
Scaling	what	works	doesn’t	work:	we	need	to	scale
impact	instead
Scaling	has	become	a	buzzword	in	international	development,	where	the	received	wisdom	is	to	‘scale	what	works’.
However,	whilst	this	is	a	paradigm	that	suits	private	investment	in	international	development	and	science	more
broadly,	complex	problems	require	nuanced	solutions.	Robert	Mclean,	John	Gargani	and	Dena	Lomofsky,	argue
that	a	new	conception	of	scaling	–	scaling	impact-	can	better	serve	the	public	good.	

	

	

As	researchers	and	evaluators,	we	are	often	met	with	the	common	wisdom:	“scale	what	works.”	It	sounds	simple
enough.	But	the	most	pressing	problems	in	development	are	wicked	–	we	don’t	know	what	works,	what	might	work
depends	on	context,	and	context	is	complex.	This	is	why	research	and	innovation	are	critical.	And	why	the	common
wisdom	about	scaling	typically	falls	short.	Unlike	in	the	private	sector,	and	as	attractive	as	it	may	seem	to	donors
and	social	enterprise,	when	it	comes	to	development	outcomes,	faster,	bigger	and	more	is	not	necessarily	better.
Instead,	we	need	to	shift	our	focus	toward	achieving	positive	impact	at	optimal	scale.	

	

COVID-19	and	the	limitations	of	conventional	scaling

Our	recent	experience	with	COVID-19	is	a	painful	example	of	the	limitations	of	conventional	models	for	scaling.	We
know	a	great	deal	about	viruses,	vaccines,	and	the	spread	of	disease.	But	when	confronted	with	a	global	pandemic,
the	common	wisdom	failed	us:

we	lacked	a	ready-made	solution	to	scale
social	distancing	helped	slow	the	disease	spread,	but	it	hurt	culture	and	commerce,	making	it	impossible	to
scale	the	good	without	the	bad
the	crisis	severity	was	affected	by	local	context,	like	health	system	capacity,	and	that	context	is	then	impacted
by	the	crisis
there	are	trade-offs	to	be	made	–	for	example,	between	public	health	and	economic	return	–	and	we	often
require	a	justified	balance	between	the	two.

	

With	COVID-19,	we	cannot	simply	‘scale	what	works’.	And	when	research	and	innovation	eventually	produce
vaccines	and	other	solutions,	it	seems	unlikely	we	will	be	able	to	‘simply’	scale	them	up	either.	The	complexity	is
too	great.	The	same	is	true	for	‘development’	most	of	the	time.	In	high,	middle,	and	low-income	countries	alike.

when	the	goal	is	the	public	good,	scaling	up,	out	or	deep	is	only	valuable	if	it	leads	to	a	commensurate
change	in	positive	impact

The	conventional	conceptions	of	‘scaling’

Common	conceptions	of	scaling	are	scaling	up	(bigger),	out	(more)	or	deep	(quality).

Scaling	up	increases	output.	For	example,	a	health	education	program	might	train	more	nurses,	and	a	policy
research	organization	might	promote	the	implementation	of	a	new	policy	with	evidence.

Scaling	out	expands	or	replicates	production.	The	health	education	program	might	open	new	training	sites.	The
research	organization	might	promote	the	same	policy	in	new	places.

Of	course,	you	might	pursue	more	than	one	approach	at	a	time,	scaling	up	and	out.
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While	these	strategies	may	be	of	great	value	to	research	and	development	professionals,	alone	they	are	insufficient
for	creating	and	sustaining	‘good	change’.

	

Shifting	the	focus	to	scaling	impact

Much	of	the	scaling	up,	out	or	deep	logic	comes	from	the	successful	experience	of	the	private	sector,	where	scaling
is	equivalent	to	growth,	expansion	and	control.	And	indeed,	if	the	goal	is	private	return,	these	may	be	worthy	aims.

But	when	the	goal	is	the	public	good,	scaling	up,	out	or	deep	is	only	valuable	if	it	leads	to	a	commensurate	change
in	positive	impact.

Scaling	Science	is	a	new	approach	to	scaling	that	embraces	the	mindset	and	methods	of	science	to	scale	impact
for	the	public	good,	by	focusing	on	impacts	over	actions.

	

	

Four	guiding	principles	for	scaling	impact
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Following	a	review	of	over	200	research	projects	across	the	Global	South,	we	suggest	four	guiding	principles	for
scaling	impact	(see	the	full	argument	in	this	open	access	book).	The	principles	suggest	a	starting	place.	They
require	critique,	testing,	and	improvement.	Our	hope	is	that	they	spark	a	more	critical	approach	to	scaling	impact	–
embedded	in,	and	supported	by,	science.

	

Justification:	Scaling	is	not	an	imperative,	it’s	a	choice	justified	by	evidence	and	values.	Scientific	evidence	helps
us	understand	whether	an	innovation	can	scale.	Our	shared	values	help	us	understand	whether	it	should	scale.
Justification	starts	with	the	questions,	“Why	scale?”	and,	“Who	decides?”

Optimal	scale:	Optimal	scale	balances	the	magnitude,	variety,	equity,	and	sustainability	of	impacts	in	a	way	that
stakeholders	endorse.	There	are	typically	trade-offs	among	these	dimensions,	and	stakeholders	may	not	agree	on
how	to	balance	them.

Coordination:	Scaling	takes	place	in	complex	systems	and	requires	the	participation	of	an	evolving	set	of	actors.
Their	efforts	may	be	cooperative,	competitive,	or	complementary,	and	their	roles	may	change	over	time.
Consequently,	coordination	demands	a	high	level	of	planning,	adaptation,	and	flexibility,	along	with	a	deep
understanding	of	the	system	we	place	our	innovations	into.

Dynamic	evaluation:	Scaling	is	an	intervention	(we	change	actions	to	improve	impacts)	and	it	can	be	evaluated.
Scaling	produces	dynamic	change	(it	affects	systems	that	in	turn	affect	it)	so	it	requires	dynamic	evaluation.
Historically,	impact	evaluations	have	been	concerned	with	how,	why,	for	whom,	and	under	what	conditions	actions
produce	impact.	Dynamic	evaluation	goes	a	step	further.	It	is	concerned	with	how,	why,	for	whom,	and	under	what
conditions	changing	actions	changes	impact.

more	policies,	programs,	products	and	technologies	will	not	make	a	better	world.	Research	must	inform
these	interventions	and	how	they	optimize	impacts

Pathways	to	impact	at	scale

Scaling	Science,	understood	as	a	justified	and	coordinated	focus	on	impact	at	optimal	scale	(rather	than	just	bigger
or	more),	may	already	be	a	part	of	your	work	–	even	if	you’re	not	calling	it	such.	And	you	don’t	have	to	be	a	vaccine
scientist	for	this	to	be	the	case.	In	this	table,	we	illustrate	how	scaling	matters	for	a	variety	of	purposes.

But	remember,	more	policies,	programs,	products	and	technologies	will	not	make	a	better	world.	Research	must
inform	these	interventions	and	how	they	optimize	impacts.

	

	

Pathway Scaling	is	when	research	is	used
to… For	example,	…	

Policy

…	inform	a	new	policy	for	public	good,
or	perhaps	influence	the	replication,
adaptation	or	extension	of	the	policy
into	new	jurisdictions	to	amplify	its
impact.

…	a	research	program	uses	evidence
from	one	country	that	successfully
implemented	a	tax	on	sugary	drinks,	to
inform	policy	in	another	country	to
achieve	a	similar	impact	on	public
health.
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Program

…	design	a	program,	improve	an
existing	program’s	quality,	change	the
program	to	fit	a	new	context,	or	form
partnerships	with	others	to	improve
overall	impact.

…	evidence	from	a	successful	national
centre	of	science	excellence	is	used	to
establish	similar	centres	in	other
countries	within	the	region.

Behaviour,
practice	or
skill

…	design	behaviour	or	practice	change
interventions	–	such	as	awareness
campaigns,	or	evidence-based
guidelines	–	and	study	the	roll-out	of
these	interventions	for	people	and
organizations.

…	sharing	results	with	communities	of
successful	early	antenatal	visits
encourages	more	pregnant	women	to
visit	a	health	care	facility	in	first	three
months	of	pregnancy.

Product	or
technology

…	produce	new	goods	and	services,
make	existing	products/technologies
more	accessible,	or	optimize	the	value-
chain	underpinning	a	good	or	service
like	a	fertilizer,	software,	vaccine,	or
internet	platform.

…	agricultural	researchers	work	with
farmers	to	develop	a	more	nutritious
variety	of	potato,	and	farming
cooperatives	help	build	the	markets
and	supply	chains	to	reach	consumers
equitably.

Methodology
…	develop,	re-orient,	or	otherwise
optimize	a	way	of	knowing	and/or	doing
that	will	generate	social	impact.

…	users	of	a	novel	participatory
research	approach	share	the	method
with	researchers	in	a	neighbouring
discipline,	and	thereby	expand	the
benefits	of	stakeholder	inclusion	to	a
new	field	of	practice.

	

	

Advancing	Scaling	Science

The	research	supported	by	IDRC	provides	a	starting	point	by	offering	guiding	principles,	pathways,	and	case
studies	for	scaling	impact.

However,	for	a	science	of	scaling	to	develop,	we	need	to	work	together.	We	need	those	with	greatest	knowledge
across	disciplines,	geographies	and	objectives,	and	those	most	impacted	to	co-create	in	these	settings.

We	invite	you	to	join	in	this	effort,	to	share	your	ideas,	experiences	and	lessons.	We	want	to	build	on	this	work	and
unlock	its	full	potential.	We	want	to	scale	its	impact.

	

	

The	Scaling	Science	approach	comes	from	an	exploration	of	research	and	innovation	across	the	Global	South,
supported	by	the	International	Development	Research	Centre	(IDRC).	It	is	currently	being	used/tested	as	a
conceptual	framework	in	an	external	evaluation	of	IDRC’s	strategy	to	scale	research	results.	Join	the	conversation
about	scaling	impact	on	Twitter	@ScalingScience.
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Note:	This	article	gives	the	views	of	the	authors,	and	not	the	position	of	the	LSE	Impact	Blog,	nor	of	the	London
School	of	Economics.	Please	review	our	comments	policy	if	you	have	any	concerns	on	posting	a	comment	below
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