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INTRO 

Scale is a topic that always comes up in the debate around inclusive business. At the same time, it seems 
to be one of the hardest nuts to crack. For our February THEME, we asked entrepreneurs, representatives 
of international organisations and business development experts for their personal views and experience 
when scaling an inclusive business (IB). 
 
What motivated them to stay focused while scaling your business? How did they overcome hard times 
trying to reach scale? What navigated them through this process?  
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 Scaling up – Chasing a white elephant within the inclusive business debate 

http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=HubOct2017


 

Thoughts on Scale by Markus Dietrich 
 

When I was asked to write an introduction to this 

Theme, I thought initially to write about my personal 

experience as co-founder of Hilltribe Organics on the 

challenges of scaling up as a social enterprise. 

However, when studying the excellent blogs of this 

Theme and digging a bit deeper in the scaling up 

literature I grew increasingly aware that I have been 

using this term very liberally and probably too liberally. 

One of the reasons is probably that, as IB is at the 

nexus of development and business, both “speaks” mix 

to the confusion of everybody, which is not helpful to 

the sector.  

 

What is scale anyway? Is it a term that needs to be “left deliberately vague”, but as a 

“rule of thumb, means reaching people in the hundreds of thousands, rather than the 

thousands or tens of thousands” as stated in a recent Adam Smith report? Does this mean 

that successful inclusive business such as City Waste Group, Botanica and AACE Foods, which 

reach producers in their thousands or tens of thousands, do not have scale? Many people 

would disagree. Are inclusive business models, which engage the BoP as customer, inherently 

“better” as they reach the hundreds of thousands, as Ignitia does? 

 

Is reaching scale “overrated”, as Jonathan C. Lewis positions, or “the most critical challenge 

for inclusive business”, as Marcos Neto puts it? Should scale even be a prime concern of 

companies or should they rather focus on “becoming much better at what they do”, as Will 

Coetsee states. 

 

There seems to be a certain disconnect between the development 

and the business community, which manifests itself on the term 

scale.  
 

When trying to trace the disconnect, I found that from a business perspective “scaling” has a 

very distinct meaning. According to an HBR article: “scaling means adding revenue at a much 

greater rate than cost” and should not be confused with growth. By nature, software 

companies have therefore one of the most scalable business model. Does it now mean that 

every inclusive business has to get into the software industry in the search of a “scalable” 

business model? Of course not. 

 

On the other side of the spectrum, I came across MSI’s Scaling up Management Framework 

for development practitioners, which provides a toolkit to take projects, NOT businesses, to 

scale through expansion, replication or collaboration. 

   

 

 

Markus Dietrich, Director Asia at the Inclusive 
Business Action Network (IBAN) shares his 

personal thoughts on scale 

http://hilltribeorganics.com/
https://beamexchange.org/uploads/filer_public/ab/fc/abfcb2d3-7847-448e-9ed6-c99fd99f3b94/getting_to_scale.pdf
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/26233-2/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scale-business-sustainable-manner-dont-try-not-order-appease-people-outside-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/interview-ndidi-nwuneli/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/dos-donts-scaling-west-africa-ignitias-story/
https://nextbillion.net/the-dirty-secret-of-social-enterprise-scale-is-overrated/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scaling-inclusive-business-something-not-just-concerns-entrepreneur-everyone/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scaling-inclusive-business-something-not-just-concerns-entrepreneur-everyone/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scale-business-sustainable-manner-dont-try-not-order-appease-people-outside-business/
https://hbr.org/2016/07/midsize-companies-shouldnt-confuse-growth-with-scaling
http://www.msiworldwide.com/approach/tools/scaling-up-framework-toolkit/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/thoughts-on-scale/


 

 

Confusion occurs when the term “scale” is applied on business growth such as scaling up, 

wide and deep approaches which have been found to be “analogous to the highly popular 

product-market growth strategies presented by Igor Ansoff” in 1957. Growth again is a 

concept, which every businessperson is very familiar with, and understands extremely well. 

 

So where does it leave us? Rather than indiscriminately interchanging “scale” and 

“growth”, I, for my part, will in the future be more careful in using the terms, especially when 

talking to the private sector. Probably I will use the term growth more when talking about 

inclusive businesses while using scale when entering the macro level of inclusive markets.  

 

What is your take? Let me know about your opinion on scaling IB here at the blog. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

Markus Dietrich, Director Asia 

Inclusive Business Action Network (IBAN) 

 

 

 

Looking at the bigger picture 

 

Scaling inclusive business: Something that not 

only concerns the entrepreneur, but everyone 
 

 One of our intervieews this month is Marcos Neto, Director of 

the Istanbul International Center for Private Sector in 

Development of the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP). His diagnosis: inclusive business in general has scaled 

more slowly than he expected ten years ago. He also flags four 

key ingredients that the market system needs to provide in 

order for more inclusive businesses to reach scale. Read more. 

 

Does scale matter? 
 

 Julian Peach, Director of Knowledge at Grow Asia summarises the findings of a report by BEAM 

Exchange and Adam Smith. Their findings confirm that all scaling efforts will be in vain, if there is 

no supportive ecosystem. This piece also provides six very useful tips on how entrepreneurs can 

overcome internal barriers when they are scaling their business models: how long it takes, the 

likelihood of scale, and which route to use. Read more.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marcos Neto, Director of the UNDP's 
Istanbul International Center for Private 

Sector in Development (IICPSD) 

https://www.rsm.nl/fileadmin/Images_NEW/Events/Sustainability_Forum/Thesis_Daphne_Blokhuis_RSM_2012_2013.pdf
https://www.rsm.nl/fileadmin/Images_NEW/Events/Sustainability_Forum/Thesis_Daphne_Blokhuis_RSM_2012_2013.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/scaling_up_inclusive_markets
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scaling-inclusive-business-something-not-just-concerns-entrepreneur-everyone/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scaling-inclusive-business-something-not-just-concerns-entrepreneur-everyone/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scaling-inclusive-business-something-not-just-concerns-entrepreneur-everyone/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/does-scale-matter/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/does-scale-matter/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scaling-inclusive-business-something-not-just-concerns-entrepreneur-everyone/


 

 

Getting your feet on the ground – Insights from entrepreneurs 

 

To scale your business in a sustainable manner, don’t try to be what you are 

not in order to appease other people outside of your business 
 

 'We are superb at failing but also at learning from our failures', says Will Coetsee, Managing 

Director of Botanica Natural Products. The company is an award-winning, family-owned social 

enterprise located in rural Limpopo, South Africa. Since 2009, the company strives to integrate the 

use of indigenous plants, traditional knowledge and science to promote better skin health. Learn 

more about their lessons learned regarding the scaling of their business model. Read more.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Always have a plan A, B and C 

 

 Instead of talking about barriers, Nigerian entrepreneur 

Ndidi Nwuneli tells us three success factors that made it 

possible for her company AACE Foods to reach scale. 

Sharing some lessons learned from failing, she also has a 

very good advice for entrepreneurs: Always have a plan A, 

B and C. Read more.  

 

 

The Do’s and Don’ts of scaling in West Africa: Ignitia’s story 
 

 Ignitia is a company that provides hyper-local weather 

forecasts to hundreds of thousands of farmers in West 

Africa, via SMS, based on GPS location. When we asked 

them for scaling barriers they did not name the usual 

suspects (information, finance, rules and capacity), but four 

other barriers that are at least equally important. Read 

more. 

 

 

 

VIDEO: A short 

but inspirational 

portray of 

Botanica Natural 

Products and its 

people.  

Are you looking for a good read? Check out 
this recent book by Ndidi Nwuneli  

Ignitia is the world’s first highly accurate 
weather forecasting company. 

http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scale-business-sustainable-manner-dont-try-not-order-appease-people-outside-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scale-business-sustainable-manner-dont-try-not-order-appease-people-outside-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/scale-business-sustainable-manner-dont-try-not-order-appease-people-outside-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/interview-ndidi-nwuneli/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/interview-ndidi-nwuneli/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/dos-donts-scaling-west-africa-ignitias-story/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/dos-donts-scaling-west-africa-ignitias-story/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/dos-donts-scaling-west-africa-ignitias-story/
https://www.routledge.com/Social-Innovation-In-Africa-A-practical-guide-for-scaling-impact/Nwuneli/p/book/9781138182844
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/interview-ndidi-nwuneli/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8FerLVqHuJM
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/dos-donts-scaling-west-africa-ignitias-story/
http://www.ignitia.se/


 

 

 

Being passionate about improving the lives of the very poor and firmly 

believing that private companies can be change agents is what is most crucial 

to scaling an inclusive business  
 

 Talking about scale and inclusive business, we are sure of one thing: you cannot look at this topic 

without understanding the success story of Jain Irrigation Systems Ltd. For this THEME, Dr Dilip N 

Kulkarni, President of the Agricultural Food Division and Sustainable Agriculture tells us innovative 

and inspiring approaches that enabled the company to scale successfully. Read more. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

An entrepreneur’s journey of growing a waste and recycling business in 

Ghana 
 

 Jürgen Meinel is the founder of Ghana's first recycling company. In this interview, he talks about the 

challenges of being a ‘competitor’ to the informal waste sector. He outlines his efforts to roll out 

recycling centers all over the country. Read more.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VIDEO: A full 

company portrait 

of Jain Irrigation 

System Ltd. in 

4:26 minutes.  

City Waste Management is one of the few companies in Ghana that are able to recycle e-waste like fridges 

in a responsible manner   

 

http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/passionate-improving-lives-poor-firmly-believing-private-companies-can-change-agents-crucial-scaling-inclusive-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/passionate-improving-lives-poor-firmly-believing-private-companies-can-change-agents-crucial-scaling-inclusive-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/passionate-improving-lives-poor-firmly-believing-private-companies-can-change-agents-crucial-scaling-inclusive-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/passionate-improving-lives-poor-firmly-believing-private-companies-can-change-agents-crucial-scaling-inclusive-business/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/26233-2/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/26233-2/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/26233-2/
https://youtu.be/iFfXUUnvWNQ
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/26233-2/


 

 
 

Time to check yourself  

 

These are some of the best free available tools and resources that can help your enterprise to reach scale. 

 

 Ready Steady Scale - Is your social venture ready for scale? 

This publication is a simple checklist that enables practitioners to quickly assess their organization’s readiness for 

scale and to clearly identify areas for improvement in four distinct areas: Social Impact, Financial Viability, Internal 

Capacity, and External Enablers. 

 

 Checklist for building a scaleable enterprise at the BoP 

The Hub’s checklists are based on the real-world experiences of inclusive business projects and can be used to develop 

and scale up business strategies. Go through this 4-page check list and assess yourself.  

 

 Know How Page Scaling 

The Practitioner Hub’s Know-How Pages draw on the experience of practitioners and facilitators on the ground to 

provide practical knowledge, information and links to resource on key inclusive business topics. This is the Hub’s 

know-how on scaling.  

 

 Small is beautiful but big is needed: Webinar with Ted London on Scaling 

In a webinar series, Ted London provides his insights on scaling. Have a look at the whole webinar or at the summary 

of Ted’s findings.  

 

 
 

 

Follow the Practitioner Hub on Twitter @Inclusivebiz  Join us on Facebook 

Our THEME only goes out to members of the Hub. Pass this on to others and encourage them to sign up here for free 

The views presented here are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of IBAN or its partners, and do not constitute 
professional advice. We welcome feedback on our publications – please contact us at info@ib-an.net. 

 
  The Practitioner Hub is hosted by the Inclusive Business Action Network (IBAN). IBAN is funded by the German Federal Ministry for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the European Union and implemented by the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.hydrologichealth.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Ready-Steady-Scale-FINAL.pdf
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/checklist_Scaling_AW_low.pdf
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/know-how-scaling-in-bop-markets/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/small-is-beautiful-but-big-is-needed-why-inclusive-businesses-should-put-more-effort-in-scaling/
http://www.hydrologichealth.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Ready-Steady-Scale-FINAL.pdf
https://twitter.com/InclusiveBiz
https://twitter.com/InclusiveBiz
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1028582207165239/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1028582207165239/
http://www.inclusivebusinesshub.org/register?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=HubSept2017
mailto:info@ib-an.net
http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/general_en
https://www.giz.de/en/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/en/html/index.html
https://twitter.com/InclusiveBiz
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1028582207165239/

