine closely monitors the 
franchisees’ implementation. 

   �THE LESSON: Franchising helped Shine to overcome a number of  
resource constraints. The model has now been franchised to four 
organisations, or Shine Chapters. 
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Six questions to 
ask before scaling

It would be great if successful social innovations really 
could be popped like magic pills or copied and pasted 
around a country or community. But they can’t. The 
implementation and scaling of a SI needs as much 
attention as its piloting and design.
	
Here are some important questions about scaling to 
consider, particularly where another organisation is 
needed to implement the SI.

QUESTION 1

Is the innovator prepared to scale? 
I’ve encountered numerous innovators who are more comfortable with the 
pilot or prototype phase and so, aren’t prepared for the changes scaling can 
bring – such as sharing ownership of the intellectual property or company 
to raise finance, entering partnerships that feel “intimidating”, or simply 
accepting that the initiative will become larger, more complex and therefore 
more challenging. Often most frightening for innovators is the possibility that 
they don’t have the skills to lead the project to maturity and may need to 
surrender control and rely on others to help scale. 
	
Sometimes an innovator may choose to partially scale an innovation to retain 
focus and control. Ubuntu Education Fund was established in 1999 in respose 
to the education crisis in Port Elizabeth. To increase impact, Ubuntu chose 
to stay within the area but expand its services to include household stability 
and health. Rather than scaling “wide” and expanding around country, they 
concentrated on the townships of Port Elizabeth and scaled “deep”.

QUESTION 2

Is the social innovation 
actually scalable? 
Innovations are frequently developed for a particular country, community or 
social problem. While some have then been adapted to serve other contexts, 
many don’t fit the new space with as much success. 

Packaging company Tetra Pak developed a plastics recycling franchise in 
Brazil, where small factories recycle their post-consumer waste into roofing 
and building materials. The innovation franchised easily in Brazil and looked 
like it would work in South Africa – it was also hoped that micro-factories 
there would employ former prisoners and help reintegrate them into society. 
In 2006 a pilot plant in Johannesburg tested the concept using clean 
industrial waste and everything seemed set to scale. But during the business-
planning process, it was found that, due to South Africans’ poor recycling 
habits, there was only enough post-consumer waste to support one factory. 
Fortunately this was discovered early so only one factory was established and 
it was housed in an existing plastics factory, rather than franchised. 
	
The message? Do proper market research before scaling. Also, remember 
that not all innovations should be scaled. Some will only work in one context 
and that is also fine. What’s important is that it’s making a difference to the 
planet or to people’s lives.

QUESTION 3 

How will agendas and political 
dynamics be managed? 
I’ve seen cases where recipients refused to “accept” an SI, even though it was 
free and clearly had benefits. Beneficiaries may feel the “cost” of adoption 
or shifting outside a comfort zone is too high. They may also simply feel that 
they weren’t part of the process. That’s why it’s crucial to involve the target 
audience in design, piloting and marketing. They need  
to feel they “own” the innovation. 

Too many innovations also suffer due to political interference. Consider Shout-
It-Now, a youth HIV/AIDS-awareness organisation established in 2007. Their 
programme placed young people in front of computers to learn about HIV/
AIDS from celebrities and then complete a risk profile. This was followed by 
an HIV testing and counselling process. 

By 2010, almost 50 000 young people had gone through the school 
programme and it was set to scale. Then came a cease-and-desist letter from 
the government, unhappy that children were receiving sex education from an 
external organisation outside of the curriculum. After that, international donors 
threatened to withdraw funding in order to keep the South African government 
happy and Shout-It-Now’s plan to scale through schools was undermined by 
both political and financial dynamics. 

Fortunately, the organisation adapted its model to focus on communities and 
primary healthcare counselling and testing. Over 300 000 people have been 
through its programmes since. 

QUESTION 4

Who will be responsible 
for scaling the innovation? 
Often, another organisation or service is needed to scale an SI. This is 
challenging because the effectiveness of both parties is tied to the eventual 
success. For instance, if the innovation is a change in government policy, 
impact relies on both the nonprofit organisation advocating the change 
and the government department responsible for implementing it. 
	
Successful social enterprise Shonaquip designs, manufactures and distributes 
mobility equipment (wheelchairs and posture-support devices) and uses sales 
to cover operating costs and subsidise training and advocacy. The devices 
are designed to be produced and repaired locally, and survive in rural 
conditions. They’ve won numerous awards for their child-centred approach – 
the Madiba2Go buggy highlights the child, not the wheelchair, and helps kids 
participate more in social interactions and feel less excluded. 

But the social impact of this great organisation and its products is still reliant 
on production, distribution and marketing capabilities, and these have taken 
30 years and many late nights to cultivate. 
	
Clearly, the capacity of an organisation or service that will be used for 
scaling needs to be addressed as a potential limiting factor. Unfortunately, 
too many great innovations are housed in or dependent on poorly run 
organisations. While a capable organisation with a competent leadership, 
focused strategy and enabling culture can uplift an innovation, an 
incompetent organisation can sink it. 

QUESTION 5 

How will the scaling be financed? 
Growth calls for resources and there are five main options worth considering:

1. �NO FINANCE REQUIRED. The innovation could simply be an idea,  
such as the Street Committee Meeting (a regular meeting that occurs  
in townships throughout South Africa, and which arose during the  
anti-Apartheid struggle), and in these cases, they can be scaled  
without funding, simply by word-of-mouth. 

2. �LOANS. If the innovation is able to generate profits, then social investors 
may be persuaded to invest in the enterprise in order to get both a social 
and financial return. Trade-Mark (cited earlier) recently received a loan 
from the IDC in order to scale. 

	
3. �DONATIONS. The “Vula” Eye Health Mobile Phone App received a  

R1 million donation from the SAB Foundation after winning its 2013  
Social Innovation Awards. This app will enable a cellphone or tablet  
to do some basic eye-health screening. While it could be scaled through 
sales, I believe it makes sense for it to be funded through donations (as  
it will be), enabling free downloading and increased adoption. 

4. �SALES. This is income-generation as per a traditional social enterprise 
model – both Reel Gardening and Shonaquip sell their products to cover 
operating costs and subsidise other philanthropic work.

5. INVESTMENT. If the innovation is housed in a privately owned enterprise, 
    then social investors may choose to purchase equity and fund the upscaling 
    of the innovation in return for a share of profits.

QUESTION 6 

How will quality be assured? 
This is a common issue, particularly when the innovator needs another 
organisation to help scale the SI. Quality control is crucial to protecting the 
innovation’s integrity and “brand”. Both Shine and the NACCW’s Isibindi 
Model (see table, page 25) franchised their models and surrendered control 
of implementation to overcome resource constraints and increase impact.  
But they kept firm control over quality and intellectual property. They also 
provide training and mentoring to maintain implementation as intended. 

Another example, Gold Peer Education, collaborated with partners in the 
early- and mid-2000s to design a peer-education model for South African 
schools. At its peak, the social franchise worked with approximately 15 
organisations and 6 000 “peer educators”, who counselled fellow students  
on responsible sexual behaviour. Yes, although they relied on other nonprofits 
to help implement the innovation, Gold still maintained strict controls over the 
the quality, even requiring monthly statistics to be submitted. 

The world’s first Social 
Franchise Accelerator
The capabilities needed to design a social 
innovation are different from those required  
to scale it. That’s why the “magic pill”  
approach doesn’t work and many social 
innovators need specialised scaling support. 

That’s one of the reasons for the recent  
launch of the world’s first Social Franchise 
Accelerator by the Bertha Centre, in  
partnership with the International Centre for  
Social Franchising (ICSF) and Franchising Plus, 
funded by the Rockefeller Foundation. 

The initiative aims to meet the needs of 
underserved people across South Africa by 
helping socially impactful organisations to 
franchise their work. The goal for the first year? 
To work with three pilot organisations, creating 
sustainable social franchises and launching  
pilot franchisees in three new locations for  
each organisation. Read more about it in the  
next issue of Inside|Out, coming mid-year. 

For more info, email Khethiwe Cele: 
khethiwe.cele@gsb.uct.ac.za.


