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Chapter 1  Introduction  

1.1.  Importance of scaling social initiatives 

Over the past few decades, a wide range of social initiatives have emerged in many domains of the public 

sector, from energy to homelessness to health. The contribution of social initiatives has become important 

in a public sector that relies on these initiatives for innovation (Karré, 2021). As local public organizations 

know better what residents need, they can provide more tailored services. Decentralized public sectors, 

like the Dutch social sector, create plenty of room for couleur locale (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2008). However, a 

decentralized public sector runs a risk of generating a proliferation of similar initiatives (Hartmann and 

Hartmann, 2023), unnecessarily reinventing the wheel (and making the same mistakes) and wasting public 

money and capacity. This could be avoided by scaling initiatives that prove effective at the local level to 

other contexts, for example from one municipality to another. Scaling social initiatives could also allow 

more citizens to benefit from specific innovations.  

However, the scaling of social initiatives that start at the local level has proven to be a major 

challenge (Torfing, 2016). In addition, scaling to other contexts is not the end in itself (Moore et al., 2015) 

as what works in one context does not necessarily work in another (Williams, 2014). Literature argues 

that governments have an essential role in facilitating public innovation (Braams et al., 2023). A top-down 

approach does not suit innovation because it does not allow for local experimentation and differences 

(Sabel and Zeitlin, 2008). Allowing local experiments is one of the reasons for decentralization. So, a one-

size-fits-all approach may defeat the purpose, but every time inventing the wheel too. The scaling of social 

initiatives calls for a balance between room for local differences and some coordination to ensure that 

more people can benefit, and public money is not spent unnecessarily. But how can good ideas be 

transferred to other contexts to achieve large-scale impact? This was the starting point for this 

dissertation, with the following central research question: ‘How do social initiatives manage to scale?’ 

Social initiative is a broad concept. Social initiatives occur in different environments and can start 

both in and outside public organizations (Mazzucato, 2013; Bason, 2010). Consequently, research on 

scaling social initiatives is fragmented across different disciplines, ranging from sustainability disciplines 

(Hossain, 2016) to private and public management (Crișan et al., 2019; Osborne et al., 2022; Micelotta et 

al., 2017). They all have their own emphasis in the debate and researchers use different terms to describe 

small-scale experiments with a social purpose, ranging from 'grassroots' to 'social enterprises' or 

'community initiatives' (Hossain, 2016; De Moor, 2023; Content et al., 2020; Van Lunenburg et al., 2020). 

This diversity makes it difficult to compare academic studies on scaling social initiatives. This dissertation 
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includes an overview of the literature on scaling social initiatives in a broad sense and uses this as a basis 

for empirical research on scaling social initiatives in the Dutch social sector. This research contributes to 

the gaps in literature by combining studies on public innovation, institutional and social entrepreneurship, 

and private sector management. By doing so, this dissertation provides insights for policy advisors, public 

managers, initiators of social initiatives and other stakeholders in the social sector to help them improve 

the performance of the whole social sector. 

 

1.2.  Context of the study 
In order to facilitate the understanding and readability of this dissertation, this section provides a brief 

overview of how social initiatives are understood in this dissertation and the challenges in their 

environment, the public sector.  

 

1.2.1. Categorizing the wide variety in social initiatives   

Social initiative is broad concept that includes many labels, such as ‘social enterprise’ (Defourny and 

Nyssens, 2017), 'social entrepreneurship’ (Bacq and Janssen, 2011; Becker et al., 2017), ‘collective action’ 

(De Moor, 2023) or ‘grassroots’ (Hossain, 2016). They all share however the focus on social purpose 

(Santos, 2012). This dissertation adopts a broad definition of social initiative as entrepreneurship with a 

social purpose (i.e. Austin et al., 2006). The focus is on social initiatives with a general interest that start 

in or on the fringes of public organizations. Entrepreneurship then includes entrepreneurship in (public) 

organizations, usually referred to as institutional entrepreneurship (Micelotta et al., 2017) or 

intrapreneurship (Bosma et al., 2010). The social initiatives are very closely tied to the services provided 

by public organizations and often difficult to commercialize, for example because the target group is 

unwilling or unable to pay for them. This is true of many social sector initiatives, with a general interest, 

targeting vulnerable groups (Santos, 2012). Therefore, the social initiatives in this dissertation fully or 

strongly rely on public resources.  

Although some social initiatives in this dissertation fall under the current wide definition of social 

enterprises (European Commission, 2023), which includes a wide variety of (new) hybrid organizational 

forms of social enterprises, such as public sector social enterprises (PSE) ) (Defourny and Nyssens, 2017; 

Serres and De Moor, 2022; Bauwens et al., 2019), the term social enterprise does not apply to all social 

initiatives in this dissertation. For example, social initiatives started by employees of a municipality that 
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do not generate any income from the market. For the same reason, the term social entrepreneurship does 

not fit either. The debate on definitions of social entrepreneurship focuses on how it relates to social 

enterprises and social entrepreneurs (Bacq and Janssen, 2011). Social entrepreneurship is now 

understood as a cluster concept consisting of actor characteristics and social purpose (Phan et al., 2020; 

Cardella et al., 2021; Fauzi et al., 2022), but definitions usually include some revenues generated (in part) 

through the market mechanism (Bacq and Janssen, 2011). In addition, the use of the term social 

entrepreneurship instead of social initiative is also confusing in relation to the actor characteristic of 

entrepreneurial skills, which is addressed in sub-study 3 of this dissertation. Therefore, despite the 

expanded definitions of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship, the use of the term social initiative 

is most appropriate.  Examples of social initiatives in this dissertation are explained in more detail in 

section 1.5.      

 

1.2.2.  Challenges in the scaling of social initiatives in the public sector  

The environment is a key factor in the scaling of social initiatives (Micelotta et al., 2017). In the academic 

literature on (public) innovation, different terms are used to describe the environment in which social 

initiatives occur, such as context (Crișan et al., 2019), social system (Luhmann, 2020) or ecosystem 

(Content et al., 2020; Cobben et al., 2022; De Bruin et al., 2023; Osborne et al., 2022). In the following 

chapters, this variety of terms will be used in line with the focus of the relevant academic debates. This 

dissertation focuses on the scaling of social initiatives in the public sector environment. This section 

highlights the challenges of scaling social initiatives in this environment.  

  The first major challenge in the scaling of social initiatives is the lack of commercial triggers for 

scaling in the public sector environment (Karré, 2022; Rønning et al., 2022). In the market, diffusion is a 

dominant strategy for increasing profits (Rogers, 1962). Therefore, in general, the focus of entrepreneurs 

is to expand and increase volumes. The parties supporting them, such as investors or accelerators (Crișan 

et al., 2019), usually also have a commercial interest in expanding, e.g. they get a percentage of profit. 

However, money is also important for public organizations, which are key actors in the environment of 

social initiatives. Public organizations are subject to political and administrative control and must use 

public funds efficiently and effectively (Karré, 2022; Rainey and Chun 2007). And, as noted above, a 

decentralized public sector runs the risk of generating a proliferation of similar initiatives (Hartmann and 

Hartmann, 2023) and unnecessary spending of public money. Therefore, not wasting public money could 

be an important incentive to scale social initiatives. In addition, scaling to other contexts allows more 

citizens to benefit from the innovation, another important goal of the public sector.   
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The second challenge in scaling social initiatives is related to the complexity of the public sector 

environment. The public sector environment is multi-level and includes different dimensions: individual, 

the organizational and institutional dimension and occurs at the local, regional and (inter) national level 

(De Bruin et al., 2023; Osborne et al., 2022). The generation of innovative ideas often occurs in 

collaboration between public organizations (Bryson et al., 2015; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009), in particular 

with those who share the general interest and are familiar with the norms and practices of a specific 

domain (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Brock, 2020). But also, in collaboration between public and private 

organizations (De Bruin et al., 2023; Jukic et al., 2019) and in collective action (De Moor, 2023). In recent 

years, labs, referred to as innovation labs, policy labs, living labs, have received much attention in the 

public innovation literature (Cole, 2022; Lewis, 2021; Dekker et al., 2020). These labs focus on the 

generation of innovative approaches for public service delivery in collaboration with target groups (Lewis, 

2021). The public sector environment includes therefore a wide variety of stakeholders who have varying 

roles on various levels in the generation and scaling of social initiatives (Meijer, 2014). Particularly in 

decentralized sectors, collaboration on multiple levels makes scaling in the public sector a challenge of 

bridging different interests and cultures (Cinar et al., 2019; Schot and Geels, 2010).  

The third challenge in scaling social initiatives in the public sector environment are the complex 

scaling dynamics. Scaling in the public sector is a more complex process than simply spreading a social 

initiative to another context (Moore et al., 2015), in the literature often indicated as scaling out (Westley 

at al., 2014. In order to achieve their social purpose, social initiatives need to influence rules and routines, 

referred to as scaling up (Hermans et al., 2016), as well as attitudes, referred to as scaling deep (Peeters 

and Mahout, 2020, Moore et al., 2015). The different dimensions of scaling, scaling out, up and deep, are 

interrelated. For example, scaling out without embedding in the current routines (scaling up) will defeat 

the social purpose, but scaling out can increase pressure on the current rules and attitudes and therefore 

support the scaling up and deep as well. It must be said that scaling out to other contexts is not an end in 

itself and there are studies that show that social initiatives can also scale down, meaning they are doing 

the opposite of scaling out by focusing on a smaller group (Peeters and Mahout, 2020). This dissertation, 

however, focuses on scaling out, but the process of scaling out cannot be studied without considering the 

processes of scaling up and deep. 

The above challenges show that there are many factors that complicate the process of scaling to 

other contexts. There are no commercial triggers for the wide variety of stakeholders who are involved in 

the scaling process which moreover exists of different interrelated scaling dimensions. Understanding 

these factors and their relationship is important because it helps to unravel the complex scaling process. 

https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/doi/full/10.1080/14719037.2016.1192165?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/doi/full/10.1080/14719037.2016.1192165?scroll=top&needAccess=true
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This dissertation analyses the influence on the scaling process of 1) factors associated with social initiative, 

the skills and position to mobilize others. This is important since scaling is a collaborative process (Meijer, 

2014) and stakeholders cannot be motivated by commercial triggers (Karré, 2021). 2) factors related to 

the environment, such as the support for the scaling. This is important since the different scaling 

dimensions require the support of a wide variety of stakeholders, such as policy advisors, public managers, 

and interest groups. The multi-level environment and different dimensions in scaling imply that 

stakeholders can have various roles in the scaling process. In the context of this dissertation, the role of 

diffuser is particularly interesting. In the market, there are different platforms that support startups to 

grow their business, such as accelerators (Crișan et al., 2019). Although, as mentioned, the market is 

fundamentally different from the public sector environment, the core function of ‘diffusors’ remains the 

same: to scale out initiatives. Therefore, 3) this dissertation will explore the role of accelerators in the 

public sector environment.   

 

1.3.  Research aim and research questions 

The central research question of this dissertation is 'How do social initiatives manage to scale?’ The focus 

is on the scaling of social initiatives that start in or on the fringes of public organizations to other contexts, 

i.e. scaling out, with an awareness of the interrelationship between scaling out, scaling up and scaling 

deep. To answer the central research question, this dissertation focuses on three factors presented in the 

literature as crucial to the scaling process of social initiatives: the institutional environment, actor 

characteristics, and the role of accelerators. These are reflected in the following sub-questions: 

1. What do we know about the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q1) 

2. How does the institutional environment influence the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q2) 

3. How do actor characteristics influence the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q3) 

4. How do accelerators influence the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q4) 
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To answer these sub-questions, four sub-studies were conducted. The four studies are discussed 

below to highlight the relevance of the sub-questions and how the sub-studies contribute to the gaps in 

the relevant literature. The addressed gaps in one sub-study are sometimes based on the findings of one 

of the other sub-studies. Some gaps are addressed in more than one sub-study, which is reflected in Table 

1 at the end of this section. 

 

1.3.1.  Study 1: providing an overview of the current literature on scaling  

The first study's aim was to provide a basis for empirical research into the scaling of social initiatives in 

the social sector. Studies on scaling are fragmented, and concepts are used in different ways. There is a 

lack of a systematic overview of current literature and a framework for research is missing. This was 

identified as gap 1, which relates to the first research sub-question: What do we know about the scaling 

process of social initiatives? (Q1). The results of the first study are discussed in chapter 2 and 6. Based on 

these findings, the following choices were made in the delineation of the empirical research, some of 

which have already been discussed in section 1.2:    

1. In this dissertation the focus is on social initiatives with a general interest that rely entirely or 

largely on public resources and operate within or on the fringes of public organizations. These 

social initiatives are very closely tied to the services provided by public organizations. Examples 

of these social initiatives are explained in more detail in section 1.5.       

2. This dissertation focuses on scaling out, meaning scaling to other contexts/geographical areas, 

recognizing that scaling out is strongly intertwined with scaling up and deep. Consequently, this 

dissertation focuses on the scaling process, rather than on the scaling outcomes, such as public 

value and focuses on the later stages, not on the idea generation.  

3. This dissertation focuses on the social sector, since the first study shows that research on scaling 

is dominated by sustainability issues (Hossain, 2016) while the social sector is understudied. This 

was identified as gap 2.  

 

The findings of the first study formed the basis for three sub-studies on the influence of the 

institutional environment, actor characteristics and that of accelerators on the scaling process of social 

initiatives. Deepening the relevant literature for these three sub-studies led to the identification of gaps 

3-9 in the literature. These gaps and their identification are discussed in more detail in the presentation of 

sub-studies 2, 3 and 4.  
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1.3.2. Study 2: exploring the influence of institutional environments on the scaling process 

The first study shows that – next to actor characteristics - the institutional environment is a crucial 

component in the scaling process of social initiatives. The following sub-question – Q2 – was formulated 

to guide study 2: How does the institutional environment influence the scaling process of social initiatives? 

Literature on public innovation and institutional entrepreneurship formed the basis for this sub-study on 

the environmental influence. Both academic disciplines emphasize the importance of a heterogeneous 

environment, meaning environments with a wide diversity of organizations with their own norms and 

practices (Micelotta et al., 2017), for the generation of innovative ideas, but each with its own accent. The 

literature on public innovation shows an increasing attention of public organizations to collaborate with 

external parties, both public and private (Bryson et al., 2015; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009; Bason, 2010) 

with the aim of creating more experimental space (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2008). However, heterogeneity is 

often associated with the generation of innovative ideas, rather than with scaling out, the later stage of 

the scaling process.   

The literature on institutional entrepreneurship highlights the negative influence of 

homogeneous environments, meaning environments with a low diversity in organizations, norms, and 

practices (Micelotta et al., 2017; DiMaggio and Powel, 1983), on the innovation process. A homogeneous 

environment where organizations look alike and have a long history of collaboration with each other is 

less conducive to the generation and scaling of ideas, because the persistent patterns of the public 

organizations could easily lead to compromise or failure of social initiatives (Schot and Geels, 2010; 

Torfing, 2009). In relation to the scaling process, the literature on institutional entrepreneurship therefore 

emphasizes the importance of multi-embeddedness (Grin, 2020). This means that stakeholders have 

strong networks in multiple environments. As a result, they would be able to implement the initiative in 

the homogeneous environment without being too influenced by it and having to make undesirable 

compromises that reduce the effectiveness of initiatives (Micelotta et al., 2017; Schot and Geels, 2010). 

However, literature on institutional entrepreneurship does not distinguish between the various 

dimensions in scaling. Social initiatives may be able to impact local rules and routines (scaling up), but not 

scale out to other contexts. Thus, both the public innovation literature and the institutional 

entrepreneurship literature pay little attention to the influence of homogeneity and heterogeneity on the 

scaling out process. This gap in the literature on scaling - gap 3 – is addressed in study 2.  

The literature on public innovation shows that spreading social initiatives is a complex 

collaborative process (Meijer, 2014). In contrast to the private sector, making profit is not a drive for 

scaling social initiatives to other contexts (Karré, 2022). Initiators of social initiatives may be highly 
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motivated by their purpose (Smith et al., 2016), but in decentralized sectors they may tie to a local public 

organization and not have the time or space to spread the social initiatives to other geographical areas as 

this goes beyond their formal sphere of influence. Or co-created initiatives rely on local networks that are 

difficult to scale. The question then is: who is driving and coordinating the scaling out of social initiatives? 

Coordination in scaling out is crucial, not only to increase the beneficiaries and avoid the waste of public 

money, but also to keep focus on the effectiveness while scaling (Schot and Geels, 2010; Williams, 2014). 

However, knowledge about coordination in the scaling process is limited, which is identified as gap 4 in 

the academic literature on scaling. Gap 4 is addressed in sub-studies 2 and 4.   

 Furthermore, the few studies on roles in scaling (Hansen et al., 2022) focus on individuals and 

single cases. There is limited knowledge about the roles of organizational actors, e.g. the role of a ministry 

or interest group, for example their role as accelerator. This is important because this would provide 

information about the structural networks for scaling for the benefit of all social initiatives, rather than 

individual cases. The limited knowledge on the role of organizational actors is identified as gap 5 in the 

literature and addressed in sub-study 2, 3 and 4. 

 

1.3.3. Study 3: exploring the influence of actor characteristics on the scaling process  

The first study shows that actor characteristics are - next to the institutional environment - a crucial 

component of the scaling process of social initiatives. Study 3 is related to Q3: How do actor characteristics 

influence the scaling process of social initiatives? The literature on social and institutional 

entrepreneurship formed the basis for the sub-study on the influence of actor characteristics on the 

scaling process of social initiatives. The first study shows that entrepreneurial skills are an important actor 

characteristic for scaling social initiatives. Entrepreneurial skills are often used to describe the ability to 

formulate an ambitious vision, recognize opportunities and create a sustainable business (Mukhuty and 

Williams, 2015). In the context of public innovation, institutional entrepreneurship is more common and 

used to express the activities of creating a vision of divergent institutional change and convincing 

stakeholders to support the vision (Battilana et al., 2009).  These skills have much in common with 

entrepreneurial skills, so in this dissertation entrepreneurial skills are defined as skills to formulate an 

ambitious vision for (social) change and to focus on sustainability. By doing so, these skills apply to social 

entrepreneurship (Bacq and Janssen, 2011), intrapreneurship (Bosma et al., 2010) and institutional 

entrepreneurship (Micelotta et al., 2017).  

Initiators with high entrepreneurial skills actively mobilize stakeholders to support their social 
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initiative (North, 1991; Bocken, 2015). They also tend to have a high need to control the scaling process 

(Smith et al., 2016) and focus on both scaling up and out to increase their impact (Zahra et al., 2009; 

Santos, 2012). However, our knowledge on the influence of entrepreneurial skills on the scaling process 

is strongly based on the literature on social initiatives that scale in the market, which – as discussed in 

paragraph 1.2 - differs from scaling in the public sector environment because there are no commercial 

incentives and the scaling process is much more complex (Karré, 2022; Moore et al., 2015).  In addition, 

the focus on social enterprises ignores the entrepreneurial behavior of initiators of social initiatives that 

operate in public organizations, such as civil servants (Hartmann and Hartmann, 2023). Although the 

public sector is often seen as less known for their entrepreneurial behavior (Bason, 2010), this is also 

controversial (Mazzucato, 2013). There is limited knowledge on the differences between the 

entrepreneurial skills of initiators inside and outside public organizations. This is identified as gap 6 in the 

literature on scaling and is addressed in sub-study 3.  

In addition to entrepreneurial skills, the literature on institutional entrepreneurship shows that 

the initiator's position, meaning authority in the eyes of others (Hoogstraaten et al., 2020), is also 

important for scaling. Initiators with a strong position in a particular context, such as the social sector, 

have an advantage because they have better access to relevant networks and can mobilize stakeholders 

(Micelotta et al., 2017). Thus, while the literature on social entrepreneurship highlights the importance of 

the actor characteristic 'entrepreneurial skills', the literature on institutional entrepreneurship focuses on 

the ‘position’ of initiators. To better understand the influence of actor characteristics on the scaling 

process of social initiatives, it is important to know how these two actor characteristics are related to each 

other and to the scaling process of social initiatives. However, this knowledge is lacking. This is identified 

as gap 7 in the literature.  

The importance of and limited knowledge about the coordination of the scaling process was 

discussed in relation to sub-study 2 (identified as gap 4). Lack of coordination could also negatively affect 

the effectiveness of social initiatives in other contexts, because if there is no focus on the effectiveness 

while scaling, social initiatives may easily be implemented in a way that they are less effective (Schot and 

Geels, 2010; Williams, 2014). This aspect remains understudied in the literature on public innovation 

(Williams, 2014) and the literature on social and institutional entrepreneurship only indirectly provides 

evidence. Social entrepreneurs with high entrepreneurial skills would be more focused on the effect on 

the institutional environment than those with low skills (Smith et al., 2016; Zahra et al., 2009), while a 

position in a well-established network could be prohibitive because initiatives may end in compromises 
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(Hoogstraaten et al., 2020;  Schot and Geels, 2010). Knowledge about retaining effectiveness as part of 

the scaling process is therefore important. Social initiatives in other contexts may fail because they are 

poorly implemented. For example, providing housing for homeless drug addicts without supervision. Also, 

what works in one context may not work in another because of different local circumstances (Williams, 

2014). Evidence-based policymaking is a critical issue globally (Meijer et al., 2023). In the technological 

areas there is a growing interest in R & D collaboration on a voluntary basis (Meijer et al., 2023; Amir et 

al., 2019), for example by investing in joint labs, cartels, and development of standards. In the social sector 

however, such agreements are less common, although there is a growing interest in social R & D as well 

(Foray et al., 2012; TACSI, 2021). This may be explained by the fact that financial investments and 

commercial interests are lower and performance of human behavior more difficult to measure than 

technical performance.  Lack in focus on effectiveness as part of the scaling out process is identified as 

gap 8 in the literature.  Study 3 therefore addresses gaps 6, 7 and 8 in addition to gaps 2 and 5, which 

have already been discussed above.  

 

1.3.4. Study 4: exploring the role of accelerators in the public sector  

Study 4 addresses research gaps 2, 4 and 5. It also addresses the final gap identified in this dissertation, 

gap 9, by focusing on the role of accelerators in the public sector, indicated as public sector accelerators. 

Gap 9 was not the result of an in-depth literature review, but of empirical research conducted to answer 

research questions Q2 and Q3 (sub-studies 2 and 3). It was found that there are stakeholders, sometimes 

initiators themselves, who act more or less as accelerators for the scaling out of social initiatives. Despite 

the growing attention on roles and ecosystems for innovation, both in the private (Content et al., 2020) 

and public sector (Osborne et al., 2022), the role of accelerators has only been addressed in the literature 

on scaling in the private sector (Crișan et al., 2019). There is no academic understanding of the role of 

accelerators in the public sector environment and their relation to the role of other stakeholders such as 

policy labs, living labs, which have received a lot of attention in the public innovation literature in recent 

years (Cole, 2022; Lewis, 2021; Dekker et al., 2020). Knowledge on the role of accelerators in the public 

sector is important, as it contributes to a better understanding of the complex scaling process of social 

initiatives to other contexts and provides guidance for improvement. Gap 9 relates to Q4: How do 

accelerators influence the scaling process of social initiatives? 
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Table 1  Identified gaps and relation to research sub-questions and literature 

Gap Research 
question 

Literature 

1. Overview of the literature on 
scaling process of social 
initiatives is missing 

Q1 Scaling in general 
(Hossain, 2016; Hermans et al., 2016; Zahra 
et al., 2009) 

2. Limited knowledge on scaling 
in the social sector compared 
to sustainability issues 

Q2, Q3, Q4 Public innovation  
(Hossain, 2016) 

3. Limited knowledge on 
influence of institutional 
environment on scaling 

 

Q2 Public innovation 
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2009) 
Institutional entrepreneurship 
(Micelotta et al., 2017) 

4. Academic understanding of 
coordination of the scaling 
process is lacking 

Q2, Q4 Public innovation  
(Ansell and Gash, 2012; Karré, 2022) 
 

5. Limited knowledge on the role 
of organizational actors in 
scaling 

Q2, Q3, Q4 Public innovation 
(Hansen et al., 2022; Ansell and Gash, 
2012; Meijer, 2014) 

6. Limited knowledge on relation 
between skills of initiators in 
and outside public 
organizations and the scaling 
process 

Q3 Social entrepreneurship 
(Smith et al., 2016; North, 1991; Zahra et 
al., 2009; Mazzucato, 2013) 

7. Limited knowledge on the 
relation between initiators’ 
skills and position on the 
scaling process 

 Q3 Institutional entrepreneurship 
(Hoogstraaten et al., 2020  
Social entrepreneurship 
(Smith et al., 2016) 

8. Limited knowledge on focus 
on retention of effectiveness 
in another context 

 

Q3 Public innovation 
(Williams, 2014) 
Institutional entrepreneurship 
(Hoogstraaten et al., 2020; Schot and 
Geels, 2010) 
Social entrepreneurship 
(Zahra et al., 2009) 

9. No empirical understanding of 
the role of accelerators in the 
public sector context 

Q4 Public innovation  
(Osborne et al., 2022; Cole, 2022; Dekker et 
al., 2020) 
Private sector management (Crișan et al., 
2019) 

 

Table 1 summarizes the nine identified gaps in the literature on scaling, related to the four 

research sub-questions (Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4) and broken down by public innovation, institutional 

entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, and private sector management literature.  
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Overall, the aim of this dissertation is to contribute to the academic literature on scaling (gap 1), 

public innovation (gap 2, 3, 4, 5, 8 and 9), institutional entrepreneurship (gap 3, 7 and 8), social 

entrepreneurship (gap 6, 7 and 8) and private sector management (gap 9) by filling the gaps identified in 

Table 1. In doing so, this dissertation is relevant to the academic literature because it 1) provides a cross-

disciplinary framework for research on scaling, 2) provides a more precise and nuanced understanding of 

the influence and relations between concepts of environmental factors and actor characteristics on the 

scaling process of social initiatives and 3) explores the potential role of accelerators in the context of the 

public sector. 

 

1.4.  Research strategy 

In order to answer the central research question ‘How do social initiatives manage to scale?’ and the four 

sub-questions, this dissertation is structured in two parts. The first study consists of a literature review on 

scaling. This literature study forms the basis for the second part: the empirical research which consists of 

three sub-studies (2, 3 and 4).    

 

1.4.1. Research design 

To answer Q1, a systematic literature review (SLR) was conducted. SLR has its roots in medicine (Cook et 

al., 1997) and has been used in management and entrepreneurship (Tranfield et al., 2003) and 

environmental studies (Hossain, 2016). The literature review was conducted by searching Web of Science 

for articles on scaling social and sustainable initiatives in May 2017, resulting in 133 articles processed and 

analysed. The search strategy and method of analysis are described in more detail in chapter 2.  

 The empirical study to answer Q2, Q3 and Q4 consisted of a comparative multiple case study 

conducted between 2019 and 2022. A multiple case study method is used to conduct an in-depth analysis 

of cases and to explore causal relationships (Seawright and Gerring, 2008). The focus of this dissertation 

is on social initiatives in the Dutch social sector. The social sector was chosen because social issues are 

underrepresented in the literature on scaling (gap 2). The Dutch social sector was chosen because in the 

Netherlands the social sector is highly decentralized. A decentralized public sector provides room for 

innovative solutions at the local level, but also poses challenges for scaling to other contexts as discussed 

in section 1.2.2.   

To answer Q2, related to sub-study 2, the influence of the institutional environment on the scaling 
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process, three domains within the social sector were selected: mental health, labour participation and 

debt. Mental healthcare was selected because it was representative for the homogeneous institutional 

environment, stimulating labour participation as representation of a heterogeneous institutional 

environment and debt assistance as representation of an institutional environment in which homogeneity 

and heterogeneity is balanced. This delineation within the Dutch social sector was also useful for 

answering Q3, the influence of actor characteristics on the scaling process, as these domains provided 

enough diversity to select a variety of skills and positions of initiators without creating too much diversity 

in social initiatives. The three domains are described in more detail in 1.5. 

 

1.4.2. Collecting and analysing data 

The empirical study consisted of 48 in-depth interviews. Respondents were identified through social 

media and snowball sampling. Respondents were considered as ‘organizational units’ which means they 

represented for example a department, a project or small foundation. For sub-study 2, on the influence 

of the institutional environment, stakeholders in the three domains mental health, debts, and labour 

participation, were selected, such as ministries, interest groups and commercial organizations with strong 

roots in the domain. Parallel, initiators of social initiatives were interviewed. Initiators vary in their 

positions from directors of a foundation, project leaders or employees. They were the faces of the social 

initiatives, but more importantly, those who did the actual work in the scaling, at least at the local level. 

Social initiatives were selected by snowball method and media. To be included in the research, social 

initiatives must 1) occur in one of the three domains 2) focus on the general interest, and strongly rely on 

public resources 3) operate in or on the fringes of public organizations and very closely tied to the services 

provided by public organizations 4) have started at least three years. So, community initiatives and (social) 

enterprises that strongly relied on the market mechanism were excluded. However, social initiatives by 

entrepreneurs or commercial organizations could meet the criteria if the social initiative was not their 

core business and did not generate income from the market mechanism. For this dissertation, 20 social 

initiatives were identified.  

In practice, it was impossible to unequivocally link all social initiatives to interviewees, because 

programs could contain many social initiatives and initiatives could be collaborative partners of other 

initiatives and sometimes similar initiatives started at the same time by different initiators. Table 2 shows 

how respondents and initiatives were distributed.  
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Table 2  Distribution of initiatives and respondents across the three domains 

Mental health  
8 initiatives 

Labour participation 
6 initiatives 

Debt  
6 initiatives 

18  
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (4) 
Healthcare (1) 
Platform (1) 
Municipality (1)  
Mental health organization (4) 
Housing cooperation (1) 
Foundation (3) 
Social work (1) 

15 
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (3) 
Executive organization (1) 
Commercial enterprise (1) 
Knowledge centre (1) 
Foundation (2) 
Commercial enterprise (3) 
Governmental commission (1) 
Regional network (1) 

15 
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (3) 
Executive organization (1) 
Health care (2)  
Knowledge centre (1) 
Municipality (2) 
Foundation (3) 
Social enterprise (1) 

 

The interviews were semi-structured. The interview protocol was based on the key concepts in 

the sub-studies as presented in Table 3 and agreed with the supervisors beforehand. The interviews lasted 

1-1.5 hours and were recorded and transcribed. Nvivo was used for analysis. The rich data from the 

interviews were used for the sub-studies Q2, the influence of the environment, Q3, the influence of actor 

characteristics and Q4, the influence of accelerators. The 'case' was defined as 'institutional environment', 

'initiator' and 'accelerator' respectively. The dataset was analysed for case characteristics and 

components of the scaling process to which they are (expected to be) related. The coding se variables are 

discussed in more detail in the relevant chapters 2-5. 

For sub-studies 2 and 3, expectations were formulated based on the in-depth literature. Both sub-

studies were deductive and inductive, as the analysis of the findings also led to additional insights. Sub-

study 4, on the role of accelerators in the public sector context, was more exploratory, so there were no 

expectations to test. Table 3 summarizes the perspectives for the analysis of the dataset for the three sub-

studies. The coding of the different key concepts belonging to the sub-questions is explained in more 

detail in the accompanying chapters 2-5. 
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Table 3  Overview of the three perspectives for analysing the dataset  

Sub-question  Perspective 
(definition of ‘case’) 

Case characteristics Components in scaling 

process 

Q2 (sub-study 2) Institutional 
environment 

• Mental Health 
(homogeneous) 

• Labour 
Participation 
(heterogeneous) 

• Debts (mixed) 

• Support 

• Coordination 
(common frame 
and goals) 

Q3 (sub-study 3) Initiator • Entrepreneurial 
skills 

• Position 

• Mobilizing 
stakeholders 

• Focus on 
retaining 
effectiveness 

Q4 (sub-study 4) Accelerator Characteristics for 
identification:  

• Organizational 
form  

• Intensity and time 
limitation of 
support 

characteristics for 
support: 

• Selection method 

• Support packages 

• Scaling pathway 

In addition to the interviews, data were validated by consulting websites, annual reports and attending 

conferences and events organized by initiators of social initiatives or interest groups. This secondary data 

was used to broaden the picture of the institutional environment as well as validating the data on the 

support for the scaling process of social initiatives in the research, which increased the external validity of 

the data. The researcher, who was self-employed during the study, had no personal or business 

relationship with any of the respondents prior to the study.   

 

1.5.  Introduction of Dutch social sector and three domains 

In the Dutch social sector, municipalities and social organizations work together on issues such as health, 

welfare, labour participation and (financial) self-reliance. Since 2015, the Dutch social sector has been 

decentralized, which means that local public organizations have been given much more responsibility and 

space to make their own decisions. The idea behind decentralization is that municipalities know better 

what their residents need and can therefore provide more tailored services. Decentralization has also 

been accompanied by budget cuts, forcing local public organizations to look for smart solutions (Karré, 

2021). Within the Dutch social sector there are various domains such as social care or labour participation 

and a wide variety of target groups, such as the elderly or benefit recipients. The three domains in this 
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dissertation, mental health, labour participation and debts, also have common ground and overlap. For 

example, debt is often associated with mental health problems, and being out of work increases the 

likelihood of debt. And debt and mental health problems can also be at the root of job loss. However, 

each of these areas has its own specific problems, which are briefly described below. To give an idea of 

the social initiatives in this dissertation, two social initiatives in each domain are explained in more detail.   

 

1.5.1. Mental health domain  

The mental health domain is dominated by the Dutch Mental Health Care Institution (GGZ) in which most 

mental health care providers are affiliated. Anyone suffering from a mental illness must first see a general 

practitioner before being allowed to seek specialized help (Zorgwijzer.nl). The costs are covered by health 

insurance. The financial system is complex and strongly linked to diagnoses made by professionals. After 

the decentralization in 2015, mental health institutions were forced to collaborate more with 

municipalities and other local care providers. In addition, waiting lists for mental health care are getting 

longer. For example, in 2021, almost 16% of the Dutch employees suffered from burn-out problems (TNO, 

2021) and mental health problems among youth increased to 18% (CBS, 2023). The costs for mental 

support exceed the budgets (De Nederlandse GGZ, 2023), meanwhile, the focus must shift to prevention.  

Many social initiatives in the mental health domain focus on fighting stigma because mental illness 

is still taboo (Van Weeghel et al., 2016). One example of an initiative included in this dissertation is an 

evidence based First Response method for recognizing signs of mental illness and starting the 

conversation. The concept was developed in Australia and brought to the Netherlands by the director of 

one of a Dutch mental health organization. It was set up as a limited liability company with a franchise, 

with the aim of rolling out the method in the Netherlands, like the First Response for Medical Help. By 

making the method available to citizens or employees of various organizations, mental health problems 

would be recognized and discussed earlier. Another example is a recovery college, run by experts, that 

offers free training to all residents who need it, for example on how to deal with stigma. ‘College’ 

emphasizes learning rather than therapy, making mental problems accessible. In the Netherlands, 

recovery colleges in this form are relatively new. The initiative was taken by a mental health organization, 

but it was left to the peer experts themselves. The recovery college has now been established in the area.  



   

 

21 
 

1.5.2. Labour participation domain 

After the decentralization, the decrease in the number of social workplaces was accompanied by cut 

budgets (SER, 2016). Since then, municipalities have focused more on reintegrating people in welfare (SCP, 

2021). The idea was that people with a distance to the labour market should work in regular jobs. In the 

labour market, organizations have a growing interest in hiring people who are far from the labour market 

for social (Defourny et al., 2021) or corporate responsibility reasons (Porter and Kramer, 2011). Partly 

because of Black Lives Matter, diversity and inclusion is on the agenda of employers (Verloo, 2023). And 

there are all sorts of schemes to attract employers with a distance to labour market. So, in addition to the 

diversity of municipalities and other public organizations, in the labour participation domain there is a 

wide variety of commercial organizations. An example of an initiative in this dissertation is a service from 

a public organization, where, together with network partners in the region, jobs in healthcare are created 

for people who are at a distance from the labour market. This is done through job carving. Another 

example is an accessible selection method that is based on the applicant's trust. When an applicant thinks 

they meet the requirements, they are basically hired. For individuals who are apprehensive about 

rejection, this could be perceived as a lowering of the threshold. This method comes from the United 

States and was brought to the Netherlands by a foundation - a former government organization. The aim 

is to roll out this method within municipalities and the regional labour market. 

 

1.5.3. Debt domain 

'Livelihood security' is high on the political agenda and was a hot topic in many election manifestos, 

including those of the liberal parties in the last Dutch general election in 2023 (Wiarda Beckman Stichting, 

2023). The previous cabinet even had a minister for poverty. It illustrates the vulnerable position of a 

group of citizens who cannot pay their bills. Debt is a serious social problem for municipalities (CBS, 2020), 

as it is often associated with other problems such as the threat of eviction for homes, health problems 

and child poverty. Debt therefore results in additional costs for municipalities, housing cooperatives and 

health insurance companies. Apart from these costs, the social impact of debt in 2022 was estimated at 

around 17 billion euros (NVVK, 2022). Compared to mental health and labour participation, the 

stakeholders in the debt domain are well known. However, the way people in debt are viewed has 

changed. First because of the economic crisis in the early years of the 21st century, and later because of 

Corona (Commissie Sociaal Minimum, 2023). Debt is now seen as something that can happen to anyone, 

and the focus is on prevention rather than fines for overdue payments. Talking about debt however is still 



   

 

22 
 

a taboo (Rijksoverheid, 2019) and therefore debt relief often only starts when people are in desperate 

need.  

One example of a social initiative in the debt domain is a project started by employees of a local 

authority. They saw that people in debt often came to the attention of the authorities at a late stage, and 

together with the 'fixed cost' organizations, they committed themselves to setting up a system for early 

warning and discussion of arrears. Together with colleagues from other municipalities, the project was 

taken up more widely and early detection eventually became national policy. Another illustration of a 

social initiative is that of a large cleaning company that feels a sense of social responsibility. It has set up 

a foundation specifically for this purpose. The director visited local councillors to find out what their main 

concerns were. It turned out to be debt. Together with the parties, the director launched a digital buddy 

initiative, where people get a digital buddy to help them get their finances in order. This initiative was 

intended to be a flywheel for a national map, in collaboration with other stakeholders, for helping people 

at various stages of debt.  

 

1.6.   Societal relevance of the dissertation 

The need to scale social initiatives in the public sector is great because there are many challenges that 

require smart solutions that meet the needs of residents (Bason, 2010; Torfing, 2016; Crosby et al., 2017). 

This is also true for the decentralized Dutch social sector, which faces difficult problems that cannot be 

solved by local governments alone. In practice, however, many social initiatives that are implemented in 

one context fail to scale out or get bogged down in bureaucracy (Schot and Geels, 2010). Research on the 

scaling process of social initiatives is therefore urgently needed and relevant from a societal perspective. 

After all, it is citizens who ultimately benefit from innovation, so the better the scaling process, the greater 

the societal impact. Moreover, if scaling is efficient as well as effective, it also saves taxpayers' money. 

This dissertation provides an analysis of the scaling process from two perspectives: that of the institutional 

environment, including the role of accelerators and that of the characteristics of the initiator of social 

initiatives. These findings provide guidance for different stakeholders in the social sector to improve the 

performance of the scaling out process of social initiatives.  

First, at the sector and domain level, insights into how the institutional environment supports 

social initiatives in scaling can help public managers, policy advisors, interest groups and other 

stakeholders, who are part of the environment, in their efforts to organize and support the collaborative 
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scaling process in a way that do justice to local diversity, so no standard approach, but that is also effective 

and efficient. This study exposes the need and possibly their blind spots, which helps them to take 

responsibility and find the right balance between local diversity and a one size-fits-all approach.   

Second, at the local level, insights into the entrepreneurial behaviour of initiators inside and 

outside public organizations make public managers aware of their role in not only the generation and 

embedding of social initiatives at the local level, but in the scaling to other contexts as well. Their role 

does not end with their formal authority, because they are part of the multi-level environment in which 

they collaborate with other stakeholders. This study provides insights and tool to encourage and support 

social initiatives to scale to other contexts, thereby also increasing their contribution to the social sector 

as a whole.  

Thirdly, on the individual level, the findings of this dissertation contribute to practice of initiators 

of social initiatives as the findings expose the differences in interaction between initiators and their 

institutional environment and the effect on the scaling process. Initiators of social initiatives, both in and 

outside public organizations, can benefit from these findings in their efforts to scale their innovation to 

other contexts.  

 

1.7.   Overview of the dissertation 

Table 4 presents an overview of this dissertation. The four sub-questions are addressed and answered in 

the subsequent chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5. These chapters take the form of scientific publications, the status 

of which is shown in the last column of Table 4. Table 4 also shows in which chapters the nine identified 

gaps in the literature are discussed. 
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Table 4     Overview dissertation 

Chapter Research sub-
question 

Literature 
gaps 
(Table 1) 

Status 

Chapter 2 
How and why do 
social and 
sustainable 
initiatives scale? 

Q1 
What do we know 
about the scaling 
process of social 
initiatives? 

1 Published as co-authored paper Van 
Lunenburg, M., K. Geuijen and A. Meijer. 
2020.   “How and Why Do Social and 
Sustainable Initiatives Scale? A Systematic 
Review of the Literature on Social 
Entrepreneurship and Grassroots 
Innovation.” Voluntas.31 (5), 1013-1024. 
 

Chapter 3 
How does the 
institutional 
environment 
influence the 
scaling process of 
social initiatives? 
 

Q2 
How does the 
institutional 
environment 
influence the 
scaling process of 
social initiatives? 
 

2, 3, 4, 5, 9 Published as single authored paper 
Van Lunenburg, M. (2024), "How does the 
institutional environment influence the 
scaling process of social initiatives? An 
empirical exploration in the Dutch public 
sector", International Journal of Public Sector 
Management, Vol. 37 No. 1, pp. 77-90. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2022-0291 
 

Chapter 4 
Scaling of social 
initiatives: the 
role of 
entrepreneurial 
skills and 
positions?   
 

Q3 
How do actor 
characteristics 
influence the 
scaling process of 
social initiatives? 
 

2, 5, 6, 7, 8 Published as single author paper Van 

Lunenburg, M. (2024), "Scaling of social 

initiatives: the role of entrepreneurial skills 

and positions", International Journal of Public 

Sector Management, Vol. ahead-of-print No. 

ahead-of-print.  

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2023-0374   

Chapter 5 
Scaling social 
initiatives: An 
exploratory study 
on public sector 
accelerators? 

Q4 
Ho do accelerators 
influence the  
scaling process of 
social initiatives? 
 

2, 4, 5, 9 Published as single author paper Van 
Lunenburg, M. (2024), “Accelerating social 
initiatives: an exploratory study in the social 
sector", Public Management Review, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2024.239
5497   

Chapter 6 
Synthesis 

Central research 
question: 
How do social 
initiatives manage 
to scale? 

  

 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Marion%20van%20Lunenburg
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0951-3558
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0951-3558
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2022-0291
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Chapter 2 How and why do social and sustainable initiatives scale?1  

 

Abstract 

Social and sustainable initiatives generally start small and need to scale to create substantial impact. Our 

systematic review of 133 articles develops a better understanding of this scaling process. From the 

literature, we conceptualize impact as the result of two different pathways: ‘scaling out’ (extending 

geographical space or volume) and ‘scaling up’ (influence on public discourses, political agendas, and 

legislation). The review identified strategy, actor characteristics and institutional environment as key 

factors for scaling. The literature indicates that for strategy a focus on open structures generates speed 

and higher impact, but we also found critical views on this. The literature shows that the actor 

characteristics such as the ambition to scale, equal focus on the economic and the social logic, 

entrepreneurial skills and leadership are positively related to the level of impact. The institutional 

environment influences actor characteristics and strategy choices and also has a direct effect on the level 

of social and sustainable impact.  

 

2.1.  Introduction 

Social and sustainable initiatives generally start small but some of them manage to create an enormous 

impact when they scale. Research has shown that local initiatives can form the starting point for processes 

of transformation by bringing in new ideas and generating public support (Doberstein, 2016; Bason, 2010; 

Fung, 2015; Geuijen 2014; Cloutier et al., 2015). These initiatives may also have an impact on policies and 

even transform national and international systems (Seyfang and Smith, 2007). At the moment, however, 

our academic knowledge of scaling these initiatives is limited.  

There are well known examples of successful scaling such as the Alzheimer Café and the Instock 

Restaurant. At the Alzheimer Café, families meet peers, professionals and students in an informal setting. 

It started in The Dutch city of Leiden in 1997 and at the moment there are 230 Alzheimer Cafés in the 

 
1 This chapter has been published as co-authored paper Van Lunenburg, M., K. Geuijen and A. Meijer. 2020.   “How and Why Do 
Social and Sustainable Initiatives Scale? A Systematic Review of the Literature on Social Entrepreneurship and Grassroots 
Innovation.” Voluntas.31 (5), 1013-1024.  
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Netherlands. The idea has been picked up in other countries as well. The Instock restaurant prepares high 

quality meals from wasted ingredients. In 2015, four ambitious employees of a big supermarket in the 

Netherlands started it and meanwhile, they have not only increased the number of restaurants, but also 

put food waste on the political and public agenda.  These examples are highly interesting but an academic 

understanding of these successful forms of scaling is lacking.  

Scaling local initiatives turns out to be rather difficult (Hermans et al., 2016). How, why and under 

what conditions initiatives scale are important questions, but academic knowledge is limited and 

fragmented. In addition, this subject is researched in different academic domains with their own terms 

and jargon. A systematic review on the literature of the scaling process of social and sustainable initiatives 

is needed to develop a better and more precise understanding of this process in different areas. 

Systematic reviews are based on systematic methods (Tranfiels et al., 2003) and aim to gather, evaluate 

and synthesize all studies on a topic (Popay, 2005). They also identify the gaps in the literature to help 

further scientific knowledge (Kitchenham, 2004). Despite their complex and time-consuming nature (Mills 

et al., 2005), systematic reviews are of key importance since they contribute to the academic literature 

and also be a methodological advance for the field. 

The present literature review aims to answer the research question: How and why do social and 

sustainable initiatives scale? This paper aims to build a framework that synthesizes the state of the art of 

the fragmented literature in an accessible manner. It provides the basis for research into the scaling 

mechanisms of initiatives that start bottom up by presenting the state-of-the-art knowledge on this topic 

(what do we know and where are the gaps) and by providing the conceptual understanding that is needed 

to study this topic.  

 

2.2.  Central concepts, search terms and definitions  

2.2.1. Central concepts 

A literature review of scaling processes of local initiatives is complicated in view of the variety of terms 

and concepts that are being used to refer to the same or similar processes, in different areas. To get more 

focus, we distinguished four central concepts – (1) actor characteristics (2) strategic choices (3) 

institutional factors and (4) impact – based on the literature on strategic management (Trau, 2017; Eshima 

and Anderson, 2017; Kraus and Rigtering, 2017) and environmental issues (Hossain, 2016; Martiskainen, 

2017; Seyfang and Longhurst, 2013). The four concepts refer to choices to be made by actors or 
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organizations acting in a certain context, with the aim to increase their impact.  

 

2.2.2. Search terms 

The systematic review was an iterative process that we used to specify the central concepts in more detail. 

At the start of our research, we thoroughly considered what search terms cover our main interest the 

best. Selecting search terms turned out to be more complicated in view of the variety of terms that are 

being used to express ‘local initiatives’. An initial exploration of these terms helped to select our search 

terms for the literature review.  

The term ‘bottom-up initiatives’ is often used as an umbrella term to express initiatives that start 

locally. This umbrella term, however, is not used as much as the underlying, more specific terms. A 

systematic review of grassroots innovation literature showed that almost all articles were published in 

journals that focus on the environmental research areas (Hossain 2016). Grassroots innovation would 

therefore only cover the sustainable initiatives in our review and provide limited information about scaling 

of social initiatives.  

We considered ‘social enterprise’ as search term. However, following the definition of social 

enterprise in Roy et al., (2014) as ‘business with social objectives whose surplus revenue is reinvested for 

these purposes’ we would have excluded other forms of social entrepreneurial behaviour, for example by 

employees or individual citizens. We follow Becker et al., (2017) who have combined the literature on 

community energy (grassroots innovation) with that of social entrepreneurship and found this fertile 

ground for mutual advancement. By including the concept social entrepreneurship, we not only covered 

the social initiatives, but  also enrich the literature on grassroots innovation. In order to check whether 

we did not omit relevant literature on specific geographical areas or research domains by selecting ‘social 

entrepreneurship’ as our search term, we compared this term with ‘social enterprise’. In the period which 

our research covers we did not find a difference between these two terms, neither geographically nor in 

research area. 

In brief, besides ‘bottom-up’ we include two search terms that represent social and 

environmental initiatives more specifically: grassroots innovation and social entrepreneurship. We 

searched on these terms AND ‘scaling’. 
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2.2.3. Definitions 

Grassroots innovation is seen as a bottom-up process that focuses on the creation of public value. Seyfang 

and Smiths’ (2007) definition of grassroots innovation is widely used in the literature:  

“(…) networks of activists and organizations generating novel, bottom-up solutions for sustainable 

development, solutions that respond to the local situation and the interests and values of the 

communities involved.” (Seyfang  and Smith 2007, page 585).  

Although a clear definition of social entrepreneurship is still missing, they share the dual focus on 

economic goals and their social challenges (Becker et al., 2017; Zahra et al. 2009; Santos, 2012; Smit and 

Stevens, 2010). Some authors also refer to environmental challenges (Becker et al., 2017).  

Scaling is defined as ‘increasing the impact a social (or sustainable)-purpose organization produces’ (Dees 

2008, p. 18 in Smith et al., 2016). However, the literature provides many different perspectives on scaling 

and it is not clear how social and sustainable impact can be understood. For this reason, we decided to 

use the literature to develop a conceptual understanding of scaling and impact that could form the basis 

for further research. 

 

2.3.  Methodology 

2.3.1. Search strategy for identification and selection of studies 

We adopted the systematic literature review (SLR) as our method. SLR was grounded in Medical Science 

(Cook et al., 1997) and adopted in the field of management and entrepreneurship (Tranfield et al.,  2003) 

and in environmental studies (Hossain, 2016). This method was used to provide a framework for 

identifying the gaps in literature relevant to scaling social and sustainable initiatives and for synthesizing 

the existing findings.  Systematic reviews improve the quality of the review process and outcome by 

employing a transparent, reproducible procedure (Tranfield et al., 2003). Following SLR guidelines, the 

review process consists of three stages: data collection, assessment and clustering for analysis and 

reporting.  

 

2.3.2. Data collection 

On May 5th, 2017, we identified 1.838 studies by searching the Web of Science (SSCI, SCI en A&HCI) 

database on the topics ‘bottom-up initiatives’ (494), ‘grassroots innovation’ (172) and ‘social 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.proxy.library.uu.nl/science/article/pii/S0921800915304730%22%20/l%20%22bb0335
https://link-springer-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/article/10.1007/s10551-014-2447-6#CR19
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entrepreneurship’ (1.172). Only articles were included. Articles not written in English were excluded.  To 

keep our focus on the scaling process and reduce the number of articles, we infused our search with 

‘scaling’. This resulted in 271 articles (bottom-up 76; grassroots innovation 26; social entrepreneurship 

167). 

 

2.3.3. Inclusion criteria for studies to review 

After duplicated were removed, 169 abstracts and (sometimes) content were screened on two inclusion 

criteria: (1) studies that regarded the broader public sector and (2) studies concerning scaling in the 

context of growth, distribution or transformation.   

Figure 1  Flow diagram of the literature screening process 

 

 

2.3.4. Assessment process and coding 

The assessment was done by the first author, a PhD-student. Every step was taken in close consultation 

with the supervisors of the team, being the second and third author. We started our analysis with a rough 
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division of variables taken from the central concepts: ‘strategic scaling choices’, ‘actor characteristics’, 

‘institutional factors’ and ‘impact’. We also looked at the year of publication, the research area, whether 

a study was evidence based or not and the perspective. In order to cluster our data, we had to develop a 

more detailed code scheme, so we read and re-read the articles in an iterative process. In this way we 

double checked if all articles matched the criteria. Every step in this process was discussed in the team.  

 

2.4.  Overall findings  

Our analysis of the selected set of publications showed that the first publications on bottom-up initiatives 

and scaling date from 1997, those on social entrepreneurship from 2003. Based on a systematic review of 

grassroots innovation done by Hossain (2016) we expected a dominant focus of the environmental areas 

in grassroots literature, but we were surprised that the environmental areas also dominate the literature 

on bottom-up initiatives. Although environmental areas were found in 28% of the literature on social 

entrepreneurship as well, business and economics was dominant (67%). 

Table 5 shows that 60% of the articles was based on empirical research. In 20 studies quantitative 

methods were used. Although the quantitative data did not refer to the variables in the scaling process in 

which we were interested, it did bring us useful information on the how and why in the scaling process.    

Table 5 Type of research  

Empirical Not empirical Total 

80 (60%) 
- 60 qualitative 
- 20 quantitative 

53 (40%) 
- 44 literature 

review 
- 7(database) 

analyses 
- 2 expert 

interviews* 

133 (100%) 

*experts were interviewed for their opinions and normative visions. We therefore classified this 

study as not empirical. 

Most empirical studies were based on qualitative research methods (62). 52 out of 62 qualitative 

studies were case studies. 40% of the studies was based on secondary data, but these data may also 

represent empirical evidence. Sometimes experts were interviewed about their opinions on how to 

encourage local initiatives. We classified these interviews as secondary data, but the empirical 

classification would be defendable as well. All in all, most studies were based on empirical data.  
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The dominant theme in the literature on bottom-up initiatives was ‘how to involve the public’. 

Most studies were done from the perspective of the institutional environment (65%). The literature on 

social entrepreneurship frequently discussed the characteristics and position of the social entrepreneur 

compared with the traditional entrepreneur. As a result, more studies on social entrepreneurship were 

done from the perspective of the entrepreneur (49%).  

 

2.5.  Impact: volume, graphical distribution, and system change 

Scaling is not an objective in itself but is seen as a strategy to realize more impact. All 133 articles are on 

scaling purposes that improve social, welfare, health or physical environmental issues. Impact as success 

indicator was mentioned in 20 studies. In 17 studies (15 more general studies on bottom-up initiatives 

and 2 specifically on grassroots initiatives) impact was considered as some form of prevention (14) or 

compliance (3) in the environmental of healthcare context (for example protected cost management, 

smoking). In the remaining 19 articles (of 56) impact was implicitly defined in terms of ‘better education’, 

‘access to energy’, ‘empowerment of women’ and so on, mostly in the context of individual cases. 

The types of impact are very diverse and highlight dependent on the specific issue at hand. They 

may also be focused on narrow or broader issues. In more general terms, our analysis highlights that 

impact refers to social and sustainable impact which can be expressed in (1) volume, (2) geographical 

distribution and (3) system change. The three dimensions can be used to assess whether scaling has 

resulted in impact. 

  

2.6.  Strategy choices: pathway and structure 

In the diverse set of academic publications, we found two main strategy choices for scaling which we label 

as ‘pathway’ and ‘structure’. 

 

2.6.1. Pathway: ‘scaling up’ or ‘scaling out’ 

The different perspectives in scaling processes were recognised by Westley et al. (2014) and Hermans et 

al.  (2016). They labelled all organization’s efforts to affect more people and cover a larger geographic 

area as ‘scaling out’ and reserved the term ‘scaling up’ for identifying opportunities and barriers within 

institutional structures to properly embed an innovation and the actions that niche actors employ to 
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achieve that. Among these are creating and fine-tuning technologies, linkage building through 

intermediation activities, advocacy and lobbying, mobilizing powerful ‘patrons’, and creating alternative 

visions, framings and discourses.  Vertical or political scaling was mentioned as an equivalent of ‘scaling 

up’ (Kempers et al., 2015; Radywyl and Biggs, 2013; Andre and Pache, 2016). The literature highlights that 

the results (impact) of scaling up and scaling out are measured on different levels (Westley et al., 2014). 

Scaling out focuses on increasing numbers, from local to international or from small to big networks. 

Scaling up focuses on influence on local to international political agendas, public discourses or legislation.  

These two perspectives on scaling – scaling up and scaling out – show that we need to study local 

initiatives’ scaling as two separate but possibly also interrelated processes of making more impact: either 

by reaching more people and a larger geographical area or by changing institutional structures. The 

literature suggests that local initiatives may choose one or both forms to strengthen their impact. We 

explored the strategic choices of local initiatives to enhance our understanding of these two possible 

routes to more impact.  

Pathway is not explicitly discussed in many articles. As initiatives can simultaneously scale up and 

out, a certain article could cover both. So, 54% covered scaling up and 60% scaling out. The bottom-up 

literature mainly refers to scaling up in the sense of influencing policy making (64% of 55 articles). Key 

strategic issues are creating awareness, positive entrepreneurial environment, institutional context and 

inclusive policy making. In this context, Westley et al. (2014); Quinn, Tompkins-Stange et al. (2014) 

introduced institutional entrepreneurship as a concept and condition for scaling up successfully. The 

literature on social entrepreneurship relatively covered scaling out the most (64% of 56 articles). We 

found replication, distribution of services, (financial) growth, differentiation, diversification and market 

development as strategic issues in scaling out. Replication was a dominant way to scale out in bottom up 

and grassroots literature.  

Little is known about the effects of pathway choices on social and sustainable impact. One study 

on the scaling process of grassroots innovations in the agricultural area showed that although they had 

the same challenges, grassroots initiatives all had their own pathways that strongly differ from each other 

and it is impossible to draw any conclusions on successful strategies (Hermans et al., 2016).   
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2.6.2.  Structure: open or closed  

One important reason for the variance in scaling outcomes is the use of different strategies, or 

organizational modes, of scaling (Wei-Skillern et al., 2007). Structure is defined as the way in which 

initiatives organise their activities: choosing a more open or a more closed structure. This strategy choice 

is linked to the concept of organizational scaling (Bocken et al., 2016) and was implicitly covered by 75% 

of the articles.  Structure is mostly discussed in the literature on social entrepreneurship. Warnecke and 

Houndonougbo (2016) distinguished four ways for organizational scaling: expanding the organization, 

establish strategic networks, affiliation/branching or informal/loose networks just to spread an idea. 

Smith and Stevens (2010) suggested three structure strategies for scaling: dissemination, affiliation and 

branching. Dissemination would be the most open structure; branching expresses the most control. 

Franchising sits between branching and affiliation. In the more general literature on bottom-up initiatives 

as well as in the more specific literature on grassroots initiatives, the collaborative structure dominated. 

It was also seen as the most successful strategy for scaling environmental issues (Hermans et al., 2016; 

Becker et al., 2017; Elbakitze et al., 2010; Andrews et al., 2012; Vergragt and Brown, 2012; Hatz et al., 

2016). However, we also found studies that took a critical view on the success of a collaborative strategy. 

These argue that collaboration could frustrate the scaling process due to internal conflicts and slow 

learning (Vergragt and Brown, 2012; Mair et al., 2016).  

The literature on social entrepreneurship was sometimes fully devoted to the relation between 

strategic choices on structure and impact. In general, social enterprises opt for organizational structures 

that resemble franchise or network models, implying that multiple bodies co-exist, all with some degree 

of autonomy (Voltan and Fuentes, 2016). We found evidence that open structures like franchising, 

generate more impact in comparison to formal structures (Auvignet and Lloret, 2015; Smith and Stevens, 

2010; Beckmann and Zeyen, 2014; Krzeminska and Zeyen, 2017). Open structures also speed up the 

scaling process (Smith et al., 2016).  The relationship between structure and impact is not clear. While 

some studies find that an open structure implies more and faster impact, other studies contradict this. It 

seems that actor characteristics interfere. An entrepreneur who desires control, would choose a less open 

structure more often (Smith et al., 2016). This would imply that preferring control would lead to a slower 

pace of creating impact. However, studies also show that commercial entrepreneurs – who generally 

desire for control - scale out faster as they are professionally organised and have better access to 

resources (Hatzl et al., 2016).  So, the relation between structure and impact seems to be mediated by 

actor characteristics. We will discuss this more in-depth in the next section.  

https://link-springer-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/article/10.1007/s10551-014-2447-6#CR69
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In sum, strategic choices consist of the choice for a pathway and the choice for a structure. The 

literature provides a fragmented and inconclusive overview of the relation between pathway and social 

and sustainable impact. An open structure seems to speed up scaling the most, but this might also depend 

on actor characteristics. For this reason, we explored the literature further to understand how strategic 

choices and impact are influenced by actor characteristics.   

 

2.7.  Actor characteristics: willingness and ability to scale 

The characteristics of actors can be organized in many ways. Scheuerle and Schmitz (2016) introduced 

two specific actor characteristics as conditions for scaling: willingness and ability1. We will apply these 

concepts below when reporting our findings on actor characteristics.   

 

2.7.1. Willingness to scale  

The first actor characteristic we will discuss is the actor’s willingness to scale. The literature distinguishes 

three subcategories of the actor’s willingness to scale an initiative: first his or her ambition to scale, second 

their desire to control, and third which logic would be dominant. 52% of the articles covered one or more 

aspects of this concept willingness. 

Scale ambition. Ambition to scale was covered by 44% of the articles. They indicate that scale 

ambition differs among initiatives (Becker et al., 2017; Scheuerle and Schmitz, 2016; Smith et al., 2016; 

Westley et al., 2014; Hufen and Koppenjan, 2015; De Bruin 2016; Gutberlet et al., Campos, 2016). 

Different types of social entrepreneurs would have different scale ambitions. Zahra et al. (2009) 

distinguish three types of social entrepreneurs.  The social bricoleur focuses on the local needs and will 

hardly touch the existing institutional context. The social constructionist aims to replicate an innovation 

to different geographical areas and the social engineer wants to break the (international) social system 

radically and focusses on the political agenda.  

The literature indicates that scale ambition is related to the level of impact. A focus on local needs 

was seen as a barrier for scaling (Hatzl et al., 2016; Kirwan et al., 2013; Nel et al., 1997; Seyfang and 

Longhurst, 2013; Bailey, Hopkins and Wilson, 2010; Smith et al., 2014; Gasperi et al., 2016). Whereas social 

bricoleurs do not want to scale in the first place, the constructionist will scale up and/or out to the regional 

and national level and the engineer even to the global system. So, scale ambition is related to impact, but 
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literature does not allow to draw conclusions on a relation between scale ambition and pathway of 

structure choices.   

  Desire for control. The second subdivision of the concept concerning the actor’s ‘willingness to scale’ 

is the actor’s ‘desire for control’. Smith et al. (2016) found that a scaling process will be delayed if the 

social entrepreneur has great ambitions, but also feels a strong desire for control. This result was 

explained by the actor’s preference for an open or formal structure.  Smith et al. (2016) presumed a 

relationship between the actor’s wish to control, his or her strategic choice for a certain type of structure 

and the impact created by the initiative. A formal structure would be chosen by entrepreneurs who want 

to control, while open structures speed up scaling more than formal structures. Smith and Stevens (2010) 

explored this further by correlating structure choice and the threefold categories of Zahra et al. (2009). 

They assumed that the strength of the ties in the network is related to the desire for control: the stronger 

the network, the less the actor desires for control. As a result, the local bricoleur will opt for an open 

structure, whereas the social engineer will opt for branching. Building upon Smith et al.’s (2016) reasoning, 

it would paradoxically be expected that the social engineer would be less successful in scaling due to their 

choice for a less open structure. As we have indicated above, Hatzl et al., (2016) found the same paradox 

for commercial entrepreneurs.  So, the desire for control turns out to be directly related to the choice for 

a certain structure. It is indirectly related to the impact created.  

Logic: economic and social. The third subcategory which is implicated in the actor’s willingness to 

scale is whether the economic logic or the social logic prevails in his or her plans and actions. Logic was 

covered by 20% of all articles, of which 75% was literature on social entrepreneurship. Initiators who could 

simultaneously act in accordance with both economic and social logics turned out to be more successful 

in scaling (Morris et al., 2011; Fosfuri et al., 2016). They can sustain in their social focus, whereas social 

entrepreneurs who do not focus on economic goals at all, would lose their social focus over time due to 

external pressure (Andre and Pache, 2016). As a result, (social) impact decreases. It turns out that the 

prevalence of either the economic or the social logic is related to the impact which is created. However, 

no final conclusions on the relation between logic and pathway and structure can be drawn from the 

literature.   

In sum, we found that scale ambition, desire for control and logic are related to impact. We do 

not know whether these characteristics are related to pathway: strategic choices for scaling out and/or 

scaling up. Desire for control seems to be related to structure choice. These findings, however, are mostly 

based on the literature on social entrepreneurship. We found less studies on the actor’s willingness to 
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scale in grassroots innovation or bottom-up initiatives. We know grassroots innovation focusses on the 

local community, so we might consider grassroots innovators as social bricoleurs who have low ambition 

to scale and might have strong tights and therefore choice for an open structure. This might also explain 

the dominant position of collaborative structures, but we cannot draw hard conclusions on that.  

 

2.7.2. Ability to scale 

Above we indicated that the actor’s characteristics consist of two relevant aspects. We have discussed 

‘willingness’ to scale above. The second factor in actor characteristics we discuss is ‘ability’. This aspect 

was covered by 47% of the articles. Ability to scale represents the way in which initiatives can act upon 

the institutional context. We distinguished three subcategories of the actor’s ability to scale, being first 

entrepreneurial skills2, second leadership, and third dependency on money, knowledge and network 

(resources).  

Entrepreneurial skills. Entrepreneurial skills are crucial for scaling. These are needed to get 

political or financial  support (Westley et al., 2014; Calvo-Urgarteburu et al., 2017; Kempers et al., 2015; 

Warnecke and Houndonougbo 2016; Radywyl and Biggs 2013; Loosemore 2015), to build  networks, to 

hire professional staff, to communicate with stakeholders (Smith and McBride 2015; Sofo 2008, Hatzl et 

al., 2016; Osterblom et al., 2010; Spiegel et al., 2011)  to work efficiently,  and  to build a proper business 

case and develop marketing strategies (Zahra et al., 2009; Vergragt and Brown, 2012; Bocken, 2015; 

Reeves et al., 2014; Pless and Appel, 2012; Perrini et al., 2012; Fosfuri et al., 2016). In the literature most 

case studies were presented as successful, meant to learn from. In this context, actors having enough 

entrepreneurial skills was crucial for success. We therefore may conclude that the more entrepreneurial 

skills actors have, the more likely the initiative creates impact (on the condition that the actor’s willingness 

to scale is high). However, we did not find information on how entrepreneurial skills and the two strategic 

choices, pathway and structure are related.  

Leadership. Next to having entrepreneurial skills, leadership is the second subcategory of the 

actor’s ability to scale. Leadership refers to both managing the internal organization and (proactively) 

dealing with the external circumstances (Nel et al., 1997; Osterblom et al., 2010; Sofo, 2008; Biggs et al., 

2010; Warnecke and Houndonougbo 2016). We classified leadership apart from entrepreneurial skills as 

an actor who has high leadership skills and low entrepreneurial skills could still create high impact. This 
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leader might proactively search for the help of others, for example by collaboration in a network or by 

participating in a franchise structure.  

Dependency on resources. The third and final subcategory indicating   the actor’s ability to scale is 

dependency on money, knowledge, or network.  This concept was often mentioned when discussing 

collaboration of grassroots and bottom-up initiatives, especially in environmental issues like coast 

protection. These issues either require high levels of knowledge and investments or they can only be 

solved by including a great diversity in stakeholders. In this way, a high dependency on resources requires 

high entrepreneurial skills and/or it would more often lead to the choice for open structures. Dependency 

on resources obviously is relevant for structure choice.  

To conclude, the literature shows that actor characteristics influence the scaling process towards 

impact. In the previous section we discussed the actor’s willingness to scale, and in this section, we 

discussed the actor’s ability to scale. Two subcategories of the actor’s ability are positively and directly 

related to impact, being entrepreneurial skills and leadership. However, dependency on resources seems 

to be only indirectly related to impact, being through structure choice. We did not find evidence for a 

relation between ability and pathway. 

 

2.8.  Institutional factors: rules and support 

The setting of initiatives consists of the institutions that influence the process of scaling. The general 

literature on bottom-up initiatives contributed the most to the concept of institutional factors, but it was 

also substantially covered in more specific articles on grassroots initiatives (59% of 22) and in the literature 

on social entrepreneurship (41% of 56). The analysis showed that the process of scaling was influenced by 

the formal and informal rules (mentioned in 49% of all articles), and by support, which is being done 

through supplying funds, through knowledge and training, or through network relations (covered in 79% 

of all articles).  

 

2.8.1. Rules 

As for rules, governments obviously play a key role in designing and implementing these. However other 

actors – e.g. sector organizations – can also influence these rules. Space for experimentation, flexible 

rules, a favourable business environment and political will are crucial for scaling local initiatives (f.i. 
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Vergragt and Brown, 2012; Radywyl and Biggs, 2013; Biggs et al., 2010; Jenson, 2017; Bailey et al., 2010; 

Awoonor-Williams et al., 2013; Biehl, 2007). Even a lack of rules can be favourable to social entrepreneurs 

(Gutberlet et al., 2016; Gluckler and Lenz, 2016). Studies done in developing countries showed that fragile 

regimes might decrease the social and environmental impact (Ault, 2016). However, stable regimes with 

strict rules could also frustrate initiatives with their red tape resulting from the bureaucratic system 

(Kempers et al., 2015).  

 

2.8.2. Support 

Apart from rules, there seemed to be consensus about the facilitating and encouraging role that 

government could have in supporting local initiatives. Based on case studies, some researchers also came 

up with ideas how government could fill in this role. For example, by organising train-the-trainer (Spiegel 

et al., 2011), by connecting local initiatives with standards on higher levels (Riisgaard, 2011) and EU policy 

(Osterblom et al., 2010) or by co-management (Marin and Berkes, 2010) or workshops (Bremer et al., 

2016). Although government is often mentioned as a major actor in the institutional environment, there 

are other players in the field. Ngo’s are mentioned, and large companies and philanthropy may also 

stimulate the development of small initiatives by providing knowledge, money and access to networks (f.i. 

Quinn et al., 2014; Harvey et al., 2011). Ashoka might be an example of institutional support. This 

worldwide network stimulates and support the most innovative entrepreneurial solutions to social and 

environmental challenges, for instance by training the right skills.  

So, what do we know about how institutional factors influence actor characteristics, strategic 

choices and impact?  A favourable business environment will stimulate the start-up activities of grassroots 

initiatives and social enterprises and the space to experiment will help to scale. For social constructionists 

and engineers, rules might even be target for system change (Radywyl and Biggs, 2013). In this way, rules 

influence the ambition of the actor. Institutional factors also influence the focus on either the economic 

or the social logic. For example: some studies done in developing countries show that fragile regimes 

increase pressure on social entrepreneurs to shift their focus to wealthier clients as they lack the support 

from government which would allow them to maintain a focus on poorer clients. If they do not shift, they 

go out of business (Ault 2016). As logic is positively related to impact, regime indirectly influences the 

level of impact too.  
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Supporting by funds, network and knowledge influence both the actor’s ability to scale and the 

structure choices that are made. Institutional factors can also influence impact directly by way of adjusting 

rules, stimulating public debate, or by changing of behaviour inspired by the success of a social 

entrepreneur. However, a precondition would be the actor’s willing to change (Mahara, 2012; Awoonor-

Williams et al., 2013 Biehl, 2007). 

 In sum, the institutional factors can be categorized in rules and support. The institutional environment is 

important since it influences actor characteristics, strategic choices as well as impact. The institutional 

setting influences both the actor’s willingness and ability to scale.  The institutional environment also 

affects the strategic choices for a certain type of structure, but we can only assume a relation to pathway. 

It could also have influence on how much social and environmental impact is created but the literature in 

our corpus does not provide clear evidence for this relation.  

 

2.9.  Framework for scaling social and sustainable initiatives 

The purpose of our review was to combine literature on social entrepreneurship with that of grassroots 

innovation and bottom-up initiatives to find out why and how social and sustainable initiatives scale. The 

current academic knowledge about scaling is highly fragmented and anecdotal. In addition, there was 

much confusion about terms and relevant factors. For that reason, we focused our research on reducing 

conceptual confusion and building a framework of the different factors and relations in the process of 

scaling bottom-up initiatives. 

The review of 133 academic articles resulted in a framework (Figure 2) that reflects the current 

state of the field. It presents a concise overview of key theoretical concepts in the literature. Based on 

literature, we first distinguish two choices in the scaling process: pathway (up scaling and out scaling) and 

structure (organizational form). Successful scaling implies more social or environmental impact. We chose 

the perspective of the initiative and categorized the influential factors for scaling in ‘actor characteristics’ 

(willingness and ability) and ‘institutional factors’ (rules and support).   
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Figure 2  Framework ‘Scaling social and sustainable initiatives’ 

 

The literature review provides important insights into the process of scaling. Our analysis of the literature 

highlight that: 

1. Actor’s scale ambition, hybrid logic and entrepreneurial and leadership skills are positively related 

to level of impact realized through scaling; 

2. Open structures may generate speed and more social and environmental impact (but we also 

found some critical views on this relation); 

3. A collaborative structure dominates in grassroots literature, and this may be caused by the actors’ 

dependency on resources; 

4. An institutional environment in which there is room to experiment with different approaches and 

strategies helps the initiative to scale.  

This systematic literature review contributes to the literature on the scaling of local initiatives by 

combining separate bodies of literature – the literature on grassroots innovation, bottom-up initiatives 

and on social entrepreneurship – and analysing the similarities and differences between these literatures. 
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The review resulted in a compact framework that provides an overview of the key institutional factors, 

actor characteristics, strategic choices and impact. The framework can form a basis for further research. 

The framework highlights that scaling social and sustainable initiatives is complex as there are 

many variables and the complex interactions between all these variables are not yet well understood. We 

need a better understanding of the interaction of variables and dynamics in the framework and further 

explore whether the relations between actor characteristics, strategic choices and impact are linear. Time 

must be taken into consideration as well, as speed seems to be related to structure choice and we do not 

know to what extent strategic choices could change over time.   

We suggest further exploration of the framework in a specific branch or specific topic, like social 

initiatives in healthcare or sustainable initiatives in the food industry. This will help to explore the different 

relations and dynamics in the framework more in detail. Also comparing results across different branches 

and topics could be potentially fruitful as our literature review showed that combining bodies of literature 

reduces fragmentation of the academic literature and is of benefit to more than one discipline.    

To conclude, this paper highlights that actors need a facilitating context, the willingness and the 

ability to scale and a strategy that works for them to realize either a better (commercial) dissemination or 

a stronger impact on policies. There is no evidence for a ‘miracle cure’ as the complex interactions 

between actors, environments, strategies and impact are dynamic and interactive. Scaling requires 

‘contextual work’ and an in-depth empirical analysis of this type of work is needed to further enhance our 

understanding of these patterns of scaling. 
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Chapter 3 How does the institutional environment influence the 

scaling process of social initiatives?2   

 

Abstract  

The scaling of social initiatives is of immense importance for public innovation. A key factor in the scaling 

process is the institutional environment, which plays a key role in supporting and coordinating the scaling 

process. This environment can be either homogeneous or heterogeneous, i.e. dominated by a few or 

variety of public organizations, norms and practices. Both environments have advantages and challenges. 

However, our academic understanding of the influence of the institutional environment is limited and a 

systematic empirical assessment of the relationship between the type of environment and scaling is 

lacking. The purpose of this paper is to explore the influence of homogeneous and heterogeneous 

environments on the scaling process of social initiatives. A comparative qualitative study in the Dutch 

social sector, in three different domains - a homogeneous, heterogeneous, or mixed environment – 

showed that homogeneous environments are less supportive of scaling social initiatives than 

heterogeneous environments, as sharing best practices and collaborating with less familiar organizations 

is not common. Heterogeneous environments, however, do not provide coordination of the scaling 

process, with the risk that public funds are used less efficiently and effectively. Institutional environments 

with a balance of homogeneity and heterogeneity are best suited for scaling social initiatives.  

 

3.1.  Introduction 

Scaling social initiatives – entrepreneurship with a social purpose (Austin et al., 2006) - is important to 

realize a broad societal impact based on successful small-scale experiments (Doberstein, 2016; Geuijen, 

 

2 This chapter has been published under Van Lunenburg, M. (2024), "How does the institutional environment influence the scaling 

process of social initiatives? An empirical exploration in the Dutch public sector", International Journal of Public Sector 

Management, Vol. 37 No. 1, pp. 77-90. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2022-0291 

 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Marion%20van%20Lunenburg
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0951-3558
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0951-3558
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2022-0291
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2017). A key factor in scaling social initiatives is their institutional environment (Van Lunenburg et al., 

2020; Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021), which can be homogeneous or heterogeneous.  Homogeneous 

environments are dominated by a few public organizations with similar practices and norms, whereas 

heterogeneous environments consist of a wide variety of organizations, practices, and norms. Within the 

public sector, heterogeneity and homogeneity in the environment differ. The diversity of practices and 

norms in highly protocolized environments, such as health and safety, is much less than in the market. 

This paper aims to provide a theoretical and empirical understanding of the relationship between the 

institutional environment and the scaling of social initiatives.  The diversity or lack of diversity in the 

institutional environment influences two key factors in the scaling process: support and coordination. To 

better understand the scaling process, we need to have a good understanding of how homogeneity and 

heterogeneity in the institutional environment influence the support and coordination of the scaling of 

social initiatives. Our current academic understanding of scaling in homogeneous and heterogeneous 

environments is limited, as few studies have specifically analysed the process (Van Lunenburg et al., 2020). 

In addition, the variety of definitions of social initiatives and the elastic concepts of 'environment' and 

'heterogeneity' make it difficult to compare studies. This study strengthens our academic understanding 

of these relationships by addressing the following central research question: How do homogeneous and 

heterogeneous institutional environments influence the scaling process of social initiatives?  

A first key function in the scaling process of social initiatives is support from the institutional 

environment (Van Lunenburg et al., 2020), for example through the exchange of best practices or the 

promotion of social initiatives in networks (Osterblom et al., 2010; Torfing et al., 2020). Support of the 

institutional environment is important because many social initiatives start at the local level and need the 

support of different organizations at the regional and national levels to scale. Support in scaling, that is, 

support for the diffusion of social initiatives (Meijer, 2014), is therefore a collaborative process between 

different organizations in the environment (Meijer, 2014). Homogeneous environments are said to be less 

open to change and new practices (Yee and Van Thiel, 2020; Torfing, 2016; Bason, 2010) and therefore 

less supportive of the diffusion of social initiatives. In contrast, heterogeneous environments are expected 

to be more open to change (Bason, 2010) and therefore more supportive of the scaling of social initiatives.  

A second key function in the scaling process of social initiatives is coordination. Unlike the market, 

public organizations have a shared interest in the common good and a shared responsibility to use public 

funds effectively and efficiently (Karré, 2021; Rainey and Chun, 2007). This means avoiding reinventing 

the wheel and carefully monitoring the effectiveness of interventions. This requires some form of 
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coordination. In homogeneous environments with a few dominant organizations, there are well-

established networks of trusted organizations. It is therefore likely that scaling is easier to coordinate in 

homogeneous environments (Torfing et al., 2020; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). In heterogeneous 

environments there is a wide diversity of organizations, both public and commercial, with their own norms 

and practices (Micelotta et al., 2017). It is likely that a high degree of diversity hinders coordination (Cinar 

et al., 2019). 

In sum, according to a theoretical line of argument, in homogeneous environments the scaling 

process is coordinated but social initiatives are not supported in their scaling, whereas in heterogeneous 

environments the scaling process is supported but not coordinated. In a comparative qualitative study in 

the Dutch social sector, we will test these expectations (deductive analysis). In addition, we will generate 

new insights and extend our academic understanding of this relationship based on an inductive analysis 

of the findings.  

  

3.2.  Key concepts   

3.2.1. Social initiative 

A social initiative has been defined in many ways, ranging from activities and processes to improve social 

welfare (Zahra et al., 2009) to entrepreneurship with a social purpose (Austin et al., 2006). A common 

element in all these definitions is the focus on value creation rather than value capture (Santos, 2012). 

Social initiatives are often mentioned in the context of social enterprises. The term social enterprise was 

previously reserved for initiatives with a social purpose that have commercial value (Schoneveld, 2020), 

but the academic debate on what a social enterprise is has shifted to how to categorize the wide variety 

of (new) organizational forms (Defourny and Nyssens, 2017). According to the European Commission, a 

social enterprise 'provides goods and services to the market in an entrepreneurial and innovative fashion 

and uses its profits primarily to achieve social objectives' (European Commission, 2023). This would 

exclude innovative initiatives started by employees of public institutions. In our study, we therefore follow 

the broader definition of Austin et al. (2006) and define social initiatives as entrepreneurship with a social 

purpose. Our study focuses on initiatives with a social purpose that rely entirely or largely on public 

resources and operate within or on the fringes of public organizations. 
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3.2.2. Homogeneous and heterogeneous environments 

The academic literature on (public) innovation uses different terms to refer to the environment in which 

initiatives scale, such as context (Crișan et al., 2019), social system (Luhmann, 2020) or ecosystem (De 

Bruin et al., 2023; Cobben et al., 2022). Building on the public innovation literature, we focus on the 

institutional level as this is consistent with the public innovation literature, which typically expresses the 

environment as the 'institutional environment' (Moore, 2013). The institutional environment is defined 

as a stable set of institutional practices and norms for organizations and individuals (Micelotta et al., 

2017). These stable sets of practices and norms apply to, for example, public sectors, industries, but also 

occupational fields. Homogeneous environments are characterized by a few dominant organizations with 

similar norms and practices, for example highly protocolized environments such as health or safety. 

Heterogeneous environments represent a wide variety of organizations with their own practices and 

norms. Since there is no clear dividing line, we need to consider homogeneity and heterogeneity in the 

institutional environment as a continuum, i.e. there are environments where homogeneity and 

heterogeneity are in balance. 

  

3.2.3. Scaling  

Scaling a social initiative means increasing its impact (Dees 2008 p.18 in Smith, Kistruck, and Cannatelli 

2016; Moore, 2013; André and Pache, 2016). One way to increase impact is to scale from one geographical 

area to another, often referred to as 'diffusion' (Meijer, 2014) or 'scaling out' (Westley et al., 2014; 

Hermans et al., 2016). This is how scaling is understood in our study, which means that our study focuses 

on the scaling process rather than the outcomes.  

 

3.3.  Framework for studying the scaling of social initiatives  

In this section, we will discuss the relevant literature on the environment and the scaling process of social 

initiatives. Based on the existing literature, we will present a framework for research and formulate 

expectations about the relationships. 
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3.3.1. How to assess the influence of the institutional environment on scaling in the public 

sector? 

In the literature, we have found two specific functions that are crucial in the relationship between the 

institutional environment and the scaling of social initiatives: support and coordination. Support includes 

the provision of networks, funding, and rules (Osterblom et al., 2010; Torfing et al., 2020; Riisgaard, 2011; 

Van Lunenburg et al., 2020; Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021). Support of the scaling process is 

important because many social initiatives start at the local level. Unlike in countries with centralised public 

sectors, such as China, scaling social initiatives in countries with decentralized public sectors is a 

collaborative process (Meijer, 2014). The obvious support for scaling the public sector comes from public 

organizations, such as ministries that may provide rules and funding for scaling, or interest groups that 

provide networks for sharing best practices and promoting social initiatives. Support can also come from 

commercial organizations that have strong roots in the public sector, for example because they have been 

privatized. These organizations are multi-embedded (Micelotta et al., 2017) because they are known to 

both the public sector and the market. Support may also come from commercial organizations that have 

an interest in social initiatives, for example to recruit people with distance to the labour market. 

Coordination refers to a common focus and clarity of roles in the scaling process of social 

initiatives (Ansell and Gash, 2012). Coordination in the scaling process is important for efficient and 

effective scaling of social initiatives, which is a shared responsibility of public organizations (Karré, 2022). 

In decentralized public sectors, where local public organizations have many responsibilities, coordination 

is voluntary. This aspect remains underexposed in the literature on the scaling of social initiatives. The 

literature on sustainability and technology already recognizes collective responsibility on a voluntary basis 

as part of Responsible Innovation, for example in the development of common technical standards (Meijer 

et al., 2023).   

The institutional practices and norms of an institutional environment (Micelotta et al., 2017; Diaz 

Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021) provide support and coordination of the scaling process of social initiatives. 

For example, the habit of sharing best practices is more supportive, and well-established collaborative 

networks facilitate coordination. To assess the extent to which homogeneous and heterogeneous 

institutional environments influence the scaling process of the social initiative, we assess whether they 

provide support and coordination. 
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3.3.2. Expected patterns for the influence of homogeneous environments on scaling  

In terms of the first function, support, homogeneous environments are theoretically expected to be less 

supportive of innovation processes, as they tend to be less open to change due to the limited diversity of 

stakeholder orientations (Bason, 2010; Torfing et al., 2020). It is likely that the few dominant organizations 

in the environment of social initiatives are not supportive of scaling, as they do not actively promote social 

initiatives in their network and share best practices. They may even be less supportive of social initiatives 

coming from outside, i.e. not initiated by local public institutions in the network, as they are less familiar 

with them. This would be undesirable, as studies show that fresh ideas are often generated in 

environments outside public organizations (Bason, 2010; Grin, 2020). In terms of coordination, 

organizations in homogeneous environments are strongly protocolized and networks are well established 

(Meijer, 2019; Christensen et al., 2006). They are likely to have a shared focus and clear roles. This means 

that homogeneous environments are expected to provide the second function for scaling, coordination.  

 

3.3.3. Expected patterns for the influence of heterogeneous environments on scaling  

Expectations for heterogeneous environments contrast with those for homogeneous environments. 

Previous research highlights that social initiatives are often generated in environments that are more 

heterogeneous (Bason, 2010; Grin, 2020) and that the heterogeneous environments are supportive of 

social initiatives. It is therefore likely that organizations in heterogeneous environments take an active 

role in sharing best practices and using their networks to promote social initiatives. However, with the 

diversity of organizations comes a diversity of interests, norms, and practices. This makes it difficult to 

coordinate the scaling process (Cinar et al., 2019). Although collaboration between public and commercial 

organizations is becoming more common (Bryson et al., 2015; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009; De Bruin et al., 

2023; Jukic et al., 2019), collaboration is still difficult (Rajala et al., 2021; Schot and Geels, 2010) as there 

are still many differences that hinder collaboration. Commercial organizations will have little interest in 

social initiatives that are difficult to turn into profitable concepts. Even if they recognize the benefits of a 

shared interest model, for example for reasons of social responsibility (Porter and Kramer, 2011), there is 

a lack of trust as they are less familiar (Brock, 2020; Cinar et al., 2019; Crosby et al., 2017). Furthermore, 

commercial organizations do not share the responsibility to spend public funds in an efficient way as they 

rely on other resources (Defourny and Nyssens, 2017; Santos, 2012). All this leads to fragmented 

collaboration, which is likely to lead to coordination problems in scaling of social initiatives.  
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Thus, both homogeneous and heterogeneous environments have advantages and disadvantages 

in terms of support and coordination. Homogeneous environments are less supportive (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983) but the scaling process is coordinated, whereas heterogeneous environments are 

supportive (Bason, 2010) but coordination is a problem (Cinar et al., 2019; Ansell and Gash, 2012). A final 

consideration relates to the dichotomy we have discussed so far. In practice, homogeneity and 

heterogeneity in the institutional environment is a continuum rather than a clear dichotomy. This means 

that there are environments in which homogeneity and heterogeneity are in balance. In this environment 

there is enough heterogeneity to be supportive, but not too much diversity and conflicting interests for 

coordination.  

We now have three expectations:  

1. Heterogeneous environments are more supportive of the scaling of social initiatives than 

homogeneous environments.  

2. The scaling process in homogeneous environments is more coordinated than in heterogeneous 

environments.  

3. The scaling process in environments where homogeneity and heterogeneity are balanced is both 

supportive and coordinated.  

Figure 3 visualizes the expectations discussed above about homogeneous and heterogeneous institutional 

environments and the scaling process of social initiatives. 

Figure 3  Framework for research   
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3.4.  Methodology 

The aim of our research was both to test our expectations, as presented in Figure 3 (deductive analysis), 

and also to use the research to develop a better understanding of the mechanisms and contextual factors 

that play a role in the relationship between the institutional environment and the scaling of social 

initiatives (inductive analysis).  

   

3.4.1. Research method  

A qualitative multiple case study method allowed us to conduct an in-depth analysis of the cases, in our 

research the environment, and to delve deeper into the relationships as shown in Figure 1. We used the 

diverse case selection method because this technique is suitable for comparing environments (Seawright 

and Gerring, 2008). We focused on one country to reduce the diversity of national policies. We chose the 

social sector as social initiatives often deal with health, social or welfare problems (Santos, 2012) and most 

studies on scaling are conducted on sustainability issues (Van Lunenburg et al., 2020). We chose the 

Netherlands because in this country the social sector is decentralized, which makes our study relevant to 

scaling issues in other countries with decentralized regimes. Within the social sector, we searched for a 

variety of homogeneity and heterogeneity in the institutional environment and selected mental health 

(homogeneous), labour participation (heterogeneous) and debt (mixed institutional environment). Within 

these hree domains, we selected a mix of social initiatives (20) that had started in (8) and those that had 

started outside (12) public organizations. We did this to test whether homogeneous environments differ 

in their support. The social initiatives had to have started at least 3-5 years ago, so that they had survived 

the initial phase.  

 

3.4.2. Data collection and analysis 

The fieldwork consisted of 481 in-depth interviews with respondents, distributed across the three domains 

as shown in Table 6. 
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Table 6  Distribution of initiatives and respondents 

Mental health 
 
8 initiatives 

Labour participation 
 
6 initiatives 

Debts 
 
6 initiatives 

18  
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (4) 
Healthcare (1) 
Platform (1) 
Municipality (1)  
Mental health organization (4) 
Housing cooperation (1) 
Foundation (3) 
Social work (1) 

15 
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (3) 
Executive organization (1) 
Commercial enterprise (1) 
Knowledge centre (1) 
Foundation (2) 
Commercial enterprise (3) 
Governmental commission (1) 
Regional network (1) 

15 
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (3) 
Executive organization (1) 
Health care (2)  
Knowledge centre (1) 
Municipality (2) 
Foundation (3) 
Social enterprise (1) 
 

Interviewees, ranging from initiators and advisors to decision-makers and project leaders, were 

identified through social media, personal networks and snowball sampling. We started by interviewing 

the obvious stakeholders in the three domains, such as ministries, interest groups and commercial 

organizations with strong roots in the domain. In parallel, we interviewed initiators and asked them what 

support they received (or did not receive) in scaling, and from whom. In this way we also identified (other) 

organizations in the environment of social initiatives. In practice, all interviewees provided additional 

information on the support and coordination of social initiatives and organizations that were not part of 

our research. This information was used to validate our findings on the support and coordination of the 

scaling of social initiatives in our research.  

  In the coding, 'support' was operationalized as 'active or passive support'. Only the provision of 

networks was coded as passive support, whereas organizations acting as ambassadors for social initiatives 

were coded as active support. Respondents were asked to provide examples to illustrate their support in 

the scaling. Support from the institutional environment in scaling social initiatives was coded as low 

(actively supported by 0-1 organizations), moderate (actively supported by 2 organizations) or high 

(actively supported by 3 or more organizations). The coding for 'coordination' was operationalized as 

'common focus' and 'clarity of roles in scaling'. A common focus could be a common frame or a common 

programme. We asked respondents about their goals in scaling and their vision of how these goals will be 

achieved. For clarity on roles, we asked respondents to describe their role and the role of other 

organizations in scaling. This allowed us to draw conclusions about coordination in the three domains. 
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The interviews lasted on average 1-1.5 hours and were recorded, transcribed, and analysed in NVivo. To 

obtain background information, we checked websites and attended several relevant conferences.  

 

3.5.  Results 

We start the presentation of our findings with a brief description of the Dutch social sector, particularly 

in relation to our cases, the domains of mental health, labour participation and debts. We then present 

our findings in relation to our cases, followed by a comparative reflection on the results.   

  

3.5.1. Description of the three domains: mental health, labour participation and debts  

In the Dutch social sector, municipalities and social organizations work together on issues such as health, 

welfare, labour participation and (financial) self-reliance. The Dutch social sector is decentralized, which 

means that the national government only provides a framework for municipalities and other public 

institutions, and there is a lot of autonomy at the local level.  

  The mental health domain represents the homogeneous environment, as mental health 

organizations dominate, are internally focused and strongly protocolized. In addition to the Ministry of 

Health, the most important organizations are insurance companies, mental health organizations and 

interest groups. Anyone suffering from a mental illness must see a general practitioner (Zorgwijzer.nl). 

The costs are covered by health insurance. Decentralization and long waiting lists force mental health 

organizations to focus on prevention, outreach work and cooperation with local organizations and 

municipalities. This is a clear focus for innovative social initiatives. As mental illness is still taboo (Van 

Weeghel et al., 2016), many social initiatives in our study focus on fighting stigma. Examples include a first 

aid course for mental illness, an academy run by experience experts, a stigma café, and an annual run for 

inclusivity. 

The institutional environment of social initiatives with a focus on the participation of people who 

are at a distance from the labour market can be characterised as heterogeneous. A wide variety of 

organizations are involved. A tight labour market encourages companies to recruit staff from this target 

group, and municipalities focus more on the reintegration of people on social security, as sheltered 

workshops have come under scrutiny after decentralization. In addition to the diversity in municipalities, 

there are executive organizations, knowledge centres, interest groups and ministries, as well as a wide 
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variety of commercial organizations. The social initiatives in our study range from inclusive recruitment 

methods and cultural programmes to job carving and on-the-job learning for people with severe mental 

illness.  

  The domain of debts represents the environment with a balance of homogeneity and heterogeneity. 

Debts are a serious social problem for municipalities (CBS, 2020), as they are often associated with other 

problems such as the threat of eviction, health problems and child poverty. Debts therefore results in high 

additional costs for municipalities, housing cooperatives and health insurance companies. These 

commercial partners are multi-embedded, as they are known in the social sector, more than, for example, 

supermarkets. Talking about debts is taboo (Rijksoverheid, 2019) and therefore debt relief often only 

starts when people are in desperate need. Initiatives in our study vary from early prevention by acting on 

overdue payments, conversation techniques based on neuroscience research or volunteer financial 

buddies.  

 

3.5.2. Social initiatives in mental health 

Our findings confirm that the institutional environment in mental health is not supportive of social 

initiatives ('Sometimes directors treat us like children', Rm10; 'If you stand out, people will let you down', 

Rm13). Collaboration with commercial organizations is rare and even when known, negative perceptions 

hinder collaboration ('Government is not to be trusted', Rm17). There is a lack of established channels for 

sharing best practices ('People were surprised that I was willing to share all the documents', Rm9). The 

interest group of mental health organizations has only just started to set up learning networks for its 

members. Although at the local level most social initiatives were supported, otherwise they would not 

have survived the initial stages, ministries, interest groups, platforms do not actively support the scaling 

of social initiatives. There is no evidence that the environment is more supportive for social initiatives that 

start in public organizations than for those that start outside. One example is the Stigma Café, which was 

initiated by an employee of a mental health organization. The local management said they welcomed the 

initiative, but after the initiator became ill, no one took up the initiative to continue it. Another social 

initiative, part of a local mental health organization, aims to expand into the commercial sector, but 

interest groups or ministries do not actively provide relevant networks to gain access.  

Our findings show that there is no evidence that the process of scaling in the mental health 

domain is coordinated. There is widespread support for fighting stigma, but there are different views on 
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the 'how'. For example, whether the focus should be on the narrow target group or on all minority groups, 

using the frame of inclusiveness. Being associated with the negative image of mental health organizations 

is mentioned as a barrier to scaling in other environments. For some initiators this was a reason to stay 

away from these organizations. Roles in the scaling process are unclear. Organizations struggle with their 

role in scaling ('I hesitate to support initiatives as municipalities are responsible', Rm1) and even when 

they share the same goal, coordination between organizations was not always obvious.  

  So, as expected, the mental health domain does not support the scaling of social initiatives, but also, 

other than expected, the scaling process is not coordinated. 

 

3.5.3. Social initiatives in labour participation  

Our empirical findings highlight that the institutional environment in the labour participation domain is 

encouraging for social initiatives. There are many platforms for the exchange of best practices, mostly 

organized by sectoral organizations representing the profit and non-profit sectors. Public and commercial 

organizations cooperate in national programmes. Support includes the provision of networks and, in two 

cases, funding. We found mixed results in terms of active support ('If member x has a good idea, we share 

the plan, but we are not primarily focused on scaling', Ri5; 'we took the lead', Ri3). These results show 

that, in general, social initiatives are moderately supported in their scaling by the institutional 

environment.  

Our findings show that the coordination of the scaling process is fragmented. The urgency of 

labour market participation for minority groups is widely recognized, but a common frame is lacking. Some 

social initiatives focus on one minority group, while others focus on inclusion for all. We found that 

negative perceptions between the for-profit and not-for-profit sectors hinder coordination ('In general, 

civil servants are lazy', Ri4). Respondents often refer to persistent bureaucratic patterns, particularly in 

the non-profit sector. Although public and commercial organizations work together in national 

programmes to improve inclusivity, they do not join forces to scale initiatives. An example of this is a new 

way of recruiting staff that has scaled in both public and commercial organizations. In the absence of 

horizontal coordination between interest groups or at ministerial level, in practice commercial companies 

visited other companies for inspiration, while municipalities visited other municipalities to learn. Our 

findings show that the roles in scaling are not clear. Interviewees seem to struggle with their role ('We 

asked ourselves 'should this be the way to go?' But you also need support at the local level', Ri10), which 

hinders the coordination of the scaling process.  
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So, heterogeneous environments are moderately supportive for social initiatives, but – as 

expected – coordination of the scaling process is fragmented. 

 

3.5.4. Social initiatives in debts 

The research showed that the institutional environment in the debt domain is supportive of social 

initiatives. There are well-established platforms for learning and sharing best practices, and the added 

value of lesser-known organizations is recognized ('they do better than our own networks', Rd8). 

Ministries, interest groups and commercial enterprises actively support social initiatives by promoting 

them in their networks, but also by training staff and sharing manuals, tools, and documents. Ministries 

even mention social initiatives in their parliamentary letters, and in one case the social initiative led to a 

change in legislation. It is notable that companies, such as insurance companies, share best practice with 

competitors ('We shared our business case', Rd13),   

  Our findings show that there is some form of coordination in the scaling process in the debt 

domain. There are also negative perceptions of each other ('They are afraid of their own role, I can feel it 

in every conversation', Rd11) and organizations struggle with their role ('Much of the work should be done 

by other public organizations, but at the same time you want to help', Rd7). However, there is a widely 

supported frame that has changed from 'your own fault' to 'it can happen to anyone'. A national 

multidisciplinary debt relief programme encourages municipalities to join forces and focus on prevention. 

Municipalities and multi-embedded organizations such as housing cooperatives share a focus on early 

warning. The widely supported frame also prompts private organizations to take responsibility and start 

social initiatives that focus on even earlier signalling of debts and, for example, the provision of voluntary 

financial buddies. These outside initiatives complement those in public organizations, which encourages 

cooperation between public and commercial organizations. Our findings also show that initiators of social 

initiatives also join forces, especially those who started outside public organizations. They combine their 

networks, resulting in a link between the local and national levels and between public and private 

partners. Organizations moved in the same direction ('It became a movement', Rd4, Rd5) and respondents 

often mentioned the same initiatives, organizations and names. As one respondent said: 'It's a small world' 

(Rd14).  

    Thus, our findings confirm that the debt domain supports the scaling process and that there is 

some form of coordination.  
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3.5.5. Comparative analysis: testing expectations  

The results of the analysis of the three domains are presented in Table 7 below and form the 

basis for an assessment of our expectations. 

Table 7 Institutional environment and scaling: results for the three domains  

                  Domain  
Function 

Mental health  
(8 initiatives) 

Labour participation  
(6 initiatives) 

Debts 
(6 initiatives) 

Support Low 
6 low 

2 middle 
  

Moderately  
2 low 

1 middle 
3 high 

High 
1 middle 

5 high 

Coordination  No common frame 
No clarity on roles 
No coordination 

  
  

No common frame 
No role clarity  
Fragmented 
coordination  

National program 
Common frame 
Mixed role clarity  
Joining forces in scaling 

 

  

 Table 7 illustrates that our first expectation, that heterogeneous institutional environments are 

more supportive of scaling social initiatives than homogeneous environments, is supported. The social 

initiatives in the mental health domain were hardly actively supported by the organizations in their 

environment. In contrast, most social initiatives in the domain of debts were actively supported by three 

or more organizations in their environment (high). Social initiatives in the labour participation domain 

were moderately supported, as we found mixed results in terms of the support from organizations.  

  We found no evidence for our expectation 2 that the scaling process is more coordinated in 

homogeneous environments than in heterogeneous environments. In both mental health and labour 

market participation, there is a lack of a common frame and a lack of clarity about roles in scaling. In both 

domains, more than once respondents had never heard of social initiatives that were known in other 

networks. In the mental health domain, there is a lack of coordination. In the domain of labour 

participation, coordination is, as expected, fragmented.  

  Table 7 confirms our third expectation that an institutional environment with a mix of 

homogeneity and heterogeneity is best suited for scaling social initiatives. In the debt domain, social 

initiatives were highly supported and there was some form of coordination. Organizations shared best 

practices and actively promoted social initiatives. There was a national programme and a common frame. 
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Organizations joined forces in scaling social initiatives and compared to mental health and labour 

participation, the scaling process in the debt domain was the most coordinated.  

  Our findings in Table 7 were confirmed by the information on support of social initiatives that 

were not part of our research. 

 

3.5.6. Comparative analysis: additional insights in relation between environment and scaling  

In addition to testing our three expectations, the aim of this research was to generate new insights based 

on an inductive analysis of the findings. A first pattern in our findings is that in all three domains, 

organizations struggle with their role in scaling. Ministries say that they are not responsible and that 

municipalities should join forces, and interest groups are reluctant to actively promote social initiatives 

because they do not want to interfere with the autonomy of their members, or they are waiting for 

guidelines from the ministry. Most of the interviewees admit that this is starting to be a nuisance, as it 

makes it difficult to scale social initiatives in an efficient and effective way, but no one is picking up the 

gauntlet yet. However, we are noticing the first steps towards a more coherent approach. This is most 

visible in the domain of debts, where we see a change in dynamics. Organizations in the institutional 

environment are joining forces which creates a movement and space for new actors, such as a social 

initiative that has become a respected platform for scaling and monitoring evidence-based initiatives on 

debts. In the domain of mental health, learning networks are being set up and professionals are becoming 

more involved in outreach work. In the domain of labour participation, regional networks between public 

and commercial organizations develop common visions and goals for labour participation and promote 

the exchange of best practices. 

Secondly, our findings show that a common frame is crucial for overcoming mutual negative 

perceptions, especially between public and commercial organizations, which we found in all three 

domains. A common frame is important for coordinating scaling. In the debt domain, the economic crisis 

and the Corona had changed the frame from 'your own fault' to 'it can happen to anyone', which was the 

driver for joining forces. In the domains of mental health and labour participation, there is no common 

frame. It is quite possible that the domain of debt is ahead since the social pressure on the debt issue 

already started with the economic crisis. In particular, since the Corona, mental illness has been 

recognized as a serious societal problem and Black Lives Matters and #MeToo have increased the pressure 
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on non-inclusive environments. It is likely that these events are encouraging the development of a 

common frame and focus on these domains as well.  

 Our research reveals a third notable pattern. Although there were many organizations operating 

in all three domains, such as health insurance companies, ministries, and municipalities, we did not 

observe an exchange of knowledge and practices between these domains. The institutional environment 

dominates the way in which departments operate in a particular domain. An example of this is the process 

of scaling a new method of labour participation for people with severe mental illness. This was a close 

collaboration between the interest group of mental health organizations, the knowledge centre, the 

ministry, the benefits agency, and commercial organizations known in the public sector. This collaborative 

network is also known in the mental health domain, but the network is not used for scaling (other) social 

initiatives in the mental health domain. From the perspective of increasing impact, this is a missed 

opportunity. 

 

3.6.  Overall conclusion and discussion 

We started our research with the central question: How do homogeneous and heterogeneous 

environments influence the scaling process of social initiatives? Based on the literature, we expected that 

homogeneous environments would be less supportive of scaling than heterogeneous environments, but 

that scaling in homogeneous environments would be more coordinated. We found that heterogeneous 

environments were indeed more supportive of the scaling of social initiatives, but there was no evidence 

that the scaling process was more coordinated in homogeneous environments. Environments in which 

homogeneity and heterogeneity are balanced are best for scaling social initiatives, as they are both 

supportive and coordinated.  

 The aim of this paper was to contribute to the academic literature on scaling and to provide 

insights for public managers. Regarding these goals, our first contribution to the institutional 

entrepreneurship literature is an empirical test of the expected relationships between institutional 

environments and the scaling of social initiatives. Our research confirmed that homogeneous 

environments are not supportive of the scaling of social initiatives (Garud et al., 2007; Meijer, 2019). 

However, we found no evidence that the scaling process is more coordinated in homogeneous 

environments.  

Secondly, our findings also provide a more precise understanding of the influence of the 
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institutional environment. We found that social initiatives that were supported at the local level lacked 

the support of organizations at the national level in their scaling. In addition, we found that organizations 

that are familiar with multiple institutional environments act differently depending on the environment. 

This finding confirms academic literature on institutional pressures (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Micelotta 

et al., 2017). It also raises questions about how multi-embeddedness, often defined as 'position in multiple 

environments' (Hoogstraaten et al., 2020), should be understood. Our findings show that organizations 

can be multi-embedded in an institutional environment, such as housing cooperatives that are familiar 

with both the public sector and the market. At the same time, these organizations are also embedded in 

multiple institutional environments, which is also considered to be multi-embedded. To be more precise, 

the distinction between functional institutional environments, such as health or defense, and 

organizational institutional environments, such as government or business, may be helpful (Crișan et al., 

2019).  

 Third, our research highlights the importance of a dynamic perspective on institutional 

environments (Roy and Hazenberg, 2019; De Bruin et al., 2023). Changing societal frames, such as those 

derived from the Corona, encourage public and commercial organizations to join forces and overcome 

their negative perceptions of each other. This creates space for new actors in the institutional 

environment, who also influence existing collaborations and may even take on the role of coordinator of 

the scaling process. We suggest further research on the creation and influence of a common frame of 

organizations in the institutional environment to increase our knowledge of the complex relationships in 

the scaling of social initiatives.  

 Our findings on relationships and patterns within the institutional environment are generally 

applicable, as homogeneous, and heterogeneous environments exist worldwide. We suggest further 

research in countries with a highly privatized government or, on the contrary, a highly centralized one, to 

increase our knowledge of the influence of the institutional environment on the scaling of social initiatives.  

 An important lesson for public managers is the importance of addressing the shared responsibility 

for the scaling process. We believe this is important for both public managers and researchers but 

underexposed. Public managers can take up the gauntlet by putting collective responsibility on the agenda 

and sharing experiences of the scaling process, starting with their own colleagues in other domains. 
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Chapter 4 Scaling of social initiatives: the role of entrepreneurial skills 

and positions3  

 

Abstract  

Purpose – The scaling of social initiatives is important to achieve broad social impact based on successful 

small-scale experiments. This paper focuses on the influence of the characteristics of the initiators of 

social initiatives on scaling processes. The limited literature on this topic highlights two critical actor 

characteristics: high entrepreneurial skills and a central position in the area. Both characteristics influence 

two critical components of the scaling process: mobilizing stakeholders and focusing on retaining 

effectiveness. The purpose of this paper is to explore these complex relationships in a deductive analysis 

and to use these findings for an inductive analysis to generate new insights and extend our academic 

understanding. 

Design/methodology/approach – A comparative qualitative study of 20 social initiatives in the Dutch social 

sector was conducted, including 48 in-depth interviews with initiators and stakeholders in three different 

areas – mental health, debt and labour participation. 

Findings – High entrepreneurial skills are more important for mobilizing stakeholders and focusing on 

retention of effectiveness than the position of the initiators, but these are a condition rather than a 

guarantee. Creating space for scaling and investing in measuring effectiveness in other contexts are also 

important. 

Originality/value – By combining the literature on social entrepreneurship and public innovation and 

conducting an empirical study, our study provides a broad and nuanced picture and brings precision to 

our understanding of the relationships between initiators’ entrepreneurial skills and position and the 

scaling process.  

 
3 This chapter has been published under Van Lunenburg, M. 2024.  "Scaling of social initiatives: the role of 
entrepreneurial skills and positions", International Journal of Public Sector Management, Vol. ahead-of-print No. ahead-of-print. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2023-0374 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0951-3558
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2023-0374
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4.1. Introduction  

Scaling social initiatives – entrepreneurship with a social purpose (Austin et al., 2006) – is important to 

achieve broad social impact based on successful small-scale experiments (Torfing, 2016; Doberstein, 2016; 

Geuijen et al., 2017). However, our academic understanding of why some initiatives scale successfully and 

others do not is limited. This paper focuses on the influence of the characteristics of the initiators of social 

initiatives on scaling processes. The limited literature on this topic highlights two critical actor 

characteristics of initiators for scaling social initiatives: high entrepreneurial skills and a central position in 

the area (Van Lunenburg et al., 2020; Micelotta et al., 2017). Both characteristics influence two critical 

components of the scaling process: mobilizing stakeholders and focusing on the retention of effectiveness. 

The literature suggests positive relationships, but our empirical knowledge of these relationships is limited 

and ambiguous. This paper aims to fill a gap in the literature through a theoretical and empirical analysis 

and strengthen our academic understanding of these complex relationships by addressing the following 

central research question: “How do initiators’ entrepreneurial skills and positions influence the 

mobilization of stakeholders and focus on retaining the effectiveness of social initiatives?”  

A first crucial component in the scaling process that may be influenced by initiators’ characteristics 

is mobilizing stakeholders (Battilana et al., 2009; Westley et al., 2014; Meijer, 2014). In the academic 

literature on social entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial skills are widely accepted as crucial for mobilizing 

stakeholders (North, 1991; Bocken, 2015; Reeves et al., 2014; Hatzl et al., 2016). Although most of these 

studies focus on (social) enterprises that operate in the market, it is likely that these findings also apply 

to social initiatives in the context of the public sector. Most initiators of social initiatives start at the local 

level, which means that initiators need to mobilize stakeholders to scale to other contexts as well (Meijer, 

2014; Westley et al., 2014). Initiators in a central position, defined as being part of well-established public 

organizations such as municipalities, have an advantage. It is likely that they have better access to 

stakeholders, such as ministries, than a peripheral position, meaning a position outside the established 

public organizations (Micelotta et al., 2017). Thus, both high entrepreneurial skills and a central position 

are expected to be helpful in mobilizing stakeholders. 

A second critical component in the scaling process of social initiatives, which may be influenced 

by initiators’ characteristics, is retention of effectiveness. This is important because social initiatives that 

are effective in a specific context may lose their effectiveness due to, for example, poor implementation 

elsewhere (Crosby et al., 2017; Williams, 2014). Unlike the market, public organizations have a 
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responsibility to scale social initiatives effectively and efficiently because they are funded by public money 

(Karré, 2022; Rainey and Chun, 2007). From that point of view, it makes sense that initiators in central 

positions are more focused on retaining effectiveness than initiators in peripheral positions. However, in 

terms of entrepreneurial skills, initiators with high entrepreneurial skills are highly driven by their social 

purpose (Zahra et al., 2009). It is only logical, therefore, that they will do everything in their power to 

retain the effectiveness of their social initiative, more than initiators with low entrepreneurial skills. 

Thus, in line with the academic literature on social and institutional entrepreneurship, both high 

entrepreneurial skills and a central position are helpful for two important components of scaling social 

initiatives: mobilizing stakeholders and focusing on retaining effectiveness. However, the literature is 

fragmented: while the literature on social entrepreneurship focuses on entrepreneurial skills (Van 

Lunenburg et al., 2020), the literature on institutional entrepreneurship emphasizes the position of the 

initiator (Micelotta et al., 2017). There is a lack of studies that focus on both entrepreneurial skills and 

position on the one hand and both components of the scaling process, mobilizing stakeholders and focus 

on retention of effectiveness on the other. Furthermore, the concept of scaling has been used in many 

ways, and only a few studies have specifically conducted a comparative analysis of the processes of scaling 

(Van Lunenburg et al., 2020). In a comparative qualitative study of 20 social initiatives in the Dutch social 

sector, we will test our expectations about these complex relationships through a deductive analysis. 

These findings are used for an additional inductive analysis to extend our academic understanding of actor 

characteristics on the scaling process. By doing so, our study brings in new insights for further research 

and practice. 

  

4.2.  Key concepts 

In the following paragraphs, we explain how we understand the key concepts of our central research 

question: social initiative, scaling, entrepreneurial skills, position, mobilizing stakeholders and retention 

of effectiveness. 

  

4.2.1. Social initiative 

Social initiatives are often mentioned in the context of social entrepreneurship. The original academic 

debate on how social entrepreneurship differs from commercial entrepreneurship (Santos, 2012) has 

evolved to how to categorize the wide variety of (new) hybrid organizational forms of social enterprises 
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(Defourny and Nyssens, 2017). Social entrepreneurship is now understood as a cluster concept that 

consists of actor characteristics and intention (Phan et al., 2020; Cardella et al., 2021; Fauzi et al., 2022). 

In line with this, in our study, we will define social initiatives as entrepreneurship with a social purpose 

(Austin et al., 2006), which has the advantage of including initiatives that are started by employees of 

public organizations. However, it offers too much variation for research because it also includes social 

initiatives in the market. Our study therefore focuses on initiatives with a social purpose that largely rely 

on public resources and operate within or on the fringes of public organizations. 

 

4.2.2. Scaling  

Scaling social initiatives means increasing their impact (Smith et al., 2016; Moore, 2013; André and Pache, 

2016). One way to increase impact is to develop activities to scale from one geographical area to another, 

often referred to as scaling out (Westley et al., 2014; Hermans et al., 2016). This is how scaling is 

understood in our study, which means that our study focuses on the scaling process rather than the 

outcomes. 

 

4.2.3. Entrepreneurial skills   

Entrepreneurial skills are often used to describe the ability to formulate an ambitious vision, recognize 

opportunities and create a sustainable business (Mukhuty and Williams, 2015). In the context of public 

innovation, the terms social and institutional entrepreneurship are more common. Studies on the 

characteristics of social entrepreneurs (Smith et al., 2016) focus on explaining why some entrepreneurs 

decide to become social entrepreneurs and others do not (Phan et al., 2020; Cardella et al., 2021), rather 

than differences in entrepreneurial skills. Institutional entrepreneurship is used to express the activities 

of creating a vision of divergent institutional change and convincing stakeholders to support the vision 

(Battilana et al., 2009). These skills have much in common with entrepreneurial skills, so there is no need 

to assume that these skills differ from those of commercial entrepreneurs. In our study, we combine both 

definitions and define entrepreneurial skills as skills to formulate an ambitious vision for (social) change 

and to focus on sustainability.  
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4.2.4. Position 
In the institutional entrepreneurship literature, position is defined as “authority in the eyes of others” 

(Hoogstraaten et al., 2020). It means a strong position in an established network, enabling you to achieve 

more (Micelotta et al., 2017; Giddens, 1991). We are aware that a strong position can also be achieved 

through personality or reputation, regardless of someone’s formal position. However, this would create 

confusion in our study because an informal position can also be the result of entrepreneurial skills. Then, 

this would interfere with the relationship between entrepreneurial skills and scaling. Therefore, we define 

a position as a formal one. Initiators in a central position have formal positions in well- established public 

organizations, for example, municipalities. Initiators in peripheral positions do not (Micelotta et al., 2017; 

Giddens, 1991). 

  

4.2.5. Mobilizing stakeholders 

Stakeholder mobilization includes all activities that motivate others to actively support the scaling process 

(Battilana et al., 2009). For example, convincing interest groups to promote the social initiative among 

their members or making phone calls to policy advisors or potential adopters. 

 

4.2.6. Retention of effectiveness 

Evidence-based policymaking is a critical issue globally (Meijer et al., 2023), but attention to the 

effectiveness of evidence-based social initiatives in other contexts is underexposed (Williams, 2014). 

Retaining effectiveness is twofold. In similar contexts, social initiatives can not only lose their 

effectiveness, for example, through half-hearted implementation but also evidence-based methods may 

not fit in because local circumstances differ. Retention of effectiveness is understood as all activities to 

retain effectiveness while scaling social initiatives to another context, for example, other geographical 

areas.  

 

4.3.  Theoretical expectations 

This section discusses the relevant literature on the relationship between entrepreneurial skills and 

position on the one hand and mobilizing stakeholders and retention of effectiveness on the other. Based 

on the current literature, we will formulate six expectations for these relationships, which are further 

explored in our empirical research. 
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4.3.1. Expectations on the influence of entrepreneurial skills on the scaling process  

Entrepreneurial skills are important for the generation of social initiatives (Bason, 2010). The rich body of 

studies on (social) entrepreneurship (Cardella et al., 2021; Fauzi et al., 2022) shows that initiators with 

high entrepreneurial skills can mobilize stakeholders (Hatzl et al., 2016; Zahra et al., 2009; Bocken, 2015; 

Battilana et al., 2009), for example, by developing convincing frames and actively building and using 

networks. A systematic review of scaling social initiatives shows that our knowledge of the relationship 

between entrepreneurial skills and scaling is heavily based on social entrepreneurship in the market 

context (Van Lunenburg et al., 2020). In the public sector, there has been an increasing focus on hybrid 

forms of social enterprises (Defourny and Nyssens, 2017; Cardella et al., 2021; Fauzi et al., 2022; Phan et 

al., 2020) and co-creation with the private sector (Perikangas et al., 2023; Patetta and Enciso-Santocildes, 

2024), blurring the dividing line between the market and the public sector. Therefore, scaling in the public 

sector is not a result of one hero but of a collaborative process in which various actors play various roles 

(Meijer, 2014; Ansell and Gash, 2012). Thus, initiators of social initiatives also need to mobilize 

stakeholders, and in the public sector too, those with high entrepreneurial skills are expected to be more 

successful in mobilizing stakeholders than those with low entrepreneurial skills. 

Retaining effectiveness while scaling to other contexts is underexposed in the academic literature on 

scaling social initiatives (Williams, 2014). We may find leads, however, in the management literature and 

in that on (social) entrepreneurship. In a competitive market, entrepreneurs are likely to protect their 

unique selling points and therefore aim to control the scaling process (Hatzl et al., 2016). Studies on social 

entrepreneurship also show that initiators with high entrepreneurial skills are more likely to control the 

scaling process than those with low entrepreneurial skills (Zahra et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2016). Initiators 

of social initiatives are driven by their social purpose (Santos, 2012). Initiators with high entrepreneurial 

skills formulate ambitious goals and are therefore likely to be eager to protect their initiatives from 

unwanted influences on their effectiveness. Otherwise, their social initiative will end up having less 

impact. We therefore expect initiators with high entrepreneurial skills to focus more on retaining 

effectiveness than those with low skills. 

Based on the literature, we formulate the following expectations for the influence of 

entrepreneurial skills: 
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1. Initiators with high entrepreneurial skills mobilize stakeholders more than initiators with low 

entrepreneurial skills. 

2. Initiators with high entrepreneurial skills focus more on retention of effectiveness than initiators 

with low entrepreneurial skills. 

 

4.3.2. Expectations on the influence of position on the scaling process 

The literature on institutional entrepreneurship highlights the importance of a central position in the area. 

Initiators in central positions have formal positions in well-established public organizations, such as a 

municipality, and this provides opportunities to mobilize relevant stakeholders, such as ministries or 

interest groups (Micelotta et al., 2017). In contrast, a peripheral position leads to difficulties in mobilizing 

stakeholders, as there is less access to established networks and stakeholders are less known (Cinar et al., 

2019) and less trusted (Rinne-Koski and Lähdesmäki 2023). This means that initiators in central positions 

are expected to mobilize stakeholders more than those in peripheral positions.   

  As for the relation between a central position and focus on retaining effectiveness, the literature is 

ambiguous. On the one hand, it is said that initiators in a central position are more likely to compromise 

(Micelotta et al., 2017; Hoogstraaten et al., 2020). This could lead to unwanted adjustments that 

negatively affect their effectiveness. However, this is also true for the social initiatives of initiators in 

peripheral positions that need to be scaled in public organizations. In that respect, there would be no 

difference between initiators in central or peripheral positions. However, public organizations, both 

local and national, are subject to political and administrative control and government oversight and 

must use public funds efficiently and effectively (Karré, 2022; Rainey and Chun 2007). From this 

perspective, we expect that initiators in central positions are more focused on retaining effectiveness 

than initiators in peripheral positions.    

Based on the limited literature available on this relation, we formulate the following expectations 

for the influence of position:  

3. Initiators in central positions mobilize stakeholders more than initiators in   

peripheral  positions. 

4. Initiators in central positions focus on retention of effectiveness more than initiators in  

peripheral positions. 
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4.3.3. Expectations on the relation between entrepreneurial skills and position 

The previously discussed expectations show that both a central position and high entrepreneurial skills 

are positively related to mobilizing stakeholders and focus on retaining effectiveness. This raises questions 

about their mutual relationship and how this may affect the relationship with the two components of the 

scaling process: mobilizing stakeholders and focus on retaining effectiveness. The literature on public 

innovation is ambiguous. Studies on public innovation argue that social initiatives often start outside 

public organizations, and thus in peripheral positions (Bason 2010; Grin, 2020; Gabher, 2018), which 

explains the growing interest in co-creation and social impact bonds with social enterprises (Patetta and 

Ensico-Santocildes 2024; Perikangas et al. 2023). There are also many examples of studies showing that 

social initiatives emerge in public organizations (Mazzucato 2013; R. Hartmann and K. Hartmann 2023). 

The question is whether this is due to their position or to their entrepreneurial skills. Regarding the latter, 

we assume that entrepreneurial skills are more important than position in mobilizing stakeholders, 

because initiators may have good access to networks, but these networks still need to be activated.   

As for focus on retentions of effectiveness, the generation of fresh ideas is often associated with 

high entrepreneurial skills (Bason 2010). It is obvious that initiators of social initiatives in peripheral 

positions can have high entrepreneurial skills. As previously discussed, initiators with high entrepreneurial 

skills are driven by their ambition to impact the status quo, and they are likely to protect their social 

initiatives from unwanted influences on the effectiveness. However, due to their peripheral position, they 

may have less control over de scaling process than initiators in central positions, which makes effective 

implementation in other contexts more difficult. We therefore expect that initiators with high 

entrepreneurial skills in central positions are more focused on retaining effectiveness than initiators with 

high entrepreneurial skills in peripheral positions.   

Based on our reading and interpretation of the literature, we formulate the following 

expectations for the influence of entrepreneurial skills and position:  

5.  Entrepreneurial skills are more important for mobilizing stakeholders than position. 

6. Position is more important for focus on retaining effectiveness than high       

  entrepreneurial skills.  
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The literature reviewed so far shows that our understanding of the relationship between entrepreneurial 

skills and position on the one hand, and stakeholder mobilization and focus on retaining effectiveness on 

the other, is far from straightforward. The aim of our research is to present a first test of our expectations 

based on the in-depth analysis of 20 cases. The expectations are based on a limited number of publications 

and therefore we will also use the research for our inductive analysis on these relations.   

 

4.4.  Methodology  

4.4.1. Research methodology and selection of cases 

Research methodology and selection of cases. The aim of our research was to present a test of our 

expectations based on an in-depth qualitative analysis of 20 cases and to generate new insights. A 

qualitative multiple case study method, in our study the 'initiator', allowed us to delve deeper into the 

relationships and expectations discussed in the previous section (Seawright and Gerring 2008). We chose 

the social sector to strengthen our contribution to the literature on scaling, as most studies have been 

conducted in the sustainability disciplines (Van Lunenburg et al. 2020). We focused on one country, the 

Netherlands, to reduce the diversity of institutional contexts. The Dutch public sector is decentralized, 

especially since the Social Care Act (WMO) and the Participation Act came into force in 2015. This means 

that the national government only provides a framework for municipalities and other local public 

institutions, so there is a lot of autonomy at the local level. It also means that, according to our definition 

of position, initiators who have central positions at the local level, for example because they work in a 

municipality, do not have central positions at the national level, and vice versa. To test our expectations, 

we looked for a mix of initiators with high and low entrepreneurial skills in both central and peripheral 

positions. We included initiatives that had started at least 3 years earlier, as we focused on the stage of 

scaling to the regional or national level. To reduce the diversity of social initiatives, we focused on three 

related areas: mental health, debt, and labour participation.  

The mental health area is very protocolized in terms of processes and connections and was 

traditionally rather internally focused.  However, due to both the decentralization of tasks and the 

problem of long waiting lists, the mental health area has been changing, with the need for mental health 

institutions to work together at a local level and a gradual shift towards prevention and outreach work. 

As mental illness is still a ‘taboo subject’ (Van Weeghel et al. 2016), many social initiatives focus on fighting 

this stigma. Examples of mental health initiatives include a first aid course for mental illness, an academy 
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run by experts with experience on this topic, a stigma café and an annual run for inclusivity. A variety of 

organizations works in this area: in addition to governmental organizations, health insurance companies 

and interest groups are important stakeholders.    

  Decentralization of tasks has also had an impact on labour participation, as sheltered workshops 

have come under scrutiny and municipalities have decided to focus more on the reintegration of people 

on social benefits. In a tight labour market, companies are increasingly interested in recruiting and 

retaining staff from people who are distant from the labour market, including migrants. Examples of social 

initiatives on labour participation are inclusive recruitment methods, cultural programmes, job carving 

and on-the-job learning for people with severe mental illness. In addition to government organizations, a 

wide range of private organizations are stakeholders because they also have an interest in this area.   

Debt is a severe problem and difficult to tackle for municipalities (CBS 2020) because it is often 

combined with other problems such as the threat of eviction, mental health problems and child poverty. 

Debt relief often only starts when people are in desperate need, resulting in high additional costs for 

councils, housing associations and other creditors who do not receive the full amount. Initiatives to tackle 

debt range from early prevention through overdue notices, to neuroscience-based counselling 

techniques, to volunteer financial buddies. In addition to governmental organizations, important 

stakeholders are providers of services that result in recurrent expenditure such as energy and housing.   

  

4.4.2. Data collection and analysis 

The fieldwork consisted of 20 detailed in-depth interviews with initiators. To validate our data on 

entrepreneurial skills and the role of initiators in the two components of scaling, mobilizing stakeholders 

and focusing on retaining effectiveness, we also interviewed 28 stakeholders spread across the three 

related areas. These were advocacy organizations (10), public health organization (2), commercial 

organizations (5), ministries (6), municipalities (2), executive organizations (2) and platforms (1). These 

respondents ranged from advisors to decision-makers or project leaders and are indicated with an 'S'. In 

the coding, entrepreneurial skills were operationalised as 'formulating an ambitious vision for change' and 

'focusing on sustainability'. Ambitious visions were coded as 'yes' for missions that go beyond the activities 

of the initiator, for example 'a world without stigma'. For focusing on sustainability, we asked about 

business cases and funding, but also about their strategies for reaching new audiences or how back-up is 

organized in case the initiator stops.  Table 8 shows our coding scheme. 
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Table 8  Coding scheme 

Variable Operationalization Code Source 

Central position Part of well-
established public 
organizations 

Yes/No Interview, websites 

Entrepreneurial skills Formulating ambitious 
vision for change 
(yes/no) 
 
Focus on sustainability 
(=<2 examples = no >2 
examples = yes 

Low = none criterium 
 
 
Moderate = one 
criterium 
 
High = two criteria  

Interview, websites 

Mobilizing stakeholders Motivate stakeholders 
successfully to an 
active role in scaling 

=< 2 examples = no 
> 2 examples = yes 

Interviews, data on 
results 

Focus on retaining 
effectiveness 

Activities to protect 
social initiatives from 
negative influences on 
effectiveness 
 

Protocol, certificate, 
licence, or local 
support   
=> 2 examples of 
intervention (yes) 
no 

Interviews, websites 

 
Initiators were asked to give examples of their behaviour. For example, in the case of mobilization 

stakeholders, we asked what they did to mobilize interest groups to promote the social initiative among 

their members and with what result. To validate our data, we asked stakeholders for example ‘who took 

the initiative and what was the effect?’ Initiators were coded as 'yes' if they provided two or more 

examples of successful mobilization. Regarding coding focus on retaining effectiveness, we asked 

initiators what they did to keep their social initiative effective in another context. For example, they made 

sure that a method was protected by licence, they trained staff or kept close supervision to the 

implementation in another context.    

 Initiators were indicated with an ‘I’ and classified as I-ch, I-cl, I-cm, I-ph, I-pl or I-pm, where c and p refer 

to central and peripheral position and h, l, m, refer to high, low, and moderate entrepreneurial skills, 

respectively.   

 

4.5.  Results 

In this section we present our findings on the expectations for the relationship between entrepreneurial 

skills and position on one hand and mobilizing stakeholders and focusing on retaining effectiveness on the 

other. In our comparative analysis, we conclude on our expectations and discuss additional insights on 
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these relations.   

 

4.5.1. Influence of entrepreneurial skills on mobilizing stakeholders and focus on retaining 

effectiveness    

Table 9  Results on the relationship between entrepreneurial skills and scaling process 

Entrepreneurial skills Total number of cases Mobilizing 
stakeholders 

Focus on retaining 
effectiveness 

High 11 9 9 

Moderate 7 2 4 

Low 2 0 0 

Total 20 11 13 

 

The findings in Table 9 provide support for expectation 1: initiators with high entrepreneurial skills 

mobilize stakeholders more than initiators with low entrepreneurial skills. Both initiators with low 

entrepreneurial skills struggled to fit into the picture, to demand attention ('I just never manage to get 

access', I-pl1), as they struggled to adapt to what they called the political game and smooth talk. In 

contrast, most initiators with high entrepreneurial skills knew how to play the acquisition game ('I'm not 

afraid to pick up the phone and talk to anyone I meet', I-ch3; 'I started by talking to the gurus in the field', 

I-ph5; 'I read something in the media and then I contacted him', I-ch2), for example, because they had a 

commercial background ('I come from a family of entrepreneurs’, I-ch1) and took a long-term view. They 

were also flexible and adapted (‘In the beginning I still wore a tie,’ I-ph5). Moderately skilled initiators 

were also less likely to mobilize stakeholders than initiators with high entrepreneurial skills. (‘I am not the 

person to kick in the doors,’ I-cm3; I should do acquisition, I-pm2). It was noteworthy that one social 

initiative, a program for inclusiveness, scaled geographically, while the initiator with moderate 

entrepreneurial skills did not actively mobilize stakeholders. This social initiative was initially supported 

by interest groups who promoted the social initiative among their members.  

Table 9 also shows that two initiators with high and five with moderate entrepreneurial skills did 

not mobilize stakeholders. These two with high entrepreneurial skills were part of organizations, of which 

one of a large private organization. Although they were highly driven by their social purpose, they did not 

have enough energy, time, or focus to mobilize stakeholders to scaling the social initiative to other 

contexts (‘but the handicap of learning is, how shall I put it, that they all want to reinvent the wheel’, I-

ch1). Those with moderate entrepreneurial skills were more concerned with day-to-day matters at a local 
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level and therefore less focused on mobilizing stakeholders for the scaling across geographical areas (‘I do 

not have enough time’, I-pm2). Most of these initiators were practical and focused purely on the initiative 

itself, rather than the impact on the bigger picture. 

Table 9 also provides support for expectation 2 since initiators with high entrepreneurial skills are 

more focussed on retaining effectiveness than those with moderate or low entrepreneurial skills ( 'We 

only give access after accreditation by I-ph4', I-ph7; 'We stick to our principles in every intervention, that's 

part of our success', I-ph6;‘courses are evaluated for effectiveness’, I-ch2). . It was remarkable that four 

initiators with moderate entrepreneurial skills were focussed on retention of effectiveness, whereas only 

two focused on mobilizing stakeholders. This was because three of them had protected their names in 

some way (‘Our name is registered,’ I-pm3; 'They have to sign a contract, otherwise they can't use the 

name', I-pm4). Without permission, others could not use them, thus they maintain control over the 

conditions for effectiveness. The fourth had developed a monitor to measure effectiveness in another 

context. 

 

4.5.2. Influence of position on mobilizing stakeholders and retaining effectiveness  

Table 10  Results on the relationship between position and scaling process  

Position Total number of 
cases 

Mobilizing 
stakeholders 

Focus on retaining 
effectiveness 

Central 8 4 5 

Peripheral 12 7 8 

Total 20 11 13 

Table 10 shows that expectation 3 is not supported, because initiators in central and peripheral positions 

mobilize stakeholders to the same extent. For example, we found initiators in both peripheral and central 

positions who successfully mobilized policy advisors at ministries. Our findings highlight that initiators in 

central positions did not benefit from their networks more than initiators in peripheral positions (‘I do not 

have close contacts with the ministry of Health’, I-ch2). Both initiators in peripheral and central positions 

had to deal with resistance (‘They don't take over, they want to reinvent it all themselves’, I-ch1; ‘You 

need to have a lot of bureaucratic skills’, I-ph7), not only in public organizations, but in private as well 

(‘Top down is not going to work. There are so many egos there’, I-ph1).   

The findings presented in Table 10 do not support expectation 4 either. Table 10 shows that initiators in 

peripheral positions were no less focused on retaining effectiveness than those in central positions. 
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Interviews with initiators and stakeholders painted a picture of a government unaccustomed to measuring 

effectiveness (.’..... we did not know the effect of our policy’, S1), half-hearted implementation of 

evidence-based social initiatives ('They only took the interview training and went beyond the whole 

concept', I-cm1). Measurement is also difficult because it requires consistent implementation in the same 

way, and in the social sector this has not always been the case (‘..so we cannot measure results’, I-ch3). It 

was remarkable that initiators in central positions did not get support in their efforts to keep social 

initiatives effective (‘there is an intention to work with it, but no one said so loud’, I-ch1).   

 

4.5.3. Comparative analyses: testing expectation 5 and 6 

So far, we have described individual relationships between entrepreneurial skills and position and the 

scaling process. In this section we bring them together. In doing so, we give a picture of the 

interrelationship between entrepreneurial skills and position and their impact on mobilizing stakeholders 

and focus on retaining effectiveness. Table 11 summarizes our findings on these relationships.    

Table 11  Comparative findings 

Position/Entrepreneurial skills Total number 
of cases 

Mobilizing 
stakeholders 

Focus on retaining 
effectiveness 

Central/High (ch) 4 3 3 

Central/Moderate (cm) 3 1 2 

Central/Low (cl) 1 0 0 

Peripheral/High (ph) 7 6 6 

Peripheral/Moderate (pm) 4 1 2 

Peripheral/Low (pl) 1 0 0 

Total            20           11                    13 

 

Table 11 supports our expectation 5 that high entrepreneurial skills are more important for mobilizing 

stakeholders than position. Most initiators with high entrepreneurial skills mobilize stakeholders for their 

scaling, regardless of their position (see rows ‘Central/High’ and ‘Peripheral/High’ in Table 11). It was 

remarkable that four out of six initiators with high entrepreneurial skills in peripheral positions (ph) 

mobilized stakeholders focused on social initiatives in the debt area. Although their social initiatives were 

different, they shared the social purpose and joint forces in their efforts to increase impact ('we work 

closely with I-ph3, I-ph5 and I-ph7', I-ph4). By doing so, they increased their networks and created access 

to relevant public and public organizations (‘He was our former director.’ S4; ‘He (I-ph5) did some great 
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marketing’, S3, ‘It is a small world’, S5;) and were successful in mobilizing stakeholders ('We mentioned I-

ph4 in a letter from Parliament', S2). Two other initiators (ph) were strongly driven by changing attitudes. 

One focused on society, while the other, a supermarket manager, worked hard to persuade other 

colleagues and stakeholders to look at people differently, for example by introducing a new recruitment 

method.  

Although initiators with high entrepreneurial skills in both peripheral and central positions 

mobilized stakeholders, many stakeholders confirmed that, in general, it is difficult for initiators in a 

peripheral position to gain access to the public sector. Interest groups, ministries or executive 

organizations acknowledged the barriers for initiators in peripheral positions ('You have to have a specific 

network to get access to our organization', S3; 'The Secretary General talks to his colleague from another 

ministry. They are in the same building', S2). However, these barriers can be broken down by high 

entrepreneurial skills, as our research shows.  

Our findings do not support expectation 6. Table 11 highlights that this position is not more 

important than entrepreneurial skills in focusing on retaining effectiveness. Most initiators, both in central 

and peripheral positions, who focused on retaining effectiveness had high entrepreneurial skills. We found 

that initiators with high entrepreneurial skills were strongly driven by their social purpose and felt some 

need to control the scaling process. Although we cannot draw any conclusions from the numbers, the 

picture that emerged was that initiators with moderate entrepreneurial skills had their hands full with 

their own ambitions and were less concerned with the long term. They did not mobilize stakeholders to 

scale, but it seems that they were more focused on the retention of effectiveness of their social initiatives, 

for example by registering the name.  Thus, based on our research, we conclude that for both components 

of scaling, mobilizing stakeholders and focusing on retaining effectiveness, the entrepreneurial skills of 

the initiators are more important than the position.   

 

4.5.4. Comparative analysis: additional insights  

In addition to testing our six expectations, the aim of this research was to generate new insights based on 

an inductive analysis of the qualitative findings to enrich our understanding of the role of entrepreneurial 

skills and positions in the scaling of social initiatives.   

The first pattern we identified was that in all areas there is hardly any perceived responsibility for 

scaling social initiatives in such a way that they retain their effectiveness ('It's not our role to protect the 



   

 

74 
 

concept', S6; 'They can't do much. They can present initiatives to the municipalities, but they cannot 

enforce them', S7). In general, little attention has been paid to measuring the effectiveness of social 

initiatives in other contexts. There is little inclination to invest in this, in part because it takes a lot of time 

and money. Our findings show that initiators with high entrepreneurial skills are more focused on scaling 

the initiative while retaining its effectiveness, but this does not guarantee that their social initiatives will 

retain their effectiveness in other contexts because they cannot fully control the scaling process. And local 

public organizations have other priorities and there is no trigger to invest in initiatives started elsewhere. 

This leaves room for another - less effective – solution, which is illustrated by the proliferation of social 

initiatives at the local level.   

A second additional insight was that in addition to entrepreneurial skills and position, initiators, 

especially those who are part of large organizations, need 'space' to scale. We found that some initiators 

were given space to develop and implement their social initiatives at the local level, but that others were 

organizationally constrained. This was illustrated by the difference between an initiator with high 

entrepreneurial skills and one with moderate skills, both in central positions at the local level. While the 

one initiator with moderate skills was given space to (successfully) scale the social initiative to other 

contexts, the other had no time and – more importantly – an extensive experience of stakeholder 

resistance and therefore little confidence that the social initiative would be successfully taken up 

elsewhere. To make the most of social initiatives, stakeholders need to have – or create – space for 

entrepreneurial behaviour in the scaling process.  

A third additional insight we found was that, unlike in the market, initiators in peripheral positions 

with high entrepreneurial skills are more likely to join forces with initiators of similar or related initiatives 

than to start competition. This was illustrated by four initiators in peripheral positions who initially did 

not know each other and then decided to join forces. One of them, with a strong commercial background, 

explained that he too had to change gears, but felt that this was the best strategy to cut through the 

bureaucracy. Although we do not know whether they would have succeeded on their own, we do know 

that they became serious players in the scaling process of social initiatives in the debt area and respected 

partners for public organizations such as ministries and interest groups to work with. In addition to testing 

our six expectations, the aim of this research was to generate new insights based on an inductive analysis 

of the qualitative findings to enrich our understanding of the role of entrepreneurial skills and positions 

in the scaling of social initiatives.  
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4.6.  Discussion 

Our findings show that entrepreneurial skills are more important than a formal position for both 

mobilizing stakeholders and focus on retention of effectiveness. In public organizations initiators can have 

high entrepreneurial skills, but for them also, scaling is as much difficult as for those in peripheral 

positions. Our findings show that space to scale and joining forces help scaling to other contexts, but 

coordination of the scaling process is often missing and there is little attention to measuring results and 

retention of effectiveness in other contexts. In addition, the picture that emerged from the interviews is 

that there are no triggers to scale local initiatives to other contexts and evidence-based research requires 

scale and capacity, which can be challenging at the local level.   

The findings of our study touch the academic debate on ecosystems for co-creation and social 

entrepreneurship (e.g. Perikangas et al., 2023). The development of such an ecosystem raises puzzling 

questions such as 'who should be involved? Based on our findings, a supportive ecosystem should also 

include a platform for scaling, for example a scaling lab. A scaling platform could invest in measuring 

effectiveness in different contexts and build on emerging research, such as the work of Matos et al. (2023) 

and Rønning et al. (2022), which suggests that public value should be much more about evaluation than 

measurement. Stakeholders in a supportive ecosystem create space and are willing to collaborate based 

on a shared vision (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Perikangas et al., 2023). Other than social enterprises who 

(partly) rely on profit, for public organizations there are no triggers for scaling local social initiatives, so an 

ecosystem should not only include incentives for social enterprises, but for public organizations as well.    

Our findings should be considered within the context of a decentralized public sector, particularly 

in the social sector. First, in centralized public sectors, a formal central position at the national level may 

come with increased control and coordination over the scaling process. This may decrease the relevance 

of initiators’ entrepreneurial skills for mobilizing stakeholders and focus on effectiveness compared to 

initiators’ position. In addition, in centralized sectors, initiators with high entrepreneurial skills at the local 

level may be less hindered by organizational boundaries, so then, entrepreneurial skills are a condition 

and guarantee. Comparative studies between centralized and decentralized public sectors would increase 

our knowledge on the complex relations between position and entrepreneurial skills and their influence 

on the scaling process.   

Second, our findings on the little attention paid to measuring outcomes may be linked to the 

specific nature of the social sector. The social sector involves human behaviour, which is less objectively 

measurable than, for example, technological performance. In the literature in other disciplines, such as 
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technology, there is more focus on responsible innovation through the development of voluntary, 

objectively measurable standards (Meijer et al., 2023) and this may affect the focus on effectiveness as 

well as measuring outcomes. However, there are studies that address difficulties in the implementation 

of national and sectoral IT programs (Alidousti and Sahli, 2023), so recommend further research on the 

scaling of social initiatives in other sectors, including the focus on retaining effectiveness.  

 

4.7.   Overall conclusion 
We started our research with the central question: 'How do initiators' entrepreneurial skills and position 

influence the mobilization of stakeholders and focus on retaining the effectiveness of social initiatives?’ 

We found support for the expectations that high entrepreneurial skills and a central position would be 

positively related to mobilizing stakeholders and focus on retention of effectiveness. Our findings also 

support our expectation that entrepreneurial skills would be more important than position for mobilizing 

stakeholders. However, contrary to our expectation, we found that entrepreneurial skills were more 

important than position for the focus on effectiveness as well. Our research revealed three additional 

insights: 1) there is little responsibility for retaining effectiveness in other contexts, 2) initiators need space 

to scale to other contexts, and 3) initiators in peripheral positions tend to join forces rather than compete.   

The aim of our research was to contribute to the academic literature and practice. Our study 

confirms researchers on public innovation who challenge the perception that public organizations lack 

entrepreneurial behaviour (Mazzucato, 2013). We found that entrepreneurial behaviour in scaling is 

influenced by space for scaling, related to the change readiness in the environment, which confirms 

studies on the institutional pressure (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Experimental space is commonly 

associated with idea generation (e.g. Sabel and Zeitlin, 2008), and focus on the opportunities and 

challenges of co-creation, rather than on the space for scaling to other contexts. We recommend further 

research on the influence of experimental space on the entrepreneurial behaviour of initiators in the 

scaling process.   

Our findings on initiators’ position support the literature on institutional entrepreneurship 

(Micelotta et al., 2017; Hoogstraaten et al., 2020) that having a strong network is important for scaling 

and defining position as 'authority in the eyes of others' (Hoogstraaten et al., 2020) is more useful than 

reference to someone's formal position. For scaling however, Hoogstraaten et al.’s definition (2020) is still 

too imprecise, because holding a central (informal or formal) position at the local level does not 

necessarily guarantee access to networks in other contexts, such as other regions. Conversely, a central 
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position at the national level may provide better access to other geographical areas. So, for scaling to 

other contexts, a distinction in level is relevant.    

Our study also provides insights for policy advisors and public managers. Local public managers 

should be aware of the great potential within public organizations and welcome the collaboration with 

initiators in central and peripheral positions by creating space for scaling. To encourage collaboration in 

scaling social initiatives, the national government could consider financial triggers. For example, a bonus 

for adopting initiatives developed elsewhere (and proven effective), compensation for capacity, or funds 

for implementation. They can also actively promote successful examples among policymakers, which we 

found can lead to national guidelines. In addition, policy advisors and managers can invest in scaling 

platforms, labs, as part of the ecosystem, that stimulate and coordinate the scaling process of social 

initiatives that start at the local level. They can do so for example by providing structural funds for those 

who bear the costs, while the social initiative is saving on other public functions or to facilitate in tools 

and training for measuring results. A good initial step is the development of a clear and shared vision for 

scaling social initiatives and focusing on sustainability. And these are precisely two characteristics of 

entrepreneurial skills. 
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Chapter 5  Accelerating social initiatives: an exploratory study on 

scaling in the social sector4   

 

Abstract 

The current literature on the public sector pays limited attention to the role of accelerators in the scaling 

process of social initiatives. This exploratory research aims to provide an initial understanding of the role 

of accelerators as part of the ecosystem of social initiatives and to address possible gaps in the literature. 

Based on the literature on private sector accelerators, we have selected criteria which allowed us to make 

an initial identification of potential accelerators in the Dutch public sector, within several parts of the 

social domain. Closer study shows that accelerators in the public sector are very different from those in 

the private sector. In contrast to the private sector, accelerators in the public sector also take temporary 

organizational forms that focus on a specific initiative. Moreover, they rarely select social initiatives 

through open calls, and they sometimes focus on professionals or policy advisors rather than on the 

initiators. We conclude that the role of accelerators has potential value as they contribute to the 

coordination of the scaling process across contexts while maintaining a focus on the effectiveness of social 

initiatives in these different contexts. However, the accelerator role in the ecosystem of social initiatives 

needs further development including assessing and measuring their contribution to scaling. We also 

conclude that scaling beyond should be considered as a separate dimension of scaling, alongside scaling 

out, up and deep.     

 

5.1.   Introduction  

Many authors argue that social initiatives are important for public sector innovation (Doberstein, 2016; 

Bason, 2010; Geuijen et al., 2017; Torfing 2016) and that experimental space is crucial for the generation 

of new ideas (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2008; Grin, 2020; Bason, 2010). The last decades have seen a proliferation 

of social initiatives at the local level, from housing to debt. Creating space for innovation at the local level 

was one of the reasons for decentralizing the Dutch social sector in 2015. It was expected that in this way 

 
4 This chapter has been published under Van Lunenburg, M. 2024.  "Accelerating social initiatives: an exploratory 
study in the social sector”, Public Management Review, https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2024.2395497 
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municipalities could provide tailored services for their residents. From a societal impact perspective, it 

can be argued that it would be good if local social initiatives scale to other contexts, because a larger 

group of residents can benefit from the innovation and public money would be spent more efficiently 

(Karré, 2022). Scaling in the public sector, however, is more complex than in the market (Moore et al., 

2015) and turns out to be a huge challenge (Schot and Geels, 2010; Crosby et al., 2017), as roles in scaling 

are distributed among various actors (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Meijer, 2014).    

In the private management literature, accelerators are considered to play a crucial role in the 

scaling process of start-ups (Hallen et al., 2020) and, more recently, social enterprises (Assenova, 2023). 

In contrast, the current literature on public sector innovation pays limited attention to the role of 

accelerators as distributors of social initiatives that start at the local level. Our explorative research aims 

to bring in a new perspective by providing an initial understanding of the role of accelerators in the scaling 

of social initiatives. The central research question of our theoretical and empirical exploration is: What 

are accelerators in the public sector, who do they support and how do they contribute to the scaling of 

social initiatives?  

Accelerators who support initiatives that scale in the market, hereinafter referred to as private 

sector accelerators, are defined as organizational forms that provide planned, dedicated and time limited 

support to start-ups (Crișan et al., 2019; Miller and Bound, 2011). Although a recurring subject of 

discussion in academic literature is how they distinguish from other roles in the ecosystem of start-ups, 

for example angel investors or incubators (Hallen et al., 2020), accelerators are perceived to play a distinct 

role in the ecosystem of start-ups (Crișan et al. 2019). Most start-ups supported by accelerators show 

better outcomes, meaning increased income and volumes, than similar start-ups that were not supported 

(Guttentag et al., 2021).   

In this paper, we will explore the role of accelerators in the public sector context, hereafter public 

sector accelerators, in the scaling of social initiatives from one context to another. Clearly, social initiative 

is a broad concept (Bacq and Janssen, 2011; Defourny and Nyssens, 2017; Austin et al., 2006). In this study 

we focus on social initiatives for the public good that are not scaled in the market. We will discuss the 

management literature in the public sector context and develop a theoretical understanding of the role 

of accelerators in the public sector ecosystem. In an empirical study we will further explore what public 

sector accelerators are, who they support and how they contribute to the scaling of social initiatives. The 

findings of the theoretical and empirical exploration are used to discuss the (potential) value of the role 

of public sector accelerators in the scaling process of social initiatives. This study aims to contribute to the 
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debates in the public innovation literature (Ansell and Gash, 2012; Cole, 2022; Osborne et al., 2022; 

Tõnurist et al., 2017; Torfing 2016; Rønning et al., 2022) and to provide tools for public managers in their 

efforts to improve the scaling process of social initiatives. In addition, this research contributes to the 

general literature on accelerators and heeds the call from Crișan et al. (2019) to study accelerators in 

different contexts.  

  

5.2.   Towards an academic understanding of public sector accelerators    

Before we develop a theoretical understanding of public sector accelerators, we will explain our 

delineation of the wide variety of social initiatives and the context in which they scale.  

  

5.2.1. Social initiatives in our study  

Social initiative is a broad concept which is closely related to the concepts social entrepreneurship and 

social enterprise. Definitions of social entrepreneurship vary (Bacq and Janssen, 2011) but the common 

element is the primary focus on creating public value rather than on making profit (Santos, 2012). Social 

initiatives and social enterprises are not the same. Although the academic debate has been shifted from 

what a social enterprise is (Santos, 2012; Schoneveld, 2020) to how to categorize the wide variety of (new) 

organizational forms and hybrid resources (Defourny and Nyssens, 2017), innovative initiatives that fully 

depend on public funds are excluded from definitions of social enterprises (European Commission, 2023). 

This would exclude, for example, initiatives started by employees in public organizations (Hartmann and 

Hartmann, 2023). It is evident that there are a considerable number of social initiatives that fall within the 

definition of social enterprise. Nevertheless, there are also social initiatives that do not align with the 

definition. This is exemplified by the provision of services that are not commercially viable, such as services 

for vulnerable groups that are unable to pay for the service themselves (Santos, 2012). In our study we 

focus on social initiatives that are not scaled through the market mechanism. These social initiatives rely 

entirely or largely on public resources and operate within or on the fringes of public organizations and 

usually start at the local level.     
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5.2.2. Public sector context for scaling social initiatives  

The public sector context in which social initiatives scale fundamentally differs from that of start-ups that 

scale in the market. Scaling a social initiative means increasing its impact (Smith et al., 2016; Moore 2013; 

André and Pache, 2016). Whereas scaling in the market primarily focusses on growth, such as increased 

sales (Rogers, 1962), scaling in the public sector is a more complex process than simply diffusing a social 

initiative to another context (Moore, Riddell, and Vocisano, 2015; Rønning et al., 2022). A new selection 

method for hiring people who are far from the labour market, for example, may be successfully introduced 

on a large scale, but unless the culture in workplaces changes, a similar category of people will be excluded 

again in the foreseeable future. Or in cases where the financial benefits of initiatives are distributed to 

different parties than the financial burdens, a different method of allocating public funds will be required 

to facilitate the widespread implementation of such initiatives. So, to achieve social goals, social initiatives 

not only need to increase volumes, but to impact rules, daily routines, and attitudes as well. In this respect, 

the public management literature distinguishes between scaling out, being activities to expand and 

increase volumes, scaling up, being activities to impact rules and routines (Westley et al., 2014; Hermans 

et al., 2016), and scaling deep (Peeters and Mohout, 2020; Moore et al., 2015) to indicate activities to 

influence meanings and attitudes. As illustrated, these three dimensions are closely related. The lobby for 

changes in regulation (scaling up) or in attitudes (scaling deep) may encourage the scaling to other 

contexts (scaling out), but increased volumes (scaling out) may also increase pressure on adjustments in 

regulation and routines (scaling up) and contribute to changes in attitudes (scaling deep). In addition, 

these three dimensions occur at the local, regional or (inter) national level and impact the individual, 

organizational and institutional level (Osborne et al., 2022; De Bruin 2023; Crișan et al., 2019). The scaling 

process of social initiatives is therefore a collaborative process in which various actors take various roles 

(Meijer, 2014). Accelerator is one of these roles.    

Our theoretical understanding of public sector accelerators is based on three sub questions 1) what are 

accelerators and 2) who do they support and 3) how do they contribute to the scaling of social initiatives? 

We use the theoretical answers to these questions as a basis for empirical research.  

  

Public sector accelerators: what are they?  

This study focuses on public sector accelerators that support the scaling of social initiatives that do not 

scale through the market mechanism, to distinguish them from private sector accelerators that support 

start-ups that operate in the market. But how can we define these accelerators? The management 
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literature on private sector accelerators is partially helpful, as private sector accelerators are seen as a 

distinctive actor in the ecosystem of start-ups and social enterprises (De Bruin et al., 2023). Although a 

clear definition is still missing (Crișan et al., 2019), there are commonly accepted characteristics of private 

sector accelerators that help to distinguish them from other roles (Cohen 2013; Hallen et al., 2020; 

Pauwels et al., 2016). Accelerators are organizational forms that support start-ups in their scaling. They 

are characterized by intensive, planned but time-limited relations with start-up entrepreneurs (Crișan et 

al., 2019). They are distinct from incubators, another organizational form that seeks to support new 

ventures, as their support is time-limited, typically three months, and they usually do not provide a 

physical infrastructure, like office space and printers (Cohen, 2013). They also differ from angel investors, 

wealthy individuals who invest in new ventures, as angel investors lack the formal structure and planned 

activities (Hallen et al., 2020).  

The broad definition of 'an organizational form that provides intensive, planned, but time-limited 

(not physical) support to start-ups in their scaling' is also partially useful for the identification of public 

sector accelerators. It makes clear that accelerators are not always individuals. They move existing 

initiatives forward but do not necessarily play a key role in their design. It also shows that support for 

social initiatives is planned, intensive, and time limited. However, to apply the definition to public sector 

accelerators, we need to be aware of the specific context in which social initiatives scale. As said, scaling 

is a collaborative process, and many social initiatives are the result of co-creation and other open 

collective arrangements (Dekker et al., 2020; Bason, 2010). The organizational form of public sector 

accelerators is part of our explorative empirical research.   

Like in the literature on private sector accelerators, we need to distinguish the role of public sector 

accelerators from that of other actors in the ecosystem of social initiatives. Firstly, it should be said that 

the scarce studies on roles in scaling use various terms to express the role of accelerators, like ‘diffusor’ 

(Meijer, 2014) or ‘catalyst’ (Ansell and Gash, 2012). However, these studies are mostly case studies that 

focus on the roles of individuals rather than on organizational actors (Hansen et al., 2022). Our study is 

about the sustainable role that accelerators can play in the ecosystem. Therefore, we look at accelerators 

that are organizational actors. The obvious actors that support the scaling out of social initiatives are, for 

example, ministries, interest groups or knowledge centers that provide funding, expertise, and networks 

(Van Lunenburg et al., 2020). In theory, these actors can be identified as accelerators if their support is 

intensive, dedicated and planned, although it may be temporary. Incidental support, such as providing 

funds without intensive and dedicated support, does not meet our definition of public sector accelerators.  
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  In the public sector context, it is important to highlight the similarities and differences between 

accelerators and labs. Labs, referred to as innovation labs, policy labs, and living labs, have received a lot 

of attention in the public innovation literature in recent years (Cole, 2022; Lewis, 2021; Dekker et al., 

2020). Here also, there is a debate about how the role of labs relates to, for example, think tanks, 

consultancies (McGann et al., 2021) or departments in public organizations (Tõnurist et al., 2017). Labs 

too are seen as distinct actors in the ecosystem of social initiatives. Moreover, labs show similarities with 

accelerators as they also focus on supporting innovation and their support is limited in time (Tõnurist et 

al., 2017). However, the main difference between labs and accelerators is that labs focus on producing 

innovative solutions, including their framing (Cole and Hagen, 2023; ), and then especially together with 

the target groups for whom the service is intended (Dekker et al., 2020; McGann et al., 2021), whereas 

the focus of accelerators of social initiatives is on the next step, scaling to other contexts. Thus, 

accelerators include social initiatives that already exist and that may even be embedded in organizations' 

systems on a smaller scale and/or that have proven to be effective at the local level. Accelerators can 

support social initiatives that are created by local labs, or other forms of co-creation, in their process of 

scaling to other contexts.  

In sum, based on the previously discussed applicability of the definition of private sector 

accelerators, we define public sector accelerators as ‘organizational actors that provide intensive, 

planned, but temporary support to social initiatives when scaling to other contexts.’ We will use this 

definition to identify public sector accelerators.  

 

Public sector accelerators: who do they support?  

Private sector accelerators typically select start-ups by open calls for applications (Hallen et al., 2020). As 

the public sector is open to all social initiatives, accelerators would be open to supporting all social 

initiatives, but how does one select from the multitude of social initiatives? Studies on collaboration show 

that public sector organizations are more likely to collaborate with stakeholders who are familiar with 

their culture and language than with those who are not (Brock, 2020; Micelotta et al., 2017; Grin, 2020). 

For actors who are not part of public sector networks, collaboration is difficult and frustrating (Cinar et 

al., 2019). Building on these studies, it is expected that public sector accelerators are more likely to select 

social initiatives from their own networks rather than through open calls. The selection of social initiatives 

is part of our exploratory research.  
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 Public sector accelerators: how do they contribute to the scaling of social initiatives?  

The support of private sector accelerators focuses on growth, scaling out, such as increased sales (Rogers, 

1962). For this reason, private sector accelerators offer either narrow or extended support packages 

(Crișan et al., 2019), varying from workshops and training (Hallen et al., 020) to additional services like 

providing networks, validation of concepts and after-program assistance or legal support (Crișan et al., 

2019).   

As said, scaling in the public sector is more complex than in the private sector. Obviously, scaling 

is not an end in itself. The main reasons for scaling to other contexts are on the one hand increasing the 

impact of social initiatives, and on the other hand avoiding the risk of wasting energy and money by 

reinventing the wheel through the initiation of many similar initiatives. So, particularly in a decentralized 

public sector a balance needs to be struck between the idea of letting a thousand flowers bloom 

(Hartmann and Hartmann, 2023) and not wasting public money by facilitating inefficiency. It is therefore 

important to focus on two factors considered in the literature as crucial for the scaling process in the 

public sector: 1) the mobilization of stakeholders and 2) the focus on effectiveness in other contexts.  

The first factor, mobilization of stakeholders is important, particularly since scaling in the public 

sector is a collaborative process (Meijer, 2014). Stakeholder mobilization requires institutional skills, 

meaning skills to convince and motivate others to actively support the scaling process (Battilana et al., 

2009). For example, convincing interest groups to promote a particular social initiative among their 

members or lobbying with policy advisors or decision makers. This is important since the public sector is 

said to be less adaptive for changes (Bason, 2010; Torfing, 2016). Literature on scaling social initiatives 

shows that skills to mobilize stakeholders are important for the implementation, at the local level, but 

also for successful spreading of social initiatives from one context to another (Hatzl et al., 2016; Zahra et 

al., 2009; Vergragt and Brown, 2012; Bocken, 2015; Battilana et al., 2009). Accelerators can support 

initiators in their mobilization of stakeholders and potential adopters, for example by offering training 

programs to improve these skills for mobilization or by providing access to their networks.   

The second factor in the support for the scaling of social initiatives concerns the focus on their 

effectiveness in new contexts. Although evidence-based policymaking is a critical issue globally (Meijer et 

al., 2023), attention to the effectiveness of social initiatives when spreading to new contexts is 

understudied (Williams, 2014). As what works in one context may not fit in another, social initiatives may 

need some adjustments when adapting to new contexts. However, compromises or half-hearted 
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implementation while scaling may also lead social initiatives to end up in red tape or lose their 

effectiveness due to (Schot and Geels, 2010). This raises questions on the need for a greater degree of 

coordination in scaling social initiatives to new contexts. While in technological domains there is a growing 

interest in R & D collaboration on a voluntary basis (Meijer et al., 2023; Amir et al., 2019), for example by 

investing in joint labs, cartels, and development of standards, in social domains in contrast such 

agreements are less common, although there is a growing interest in social R & D as well (Foray et al., 

2012; TACSI, 2021). The larger focus on R&D collaboration in technological domains may be explained by 

the fact that financial investments and commercial interests are higher than in the social sector, and 

technical performance is easier to measure than social performance. In our empirical study we will explore 

how public sector accelerators support the focus on effectiveness, for example by providing standards or 

tools for measuring.   

So far, we have explored the support that accelerators provide for the scaling process. Although 

our focus is on the scaling process, we also aim to paint a picture of the effect of their support. Private 

sector accelerators contribute demonstrably to scaling (Guttentag et al., 2021). The Global Accelerator 

Learning Initiative (GALI) which collected data from accelerators around the world showed that there are 

widely accepted systems for measuring the performance of private sector accelerators supporting social 

enterprises (scaling in the market) (Assenova, 2023). Economic parameters such as whether the business 

was still in operation, revenue, and number of employees (Hallen et al., 2020), showed that start-ups 

supported by accelerators had better results than those who were not supported (Guttentag et al., 2021). 

Although their conclusions were heavily based on data from accelerators in developing countries, it turned 

out that comparable results were found in studies from Western countries (Hallen et al., 2020; Assenova 

2023). These studies also show that not all participants benefit equally, and that results depend strongly 

on the intensity and quality of support (Guttentag et al., 2021).   

In contrast, measuring the contribution of public sector accelerators to the results of the scaling 

process of social initiatives is much more complex. because to date, there is no agreement in the public 

innovation literature on how public value should be understood (Moore 2013; Bozeman, 2007; Osborne 

et al., 2022; O'Flynn, 2021, Rønning et al., 2022). While scaling out can be measured in terms of volume 

and scaling up by looking at changes in routines or legislation, these do not indicate an improvement for 

citizens, which would imply public value. In addition, as scaling in the public sector is a collaborative 

process, the distinction between support from accelerators and support from other actors is difficult to 
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measure. In our exploratory study, we can only provide a picture of the contribution of public sector 

accelerators by looking at increased volumes and their support activities for scaling up and deep.  

  

5.3.  Methodology   

5.3.1. Research method and case selection 

The aim of the empirical research was to develop an exploratory empirical understanding of what public 

sector accelerators are, who they support and how they contribute to the scaling of social initiatives. We 

focused on one country to reduce the diversity of institutional contexts. We chose the Netherlands 

because in this small country the social sector is decentralized, meaning that the national government 

only provides a general framework for local public organizations all of which are looking for smart 

solutions. This makes the role of accelerators even more important as they can make specific social 

initiatives available to a larger group of citizens and while simultaneously avoiding wasting public money 

and energy caused by initiating similar social initiatives in various places.  

In the Dutch social sector, municipalities and social organizations work together on issues such as 

health, welfare, labour participation and (financial) self-sufficiency. We aimed to provide an exploratory 

empirical understanding of accelerators by examining what they are and how they contribute to scaling 

out and up. We looked for a diversity of accelerators and therefore focused on three domains within the 

social sector. We chose mental health care, debt assistance, and interventions to improve labour 

participation. Examples of social initiatives in mental health care include a first aid course for mental 

illness, an academy run by experts by experience, a stigma café, and an annual run for inclusivity. Debt 

assistance initiatives range from early prevention by addressing overdue payments, to conversation 

techniques based on neuroscience research, to volunteer financial buddies. Examples of social initiatives 

on interventions to improve labour participation include inclusive recruitment methods, cultural 

programmes, job carving and on-the-job learning for people with severe mental illness. Our study was 

highly exploratory. We focused primarily on identifying accelerators, our cases, and used a qualitative 

case study method (Seawright and Gerring, 2008).   
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5.3.2.  Data collection and analysis 

The fieldwork consisted of 48 in-depth interviews with initiators (representatives of social initiatives, for 

example project leaders or directors) and stakeholders in their ecosystem, such as policy advisors, 

consultants or employees of companies and interest groups. As we could not identify accelerators in 

advance, this was a highly iterative process. We started by interviewing initiators of 20 initiatives to find 

out what support they had received to scale and from whom. This allowed us to explore the distinction 

between accelerators and other actors in the social initiative’s ecosystem that support the social initiative 

in scaling. We identified seven accelerators that met the criteria for public sector accelerators as 

'organizational actors that provide intensive, planned, but time limited support to social initiatives in their 

scaling to other contexts.’ We looked for covenants, contracts or other statements that underpinned 

'dedicated and planned' where the criteria could not be identified from the organizations' websites or 

annual reports. Table 12 shows the distribution of our respondents.  

Table 12  Distribution of initiatives and respondents 

Domain Mental Health Labour Participation Debts Total 

Initiatives 8 6 6 20 

Respondents 
(Initiators and 
stakeholders) 

18  
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (4) 
Healthcare (1) 
Platform (1) 
Municipality (1)  
Mental health 
organization (4) 
Housing cooperation (1) 
Foundation (3) 
Social work (1) 

 
 
15 
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (3) 
Executive 
organization (1) 
Commercial 
enterprise (1) 
Knowledge centre (1) 
Foundation (2) 
Commercial 
enterprise (3) 
Governmental 
commission (1) 
Regional network (1) 

15 
Ministry (2) 
Interest group (3) 
Executive organization (1) 
Health care (2)  
Knowledge centre (1) 
Municipality (2) 
Foundation (3) 
Social enterprise (1) 
 

48 

Identified as 
public sector 
accelerator 

2 3 2 7 

 

The aim of our study was to explore how accelerators contribute to the scaling process in terms 

of their support for mobilizing stakeholders and focus on effectiveness and the effect of their support on 
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the scaling, particularly on scaling out. Scaling out was measured in terms of volume. For scaling up and 

deep, we looked at indirect parameters. Scaling up was measured in terms of effective implementation 

(i.e., changed legislation or data on effectiveness) and scaling deep in terms of reported results of these 

activities. By comparing the support with the indicators for scaling up and deep, we were also able to 

paint a picture of the contribution of accelerators to the scaling up and deep.  

We coded the contribution as low if we found no evidence of increased volumes and high if we 

found evidence of positive results for scaling out and contribution to scaling up/deep. Mixed results were 

coded as moderate, for example if only some of the supported social initiatives scaled out. In this way, we 

were able to show the contribution of public sector accelerators to the scaling process of social initiatives.  

  

5.4.  Results  
In this section we present the results of our research on public sector accelerators and provide explorative 

empirical answers to the three guiding questions of this paper: 1) what are public sector accelerators, 2) 

who do they support and 3) how do they contribute to the scaling of social initiatives? At the end of this 

section, we develop an empirical understanding of the specific nature of public sector accelerators.  

   

5.4.1.  Public sector accelerators: what are they?  

We identified seven public sector accelerators distributed among the three domains. Table 13 presents a 

description of the identified accelerators and their organizational forms.  
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Table 13 Description and organizational form of identified public sector accelerators    

Public sector accelerator Organizational 
form 

Comments 

R1 (Mental Health) 
 
Platform against stigma 

Foundation  Strongly based on funds from ministry 
and interest groups. Ten years. 
 
Next to the support for social 
initiatives, they developed social 
initiatives themselves. 

R2 (Mental Health) 
 
Fundraising by yearly run for 
inclusiveness. Full amount available for 
the support of social initiatives 

Foundation Main sponsor: commercial 
organization 
Platform for inclusiveness. Supporting 
initiators of small social initiatives is 
part of their strategy against stigma.  

R3 (Labour Participation) 
Innovation Award 
Yearly award for innovative approach 
 

Interest group The accelerator is part of an interest 
group 
 

R4 (Labour Participation) 
National program for labour participation 
'nonwestern background’  
Goal to measure effectiveness and scale 
promising initiatives 
 

Government The accelerator is part of a 
government ministry 
 

R5 (Labour Participation) 
Scaling labor reintegration method for 
people with serious mental illness 
 

Collaborative 
network 

Network of ministry, executive 
organization, mental health federation 
and knowledge center 
 
Temporary 

R6 (Debts) 
Scaling early alert 

Collaborative 
network  

Network started by employees of 
municipalities. Board of advisory 
 
Temporary 

R7 (Debts) 
Scalinglab. Aims to tackle debt problems 
by scaling evidence-based methods in an 
efficient way. 

Foundation  Foundation funded by public and 
private 

 

Table 13 shows the diversity of accelerators. Two (R1 and R2) public sector accelerators were anti-

stigma platforms. In addition to their role as accelerators, they developed their own activities ('It's part of 

our strategy', R2). One accelerator was unique in that scaling social initiatives in an efficient and effective 

way was its core business (R7). Diversity was also reflected in the variety of organizational forms. Two 

public sector accelerators were part of public organizations: a program that belonged to a ministry 
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('Actually it was the former target group for refugees', R4) or an interest group (R3). Two accelerators 

were temporary collaborative networks (R5, R6) in which several public organizations worked together. 

One was a spontaneous network of employees from different municipalities (R6) who joined forces. The 

other network (R5) consisted of known partners. Three accelerators were foundations (R1, R2, R7), one 

of which relied heavily on national funding from a ministry (R1) but did not survive a new round of bidding 

after our study. Two foundations received funding from both public and private partners (R2, R7).  

  

5.4.2. Public sector accelerators: who do they support?  

The next issue is how public sector accelerators select the social initiatives they want to support. In Table 

14, the findings on this are presented in the second column.  

Table 14  Findings on who is supported  

Public sector accelerator Selection of social initiatives Target audience 

R1 (Mental Health) By network Initiators  

R2 (Mental Health) Open call Initiators  

R3 (Labour Participation) 

 

 

Open call 

Evidence-based 

Two social initiatives 

Initiators 

R4 (Labour Participation) 

 

Network 

Evidence-based 

Initiators 

Professionals  

R5 (Labour Participation) 

 

Own initiative 

Evidence-based 

One social initiative 

Professionals 

Policy advisors 

R6 (Debts) 

 

Own initiative 

Evidence-based 

One social initiative 

Professionals 

Policy advisors 

R7 (Debts) 

 

Network 

Evidence-based 

Professionals 

Policy advisors/politician 

 

Table 14 shows that most accelerators were open to social initiatives originating both inside and outside 

public organizations (preferably public-private partnerships, R3, R7). Five accelerators (R3, R4, R5, R6, R7) 

supported only evidence-based social initiatives. Two accelerators only supported one social initiative (R5, 

R6). Only two accelerators invited social initiatives through an open call (R2, R3). For example, the national 

programme listed social initiatives from its own network ('There was no open call where we say 'go ahead 

and submit your project', R4). In addition, there was a requirement to participate in scientific research, 
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and many potential participants, both public and private, did not have the time or need for this, for 

example because they were only interested in what they saw working in their context or they were 

worried that the results would not fit with local political leaders. Surprisingly, we found that most 

accelerators did not focus on the initiator, but on the target audience, which is expressed in the last 

column of Table 14. Three accelerators focused on the initiator (R1, R2, R3). Two of them (R1, R2) 

supported individuals ('so they can do it themselves', R1), which are more similar to citizens' initiatives. 

The public sector accelerators with a different target audience focused mainly on professionals or policy 

advisors (R5, R6, R7). Their scope went beyond the interests of the individual entrepreneur, as they are 

driven by the creation of public value for the general public. The focus on the target audience instead of 

the initiator was also reflected in their contribution to the scaling of social initiatives, which will be 

discussed below.  

  

5.4.3. Public sector accelerators: how do they contribute to the scaling process?  

As highlighted in Table 15, second column, the exploratory research identified a wide variety in support 

by public sector accelerators to help social initiatives scale. All accelerators provided expertise and 

networks (‘We follow the initiatives and learn from the experience, R3’ ‘We introduce them to each other’, 

R2) and some of them also provided or organized funding for social initiatives (R2, R3, R5). None of the 

accelerators, including those who focus on initiators, provide training programs to improve skills for 

mobilization of stakeholders. They supported the mobilization of stakeholders by providing their own 

networks. Accelerators who focus on professionals more than on initiators (see Table 14) sometimes act 

as entrepreneurs themselves by doing acquisition and building and using networks actively. The 

explorative study did not show that accelerators provided support in framing the issue. It should be noted 

that the initiators of social initiatives were active in spreading the frame, for example by using experts by 

experience or training professionals on how stress about debt affects people's choices. However, these 

actions were not directly linked to the accelerator interventions. Nevertheless, the accelerators reinforced 

the message by actively spreading the frame when mobilizing their network. 
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Table 15  Public sector accelerators’ contribution to the scaling process 
Public sector 
accelerator 

Support  Measuring results Main scaling dimension Contribution to scaling  

R1 (Mental 
Health) 
 

Expertise/network Not measured Deep 
 

Low 
 
 

R2 (Mental 
Health) 
 

Expertise/network/ 
Clinic 
Small funds from 
foundation 

Not measured Deep Low 
 
 

R3 (Labour 
Participation) 
 
 

Expertise/network 
Substantial funds from 
foundation 
 
Practical support: 
Business case 

Not measured 
 
 

Out  
One supported social 
initiative showed increased 
volume 
Up 
On the local level 
 

Moderately  
 
 
 
Indirectly impact routines 
and attitudes professionals 

R4 (Labour 
Participation) 
 
 

Expertise/network 
 
Practical support: 
effectiveness measuring 
tool  

Measuring 
effectiveness. First 
results showed 
positive results.  
  

Out 
Strategy to scale out by 
reaching HR professionals 
Up 
 

Moderately 
 
 
 
Directly impact routines and 
attitudes professionals 

R5 (Labour 
Participation) 
 

Expertise/network 
Governmental funding 
 
Practical support: protocol, 
training for professionals 
 

Measuring 
effectiveness and 
volume 

Out 
Increased volumes 
Up 
Changed professional 
standard (protocol) 
Deep 
Part of scaling up 

High 
 

R6 (Debts) 
 

Expertise/network 
 
Practical support: manuals, 
website 
 
Capacity: helpdesk for 
professionals  

Monitor for 
volume and 
effectiveness 

Out 
Increased volumes 
Up 
Changed regulation, working 
routines 
Deep 
Part of scaling up 

High 

R7 (Debts) 
 

Expertise/network 
 
Practical support: 
validation, proposals  
 
Capacity: advise support by 
implementation 

Volumes and 
effectiveness of all 
initiatives 

Out 
Increased volumes 
Up 
Changed working routines 
Deep 
Part of scaling up 

High  

  

Those that focused on professionals and policy advisors rather than on the initiator provided more 

intensive support, including practical assistance such as manuals and formats for building business cases. 

Their support aimed to make it easier for others to adopt the initiative. For example, the collaborative 
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network of staff (R6) organized workshops, shared their manuals, and set up a website to support 

colleagues elsewhere. Accelerators (R5, R6, R7) also provided capacity, such as a professional helpdesk or 

grant writing ('We act as salesmen', R7). Most of the accelerators that did not focus on initiators also 

provided monitoring and measurement tools (R4, R5, R6, R7). For example, the spontaneous network of 

staff who developed a monitor showing the impact of Early Warning on costs for municipalities. Two 

accelerators also closely monitored the implementation of the evidence-based method (R5, R7).  

In sum, we conclude that all accelerators supported the mobilization of stakeholders by providing 

networks, but the support of those who focus on professionals and policy advisors more than on the 

initiator was more extended, including practical support for implementation and more focus on the 

effectiveness.   

Our research also aimed to show the relation between the support and the effect on the scaling 

of social initiatives. Columns 3, 4 and 5 of Table 15 summarize the picture that emerges from our 

exploratory study and highlights the difficulties in measuring results. Three public sector accelerators (R1, 

R2, R3), that all focused on the initiator, did not keep records of results ('even if only one is affected, it 

makes a big difference', R2). For one of R3's initiatives, we did find evidence of growth. For accelerators 

that focused on professionals or policy advisors, we found increased volumes for the social initiatives they 

supported. Looking at their support (column 2), there is a link. In addition to expertise and networks, social 

initiatives that scaled out also received practical support.   

  As for scaling up, four public sector accelerators also monitored effectiveness (R4, R5, R6, R7). In 

addition, we found that the two temporary collaborative organizational forms (R5 and R6) impact 

legislation ('It also helped scale out because it became a priority for municipalities', R6). The results for 

scaling deep were hardly measurable. It was obvious that R1 and R2 contributed more to scaling deep 

than to scaling up as they were both anti-stigma platforms. For most of the public sector accelerators, 

their contribution to scaling deep was part of their efforts to scale up and out ('Then we had CEOs walking 

with young people', R7; 'We helped professionals to tell the story', R6; 'He said he should fire the HR 

director because of this, but he didn't, so we have a long way to go', initiative of R3). As said, the support 

of accelerators was not primarily focused on framing, so the contribution of accelerators to scaling deep 

was by reinforcing the frame than by setting the frame.   

Overall, we rated the contribution of two public sector accelerators as low (R1 and R2) because 

they did not contribute to scaling out. Two public sector accelerators made a moderate contribution, as 
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became clear by the mixed results we found. One of these accelerators (R3) did not measure results, but 

one of the social initiatives it supported showed an increase in volume. R4 provided only a qualitative 

overview as it focused on developing measurement methodologies for social initiatives. Although the aim 

was to scale out, it was too early to measure increased volumes. However, early signs were promising, 

and they had already developed a strategy for scaling out, so their contribution was rated as moderate. 

R5, R6 and R7 made a high contribution to the scaling process. Two of them were collaborative 

organizations that only supported one social initiative. These public sector accelerators succeeded in 

making the social initiative a widespread practice in other geographical areas. R7 also contributed 

significantly to the scaling process of social initiatives. In fact, their contribution was even greater than R5 

and R6, as they supported more than one social initiative, and their role as accelerator was not temporary.  

In addition to their contribution to scaling out, up, and deep, our research showed that two public 

sector accelerators (R6 and R7) also influenced the existing ecosystem for scaling. These two public sector 

accelerators, both in the debt assistance domain and both focused on professionals and policy advisors, 

were relatively inexperienced players in the ecosystem. The spontaneous network of employees (R6) 

created something that could be labeled a ‘mini ecosystem’ for their own social initiative. They set up an 

advisory board representing key interest groups and maintained good contacts with the relevant ministry 

to lobby (successfully) for changes in legislation. They also ensured that monitoring and implementation 

activities were well embedded in the activities of interest groups after the project ended. However, this 

temporary network was only set up for one initiative and was not maintained after the project ended. No 

new ecosystem was created for other initiatives. This contrasted with R7, an organization that was 

generally accepted as an important stakeholder in the social initiative ecosystem. Illustrative was the 

interest group respondent's statement that new initiatives always had to be approved by this accelerator 

before they started working on them. R7 had a clear mission focused on scaling evidence-based social 

initiatives in an efficient way. This accelerator had built a solid network in a relatively short time and was 

well connected to national and local levels, so that it functioned as a spider at the center of the web. It 

worked closely with both public and private stakeholders. In this way, the accelerator not only supported 

social initiatives, but also contributed to an ecosystem that facilitated scaling for all social initiatives in the 

debt domain.   
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5.5.   Discussion  

Table 16 Summary of findings on public sector accelerators 

What are they? Organizational form: 

• Foundation (3) 

• Part of government (1) 

• Part of interest group (1) 

• Collaborative form (2) 

Temporary (3) 

Who do they support? Selection social initiatives: 

• Open call (2) 

• Network/arbitrary (3) 

• Own initiative (2) 

• Evidence-based (5) 

• =< 2 initiatives (3) 

Focus: 

• Initiator (3) 

• Initiator/Professional (1) 

• Professional/Policy advisor (3) 

How do they contribute to the scaling? Support:  

• Expertise/network (7)  

• Funds (3)  

• Practical support (5)  

• Capacity (2) 

Contribution to scaling  

Low (2) Moderate (2) High (3) 

Scaling out: 

Measuring volume (3)  

Too early to measure (1) 

Increased volumes of social initiatives (1) 

Scaling up: 

Measuring effectiveness (4) 

Scaling deep:  

Part of scaling up (4) 

Scaling beyond: 

Influencing the scaling ecosystem of social initiatives (1) 

The purpose of our exploratory research was to develop a theoretical and empirical understanding of the 

role of public sector accelerators in the scaling of social initiatives. Building on the definition of private 

sector accelerators, we developed a definition of public sector accelerators. We were able to identify 

seven accelerators that met the criteria. We explored what they are, who they support and how they 

contribute to the scaling of social initiatives.  
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Table 16 highlights that public sector accelerators occur in collaborative and temporary 

organizational forms, supporting only one or two social initiatives. Our study showed that public sector 

accelerators selected social initiatives through their network rather than through open calls. Sometimes 

it was not clear why they did this. Table 16 also highlights that accelerators in the public sector context 

vary in their target audience, which could be initiators or professionals or policy advisors. The variety in 

target audience is also reflected in the support that public sector accelerators offer. All accelerators 

provided their networks and some of them offered training and tools for implementation. The 

contribution of public sector accelerators to the scaling out, up, and deep is difficult to measure, but we 

found increased volumes for social initiatives that were supported in their implementation in other 

contexts. The effect of accelerators’ support for scaling up and deep are even more difficult to measure 

and to delineate from the contribution of other actors. Public sector accelerators did not set the frame 

but reinforced a frame already created by the initiators of social initiatives. Our explorative study also 

showed that (new) public sector accelerators impact the ecosystem of social initiatives by providing a 

platform for scaling and building new networks that cross the regional and functional borders.   

The findings of this explorative research indicate that the accelerator phenomenon, as it is known 

in the private sector literature, is different from accelerators in the public sector due to its specific nature 

and complexities. The theoretical and empirical exploration highlight the difficulties of the scaling out 

process in the public sector and offer guidance for the potential role of accelerators in the ecosystem of 

scaling social initiatives.  

First, public sector accelerators can fulfill a role in scaling out by supporting the initiator to 

mobilize stakeholders, for example by training or providing measuring tools. They can also support 

professionals or policy advisors who are the target audience of the social initiative. We found that practical 

support for implementation is particularly helpful for the scaling out process, as well as a role in measuring 

effectiveness (also in other contexts). This type of support is helpful in the scaling out process and – at the 

same time – in spreading frames and impact existing (local) routines on a larger scale.  

Second, our study shows that the impact of social initiatives could be improved by using the 

networks of accelerators more systematically to scale other social initiatives. Public sector accelerators 

can obtain a distinct and complementary role in the ecosystem by functioning as platform for scaling, not 

only for the purpose of scaling one social initiative, but for many others. Our exploratory study has shown 

that accelerators can create such a position by building new and sustainable networks that cross both 

geographic and domain boundaries. We suggest that this process should be perceived as a separate 
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dimension of scaling and propose "scaling beyond" to describe all activities that influence the dynamics 

in the ecosystem.  

An interesting question remains which social initiatives should be supported by public sector 

accelerators. A focus on supporting only those initiatives that have a proven record of accomplishment at 

the local level is worth considering. In addition, one might inquire as to why there is a dearth of public 

sector accelerators that extend invitations to social initiatives through open calls. The role of the 

accelerators would then be to disseminate and investigate the extent to which effectiveness is maintained 

in other contexts. The point is that such decisions on the potential role should preferably not be made by 

the (potential) accelerators themselves but should be broadly supported by the ecosystem in which they 

operate. However, a sharp vision and frame for scaling social initiatives in the public sector is currently 

lacking. So, the role of accelerators in the ecosystem is still in progress and needs to be further developed 

collaboratively by the ecosystem actors.  

  

5.6.   Conclusion  
We started our exploratory research with the aim of bringing a new perspective and providing a first 

understanding of the accelerator phenomenon in the public sector context. Our research aimed to 

contribute to the debates in the literature on scaling public sector innovation and to provide tools for 

public managers in their efforts to improve the scaling process of social initiatives. We also aimed to 

contribute to the management literature on accelerators.  

  We contribute to the literature on public innovation by exploring the role of accelerators in the 

public sector context. By focusing on organizational actors, our study enriches the literature on roles in 

the scaling process of social initiatives (Meijer, 2014; Ansell and Gash, 2012), especially as most studies 

on roles focus on individuals rather than organizational actors (Hansen et al., 2022). By doing so, the study 

also contributes to the academic debates on innovation labs (Lewis, 2021; Tõnurist et al., 2017) since we 

have brought insight into how accelerators relate to labs and influence the ecosystem. Labs support in the 

idea generation, framing and validation of social initiatives and may support the scaling of these initiatives 

to other contexts. Accelerators can be complementary by supporting the scaling out of social initiatives 

that are not created by labs, but they may also support social initiatives that are created in labs, for 

example by providing networks that crosses the borders of a specific domain.  
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The findings highlight that the accelerator phenomenon differs from that in the private sector. In 

this, our study also contributes to the literature on accelerators, responding to the call by Crișan et al. 

(2019) to study accelerators in different contexts. We found that the management literature on private 

sector accelerators has limited applicability to the public sector context, due to the specific nature of the 

public sector. Our findings confirm studies that address the various roles and difficulties of the scaling out 

process in the public sector (Schot and Geels, 2010; Crosby et al., 2017), and the interrelationship with 

scaling up and deep (Moore et al., 2015). Organizational forms, selection methods and target audiences 

are less clear, and the contribution to the scaling is difficult to measure. The great added value of exploring 

the accelerator phenomenon, as it is known in the private sector, in the public sector context is that it 

provides guidance on the potential of the role of accelerator in the ecosystem. They could play a distinct 

role in the scaling process of social initiatives by supporting initiators, policy advisors or professionals by 

providing practical support and support for measuring effectiveness. By doing so, they could function as 

coordinative platforms for scaling.   

The findings of our exploratory study also suggest that - in addition to scaling up, deep and out - 

there is another dimension to scaling, namely scaling beyond. This refers to all activities that have an 

impact on the ecosystem itself, such as building networks between different geographical levels and 

across sectors. Scaling beyond also implies scaling deep, out, and up, but goes beyond the embedding of 

initiatives (scaling up) at the local or at the national level. Our study showed that accelerators can facilitate 

and contribute to scaling beyond. It also touches on the related debate about the role of labs, as it 

provokes the same question in the literature about how the next generation labs might attempt to grow 

their influence and impact beyond their current sphere of influence and bring the entire system towards 

creating and sustaining these new ways of working (Cole and Hagen, 2023). We suggest that more 

research on the contribution of actors, such as labs and accelerators, to the dynamics of the ecosystem, 

particularly that on scaling, would increase our knowledge of public innovation in general and scaling and 

the ecosystem of public value creation in particular. We recommend that researchers explicitly focus on 

the interrelationship between the different dimensions of scaling, because this is an important feature in 

the public sector context. The literature on social and public R&D (Foray et al., 2012) may be helpful, as 

social R&D also aims to build sustainable ecosystems to address difficult social challenges.  

 Our strongly explorative study in the Dutch social sector has its limitations, because it focuses on 

a decentralized sector in a small country. It is quite possible that in other, larger countries, local 

differences are much greater. It would be interesting to see how the process of scaling innovation is 
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organized in decentralized and centralized sectors in other countries. It would also be of interest to see 

what we can learn about coordination and focus on effectiveness in other contexts (Meijer et al., 2023). 

Moreover, there is a need for measuring results. As for the latter, the work of Rønning et al. (2022), which 

suggests that public value should be much more about assessment than measurement, can be helpful.   

Our research provides insights for public managers, policy advisors, interest groups and other 

stakeholders in the ecosystem of social initiatives to take a step forward in the acceleration of social 

initiatives. Our findings highlight that accelerating social initiatives can be improved by building 

sustainable networks for scaling and more focus on the effectiveness (in other contexts). Public managers 

at all levels may start by looking beyond the boundaries of their organizations and invite others to build 

sustainable networks for scaling and implementation of local initiatives in other contexts, e.g. by making 

temporary networks sustainable. In addition, they might consider developing a common vision on scaling 

and the various roles actors have in the scaling process. This touches on the academic literature debates 

on the position of innovation labs and social R & D. The key to success is to create an environment that 

allows for innovation while preventing it from becoming a system in itself. It is beneficial to have an 

accelerator within the ecosystem, but the specifics of how this will be implemented are still being 

determined. More academic research on the building of an ecosystem for scaling will help, but we advise 

public managers not to wait, but to experiment with organizational forms, and remain aware of the 

distinct role of accelerators in the public sector in scaling to other contexts.    
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Chapter 6    Synthesis  

6.1.  Introduction 

The question of how social initiatives can be transferred to other contexts was the starting point for this 

dissertation. The need to scale social initiatives in the public sector is great because there are many 

challenges that require smart solutions that meet the needs of residents (Bason, 2010; Torfing, 2016; 

Crosby et al., 2017). Scaling social initiatives to other contexts allows more citizens to benefit from the 

innovation and it would also save public money by avoiding the generation of similar initiatives. However, 

scaling is challenging given the specific nature of the public sector environment (Torfing, 2016, Bacq and 

Janssen, 2011). This dissertation focused on the scaling out process of social initiatives in the Dutch, 

decentralized, social sector.  

To answer the central research question of this dissertation, ‘How do social initiatives manage to 

scale?’, four sub-studies were conducted. Chapter 2 (sub-study 1) reviewed the existing literature on 

scaling, which also formed the basis for the three empirical studies in chapters 3, 4 and 5. These three 

sub-studies focused on social initiatives that fully or heavily rely on public resources and operate in or on 

the fringes of public organizations. Chapter 3 (sub-study 2) looked at the influence of the institutional 

environment and chapter 4 (sub-study 3) at the influence of actor characteristics on the scaling process 

of social initiatives. Chapter 5 (sub-study 4) examined the phenomenon accelerators in the public sector 

environment and their role in the scaling of social initiatives. This concluding chapter of the dissertation 

synthesizes these four studies and the contribution of these studies to academic knowledge and practices.  

This chapter has the following structure. It starts with a summary of the conclusions on Q1, Q2, 

Q3 and Q4 as presented in chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 respectively, followed by the overall conclusion on the 

central research question of this dissertation 'How do social initiatives manage to scale?’ Section 6.3. 

discusses the contribution of this dissertation to academic literature. Section 6.4. reflects on the research 

strategy, followed by recommendations for further research and practice in section 6.5. and 6.6. This 

dissertation ends with a final note.  
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6.2.   Conclusions  

6.2.1. What do we know about the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q1) 

The systematic literature review on 133 articles on scaling social and sustainable initiatives showed that 

although the purpose of social initiatives, realizing social impact, was not always well defined, it could be 

conceptualized as the result of two different pathways (Westley et al., 2014; Hermans et al., 2016): 

‘scaling out’ (extending geographical space or volume) and ‘scaling up’ (influence on public discourses, 

political agendas, and legislation). Pathway choice is one of the two strategic choices indicated by the 

literature, next to organizational form (Smith and Stevens, 2010). The literature indicates that a focus on 

open structures generates speed and higher impact, but there were also critical views found on this (Hatlz 

et al., 2016). A collaborative structure for scaling dominates in the grassroots literature, mostly on 

sustainability issues, and this may be caused by stakeholders’ dependency on resources. The literature 

showed that these two strategy choices, pathway, and organizational form, are influenced by actor 

characteristics and the institutional environment.  Actor characteristics, such as ambition, equal focus on 

the economic and the social logic, entrepreneurial skills and leadership are positively related to the level 

of impact realized through scaling. A supportive institutional environment in which there is room to 

experiment with different approaches and strategies helps the social initiative to scale. The review 

resulted in a compact framework that provides an overview of the key factors that influence the scaling 

process: the institutional environment and actor characteristics and the two strategic choices: pathway 

and organizational form. The framework provides a basis for further research on scaling in different 

disciplines and has also been used for the three empirical studies of this dissertation.  

 

6.2.2. How does the environment influence the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q2) 

The literature review showed that the institutional environment, next to actor characteristics, is a key 

factor in the scaling process of social initiatives. Building on this, the influence of the institutional 

environment on the scaling of social initiatives was examined for the Dutch social sector. Based on the 

complementary literature on institutional entrepreneurship, homogeneity and heterogeneity of the 

institutional environment were expected to influence two important components in the scaling process: 

support and coordination. Homogeneous environments, characterized by a few dominant organizations 

with similar norms and practices, were expected to be less supportive of scaling than heterogeneous 

environments, characterized by a diversity in organizations with their own norms and practices (Micelotta 

et al., 2017; Bason, 2010). In contrast, scaling in homogeneous environments would be more coordinated.  
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The research showed that heterogeneous environments were indeed more supportive of the 

scaling of social initiatives, but there was no evidence that the scaling process was more coordinated in 

homogeneous environments. Environments with a balance of homogeneity and heterogeneity are best 

for scaling social initiatives because they are both supportive and coordinated. The research also showed 

that the institutional environment needs to be understood from a dynamic perspective at different 

geographical levels, and that a common frame helps to move stakeholders’ activities and roles in the same 

direction, but exchange of knowledge even within domains is rare. 

 

6.2.3.   How do actor characteristics influence the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q3) 

The literature review showed that actor characteristics, next to the institutional environment, are a key 

factor in the scaling process of social initiatives. Building on this, the influence of actor characteristics on 

the scaling process of social initiatives in the Dutch social sector was explored. Based on the 

complementary literature on social and institutional entrepreneurship, it was expected that the 

entrepreneurial skills and position of the initiators of social initiatives would influence two important 

components of the scaling process: the mobilization of stakeholders and the focus on retaining 

effectiveness. Based on the literature, it was expected that high entrepreneurial skills and a central 

position would both be positively related to stakeholder mobilization and focus on retaining effectiveness 

(North, 1991; Micelotta et al., 2017), but for stakeholder mobilization, entrepreneurial skills would be 

more important than position. In contrast, position would be more important than entrepreneurial skills 

for the focus on retaining effectiveness.  

The research showed that entrepreneurial skills are indeed more important than position for 

mobilizing stakeholders but also for the focus on retaining effectiveness. However, entrepreneurial skills 

are a condition rather than a guarantee, as initiators with high entrepreneurial skills influence stakeholder 

support but cannot fully control the scaling process themselves.  In practice, there is a lack of coordination 

of the scaling process, which can easily lead to a reduction in the effectiveness or efficiency of the use of 

public funds. The study also showed that space for scaling is important and actors in peripheral positions 

tend to join forces rather than to compete. 
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6.2.4. How do accelerators influence the scaling process of social initiatives? (Q4) 

Private sector accelerators are recognized as important stakeholders in the scaling ecosystem of start-ups 

(Crișan et al., 2019). The literature on accelerators is strongly based on the management literature. 

Building on this literature, the study explored what accelerators in the public sector environment are and 

what role they have or can have in the scaling of social initiatives to other contexts, including their support 

for mobilizing stakeholders and focus on retaining effectiveness in other contexts.  

The research found that accelerators in the public sector come in a variety of organizational forms, 

including collaborative and temporary organizational forms, such as networks with public organizations. 

They select their initiatives through their own networks rather than open calls and vary in target audience 

from professionals and policy makers to initiators of social initiatives. Accelerators in the public sector 

support social initiatives by providing their networks and some of them also provide practical support for 

implementation, such as training and manuals. The contribution of public sector accelerators to the 

scaling process was difficult to measure. Not only because measuring public value is difficult, but also 

because accelerators and social initiatives did not keep records on this point. The study showed that the 

management literature on accelerators is limited applicable to the public sector environment. However, 

the explorative study raises interesting questions on the role accelerators can play in the improvement of 

the scaling process of social initiatives in the public sector. The study showed that accelerators in the 

public sector can act as a platform that actively links different networks and social initiatives and monitors 

the effectiveness in different contexts. The research showed that public sector accelerators can contribute 

to a fourth pathway of scaling, scaling beyond, next to scaling out, up and deep. Scaling beyond refers to 

all the activities that influence the dynamics of the scaling ecosystem, such as building new and 

sustainable networks that cross both geographic and or domain boundaries, not just for the purpose of 

scaling one social initiative, but for the whole. However, the development of the role of accelerator cannot 

be separated from the development of other actors, such as labs. Since a sharp vision and frame for scaling 

social initiatives in the public sector is currently lacking, the role of accelerators in the ecosystem is still in 

progress.    

 

6.2.5. Overall conclusion 

In general, social initiatives manage to scale by a combination of factors related to the characteristics of 

the initiator and those of the institutional environment in which they scale. Social initiatives scale by 

choosing (a combination of) pathways, scaling up, deep and out, and an organizational form, from open 
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to closed. Zooming in on the Dutch social sector, social initiatives manage to scale because initiators 

succeed in mobilizing stakeholders while keeping focus on retention of effectiveness. Initiators with high 

entrepreneurial skills are more successful in mobilizing stakeholders for scaling and are more focused on 

retaining effectiveness than initiators with low entrepreneurial skills, regardless their position. However, 

entrepreneurial skills are a condition, rather than a guarantee, because initiators with hight 

entrepreneurial skills still need the support of stakeholders in their environment.  

  An environment with a balance between homogeneity and heterogeneity of stakeholders is best 

suited for scaling social initiatives in an effective and efficient way. One of the roles in the environment of 

social initiatives is acting as accelerator, but in the social sector this role is still in progress and does not 

yet have a permanent place in the environment of social initiatives. A common frame and sharp vision on 

roles, including that of accelerator, in scaling helps stakeholders to align their activities. However, the 

Dutch social sector is lacking a sharp vision on how to balance a one-size-fits-all approach with local 

diversity, and there is no sustainable scaling environment. The result is that there is no sustainable 

network for scaling that acts as coordinating platform to link the different geographical and functional 

levels while keeping the focus on the effectiveness of social initiatives. At the domain level, stakeholders 

refer to the autonomy of local public organizations, interest groups waver, and at the local level, 

stakeholders are mostly preoccupied with change in their local areas. Stakeholders are still struggling with 

their role after decentralization, and a new balance has not yet been found. None of the interviewees 

expressed a desire to go back to the way things were, because they wanted to keep their autonomy. But 

there was a sense that having so many different initiatives at the local level was not the answer either. 

This dissertation highlights that the role of accelerator is important for the scaling out of social initiatives, 

because it could function as platform and extend beyond the support for one or a few initiatives and 

transcend the domain, ensuring the optimal use of both social initiatives and networks at various levels, 

while keeping focus on the effectiveness, also in other contexts.   

 

6.3.  Contributions to academic literature  

The systematic literature review and the further exploration of the literature in the three empirical studies 

highlight the different focuses and debates in the literature on scaling. The aim of this dissertation is to 

contribute to these debates by addressing 9 research gaps as discussed in chapter 1 and summarized in 

Table 1. Gap 1 (overview of literature on scaling is missing) includes all studies of scaling initiatives with a 

social purpose, ranging from water management to health. This dissertation contributes to the general 
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literature on scaling by conceptualizing impact as a result of strategic choices 'pathway' and 

'organizational form', and by identifying 'actor characteristics' and 'institutional environment' as two key 

factors influencing these two strategic choices. Based on the findings from the literature on scaling, this 

dissertation provides a framework for research applicable to different disciplines. Gaps 2 - 9 are related 

to one of two dominant theories in the literature on public innovation, institutional entrepreneurship, 

social entrepreneurship, and private sector management. Below is how this dissertation contributes to 

the gaps identified in the literature by discipline. 

 

6.3.1. Contribution to the public innovation literature 

The findings of this dissertation contribute to six gaps in the public innovation literature (2, 3, 4, 5, 8 and 

9), as shown in Table 1 and Table 17. This dissertation focuses on the social sector, as most studies on 

scaling have been conducted on sustainable issues (addressed as gap 2). Although it was not the intention 

of this dissertation to compare scaling in the social sector with scaling in the sustainability sector, the 

findings from the literature review and empirical studies suggest that initiatives in the sustainability sector 

are more resource dependent than those in the social sector. As a result, collaborative networks may be 

stronger than in the social sector. In addition, social issues concern human behavior, which is less tangible 

than a green box or solar panels. This may explain the high casualness of scaling and the low attention 

paid to measuring effectiveness in the social sector. As in other disciplines in the public sector, the findings 

of this dissertation confirm that the collaborative forms of scaling dominate and the scaling pathways 

include scaling up, out and deep (Westley et al., 2014; Peeters and Mohout, 2020). This dissertation 

contributes to the literature by addressing an additional pathway, scaling beyond, to express all activities 

that influence the dynamics in the scaling ecosystem, such as building new and sustainable networks that 

cross both geographic and sector or domain boundaries.  

The findings of this dissertation confirm that heterogeneous environments are more supportive 

than homogeneous environments, not only for the generation of innovative ideas (Grin, 2020; Bason, 

2010; Doberstein, 2016), but also for the scaling process (gap 3). This is related to the debate on 

experimental space (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2008), which implies that experimental space must be located at 

different geographical levels. In other words, experimental space, a heterogeneous environment, must 

accompany the scaling out of social initiatives. The findings confirm studies on public value creation that 

the environment must be considered as multi-level and dynamic (Osborne et al., 2022). This dissertation 
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contributes to literature by demonstrating that a widely supported societal frame facilitates collaboration 

among different stakeholders.  

 This dissertation enriches the literature on public innovation by addressing the need for 

coordination (gap 4). The findings show that no one felt responsible for coordinating the scaling process. 

In individual cases, this coordinating role was sometimes fulfilled, but this dissertation highlights the lack 

of a sustainable ecosystem for scaling, so that each social initiative had to start the wheel of scaling from 

scratch. This dissertation also enriches the literature on roles in scaling by addressing gap 5, focusing on 

the role of organizational actors instead of individuals (Hansen et al., 2022; Ansell and Gash, 2012). In this 

way, this dissertation addresses the struggle of organizations, such as interest groups and ministries, with 

their role in scaling. In line with the findings on gap 4 and 5, lack in coordination on the organizational 

actor level, this dissertation confirms earlier research of Williams (2014) that there is little attention to 

the retention of effectiveness in other contexts (gap 8). In the social sector measuring results is not a 

widespread practice.  

Exploring the role of accelerators in the public sector context (gap 9) contributes to the academic 

debates on innovation labs (Lewis, 2021; Tõnurist et al., 2017) and public value creation ecosystems 

(Osborne et al., 2022), since the study have brought insight into how accelerators relate to labs and 

contribute to the ecosystem and addresses the important question of what that role should be in a 

sustainable way. The role of accelerators can be complementary function as coordination platform by 

supporting scaling out of both social initiatives created in labs and those that are not. It requires however 

a common vision on roles in scaling social initiatives. This touches the debate on the role of labs and social 

enterprises as it provokes the same question in the literature about how next generation labs and social 

enterprises might attempt to grow their influence and impact beyond their current spere of influence and 

bring the entire system towards creating and sustaining these new ways of working (Cole and Hagen,  

2023; Defourny et al., 2021). Currently, a common vision on scaling out social initiatives is missing. 

 

 

6.3.2. Contribution to the institutional entrepreneurship literature  

The findings of this dissertation contribute to three gaps in the relevant literature on institutional 

entrepreneurship: the limited knowledge on the influence of homogeneity and heterogeneity in the 

environment on the scaling process (gap 3), the limited knowledge on the relationship between the 
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initiator's position and entrepreneurial skills and their influence on the scaling process (gap 7) and the 

limited knowledge on the retention of effectiveness in other contexts (gap 8).  

Gap 3 has been discussed in section 6.3.1. In the context of institutional entrepreneurship 

literature, it is relevant in relation to the concept of 'multi-embeddedness', which means that change 

agents are well connected in several environments. According to the theory, multi-embedded agents are 

more successful in scaling because they can act freely but at the same time embed the innovation in 

current routines (Micelotta et al., 2017; Grin, 2020). This dissertation highlights the difficulties with this 

concept of multi-embeddedness in relation to agents considered at the organizational level and brings a 

more nuanced understanding of the concept of multi-embeddedness. The research shows that 

organizations can be multi-embedded, for example a ministry that has different departments, or an 

insurance company that has links with public organizations in the domains of mental health and debt. 

These organizations are considered multi-embedded. However, the findings of study 2 show that these 

stakeholders act differently depending on the domain in which they operate. This confirms studies on 

institutional pressure (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) in that the pressure then comes from the domain of 

work more than from the organization. There seems to be little internal exchange of learning experiences 

in scaling or networking. Thus, the theory of multi-embeddedness does not seem to be applicable when 

it comes to domains, but rather to the difference between public and private or large and small 

organizations. 

This dissertation also brings a more nuanced understanding of the concept of 'position' in relation 

to initiators' entrepreneurial skills (gap 7), as it shows that entrepreneurial skills are more important than 

position for mobilizing stakeholders and focusing on retaining effectiveness (gap 8). The empirical study 

confirmed previous research that having a strong position in the environment in which social initiatives 

scale is important for scaling, but this position may be the result of initiators having high entrepreneurial 

skills. However, the definition of position as 'authority in the eyes of others' (Hoogstraaten et al., 2020) is 

too imprecise for scaling studies. Since the institutional environment must be understood as multi-level, 

studies must also be precise at the level of the position of the initiator. Someone may have a strong 

position at the local level but not at the national level, and vice versa. This distinction is important for 

understanding the complex scaling process of social initiatives, particularly the scaling from one context 

to another. 
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6.3.3. Contribution to the social entrepreneurship literature 

The findings of this dissertation contribute to three gaps in the literature on social entrepreneurship: the 

limited knowledge on the differences between initiators’ entrepreneurial skills inside and outside public 

organizations and their relation to the scaling process (gap 6), the limited knowledge on the relationship 

between the initiator's position and entrepreneurial skills (gap 7) and the limited knowledge on retention 

of effectiveness in other contexts (gap 8). The findings of this dissertation support research that argues 

that initiators with high entrepreneurial skills also exist in public organizations (Mazzucato, 2013). 

Initiators with high entrepreneurial skills have high ambitions and are likely to have a higher need to 

control the scaling process than those with low entrepreneurial skills. This dissertation confirms that 

initiators with high entrepreneurial skills, both inside and outside public organizations, mobilize 

stakeholders more and are more focused on retention of effectiveness than those with low 

entrepreneurial skills (gap 6 and 8). So far, social entrepreneurship theory has also been applied to the 

public sector (Zahra et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2016). However, contrary to what social entrepreneurship 

theory suggests, initiators with high entrepreneurial skills in the public sector context choose collaborative 

organizational forms instead of closed forms. They do so because they cannot fully control the scaling 

process and depend on stakeholder support. In the public sector context, high entrepreneurial skills are 

therefore a condition rather than a guarantee.  

  The empirical studies in this dissertation did not focus on the relationship between organizational 

form and impact, but the findings provide clues. The literature on social entrepreneurship suggests that 

open networks speed up scaling more than closed organizational forms, but the findings in the literature 

are equivocal (Smith and Stevens, 2010; Hatlz et al., 2016). Open networks that speed up the scaling 

process were supported for the scaling of social initiatives that focused exclusively on influencing 

meanings in society. For them, scaling deep went hand in hand with scaling out, and primarily through 

open networks. This is much faster than the collaborative processes of initiatives that focused on 

implementation in public organizations, which scaled up. However, the empirical findings of this 

dissertation do not suggest that more closed organizational forms would hinder scaling (Smith and 

Stevens, 2010). On the contrary, the findings show that the sometimes noncommittal collaborative nature 

of scaling and too much heterogeneity in the environment lead to coordination problems that hinder 

rather than support the scaling process.  Thus, it may well be that the organizational form is related to the 

pathway chosen by the social initiative. At this point, this study contributes to the theory of strategic 

choices in the scaling process. 
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6.3.4. Contribution to the private sector management literature 

This dissertation also contributes to the private sector management literature by exploring the 

contribution of accelerators to the scaling process of social initiatives in the public sector context (gap 9), 

thereby answering the call for more research on accelerators in other contexts (Crișan et al., 2019). The 

findings of this dissertation show that theories on private sector accelerators are hardly applicable to the 

role of public sector accelerators. Iin the public sector accelerators can have temporary organizational 

forms that support only one social initiative. Moreover, the target audience is not always the initiator and 

the contribution to scaling is less measurable in terms of hard outcomes. In addition, the contribution to 

the scaling process differs, as scaling to other contexts (scaling out) in the public sector is inextricably 

linked to scaling deep and up (and beyond), whereas in the private sector scaling out dominates.   

The empirical study on accelerators in the public sector context enriches the literature on scaling 

in the private sector because the distinction in scaling pathways and their interrelation can also bring a 

new perspective to scaling strategies in the private management literature. While profit is a primary 

objective, there are also similarities. It is also possible to view consumers and business customers as a 

system. The dissemination of initiatives is also closely linked to the same dimensions as scaling deep and 

scaling up. Scaling deep could be considered a form of branding. As evidenced by the research, this 

approach reinforces the spread of initiatives. However, it can also be a standalone strategy, particularly 

for products that are not easily replicated, such as shares and art. In some cases, it may also be necessary 

to modify established procedures and practices to enhance the dissemination of initiatives. In such cases, 

a strong lobby for subsidies or lower taxes can be an effective strategy. The study also demonstrates that 

collaboration rather than competition can be mutually reinforcing. This may also apply to parcel 

distributors who now all operate with their own vehicles and limited personnel. Aside from environmental 

concerns, there may also be a win-win scenario. Conducting a comparative analysis of additional studies 

from public and private sectors could provide further insights.  

Table 17 summarizes the contribution of this dissertation to the academic literature. 
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Table 17  Overview contribution to the literature gaps 

Literature Gaps Contribution 

Scaling in general 
 

1.  
Overview of the literature on scaling 
process of social initiatives is missing 
(Hossain, 2016; Hermans et al., 2016; 
Zahra et al., 2009) 

• Conceptualization of impact as result of strategic 
choices pathway and organizational form 

• Identification of two key factors for scaling: actor 
characteristics and institutional environment 

• Framework for research in different disciplines 

Public innovation 
 

2.  
Limited knowledge on scaling in the 
social sector compared to sustainability 
issues  
(Hossain, 2016) 
3.  
Limited knowledge on influence of 
institutional environment on scaling 
(Sørensen and Torfing, 2009) 
 
4. 
Academic understanding of coordination 
of the scaling process is lacking (Ansell 
and Gash, 2012; Karré, 2022) 
 
 
 
 
5. 
Limited knowledge on the role of 
organizational actors in scaling 
(Hansen et al., 2022; Ansell and Gash, 
2012; Meijer, 2014) 
 
 
8. 
Limited knowledge on focus on 
retention of effectiveness in another 
context (Williams, 2014) 
 
9.    
No empirical understanding of the role 
of accelerators in the public sector 
context 
 

• Also in the social sector scaling is a collaborative 
process (Meijer, 2014; Ansell and Gash, 2012) 

• Social issues may be less dependent on resources, 
so the networks may be more open than the 
scaling in the sustainability sector 

 

• Also, for scaling out, experimental space, 
heterogeneous environments, are more 
supportive for the scaling than homogeneous 
environments (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2008).  
 

• Homogeneity and too much heterogeneity 
negatively influence the coordination of the scaling 
process. An environment in which homogeneity 
and heterogeneity are balanced is best (Grin, 
2020)  

• There is no sustainable network for scaling, an 
ecosystem for scaling is lacking, so coordination is 
ad-hoc (Osborne et al., 2022) 
 

• Roles of organizational actors are ambiguous and 
not clear. Stakeholders struggle with their role  

 
 

• Measuring results in the social sector is scarce  

• Initiators with high entrepreneurial skills are more 
focused on retaining effectiveness but cannot fully 
control the scaling process 

 

• Public sector accelerators can play a key role in the 
scaling process of social initiatives (Crișan et al., 
2019; Osborne et al., 2022; Cole, 2022; Dekker et 
al., 2020) 

Additional insight:  
Scaling beyond as fourth pathway (Westley et al., 2014; 
Peeters and Mohout, 2020) 
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Institutional 
entrepreneurship 
 
 

3.  
Limited knowledge on influence of 
institutional environment on scaling 
(Micelotta et al., 2017) 
 
 
 
 
 
7.  
Limited knowledge on the relation 
between initiators’ skills and position on 
the scaling process  
(Micelotta et al., 2017; Hoogstraaten et 
al., 2020) 
 
8. 
Limited knowledge on focus on 
retention of effectiveness in another 
context (Hoogstraaten et al., 2020; 
Schot and Geels, 2010)  

• Findings on different behavior of colleagues in 
different departments confirms literature on 
institutional pressure (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983)  

• Institutional environment must be understood 
from a dynamic and multi-level perspective 
(Hoogstraaten et al., 2020; Micelotta et al., 2017) 

• A widely supported societal frame supports the 
collaboration in scaling  

 

• High entrepreneurial skills are more important 
than formal central position for mobilizing 
stakeholders and focus on retention of 
effectiveness  

• More nuanced understanding of ‘multi-
embeddedness’ (Micelotta et al., 2017; Grin, 2020) 
 

• High entrepreneurial skills are more important 
than position for focus on retention of 
effectiveness  

Social 
entrepreneurship 

 

6. 
Limited knowledge on relation between 
skills of initiators in and outside public 
organizations and the scaling process 
(Mazzucato, 2013; Smith et al., 2016; 
North, 1991; Zahra et al., 2009) 
 
7.   
Limited knowledge on the relation 
between initiators’ skills and position on 
the scaling process 
(Smith et al., 2016)  
 
8. 
Limited knowledge on focus on 
retention of effectiveness in another 
context (Zahra et al., 2009) 
 

• Confirms earlier research that initiators with high 
entrepreneurial skills also act in public 
organizations  

• Entrepreneurial skills in the public sector are a 
condition 

 

• Entrepreneurial skills are more important than 
position 

• Informal position can be the result of high 
entrepreneurial skills 

 

• High entrepreneurial skills are more important for 
retention of effectiveness that position 

Additional insight 

• No evidence that collaborative organizational form 
speeds up the scaling process more than closed 
forms. Too much heterogeneity hinders the scaling 
process (Smith and Stevens, 2010) 

Private sector 
management 
 

9. 
No empirical understanding of the role 
of accelerators in the public sector 
context 
(Crișan et al., 2019) 

• Definition of accelerator in the public sector needs 
adjustments 

• Selection method, target audience differ 

• Outcomes more difficult to measure 

• Scaling pathways in the public sector may help to 
better understand the scaling in the private sector 
management as well 
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Table 17 demonstrates the relevance of combining literature from different disciplines. At the 

same time, it was difficult to get articles in the peer review process because the topic did not fit the scope 

of the journals. For example, because the study did not focus exclusively on voluntary or social enterprises, 

or the journals focus on scaling strategies in the market rather than the public sector. However, once an 

article was in the peer review process, the reviewers found it interesting, and the feedback from different 

sides further improved the articles. Thus, while there is an urgent need to combine the literature on 

scaling social initiatives, there is no journal or discipline that covers the broad picture of social impact. 

This may also be indicative of the current fragmentation of the scientific disciplines.  

The various specific points in Table 17 provide a rich overview of the manifold contributions of 

this dissertation to the development of concepts and debates in different research areas. At an 

overarching level, however, this dissertation's main academic contribution is to address the importance 

of the identification of the need for a sharp vision on the scaling of social initiatives and the need for an 

actor to assume a coordinating role in implementing this vision, including the role for scaling out within 

the ecosystem of social initiatives.  Others have clearly highlighted the need for government to play a 

critical role in public innovation by articulating vision and ambition (Braams et al., 2023; Boon and Edler, 

2018). Decentralization could be seen as a strategy for innovation, as it creates space for local 

experimentation. As the focus is on generating innovative ideas rather than scaling, there is currently no 

vision for scaling social initiatives to other contexts. This dissertation shows that a specific vision is needed 

to address the complexities of scaling. This includes the question of when it makes sense to scale to other 

contexts, considering local differences and the costs involved. So, a vision of innovation needs to be 

accompanied by an overarching vision of how local innovation can be scaled to achieve wider impact.  

This sharp vision of scaling also includes a vision of the roles of different actors. As entrepreneurial 

skills are a condition, social initiatives in or on the fringes of public organizations will not scale without the 

support of stakeholders in the ecosystem. There is a lack of a sustainable role focused on scaling to other 

contexts. This role should go beyond one or a few initiatives and transcend the domain to ensure optimal 

use of both social initiatives and networks, as well as to further develop the measurement of effectiveness 

in different contexts.  Building on the variety of insights presented in Table 17, this dissertation provides 

an empirical and conceptual understanding of the role of government in coordinating the scaling of social 

initiatives, as delineated in this dissertation, in the innovation ecology. 
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6.4.  Reflection on research strategy 

The systematic literature review on scaling social and sustainable initiatives was useful in identifying the 

two key factors that influence the scaling process of all initiatives with a social purpose: institutional 

environment and actor characteristics. It has provided a broad perspective on the concepts used and 

academic debates on scaling small initiatives in different disciplines. The multiple case study design for 

the empirical study was useful in exploring the influence of environmental and actor characteristics on 

the scaling process of social initiatives in the social sector. A case study approach was valuable given the 

exploratory nature of the research questions Q2, Q3 and Q4, and the in-depth interviews together with 

additional information from websites or obtained by attending events provided a broad picture of the 

context in which social initiatives scale. However, the research strategy also had its limitations.  

Firstly, the variety of terms used in different disciplines to describe small-scale experiments made 

the choice of search terms for the systematic literature review difficult. The choice of entrepreneurship 

resulted in the inclusion of initiatives that had started within public organizations. An additional check 

using the search term 'social enterprise' did not reveal any other disciplinary focus. Using the term social 

entrepreneurship instead of institutional entrepreneurship helped to enrich the literature from different 

disciplines and to identify gaps. However, the term institutional entrepreneurship may be more common 

in the public innovation literature. The terms grassroots and bottom-up initiatives were more common in 

the sustainability disciplines, while community initiatives were more common in the social sector. This 

may have excluded relevant literature in the first study of this dissertation, the systematic literature 

review. However, relevant literature, including that from later than May 2017, was included in studies 2, 

3 and 4, due to the depth of the literature in each sub-study.  

The second limitation concerns the selection of cases. The focus on the Dutch social sector was 

useful and necessary to avoid having too many variables and the choice for three domains within the 

social sector provided enough variety to compare the influence of heterogeneity and homogeneity in the 

environment on the scaling process. Although this selection method limited the variation in case types, 

there were still differences that proved to influence the scaling process. For example, the scaling process 

of social initiatives that focused exclusively on influencing societal meanings differed from that of social 

initiatives that focused on influencing routines, because they were less dependent on the support of 

(local) public institutions to implement their initiative. The dissertation looked at the characteristics of the 

initiator of social initiatives, those of the initiative itself were not a criterium, which may have affected 

the findings. However, this dissertation's findings are supported by the rich data from interviews, 
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including data on social initiatives not included in the research.  

The third and final limitation of the research strategy was that the study looked at the process of 

scaling in the past up to the time of the interviews, 2019, but the social initiatives were not followed in 

the years after. Time can have an impact on the scaling process. Indeed, the dissertation showed that the 

institutional environment is dynamic and can therefore change, so in theory, initiators with low 

entrepreneurial skills could ultimately manage to scale their social initiatives. Although, based on the 

findings, the likelihood of them scaling is low, a longer-term study might show different results. 

Overall, the research strategy worked out well, because the organic process also led to 

unexpected twists, such as the identification of accelerators and the exploratory study that followed.  

 

6.5.  Recommendations for research   

Based on the findings and reflections, there are four recommendations for further research. First, more 

studies on the role focused on the scaling of social initiatives to other contexts, such as accelerators, in 

the ecosystem of social initiatives, would provide a better understanding of the scaling process in the 

public sector. This role's main function is to connect different networks at different levels and in different 

disciplines, considering the effectiveness of social initiatives in other contexts. And not on a one-off basis, 

but on a structural basis. The development of this role contributes to the debate on the role of 

government and other stakeholders such as innovation labs and policy labs in the ecosystem of social 

initiatives. In doing so, it is also interesting to see how the development of roles, such as accelerator, 

contributes to the dynamics or the ecosystem, indicated as scaling beyond. These studies are 

recommended to include social initiatives that have started in public organizations, because this 

dissertation demonstrated that a movement can be constituted precisely by joining forces of social 

initiatives, regardless of their point of origin.  

Second, comparative international research on the scaling process in centralized and 

decentralized social sectors is recommended. This would increase academic knowledge on the influence 

of governmental systems – and visions - on the scaling process of social initiatives and bring new insights 

to the challenge of organizing a sustainable scaling ecosystem for social initiatives that start at the local 

level. Comparative studies with other decentralized social sectors could also validate the findings of this 

dissertation.  
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  The third recommendation concerns comparative research on the scaling process of social initiatives 

in other sectors. The findings of this dissertation highlight the lack of attention to measuring outcomes 

and focus on retaining effectiveness in other contexts. This may be due to the characteristics of social 

initiatives themselves, as they often deal with human behavior, which is more difficult to measure than, 

for example, technological performance.  Characteristics of the initiatives were not considered in this 

dissertation, as this dissertation focused on characteristics of the initiator. However, characteristics of the 

social initiative, such as the type of service, may influence the scaling process of social initiatives. 

Comparative research on the scaling process of social initiatives in other sectors will increase academic 

knowledge on both the influence of the institutional environment and that of the characteristics of social 

initiatives, not the initiator. 

Fourth, longitudinal research on the scaling process of social initiatives is recommended. This 

dissertation took a retrospective approach, meaning the social initiatives were not followed over a long 

time. The social initiatives in this dissertation started at least three years earlier, so they had survived the 

initial stages of scaling. Longitudinal studies of social initiatives in the later stages of scaling would increase 

academic knowledge about the impact of scaling strategies and processes and the sustainability of impact. 

This is important because, in addition to the findings discussed, the picture that emerged from the 

interviews was one of unpredictable government caused by changing political views, temporary funding 

rather than structural and fragile processes dependent on individuals. These studies should focus not only 

on those social initiatives that have gone a long way towards scaling, but also on those that have not (yet). 

The latter would provide insights into the influence of entrepreneurial skills on the speed of scaling, 

because in this dissertation those with high entrepreneurial skills scaled more than those with low skills, 

but we do not know whether those with low skills would have scaled in the end. 

 

6.6.  Recommendations for practice 

This dissertation aims to contribute to practice by providing insights for public managers, policy advisors, 

interest groups and other stakeholders at the sector and domain level, public managers at the local level 

and initiators of social initiatives. At the sector level, this dissertation exposes the structural coordination 

problem in scaling of social initiatives in the social sector. Decentralization has led to innovation at the 

local level indeed, but also to a change of power balances and roles. No thought was given to this 

beforehand and there are no triggers, as in the market, that automatically lead to a new equilibrium. 

Therefore, the first recommendation is for government to develop a sharp vision on scaling social 
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initiatives in the public sector environment, including a common vision on which type of initiatives are 

suitable for scaling out and space for variety at the local level. With stakeholders at the sector level, the 

government can discuss the roles in the scaling process from the perspective of a shared responsibility to 

improve the performance of the entire social sector. A better understanding of the effectiveness of 

initiatives in different contexts is helpful. Scaling social initiatives is not an end. If something somewhere 

still works well, it does not need to be replaced immediately. A fundamental discussion on roles and the 

usefulness and necessity of scaling may help in finding a way to organize a sustainable scaling ecosystem 

for social initiatives.  

The second recommendation is for public managers at the domain and local level to recognize 

and encourage entrepreneurial behavior. This dissertation confirms that there is a lot of potential and 

creativity among employees. Those with high entrepreneurial skills are likely to stand out, but there are 

also ideas among employees who are less able to sell their ideas or who are less ambitious. This research 

shows that public managers can support the scaling to other contexts by creating ‘space for scaling’. 

Initiators who were part of local public organizations managed to increase impact because their local 

manager had given them green light to act freely. This way, they provided practical support for 

implementation to colleagues elsewhere and organized the lobby for new legislation. In recent years, the 

emphasis in public organizations has been on collaboration with external stakeholders for innovation 

purposes. This is a good thing, but it can also lead to overlooking the entrepreneurial potential of 

employees in public organizations. 

The third recommendation is for initiators of social initiatives. The study confirms that joining 

forces and diversity of stakeholders increases the potential for innovation. It is worthwhile for initiators 

to invest in building these networks, also with other initiators who have the same goal and do not see 

them as competitors. Especially for initiators outside public organizations, this turned out to be a 

promising strategy to gain access to well-established networks in the public arena. This dissertation also 

shows that it is worth investing in creating a frame that is widely supported because it helps to bridge the 

diversity of stakeholders. Above all, this dissertation shows that entrepreneurial skills are a condition, so 

that initiators who do not have these skills would be better off looking for stakeholders who do. 

 

6.7.  Final note  

This dissertation shows that there is a wonderful challenge for interest groups, ministries, local 

governments, initiators, and private stakeholders to think about a sustainable ecosystem for scaling. After 
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almost 10 years of decentralization of the Dutch social sector, no one is really taking the initiative so far. 

It also raises puzzling questions. This dissertation shows that a one size-fits- all approach does not work, 

nor can it count on broad support. A uniform approach would also ignore the very idea behind 

decentralization, which is to achieve more diversity at the local level. But too much couleur locale is not 

desirable either, because it hinders the efficient and effective scaling of initiatives and thus their impact 

on the social sector as a whole. So how then?  

Local diversity was part of the reasons for decentralization of the Dutch social sector. Identifying 

these differences, but also the similarities, could be a first step in the creation of an ecosystem for scaling. 

Diversity can vary from domain to domain. Domains where local differences in target group and region 

are less important, such as debt, may benefit from a national ecosystem for scaling. In domains where 

regions are very different, such as the labour market, a regional ecosystem is likely to be more 

appropriate. In this research, the formation of such networks was already visible, so it seems logical to 

use these networks more for scaling social initiatives in a particular domain.   

It also raises the question of which parties should be involved in creating an ecosystem for scaling. 

This dissertation shows that a balance between well-established public organizations, such as interest 

groups, and private organizations, including small and fresh players who act as spiders in the web, is best. 

The big challenge is to ensure that the ecosystem does not become an institution in itself and remains 

open to change. This requires constant reflection by all parties and the courage to involve those who will 

shake things up from time to time. 

Stakeholders in the ecosystem for scaling would be well advised to create a vision of scaling in a 

particular domain and start a discussion on roles. This dissertation has shown that there is now mostly a 

non-binding exchange of knowledge and no triggers for binding agreements. To avoid non-committal, 

stakeholders could agree on the conditions for initiatives that would be scaled jointly to another context. 

One could think of covenants as in business, with enough space for local (political) decisions, e.g. by giving 

several options. Stakeholders may think freely and be inspired by marketing techniques such as flavor 

variations, unique packaging designs or gift cards with a selection of products. To encourage collaboration 

in scaling social initiatives, the national government could consider financial triggers. For example, a bonus 

for municipalities, but also local private organizations, that adopt initiatives developed elsewhere (and 

proven effective), or funds for implementation.  

 In fact, creating an ecosystem for scaling is a social initiative in itself. It starts small, for example 

in one domain, but it is desirable to spread the ecosystem experience to other domains and sectors in a 

way that takes into account local differences. And that is what this dissertation is about. 



   

 

118 
 

List of references 
Alidousti, S. and Sahli, F. (2024), "National and sectoral information technology planning: a systematic literature review", 

International Journal of Public Sector Management, Vol. ahead-of-print No. ahead-of-print. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-09-2023-0286. 

Amir, R. H. Liu, Machowska,D. and Resende, J. (2019), Spillovers, subsidies, and second-best socially optimal R&D, Journal of 

Economic Theory, 21 (6), pp. 1200 – 1220.    

Andre, K. and Pache, A.C. (2016), 'From Caring Entrepreneur to Caring Enterprise: Addressing the Ethical Challenges of Scaling up 

Social Enterprises', Journal of Business Ethics, 133, pp. 659-675. 

Andrews, J.O., Tingen, M.S. Jarriel, S.C., Caleb, M., Simmons, A., Brunson, J., Mueller, M., Ahluwalia, J.S., Newman, S.D.,  Cox, M.J., 

Magwood, G. and Hurman, C. (2012), 'Application of a CBPR Framework to Inform a Multi-level Tobacco Cessation 

Intervention in Public Housing Neighborhoods', American Journal of Community Psychology, 50, pp. 129-140. 

Ansell, C. and Gash, A.  (2012), “Stewards, Mediators, and Catalysts: Toward a Model of Collaborative Leadership” The Public 

Sector Innovation Journal, Vol. 17(1).  

Assenova, V. A. (2023), Accelerating the Performance of ESG Ventures: The Role of Social Impact Accelerators. SSRN Electronic 

Journal, https://ssrn.com/abstract=4502946. 

Austin, J., Stevenson, H. and Wei-Skillern, J. (2006), „Social and commercial entrepreneurship: Same, different, or 

both?” Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 30, pp. 1-22.  

Ault, J.K. (2016), 'An institutional perspective on the social outcome of entrepreneurship: Commercial microfinance and inclusive 

markets', Journal of International Business Studies, 47, pp. 951-967. 

Auvignet, C. and Lloret, A. (2015), 'Understanding social change through catalytic innovation: Empirical findings in Mexican social 

entrepreneurship', Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences-Revue Canadienne Des Sciences De L Administration, 

32, pp. 238-251. 

Awoonor-Williams, J.K., Bawah, A.A., Nyonator, F.K., Asuru, R., Oduro, A., Ofosu, A. and Phillips, J.F. (2013), 'The Ghana essential 

health interventions program: a plausibility trial of the impact of health systems strengthening on maternal & child 

survival', Bmc Health Services Research, 13, S3.  

Bacq, S. and Janssen, F. (2011). The multiple faces of social entrepreneurship: A review of definitional issues based on 

geographical and thematic criteria. Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 23(5–6),pp.373–403. https://doi-

org.proxy.library.uu.nl/10.1080/08985626.2011.577242 

Bailey, I., Hopkins, R. and Wilson, G. (2010), 'Some things old, some things new: The spatial representations and politics of change 

of the peak oil relocalisation movement', Geoforum, 41, pp. 595-605. 

Bason, C. (2010), Leading public sector innovation : co-creating for a better society. Bristol, UK; The Policy Press. 

Battilana, J., Leca, B. and Boxenbaum, E. (2009), “How actors change institutions: towards a theory of institutional 

entrepreneurship.” Academic. Management. Ann. 3 (1), pp. 65–107.  

Bauwens, T., Huybrechts, B. and Dufays, F. (2020), Understanding the Diverse Scaling Strategies of Social Enterprises as Hybrid 

Organizations: The Case of Renewable Energy Cooperatives. Organization & Environment, 33(2), pp. 195-219. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026619837126 

Becker, S., Kunze, C. and Vancea, M. (2017), 'Community energy and social entrepreneurship: Addressing purpose, organisation 

and embeddedness of renewable energy projects', Journal of Cleaner Production, 147, pp. 25-36. 

Beckmann, M. and Zeyen, A. (2014), 'Franchising as a Strategy for Combining Small and Large Group Advantages (Logics) in Social 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-09-2023-0286
https://ssrn.com/abstract=4502946


   

 

119 
 

Entrepreneurship: A Hayekian Perspective', Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 43, pp. 502-522. 

Biehl, J. (2007), 'Pharmaceuticalization: AIDS treatment and global health politics', Anthropological Quarterly, 80, pp. 1083-1126. 

Biggs, R., Westley, F.R. and Carpenter, S.R. (2010), 'Navigating the Back Loop: Fostering Social Innovation and Transformation in 

Ecosystem Management', Ecology and Society, 15, 9. 

Bisol, G.D., Anagnostou, P., Capocasa, M., Bencivelli, S., Cerroni, A., Contreras, J., Enke, N., Fantini, B., Greco, P., Heeney, C., Luzi, 

D., Manghi, P., Mascalzoni, D., Molloy, J.C., Parenti, F., Wicherts, J.M. and Boulton, G. (2014), 'Perspectives on Open 

Science and scientific data sharing: an interdisciplinary workshop', Journal of Anthropological Sciences, 92, pp. 179-200. 

Bocken, N.M.P. (2015), 'Sustainable venture capital - catalyst for sustainable start-up success?', Journal of Cleaner Production, 

108, pp. 647-658. 

Bocken, N.M.P., Fil, A. and Prabhu, J. (2016), 'Scaling up social businesses in developing markets', Journal of Cleaner Production, 

139, pp. 295-308. 

Boon, W. and Edler, J. (2018), Demand, challenges, and innovation. Making sense of new trends in innovation policy, Science and 

Public Policy, 45 (4), pp. 435-447. 

Bosma, N., Stam, E. and Wennekers, S. (2010), ‘Intrapreneurship, an international study’. Scale: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/48322618_Intrepreneurship_-_An_International_Study. 

Bozeman, B. (2007), Public values and public interest: counterbalancing economic individualism. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 

University Press. 

Braams, R.B., Wesseling, J, H., Meijer, A.J. and Hekkert, M.P. (2023), ‘Civil servant tactics for realizing transition tasks 

understanding the microdynamics of transformative government’, Public Administration, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12933. 

Bremer, S., Haque, M.M., Haugen, A.S. and Kaiser, M. (2016), 'Inclusive governance of aquaculture value-chains: Co-producing 

sustainability standards for Bangladeshi shrimp and prawns', Ocean & Coastal Management, 131, pp. 13-24. 

Brock, K. L. (2020), Government and Non-profit Collaboration in Times of Deliverology, Policy Innovation Laboratories and Hubs, 

and New Public Governance. Voluntas, 31,  pp. 257-270. 

Calvo-Ugarteburu, G., Raemaekers, S. and Halling, C. (2017), 'Rehabilitating mussel beds in Coffee Bay, South Africa: Towards 

fostering cooperative small-scale fisheries governance and enabling community upliftment', Ambio, 46, pp. 214-226. 

De Nederlandse GGZ (2023), ‘Actie is nu echt nodig, de GGZ zakt financieel door de bodem’, publication date 26 – 10- 2023, 

consulted May 2024.  

Cardella, G.M., Hernández-Sánchez, B.R., Monteiro, A.A., and Sánchez-García, J.C. 2021. Social Entrepreneurship Research: 

Intellectual Structures and Future Perspectives. Sustainability, 13, 7532. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13147532. 

Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS) (2020), Schuldenproblematiek in beeld. Huishoudens met geregistreerde problematische 

schulden 2015 – 2018. Den Haag: CBS. 

Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS) (1-6-2022), Mentale gezondheid jongeren afgenomen. Mentale gezondheid jongeren 

afgenomen (cbs.nl). 

Cinar, E., Trott, P. and Simms, S. (2019), “A systematic review of barriers to public sector innovation process”. Public Management 

Review, 21, pp. 264-290.  

Cloutier, G., Joerin, F., Dubois, C., Labarthe, M., Legay, C. and Viens, D. (2015), Planning adaptation based on local actors' 

knowledge and participation: a climate governance experiment. Climate Policy 15, pp. 458-474. 

Cohen, S. (2013), What do accelerators do? Insights from incubators and angels. Innovations: Technology, Governance, 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13147532
https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2022/22/mentale-gezondheid-jongeren-afgenomen
https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2022/22/mentale-gezondheid-jongeren-afgenomen


   

 

120 
 

Globalization, 8(3–4), pp. 19–25. 

Cole, L. (2022),  A framework to conceptualize innovation purpose in public sector innovation labs, Policy Design and Practice, 

5:2, pp. 164-182, DOI: 10.1080/25741292.2021.2007619  

Cole, L. and Hagen, P. (2023), Scaling deep through transformative learning in public sector innovation labs – experiences from 

Vancouver and Auckland, Public Management Review, DOI: 10.1080/14719037.2023.2254776 

Commissie Sociaal Minimum (2023). Een zeker bestaan. Naar een toekomstbestending stelsel voor het sociaal minimum. Een 

zeker bestaan - Naar een toekomstbestendig stelsel van het sociaal minimum (overheid.nl) 

Content, J., Bosma, N., Jordaan, J. and Sanders, M. (2020), Entrepreneurial ecosystems, entrepreneurial activity and economic 

growth: new evidence from European regions, Regional Studies,  5, pp. 1007-1019.  

Cook, D. J., Mulrow, C.D. and Haynes, R.B. (1997), ‘Systematic Reviews: Synthesis of Best Evidence for Clinical Decisions’, Annals 

of Internal Medicine, 126 (5) March, pp. 376–380.De Bruin, A. 2016. 'Towards a framework for understanding 

transitional green entrepreneurship', Small Enterprise Research, 23, pp. 10-21. 

Crișan, E.L., Salanță, I.J., Beleiu, I.N., Bordean, O.N. and Bunduchi, R. (2019), A systematic literature review on accelerators. The 

Journal of Technology Transfer (2021) 46, pp. 62–87. 

Crosby, B. C.,  t Hart, P. and Torfing, J. (2017), “Public value creation through collaborative innovation”. Public Management 

Review, 19, pp. 655-669. 

De Bruin, A., Roy, J., Grant, S. and Lewis, K.V. (2023), Advancing a Contextualized, Community-Centric Understanding of Social 

Entrepreneurial Ecosystems. Business & Society, 62, (5), pp. 1069-1102. 

Defourny, J, and Nyssens, M. (2017), Fundamentals for an International Typology of Social Enterprise Model, Voluntas, 28, pp. 

2469–2497.  

Defourny, J., Nyssens, M., Brolis, O. (2021). Testing the Relevance of Major Social Enterprise Models in Western Europe. In Social 

Enterprise in Western Europe: Models, Theory and Practice, Defourny and Nyssens (Eds), pp. 333 – 350. Routledge. DOI: 

10.4324/9780429055140-20-23. 

De Moor, T. (2023). Shakeholder society? Social enterprises, citizens and collective action in the community economy, consulted 

36283_oratieboekje_Tine_De_Moor_1.indd (eur.nl). 

DiMaggio, P. and Powell, W.W. (1983), ‘The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in 

Organizational Fields’ in W. W. Powell and P. J. DiMaggio (eds) The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis. 

Chicago, IL & London: University of Chicago Press   

Doberstein, C. (2016), Designing Collaborative Governance Decision-Making in Search of a 'Collaborative Advantage'. Public 

Management Review, 18, pp. 819-841. 

Elbakidze, M., Angelstam, P.K., Sandstrom, C. and Axelsson, R. (2010), 'Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration in Russian and Swedish 

Model Forest Initiatives: Adaptive Governance. Ecology and Society, 15, 14. 

Eshima, Y. and Anderson, B. S. (2017), Firm growth, adaptive capability, and entrepreneurial orientation. Strategic Management 

Journal 38: pp. 770-779. 

European Commission (2023), A map of social enterprises and their eco-systems in Europe. Publications Office. 

https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2767/458972  

Fauzi, M.A., P. Tamyez, F.M., and Kumar, S. 2022. Social Entrepreneurship and Social Innovation in ASEAN: Past, Present, and 

Future Trends, Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, DOI: 10.1080/19420676.2022.2143870   

Foray, D., Mowery, D.C. and Nelson R.R. (2012), Public R&D and social challenges: What lessons from mission R&D programs? 

https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/d0ab26e9-096b-41fd-ada9-ede686c99169/file
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/d0ab26e9-096b-41fd-ada9-ede686c99169/file
https://www-webofscience-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/wos/author/record/2117881
https://www-webofscience-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/wos/author/record/93986
https://www-webofscience-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/wos/author/record/901576
https://www-webofscience-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/wos/author/record/15840299
https://pure.eur.nl/ws/portalfiles/portal/97218154/T_De_Moor_Shakeholder_Society.pdf
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2767/458972


   

 

121 
 

Research Policy, 41 (10), pp. 1697-1702.    

Fosfuri, A., Giarratana, M.S. and Roca, E. (2016), 'Social Business Hybrids: Demand Externalities, Competitive Advantage, and 

Growth Through Diversification', Organization Science, 27, pp. 1275-1289. 

Fung, A. (2015), Putting the Public Back into Governance: The Challenges of Citizen Participation and Its Future. Public 

Administration Review, 75: pp. 513-522. 

Gasperi, D., Pennisi, G., Rizzati, N., Magrefi, F., Bazzocchi, G., Mezzacapo, U., Stefani, M.C., Sanye-Mengual, E., Orsini, F. and 

Gianquinto, G. (2016), 'Towards Regenerated and Productive Vacant Areas through Urban Horticulture: Lessons from 

Bologna, Italy', Sustainability, 8. 

Geuijen, K. (2014), Maatschappelijke meerwaarde creëren in publieke netwerken: waartoe en hoe? Bestuurswetenschappen, (68) 

1, pp. 86 -96.  

Geuijen, K, M., Moore, M., Cederquist, A., Rønning, R. and Van Twist, M. (2017), “Creating Public Value in Global Wicked 

Problems”. Public Management Review 19 (5), pp. 621-639.   

Giddens, A. (1991), Structuration theory. Past, present and future. In Giddens’ Theory of Structuration. A Critical Appreciation. 

Edited by Christopher G. A. Bryant and David Jary. London: Routledge, pp. 55–66. 

Grabher, G. (2018), “Marginality as strategy: leveraging peripherality for creativity.” Environment and Planning,  Economy and 

Space 50 (8), pp. 1785–1794. 

Grin, J. (2020), “Doing’ system innovations from within the heart of the regime” Journal of Environmental Policy & Planning, (SI), 

pp. 682-694. 

Gutberlet, J., Kain, J.H., Nyakinya, B., Ochieng, D.H., Odhiambo, N., Oloko, M., Omolo, J., Omondi, E., Otieno, S., Zapata, P. and 

Campos, M.J.Z. (2016), 'Socio-environmental entrepreneurship and the provision of critical services in informal 

settlements', Environment and Urbanization, 28, pp. 205-222. 

Guttentag, M., Davidson, A. and Hume, V. (2021), Does acceleration work? Five years of evidence from the global accelerator 

learning initiative. Aspen Network of Development Entrepreneurs. 

Hallen, B.L., Cohen, S.L. and Bingham, C.B. (2020), Do accelerators work? If so, how? Organizational science, 31 (2), pp. 378-414. 

Hansen, A.V., Fuglsang, L., Gallouj, F. and Scupola, A. (2022), Social entrepreneurs as change makers: expanding public service 

networks for social innovation, Public Management Review, 24, 10, pp. 1632-1651. 

Hartmann, M.A. and Hartmann, R.K. (2023), Hiding practices in employee-user innovation. Research Policy 52, https://doi-

org.proxy.library.uu.nl/10.1016/j.respol.2023.104728 

Harvey, C., Maclean, M., Gordon, J. and Shaw, E. (2011), 'Andrew Carnegie and the foundations of contemporary entrepreneurial 

philanthropy', Business History, 53, pp. 425-450. 

Hatzl, S., Seebauer, S., Fleiss, E. and Posch, A. (2016), 'Market-based vs. grassroots citizen participation initiatives in photovoltaics: 

A qualitative comparison of niche development', Futures, 78-79, pp. 57-70. 

Hermans, F., Roep, D. and Klerkx, L. (2016), 'Scale dynamics of grassroots innovations through parallel pathways of transformative 

change', Ecological Economics, 130, pp. 285-295. 

Holm, P. (1995), “The dynamics of institutionalization – transformation processes in Norwegian fisheries.” Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 40, pp. 398-422. 

Hoogstraaten, M. J., Frenken, K. and Boon, W.P.C. (2020), “The study of institutional entrepreneurship and its implications for 

transition studies.” Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 36, pp. 114-136. 

Hossain, M. (2016), ‘Grassroots innovation: a systematic review of two decades of research’, Journal of Cleaner Production, 137, 



   

 

122 
 

pp. 973–981. 

Hufen, J.A.M. and Koppenjan, J.F.M. (2015), 'Local renewable energy cooperatives: revolution in disguise?', Energy Sustainability 

and Society, 5, pp. 1 –14. 

Jenal, M. and Cunningham, S. (2015), 'Explore, Scale Up, Move Out: Three Phases to Managing Change under Conditions of 

Uncertainty', Ids Bulletin-Institute of Development Studies, 46, pp. 81-92. 

Jenson, J. (2017), 'Modernising the European Social Paradigm: Social Investments and Social Entrepreneurs', Journal of Social 

Policy, 46, pp. 31-47. 

Kachlami, H. (2016), 'Social venture creation and the influence of commercial ventures', Social Enterprise Journal, 12, pp. 347-

367. 

Kam, S.P., Castella, J.C., Hoanh, C.T., Trebuil, G. and Bousquet, F. (2002), 'Methodological integration for sustainable natural 

resource management beyond field/farm level: lessons from the ecoregional initiative for the humid and sub-humid 

tropics of Asia', International Journal of Sustainable Development and World Ecology, 9, pp. 383-395. 

Karré, P.M. (2022), The Thumbprint of a Hybrid Organization—A Multidimensional Model for Analysing Public/Private Hybrid 

Organizations. Public Organization Review 23, pp. 777–791.  

Karré, P.M. (2021). Social Enterprise in the Netherlands: between Hope and Hype. In Social Enterprise in Western Europe: Models, 

Theory and Practice, Defourny and Nyssens (Eds), pp. 149 – 165. DOI: 10.4324/9780429055140-9-11. 

Kempers, J., Ketting, E., Chandra-Mouli, V. and Raudsepp, T. (2015), 'The success factors of scaling-up Estonian sexual and 

reproductive health youth clinic network - from a grassroots initiative to a national programme 1991-2013', 

Reproductive Health, 12, 2. 

Kirwan, J., Ilbery, B., Maye D. and Carey, J. (2013), 'Grassroots social innovations and food localisation: An investigation of the 

Local Food programme in England', Global Environmental Change-Human and Policy Dimensions, 23, pp. 830-837. 

Kitchenham, B. (2004), Procedures for performing systematic reviews (Technical Report No. TR/SE-0401 and 0400011T.1). NICTA, 

Keele University, Lyme, Newcastle-under-Lyme (Staffordshire) 

Kraus, S. and Rigtering, C. (2017), Strategic corporate entrepreneurship: a configuration approach-based case study. International 

Journal of Entrepreneurial Venturing, 9 (2), pp. 101-121. 

Krzeminska, A. and Zeyen, A. (2017), 'A Stewardship Cost Perspective on the Governance of Delegation Relationships: The Case 

of Social Franchising', Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 46, pp. 71-91. 

Loosemore, M. (2015), 'Building a new third construction sector through social enterprise', Construction Management and 

Economics, 33, pp. 724-739. 

Luhmann, N. (2020), Organization, membership, and the formalization of behavioural  expectations. Systems Research and 

behavioural science. 37 (3), pp. 425-449. 

Mahama, A. (2012), '2012 international year for sustainable energy for all: African Frontrunnership in rural electrification', Energy 

Policy, 48, pp. 76-82. 

Mair, J., Wolf, M. and Seelos, C. (2016), 'Scaffolding: a process of transforming patterns of inequality in small-scale societies', 

Academy of Management Journal, 59, pp. 2021-2044. 

Marin, A. and Berkes, F. (2010), 'Network approach for understanding small-scale fisheries governance: The case of the Chilean 

coastal co-management system', Marine Policy, 34, pp. 851-858. 

Martiskainen, M. (2017). The role of community leadership in the development of grassroots innovations.  

Mazzucato, M. (2013), The Entrepreneurial State: Debunking Public vs. Private Myths in Risk and Innovation. New York: Anthem 



   

 

123 
 

Press. 

McGann, M., Wells, T. and Blomkamp, E. (2021), Innovation labs and co-production in public problem solving, Public Management 

Review, 23 (2), pp. 297-316,    

Meijer, A. J. (2014), “From Hero-Innovators to Distributed Heroism: An in-depth analysis of the role of individuals in public sector 

innovation” Public Management Review, 16 (2), pp. 199-216.  

Meijer, A., Wiarda, M., Doorn, N. and Van de Kaa, G. (2023), Towards responsible standardisation: investigating the importance 

of responsible innovation for standards development.  

Technology Analyses and Strategic Management.https://doi-org.proxy.library.uu.nl/10.1080/09537325.2023.2225108 

Micelotta, E., Lounsbury, M. and Greenwood, R. (2017), “Pathways of Institutional Change: An Integrative Review and Research 

Agenda.” Journal of Management, 43, pp. 1885-1910. 

Miller, P. and Bound, K. (2011), The startup factories: The rise of accelerator programmes to support new technology ventures. 

London: NESTA. 

Mills, E. J., Montori, V. M., Ross, C. P., Shea, B., Wilson, K. and Guyatt, G. H. (2005), Systematically reviewing qualitative studies 

complements survey design: An exploratory study of barriers to paediatric immunisations. Journal of Clinical 

Epidemiology, 58(11), pp. 1101-1108. 

Moore, M. (2013), Recognizing Public Value. Cambridg MA, Harvard University Press. 

Moore, M.L., Riddell, D. and Vocisano, D. (2015). Scaling Out, Scaling Up, Scaling Deep: Strategies of Non-profits in Advancing 

Systemic Social Innovation. The Journal of Corporate Citizenship, 58, 67–84. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/jcorpciti.58.67   

Morris, M.H., Webb, J.W. and Franklin, R.J. (2011), 'Understanding the Manifestation of Entrepreneurial Orientation in the 

Nonprofit Context', Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 35, pp. 947-971. 

Mukhuty, S. and Williams, T. (2015), Entrepreneurship skills: Literature and policy review.  Department for Business Innovation 

and Skills Research, report, 236, University   Hull.  

Nederlandse organisatie voor toegepast natuurwetenschappelijk onderzoek (TNO) (2021), Factsheet ‘Week van de Werkstress’. 

Delft: TNO. In 2020 hadden 1,2 miljoen werknemers burn-outklachten (tno.nl) 

Nel, E., Hill, T. and Binns, T. (1997), 'Development from below in the 'New' South Africa: The case of Hertzog, Eastern Cape', 

Geographical Journal, 163, pp. 57-64. 

North, D.C. (1991), “Towards a theory of institutional change”. Quarterly Review of Economics and Business, 31 (4). 

Noto, G., Prenestini, A., Cosenz, F., and Barresi, G. (2023), Tackling wicked problems in performance management and governance 

of public health: an empirical analysis of COVID-19 vaccination strategies. International Journal of Public Sector 

Management, 36 (2), pp. 130-151. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-07-2022-0163 

NVVK (2022). Meetbare en Merkbare waarde van financiele hulpverlening: een nieuw perspectief, Meetbare en merkbare waarde 

van financiële hulpverlening: een nieuw perspectief (nvvk.nl) 

O'Flynn, J. (2021) Where to for public value? Taking stock and moving on. International Journal of Public Administration, 1- 11, 

pp. 867–877.  

Osborne, S.P., Powell, M., Cui, T. and Strokosch, K. (2022), Value creation in the public service ecosystem: an integrative 

framework. Public Administration Review, pp. 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13474 

Osterblom, H., Gardmark, A., Bergstrom, L., Muller-Karulis, B., Folke, C., Lindegren, M., Casini, M., Olsson, P., Diekmann, R., 

Blenckner, T., Humborg, C. and Mollmann, C. (2010), 'Making the ecosystem approach operational-Can regime shifts in 

https://doi-org.proxy.library.uu.nl/10.1080/09537325.2023.2225108
https://www.tno.nl/nl/newsroom/2021/11/kleine-daling-burn-out-klachten-2020/
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-07-2022-0163
https://www.nvvk.nl/l/library/download/urn:uuid:d914ff5b-1cea-46e8-b2d2-6ebfddadf01d/20220420+onderzoeksrapport+meetbare+en+merkbare+waarde+van+financie%CC%88le+hulpverlening.pdf
https://www.nvvk.nl/l/library/download/urn:uuid:d914ff5b-1cea-46e8-b2d2-6ebfddadf01d/20220420+onderzoeksrapport+meetbare+en+merkbare+waarde+van+financie%CC%88le+hulpverlening.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13474


   

 

124 
 

ecological- and governance systems facilitate the transition?', Marine Policy, 34, pp. 1290-1299. 

Patetta, V. and Enciso-Santocildes, M. (2024), "SIBs and the implications on the relationship between social enterprises and the 

public sector: a case study from the Netherlands", International Journal of Public Sector Management, Vol. ahead-of-

print No. ahead-of-print. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-05-2023-0132  

Pauwels, C., Clarysse, B., Wright, M. and Van Hove, J. (2016), Understanding a new generation incubation model: The accelerator. 

Technovation, 50, pp. 13–24.  

Peeters, K. and Mohout, M. (2020), Leaving a Legacy. Increase your social impact. Brugge, Keure Publishing Group.  

Perikangas, S., Kostilainen, H., and Kainulainen, S. (2023). Co-production of social innovations and enabling ecosystems for social 

enterprises, International Journal of Public Sector Management, Vol. ahead-of-print No. ahead-of-print. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-04-2023-0111   

Perrini, F., Vurro, C. and Costanzo, L.A. (2010), 'A process-based view of social entrepreneurship: From opportunity identification 

to scaling-up social change in the case of San Patrignano', Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, 22, pp. 515-

534. 

Phan, L.P., Hanh Le, A.N., and Xuan, L.P. (2020). A Systematic Literature Review on Social Entrepreneurial Intention, Journal of 

Social Entrepreneurship, 11:3, 241-256, DOI: 10.1080/19420676.2019.1640770. 

Pless, N.M. and Appel, J. (2012), 'In Pursuit of Dignity and Social Justice: Changing Lives Through 100 % Inclusion-How Gram Vikas 

Fosters Sustainable Rural Development', Journal of Business Ethics, 111, pp. 389-411. 

Popay, J. (2005). Moving beyond floccinaucinihilipilification: Enhancing the utility of systematic reviews. Journal of Clinical 

Epidemiology, 58(11), pp. 1079-1080. 

Quinn, R., Tompkins-Stange, M. and Meyerson, D. (2014), 'Beyond Grantmaking: Philanthropic Foundations as Agents of Change 

and Institutional Entrepreneurs', Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 43, pp. 950-968. 

Radywyl, N. and Biggs, C. (2013), 'Reclaiming the commons for urban transformation', Journal of Cleaner Production, 50, pp. 159-

170. 

Rainey, H. G. and Chun, Y.H. (2007), Public and private management compared. In E. Ferlie, L. E. Lynn, & C. Pollitt (Eds.), The 

Oxford handbook of public management (1. publ. in paperback., 72–102). Oxford Univ. Press.  

Reeves, A., Lemon, M. and Cook, D. (2014), 'Jump-starting transition? Catalysing grassroots action on climate change', Energy 

Efficiency, 7, pp. 115-132. 

Riisgaard, L. (2011), 'Towards more stringent sustainability standards? Trends in the cut flower industry', Review of African 

Political Economy, 38, pp. 435-453. 

Rijksoverheid (May, 27, 2019), Tamara van Ark start campagne om taboe op schulden te doorbreken. Staatssecretaris Van Ark 

start campagne om taboe op schulden te doorbreken | Nieuwsbericht | Rijksoverheid.nl  

Rinne-Koski, K., and Lähdesmäki, M. (2024), "Legitimacy of community-based social enterprises (CBSE) in service provision in rural 

areas", International Journal of Public Sector Management, Vol. ahead-of-print No. ahead-of-print. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-04-2023-0127   

Rogers, E.M. (1962). Diffusion of innovations. New York: Free Press.  

Rønning, R., Hartley, J., Fuglsang, L. and Geuijen, K. (2022), Valuing Public Innovation: Contributions to Theory and Practice. 

London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Roy, M.J., Donaldson, C., Baker, R. and Kerr, S. (2014), The potential of social enterprise to enhance health and well-being: A 

model and systematic review. Social Science & Medicine, 123, pp. 182-193.  

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2019/05/27/staatssecretaris-van-ark-start-campagne-om-taboe-op-schulden-te-doorbreken
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2019/05/27/staatssecretaris-van-ark-start-campagne-om-taboe-op-schulden-te-doorbreken
https://www.managementboek.nl/zoeken/?q=Rolf%20R%C3%B8nning
https://www.managementboek.nl/zoeken/?q=Jean%20Hartley
https://www.managementboek.nl/auteur/0
https://www.managementboek.nl/auteur/0


   

 

125 
 

Sabel, C. F and Zeitlin, J. (2008),  Learning from difference: The new architecture of experimentalist governance in the 

EU. European Law Journal, 14, pp. 271-327. 

Santos, F. M. (2012), A Positive Theory of Social Entrepreneurship. Journal of Business Ethics 111, pp. 335-351. 

Schildt, H. and Perkmann, M. (2017), Organizational Settlements: Theorizing How Organizations Respond to Institutional 

Complexity. Journal of Management Inquiry, 26(2), pp. 139-145. doi:10.1177/1056492616670756 

Scheuerle, T. and Schmitz, B. (2016), 'Inhibiting Factors of Scaling up the Impact of Social Entrepreneurial Organizations - A 

Comprehensive Framework and Empirical Results for Germany', Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, 7, pp. 127-161. 

Schoneveld, G. C. (2020), “Sustainable business models for inclusive growth: Towards a conceptual foundation of inclusive 

business.” Journal of Cleaner Production, 277. 

Schot, J. W. and Geels, F.W. (2010), The dynamics of transitions: A sociohisotrical perspective. In Grin, J., Rotmans, J., and.Schot, 

J. (Eds.), Transitions to sustainable development. New directions in the study of long term structural change (pp. 11–

101). Routledge.  

Seawright, J. and Gerring, J. (2008), “Case selection techniques in case study research - A menu of qualitative and quantitative 

options”. Political Research Quarterly, 61, pp. 294-308. 

Serres, C. and De Moor, T. (2022), Social Enterprises in the Netherlands: Towards More Institutional Diversity? In H. Peter, C. 

Vargas Vasserot, & J. Alcalde Silva (Eds.), The International Handbook of Social Enterprise Law: Benefit Corporations and 

Other Purpose-Driven Companies, pp. 861-880. https://doi.org/doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-14216-1_41 

Seyfang, G. (2010), 'Community action for sustainable housing: Building a low-carbon future', Energy Policy, 38, pp. 7624-7633. 

Seyfang, G. and Longhurst, N. (2013), 'Desperately seeking niches: Grassroots innovations and niche development in the 

community currency field', Global Environmental Change-Human and Policy Dimensions, 23, pp. 881-891. 

Seyfang, G. and Longhurst, N. (2013), 'Growing green money? Mapping community currencies for sustainable development', 

Ecological Economics, 86, pp. 65-77. 

Seyfang, G. and Smith, A. (2007), Grassroots innovations for sustainable development: Towards a new research and policy agenda, 

Environmental Politics, 16, pp. 484-603.  

Smith, A., Fressoli, M. and Thomas, H. (2014), 'Grassroots innovation movements: challenges and contributions', Journal of 

Cleaner Production, 63, pp. 114-124. 

Smith, B.R., Kistruck, G.M. and Cannatelli, B. (2016), 'The Impact of Moral Intensity and Desire for Control on Scaling Decisions in 

Social Entrepreneurship', Journal of Business Ethics, 133, pp. 677-689. 

Smith, B.R. and Stevens, C.E. (2010), 'Different types of social entrepreneurship: The role of geography and embeddedness on 

the measurement and scaling of social value', Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, 22, pp. 575-598. 

Smith, V.H. and McBride, R.C. (2015), 'Key ecological challenges in sustainable algal biofuels production', Journal of Plankton 

Research, 37, pp. 671-682. 

Sociaal Economische Raad (SER). (2016), Sociale Infrastructuur kwetsbare groepen binnen de Participatiewet. Den Haag: SER.  

Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP). (2020), Sociaal domein op koers? Verwachtingen en resultaten van vijf jaar decentralisatie. 

Den Haag: SCP. 

Sofo, R. 2008. 'Beyond NCLB and AYP: One superintendent's experience of school district reform', Harvard Educational Review, 

78, pp. 391-409. 

Spiegel, J.M., Breilh, J., Beltran, E., Parra, J., Solis, F., Yassi, Rojas, A., Orrego, E., Henry, B., Bowie, W.R., Pearce, L., Gaibor, J., 

Velasquez, P., Concepcion, M. and Parkes, M. (2011), 'Establishing a community of practice of researchers, practitioners, 



   

 

126 
 

policy-makers and communities to sustainably manage environmental health risks in Ecuador', Bmc International 

Health and Human Rights, 11, S5.  

Trau, F. (2017), The organisational factor and the growth of firms. Cambridge Journal of Economics, 41(3), pp. 749-774.  

Torfing, J. (2016), Collaborative Innovation in the Public Sector. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press. 

Tõnurist, P. Kattel, R. and Lember, V. (2017), Innovation labs in the public sector: what they are and what they do? Public 

Management Review, 19:10, 1455-1479, DOI: 10.1080/14719037.2017.1287939      

Tranfield, D., Denyer, D. and Smart, P. (2003), Towards a methodology for developing evidence-informed management 

knowledge by means of systematic review. British Journal of Management, 14, pp. 207–222 

Van Lunenburg, M., K. Geuijen and A. Meijer. 2020   “How and Why Do Social and Sustainable Initiatives Scale? A Systematic 

Review of the Literature on Social Entrepreneurship and Grassroots Innovation.” Voluntas.31 (5), pp. 1013-1024.  

Van Lunenburg, M. (2024), "How does the institutional environment influence the scaling process of social initiatives? An 

empirical exploration in the Dutch public sector", International Journal of Public Sector Management, Vol. 37 No. 1, pp. 

77-90. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2022-0291 

Van Weeghel, J., Pijnenborg, M., Van ’t Veer, J. and Keenhorst, G. (2016), Handboek destigmatisering bij psychische 

aandoeningen. Principes, perspectieven en praktijken. Bussum: Coutinho.   

Vereniging Nederlandse Gemeenten (VNG). (2021), Visitatiecommissie financiele beheersbaarheid sociaal domein. Den Haag: 

VNG. Visitatiecommissie financiële beheersbaarheid sociaal domein (vng.nl) 

Vergragt, P.J. and Brown, J.S. (2012), 'The challenge of energy retrofitting the residential housing stock: grassroots innovations 

and socio-technical system change in Worcester, MA', Technology Analysis & Strategic Management, 24, pp. 407-420. 

Verloo, N. (2023), Werken aan diversiteit en inclusie in organisaties. Beleid en Maatschappij , 14, 2, pp. 71-76.  

Voltan, A. and De Fuentes, C. (2016), 'Managing multiple logics in partnerships for scaling social innovation', European Journal of 

Innovation Management, 19, pp. 446-467. 

Warnecke, T. and Houndonougbo, A.N. (2016), 'Let There Be Light: Social Enterprise, Solar Power, and Sustainable Development', 

Journal of Economic Issues, 50, pp. 362-372. 

Westley, F., Antadze, A., Riddell, D.J., Robinson, K. and Geobey, S. (2014). 'Five Configurations for Scaling Up Social Innovation: 

Case Examples of Nonprofit Organizations From Canada', Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 50, pp. 234-260. 

Wiarda Beckman Stichting (2023), Bestaanszekerheid in verkiezingsprogramma's, publication date 16 –10- 2023, consulted in 

May 2024. Bestaanszekerheid in verkiezingsprogramma’s | Wiardi Beckman Stichting (wbs.nl) 

Williams, M. (2014), External validity and policy adaptation: From impact evaluation to policy design. BSG-WP 2017/19. Oxford: 

University of Oxford, Blavatnik School of Governance, working papers series.  

Zahra, S.A., Rawhouser, H. N. Bhawe, Neubaum, D.O., and Hayton, J.C. (2008), 'Globalization of social entrepreneurship 

opportunities', Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 2, pp. 117-131. 

Zahra, S. A., Gedajlovic, E., Neubaum, D. O. and Shulman, J.M. (2009), A typology of social entrepreneurs: Motives, search 

processes and ethical challenges. Journal of Business Venturing 24, pp. 519-532. 

Zorgwijzer (z.d.), Consulted on May, 10, 2022, Psycholoog basisverzekering + vergoeding (2022) - Zorgwijzer  

  

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Marion%20van%20Lunenburg
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0951-3558
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-12-2022-0291
https://vng.nl/sites/default/files/2021-12/visitatiecommissie-financiele_20211104.pdf
https://vng.nl/sites/default/files/2021-12/visitatiecommissie-financiele_20211104.pdf
https://wbs.nl/publicaties/bestaanszekerheid-verkiezingsprogrammas
https://www.zorgwijzer.nl/vergoeding/psychologie


   

 

127 
 

Samenvatting  
Sociale initiatieven, ontwikkeld binnen of buiten publieke organisaties, zijn een belangrijke motor voor 

innovatie in de publieke sector. Decentralisatie maakt het mogelijk om op lokaal niveau te 

experimenteren. Wanneer bewezen effectieve experimenten worden opgeschaald, kunnen meer 

inwoners van de innovatie profiteren. Dit voorkomt ook onnodige verspilling van publieke middelen 

omdat het wiel niet steeds wordt uitgevonden. Het opschalen van initiatieven is in de praktijk echter een 

uitdaging en (academische) kennis hierover schaars. ‘Hoe lukt het sociale initiatieven op te schalen?’ is 

daarom de centrale vraag in dit proefschrift.    

Het proefschrift bestaat uit een breed literatuuronderzoek en drie empirische studies gericht op 

initiatieven op het terrein van mentale gezondheid, schulden en arbeidsparticipatie in het sterk 

gedecentraliseerde sociaal domein in Nederland. Deze initiatieven zijn vaak moeilijk commercieel te 

maken en opereren in of net buiten publieke organisaties en zijn (bijna) volledig afhankelijk van publieke 

middelen.  

Uit het systematische literatuuronderzoek blijkt dat het doel van het opschalen – impact 

vergroten – het resultaat is van twee belangrijke strategische keuzes: de richting van het opschalen en de 

organisatievorm. Die keuzes worden beïnvloed door actor kenmerken, zoals ambitie en 

ondernemersvaardigheden, en support van de omgeving. De literatuurstudie resulteert in een 

onderzoeksframe voor vervolgstudies in verschillende disciplines.   

De drie empirische studies zoomen verder in op de invloed op het opschalingsproces van 

respectievelijk de omgeving, actor kenmerken en de rol van accelerators. Zoals verwacht blijkt een 

homogene omgeving minder stimulerend voor het opschalen, maar – anders dan verwacht – is de 

coördinatie van het proces niet beter dan in een heterogene omgeving. Een omgeving waarin de 

diversiteit in stakeholders niet te groot en niet te klein is, is het meest bevorderlijk voor het opschalen. 

Daarbij helpt een gezamenlijk frame.   

De studie naar actor kenmerken laat zien dat ondernemersvaardigheden belangrijker zijn dan een 

centrale positie (lees: binnen publieke organisaties) als het gaat om focus op effectiviteit. Anders dan 

verwacht geldt dit ook voor het mobiliseren van stakeholders. Ondernemersvaardigheden zijn echter een 

voorwaarde en geen garantie dat het opschalen ook lukt, want het opschalen gebeurt in interactie met 

de omgeving. Initiatiefnemers bundelen daarbij soms ook hun krachten.     

Uit de verkennende empirische deelstudie naar de rol van accelerators in de publieke sector blijkt 

dat deze een andere betekenis hebben dan in de private sector. Accelerators komen voor in tijdelijke 

samenwerkingsverbanden en richten zich niet alleen op initiatiefnemers, maar ook op professionals. Hun 

bijdrage aan het opschalingsproces bestaat vooral uit beschikbaarstelling van netwerken en is moeilijk 

meetbaar. De studie laat zien dat accelerators in potentie een coördinerende rol kunnen vervullen bij het 

opschalen en netwerken met elkaar kunnen verbinden. Hoe die rol eruitziet en zich verhoudt tot andere 

rollen, daarvoor is meer studie nodig.   

Dit proefschrift laat zien dat er potentie is voor het opschalen van goede initiatieven, maar in het 

Nederlandse sociaal domein gebeurt dit veelal ad-hoc en is er weinig aandacht voor effectiviteit. Een 

gedragen visie op het opschalen en de verschillende rollen daarin zou een eerste stap zijn naar een 

duurzaam ecosysteem voor het opschalen. 
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Summary  
Social initiatives, developed within or outside public organizations, are an important driver of innovation 

in the public sector. Decentralization allows experimentation at the local level. When proven effective 

experiments are scaled, more residents can benefit from the innovation. It also avoids unnecessary 

waste of public resources by not reinventing the wheel each time. However, scaling social initiatives is 

challenging in practice, and (academic) knowledge on this is scarce. Therefore, 'How do social initiatives 

manage to scale?" is the central question of this dissertation.     

  The dissertation consists of a broad literature review and three empirical studies focusing on 

initiatives in the areas of mental health, debt and labour participation in the highly decentralized social 

sector in the Netherlands. These initiatives are often difficult to commercialize, operate in or just 

outside public organizations and are (almost) entirely dependent on public funding.   

 The systematic literature review shows that the purpose of scaling - increasing impact - is the 

result of two main strategic choices in scaling: the direction of scaling and the organizational form, 

which are influenced by actor characteristics such as ambition and entrepreneurial skills, and by 

environmental support. The literature review provides a framework for follow-up studies in different 

disciplines.    

The sub-study of actor characteristics shows that entrepreneurial skills are more important than 

a central position (read: within a public organization) when focusing on effectiveness. Contrary to 

expectations, this is also true for mobilizing stakeholders. However, entrepreneurial skills are a condition 

and not a guarantee for successful scaling, because scaling happens in interaction with the environment. 

Sometimes initiators join forces in this process.      

 The exploratory study on the role of accelerators in the public sector context shows that this 

concept must be understood in a different way than in the private sector. Accelerators occur in 

temporary collaboration forms and focus not only on initiators but also on policy advisors and 

professionals. Their contribution to the scaling process is mainly the provision of networks and is 

difficult to measure. The study shows that accelerators can play a coordinating role in scaling and 

connecting networks. Further research is needed to better understand what this role looks like and how 

it relates to other roles.   

This dissertation shows that there is potential to scale good initiatives, but in the Dutch social 

sector this is often done on an ad hoc basis and little attention is paid to effectiveness. A shared vision of 

scaling and the various roles in it would be a first step towards a sustainable ecosystem for scaling.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


