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Defining 
Social 
Impact



Social Impact

Effect on people and 
communities that happen as a 
result of action or inaction, 
activity, project, program or 
policy

Scaling impact - “generating 
greater impacts from 
interventions that have been 
established through rigorous 
research in an equitable and 
sustainable manner”

Social investors’ concerns are 
social and financial return

Likely to check on 
sustainability, who benefits, 
how many people benefit, how 
they benefit



Interest is to create a better, 
fairer world

Motivated by social change

Not just measuring, what will 
you do with the impact?

Scaling Impact



Plan by using 
the theory of 
change

1

Measure the 
Impact

2

Assess the 
Impact against 
key goals

3

Review what 
more you need 
to do or 
amplify

4

No numbers without stories and no stories without numbers

Process



Scientific research informs drivers (or interventions) that 
eliminate or reduce structural development problems 
while consultations with the stakeholders enhance 
equity, acceptability, and lasting impact of those 
interventions.

Role of Decision Focused Impact Evaluation



Scaling up - making a 
bigger project or 
increasing output

1

Scaling Out - getting 
more from the project 
through replication

2

Scaling Deep -
enhancing the quality 
of the intervention to 
generate even greater 
impacts

3

More complex projects may involve a combination of any two or three

Scaling



Alignment of mindsets of all stakeholders - program implementers, 
beneficiaries and state and non-state actors to embrace scientifically 
generated evidence to drive positive changes in the society.

Emphasizes scaling of impacts

Scaling of outputs is still encouraged, greater insights and long-term 
mindsets are obtained if scaling focusses on impacts.

Decision focused scaling



(a) Identification and meaningful involvement of all stakeholders to adopt interventions that 
are tested through scientific research is critical. 

(b)Evaluation of the reliability, relevance, timeliness, sufficiency, and credibility of the 
evidence that informs the interventions is important.

(c) Critical review of the context in which the evidence was gathered and the context in 
which scaling will be implemented is crucial.

(d)Respond to changing prevalence of the development problem and trends that could have 
evolved from the time intervention was tested to the time that scaling is done. Actors 
must therefore consider current and future beneficiaries of the project.

Key Takeaways



Role of the 
Theory of 
Change 
(TOC)

TOC is the beginning point for development of 
interventions as it describes specific pathways to 
the achievement of social impact at the three 
levels (short, intermediate, and long-term). 

Scaling efforts should begin by reviewing the 
long-term impacts expounded in the theory of 
change and work backwards to identify pre-
conditions and pathways.  

After the interventions, TOC should be reviewed 
and refined to clearly show the impact pathways



Why 
Scale 
Impact?

Avail a tested intervention and lessons 
learned to more beneficiaries – create 
social change.

Economies of scale

Sustained social change and can lead 
to further innovations



What should we take care of?

Requires substantial investment in public resources

Requires buy in from all the stakeholders who often have conflicting interests

Dis-economies of scale if unintended effects in an intervention are amplified

Calls for multi-disciplinary teams that blend technical experts, policy makers and 
behavioral scientists

It is context specific hence a project may fail due to implementation in the wrong 
context



Desirable and undesirable impacts (anticipated or unanticipated)

Technical justification

Moral Justification (the balance of values and impacts)

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

Should we Scale?



Optimal scale balances: magnitude, variety,
equity, and sustainability of impacts in a way
that stakeholders endorse.

Scale up, out or deep? by how much, for
how long, and in what direction or
dimension.

Horizontal (beyond one region), Vertical
(alignment of political and organizational) or
Functional (two or more areas)?

Optimal Scaling



Scaling takes place in complex systems and requires the 
participation of an evolving set of actors. 

Efforts may be cooperative, competitive, or complementary, and 
their roles may change over time. 

Coordination demands a high level of planning, adaptation, and 
flexibility, along with a deep understanding of the system we 
place our intervention.

Coordination



Scaling is an intervention (we change actions to improve 
impacts) and it can be evaluated. 

Scaling produces dynamic change (it affects systems that in 
turn affect it) so it requires dynamic evaluation. 

Conventional, impact evaluations are concerned with how, 
why, for whom, and under what conditions actions produce 
impact. 

Dynamic evaluation is concerned with how, why, for whom, 
and under what conditions changing actions changes
impact.

Dynamic Evaluation



PROCESS POLICY PROGRAM PRODUCT INNOVATION

What do we scale?



Process - develop a process that will 
successfully produce a desired product when 
manufactured at a commercial scale.

Policy – incorporate an intervention into the 
laws, policies, and structures that govern the 
specific area: health, education, agriculture etc.

What do we Scale?



Product Scaling – Public or private good?



How can innovations: 

Reach more people?

Have alternative Use?

Support greater efficiency and effectiveness?

Scaling Innovation



Technology is 
enabling scaling 

beyond local 
geographic areas

Generating greater 
impact by scaling 

replicable activities 
with lower unit costs

Opportunity to 
overcome distance 
barriers and lower 
transaction costs

Digital divides owing 
to limited access to 
broadband access 
in some– especially 

remote– areas

Technology 
governance is 

critical

Technology and Scaling



Resources

Mc Lean, R. & Chamber, R book on Scaling Impact: Innovation for the Public Good. 

https://www.poverty-action.org/blog/path-scale-research-
going-beyond-innovation

https://idl-bnc-idrc.dspacedirect.org/bitstream/handle/10625/57605/Scaling%20impact.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
https://www.poverty-action.org/blog/path-scale-research-going-beyond-innovation







