Scaling innovations: Do we know
what makes contexts conducive?
Many policy makers, business partners and researchers often think about innovations related to food
security as the natural outcome of best practices and that scaling can be easily done once it becomes
the responsibility of some manager or engineer. However, work done by researchers from
Wageningen UR found that the scaling of innovations
has tended to be an unpredictable, complex process, depending on the interaction between the ‘DNA’
of the innovation and the context within which it is taking place.
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The innovation practice: how is innovation

1

Scaling of innovation:

expected to solve what problems, who does
what, and how are capacities combined?

2

conceptualised as an outcome of
the interaction between how the
innovation is implemented and the
context in which it is embedded

Figure 1

Context: who are the actors and what networks
surround the innovation, how is the innovation
embedded into existing local practices, what makes
the environment conducive to the innovation?

3

 calability as an outcome of an interplay between innovation and context
S
Adapted from Pawson and Tilley (1997)
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given to develop local small-scale chicken farms.

scaling forces are identified:
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the maize farmers as fertiliser. The growing
interdependencies between buyers and sellers, who
previously did not interact, triggered an evolving
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of search,
2	stimulating farmers to take the lead and
experiment with solutions,
3	the changing role of advisors from solution
supplier to becoming the sparring partner
of farmers.

The case study in Kenya on the scaling of Dairy
Business Hubs (DBH), an input and service

It is these scaling forces that might have a more

provision model that led to the strengthening of

sustainable effect on the reduction of pesticide

linkages between input supply and milk marketing

risks than the scaling of a specific IPM technology.

around milk collection centres, showed the

So, besides asking how a certain technology can

interaction of the DBHs along with several

be scaled, perhaps the thought process should

contextual factors were key to the success of

be reversed, to start from the intended impact,

scaling. These factors included: a robust, urban

‘backcasting’ (a way of describing how you would

demand for quality dairy products; availability of

want the future situation to be), to determine

sufficient feed and fodder to meet that demand

which scaling processes are needed to achieve

cost-effectively; the presence of farmers and

the desired outcome.

entrepreneurs with the management capability to
gradually expand the set of services offered by DBH
in line with smallholder farmer demand for inputs

Innovations unfold in unexpected ways
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Advisors and farmers interacting with each other in the field

Technologies are often seen as central to
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Dairy business hub associated services in Kenya
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