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Align or Perish: Social Enterprise Network Orchestration  
in Sub-Saharan Africa 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Previous research has shown that networks are vital for scaling the impact of social enterprises. 

However, at present, insight into how and why social enterprises successfully orchestrate networks 

over time as they scale, particularly in the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context, is scant. 

Theoretically sensitized by social network theory, our inductive study of six Kenyan social enterprises 

analyzed their phase-contingent network orchestration. Our findings show how and why 

entrepreneurial contextual bridging and circumventing social liability are important for initial scaling, 

whereas aligned capacity building as well as aligning incentives with political actors become 

necessary to develop and navigate social business ecosystems. In sum, we contribute a deeper 

understanding of how and why agentic network actions help social entrepreneurs achieve success as 

they scale in an emerging economy context.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Previous work highlights the importance of social networks for social enterprises, in particular, to 

mobilize resources to tackle societal issues (André & Pache, 2016; Battilana & Lee, 2014; Dacin et al., 

2011). However, although the literature has provided important insights into the types of networks that 

DUH�UHTXLUHG�WR�GHYHORS�DQG�JURZ��³VFDOH´� social impact, it tends to assume networks are developed 

for specific projects, existing already, or that organizations have the leverage to develop networks 

easily, usually because they are large/reputed already (Mair et al., 2016; Venkataraman et al., 2016).     

Yet, social enterprises tend to require changes in their networks based on different resource 

requirements, challenges, and projects over time (Bull et al., 2008; Jacokes & Pryce, 2010; Light, 

2008). Thus, given that networks are particularly important for social enterprises to acquire diverse 

resources (Alvord et al., 2004), exploring how social ventures EXLOG�DQG�PDQDJH��³orchestrate´��

beneficial social network arrangements over time as the social venture grows, and what drives these 

changes, is essential (Barkema et al., 2015; Dacin et al., 2011; Hallen et al., 2020). This exploration is 

particularly important in the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context, where prior research 

has argued collectivistic tendencies (i.e., prioritizing the group over the self; Schwartz, 1990; also see 

Busch & Mudida, 2021; Khavul et al., 2009) prevail, and where networks serve as a substitute for 

weak formal institutions (George et al., 2016; Khanna & Palepu, 2013), while often creating social 

obligations as well (Acquaah & Eshun, 2010; Khayesi & George, 2011; Zoogah et al., 2015). Given 

the lack of systematic insight into how social enterprises scale using social networks in this context 

(Barkema et al., 2015; Perrini et al., 2010), we asked, ³+RZ�DQG�ZK\�GR�VRFLDO�HQWHUSULVHV�in the Sub-

Saharan African emerging economy context successfully orchestrate their networks as they scale?´� 

Our research setting was Kenya, a Sub-Saharan African country characterized by collectivist 

tendencies and relatively weak formal institutions (Busch & Mudida, 2021) that has been at the 

forefront of innovative inclusive business models in emerging economies (UNDP, 2013). Given our 

limited knowledge of how social ventures orchestrate their networks as they scale in this context 

(Barkema et al., 2015; Khayesi et al., 2014), we used an inductive theory-building approach with a 

multiple-case-study design (Eisenhardt, 1989). To better understand network dynamics over time, we 

used a longitudinal qualitative comparative approach (Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2008; Flick, 2009). Our 
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findings show how and why orchestrating social ties as a social enterprise scales is associated with 

success or failure. We identify four novel mechanisms: entrepreneurial contextual bridging and 

circumventing social liability, which are important for dis-embedding from the local context when 

scaling up operations while keeping local legitimacy, and aligned capacity building and aligning 

incentives with political actors, which become necessary to integrate activities across stakeholders 

within the emerging ecosystem. Based on these findings, our study makes two contributions.  

First, we contribute to a deeper understanding of how and why social enterprises in the Sub-

Saharan emerging economy context orchestrate networks as their ventures scale and require different 

resources over time (Dacin et al., 2011; Stephann et al., 2016). Capturing the social veQWXUHV¶ network 

dynamics over time contributes to our understanding of how and why agentic network actions can help 

realize success as ventures scale (Hallen et al., 2020; Stephann et al., 2016) in this context, and how 

design and orchestration failures (van Wijk et al., 2020) can be circumvented via effective network 

orchestration. This has important implications for our understanding of sustainable entrepreneurial 

interventions and solutions in resource-constrained contexts (Humphrey & Navas-Aleman, 2010; 

Sutter, Bruton, & Chen, 2019) by explaining KRZ�VWDNHKROGHUV¶�LQWHUHVWV�FDQ�EH�DOLJQHG�RYHU�WLPH�WR�

³NHHS�WKLQJV�WRJHWKHU´�DQG�WR�HQDFW�HIIHFWLYH�HFRV\VWHPV�WKDW�RXWOLYH�IXQGHUV��:LMN�HW�DO��������� 

Second, our study contributes to understanding how to PDQDJH�WKH�³GDUN�VLGH´�RI�VRFLDO�QHWZRUNV��

for instance, expectations of family, friends, and politicians who do not meaningfully contribute to the 

venture (Di Falco & Bulte, 2011; Khayesi et al., 2014). Given that the legitimacy of social enterprises 

in collectivistic settings tends to be based on achieving social objectives and being locally embedded 

(Busch & Barkema, 2019; Light, 2008), instead of using simple decoupling mechanisms (e.g., 

Granovetter, 1995; Maurer & Ebers, 2006), the successful enterprises in our study decoupled these 

social ties from the social enterprise while providing value to them.  

In sum, we provide new insights into how and why successful social enterprises develop and align 

networks in an emerging economy context over time, which improves our collective understanding of 

how agentic network actions can help overcome structural constraints as ventures scale (Hallen et al., 

2020) in this context.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Social enterprises²enterprises with an embedded social purpose (Austin et al., 2006)²often aim to 

increase their social impact by ³VFDOLQJ´��$QGUp�	�3DFKH��������%UDGDFK��������%ORRP�	�6Nloot, 

2010; Dees et al., 2004; Santos, 2012). In this respect, ³VFDOLQJ�XS´²expanding to reach more 

beneficiaries²has been used most widely (André & Pache, 2016), often in tandem with ³VFDOLQJ�

GHHS´ (offering more benefits to an existing group). 

These approaches tend to rely on complex networked business models and resource-mobilization 

strategies, where different stakeholders, such as customers, donors, government, or other partners, add 

to the resources or revenues for the social enterprise and fund the service for beneficiaries (André & 

Pache, 2016; Dees et al., 2004). In combination with the need for broader alliance building to address 

often intricate societal challenges²requiring the insights and resources of a broad variety of partners 

(Alvord, Brown, & Letts, 2004; Dacin, Dacin, & Tracey, 2011)²this shows the importance of 

QHWZRUNV�IRU�VFDOLQJ�VRFLDO�HQWHUSULVHV¶�LPSDFW��%ORRP�	 Smith, 2010; Busch & Barkema, 2019; 

Light, 2008).  

However, although this research highlights the importance of social networks for social enterprises 

(André & Pache, 2016; Battilana & Lee, 2014; Bloom & Smith, 2010; Dacin et al., 2011; Dees et al., 

2004), it typically implicitly assumes networks are developed for particular projects, existing already, 

or that organizations have the leverage to develop networks easily, usually because they are 

large/reputed already (Mair & Marti, 2009; Mair et al., 2016; Venkataraman et al., 2016). For 

example, work on well-established social organizations in emerging economy contexts, such as 

BRAC, highlights the importance of local networks to reach social goals related to specific projects 

(Mair & Marti, 2009; Mair et al., 2016; Venkataraman et al., 2016). Yet, we know that social 

enterprises tend to require changes in their networks, based on different resource requirements, 

challenges, and projects as they scale over time (Light, 2008; Phillips et al., 2019). This suggests that 

whether and how firms are able to accommodate shifting demands by adjusting their social networks 

over time may have important performance implications (Nicholls & Murdock, 2012; Phillips et al., 

2019). Thus, given that networks are key for VRFLDO�HQWHUSULVHV¶�UHVRXUFH�DFTXLVLWLRQ�DQG�FRRUGLQDWLRQ 

(Austin et al., 2006; Light, 2008), exploring how successful social enterprises orchestrate social 
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networks as they grow, and why²that is, what explains these changes²is important (Barkema et al., 

2015; Dacin et al., 2011; Perrini, Vurro, & Costanzo, 2010).  

However, a gap in our understanding exists regarding how and why relevant networks need to²

and can²EH�EXLOW�DQG�PDQDJHG��³RUFKHVWUDWHG´��RYHU�WLPH��6WHSKDQn et al., 2016). This need is 

particularly salient in the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context, where collectivistic 

tendencies (i.e., prioritizing group over the self; Schwartz, 1990; also see Busch & Mudida, 2021; 

Khavul et al., 2009; Khayesi et al., 2014) prevail, and where networks often serve as a substitute for 

weak formal institutions (George et al., 2016; Khanna & Palepu, 2013), although this often creates 

social obligations as well (Acquaah & Eshun, 2010; Khayesi & George, 2011; Zoogah et al., 2015). 

Thus, given that at present, systematic insight into how and why social ventures navigate their 

networks as they scale and tackle emerging challenges in this context in which relationships play a 

crucial role is limited (Barkema et al., 2015; George et al., 2016), we asked, ³How and why do social 

enterprises in the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context successfully orchestrate their 

networks as they scale?´ 

Our research setting was Kenya, a Sub-Saharan African country characterized by relatively strong 

collectivist tendencies and weak formal institutions (Busch & Mudida, 2021) that has been at the 

forefront of inclusive business model innovation in emerging economies (UNDP, 2013), which made 

it an interesting setting for exploring social enterprise networks in an emerging economy context 

(Batjargal et al., 2013; George et al., 2016; Khayesi & George, 2011). We focused on the farming 

VHFWRU��ZKLFK�³GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKH�JUHDWHVW�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�ORZ-LQFRPH�SHRSOH«DV�FRQVXPHUV��SURGXFHUV��

HQWUHSUHQHXUV�DQG�HPSOR\HHV´��81'3�������DQG�LQ�ZKLFK�two thirds of Kenyans are directly or 

indirectly involved. 

Theoretically sensitized by social network theory, we analyzed how social enterprises developed 

their networks in the Kenyan context, to inform our understanding of how and why social networks 

were orchestrated over time as these social enterprises scaled. Given our limited knowledge of how 

social ventures develop their networks over time²especially in the Sub-Saharan African emerging 

economy context, in which entrepreneurs often face additional challenges, such as extensive social 

obligations (Khavul et al., 2009; Khayesi et al., 2014)²we used an inductive-theory-building 
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approach with a multiple-case-study design (Eisenhardt, 1989). To better understand network 

dynamics over time, we used a longitudinal qualitative comparative approach (Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 

2008; Flick, 2009). By comparing success, failure, and turnaround cases²namely, firms that went 

from initially failing to later success²we identified two scaling phases, key characteristics of 

networks during each phase, and underlying mechanisms of how and why social entrepreneurs 

changed these networks based on the specific challenges they encountered over time.  

Our findings show how and why the orchestration of social ties over time²or the lack of such 

orchestration²was associated with success or failure as the ventures scaled. We identified four new 

mechanisms: entrepreneurial contextual bridging and circumventing social liability, which are 

essential for initial scaling, and aligned capacity building and aligning incentives with political actors, 

which become necessary to develop and navigate social business ecosystems. Based on these findings, 

we make two contributions. First, we contribute to a deeper understanding of how social enterprises in 

the Sub-Saharan emerging economy context can successfully orchestrate networks over time (Dacin et 

al., 2011), which helps explicate how and why social enterprises change their networks as their 

ventures scale (Daspit & Long, 2014; Hallen et al., 2020; Stephann et al., 2016). Rather than assuming 

organizations focus merely on specific projects, have static networks, or are already large/reputed 

enough to easily develop local networks (Mair & Marti, 2009; Mair et al., 2016; Venkataraman et al., 

2016), we develop new insights into how and why social enterprises orchestrate networks in an 

emerging economy context when requiring different resources and facing different challenges over 

time. This helps us understand how and why agentic network actions enable success as ventures scale 

(Hallen et al., 2020; Stephann et al., 2016), and how design and orchestration failures (van Wijk et al., 

2020) can be overcome in this context. This has important implications for our collective 

understanding of sustainable entrepreneurial interventions and solutions in resource-constrained 

settings (Bruton, Ketchen, & Ireland, 2013; Humphrey & Navas-Aleman, 2010; Sutter, Bruton, & 

Chen, 2019) by clarifying KRZ�VWDNHKROGHUV¶�LQWHUHVWV�FDQ�EH�DOLJQHG�RYHU�WLPH�WR�³NHHS�WKLQJV�

WRJHWKHU´�DQG�WR�HQDFW�HIIHFWLYH�HFRV\VWHPV�WKDW�RXWOLYH�IXQGers (Wijk et al., 2020). 

Second, and more specifically, we provide new insights into how to manage the ³GDUN�VLGH´�RI�

social networks, for instance, expectations of family, friends, and politicians who do not contribute 
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economically to the venture (Di Falco & Bulte, 2011; Khayesi et al., 2014). Given that the social 

YHQWXUHV¶ legitimacy in a collectivistic context was based on achieving social objectives and on being 

locally embedded (Light, 2008), instead of using simple decoupling mechanisms (Granovetter, 1995; 

Maurer & Ebers, 2006), the successful social enterprises decoupled these social ties from their 

enterprise while providing value to them. Thus, we contribute to a better understanding of how social 

enterprises in this context overcome the dark side of networks (di Falco & Bulte, 2010; George et al., 

2016).  

In sum, we provide new insights into how and why social enterprises can successfully orchestrate 

networks in an emerging economy context, thus improving our understanding of how agentic network 

actions help to overcome phase-contingent constraints as ventures scale (Hallen et al., 2020; Light, 

2008) in this context. We contend that this has important implications for other contexts, including 

those characterized by weak formal institutions in which network orchestration challenges persist, as 

well as other collectivistic contexts that face (over-) embeddedness challenges.  

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Social enterprises and scaling  

Social enterprises leverage resources to address social problems and create value for society (Austin et 

al., 2006; Dacin et al., 2010; Zahra et al., 2008), often when governments and markets fail to address 

important needs (Austin et al., 2006; Dacin et al., 2011; Engelke et al., 2016). A core challenge for 

these ventures is to reconcile social goals with financial sustainability (Battilana & Lee, 2014; 

Battilana et al., 2015; Wry & York, 2017; 2019; York et al., 2016).  

They often aim to increase the value they create for society through ³VFDOLQJ´�WKHLU�VRFLDO�LPSDFW�

(Bauwens, Huybrechts, & Dufays, 2019; Bradach, 2010; Bloom & Skloot, 2010; Dees et al., 2004). 

Scaling strategies can either be ³depth´ scaling, focusing on more benefits for the same beneficiaries, 

or ³breadth´ scaling, focusing on expanding the number of beneficiaries (André & Pache, 2016; 

Davies, Haugh, & Chambers, 2019; Desa & Koch, 2014; Lyon & Fernandez, 2012). Ventures may 

either scale through partnerships (Austin et al., 2016), social franchising (Tracey & Jarvis, 2007), or 

endogenous growth (Lyon & Stevenson, 2012). Typical scaling challenges include over-
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embeddedness (Smith & Stevenson, 2010), hybridity of goals (Kannothra, Manning, & Haigh, 2018), 

mission drift (Ometto et al., 2019), a desire of founders to maintain control (Smith, Kistruck, & 

Cannatelli, 2016), business model and personnel challenges (Camenzuli & McKague, 2015; Lyon & 

Sepulveda, 2012), low public awareness of social enterprises (Hynes, 2009; Lyon & Sepulveda, 2012), 

and problems with resource mobilization (Desa & Koch, 2014; Hynes, 2009; Santos et al., 2015). 

These challenges may be overcome through leveraging the social mission, anchoring, and using social 

networks (Busch & Barkema, 2019; Davies et al., 2019). Social networks are particularly important 

for social enterprises to overcome scaling challenges, because they can allow for gaining access to 

resources, information, and the broader support needed to scale (Dacin, Dacin, & Tracey, 2011; 

Stephann et al., 2016). 

 

Social enterprise networks (in emerging economy contexts)  

Social networks²sets of actors and the ties that connect them²encompass various forms of 

cooperation, such as strategic alliances, collaborations, consortia, and joint ventures (Brass et al., 

2004). Relationships between network members tend to be non-hierarchical, and participants tend to 

operate autonomously based on trust and/or formal contracts (Provan et al., 2007). The ³FRQWHQW´�RI�

the links between participants may include financial and strategic resources (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; 

Zane & De Carolis, 2016), emotional support (Provan & Milward, 2001), or information (Burt, 1997; 

Schutjens & Stam, 2003; Stam and Elfring, 2008). The resulting social capital, that is, ³WKH�VXP�RI�WKH�

actual and potential resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the network and 

WKH�DVVHWV�WKDW�PD\�EH�PRELOL]HG�WKURXJK�WKDW�QHWZRUN´��1DKDSLHW�	�*KRVKDO������������, is often 

essential for venture performance (Dacin et al., 2011; Stephann et al., 2016).1  

Much of the network literature has focused on geographical and other structural positions 

�³VWUXFWXUDO�ORFDOLVP;´�+DOOHQ��'DYLV��	�0XUUD\�������. Often rooted in the social embeddedness 

                                                 
1Theorizing about networks can be grounded in an actor-level view (e.g., individual or organization) or a network-level 
YLHZ��.LOGXII�	�7VDL���������$�³ZKROH�QHWZRUN´�UHIHUV�WR�D�JURXS�RI�³WKUHH�RU�PRUH�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�FRQQHFWHG�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�
facilitate achievHPHQW�RI�D�FRPPRQ�JRDO´��3URYDQ�HW�DO���������������7KHVH�organizations tend to be goal directed and 
formally established and governed, rather than serendipitous (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003). Dyads often form the building blocks 
of networks, and dyad-centered research tends to look at collections of two-party relationships that form a network of 
relationships, thus focusing on a network of relationships rather than the network itself (Provan et al., 1997). Previous 
research shows enterprises that form multiple ties at the same time are particularly successful (Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009; 
Webb et al., 2010), because this success can increase access to information and resources.   



 

  
 

8 

paradigm (Granovetter, 1985; Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993; Uzzi, 1997), this research tends to 

assume new ties are linked WR�HQWUHSUHQHXUV¶�local networks, with substantial path dependency, where 

initial network advantages and disadvantages are reinforced and amplified over time (Sydow, 

Schreyogg, & Koch, 2009; Vergne & Durand, 2010; also see Hallen et al., 2020). Social 

HPEHGGHGQHVV�WKHQ�UHIHUV�WR�³WKH�QDWXUH��GHSWK��DQG�H[WHQt RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�WLHV�LQWR�DQ�HQYLURQPHQW��

FRPPXQLW\��RU�VRFLHW\´��0F.HHYHU��$QGHUVRQ��	�-DFN��������������Whereas embeddedness can 

enable access to resources and opportunities, over-embeddedness can constrain this access through 

factors such as cognitive and relational lock-in (Busch & Barkema, 2020; Maurer & Ebers, 2006), re-

enforcing path dependencies.    

More recent work, however, focuses on agentic network action, ³FUHDWLQJ´�new paths rather than 

following a structural path dependency (Garud, Kumaraswamy, & Karnøe, 2010; Hallen et al., 2020). 

This research stream has led to calls to explore how agentic actions influence network structures as 

ventures scale, and how networks develop from inception to maturity, to better understand how 

entrepreneurs orchestrate networks over time (Hallen et al., 2020). 

This is particularly relevant for social ventures, which often have to access a variety of resources 

and partners to tackle complex social issues over time (Alvord et al., 2004; Dacin et al., 2011). Given 

that deep local embeddedness is often necessary to solve complex, context-specific social problems 

(Beckmann & Zeyen, 2014; Mair et al., 2016), social ventures early on in their development often 

engage with local stakeholders to develop shared goals and shape the rules of engagement (Austin et 

al., 2006). This requires creating networks of actors with different norms and expectations, often 

leading to frictions (Light, 2008). Such tensions may hamper scaling, and only a few successfully 

develop the required networks (Light, 2008; Zahra et al., 2008). Approaches such as social franchising 

and licensing may help specialization and scaling while staying locally embedded (Beckmann & 

Zeyen, 2014; Tracey & Jarvis, 2007; Volery & Hackl, 2010). However, goal asymmetry with 

stakeholders such as local entrepreneurs or middlemen may cause problems among stakeholders in a 

network (Tracey & Jarvis, 2007), hampering network alignment, particularly in emerging economy 

contexts (Busch & Barkema, 2020).  
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In emerging economy contexts, formal institutions (e.g., laws, property rights, and governmental 

regulation; Fligstein, 2001; Mair et al., 2011; North, 1991)2 WKDW�HVWDEOLVK�WKH�³UXOHV�RI�WKH�JDPH´�

(North, 1990) for entrepreneurial activities tend to be weak (Batjargal et al., 2013; Owen-Smith & 

Powell, 2008). Thus, alternative compensatory social structures are often needed (Khanna & Palepu, 

1997; Webb et al., 2009), and enterprises tend to rely on social networks in order to tackle related 

challenges such as heightened uncertainty (Ahlstrom & Bruton, 2006; Puffer, McCarthy, & Boisot, 

2009; Seelos & Mair, 2007; Webb et al., 2010). Earlier research in emerging economy contexts (Mair 

& Marti, 2009; Mair et al., 2016; Venkataraman et al., 2016) provides important insights into how 

local networks²often, for projects²are developed and orchestrated, for example, by working with 

local leaders or by using social governance mechanisms. However, this research typically assumes 

organizations already have networks and the leverage to develop relationships with stakeholders, such 

as governments and local councils. However, although previous research explores projects and 

interventions of established organizations (Ebata & Huettel, 2019; Vicol et al., 2018), we know little 

about whether and how networks emerge, change, and are effective over time, for example, once 

funding runs out (Humphrey & Navas-Aleman, 2010; Mitchell, Coles, & Keane, 2009; Webber & 

Labaste, 2010). 

This is important because research on social enterprises (Light, 2008; Nicholls & Murdock, 2012; 

Phillips et al., 2019) shows D�YHQWXUH¶V resource needs, goals, and challenges change over time. 

However, we know little about the mechanisms of network development and how networks can be 

successfully orchestrated over time (Stephann et al., 2016), particularly in the Sub-Saharan emerging 

economy context. In these contexts, formal and informal networks are crucial (Barkema et al., 2015; 

George et al., 2016; Khavul et al., 2009; Rivera-Santos et al., 2015; Umoh, 2006; Yenkey, 2015) yet 

also imply social obligations and expectations regarding how resources are to be distributed (Acquaah 

& Eshun, 2010; Khayesi & George, 2011; Zoogah et al., 2015), which can impede social ventures 

from scaling up.  

Hence, better understanding how social ventures orchestrate and align networks to respond to these 

challenges as they scale is necessary (Barkema et al., 2015; Dacin, Dacin, & Tracey, 2011; Perrini et 

                                                 
2 Informal institutions, in turn, refer to elements such as traditions, customs, and religious beliefs (Fligstein, 2001; Mair et 
al., 2011; North, 1991).  
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al., 2010). Given a lack of theory in this domain, we inductively explored how social enterprises 

orchestrated their networks in the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context, and how and why 

successful social enterprises aligned stakeholder networks over time as they scaled (Langley, 1999; 

Sonenshein, 2014; Williams and Shepherd, 2016). 

METHODS 

 
The Kenyan Context 

Kenya was an interesting context to explore our research question, because it is at the forefront of 

social business innovation in emerging economies (UNDP, 2013), while having relatively weak formal 

institutions and strong collectivistic tendencies (Busch & Mudida, 2021). High levels of uncertainty 

result, making the country an interesting setting for our research, because networks in such contexts 

are particularly important for coordination and to reduce transaction costs (Ahlstrom & Bruton, 2006; 

Batjargal et al., 2014; Khayesi & George, 2011; Ndemo & Weiss, 2017).  

We used a multiple-case-study design for more generalizable and robust theory building than a 

single-case-study design would allow (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). To effectively compare 

ventures, we focused on one industry (Hallen & Eisenhardt, 2012), the farming sector, directly or 

indirectly involving two thirds of Kenyans. This sector also ³GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKH�JUHDWHVW�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�

low-income people«DV�FRQVXPHUV��SURGXFHUV��HQWUHSUHQHXUV�DQG�HPSOR\HHV´��81'3������������ 

We started by mapping the context using publicly available information and, for deeper contextual 

understanding, interviewed six experts from, respectively, two impact funds, a social enterprise 

network, two relevant social enterprises, and a local university. They informed us about the context, 

the agriculture sector, ventures in this sector, and success and failure patterns related to networks, 

enabling us to identify cases to research and secure introductions to databases and interviewees. Both 

authors have been active in the Kenyan social enterprise context since 2010 and worked on many local 

research projects; the experience of the first author in founding and scaling a global social enterprise 

operating in several African countries, including Kenya, added to contextual understanding. 

Using theoretical sampling, we selected cases to fill theoretical categories (Flick, 2009; Hallen & 

Eisenhardt, 2012). To generate deeper insights into the evolution, characteristics, and use of networks, 

we selected cases operating under similar conditions but with high performance variety (Flick, 2009). 
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To better understand network dynamics and social venture scaling, we explored and compared 

ventures that had successfully ³VFDOed XS´�with those that failed to do so (Cardinal et al., 2011). 

Defining performance measures to identify what was ³VXFFHVVIXO´�YersuV�³XQVXFFHVVIXO´ was a 

challenge given the diversity of goals (Nadolska & Barkema, 2014) and the limited availability of 

performance data for our context. To capture the multidimensional nature of scaled social 

performance, the literature and discussions with industry experts led to a simple yet effective two-

dimensional conceptualization: survival coupled with scaled social impact.  

:H�RSHUDWLRQDOL]HG�³VXUYLYDO´�DV�WKH�ELQDU\�PHDVXUH�XVHG�LQ�WKH�business-venture literature, that is, 

whether the venture was retained or abandoned (Pennings, Lee, & van Witteloostuijn, 1998; Nadolska 

& Barkema, 2014). Based on the social-performance-measurement literature, we operationalized 

scaled social impact as the income increase of the target group, namely, farmers, in relevant locations 

(see Paton, 2003; Uvin et al., 2000; also see Bagnoli & Megali 2009). Following the understanding of 

successful scaling up (Uvin et al., 2000) as the expansion of an organizatiRQ¶V�UHDFK�EH\RQG�WKH�ORFDO�

level, with critical mass achieved at three locations, we used a minimum 10% increase in 

EHQHILFLDULHV¶�KRXVHKROG�LQFRPH, holding labor input constant, for at least 100 farmers in at least three 

locations at the time of sampling.3 Thus, we used a measure that we could reasonably expect to 

correlate with positive outcomes, that is, enabling small-scale farming as a viable lifestyle (see 

Ebrahim, 2013; Paton, 2003). These measures were established using archival data from public 

sources, internal reports, local social enterprise funder materials, and interviews with experts and 

stakeholders, such as farmers and funders (for a justification, see Acquaah, 2007).  

We initially identified 26 ventures as successful or unsuccessful, and continued our theoretical 

sampling procedure by screening key variables known to affect the relationship between social 

networks and relevant outcomes (Lerner, Brush, & Hisrich, 1997; Yli-Renko et al., 2001), holding 

constant spatial or institutional contingencies that may influence DQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ¶V�GHYHORSPHQW�

(Maurer & Ebers, 2006). We selected cases operating within the same regulatory frame (the major 

                                                 
3 In this paper, we refer to farmers as both beneficiaries and clients, because they were part of the economic model as 
clients; they were also the object of the social goals, and therefore were beneficiaries. Thus, we used each term depending 
on what was most relevant in the context of the discussion. 



 

  
 

12 

regional clusters Nairobi and Kisumu), in the same sector (agriculture), and of the same type (focused 

on social impact) and organizational age.  

We selected initiatives old enough to potentially have scaled already, that is, older than two years 

DW�WKH�VWXG\¶V�VWDUW, up to 15 years. This approach allowed for network changes to have happened, with 

a high likelihood that respondents could accurately recall events (Huber and Power, 1985), while those 

involved in the formation phase were typically still involved. That is, in all companies, the founders 

were still active, enabling us to track the evolution of enterprise networks from the beginning. We also 

³controlled´ for direct access to resources; no social venture could draw on a rich resource base such 

as a holding company, and all needed to develop external networks to access resources. We also 

considered the academic background of the founders and management team; all had a similar level of 

education, often relevant for the venture, such as finance or marketing. After this initial screening, 14 

ventures remained.  

Despite our strong local embeddedness via several local research projects, cultural barriers initially 

slowed down interviewing respondents at these ventures, and we therefore used a variety of 

approaches. For instance, we asked for introductions from partner organizations such as Ashoka, 

Acumen Fund, and EASEN, with whom the target organization had a trusted relationship. With a 

positive response, we followed up directly. With no response, which happened more often, we asked a 

second person from another partner organization to introduce us. Several CEOs responded but 

declined, citing time constraints. The remaining eight organizations²six successes, two failures²

were generally interested. To establish trust and goodwill, we immersed ourselves in the local 

community wherever possible and offered post-study incentives, such as consulting and introductions 

to partners. These discussions led us to drop two ³VXFFHVVIXO´�organizations due to unreliable answer 

patterns, leaving us with four successes and two failures.  

Our final sample comprised six social agri-ventures, which engaged low-income residents, 

particularly farmers. All ventures provided farmers with key supplies such as fertilizer and aimed to 

help them increase their income (see Table 1). All ventures faced the business-model challenge of 

poor customers, requiring the enterprise to look for a broad range of potential funders early on, such as 

international development organizations, NGOs, and grant-based collaborations, while generating their 
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own revenue, by selling their outputs to farmers and supermarkets (see Table 1). Other challenges 

included seasonality, low profit margins, and restrictions on scale due to regulations; for example, 

honey or fertilizer certifications were less developed in Kenya, limiting export opportunities and 

increasing local competition, reducing prices.  

³6XFFHVVIXO´�ILUPV��$JUL-S1; Agri-S2; Agri-T1; Agri-T2) survived financially and satisfied scaled 

social impact measured as described above. Two ultimately successful ventures went through periods 

of decline before turning around. That is, they first appeared on a failing trajectory and then became 

successful; ZH�ODEHOOHG�WKHP�³WXUQDURXQG.´ (This variation represented PRUH�³REVHUYDWLRQV´�in terms 

of comparing ³VXFFHVV´�DQG�³IDLlure.´� All successful ventures reached a minimum 10% increase in 

EHQHILFLDULHV¶�KRXVHKROG�LQFRPH�IRU�RYHU�����IDUPHUV�LQ�RYHU�WKUHH�ORFDWLRQV²our scaling measure²

at the time of sampling. Unsuccessful �³IDLOHG´� initiatives (Agri-F1; Agri-F2) had no significant social 

impact and did not survive. To improve the validity of our measures (see Nadolska & Barkema, 2014), 

we asked some social entrepreneurs and their stakeholders whether they considered the firm 

successful; their assessments broadly aligned with ours. Before or during our study, the four successful 

ventures and their leaders were recognized as Ashoka, Echoing Green, or Unreasonable Institute 

fellows, as further signals of WKHLU�³VFDOHG´�LPSDFW� 

------------------------------------ 
Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------------ 
 

Data collection  

We explored WKH�SHULRG�IURP�WKH�YHQWXUHV¶�FRQFHSWLRQ�XQWLO�$XJXVW������DQG�FROOHFWHG�longitudinal 

data for over a decade, from April 2011 to September 2021. We employed between-method 

triangulation to improve the accuracy of emergent theory, collecting data through interviews, emails, 

Skype calls, archival data such as internal growth plans (Yin, 2003), and observations, for example, at 

local ³show farms´ that educated farmers on fertilizer effects.  

We conducted 64 interviews: 12 expert interviews²six at the beginning and six toward the end of 

the study period²and 52 semi-structured interviews with founders, senior staff involved in high-level 

decisions, and key stakeholders, such as funders. This focus on actors responsible for network 

development aligns with research on entrepreneurial tie formation (Katila & Chen, 2008; Ozcan & 
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Eisenhardt, 2009). Interviews typically lasted 50-70 minutes and were conducted during four trips to 

Kenya, two to four weeks each, and via Skype. To capture key developments and changes over time, 

we interviewed most participants twice over the study. Our questions were sensitized by the relevant 

literature and were loosely framed to allow new ideas to emerge (Flick, 2009). The topic guide 

included questions about organizational development, access to external networks, and relationships it 

had developed. During the interviews, we made explicit reference to key events such as securing 

funding to trigger retrospective inspection (Merton & Kendall, 1946), which also facilitated 

subsequent interview questions about changes related to critical events, such as the closing of a 

partnership and its effects.  

$�³VQRZEDOOLQJ´�DSSURDFK��0RUJDQ���008) to sampling began with an interview with the CEO or 

founder that ended by asking for referrals to the most relevant people to interview. These 

recommendations usually corresponded with people we had identified beforehand through experts and 

archival mapping, including internal documents. We interviewed all active founders, as well as key 

people responsible for networks, such as senior strategists. We used interviews with funders and 

experts from support institutions, such as local incubators for data triangulation (Denzin, 1989). We 

recorded interviews whenever possible (Flick, 2009). If respondents showed discomfort, we prioritized 

open communication over recording and used handwritten notes.  

Consistent with the logic of theoretical saturation, we limited the number of interviewees per case 

DQG�RPLWWHG�³SVHXGR-LQWHUYLHZV´�WKDW�FRXOG�KDYH�LQFUHDVHG�WKH�WRWDO�QXPEHU�ZLWKRXW�DGGLQJ�WR�TXDOLW\��

For example, we interviewed several farmers who helped confirm the actual impact of the venture but 

whose insights regarding our core questions were limited; we did not count them as part of the 64.  

We tackled potential informant bias in several ways. For example, we blended retrospective 

accounts with real-time accounts of emerging and ongoing events, such as a new funder relationship 

(Leonard-Barton, 1990). The use of retrospective data enabled the efficient collection of more 

observations, whereas the real-time data mitigated retrospective bias (Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009). We 

encouraged openness through anonymity and asked ³FRXUWURRP�TXHVWLRQV´�IRFXVing on factual 

accounts (Hallen & Eisenhardt, 2012). In addition, we used archival data to contextualize our findings, 

that is, methodological triangulation (Denzin, 1989). However, the nature of our organizations, 
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namely, early phase, entails an inherent lack of history and documentation, so we used these 

GRFXPHQWV�IRU�FRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQ�DQG�WULDQJXODWLRQ��UDWKHU�WKDQ�DV�³LQIRUPDWLRQ�FRQWDLQHUV�´� 

 

Data analysis 

Our data analysis was partly planned, partly emergent. We shifted back and forth between data, 

emerging patterns, and theory on networks and social enterprises. This iterative analysis was not 

linear, but for simplicity, we discuss it here in succinct steps (see Graebner, 2009). First, we composed 

case accounts for the six ventures, emphasizing process patterns of events (Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Sonenshein, 2014), as well as networks. We started with a within-case analysis and then began a cross-

case analysis. 

Within-case analysis. We aggregated data for each venture, including timelines and informant 

quotes (Flick, 2009): 37±122 pages per venture. We coded emerging themes to identify underlying 

social processes and categories (Flick, 2009). This process was both data and theory driven, using the 

literature on networks and social entrepreneurship to inform the coding. Succinct themes emerged, 

ZKLFK�ZH�FRGHG�DV�³QRGHV�´�)RU�H[DPSOH��RXU�LQIRUPDQWV�LQWHUSUHWHG�YHQWXUH�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ phases, 

WULJJHUHG�E\�TXHVWLRQV�VXFK�DV�³KRZ�GLG�\RXU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�GHYHORS�RYHU�WLPH"´ Therefore, we coded 

and re-coded phases based on the emerging data; that is, we used a temporal bracketing strategy 

(Langley, 1999). These periods were demarcated by changing venture roles, needs, and challenges. 

For example, informants interpreted their initial role as laying the foundations for the venture and its 

network, indicated by quotes such as ³WKHUH�ZDV�>D@�IRFXV�RQ�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�ZKDW�WKH�SUREOHP�ZDV� 

(Founder, Agri-S2). Later, they VWDUWHG�³VFDOLQJ,´ indicated by quotes such as ³scaling the networks´ 

(CEO, Agri-S2).  

Next, we coded and recoded based on emerging network characteristics per organization, per 

phase. We went through several coding iterations to ultimately arrive at two scaling phases. We also 

coded emerging mechanisms and conditions; some were more pronounced in some phases than in 

others. (Although we used ³phases´ as broader temporal demarcations, our coding iterations focused 

on the demarcation of ³SKDVHV´�based on the respective challenges rather than merH�³OLQHDU´ 

development over time; i.e., phases can overlap). To improve accuracy and validity, we discussed our 

ILQGLQJV�ZLWK�VRPH�RI�WKH�VRFLDO�HQWUHSUHQHXUV��7R�WDFNOH�WKH�FKDOOHQJH�RI�³WKH�SRWHQWLDO�HQGOHVVQHVV�RI�
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RSWLRQV�IRU�FRGLQJ�DQG�FRPSDULVRQV´��)Oick, 2009: 317), we used sensitizing concepts from the 

literature to imagine potential demarcations without imposing them. We used qualitative analysis 

software, NVivo9*, for its good integration of memos and indexing to improve transparency and 

effectiveness of the coding process (Flick, 2009). 

Cross-case analysis. We embarked on a cross-case analysis to detect similarities and differences 

between cases (Denzin, 1989; Eisenhardt, 1989), comparing successful and unsuccessful cases. 

Comparing cases across dimensions, we identified succinct patterns (see Table 2). We engaged in an 

iterative process, moving between theory and data, until we reached theoretical saturation, that is, a 

close match between data and theory (Bansal & Corley, 2012). Comparing emerging theoretical 

concepts with the literature enabled us to make sense of emerging data and refine theoretical 

relationships and underlying mechanisms (Eisenhardt, 1989).  

Table 2 shows how we moved from quotes to aggregate dimensions for our conceptual framework 

(Flick, 2009). To LQFUHDVH�WKH�GHJUHH�RI�FRQILGHQFH�LQ�RXU�VWXG\¶V�GDWD�DQG�DQDO\VLV��ZH�XVHG�H[LVWLQJ�

criteria for elevating trustworthiness in qualitative research: credibility, dependability, confirmability, 

and transferability (Amankwaa, 2016; Flick, 2009; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To 

enhance credibility, we used prolonged engagement (i.e., spending sufficient time in the field to 

understand the setting and engage meaningfully with members of that setting; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 

during several extensive trips to Kenya. We used peer-debriefing with local academics (e.g., at 

Strathmore University and at the University of Nairobi), member-checking (e.g., with participating 

social entrepreneurs), and reflective discussions with local experts (e.g., of the local entrepreneurship 

hub, iHub, and members of the local Ashoka office). Our close collaboration with Strathmore 

University, based on close ties between the research team and Kenyan academics²including Kenyan 

academics with whom we co-authored related papers²allowed us to engage closely with the local 

ecosystem. To increase the dependability and confirmability of our data, we used regular peer 

debriefings among the co-authors, as well as frequent presentations of our results at Sub-Saharan 

African universities (e.g., Strathmore University; University of Nairobi; University of Cape Town) and 

at academic conferences such as the Africa Academy of Management Annual Meeting. We discuss the 
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transferability judgment of our findings, especially to (a) other collectivistic settings and (b) other 

emerging economy contexts²as well as limitations²in more detail below.  

FINDINGS 

Two scaling phases, capturing strategic actions and network changes, emerged from our data, which 

ZH�ODEHOHG�³VFDOLQJ�SKDVH��´�DQG�³VFDOLQJ�SKDVH��.´ Each phase showed common characteristics and 

challenges across ventures and helped explain why social ventures had to adjust their networks as they 

scaled. Whereas scaling phase 1 network issues tended to be related to embeddedness challenges (i.e., 

being sufficiently but not too much embedded in their respective local context while aiming to 

expand), scaling phase 2 network issues tended to be about ecosystem creation and alignment issues 

(i.e., building capacity of beneficiaries (i.e., farmers) conjointly with productive stakeholders such as 

international funders, and aligning with the objectives of government officials, who were of particular 

relevance in this context).    

Successful and unsuccessful social enterprises responded differently to these challenges, and we 

identified salient differences in underlying network mechanisms (see Table 2 for additional evidence). 

Two organizations (Agri-S1 and Agri-S2) scaled successfully; two failed to do so and folded over time 

(Agri-F1 and Agri-F2); and two (Agri-T1 and Agri-T2) followed a trajectory whereby success 

changed over time: after an initial period of expansion, they went through a decline period, eventually 

reversing their ³Iailing´ strategies and returning to successful scaling, thus adding additional richness 

to our findings. Figure 1 captures our emerging insights, which we discuss in the rest of this section.  

------------------------------------ 
Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------------ 

Emergence 

All six ventures started with identifying a core social problem of a relevant target group, namely, their 

beneficiaries, and developing an idea on how to tackle it. Key challenges at the beginning included 

framing, communicating, and legitimizing the idea, and gathering information about the target market. 

To tackle these challenges, the ventures tapped a network of existing ties²contacts that the founders 

had developed before starting their venture²with research institutes (Agri-S2), close friends, and 

family members (Agri-F1; Agri-S1; Agri-T1). People around the entrepreneurs initially did not 
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completely understand the social idea and/or the related products. However, "they tried their best to be 

able to understand. . . . They had faith in what we are doing´��)RXQGHU��$JUL-S1). For instance, the 

HQWHUSULVHV¶ focus on social objectives was difficult to grasp��JLYHQ�WKDW�³Where were few organizations 

[and individuals] which were intrigued by driving social development using the efficiencies of the 

private sector. . . . [The confusion] was due to a lack of detailed understanding . . . [of the] . . . social 

aspect´ (Founder, Agri-T1). This later led to unusual network choices, for example, the need to partner 

with international organizations for funding and legitimacy when expanding across local contexts.  

All social ventures initially leveraged these relationships for unidirectional emotional and resource 

support, in particular, to gain access to ideas, knowledge, and feedback (Agri-T1; Agri-F2), emotional 

support (Agri-F1), and material resources (Agri-S1). This helped them overcome early challenges such 

as legitimizing the project.4 Although we did not observe salient differences among ventures in this 

early phase, differences became increasingly visible when the ventures started expanding.  

 

Scaling phase 1  

In the first scaling phase, all ventures began testing and selling products to a broader audience: ³The 

demand was there, then scaling it´ (Founder, Agri-T2). Challenges included establishing a reliable and 

scalable supply chain and maintaining local embeddedness while expanding into different geographies 

with diverse local needs.  

To tackle these scaling challenges, the ultimately successful ventures (Agri-S1; Agri-S2; Agri-T1; 

Agri-T2) started to expand their network with local communities and NGOs across different 

geographies. To get the necessary financial support, reputation, and scale, successful social enterprises 

developed extensive links with international organizations, such as the World Bank, that were 

introduced to them by local support organizations, such as local incubators. These international 

organizations often were crucial to gaining the financial capital and knowledge necessary to expand. 

Thus, successful social ventures developed a strong local network in an expanding set of geographies 

paired with international ties. For instance, the CEO of Agri-T1 illustrated this point by highlighting 

                                                 
4 These insights correspond to challenges and networking behavior that have been observed in previous research on early-
stage social enterprises, especially regarding the liability of newness (Austin et al., 2006; Perrini et al., 2010). However, we 
included this description of emergence to foreshadow how and why in subsequent phases different challenges required 
changes in networks. 
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WKDW�WKHLU�IRXQGHU�ZDV�³very good at building relationships with NGOs and [international] 

GHYHORSPHQW�DJHQFLHV��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�OHG�WR�D�ORW�RI�WKDW�LQLWLDO�JURZWK�´ Furthermore, in contrast to the 

one-way relationships during ³emergence,´ successful ventures (Agri-S1; Agri-S2; Agri-T1; Agri-T2) 

were now developing reciprocal relationships because they had established themselves, were starting 

to be profitable, and were able to provide value to partners, which they were not able to do at the 

beginning. For example, collaborations ZLWK�ORFDO�XQLYHUVLWLHV�IRFXVHG�RQ�EULQJLQJ�WKH�XQLYHUVLWLHV¶�

knowledge into the company, contributing to their programs, or involving students in venture activities 

(e.g., Agri-T1).  

By contrast, unsuccessful ventures were unable to develop these effective local relationships with 

universities and other stakeholders providing new insights or resources and had fragile or no 

international ties. For instance, the founder of Agri-F1 acknowledged that although his venture was 

strongly embedded in the local context, it was via unproductive ties that developed collectivistic 

expectations toward the venture (see below), and he was ³YHU\�DWWDFKHG�WR�WKH�ORFDO�SHRSOH��DOZD\V�

wanted to help everywhere,´�DQG�often took on ineffective family members and other unproductive 

network partners. The successful ventures, in turn, ZHUH�HPEHGGHG�LQ�WKH�ORFDO�FRPPXQLW\�EXW�³NHSW�LW�

SURIHVVLRQDO´�(Founder, Agri-T2). For example, the founder of Agri-6��³EURXJKW�LQ�NH\�JX\V�WR�GR�

procurement and other areas, and I made it clear to them that they are now in charge, so that I can say 

WR�SHRSOH�ZKR�DVN�PH�IRU�IDYRUV��µWKHVH�JX\V�DUH�LQ�FKDUJH�RI�PDNLQJ�WKHVH�GHFLVLRQV¶«DQG�,�WROG�WKH�

people working for me that they can only hire people that meet all the standards, and that people they 

DQG�,�NQRZ�QHHG�WR�FRPSHWH�ZLWK�HYHU\RQH�HOVH�´� 

Whereas the successful ventures had local founders, the ventures that were led by foreigners²

Agri-F2 was run by American founders, Agri-T1 had hired an American CEO²faced the challenge of 

EHLQJ�³XQGHU-HPEHGGHG´�DQG�KDd issues FRQQHFWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�ORFDO�FRPPXQLW\��³7R�JHW�EX\-in from 

ORFDOV�������FDQ�EH�D�ELJ�KXUGOH´��)RXQGHU��$gri-F2). The founder of Agri T1, which went through a 

PDMRU�GHFOLQH�SKDVH�EHIRUH�WXUQLQJ�DURXQG��UHSRUWHG�WKDW�³QRW�EHLQJ�ORFDO�QHFHVVLWDWHG�EXLOGLQJ�

UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�WKH�ORFDO�FRPPXQLW\�IURP�VFUDWFK�´�7KH�FRPSDQ\¶V�$PHULFDQ�&(2�RIWHQ�IHOW�

awkward about being at ribbon ceremonies in villages as the only white person, and he found 

FRQQHFWLQJ�ZLWK�YLOODJHUV�ZDV�KDUG��³DV�LI�,�ZDV�MXVW�D�E\VWDQGHU�´�2YHU�WLPH��WKH�PDQDJHPHQW�WHDP�
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handed more and more (equity) control to locals, to be able to immerse the venture more deeply in the 

local community. Hence, ventures run by non-locals had to make additional efforts to develop local 

buy-in, successfully so in the case of Agri-T1. For example, they coopted local community members 

EHFDXVH�³SHRSOH�QHHG�WR�KHDU�IURP�WKeir friends that we are reliable²GRQ¶W�WDNH�P\�ZRUG�IRU�LW��OHW¶V�

KHDU�LW�IURP�\RXU�IULHQG´��)RXQGHU��$JUL-T1).  

In sum, whereas all ultimately successful social ventures over time developed crucial ties locally 

and internationally, the unsuccessful venture Agri-F��ZDV�³RYHU-HPEHGGHG´�ZLWK�LQHIIHFWLYH�FRQWDFWV��

and the unsuccessful venture Agri-F2 had problems establishing relevant contacts.  

Two mechanisms emerged that explain how and why successful ventures in this phase coped with 

the embeddedness and related expansion challenges and orchestrated their networks differently from 

unsuccessful ones: entrepreneurial contextual bridging and circumventing social liability.  

Entrepreneurial contextual bridging. When ventures faced the challenge of expanding across 

geographies with different languages or local dialects, we observed a clear difference in the 

entrepreneurs¶�DELOLW\ to establish rapport with local stakeholders. The successful entrepreneurs used 

entrepreneurial forms of transferring new meanings and practices to a context in a locally sensitive 

way (³FRQWH[WXDO�EULGJLQJ´ McKague et al., 2015; Venkataraman et al., 2016), given that in addition 

to needing to establish local rapport, they had to overcome liability of newness (Austin et al., 2006; 

Perrini et al., 2010) as early-stage social enterprises. We define entrepreneurial contextual bridging as 

³WUDQVIHUULQJ�QHZ�PHDQLQJV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV�WR�D�FRQWH[W�LQ�D�ORFDOO\�VHQVLWLYH�ZD\�while establishing 

legitimacy and credibility.´� 

For example, given major disparities across Kenya, such as tribal separations observed earlier in 

(collectivistic) emerging economy contexts (Yenkey, 2015), successful ventures mediated between 

different groups and catered to local languages of customers and local partners. They managed to 

convince locals of their legitimacy and recruited them into their network. The founder of Agri-T1 

explained, ³We spent a lot of time [personally interacting with] people . . . this makes our connections 

work when needed.´�7KLV�ZDV�SDUWLFXlarly important given the small size of the ventures, because ³LI�

you cannot show them a big company advertisement [sic] RU�\RX¶UH�QRW�a company with many more 

people, you have to prove you are to be trusted´ (Founder, Agri-S1).  Given that legal agreements did 
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not mean much in a village context, the ventures developed local buy-in through public accountability. 

Agri-T1, for example, during their turnaround phase, ³had our local representatives and partners make 

frequent public commitments in front of local villagers: µWH�ZLOO�GHOLYHU�[\]�E\�[\]¶�RU�µZH�ZLOO�KHOS�

\RX�LQ�[\]�ZD\V¶��DQG�WKHQ�GHOLYHULQJ�WKHP . . . this developed trust and legitimacy´��&(2��$JUL-T1). 

Agri-S2, in turn, identified farmers who were unsuccessful, IRU�VXSSRUW�SURJUDPV��EHFDXVH�³D�SRZHUIXO�

story is also to be told by [local] people who actually were written off, who are [now] succeeding. This 

IRUPV�WKH�NLQG�RI�QHWZRUN�WKDW�>LV@�ZRUNLQJ�IRU�XV´��&(2��$JUL-S2). By contrast, unsuccessful firms 

showed a disconnect with stakeholders across geographies, and the founders of both unsuccessful 

ventures admitted they did not establish the necessary rapport with potential stakeholders.  

In sum, although the unsuccessful ventures were unable to do so, successful ventures were able to 

develop buy-in across contexts and understood the reflexive interplay between interventions and local 

environments (van Wijk et al., 2020), facilitated by frequently asking for feedback and adjusting 

operations accordingly. Unlike large NGOs such as CARE (e.g., McKague, Zietsma, & Oliver, 2015) 

or PRADAN (e.g., Venkataraman et al., 2016), the young social ventures not only had to bridge into 

the respective social context, but also had to overcome their liability of newness in creative ways, and 

thus needed to go beyond standard approaches of established organizations such as hiring local staff 

and engaging village elites (e.g., McKague et al., 2015). The companies also attempted to build 

relationships with the government, which, due to the low legitimacy of the early-phase projects (i.e., 

the YHQWXUHV¶�liability of newness), proved to be a challenge. As we discuss below, this changed over 

time. 

Circumventing social liability. As the ventures grew and revenues came in, the prospect of money 

attracted a variety of ineffective stakeholders such as previously uninvolved family members 

expecting to benefit financially from the venture, suppliers trying to charge higher prices, or 

politicians trying to benefit financially or politically. This threatened the growth and survival of the 

companies. As a response, successful ventures used circumventing social liability, which we define as 

³SURGXFWLYHO\�E\SDVVLQJ�VWUXFWXUDO�embeddedness FRQVWUDLQWV�YLD�DJHQWLF�DFWLRQV�´ 

All ultimately successful ventures (Agri-S1; Agri-S2; Agri-T1; Agri-T2) started establishing 

mutually beneficial and often interdependent relationships with their stakeholders. For example, when 



 

  
 

22 

ventures started scaling, they needed to engage middlemen; engaging with farmers one on one became 

impossible. However, middlemen often exploited local farmers who were easily manipulated due to 

lack of access to market information. This created a potential social liability for ventures because it 

made their networks less effective and dissonated with their social goals related to helping farmers. 

Successful ventures therefore engaged intermediaries such as local cooperatives, organized by farmers 

and serving their interests: 

We've always been very wary of middlemen, because we are aware that is what 
has caused many, many problems...most of them take advantage. . . . There's a lot 
that changed [since last interview]. Last time, we were . . . working with the 
farmers one-on-one. But . . . we realized that there's more power in just dealing 
with the farmers through . . . cooperatives. (Founder, Agri-S1) 

 
These cooperatives provided accountability, because ³WKH\�JXDUDQWHH�HDFK�RWKHU�MXVW�ZLWKLQ. . . . 

So, we know very well that . . . \RX¶UH�QRW�JRLQJ�WR�GHIDXOW . . . because . . . I know your wife, I 

know where you stay´ (Founder, Agri-S1). Although all ultimately successful ventures focused on 

cutting out or retraining unaligned intermediaries and on working with aligned intermediaries such 

as cooperatives (³Cooperatives deal with the farmers directly, and then the only thing now we come 

in is when . . . you pay or when you collect all the input,´ senior strategist, Agri-S1), unsuccessful 

ventures (incl. Agri-T1 and Agri-T2 in their decline phase) did not follow this approach: ³We 

worked with [unaligned] middlemen. Yes, and that is another cause of failure . . . the middlemen 

KDYH�QR�IL[HG�SULFH��WKHUH¶V�VLPSO\�QR�ZD\�RI�JRLQJ�WR�FRQWURO�WKDW . . .that fluctuation in the input 

price eventually contributes to your collapse´ (F, Agri- LS1). The founder of Agri-T1 critically 

reflected that ³we went to find brokers instead of sourcing directly in partnership with farmers . . . 

what [we were] . . . left with was no cash, and little competitive advantage [in relation to our social 

impact].´ During their turnaround, both Agri-T1 and Agri-T2 changed back to aligned cooperatives 

and cut out unaligned middlemen.   

Overcoming expectations emphasizing cohesiveness among individuals and prioritizing group over 

the self (³FROOHFWLYLVWLF�H[SHFWDWLRQV;´�Schwartz, 1990; Khavul et al., 2009; Khayesi et al., 2014) was a 

particular challenge in the Sub-Saharan African cultural context. This included real or perceived 

obligations toward previously uninvolved family members ZKR�³don't have the slightest idea of how 

the venture started . . . all they do is to come here and say, �����µwe are here to eat¶´ (Founder, Agri-F1).  
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Surprisingly, successful social ventures found creative ways to dis-embed from such local, 

unproductive ties while still creating value. Agri-S1, for example, involved effective family members 

in the organization, based on merit, while creating opportunities for ineffective family members 

outside the venture, avoiding nepotism:  

I try to connect WKHP�>LQHIIHFWLYH�VWDNHKROGHUV@�WR�VRPH�RI�WKHVH�>IULHQGV¶�
companies], because . . . nobody wants to get into conflict with either your wife or 
your brother or your sister. So . . . [I] try to create opportunities for them outside 
[Agri-S1] . . . because I saw a number of my friends²they literally sunk because 
maybe the brother took some money from the company and misused the funds, 
DQG�WKHUH¶V�QR�>ZD\�WR@ . . . take his brother to prison . . . >WKXV@�,¶YH�WULHG�WR�OLQN�
WKHP�XS�ZLWK�RWKHU�SDUWLHV��VR�WKH\¶re working for them so those guys . . . [can] 
control them. (Founder, Agri-S1) 

 
This approach enabled expansion while avoiding disappointing friends and family members. This 

logic was not limited to family members and friends, however; it also applied to government officials 

and community members. For example, although Agri-T1 initially benefitted from informal 

recommendations, with increasing success, more community members ³DVNHG�IRU�IDYRUV�WKDW�ZH�

FRXOGQ¶W�SURYLGH��IRU�H[DPSOH��JHWWLQJ�KRQH\�IURP�XV��,QVWHDG�RI�VD\LQJ�µQR¶��ZH�IRXQG�ZD\V�WR�

FLUFXPYHQW�WKH�µQR¶��)RU�H[DPSOH��ZH�said WKDW�µ\RX�FDQ¶W�JHW�WKH�KRQH\�IURP�XV��EXW�PD\EH�\RX�FDQ�

EHFRPH�D�EHHNHHSHU��DQG�PDNH�\RXU�RZQ�KRQH\¶´��&R-Founder, Agri-T1). Thus, Agri-T1 made 

community members part of the value chain instead of giving them handouts.  

By contrast, Agri-F1 was overwhelmed by collectivistic expectations and got trapped in 

dependency relationships. The founder of Agri-F��GHVFULEHG�KRZ�³HDFK�RQH�RI�WKHP�>NH\�VWDNHKROGHUV�

and potential stakeholders such as previously not involved family members] . . . felt that . . . µWKLV�WKLQJ�

LV�RXUV��DQG�ZH�FRXOG�HDVLO\�ZDON�ZLWK�FDVK¶. . . without proper accounting for every single cent that 

left the enterprise. . . . [This] eventually brought that HQWHUSULVH�GRZQ�WR�LWV�NQHHV�´ (Foreigner-driven 

Agri-F2 did not face this challenge, because it was not able to develop strong local contacts in the first 

place). 

Thus, during the expansion phase, successful ventures avoided resource drain by creating 

opportunities for ineffective family members outside the venture, cutting out or retraining unaligned 

middlemen, and involving government officials and community members in the value chain instead of 

spending money on them. This allowed them to expand into different contexts while staying locally 

embedded. Given that this allowed the ventures to productively circumvent structural embeddedness 
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FRQVWUDLQWV��³VRFLDO�OLDELOLWLHV´��YLD�DJHQWLF�DFWLRQV��+DOOHQ�HW�DO��������� we labelled this mechanism 

circumventing social liability. As we discuss below, this approach created social value while dis-

embedding, which was important for their legitimacy. Over time, it enabled successful social 

enterprises to focus on growing and aligning the emerging ecosystem instead (phase 2). By contrast, 

unsuccessful venture Agri-F1 and turnaround ventures during their decline periods were drained by 

these ³VWUXFWXUDO´�FRQVWUDLQWV� 

------------------------------------ 
Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------------ 
 

Scaling phase 2 

In scaling phase 2, successful ventures increasingly moved from developing individual ties 

successively to strategically GHYHORSLQJ�DQG�DOLJQLQJ�SURGXFWLYH�³HFRV\VWHPV´²systems of interaction 

between a variety of actors, functions, and institutions (Isenberg, 2010)²that allowed them to scale 

and sustain their activities and networks across the different geographies. Challenges included 

developing and holding this ecosystem together in sustainable ways, which was aggravated by the 

weak formal institutional infrastructure in this context (e.g., lack of formal support structures), which 

made trusted relationships with government officials even more important.  

To tackle the challenge of coordinating their stakeholders at scale and across locations, successful 

ventures (Agri-S1; Agri-S2) assumed a central role, coordinating stakeholders such as farmers, 

government, and others WR�³be in the middle of it all . . . one thing that cuts across these associations 

[is] that they are all willing to impart from us´ (Founder, Agri-S1). A key change for all successful 

ventures was to collaborate more extensively with the government, which shifted from being a barrier 

in earlier phases²for example, the founder of Agri-S1 was briefly imprisoned because local officials 

did not believe organic fertilizer was effective and thought it might be ³an act of the devil´��)RXQGHU��

Agri-S1)²to being a supporter. (We discuss below what enabled this change.) Access to stakeholders 

such as elected government officials became increasingly important, because larger-scale operations 

required influence over regulatory and financial resources controlled by public institutions.  

Successful social ventures went beyond reciprocal to enabling relationships; based on their social 

goals, they provided as much to partners as their partners did in return, and sometimes even more, 
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enabling stakeholders such as farmers to advance more holistically. For instance, all ultimately 

successful ventures (Agri-S1; Agri-S2; Agri-T1; Agri-T2) WULHG�WR�³have influence on the whole 

system´ (Founder, Agri-S1), for example, by helping to increase the productivity of farmers without 

direct financial benefit to themselves. Agri-S1, for instance, allowed access to their organic fertilizer 

IP and facilitated ORFDO�FDSDELOLWLHV�EH\RQG�WKH�YHQWXUHV¶�LPPHGLDWH�EXVLQHVV�FRQWH[W, which helped 

scale their social impact: 

Bringing in a sustainable model, something that involves the community 
themselves because . . . the solutions to these communal problems are among 
them . . . never from somewhere, it's within . . . my argument was, now let me see 
how we can use these people down there so that you mobilize them to solve their 
own problems. (Founder, Agri-S1) 
 

This was facilitated by successful ventures learning to work with international organizations and 

the government. As a result, the relationship with funders changed over time. Initially, ventures 

assumed the international organizations they partnered with, such as the World Bank, knew best how 

to operate locally, and followed their lead. However, over time, successful ventures realized they had 

more relevant local expertise than their international partners, which made them more confident about 

making independent decisions. The founder of Agri-7��H[SODLQHG�WKDW�³this specialized expertise did 

not exist when we were dealing with [funders] in 2004 . . . now legal [and other] counsel [is] available. 

That's creating more symmetry [in the relationship]´��)RXQGHU��$JUL-T1). For example, whereas 

international funders had initially pressured Agri-T1 into expanding into a number of locations quickly 

even though it did not make sense to the founders from a financial or impact standpoint, over time, the 

social enterprises became more confident and started to push back. By contrast, unsuccessful ventures 

were unable to take a central role and to enable stakeholders, as we discuss below.  

The need to scale and sustain their activities and related networks across locations required social 

ventures to develop mechanisms that aligned their stakeholders at scale. We identified two 

mechanisms: aligned capacity building and aligning incentives based on leveraging stakeholder 

objectives. 

Aligned capacity building. To reach their social objectives �L�H���LPSURYLQJ�IDUPHUV¶�OLYHV�, the 

successful ventures embarked on aligned capacity building��ZKLFK�ZH�GHILQH�DV�³PRWLYDWLQJ�SDUWQHUV�

to participate in coordinated efforts towards developing and strengthening the skills and resources of 
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the focal beneficiaries.´  They focused, for instance, on empowering local entrepreneurs/partners as 

³entrepreneurial agents´ through approaches such as micro-franchising (Agri-T1). Although during 

their decline phase, Agri-T1 and Agri-T2 lost touch with partners such as local cooperatives, during 

their turnaround period, to develop a strong ecosystem, both ventures realigned incentives between 

their objectives and the interests of key stakeholders such as farmers and cooperatives. Creative 

approaches included OD\HULQJ�WKHLU�SURGXFWV�RQ�WRS�RI�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�RUJDQL]DWLRQV¶�YDOXH�FKDLQV (e.g., 

Agri-T1), helping them scale while enabling their international partners to increase their local 

legitimacy and image.  

The successful ventures supported the creation of new markets, for example, by facilitating deals 

with crowdsourcing platforms that funded the farmers. This enabled below-market prices for items 

such as fertilizers to reach poorer farmers (e.g., Agri-T1). The founder of Agri-7��H[SODLQHG�WKDW�³LW¶V�

about looking at the whole value chain of the agriculture . . . if we can develop markets that can help 

link farmers to [customers] IRU�EHWWHU�SULFHV��ZH�WKLQN�WKDW¶V�WKH�LQFHQWLYHV�WKDW�IDrmers need to 

LQFUHDVH�SURGXFWLRQ�´�*LYHQ�WKH�ORZ�SXUFKDVLQJ�SRZHU�RI�farmers, the ventures provided financing 

solutions and subsidized products, reinforcing their social goals and expanding networks with third 

parties, often international funders. A customer of Agri-T2 explained that ³they helped us get access to 

what we need to make this work [financially] . . . and they help us develop our skills to go forward.´  

In fact, all ultimately successful ventures supported sustainable income streams for stakeholders, 

for example, via guaranteed purchase of products, price guarantees, or by providing lifelong assets. A 

founder of Agri-T1 illustrated WKDW�³WR make sure that a beehive is valuable, we must purchase the 

honey, because what you don't want is for the farmer to end up with a dead asset.´ This approach went 

beyond the more traditional training and support programs that the ventures provided as well (see 

Alvord et al., 2004; e.g., Agri-S1 regarding farming skills), such as creating employment in the value 

chain.  

This increased the loyalty of farmers; for example, a customer of Agri-S2 told us, ³>$JUL-S2] is 

with us on this journey, and they help us . . . VR�ZH�VWD\�ZLWK�WKHP�ZKHQ�LW¶V�XSV�DQG�GRZQV�´ Enabling 

local partners helped successful ventures scale, because "these are the farmers who were selling, who 

are using [our product]. . . . So . . . your scale will be directly linked to the . . . entrepreneurial abilities 
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[and incentives] of your farmers" (Founder, Agri-S2). We did not observe this at the unsuccessful 

venture. 

In sum, successful ventures aligned incentives with farmers and other key stakeholders, such as 

funders, and coordinated them effectively. This went beyond traditional capacity building²

strengthening the skills, processes, and resources of target groups (in this case, regarding smallholder 

farmers; Humphrey & Navas-Aleman, 2010; Stoian et al., 2012)²and showed how related networks 

can be ³KHOG�WRJHWKHU´�by aligning activities across the ecosystem (Light, 2008; Mair et al., 2016; 

Venkataraman et al., 2016; Thompson et al., 2018). We therefore labelled this mechanism aligned 

capacity building. This mechanism was particularly important because most stakeholders, including 

employees and suppliers, had a short-WHUP�IRFXV��DQG�LQFHQWLYHV�VXFK�DV�VWRFN�RSWLRQV�³ZHUH�MXVW�QRW�

possible, as people prefer immediate pay-outs over longer-WHUP�JDLQV�WKDW�IHHO�DEVWUDFW´��&(2��$JUL-

T1). 

Aligning incentives with political actors. To be able to orchestrate the emerging ecosystem 

effectively, successful social ventures relied on the support from political actors, who played a major 

role in a context characterized by weak formal institutions. We defined this mechanism as ³HQJDJLQJ�

public officers in ways that harmonize with their objectives.´ Whereas in earlier phases, a major focus 

was on lower-level ties, such as government extension workers, the ventures increasingly connected 

more strategically with higher-level politicians such as governors and government ministers. For 

example, Agri-6��H[SOLFLWO\�DOLJQHG�LWV�REMHFWLYHV�ZLWK�.HQ\D¶V�³9LVLRQ�����´²addressing, for 

instance, malnutrition²and made the local governor realize supporting the company in order to be 

seen as a champion of the people would be in his interest. Thus, the venture adjusted its network by 

DSSHDOLQJ�WR�WKH�JRYHUQRU¶V�SODQV�WR�HUDGLFDWH�PDOQXWULWLRQ�DQG�WXUQed the government from foe to 

friend. In a similar vein, Agri-T1 made government officials feel they were important and could 

benefit from being associated with the venture:  

:H�ZHUH«ILQGLQJ�D�ORW�RI�UHVLVWDQFH . . . we added . . . some government people, 
and to the NGO people we said, ³If you come . . . you get an advanced beekeeper 
certificate´�������[this] . . . helped to restore the sense the government official 
needed, that they were the source of information and knowledge in a community. 
(Founder, Agri-T1) 
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 7KH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�KHOSHG�LQFUHDVH�YHQWXUHV¶�OHJLWLPDF\�Dnd eased their access to 

resources as well as relationships with farmers, and ³[government] people that we were able to 

convince . . . became some of our strongest performers . . . they actually helped us to do a lot of the 

training, to build the relationship with the farmers . . . a critical turning point" (Founder, Agri-T1 

during turnaround). The founder of Agri-T1 shared a concrete tactic for how his company aligned 

incentives with political actors:  

Politicians often wanted money for their campaigns in return for their support. I 
said, ³QR��ZH�FDQ¶W�JLYH�\RX�PRQH\²but we can help you be seen the way you 
want to be seen��<RX�ZDQW�WR�EH�D�FKDPSLRQ�LQ�\RXU�FRPPXQLW\��VR�ZK\�GRQ¶W�ZH�
instead of giving you the money bring you and your ideas to the community, so 
WKDW�\RX¶UH�VHHQ�DV�WKH�IDFLOLWDWRU�ZKR¶V�PDNLQJ�WKLQJV�KDSSen?´ So rather than 
saying ³no�´ we¶ve been finding ways that our interests align based on who they 
think they want to be seen as . . . to us it was like ³let me see the world from your 
perspective�´  
 

This active alignment with political actors was particularly visible during the decentralization 

process of the Kenyan government (³devolution´) during our study, in which the central government 

handed over power to local counties. The successful social ventures substituted central government 

contacts with local government contacts to maintain access to resources and contracts, and aligned 

incentives with local government officials. Agri-S1, for instance, aligned WKH�FRPSDQ\¶V social 

objectives with the employment objectives of the county as well as the image of the local governor as 

a champion of the people, and received buy-in, and eventually funding, from him. The founder of 

Agri-S1 reported that ³WKH�SROLWLFLDQV�KDYH�EHFRPH�FOHDU�KRZ�UHOHYDQW�ZH�DUH�WR�KHOS�WKHP�EXLOG�WKHLU�

vision of the county and their role in it, like their vision of themselves as a leader who can feed his 

[sic] people�´ 

This approach enabled successful ventures to access resources such as local subsidies. By 

contrast, the founder of the less successful venture Agri-F1 shared with us that he did not manage to 

align incentives with and gain support from politicians: ³,�GLG�QRW�IRFXV�PXFK�RQ�WU\LQJ�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�

well-connected people like politicians, make them feel special; I was focused on selling things . . . now 

,¶P�WKLQNLQJ�,�VKRXOG�have put more effort into making relationships with these people work « help 

WKHP�EH�FKDPSLRQV�VR�WKDW�WKH\�KDYH�WKH�PRWLYDWLRQ�WR�KHOS�PH�JHW�ELJJHU�´�In a similar vein, Agri-T1 

and Agri-T2 during their decline period neglected these dynamics. This changed over time for the two 

³WXUQDURXQG�YHQWXUHV,´�Ds they started aligning with the government, for example, by including them 
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in their activities. Thus, given the focus of successful ventures on obtaining support from political 

actors by harmonizing their objectives, we labelled this mechanism aligning incentives with political 

actors.  

In sum, successful social ventures tackled emerging challenges in this phase via aligned capacity 

building and aligning incentives with political actors, which helps us understand how their 

ecosystems were ³EHing KHOG�WRJHWKHU´�long term (Donovan & Poole, 2013; 2014; Rutherford et al., 

2016) by improving goal alignment (Tracey & Jarvis, 2007).  

As we discuss in more detail below, our insights help us understand how and why social enterprises 

orchestrate and align networks as they grow (Dacin et al., 2011; Davies et al., 2019; Perrini et al., 

2010; Stephann et al., 2016), and how agentic actions can shape network structures and performance 

outcomes (Hallen et al., 2020) in the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The aim of this study was to better understand how social enterprises orchestrate networks as they 

scale in the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context, responding to changing challenges and 

needs over time (Nicholls & Murdock, 2012; Phillips et al., 2019). Our study provides new insights 

into how and why successful social enterprises take deliberate, purposeful actions to create and capture 

YDOXH�YLD�PDQDJLQJ�D�QHWZRUN�RI�SDUWQHUV��L�H���³Rrchestrate networks;´�'KDQDUDM�	�3DUNKH��������over 

time as they scale in an emerging economy context characterized by weak formal institutions and 

collectivistic tendencies. The successful social ventures in our study went through two scaling phases, 

with each phase presenting different challenges and resource needs that were common for all ventures, 

but to which successful social enterprises responded differently than unsuccessful ones. We identified 

four network mechanisms that capture how agentic actions help entrepreneurs scale and identified 

network paths from inception to maturity that helped us better understand how and why entrepreneurs 

orchestrate ties over time, overcoming potential constraints as they scale (Hallen et al., 2020) in this 

context, especially related to embeddedness and alignment challenges. We make the following two 

contributions.  
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How and why agentic network actions can help social ventures scale in the Sub-Saharan African 

emerging economy context 

First, we contribute to the social enterprise literature (Daspit & Long, 2014; Stephann et al., 2016) a 

deeper understanding of how and why social enterprises navigate networks as they scale in the Sub-

Saharan African emerging economy context, and we identify four mechanisms that help overcome 

contextual challenges by resolving goal asymmetries and developing aligned networks. Our findings 

illustrate how in earlier phases, these network mechanisms can help ventures expand to new, different 

contexts and to dis-embed from unproductive parties while staying locally embedded, whereas in later 

phases, a stronger focus on developing broader ecosystem networks necessitates alignment 

mechanisms to develop a productive ecosystem. Hence, we heed recent calls for research identifying 

agentic actions that shape network structures DQG�³SDWK�FUHDWH´ as ventures scale (Hallen et al., 2020). 

More specifically, we identified four time-contingent mechanisms that help social ventures scale 

successfully a context characterized by weak formal institutions and collectivistic dynamics: in the 

first scaling phase, entrepreneurial contextual bridging and circumventing social liability helped 

ventures overcome collectivistic expectations and expand into diverse contexts; in the second phase, 

aligning incentives with political actors and aligned capacity building helped them navigate whole 

social business ecosystems.  

Prior research (Mair & Marti, 2009; Mair et al., 2016; Venkataraman et al., 2016) suggests social 

enterprise networks are coordinated and aligned via markets and informal control mechanisms. For 

instance, BRAC developed local networks through social mobilization via Village Poverty Reduction 

Committees, integrating local structures, norms, and beliefs and coordinating with local leaders (Mair 

et al., 2016; Venkataraman et al., 2016). However, although this research provides important insights 

into how organizations develop and orchestrate local networks²for example, using social governance 

mechanisms²it typically assumes organizations already have networks or the leverage to develop 

relationships with stakeholders such as governments and local councils, often focusing on projects of 

established organization at particular times. Prior work (e.g., Light, 2008), taking a more dynamic 

perspective, emphasizes that social enterprises tend to shift networks over time to tackle challenges 

and resource needs as they scale. Our study extends this work by providing an understanding of which 
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mechanisms enable social enterprises to navigate these challenges (Barkema et al., 2015; Stephann et 

al., 2016). More specifically, we contribute to this literature an understanding of how social ventures 

create and align networks as they scale in the Sub-Saharan Africa emerging economy context, enabled 

by the four mechanisms we identified in this study, and how HQWUHSUHQHXUV¶�agentic network actions 

help to achieve success (Hallen et al., 2020) in this context. This helps explain important dynamics, for 

example, how the government can shift from barrier to supporter, and how orchestration failures of 

social organizations in resource-constrained emerging economy contexts can be prevented (van Wijk 

et al., 2020). Our study shows how misalignments between initial contextual conditions and 

interventions affecting the efficacy of the intervention (design failures; Dyck & Silvestre, 2018; 

Gereffi, Humphrey, & Sturgeon, 2005; McKague et al., 2015; van Wijk et al., 2020; Venkataraman et 

al., 2016) may be overcome, for instance, by making government officials part of the process and 

layering value chains on top of existing supply chains. Our study also shows initial failure to adapt to 

the local context (orchestration failures; van Wijk et al., 2020) may be overcome by early-stage social 

ventures via entrepreneurial contextual bridging. Successful ventures learned and applied strategies to 

handle this challenge, for example, related to public accountability, by creating effective ecosystems 

based on constant feedback from stakeholders. Understanding how design and orchestration failures 

can be overcome is important given that many social ventures fail to scale in this context (Busch & 

Barkema, 2019).  

 This has important implications for our collective understanding of sustainable entrepreneurial 

interventions and solutions in resource-constrained settings (Bruton, Ketchen, & Ireland, 2013; 

Humphrey & Navas-Aleman, 2010; Sutter, Bruton, & Chen, 2019), by clarifying KRZ�VWDNHKROGHUV¶�

intereVWV�FDQ�EH�DOLJQHG�RYHU�WLPH�WR�³NHHS�WKLQJV�WRJHWKHU´�DQG�WR�HQDFW�HIIHFWLYH�HFRV\VWHPV�WKDW�

outlive funders (Wijk et al., 2020). Prior research on value-chain interventions²the improvement of 

access to inputs, information, and services by small-holders and SMEs (Humphrey & Navas-Aleman, 

2010; Stoian et al., 2012)5²provides mixed results regarding the efficacy of organizational 

interventions (Akram-Lodhi, 2009; Ebata & Huettel, 2019; Vicol et al., 2018). For example, positive 

                                                 
5 This research explores interventions such as those involving farmer cooperatives (Carletto, Kilic, & Kirk, 2011; Carletto, 
Kirk, & Winters, 2010; Helin, Lundy & Meijer, 2009), linking farmers to markets (IPE, 2017; Seville, Buxton, & Vorley, 
2011), and facilitating commercialization by improving access to inputs, information, and services (Humphrey & Navas-
Aleman, 2010; Stoian et al., 2012). 
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effects may only last until funders cease investments (Ashraf, Giné, & Karlan, 2009), and long-term 

benefits, such as more income for farmers, may be limited (Donovan & Poole, 2013; 2014; Rutherford 

et al., 2016). Factors such as short-term funding for research projects have led to a lack of longitudinal 

data, and we know little about how interventions can be sustained over time (Ebata & Huettel, 2019). 

Our longitudinal study elucidates the missing piece of how, over time, successful social enterprises 

can use mechanisms as identified LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�WR�³NHHS�WKLQJV�WRJHWKHU´²a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for longer-term social impact. This may help farmers and other stakeholders in the 

emerging ecosystem in the long term, enabling them to specialize and develop sustainable revenue 

streams. Moreover, these mechanisms may help to enact effective ecosystems that outlive funders, 

thus avoiding potential maintenance failures (Wijk et al., 2020).  

 These insights add to the research on the role of entrepreneurship in resource-constrained 

settings (Bruton, Ketchen, & Ireland, 2013; London & Hart, 2011; Sutter, Bruton, & Chen, 2019). Our 

study identifies concrete mechanisms such as aligned capacity building that may help social 

enterprises provide market access, financial capital, training, and information to tackle lack of 

resources (e.g., Chliova et al., 2015; Hart & Christensen, 2002; Khavul, 2010; McMullen, 2011). More 

broadly, our study identifies new mechanisms for entrepreneurial ecosystem orchestration (Austio et 

al., 2015; Lamaanen et al., 2016; Nambisan & Baron, 2013) as ventures scale, co-creating value with 

ecosystem partners (Autio et al., 2015; Autio et al., 2018; Hannah, & Eisenhardt 2018; Isenberg, 

2010). We contribute to this literature through a better understanding of how (social) enterprises 

manage ecosystem dynamics, particularly via network-alignment strategies (Autio et al., 2015; 

Mindruta, Moeen, & Agarwal 2016; Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009).  

 

Elucidating the dark side of social networks 

Previous research has explored the benefits (George et al., 2016; Webb et al., 2010) and costs (Adler 

& Kwon, 2002; Hallen et al., 2020; Meagher, 2005) of social networks, such as free-riding (Portes & 

Sensenbrenner, 1993), social obligations (Di Falco & Bulte, 2011; Khavul et al., 2009), and 

maintenance costs (Khayesi et al., 2014; Kiggundu, 2002).  
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 We know from previous research that collectivistic cultures, as observed in the Sub-Saharan 

African context (Khayesi et al., 2014; Rivera-Santos et al., 2015), may imply high maintenance costs 

of networks, due to implied obligations for the enterprise (Khayesi & George, 2011; Khayesi et al., 

2014). How do entrepreneurs overcome such challenges? Prior research suggests entrepreneurs use 

non-family ties (Khayesi et al., 2014), accumulate non-shareable durables (Di Falco & Bulte, 2011), 

and hire employees from other ethnic groups (Granovetter, 1995). Granovetter (1995) suggests 

entrepreneurs may decouple from local contexts by doing the following: (a) relocating to other 

countries, reducing the number of claimants; (b) focusing on non-kin customers, making collecting 

debt and denying credit easier (Boissevain & Grotenberg, 1986); (c) hiring employees from other 

ethnic groups; and (d) adopting another ethnic identity, such as displaying more abrupt ³Chinese 

behavior´ in the Malaysian context during crop season to avoid demands for discounted prices 

(Gosling, 1983). All these mechanisms help to cut or avoid ties. Similarly, for commercial enterprises 

in the Global North, research suggests severing ties by dissolving interlocks, institutionalizing 

relationship management, and facilitating exit routes for companies no longer fitting the ecosystem 

(Borgh et al., 2012; Davis, 2016; Hernandez et al., 2015).   

However, for social enterprises and their founders in the Sub-Saharan African emerging-country 

context, who tend to focus on social objectives and local embedding, cutting or avoiding social ties 

might lead to reducing their overall positive impact, to losing legitimacy, and, ultimately, failure 

(Busch & Barkema, 2019). Identity²that is, broadly recognized and meaningful categories that people 

apply to themselves and others as role players and group members (see Conger et al., 2018; Powell & 

Baker 2014; Stets & Burke, 2000; Stryker & Burke, 2000; Wry & York, 2017, 2019)²in this context 

tends to be related to strong social expectations by community members (Powell & Baker, 2014; Slade 

Shantz, Kistruck, & Zietsma, 2018; Zuzul & Tripsas, 2019). Fulfilling these strong social 

expectation²and keeping legitimacy²may thus depend on catering to ³VKDUHG�YDOXHV´��*HKPDQ�	�

Grimes, 2016) or treating stakeholders in a manner that is beneficial for them (%XVFK��������2¶1HLO�	�

Ucbasaran, 2016; Pache & Santos, 2013), and traditional dis-embedding tactics (e.g., Borgh et al., 

2012; Davis, 2016; Granovetter, 1995; Hernandez et al., 2015; Maurer & Ebers, 2006) may be 

detrimental to their success.  
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Indeed, the social ventures in our study found creative ways to satisfy these expectations without 

being drained by them, for example, by replacing ineffective family members or cutting or retraining 

unaligned middlemen, in line with their social objectives. Instead of simply cutting ties (Granovetter, 

1995; Maurer & Ebers, 2006), the ventures in our study decoupled while providing financial and social 

value for their ties. They did so by doing the following: (a) creating job opportunities outside the 

venture��RU�³RXWVRXUFLQJ´�WKHm to other organizations/accountability structures; (b) aligning, 

retraining, or replacing unaligned middlemen or linking them to other customers with aligned farmer 

cooperatives; (c) changing demands for favors by local community members into productive 

opportunities; and (d) opening up non-monetary collaboration opportunities with key stakeholders 

such as politicians. Hence��WKH\�QDYLJDWHG�WKH�³GDUN�VLGH´��$GOHU�	�.ZRQ��������RI�VRFLDO�QHWZRUNV�E\�

dis-embedding from unproductive parties while remaining locally embedded and creating social value. 

By contrast, failed ventures were either ³RYHU-HPEHGGHG´ with ineffective ties, as in the case of locals-

driven Agri-F���RU�³XQGHU-embedded,´�DV�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�IRUHLJQHU-driven Agri-F2 (also see Slade 

Shantz et al., 2018, regarding the finding that ³RXWVLGHUV´�WHQG�WR�EH�OHVV�HPEHGGHG�LQ�WKHLU�ORFDO�

communities, thus facing less related benefits and constraints). 

In sum, these findings help us understand how and why social enterprises can overcome the dark 

side of social networks, and how and why social enterprises can successfully orchestrate networks in 

the Sub-Saharan African emerging economy context, thus deepening our understanding of how agentic 

network actions help to overcome phase-contingent constraints as ventures scale (Hallen et al., 2020; 

Light, 2008) in a context characterized by weak formal institutions and collectivistic dynamics.  

The insights of our study of social enterprise network dynamics in a (collectivistic) emerging 

economy context may also apply, first, to other collectivistic contexts in Sub-Saharan Africa (Khavul 

et al., 2009; Khayesi et al., 2014) facing similar challenges. Second, our insights on how collectivistic 

expectations may be circumvented might be relevant for collectivistic contexts more broadly, for 

example, in the Global North, such as Latin migrant communities in the US who also seem to have 

collectivistic tendencies (Busch & Barkema, 2020). Third, our insights might be relevant regarding 

employees at social enterprises in non-collectivistic contexts who were hired at early development 

stages and who expect loyalty but no longer fit organizational goals as the organization scales. 
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Introducing these employees to other early-stage ventures, or ventures with different types of 

accountability structures, may help protect the social venture and its legitimacy (Light, 2008) as it 

scales. Fourth, our findings may be useful for social and commercial ventures operating in other 

contexts characterized by weak formal institutions, for example, regarding developing strong 

ecosystems with key stakeholders such as the government at the core.  

 

Practical implications 

Our paper offers several practical implications. First, our findings are likely to be relevant to social 

enterprises that aim to scale in collectivistic contexts. Given the challenges we discussed above, very 

few social ventures are able to scale in these contexts (Busch & Barkema, 2019), and our study reveals 

new approaches that social enterprises can use to scale while catering to local group expectations, for 

example, by creating opportunities for ineffective family members outside the venture. 

Second, our findings will likely be relevant to social enterprises that aim to develop government 

relationships over time, especially in contexts characterized by weak formal institutions, in which 

these types of partnerships are crucial (Batjargal et al., 2013). Our findings show how government 

officials can be turned from foes into supporters, and how related networks can be aligned over time 

and at scale, for example, by placing them at the core of relevant training programs.  

Third, our findings have clear implications for larger (e.g., multinational) companies that aim to 

operate in the Sub-Saharan African emerging-country context and that aim to engage local 

communities to gain legitimacy and access to new markets (Ansari, Munir, & Gregg, 2012; George et 

al., 2012). Given that multinational companies increasingly aim to create social value (captured via 

terms such as ³LQFOXVLYH�EXVLQHVV�PRGHO�LQQRYDWLRQ,´�³EXVLQHVV�PRGHO�LQQRYDWLRQ�DW�WKH�EDVH�RI�WKH�

pyramid,´�DQG�³VXVWDLQDEOH�HQWHUSULVHV;´�$QVDUL�HW�DO���������Eccles, Ioannou, & Serafeim, 2014; 

George et al., 2012) and often fail to develop strong relationships with low-income communities 

(Ansari et al., 2012; George et. al., 2012), insights from our study might help these companies develop 

more inclusive engagement strategies, for example, by making public commitments in front of local 

community members. 
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Fourth, our findings will likely be relevant to incubators and government agencies that aim to 

VXSSRUW�VRFLDO�HQWHUSULVHV��,QVWHDG�RI�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�³RQH�VL]H�ILWV�DOO´�VROXWLRQV��GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�

respective phase of a venture²and the related challenges and needs²support programs could be 

tailored to the temporal and contextual dynamics that we discuss in this paper.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

This study has several limitations, opening up exciting opportunities for further research. First, we 

focused on active network orchestration²but organizational development often happens without 

proactive thinking at every step (Plowman et al., 2007). Further research could explore the role of 

serendipity when ventures scale (Busch & Barkema, 2020). Second, we focused on the positive effects 

of network orchestration; however, it is likely to cost energy and time. Further research could identify 

drawbacks of the active orchestration processes that we discussed, for example, exhaustion by 

founders (de Mol, Pollack, & Ho, 2018). Third, future research could explore the external validity of 

our insights, for instance, for other emerging economies or for immigrant communities in the Global 

North. Fourth, the issue of firms facing tensions between economic and social objectives extends to 

other contexts, such as traditional companies aiming to create social value (Ansari et al., 2012; George 

et al., 2012). For-profit companies operating in emerging economy contexts might face similar 

challenges, such as limited purchasing power of customers. This points to a major premise of our 

study: mDQ\�HQWHUSULVHV�DUH�QHLWKHU�VWULFWO\�³FRPPHUFLDO´�QRU�³VRFLDO�´�EXW�VRPHZKHUH�in-between. 

For-profit firms that value a social purpose might apply alignment tactics similar to those of the social 

ventures in our study. Further research could provide more insight in this regard.  

Finally, we hope our study will inspire more inductive research on the Sub-Saharan emerging 

economy context. Our research design uncovered interesting phenomena deserving further 

investigation, such as how entrepreneurs restructure tribal networks in response to government 

changes, for example, shifting toward religion-based networks, to manage risks. Further research 

could provide inspiring insights in this regard. 
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Table 1a   C
haracteristics of the Social V

entures 
 

 
 

 
            

 
 

 
 

 A
gri-S1 

A
gri-S2 

A
gri-T1 

A
gri-T2 

A
gri-F1 

A
gri-F2 

D
escription of 

venture 
Provides fortified staple 
flours. 

Provides farm
ers w

ith 
fertilizer and related 
support. 

Providing farm
ers w

ith 
beehives and related 
support. 

Produces m
arket 

inform
ation for farm

ers. Produces flours. 
Provides devices that 
enable nutritional food 
to be grow

n m
ore 

effectively. 
Social m

ission 
R

educe m
alnutrition and 

im
prove farm

er incom
e. 

M
ain beneficiaries: 

Farm
ers. 

Im
prove productivity of 

farm
ers. M

ain 
beneficiaries: Farm

ers. 

Increase productivity of 
farm

ers. M
ain 

beneficiaries: Farm
ers. 

D
ecrease inform

ation 
asym

m
etry betw

een 
farm

ers and consum
ers. 

M
ain beneficiaries: 

Farm
ers.  

R
educe m

alnutrition and 
im

prove incom
e of 

farm
ers. M

ain 
beneficiaries: Farm

ers. 

R
educe m

alnutrition and 
enable sustainable 
farm

ing lifestyle. M
ain 

beneficiaries: Farm
ers. 

Foundation 
2010 

2008 
2000 

1997 
2007 

2009 
G

eographical 
spread 

A
cross K

enya, 
Tanzania, U

ganda.  
A

cross K
enya.  

A
cross K

enya and 
Tanzania.  

A
cross K

enya. 
A

cross K
enya.  

A
cross K

enya. 

H
eadquarters 

K
isum

u 
N

airobi 
N

airobi 
N

airobi 
K

isum
u 

N
airobi 

B
ackground of 

the founders 
Local entrepreneur; 
university education. 

Local entrepreneur; 
university education. 

Locals and foreigners; 
university education. 

Local entrepreneur; 
university education.   

Local entrepreneur; 
university education. 

Three foreigners; 
university education.  

A
ctivities and 

effects 
Provides farm

ers w
ith 

effective fertilizer and 
related support 
program

s, leading to 
long-term

 incom
e 

enhancem
ent and 

flexibility. 

C
hanged institutional 

dynam
ics by introducing 

organic fertilizer; yields 
of participating farm

ers 
increased by up to 
150%

. 

C
hanged m

arket 
dynam

ics: new
 m

odel of 
organizing and re-
definition of the role of 
the farm

er (no expertise 
and less tim

e 
necessitated); increased 
long-term

 incom
e for 

farm
ers. 

C
hanged m

arket 
dynam

ics: better access 
to m

arkets and increased 
bargaining pow

er leads 
to higher incom

e of 
farm

ers; farm
ers achieve 

around 15%
-30%

 higher 
prices on their produce.  Liquidated. 

C
eased operations.  

Initial sources 
of incom

e  
Fam

ily, friends, sm
all 

developm
ent grants.  

Fam
ily, friends, sm

all 
grants.  

Investm
ent capital of 

founders and friends; 
developm

ent grants.  

Fam
ily savings, 

developm
ent grants.  

Fam
ily, friends, sm

all 
developm

ent grants.  
Fam

ily, friends, sm
all 

developm
ent grants.  

Sources of 
incom

e during 
expansion 

B
usiness angels, im

pact 
investors, loans, 
revenue. 

G
rants, revenue.   

G
rants, revenue.  

G
rants, revenue. 

R
evenue.  

N
/A

 

Interview
ees 

(in addition to 
interview

s w
ith 

experts, local 
academ

ics) 

Founding C
EO

, senior 
strategist, funder 1, 
funder 2.  

Founder, C
EO

, senior 
strategist, funder. 

Founder 1, founder 2, 
founder 3, C

EO
, funder.  Founder, C

EO
, senior 

strategist, funder. 
Founder, C

EO
, funder. 

Founder 1, founder 2, 
founder 3, advisor.  

A
ssessm

ent 
Successful 

Successful 
Successful 

Successful 
U

nsuccessful 
U

nsuccessful 
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  T
able 1b     Phase and N

etw
ork C

haracteristics 

 
 

 

 
           

 
 

 
 

 A
gri-S1 

A
gri-S2 

A
gri-T1 

A
gri-T2 

A
gri-F1 

A
gri-F2 

Inception phase 
 

Phase characteristics: 
Fram

ing and 
legitim

izing the idea  ³7KH�LGHD�VWDJH��7KHUH�Z
HUH�

a lot of uncertainties, 
EHFDXVH«

\RX�GRQ¶W�NQRZ
�

Z
KHUH�\RX¶UH�KHDGLQJ�Z

LWK�
>WKH�LGHD@�´ (Founder) 

"Stage one w
as about 

research and 
GHYHORSP

HQW«
WKHUH�

w
as [a] focus on 

establishing w
hat the 

problem
 w

as that 
explained the low

 yields 
for farm

ers." (Founder) ³:
H�KDG�D�YHU\�VKRUW�LGHDWLRQ�

stage...the great opportunity in 
term

s of the dem
and...the logic of 

w
hat w

e w
ere trying to do w

as so 
clear and so sim

ple that w
e didn't 

spend a lot of tim
e thinking about 

it. W
e just decided to go and 

actually get stuff done." 
(Founder) 

"The first stage w
as kind of 

the idea." (Founder) 
"This w

as about the 
ideas." (Founder) 
 

 

"I guess the first, so the 
phases w

e w
ent 

through, the first phase 
w

ould be like µidea 
generation and 
proposal¶." (Founder) 

 
 

N
etw

ork 
characteristics 

M
ain partners: Fam

ily 
m

em
bers; friends. 

 "Apart from
 m

y fam
ily, I 

have som
e good friends w

ho 
helped m

e at this point." 
(Founder)  
"[Besides ideas], they also 
sacrificed their ow

n 
m

oney...m
y w

ife sold even 
the sofa set. They also 
sacrificed a bit of their 
resources and they chipped 
in their m

oney." (Founder)   M
ain partners: Fam

ily; 
friends; local research 
institute. 
 "N

etw
orks that w

ere 
im

portant at that point 
w

ere Agri Research 
Institutions. For 
instance, the K

enya 
Agricultural Research 
Institute at 
the...U

niversity's Soil 
D

epartm
ent." (C

EO
) 

M
ain partners: Fam

ily; friends. 
 "D

ad, w
ho w

as one of m
y co-

founders, he w
as very helpful. 

W
e have another business 

SDUWQHU�«
WKH\�Z

HUH�P
XFK�ROGHU�

than I w
as. They w

ere 
experienced business people, 
m

uch m
ore experienced than 

m
e." (Founder) 

"I think the m
entoring and 

support from
 both of them

 [dad 
and business partner] w

as very 
critical. I think it w

as a good 
com

bination w
ith the relative 

inexperience I had." (Founder) 

M
ain partners: Fam

ily; 
friends. 
 "I used m

y ow
n m

oney, m
y 

ow
n resources to set up the 

ILUP
«
>DQG@�,�HQJDJHG�VRP

H�
of m

y sons and daughters, 
w

ho helped out." (Founder) 

M
ain partners: 

Fam
ily; friends. 

 "I had relatives 
around, w

ho helped 
m

e." (Founder) 
 

M
ain partners: Friends; 

class peers; 
international startup 
funder. 
 "W

e had access to 
people w

ho had w
ritten 

business proposals 
before...and actually 
having access to 
funders through the 
class." (Founder) 
"[Peers] w

ere able to 
give us a lot of 
feedback on how

 to put 
together a huge 
proposal." (Founder) 

 Scaling phase 1 
 

Phase characteristics: 
Expanding into 
diverse contexts   

³+
RZ

�Z
H¶YH�VWDUWHG�

JURZ
LQJ�´ (Founder) 

³6FDOLQJ�WKH�
netw

orks...the ones that 
are able to provide the 
know

ledge that w
e 

require in term
s of 

business developm
ent 

and the different 
m

odels." (C
EO

) 

"There w
as a phase w

here the 
articulation of organogram

 
really began to take place. W

e 
actually had a m

arketing unit." 
(Founder) 
³:

H�H[SDQGHG�LQWR�GLIIHUHQW�
ORFDWLRQV��OLNH�7DQ]DQLD�´�(C

EO
) "The dem

and w
as there, 

then scaling it." (Founder) 
³7KHQ��LW�Z

DV�DERXW�
grow

ing.´ (Founder) 
"It w

as about finding 
reliable key people on 
the ground." (Founder) 

N
etw

ork 
characteristics 

M
ain partners: 

C
ooperatives; extension 

M
ain partners: 

C
ooperatives; extension 

officers; shopkeepers; 

M
ain partners: C

ooperatives; 
international N

G
O

s; international 
developm

ent organizations; 

M
ain partners: 

C
ooperatives; extension 

officers; international 

M
ain partners: Fam

ily 
m

em
bers; m

iddlem
en.   

 

M
ain partners: Friends; 

class peers 



 

 
 

 
40 

     

officers; cooperatives; 
international funders. 
 ³7KH�JRYHUQP

HQW�JRW�
interested in the w

hole 
DUUDQJHP

HQW«
EHFDXVH�

WKH\¶YH�VHHQ�WKH�FRQFHSW�
w

as going to w
ork." 

(Founder)  
³7KURXJK�WKH�)DUP

HU
V�
Association, w

e're able to 
collaborate w

ith M
oringa 

farm
ers, m

ushroom
 farm

ers, 
DQG�$P

DUDQ�IDUP
HUV�´ 

(Senior Strategist). 

distribution outlets; 
agri-vets.  
 "W

e're w
orking w

ith the 
cooperative m

ovem
ents, 

for instance, to access 
the m

arket, because our 
production has to be 
driven by the m

arket 
dem

and." �&
(2

�³� 
"W

e [have been] 
reaching out to 
[governm

ent] extension 
RIILFHUV´�� (C

EO
) 

extension officers; international 
donors; com

m
unity groups; 

business schools. 
 "A lot of [international] 
developm

ent organizations and 
N

G
O

s...the netw
ork of sm

all-
KROGHU�IDUP

HUV«
JRLQJ�KDQG�LQ�

hand w
ith the N

G
O

 m
oney." 

(Founder) 
³G

overnm
ent as a very fam

iliar 
stakeholder along w

ith non-
governm

ental organizations, 
developm

ent agencies, and 
GRQRUV�´ (Founder) 

developm
ent organizations; 

international funders. 
 ³7KH�H[WHQVLRQ�RIILFHUV�of 
the M

inistry of Agriculture 
becam

e very good 
SDUWQHUV�´ (Founder) 
³,P

SRUWDQW�SDUWQHUV�Z
KHQ�

grow
ing w

ere often coops 
DQG�ORFDO�SDUWQHUV�´ 
(Founder) 

³:
H�KDG�WKH�UHODWLYHV�

LQYROYHG�´ (Founder) 
³:

H�Z
RUNHG�Z

LWK�
[unaligned] 
P
LGGOHP

HQ�´ 
(Founder)  
"There are not m

any 
stakeholders there«

I 
thought that he w

ho 
had listing w

ould 
introduce m

e and once 
I have the product and 
push it in the m

arket it 
w

ill sell. But that w
as 

a m
istake." (Founder) 

international startup 
funder. 
 ³$OWKRXJK�WKH�UHVLGHQWV�
w

ere very w
elcom

ing of 
WKH�SURGXFW«

>WKHUH�
w

ere] challenges in 
how

 w
e w

ould be able 
to m

assively distribute 
WKHP

�´ (Founder) 

 Scaling phase 2 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Phase 
characteristics: 
C

reating and 
aligning the 
ecosystem

 

"M
ost specifically...w

e've 
H[SDQGHG���>IXUWKHU@«

RQH�
thing that cuts across these 
associations [is] that they 
are all w

illing to im
part 

from
 us, econom

ically et 
cetera." (Founder) 

³:
H¶YH�GHYHORSHG�D�

w
hole w

hat you could 
FDOO�SHUKDSV�µV\VWHP

¶�RI�
different players that 
are w

orking w
ith us on 

lifting farm
ers out of 

SRYHUW\�´ (Founder) 

³:
H
UH�UHEXLOGLQJ����>including] 

extension services, collection 
centers, intensive support, and 
engaging farm

ers..[also] 
relationships w

ith a lot of 
com

m
unity-based organizations 

and N
G

O
s." (Founder) 

"So, the next stage then, say 
WKH�VWDEOH�JURZ

WK�VWDJH�´�
(Founder)  
�,W¶V�DERXW�ORRNLQJ�DW�WKH�
w

hole value chain of the 
DJULFXOWXUH�´ (Founder) 

³:
H�NQHZ

�Z
H�KDG�WR�

be m
ore expansive in 

our efforts but 
struggled in 
EURDGHQLQJ�XS�>VLF@�´ 
(Founder) 

N
/A

 
 

N
etw

ork 
characteristics:  

M
ain partners: 

C
ooperatives; retailers; agri-

dealers; extension officers; 
higher-level governm

ent 
officials; international 
funders; international 
N

G
O

s. local N
G

O
s. 

 "W
e try to have influence on 

the w
hole system

...it helps 
us to help others." (Senior 
strategist)  
³7KH�FRQWUDFW�LV�EHWZ

HHQ�XV�
and the farm

er. But w
e 

GRQ¶W�KDQGOH�WKDW�FRQWUDFW�
directly...the cooperatives 
w

ill«
get som

e centralized 
w

ay of collecting the 
produce«

>DQG@�m
anage the 

inventories«
They are better 

placed than us�´ (Founder) 

M
ain partners: 

C
ooperatives; extension 

officers; entrepreneurial 
agents; higher-level 
governm

ent officials; 
international 
developm

ent 
organization; local 
N

G
O

s; researchers. 
 O

bservation: Partners 
included cooperatives, 
governm

ent officials, 
N

G
O

s; often included 
profit sharing 
arrangem

ents.  

M
ain partners: Extension 

officers; higher-level governm
ent 

officials; agri-dealers; retailers; 
collection centers; local N

G
O

s; 
m

icro-franchisees; international 
N

G
O

s; international funding 
platform

s. 
 "Building new

 relationships w
ith 

financial institutions that can 
w

ork w
ith farm

ers at financing. 
W

e have a relationship w
ith 

[local bank] [and] our 
partnership w

ith [international 
funding platform

]..very 
im

portant." (C
EO

) 
�:

H¶UH�OHDGLQJ�WKH�GHYHORSP
HQW�

of a value chain alliance w
ith 

>1
*
2
@«

�OD\HULQJ�>RXU�SURGXFW@�
on top of all of these other value 
chains...[our product] becom

es 
exceptionally scalable." (C

EO
) 

M
ain partners: Extension 

officers; higher-level 
governm

ent officials; 
entrepreneurial agents; 
international funders; 
international N

G
O

s; local 
entrepreneurs.  
 "The relationship...w

ith the 
governm

ent has actually 
continued to groZ

«
I w

as 
appointed as director of 
[G

overnm
ent Board] to 

have [it] im
prove its 

VHUYLFHV�´ (Founder) 
"Bypass the third party«

w
e 

source now
 SM

S and short 
FDOOV�GLUHFW�>VLF@«

that w
ay 

Z
H¶OO�EH�DEOH�WR�FRQWURO�WKH�

UHYHQXH«
WKLV�KHOp is 

com
ing from

 [international 
N

G
O

]." (Founder) 

M
ain partners: Fam

ily 
m

em
bers; friends; 

m
iddlem

en.  
 ³:

H�w
ere just not 

im
portant enough to 

partners, and did not 
bring in the 
VWDNHKROGHUV�´�
(Founder) 

N
/A
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Table 2a 
M

echanism
s: Scaling phase 1 

 C
om

pany  
Entrepreneurial contextual bridging 

C
ircum

venting social liability 
A

gri-S1 
(successful) 

O
bservation: Team

 m
em

bers adjusted to local contexts and 
established rapport (e.g., speaking the different local 
languages).  
"There are people w

ho...associate m
ushroom

s 
w

ith...evil...AZ
DUHQHVV�LV«

FDXVHG�E\�YHQWXUHV�OLNH�>XV@�´�
(Founder) 

³$ UHODWLYH�RU�DQ\�RWKHU�IULHQG�Z
KR«

SXUSRVHO\�FRP
HV�WKHUH�WR�Z

UHFN�RU�WR�
HDW��\HDK��Z

H¶YH�VHULRXVO\�DYRLGHG�WKDW���(Founder) 
�:

H�QHHGHG�WR�Z
RUN�Z

LWK�WKH�IDUP
HU�FRRSHUDWLYHV��QRW�WKH�P

LGGOHP
HQ«

WKH�
cooperatives w

ant the sam
e like us, they w

ant farm
ers to produce and sell 

m
uch...this is good for them

 and for us." (C
hief Strategy O

fficer)       
 

A
gri-S2 

(successful) 
O

bservation: Residents m
entioned the venture as m

ajor 
contributor to the w

ell-being of the local com
m

unity. 
"Right now

, if you w
ant to ask the governm

ent, µFDQ�\RX�JLYH�XV�
D�ORDQ�RI�WKLV�P

XFK¶��,
P
�VXUH�WKH\
OO�GR�WKDW�YHU\�IDVW��FRQWUDU\�

to w
here w

e cam
e from

 w
here nobody had any trust." (Founder) 

"[C
oops] are buying the products from

 us and they are distributing it to the 
m

em
bers. They are collecting m

oney from
 the m

em
bers. They are paying«

Z
H�

avoid the m
iddlem

en." (C
EO

) 

A
gri-T1 

(successful) 
"W

e had a great partnership w
ith [international agency that 

operated across different geographies]." (Founder)   
³2

XU deliberate local partnerships and activities helped us 
FRQQHFW�Z

LWK�ORFDOV�EHWWHU�´ �&
(2

��GXULQJ�µ7XUQDURXQG¶� 
³>7KHUH�Z

DV@�GHFRQVWUXFWLQJ�Z
KDW�H[DFWO\�LV�WKH«

VRFLDO�
DVSHFW´� (Founder). 

O
bservation: W

orked w
ith aligned m

iddlem
en such as farm

er-driven 
cooperatives; abstained from

 w
orking w

ith unaligned m
iddlem

en.  

A
gri-T2 

(successful) 
"It w

as easier for us to be accepted by farm
ers, because the 

M
inistry of Agriculture extension w

orkers say, '[Agri-T2] are 
good people'." (Founder, during 'Turnaround')  

O
bservation: W

orked w
ith aligned farm

er-driven cooperatives.  

A
gri-F1 

(unsuccessful) 
O

bservation: Lack of local relationships.   
"W

e realized [too late] that, if you w
ant to reach these 

people...reach them
 through their m

other tongues." (Founder)   

"They [fam
ily m

em
bers] don't have the slightest idea of how

 the venture 
VWDUWHG«

$OO�WKH\ do is com
e here and say, 'O

kay, now
 [that] this thing is 

HVWDEOLVKHG��Z
H�DUH�KHUH�WR�HDW
«

1
RERG\�Z

DQWV�WR�FRP
P
LW�´ (Founder) 

"W
e trusted so m

uch the m
iddlem

en. W
hatever w

e w
ere doing, w

e w
ere 

getting [it] from
 the m

iddlem
en. The P

LGGOHP
HQ�KDYH�QR�IL[HG�SULFH��WKHUH¶V�

VLP
SO\�QR�Z

D\�RI�JRLQJ�WR�FRQWURO�WKDW«
1
RZ�WKDW�IOXFWXDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�LQSXW�

price, eventually contributes to your collapse." (Founder) 
A

gri-F2 
(unsuccessful) 

"To get buy-LQ«
FDQ�EH�D�ELJ�KXUGOH���Z

H�ZHUH�D�ELW�
disconnected." (Founder) 
"C

hallenges in how
 w

e w
ould be able to m

assively distribute 
them

«
>DQG@�w

ho should bear the burden of building these 
structures." (Founder) 

O
bservation: D

id not develop m
eaningful relationships w

ith cooperatives or 
other aligned m

iddlem
en.  

U
nderlined: M

echanism
 not present 
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Table 2b 
M

echanism
s: Scaling phase 2 

 C
om

pany  
A

ligned capacity building 
A

ligning incentives w
ith political actors 

A
gri-S1 

(successful) 
³W

e also w
ant to try and strengthen them

 [cooperatives], get 
donors w

ho w
ould be w

illing to help us [build] the skills of the 
farm

ers." (Founder) 
³:

H���FRP
H�LQ�DQG�KHOS�WKHVH�IDUP

HU�JURXSV�RXW�LQ�FDSDFLW\�
building...teaching them

 on how
 w

ell they can do the dehydration." 
(Founder) 
"W

e try to have influence on the w
hole system

...It helps us help 
others...W

hile w
e try to help them

 [farm
ers] out, w

e also w
ant to 

HQVXUH�WKDW�WKH\«
FRP

H�RXW�RI�SRYHUW\�� (Founder) 

³7KH�JRYHUQRU�KLP
VHOI�LV�YHU\�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WU\LQJ�RXW and figuring out if 

KH¶V�JRLQJ�WR�EH�EHWWHU�SRVLWLRQHG.´ (Founder)      
O

bservation: ([SOLFLWO\�UHODWHG�LWV�FRP
SDQ\�VWUDWHJ\�WR�.

HQ\D¶V�³9LVLRQ�
����´��Z

KLFK�IRFXVHG�RQ�DVSHFWV�VXFK�DV�HUDGLFDWLQJ�P
DOQXWULWLRQ�, and 

connected w
ith politicians prom

ising them
 that they could be seen as 

w
orking tow

ards that vision by collaborating w
ith Agri-S1.  

A
gri-S2 

(successful) 
"The agents w

ere selling the [product] because...farm
ers w

ho 
w

ere selling...they can coordinate w
ith the com

pany to have the 
orders placed w

ith their neighbor farm
ers, and get a com

m
ission. 

So, in that w
ay your scale w

ill be directly linked to the change 
P
DNHU�DELOLW\«

�LW�JURZ
V�YLUDOO\���EHFDXVH�LW¶V�JRLQJ�IURP

�SHUVRQ�WR�
person." (Founder) 

�*
RYHUQP

HQW�Z
RUNHUV���WKH\¶UH�VKRZLQJ�KRZ

�\RX�FDQ�XVH�>our 
product]«

DQG�IHHO�WKH\�DUH�WDNHQ�VHULRXVO\�" (Founder) 
 

A
gri-T1 

(successful) 
"N

ew
 relationships w

ith financial institutions...that can w
ork w

ith 
farm

ers at financing. So w
e have a relationship w

ith [local bank] 
[and] w

ith [funder]." (C
EO

��GXULQJ�µ7XUQDURXQG¶)  
"To be able to m

ake sure that a beehive is valuable, w
e m

ust 
purchase the honey because w

hat you don't w
ant is for the farm

er 
WR�HQG�XS�Z

LWK�D�GHDG�DVVHW«
Z
H�DGG�YDOXH�WR�WKH�KLYH�E\�

JXDUDQWHHLQJ�WR�EX\�>WKH�KRQH\@�´ (Founder��GXULQJ�µ7XUQDURXQG¶) 

"[C
EO

] didn't see value in it«
:
KHQ�\RX�JR�RXW�WR�WKH�ILHOG«

\RX�VD\�KHOOR�
to the sub chief [local governm

ent officer] ...and m
eet people and w

ait for 
tw

o hours for a m
eeting - those are really critical things...If som

ebody 
com

es in that has a very different orientation and thinks this is a w
aste of 

WLP
H��WKDW�DXWRP

DWLFDOO\�>Z
LOO�GHVWUR\@�DOO�\RXU�JRRGZ

LOO�´ (Founder, during 
µ'

ecline¶)    
  

A
gri-T2 

(successful) 
"W

e train them
 on how

 to do it...Then they generate revenue out of 
WKHVH�VHUYLFHV��6R«

WKH\¶UH�GRLQg it as their ow
n businesses and 

yet in the netw
ork w

ith us." (Founder��GXULQJ�µ7XUQDURXQG¶) 

O
bservation: 7KH�WHDP

�KLJKOLJKWHG�HOHP
HQWV�RI�.

HQ\D¶V�YLVLRQ������WR�
JRYHUQP

HQW�RIILFLDOV�DQG�RWKHUV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�VLJQDO�FDWHULQJ�WR�VWDNHKROGHUV¶�
goals.  

A
gri-F1 

(unsuccessful) 
"There are not m

any stakeholders there...I thought that he w
ho 

had the listing w
ould introduce m

e and once I have the product 
and push it in the m

arket, it w
ill sell. But that w

as a m
istake." 

(Founder) 

O
bservation: D

id not align w
ith stakeholder goals such as helping officials 

EH�VHHQ�DV�Z
RUNLQJ�WRZ

DUGV�WKH�³K
enya 2030´�YLVLRQ.  

A
gri-F2 

(unsuccessful) 
N

/A
 

 N
/A

 

U
nderlined: M

echanism
 not present 
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Figure 1. Social enterprise netw
ork orchestration
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