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Abstract

Scaling social impact remains one of the most persistent challenges for mission-driven ventures.
While technology, business models, and funding mechanisms are widely studied, the behavioural
drivers and frictions that determine whether innovations can scale are less understood. This paper
integrates insights from behavioural science and social entrepreneurship to propose a practical
framework for designing, testing, and scaling impact innovations. We synthesize literature and
field evidence, offer analytic distinctions between diffusion, replication, and systems-level
scaling, and surface behavioural levers—such as identity, norms, choice architecture, trust, and
feedback loops—that help innovations cross context boundaries. Through illustrative cases from
health, financial inclusion, agriculture, and energy access, we translate research into a set of
actionable design principles and a measurement roadmap. We conclude with implications for
founders, funders, and policymakers seeking to move from promising pilots to population-level

change.
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1. Introduction

Over the past two decades, social entrepreneurship has moved from the margins of philanthropy
to the mainstream of global development and innovation. Across low-, middle-, and high-income
settings, social enterprises are pioneering new approaches to entrenched problems such as health
inequities, educational exclusion, gender-based economic disparities, environmental degradation,
and climate vulnerability. From microfinance and affordable health diagnostics to community
energy cooperatives and digital learning platforms, these ventures have introduced novel
solutions that combine business discipline with social purpose. Yet, despite their creative
promise, few social innovations manage to scale their impact proportionately to the depth of the
need they address. Many remain trapped in the “pilot paradox”—highly successful in controlled

or local contexts but unable to replicate success at larger or systemic levels.

The challenge of scaling social impact extends far beyond access to capital or the replication of a
successful model. Scaling entails a process of translation: adapting a validated intervention to
new cultural, institutional, and behavioural environments while maintaining its effectiveness and
core values. It is not only an operational or strategic task but also a deeply behavioural one. At its
heart lies a question of how individuals, organizations, and systems make decisions about
adopting and sustaining new practices that create public value. Understanding these human
dimensions—why people embrace or resist change, how collective norms evolve, and what

motivates sustained participation—is essential to achieving scale that is both deep and durable.

In recent years, scholars and practitioners have begun to recognize that behavioural science
offers powerful tools to unpack these dynamics. Concepts such as social norms, identity, trust,
framing effects, and feedback loops provide insight into why innovations spread—or fail to—
across diverse contexts. However, the application of behavioural insights to the problem of
scaling social impact remains fragmented. Existing frameworks often emphasize financial
models, technological readiness, or organizational capacity, with limited attention to how
psychological and social factors shape adoption, adaptation, and institutionalization. This paper
seeks to fill that gap by integrating behavioural science with the theory and practice of social

entrepreneurship.
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Specifically, we explore the question: What behavioural insights can help social entrepreneurs
design and scale innovations that produce reliable outcomes at meaningful scope? We argue that
scaling is not a singular event but a continuous process of learning and adaptation that requires
attention to human behaviour at multiple levels—individual, organizational, and systemic. By
synthesizing theory and evidence, we propose a framework that identifies key behavioural levers
influencing scaling pathways and outlines practical strategies for leveraging them in design,

implementation, and evaluation.

Our approach draws on field evidence from sectors such as health, financial inclusion,
agriculture, and energy access. Through these cases, we illustrate how principles of behavioural
design—such as simplifying decision environments, aligning incentives with intrinsic
motivations, and embedding feedback mechanisms—can help social innovations cross contextual

boundaries and achieve broader, sustained impact.

Ultimately, scaling social innovation is not merely about reaching more people; it is about
changing the systems, norms, and choices that shape collective well-being. Understanding and
applying behavioural insights enables entrepreneurs, funders, and policymakers to design for that
deeper transformation—where social change becomes self-reinforcing rather than externally

driven.

1.1 Contributions

This paper makes four key contributions to the literature and practice of scaling social impact.
1. Conceptual Clarity on the Meaning of Scale

e We provide a structured understanding of what it means to “scale” social innovation
beyond mere growth or expansion.
e The paper distinguishes between three complementary pathways:
o Diffusion: the voluntary spread of ideas and practices through networks, peer
influence, and social learning.
o Replication: the deliberate reproduction of an intervention or business model

across new sites or populations.
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o Systems-Level Scaling: structural and policy-level integration of innovations into
existing institutions or governance frameworks.
These distinctions allow researchers and practitioners to identify where a venture stands

in its maturity cycle and choose strategies suited to that stage.

2. Behavioural Mechanisms Underlying Scaling

The paper highlights behavioural and psychological factors that determine adoption,
sustained use, and institutional uptake.

We explore mechanisms such as identity alignment, social norms, trust, habit
formation, and choice architecture, which collectively shape how people and
organizations respond to innovations.

By synthesizing insights from behavioural economics, social psychology, and
implementation science, we show how these mechanisms can be intentionally designed
into interventions to foster adoption and long-term engagement.

This perspective bridges theory and practice, helping social entrepreneurs translate

behavioural insights into actionable strategies for scaling.

3. A Practical Roadmap for Experimentation, Evidence, and Measurement

We propose a step-by-step approach to designing, testing, and evaluating innovations
with scale in mind.

The framework encourages the use of adaptive experimentation—including behavioural
field trials, A/B tests, and rapid feedback loops—to assess how solutions perform across
diverse contexts.

Our roadmap emphasizes contextual robustness rather than mere statistical significance,
recognizing that what works in one setting must be adapted to another.

We also outline measurement strategies that integrate behavioural outcomes (e.g.,
sustained use, adoption intent) with system-level indicators (e.g., institutional uptake,
policy change).

This approach helps decision-makers align evidence generation with the goal of

achieving meaningful, scalable impact.
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4. Policy and Funding Implications for Behaviourally Informed Scaling

e We argue that funding and policy ecosystems often incentivize short-term reach instead
of long-term learning.

e The paper calls for incentive realignment—encouraging funders and policymakers to
support experimentation, contextual adaptation, and iterative learning.

e We propose embedding behavioural principles into the architecture of support systems—
such as grantmaking, accelerator design, and evaluation criteria—to foster genuine
scaling rather than mechanical replication.

e Such behavioural alignment creates an ecosystem where innovation evolves and endures,
driving systemic change rather than isolated success stories.

2. Literature and Theoretical Background

Research on scaling social innovations draws from diffusion of innovations theory, institutional
theory, behavioural economics, and implementation science. Diffusion scholarship highlights
attributes of innovations—relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and
observability—that predict adoption. Behavioural science adds micro-foundations: bounded
rationality, heuristics, loss aversion, present bias, and social norms. Implementation science
underscores fidelity—adaptation trade-offs when translating interventions across settings. Finally,

systems-change literature emphasizes rules, resource flows, power dynamics, and mental models.

Despite rich theory, three gaps persist: (i) context blindness—solutions optimized for early pilots
fail under different constraints; (ii) measurement myopia—emphasis on outputs over outcomes
and learning; and (iii) behavioural under-specification—few scaling strategies articulate the

psychological mechanisms that must hold for new users or institutions.
3. Defining Scaling: Three Pathways

We distinguish three pathways, often pursued in combination.
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1. Diffusion (user-led spread): Adoption grows organically through social networks when users
perceive clear value and low switching costs. Example: clean cookstoves gaining traction via

peer demonstration and financing.

2. Replication (organization-led expansion): The venture opens new sites or franchises, aiming to
maintain fidelity while adapting to context. Example: community health worker models
replicated across districts with standardized training and data systems.

3. Systems-level scaling (policy or market integration): The innovation is embedded in public
policy, procurement, or market norms. Example: evidence-based tutoring integrated into national

education policy.
Each pathway operates via distinct behavioural channels and requires tailored strategies.
4. A Behavioural Framework for Scaling Impact

Scaling requires converting awareness — trial — adoption — habitual use — advocacy at the
user level, and pilots — procurement — integration — routinization — protection at the

institutional level. We propose eight behavioural levers:

1. Identity and Meaning: People adopt behaviours aligned with their self-concept and role

9 ¢

identities (e.g., “good parent,” “prudent farmer,” “diligent clinician”). Messaging and design

should affirm these identities.

2. Norms and Social Proof: Visibility of peer uptake reduces perceived risk; seeded early

adopters and public dashboards can catalyze bandwagon effects.

3. Choice Architecture: Defaults, simplification, and timely prompts reduce frictions in

onboarding and repeated use.

4. Commitment Devices: Small, voluntary commitments (e.g., savings pledges, scheduled

follow-ups) mitigate present bias and support habit formation.

5. Trust and Reciprocity: In low-trust contexts, repeated interactions, transparent pricing, and

community-based distribution build credibility.

12 International Journal in Management and Social Science

http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irfjimss@gmail.com




International Journal in Management and Social Science
Volume 13 Issue 9 ,Sep 2025 ISSN: 2321-1784 Impact Factor: 8.088 _'IJMR®
Journal Homepage: http://ijmr.net.in, Email:irfmss@gmail.com g
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal

6. Feedback Loops: Immediate, salient feedback (e.g., health improvement scores, crop yield

estimates) sustains motivation and demonstrates efficacy.

7. Risk Sharing and Guarantees: Money-back guarantees, warranties, or performance-based

contracts reduce loss aversion.

8. Status and Recognition: Badges, certificates, and public recognition mobilize intrinsic and

extrinsic motivation.

These levers operate at multiple levels—individual users, frontline staff, managers, and

policymakers—and should be matched to the scaling pathway.

5. Cases

Cases are stylized to preserve generality while drawing on well-documented patterns.
5.1 Eye Health Service Model (Health)

A high-volume cataract surgery model scaled regionally by pairing process innovation
(assembly-line clinical flow) with behavioural design: community ambassadors (norms),
transparent outcomes dashboards (feedback), and tiered pricing with cross-subsidization (trust
and risk sharing). Replication succeeded where onboarding scripts emphasized caregiver identity
(“help your parent see again”), and where postoperative SMS reminders (choice architecture)

reduced drop-offs.
5.2 Group-Based Microfinance (Financial Inclusion)

Joint-liability lending scaled via embedded norms and peer monitoring. However, replication
quality varied with cultural fit and the salience of savings goals. Adding opt-out micro-insurance
as a default (choice architecture) and public repayment celebrations (status) improved retention.
Over time, integration with national ID and digital payment rails enabled systems-level scale

through government-to-person transfers.
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5.3 Smallholder Advisory with Asset Financing (Agriculture

An agritech venture combined last-mile agronomy advice with pay-as-you-harvest financing.
Adoption hinged on trust in yield predictions; showing plot-specific projections and neighbour
testimonials (social proof) increased uptake. Commitment contracts coinciding with cash-flow
peaks (post-harvest) aligned with present-biased preferences. Partnerships with input suppliers
and cooperatives enabled replication and market embedding.

5.4 Off-Grid Solar (Energy Access)

A solar-home-system company scaled through pay-as-you-go models and remote lock/unlock
features. Behavioural innovations included trial periods, loss-framed notifications (“you will lose
light tonight™), and community technicians providing face-to-face reassurance. Warranty clarity

and rapid service recovery preserved trust during scaling s-curves.

6. Designing for Scale: From Mechanism to Playbook

We offer a six-step playbook with embedded behavioural checkpoints.
1. Clarify the Unit of Scale

e |s success measured by users, outcomes (e.g., DALYs averted, emissions reduced),
institutional uptake, or a policy change?

e Define a Minimal Viable Impact (MVI): the smallest verifiable outcome that predicts
long-run goals.

2. Map Contextual Constraints

e Conduct barrier mapping: affordability, attention, time, social permission, infrastructure,
and policy.
e Identify which constraints are behavioural versus structural; design accordingly.

3. Specify Behavioural Mechanisms
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e For each step in the user journey, specify a mechanism (e.g., default enroliment) and a
falsifiable prediction (e.g., “opt-out will increase enrolment from 30% to 55% among
eligible households”).

4. Run Adaptive Experiments

e Use sequential A/B tests or stepped-wedge rollouts that preserve ethical standards while
enabling rapid learning.
e Track effect heterogeneity by context to anticipate replication risks.

5. Engineer Distribution and Trust

e Combine digital channels with community-based distribution; instrument service
reliability and complaint resolution times.
e Introduce guarantees or risk-sharing aligned to users’ loss aversion and cash cycles.
6. Codify and Protect the Model

e Create an Operating System for Scale: playbooks, data schemas, training rubrics, and
decision rights.
e Establish guardrails for adaptation so local teams innovate without eroding core impact.

7. Measurement for Scaling

e Scaling requires moving from vanity metrics to decision-grade evidence.

7.1 Metrics Hierarchy

e Reach: number of users, locations, institutions.

e Activation and Stickiness: conversion to active use; habit formation indicators (e.g., 90-
day retention).

e Quality and Fidelity: adherence to core processes; competence of frontline staff.

e Outcomes and Cost-Effectiveness: validated outcome measures per dollar or per unit
time; distributional effects across subgroups.

e Externalities and System Effects: spillovers (positive or negative), displacement, and

ecosystem changes.
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7.2 Evidence Standards

Use mixed methods: randomized experiments where feasible, complemented by quasi-

experimental designs and qualitative insights.
Pre-register primary outcomes and analysis plans when running causal studies.

Build evidence invariant components: data elements collected consistently across sites to enable

meta-learning.

7.3 Data Infrastructure

Lean data for quick feedback (SMS/IVR surveys, call-centre logs, app telemetry).
Interoperability via open APIs and common identifiers (e.g., facility ID, household ID).
Privacy and Consent baked into onboarding, with transparent data use statements.

8. Behavioural Risks and Ethical Considerations

Behavioural levers can be misused. Guardrails include:

Autonomy: Make defaults easy to opt out of; avoid dark patterns.

Equity: Monitor who benefits and who is excluded; adapt pricing and distribution accordingly.
Dignity: Use affirming messages; avoid stigma-based nudges.

Accountability: Publish learning agendas and null results; invite external audits when

appropriate.
9. Financing and Partnership Models
Scaling almost always requires blended finance and cross-sector partnerships.

Innovation-Friendly Contracts: Outcomes-based financing with learning provisions that fund

experimentation, not just service delivery.

12 International Journal in Management and Social Science

http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irfjimss@gmail.com




International Journal in Management and Social Science
Volume 13 Issue 9 ,Sep 2025 ISSN: 2321-1784 Impact Factor: 8.088 _'IJMR®
Journal Homepage: http://ijmr.net.in, Email:irfmss@gmail.com g
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal

Procurement for Learning: Public buyers that prioritize adaptive performance, with milestone

payments tied to validated outcomes.

Distribution Partnerships: Leverage existing networks (MFIs, cooperatives, pharmacies, schools)

to lower acquisition costs and enhance trust.

IP and Open-Source Strategies: Decide which components to open (e.g., data standards) and

which to protect (e.g., brand, QA processes) to balance mission and sustainability.
10. Policy Levers for Systems-Level Scaling

Standards and Interoperability: Governments can mandate data standards that reduce integration

costs for innovators.

Regulatory Sandboxes: Safe spaces for testing novel models (e.g., pay-as-you-go utilities,

telemedicine) with consumer protections.

Outcome-Oriented Subsidies: Subsidize verified outcomes rather than inputs, aligning incentives

with impact.

Public Procurement Reform: Shift from lowest-cost bidding to value-based procurement,

including past performance and impact evidence.
11. Discussion: Why Innovations Stall—and How to Unblock Them

Common stall points include: (i) overfitting to pilot contexts; (ii) unclear value proposition for
new stakeholders (e.g., district health officers); (iii) lack of trust at scale; (iv) measurement
systems that lag operational decisions; and (v) insufficient investment in organizational
capability. Remedies involve early design-for-transfer (anticipating variation), stakeholder-
specific value propositions, institutional trust-building, real-time data flows, and deliberate

capability-building in middle management.

12. Limitations and Future Research
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This synthesis integrates theory and cases but is not a meta-analysis. Future research should
quantify how specific behavioural levers interact (e.g., norms x guarantees), examine negative
externalities of scaling, and explore Al-enabled personalization for impact without exacerbating

bias.
13. Conclusion

Innovation enables step-changes in cost-effectiveness and experience; behavioural insights
determine whether those innovations are understood, trusted, and used at scale. By explicitly
specifying mechanisms, engineering for trust, measuring what matters, and aligning financing
and policy with learning, social entrepreneurs can move from promising pilots to sustained,

population-level impact.
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