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Abstract   
 
Globally, the importance of social enterprises that efficiently provide for both social and economic 
interests increased. Their succes is linked with their ability to scale their social business models as a 
means of increasing their social impact. However, social enterprises face high levels of uncertainty in 
their scaling process, which requires an emergent approach, whereby responding to unexpected events 
is central. Therefore, this study approaches the social scaling process from the emergent approach lean 
startup, whose core is designed to operate under uncertain conditions. How the lean startup approach 
can contribute to scaling social enterprises is explored through four in-depth studies. First, it is shown 
that lean startup enable social enterprises to eliminate the uncertainty of their product or service and 
prevent wastage of resources in the scaling process. Second, it is shown that addressing the challenges 
in the scaling process may require a review of the enterprises’ business model. Since changes to business 
models are accompanied by uncertainty and unknown knowledge, the study claims that lean startup can 
support the scaling process by shortening the process of adapted or new services in business models by 
quickly ascertaining the viability of proposed adaptations.  
 
Keywords: social enterprises, social business models, scaling social business models, lean startup, 
lean startup principles  
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Background  
Emerging enterprise forms of social enterprises continue to attract interest in practice and academia 
(Casasnovas & Bruno, 2013; Michelini & Fiorentino, 2012; Tykkyläinen & Ritala, 2020). In the 
capitalist system, two main types of enterprise can be distinguished. Profit-driven enterprises focus on 
maximising profits and, therefore, shareholder value, while non-profit enterprises focus on achieving 
social goals (Yunus et al., 2010). The separation between profit-driven enterprises and non-profit 
enterprises has resulted in the failure of profit-driven enterprises to efficiently meet social needs, while 
non-profit enterprises have been met with increasing financial pressure (Wilson & Post, 2011; Yunus, 
2006). Therefore, there is growing interest in social enterprises that combine social and financial goals 
(Tykkyläinen & Ritala, 2020).  

Social enterprises can be defined as companies for which social objectives (e.g., in education, 
welfare and health care; Weber et al., 2012) serve as the primary goal, but at the same time aiming to 
maximise profits to benefit society (Alter, 2007; Bocken, Fil, & Prahbu., 2016; Michelini & Fiorentino, 
2012; Spieth, Schenider, Clauß, & Eichenberg, 2018). They have a hybrid approach, as they borrow 
from both profitable enterprises and non-profit enterprises: they borrow the profit orientation from profit 
enterprises and the social orientation from non-profit enterprises. A social business is designed and 
managed as a regular business enterprise, with products, customers, markets, expenses and revenues. 
However, social enterprises sell goods and services to repay the owner's investments and do not pay 
dividends. This makes them self-sufficient, with the primary goal of providing social value (Yunus et 
al., 2010). A promising perspective that aims to understand and articulate how social enterprises are 
configured to create and deliver social value is the business model (Tykkyläinen & Ritala, 2020). Like 
traditional business models, social business models map out the value created, captured and delivered 
by the social enterprise, as well as what income is generated to deliver this value (Müller, 2012). 
However, the unique feature of social business models is the broader understanding of value that is 
included, which encompasses social and economic value (Alter, 2007; Massa et al., 2017). 

The success of social enterprises in achieving their social ambitions is depends on their ability 
to scale their social business models (Desa & Koch, 2014; Dees, Anderson, & Wei-skillern, 2004). The 
success of social enterprises hinges on their ability to create social impact and contribute to social change 
as opposed to achieving a competitive advantage. Therefore, social enterprises’ ability to scale is a key 
metric in analysing their success (Dees et al., 2004; Tykkyläinen, 2019). Scaling is the process of 
increasing the social impact created by a social enterprise to better meet social needs (Bloom & Smith, 
2010; Desa & Koch, 2014; Heinecke & Mayer, 2012 Weber et al., 2012). The importance of scaling in 
social enterprises has been confirmed by multiple studies (Bloom & Smith, 2010; Casasnovas & Bruno, 
2013; Dacin, Dacin, and Tracey 2011; Short, Moss, & Lumpkin 2009; Spieth et al., 2018), though it has 
also been identified as a major challenge in other research (Bloom & Chatterji, 2009; Bocken, Short, 
Rana, & Evans, 2014; Casasnovas & Bruno, 2013; Mulgan, 2009; Rosca et al., 2017; Waitzer & Paul, 
2011). Social enterprises appear to reach a bottleneck and generally remain small (Bacq & Eddleston, 
2016; Bocken et al., 2016). Building on this, it is assumed that examining the scaling process is 
necessary as it enables social enterprises to address societal challenges.  

The pursuit of scaling social impact is accompanied by uncertainty (Casasnovas & Bruno, 2013; 
Dobson et al., 2018; Spieth, Schneider, Glauß & Eichenberg, 2018; Yunus et al., 2010). Many previous 
studies on the scaling process of social enterprises have focused on a planned approach but have not 
addressed unexpected challenges that arise in the scaling process. Therefore, addressing societal 
challenges at scale, according to several authors, requires an emergent approach in which business 
models are consistently revised and adapted (Alter, 2007; Bortolini, Cortimiglia, Danilevizc, & Ghezzi, 
2018; Evans et al., 2017; Sosna, Trevinyo- Rodriguez, & Velamuri, 2010 Yunus et al., 2010). In the 
literature, the emergent approach, whereby decision-making is a continuous and inductive change 
process, contrasts with the planned approach, in which decisions are made through an enterprise-wide 
systematic planning process (Neugebauer, Figge, & Hahn, 2015). Hence, in the present study, the 
scaling process is examined from an emergent approach to consider the unexpected challenges in the 
scaling process and provide a more comprehensive view of the scaling process as a whole. 
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1.2 Importance   
To date, there are certain critical issues within society that few can ignore (Wilson & Post, 2011). 
Globally, and particularly in undeveloped countries, we still face millions of people dying of hunger, 
people living without sanitation, people who cannot afford education, and many more concerning issues 
(Hysa, Zerba, Calabrese, & Bassano, 2018). Despite many successful attempts to create a better world, 
the failed attempts are more. According to Hysa et al. (2018), a fundamental reason for these failed 
attempts is the division between profit-driven and non-profit enterprises. The separation between these 
entities has resulted in a system that fails to capture and integrate the many dimensions of human nature 
(Wilson & Post, 2011). While profit-driven enterprises have failed to efficiently meet social needs, non-
profit enterprises face increasing financial pressure. For this reason, it is believed that these enterprises 
do not longer provide sufficient support to solve social problems (Wilson & Post, 2011; Yunus, 2006). 
This means that a new system that considers both social and economic concerns is needed (Hysa et al., 
2018; Yunus, 2006). This increases the importance of examining hybrid social enterprises in which the 
two entities are merged to create a better social system. With their hybrid function, social enterprises 
align with the social purpose traditionally associated with non-profit enterprises and the economic 
rationality traditionally associated with profit-driven enterprises. The central idea is that examining 
social enterprises has the potential to address the world's social problems (Wilson & Post, 2011). 
 
1.3 Research gap  
In recent years, models and frameworks relating to the scaling process of social enterprises have been 
presented. Mulgan (2006) found that the sequential phases of idea development, prototyping, learning 
and adaptation were an important basis for achieving maximum social impact. Meanwhile, Perrini et al. 
(2010) mapped the process of achieving a successful social enterprise through identification, evaluation, 
formalization and utilisation, which ultimately lead to scaling. Weber et al. (2012) built a framework 
based on seven scale components (personnel, communication, alliances, lobbying, monetisation, 
replication and market forces) to test the possibility of scaling. All these studies documented the scaling 
process sequentially and from a planned approach (i.e., when a stage cannot be successfully completed, 
the scaling process ends). Although the planned approaches provide a useful framework, Mulgan (2006) 
showed that, in practice, the phases are not always sequential. Research has shown that social solutions 
are often located in uncertain environments (e.g., poorly developed countries), and social enterprises 
cannot afford to make costly mistakes (Casasnovas & Bruno, 2013; Dobson et al., 2018; Spieth, 
Schneider, Glauß & Eichenberg, 2018; Yunus et al., 2010). Here, an emergent approach that emphasises 
uncertainty and recognises that planning can be futile can help illuminate how social enterprises can 
scale under conditions of uncertainty.  

While the utility of an emergent approach has been recognised (Alter, 2007; Bortolini, 
Cortimiglia et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2017; Sosna et al., 2010; Yunus et al., 2010), little research has 
been conducted on how social enterprises can withstand scaling their social business models from an 
emergent approach. Here, Dobson et al. (2018) took an important step by departing from existing models 
and frameworks and identifying how a social enterprise was able to geographically scale its business 
model under uncertainty. The authors highlighted continuous business model innovation as a 
mechanism for scaling. However, the study of Dobson et al. (2018) was based on a single case study of 
a social enterprise, which focused on tourism, in the developing country Belgium. There remains a lack 
of evendice as there are no other case studies addressing the same or other social contexts (i.e. low 
developing countries, different sector). This indicates that there is little empirical research on scaling 
social business models from an emergent approach. Also, to date, no study has examined how a given 
emergent approach can support social enterprises to act in more effective ways to scale their social 
business model. Therefore, the present study aims to expand on existing research and fill this gap in the 
literature by approaching the social scaling process from the emergent approach lean startup.  

Lean startup is an approach whose core is designed to operate under uncertain conditions and 
where the process towards a scalable business model is central. The approach revolves around efficiently 
discovering what works and what doesn’t work in the business model through experimentation. The 
cenrtral argument is that lean startup can support social enterprises by efficiently discovering potentially 
succesful adaptions in the business and herewith reduce the uncertainty of scaling their social business 
model. The present study argues that by examining the scaling process from the emergent approach lean 
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startup, this study advances the literature on emergent approaches and provides guidance for social 
enterprises on how to scale their business models when uncertainty is high. 
 
1.4 Purpose of the study  
Since social enterprises mainly operate in uncertain environments and encounter unexpected challenges, 
the purpose of the present study is to investigate whether an emergent approach, particularly the 
emergent approach lean startup, can contribute to the scaling process of social enterprises and help 
increase their social impact. To shed light on how social enterprises can achieve scale, focusing on the 
role of lean startup, the following research question was formulated:  

‘How do the lean startup principles affect the scaling process of social business models?’ 
By answering this question, the present study seeks to provide a new perspective on how social 
enterprises can successfully scale their business models and provide new avenues for future emergent 
research.  
 
1.5 Contributions   
The scaling process is an important but challenging part for social enterprises. While some research has 
been conducted on scaling from a planned approach, few studies have considered scaling from an 
emergent approach. As a result, there is little empirical evidence on how social enterprises should 
navigate uncertain contexts in their scaling process, which could hinder social enterprises’ ability to 
increase their social impact. By examining in this study how the emergent approach lean startup can 
contribute to the scaling process of social enterprises, this research contributes to the literature on social 
scaling from an emergent approach. Here, the scaling process is depicted not as a planned process but 
as a learning process in which adapting and responding to challenges is key. This research can thus help 
social enterprises to increase their chance of success in scaling by adopting an approach that is in step 
with their dynamic environment. Lastly, since deploying the emergent approach lean startup is new, the 
present research also serves as a foundation for future study.  

2. Theoretical background   
 
2.1 Social business models 
The business model has been a well-known and growing concept in science and practice for years 
(Massa, Tucci & Afuah, 2017; Zott, Amit & Massa, 2011). However, the literature does not provide an 
explicit definition and the concept has taken several forms in the literature, such as a statement, 
description, representation, conceptual model and a framework (Zott, Amit & Massa, 2011). The 
definitions range from a way to exploit opportunities by creating value for all involved (Zott & Amit, 
2010), a demonstration of the evidence on how the company creates, delivers and captures value (Teece, 
2010) and a description of the enterprise and the path to achieving its goals (Massa et al., 2017). A more 
detailed and operational definition comes from Chesbrough & Rosenbloom (2002) using the following 
six functions:   

• ‘articulate the value proposition, i.e. the value created for users by the offering based 
on the technology;  

• identify a market segment, i.e. the users to whom the technology is useful and for what 
purpose, and specify the revenue generation mechanism(s) for the firm;  

• define the structure of the value chain within the firm required to create and distribute 
the offering, and determine the complementary assets needed to support the firm’s 
position in this chain; 

• estimate the cost structure and profit potential of producing the offering, given the value 
proposition and value chain structure chosen;  

• describe the position of the firm within the value network linking suppliers and 
customers, including identification of potential complementors and competitors;  

• formulate the competitive strategy by which the innovating firm will gain and hold 
advantage over rivals.’ (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002, p. 533-534).  
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The collective purpose of the six functions is aimed at justifying the financial capital required to realize 
the model and defining a path to scale the business. Based on the different studies, it can be argued that 
a business model demonstrates how enterprises are managed to create and deliver value and how their 
income structure is designed. Moreover, the functions from the definition of Chesbrough & Rosenbloom 
(2002) are generally combined in the literature into three main elements of the business model: (1) value 
proposition, which identifies the company's customers and offerings; (2) value constellation, the 
structure to deliver the identified value proposition; and (3) profit equation, the financial translation of 
the value proposition and value constellation (e.g. turnover and cost structure) (Bocken et al., 2014; 
Dobson et al., 2018; Guo, Zhao, & Tang; 2013; Müller, 2012 Yunus et al., 2010). The different business 
model elements enable enterprises to outline the architecture of their business model (Teece, 2010). 
Thus, it can be stated that the demonstration of the business models is formed through the composition 
of the three components value proposition, value constellation and profit equation.  

Business models can be approached from different perspectives (Evans et al., 2017). The 
literature has long focused on business models from an economic perspective, but interest in enterprises 
with social interests has grown (Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova, & Evans, 2018; Massa & Tucci, 2013; 
Schaltegger, Hansen & Lüdeke-Freund, 2016; Spieth et al., 2018). Enterprises with social interests 
(social enterprises) are referred to as financially sustainable enterprises with a focus on creating social 
value, by mitigating a social problem or preventing a market failure (Alter, 2007; Bocken et al., 206; 
Dobson et al., 2018; Yunus et al, 2010). The roots of social enterprises were created by movements such 
as Fair Trade, the driver of fair trade in goods and Community Development Corporations in the United 
States, a movement that started to stimulate economic growth in a less developed neighbourhood (e.g. 
job creation and affordable rents). An important characteristic of social enterprises is that profits 
generated by social enterprises are reinvested in the enterprise in order to achieve the social objectives 
(Alter, 2007). For this reason, social enterprises are also referred to as self-sustaining companies, as they 
sell goods and services to cover the company's investments (Yunus et al., 2010). Hence, social 
enterprises are both market and mission oriented, as they generate profits to simultaneously meet social 
needs (Alter, 2007; Bocken et al., 2016). With this, a social enterprise distinguishes itself from the 
traditional profit enterprises, as the profit is generated with the aim of increasing the social or 
environmental impact and not to maximize the share of money for its own interest. At the same time, 
the financial characteristic is what distinguishes a social enterprise from non-profit enterprises (Bocken 
et al., 2016) as non-profit enterprises do not focus their operations on fully recovering their costs (Yunus 
et al., 2010). Thus, a social enterprise is at the intersection of a traditional for-profit enterprise and non-
profit and therefore has a hybrid function in the literature, partly for profit and partly non-profit (Alter, 
2007). Social enterprises can be seen as any other regular enterprise as they can enter any desired market 
because they essentially have the same entrepreneurial mind-set (Alter, 2007; Yunus et al., 2010). Social 
enterprises are also set up and managed with products, services, customers, markets, expenses and 
income, but with the main purpose of serving society (Yunus et al., 2010).  

A social business model provides an integrated picture of how social enterprises operate to 
deliver value and generate revenue. From the perspective of social enterprises, creating social value is 
the key component (Evans et al., 2017). Social enterprises aim to achieve social value by serving society, 
but at the same time creating economic value is necessary to cover full costs and thus be self-sustainable 
(Yunus et al., 2010). Therefore, business models in the context of social enterprises differ, because they 
contain a broader concept of value; economic and social value (Alter, 2007; Massa et al., 2017). The 
research by Yunus et al., (2010) makes a valuable contribution to how social enterprises can build a 
social business model and how social business models differ from traditional business models. First of 
all, Yunus et al. (2010) indicate that the value proposition and constellation are not only focused on the 
customer, but on all stakeholders. Second, the profit equation element in social enterprises is not aimed 
at maximizing financial profit, but at recovering costs. Finally, the motivation behind social enterprises 
is aimed at achieving social benefits, resulting in the new social profit equation component. Bocken et 
al. (2016) also mentioned that social business models have been conceptualized to include wealth-
enhancing results in the business model. This means that the business model of social enterprises 
consists of four components, which are illustrated in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. The four components of a social business model (Yunus et al., 2010). 
 
Hence, in this study, the social business model is understood as the demonstration of the value 
proposition, value constellation, social profit equation and economic profit equation, and the 
interaction between these elements. The distinction between the main elements value proposition, value 
constellation, social profit equation and economic profit equation allows the research to identify an 
established social business model.  
 
2.2 Scaling social business models  
The general starting point of scaling is the growth of the enterprise (Bocken et al., 2016; Dobson et al., 
2018). However, in social enterprises, this type of growth is a bit more nuanced, as it does not correspond 
to the growth of profit or non-profit enterprises. While the former focuses on maximum economic 
success, this is no part at all of the latter, because they are often financed externally through for example 
grants or people who are willing to support them in kind (Bocken et al., 2016). For social enterprises, 
generating turnover is the core of the company but the aim is to limit or tackle a social problem (Alter, 
2007). Therefore, scaling in the context of social enterprises is understood as the process of increasing 
the social impact a social enterprise produces to better meet the social needs that a social enterprise 
seeks to fulfil (Bloom & Smith, 2010; Desa & Koch, 2014; Heinecke & Mayer, 2012; Weber et al., 
2012). An important distinction that Bloom & Chatterji (2009) made within the process of scaling is 
wide scaling (i.e. serving more beneficiaries) and deep scaling (i.e. addressing more aspects of a single 
problem to provide a more holistic solution). The appropriateness of wide or deep scaling depends on 
the social ambitions of a company. When there is great variation (e.g. demographic and geographic 
variation) in the people the social enterprise tries to serve, it is more common to scale widely and 
replicate, while when there is little variation it is more common to scale deeply and grow from the initial 
enterprise (Bloom & Chatterji, 2009). Hence, in this study, scaling is understood as the process of 
increasing social impact, which can involve reaching more beneficiaries and/or tackling multiple 
aspects of a problem.  

Scientists have argued that the process of scaling is documented from the perspective that a 
social enterprise has a validated business model (Perrini et al., 2010; Mulgan, 2006; Weber et al., 2012). 
Thus, getting to the scaling process involves a number of initial steps related to the business model. In 
the literature, the process starts with the identification of opportunities, in which it is discovered whether 
there is a need for a value-creating product or service. For social enterprises, this includes a product or 
service based on social change. Some social needs are obvious - such as hunger and homelessness - 
while others are not recognized - such as racism or domestic violence (Mulgan, 2006). The second phase 
is to market the idea to test enthusiasm (Mulgan, 2006) and to find out whether it makes an economic 
and social contribution (Perrini et al., 2010). The following phase is to formalize the mission and values, 
which provides a well-defined business model, which in turn contributes clear expectations about the 
possible outcomes and the creation of legitimacy. As a result of a formalized business model, the 
exploitation of the opportunities follows (Perrini et al., 2010). When an idea model has subsequently 
proven itself in practice, it can then be replicated, modified or franchised (Mulgan, 2006). This has been 
described by Weber et al. (2012) as the feature scalability, indicating that scalability must be based on 
a viable operating model of the social enterprise. This makes it important to ensure that the underlying 
business model is complete and all elements are defined. Thus, it can be assumed that scalability is a 
feature of a business model that determines the potential of the scaling process.   
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 However, after an idea has been characterised by its scalability, a phase of innovation follows.   
Ideas may continue to change in practice because practice may reveal unintended consequences or 
unexpected applications. Thus, ideas evolve in practice as social enterprises develop experience about 
how ideas work best (Mulgan, 2006). Therefore, it is important to continue to adapt ideas to practice. 
According to Yunus et al. (2010), this can be achieved through experimentation, as underlying analysis 
will not sufficient. They describe experimenting as a specific form of knowledge acquisition, in which 
a series of small experiments related to social innovations are launched that enable enterprises to learn 
from failures on the path. Mulgan (2006) confirms that social innovations go hand in hand with failures 
down way the road and an idea can only develop itself in practice. Besides, the study by (Dees et al. 
2004) shows that social innovations can spread in multiple forms and social innovations may need to 
change to adapt to new knowledge gained or other circumstances (Dees et al., 2004). Dobson et al. 
(2018) confirm that social enterprises in uncertain circumstances must learn from experiments by 
continuously adjusting their business model. When enterprises are unable to adjust their ideas, the 
innovator (i.e. social enterprise) fails, even when the idea itself is remarkable (Teece, 2010). More 
specifically, Mulgan (2006) argues that many social innovations do not fail because of flaws, but 
because of the lack of adequate mechanisms to promote and adapt them. For this reason, it is important 
to consider scaling as a learning curve in which learning and adaption are central (Mulgan, 2006). The 
study by Dobson et al. (2018) has shown that considering scaling as a learning curve, in which the 
business model is identified and adjusted through experiments, is important for robust growth and the 
reduction of uncertainty. A direction towards experimental learning that can be fundamental for solving 
problems where solutions are uncertain is the application of the Lean Startup method. The next chapter 
provides more insights about this method.  
 
2.3 The lean startup approach   
The core perception of lean startup is that many enterprises have failed in the past as a result of a lack 
of customer acceptance, and not through offering a bad product or service. The traditional advice for a 
business model was to write down a business plan and then executing it linearly (Chesbrough & Tucci, 
2020). The lack of market testing and validation resulted in waste in terms of time and money for many 
enterprises trying to get the product or service to potential stakeholders (Nobel, 2011). This is the 
opposite of the Lean start up methodology - inspired by the lean principles (minimizing waste in terms 
of efficiency, time, resources and energy) - which is all about avoiding offering a product or service that 
no one wants (Bocken & Shiur, 2019; Chesbrough & Tucci, 2020; Harms & Schwery, 2020; Nobel, 
2011). This is achieved by the central principles iterative experimentation and early customer insight 
(Harms & Schwery, 2020). By sharing the product/service at an early stage, customer feedback can be 
gathered to refine it. This creates an iterative build-measure-learn feedback loop (Chesbrough & Tucci, 
2020) that allows enterprises to respond more effectively to the market and offer appropriate products 
and services (Hart et al., 2016). The lean start-up process is a repeated cycle until the entrepreneur 
achieves a validated and scalable business model (Harms & Schwery, 2020). Validation refers to the 
use of real data to highlight the progress of the process (Mansoori, 2017). Therefore, one of the core 
principles of lean startup is validated learning, which revolves around learning from data that is provable 
and useful, resulting in product improvements in the cycle process.  

The cycle process is shaped by a number of main activities. First of all, entrepreneurs map out 
their vision - based on the business model - in which it is determined which direction the company wants 
to go (Eisenmann, Ries & Dillard, 2012; Mansoori, 2017). The second step is to formulate testable 
hypotheses from the business model elements (Bortolini, Bortolini, Cortimiglia, Danilevicz & Ghezzi, 
2018; Eisenmann et al., 2012; Mansoori, 2017). Any statement in a business model is an assumption 
until it has been proven to be correct (Gutbrod & Münch, 2018). However, not every assumption can be 
tested, therefore it is important to prioritize (Eisenmann et al., 2012). A way to realize this is to first 
define leap-of-faith assumptions - business model assumptions that can have the greatest impact on the 
success or failure of the idea - and then prioritize them based on the dimensions ‘’time to impact’’ and 
‘’magnitude of impact’’. The former describes when the assumption will have an impact, and the latter 
describes how big the impact is on the business model if the assumptions are incorrect (Gutbrod & 
Münch, 2018). The third step focuses on building experiments to test the business model hypotheses. A 
well-known example is by specifying a minimum viable product (MVP), which is the least number of 
functions and activities needed to enable entrepreneurs to validate or reject assumptions (Eisenmann et 
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al., 2012; Mansoori, 2017). Subsequently, the results are evaluated and this can lead to three possible 
actions: persevering, pivoting or perishing (Bortolini et al., 2018; Eisenmann et al., 2012; Mansoori, 
2017). When tests validate the hypotheses, and feedback does not lead to modifications, the entrepreneur 
can continue on his current path. Alternatively, when tests validate the hypotheses and feedback leads 
to opportunities, the entrepreneur can pivot, and when tests reject the hypotheses, and there is no 
possibility of adjustments, the entrepreneur should stop. When all business model hypotheses have been 
validated, there is a product–market fit (i.e. a product that profitably meets customers' needs) 
(Eisenmann et al., 2012; Mansoori, 2017). However, even when all assumptions have been validated, 
the goal is to continue to optimise the business model. This is why rigorous experimentation never ends 
(Eisenmann et al., 2012). Therefore, one of the guiding beliefs of lean start-up is build-measure-learn; 
here, the feedback loop continues until all stakeholders are satisfied with the latest version of the MVP. 

According to Blank (2013), the lean startup methodology has three central principles: (1) 
acceptance that the approach is based on a series of untested assumptions; (2) listening to customers 
when testing assumptions; and (3) iteratively experimentation, which goes hand-in-hand with customer 
feedback. Iterative experimentation is the ability to perform different experiments on different elements 
of the business model (Harms & Schwery, 2020). By simultaneously experimenting with stakeholders, 
the business model can be built iteratively by including the interests and objectives of various 
stakeholders in the business model during the lean startup cycle (Bocken & Snihur, 2019). Importantly, 
both successful and failed experiments in this process contribute to the identification of deeper 
knowledge and new ideas (Chesbrough, 2020; Bocken & Snihur, 2019). Thus, it can be assumed that 
lean startup is all about promoting rapid learning from failures, reducing risk and preventing 
product/service failures.  
 
2.4 Lean startup in the scaling process     
By applying lean startup in the scaling process, social enterprises can work systematically towards 
solving social problems. Lean startup is often discussed in the context of achieving a product-market fit, 
whereby all assumptions from the business model have been validated, and the business model is judged 
to be scalable. Following this, in the literature, the process of scaling assumes that social enterprises 
have a validated business model (Perrini et al., 2010; Mulgan, 2006; Weber et al., 2012). Although 
achieving a product-market-fit and scaling are generally discussed as two separate processes in the 
literature, there is significant overlap in the ultimate goal of the processes, as both ultimately aim to aid 
in problem solving. The lean startup process focuses on creating products and services that meet 
customers' needs and solve problems (Eisenmann et al., 2012) and the scaling process focuses on 
spreading this added value to solving problems at scale.  
 The contiunous process of solving problems in an uncrtain environemnt may call for innovations 
in different existing business model elements (i.e. business model innovation). The future cannot be 
predicted and social enterprises find themselves in uncertain circumstances, therefore, it is important 
not to design a business model and hope for the best. However, it may be too easy to advise longer 
existing enterprises to behave like startups by continuously reviewing their business model. This is 
because startups are temporary enterprises seeking a sustainable and profitable business model, while 
existing enterprises are already engaged in implementing an existing business model (Blank, 2013). In 
a business model innovation, the social enterprise revises its current business model to discover new 
sources of profit by finding new combinations of value proposition and value constellation. A literature 
review conducted by Geissdoerfer et al. (2018) showed that business model innovation can refer to both 
changes in individual elements of the business model and changes in the entire business model. In terms 
of business model innovation, there is an important distinction between designing a business model and 
reconfiguring a business model. The design of a business model leads to the initial iteration of the 
business model of an enterprise or startup, while reconfiguration refers to changes in the business model 
used by existing enterprises (Chesbrough & Tucci, 2020). By making adjustments to yield a better way 
of doing business, enterprises that are exposed to uncertainty can respond to new sources of value 
creation (Schneider & Spieth, 2013).  
  Given that lean startup provides an approach in which enterprises can rapidly discover, under 
conditions of uncertainy, whether innovations offer sufficient value so that resources are not wasted, it 
is suggested that lean startup can help social enterprises efficiently address challenges in the scaling 
process of their business model. Lean startup focuses on learning from failures and recommends a series 
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of experiments using continuous rapid iteration processes to validate business model elements (Silva et 
al., 2019). According to Yunus et al. (2010) launching a series of small experiments helps minimise risk 
and maximise a company’s learning so that the success potential of a change can be efficiently 
determined. In this way, lean startup offers a way to take into account the uncertainty so that the 
innovations in the business model can be managed. Therefore, employing lean startup principles in the 
scaling process – in which experimentation is central – can reveal potential adjustments to the business 
model based on newly acquired knowledge.  Hence, it is expected that applying lean startup will enable 
social enterprises to continue learning during the scaling process, which keeps their business models 
scalable. 

3. Methodology  
 
3.1 Research strategy  
There is a lack of knowledge on the scaling process of social enterprises from a lean startup approach. 
This implies that the study is exploratory in nature, with an emphasis on discovering new ideas and 
insights. A qualitative approach was considered appropriate with regard to the exploratory nature of the 
study, as qualitative approaches are suitable in situations that seek to explore, interpret and gain a deeper 
understanding of a particular phenomenon (Gill, Stewart, Chadwick, & Treasure, 2008). To produce an 
in-depth understanding of the scaling process for social enterprisees, the present study adopted a holistic 
multiple-case research approach. According to Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007, p. 25), ‘case studies are 
rich, empirical descriptions of particular instances of a phenomenon that are typically based on a variety 
of data sources’. A multiple case study method is considered suitable for answering ‘how’ questions, as 
it provides detailed insights that go beyond static results (Ćwiklicki & Pilch, 2020; Rowley, 2002). 
Analysing multiple cases allows for a deeper understanding of social enterprises and enables the 
differences, similarities and relationships between cases to be identified (Ćwiklicki & Pilch, 2020; 
Gustafsson, 2017; Starman, 2013). A further advantage of analysing multiple cases is that doing so 
yields robust, accurate and generalisable results (Eisenhardt & Gaebner, 2007).  

The research was designed to identify generalisable results between the cases. However, in the 
light of case studies, the aim was not to obtain statistical generalisation but instead to yield theoretical 
generalisation. This is achieved when causal relationships are recognised between cases that can be 
supported by logical argumentation (Hillebrand, Kok, & Biemans, 2001). The inclusion of multiple 
cases reinforces the logical argumentation because cases can replicate each other (i.e., at least two cases 
may be structurally comparable, thereby increase reliability). In addition, cases can be used as an 
extension to clarify distinctions in the argumentation of the phenomenon under investigation 
(Hillebrand, Kok, & Biemans, 2001). Thus, the multiple cases enable findings to be confirmed or 
refuted.  
 
3.2 Case selection 
The social enterprises were selected with the non-random convenience and purposive sampling 
techniques. Convenience sampling was used, and access was gained to social enterprises based on their 
accessibility through the supervisor of this research and the researcher’s network. Both the researcher 
and the supervisor took a leading role in approaching and maintaining contact, depending on the level 
of access. In addition, utilising a purposive technique, cases were selected based on certain 
characteristics (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). Purposive sampling was chosen to enable an 
enhanced focus on participants with the right information and experience. Given the aim of the study 
and its focus on social business models, not every enterprise was relevant to participate in the study. For 
this reason, cases were selected based on two primary criteria: 

i. The enterprise is social in nature and uses a hybrid logic: it pursues a clearly expressed social 
purpose while at the same time striving to achieve economic value. 

ii. The social enterprise has a scalable social business model. This means that the underlying social 
business model is complete, and all elements (i.e., value proposition, value constellation, 
economic profit equation and social profit equation) are defined.  

Given the circumstances surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic, all enterprises were contacted by phone 
or email. When approaching the enterprises, the aim of the research and the expectations for 
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participation were indicated to provide a clear picture of what was involved. The sampling process 
yielded four social enterprises: Medides, The Social Gifter, Social Trust Pension and Agridex. Table 1 
lists the social enterprises that participated in the study. To protect the confidentiality of the case 
enterprises, it was decided to anonymise the enterprises by means of fictitious names. To compare the 
cases, all cases were assessed to ensure that they conformed to the set criteria. One notable difference 
between the cases was their geographical background. The cases were both African and Dutch 
enterprises; however, given the similarity of the number of cases, comparisons could be made. In line 
with the literature, the business model concept was used to provide a consistent picture of how the 
participant enterprises operated and generated revenue. Following Yunus et al. (2010), it was assumed 
that social business models contain four core elements: value proposition, value constellation, profit 
equation and social profit equation. These core elements for the participating enterprises are shown in 
Table 2.  
 
Table 1. Overview of the social enterprises.  

 
3.3 Data gathering  
Following the principles of case studies, data were collected from multiple sources. Interviews are an 
important and efficient data collection source (Eisenhardt & Gaebner, 2007; Gill et al., 2008). Interviews 
were used in the present study as the main source of information. The primary purpose of the interviews 
was to understand the growth and scaling practices of social enterprises. Interviews were conducted 
from February to March 2021 through online programs, such as Microsoft Teams and Zoom. A total of 
13 interviews were conducted (see Appendix A). Two to five interviews were conducted per 
participating enterprises to capture different perspectives and gain an in-depth understanding of the 
enterprises’ approach to scaling. When multiple participants provided similar information in response 
to the interview questions, triangulation occurred, meaning that valid statements could be made based 
on the interviews. The participants were divided into the following categories: (a) founders, (b) 
managers and (c) external partners. The supervisor of this research was present during seven of the 
interviews conducted with African enterprises because access to these enterprises had been provided by 
the supervisor, and the supervisor also used these interviews for own research. To ensure consistency in 
the study, the questions related to the scaling approach were asked by the same researcher in all 
interviews.  

The interviews were semi-structured, with questions formulated in advance and an interview 
protocol designed to provide guidance during the interview. To gain more insights into the enterprises' 
approach to scaling, questions, such as ‘Can you describe how company X has grown in recent years?’ 
were asked. Further interview questions were focused on discovering whether the enterprises had 
applied an emergent or planned approach by asking questions such as ‘how did company X realise this 
growth?’ and ‘what is your approach to further scale up?’ Following the applied approach, the interviews 
focused on tipping points and benefits when analysing the scaling process. Though the interviews were 
guided by the questions, discrepancies occurred when it was believed that doing so could yield more 
relevant information (Gill et al., 2008). Therefore, the semi-structured method allowed for further 
exploration of responses or comments from interviewees. Each interview lasted an average of 30–60 
min and was recorded and transcribed with consent from the participants. In addition to the semi-
structured interviews, additional information on the cases, such as news stories and website content, was 
collected during the same two months in which the interviews were conducted to ensure that the 

Social Enterprise Founded  Product/Service Social Objective  Country  
Medides  1987 Several medical products Prevent people from working 

unhealthy 
 The Netherlands 

The Social Gifter  2018 Payroll Giving Platform Encouraging people to donate 
money to charity  

 The Netherlands 

Social Trust Pension 2016 Pension product Reduce poverty among the 
elderly 

 Africa 

Agridex 
 

2018 Crowdfunding platform Facilitate financial capital for 
the agri-sector  

 Africa 
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information was current. The data collected acted as a supporting tool in the formulation of the interview 
questions and were subsequently verified and clarified during the interviews. The information was also 
used to clarify and supplement the collected interview data during the interpretation of the results. This 
information helped in analysing the results in the appropriate context and minimising interpretation. The 
use of multiple data sources ensured data triangulation and improved the validity and reliability of the 
results.  
 
3.4 Data analysis 
To understand how the scaling process occurred within the cases and to not compromise the richness 
and dynamism of the data collected, the grounded theory strategy is used to analyse the data. Generally, 
this strategy is used to achieve inductive theory building (Langley, 1999), where new theories are built 
based on the collected data (Eisenhardt & Gaebner, 2007). This study follows Langley's (1990) study, 
where the grounded theory strategy revolves around the systematic comparison of data units and the 
gradual construction of categories that describe an observed phenomenon. Analysing these categories 
should result in the identification of patterns to integrate the process data into a coherent whole. 
Grounded theory generally employs a bottom-up approach in which a theory emerges from the data 
(Eisenhardt & Gaebner, 2007). However, as this study used a specific approach, lean startup, the theory 
is inseparable from the empirical data. Therefore, the focus was to observe data to arrive at a new theory 
while using an abductive approach. In an abductive approach, there is a continual switching back and 
forth between theory and data (Awzuie & McDermott, 2017).  

The small sample size ensured that an in-depth analysis of each case could be achieved. To fully 
exploit the richness of the data while looking for more general patterns, the study moved from within-
case analysis to cross-case analysis. In doing so, this research followed Eisenhardt's (1989) within-case 
analysis, where the approach is to familiarise oneself with each case as an independent entity. This 
allowed for unique patterns to be identified for each case before subsequently generalising the patterns 
between multiple cases (Eisenhardt, 1989). Patterns were identified in conjunction with a cross-case 
search with the underlying policy of selecting categories and then looking for similarities and differences 
between cases. Process coding was used to categorise the data; as part of this process, the interviews 
were transcribed before open coding was conducted. The interviews were read line by line, and notes 
were taken. The most important material was then labelled to determine themes. To remain as accurate 
to the data as possible, the notes were made using the same language referenced in the interviews. The 
second level of coding applied was axial coding. While open coding mainly focuses on emerging 
themes, axial coding refines and categorises these themes. Axial coding aims to arrive at overarching 
codes that lead to main themes based on the similarities and dissimilarities between the open codes. At 
the third level, selective coding is a continuation of axial coding at a higher level of abstraction. This is 
conducted by comparing and relating the axial codes (Williams & Moser, 2019). The axial codes and 
selective codes were compared in the English language. The coding process was an iterative process in 
which the interviews were analysed multiple times, and the list of categories was repeatedly revised.  

The coding process was data-driven to which the next step was to reflect the theory on the data. 
Based on the theory, lean startup was operationalised through the three primary principles: (1) a series 
of untested assumptions; (2) listening to customers; and (3) iteratively experimentation. Also, the theory 
indicated that lean startup is a cycle process, which suggests that the three principles are interrelated and 
the lean startup process only functions when all the principles are deployed. The selective codes were 
analysed to see whether it showed a connection with one of the principles. When this occurred, an 
analysis followed of how the application of the principle was reflected in the case. Subsequently, based 
on the coherence of the principles, it was assessed whether lean startup was recognized in the cases. By 
reflecting the data on the lean startup principles and using the lean startup principles as a guide during 
the analysis, an iterative process emerged between data and theory.   
 
  



Table 2. Social business models’ of the cases.  

 Social Business Model 

        Value Proposistion           Value Constellation         Profit Equation         Social Profit Equation  

Medides • Improve the quality of daily life  
• Medical devices to make people work 

healthier 
• Focused on the Health Care industry 
• Internationally oriented  

 

• In-house development and production 
• Special formulas behind the electrically-

driven products  
• Partnerships to strengthen innovation forces     

• Products are delivered to dealers 
at a cost 

• Free of charge for the end user 

• Clinical data 
• Software in the product that 

keeps track of when work is 
done within and outside 
international standards 

The Social Gifter • Digital payroll platform 
• Making doing good effortless  
• Direct donation from the salary of an 

employee to an own chosen charity 
• For all salaried employees 

• Digital platform with a dashboard 
• Tax benefit for employees 
• No fundraising costs for charities 
• Partnerships with charities, investors, the tax 

authorities and an IT company 

• The employers pay a fee per 
employee for the service of The 
Social Gifter 

• Fees are based on the number of 
employees per company and not 
the number of participants 

• Service is free of charge for the 
end user 
 

• Number of donations to 
charities 

• Impact facts of the charities 

Social Trust Pension • Pension scheme for the Ghanaian 
people 

• Equal combination of a pension and 
savings account 

• Mainly for the informal market 
• Financial security in the future makes 

people from the informal sector less 
vulnerable 

• Digital Payment Platform 
• Possibility of cash and mobile payments 
• Pension clinic to share information about the 

social security systems in Ghana 
• Partnerships with the custodian bank, fund 

manager, National Pensions Regulatory 
Authority, Access Bank, Union of informal 
workers, Software providers, Vodafone, 
AirtelTigo 
 

• Fee structure by law 
• Collectively, the fees amount to 

2.5% of the net asset value, of 
which 1.33% is paid out to PPT 

• Service is free of charge for the 
member 

• Number of participating 
Ghanaian members as they are 
encouraged to save for a good 
future  

Agridex • Debt crowdfunding platform 
• Giving agri businesses in Ghana 

access to funds 
• Making access to finance easier for 

businesses to get good ideas off the 
ground 

• Digital service platform 
• Agri business can upload their projects and 

people can fund agricultural projects 
• Agri businesses invest their project with the 

money and then pay it back 
• Partnerships with banks and service providers 

 

• Commissions  
• Agri businesses have to pay 5% 

of the collected end amount of 
the project  

• Schedule based on 
performance 

• Successful projects; project 
objectives achieved 
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4. Case study results  
 

4.1 Case study Medides 
4.1.1 Towards a validated business model  
Medides began in 1987 as an Industrial design office of medical products for the health care sector. The 
company focused on designing products that enable people to work in a healthier way. In the late 1990s, 
the company identified a need among their clients to manufacture the products they designed. For this 
reason, at the turn of the century, the CEO of Medides made a shift in the value constellation and profit 
equation in the business model. Developing health products remained central, though more funds were 
generated by supplying the products. The supply of products started to gain the upper hand, and the 
company subsequently realised that they had opportunities in creating their own product line using their 
own brand rather than producing products for other companies. Therefore, to arrive at a validated 
business model as a startup, Medides adjusted the business model elements profit equation and value 
constellation based on market needs. 
 
4.1.2 The scaling process  
In the last few years, Medides has generated profitable numbers, growing around 10% per year in 
turnover. The scaling process has focused on reaching health care institutions with their products to 
enable more people to work healthier. Medides' scaling process has a wide-reaching approach, as they 
aim to reach as many beneficiaries (i.e. healthcare institutions) as possible. There is also high variation, 
desptite the home-based country is the Netherlands, Medides targets the international market (i.e. all of 
Europe). To scale their products, Medides discovered on the route that a challenge is capacity in either 
more employees or more product expertise. This has also required geographical thinking about opening 
multiple branches (e.g. in other countries) or building up product expertise to be so distinctive that 
geographical distance hardly plays a role. To approach their challenge, Medides decided to build more 
expertise in their products because, according to the CEO of Medides, products are simpler to scale than 
the number of employees in different countries. Medides has built up its expertise in products by moving 
closer to the market and end customer. As the CEO of Medides described, ‘a successful product is a 
product that solves a problem of the person who buys’. To create successful products that can be scaled, 
Medides gets into the users’ shoes for each of their products. This starts with interacting with customers, 
such as through interviews, before the product development process starts. Subsequently, at each stage 
of the product development process, a field test is performed to determine whether the product 
development should continue. The fundamental reason for field testing is to obtain direct feedback from 
the market. Consumers can say things they do not mean, and because of this Medides, does not blindly 
rely on customer wishes but instead verifies their wishes. Testing does not stop with the release of a 
product that has been previously validated to meet a need. By evaluating customers’ reaction to products 
after delivery, Medides can identify what aspects of the product the customer likes so that they can focus 
on these elements and optimise their products. As a result, more expertise is built, which improves the 
quality of the products. By offering higher-quality products, Medides can produce more efficiently, as 
producing large quantities is only sensible when customers are willing to purchase them. By producing 
more efficiently, Medides saves time and money and can successfully scale their products.  
 
4.1.3 Lean startup principles in the scaling process  
The analysis showed that the lean startup principles of listening to customers and conducting iterative 
experimentation have been a guiding light in Medides' scaling process (see Table 3 for a number of 
representative quotes that confirm this). In order to scale their products, it is important for Medides to 
increase their product expertise. By applying the lean startup principles at every stage of the product 
development process, which starts with defining the user group and ends with the release of the product,  
and continuing after product release, Medides is able to offer products with a high level of expertise. 
This expertise is reflected in the social value that Medides seeks to create for end customers; here, the 
CEO provides an example: ‘I remember that we once developed a new children's hospital bed where the 
nurses had the experience, finally someone who just thinks as a nurse thinks’. According to the CEO, 
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listening to customers and implementing their feedback iteratively has led to better-than-average 
products and have been their scaling success competence. Further, the lean startup principle working 
from a series of untested assumptions has not been explicitly identified. Nevertheless, a connection has 
been found. Listening to customers and conducting iterative field tests have helped verify customer 
needs. This means that, during the product development process, customers’ unverified needs are tested 
before adjustments are made to products, and customers’ needs are adopted as untested assumptions. 
Hence, in this case study, principles are applied at product level, and business model elements have had 
the same broad outlines during the scaling process. Nevertheless, the principles are applied in the scaling 
process to help the company stay focused on creating added value for customers by continuously 
dissecting their value proposition and addressing any issues with products that could jeopardise the 
purchase of the product.  
 
Table 3. Representative Quotes Medides.   

Lean startup 
principles 

Representative quotes   Interviewee  

A serie of 
untested 
assumptions 

‘Sometimes they say one thing but actually mean another. [...] getting the wishes and 
requirements clear and verifying them every time and not blindly relying on what someone 
says they would like to have.’ 
 

Business 
Development 
Manager  

Listerining to the 
customers   

‘But we are very clearly customer need-driven and we also want real solutions.’ CEO  

 ‘So, by getting into their shoes, we've actually learned that as a part of our success 
competence from the start.’ 
 

CEO  

 ‘Sometimes you can think it works one way, but if people have a different opinion, yes, 
then it won't bring success.’ 
 

Business 
Development 
Manager  

Iterative 
experimentation 

‘[…] a piece of analysis and information always starts by defining the user group, which 
problem of that user group do you tackle and what are those key user scenarios. […]. And 
if you write down those usage scenarios, then you also have a kind of test scenario.’ 

CEO  

 ‘And actually, we try that at every stage of development until we actually bring the 
product to the market and even then, we do post market surveillance’  
 

CEO  

 ‘Actually, before we roll out anything, we always do a field test. So, we are actually going 
to test in practice what the feedback is from the market, whether they want adjustments or 
just collect feedback about what could be improved, what should remain in it and those 
kinds of aspects.’ 
 

Business 
Development 
Manager  

 
 
4.2 Case study The Social Gifter  
4.2.1 Towards a validated business model  
The Social Gifter launched in 2018 as a digital platform that enables employees to easily donate money 
from their salary to charity. The organisation’s first two years were a set-up phase designed to validate 
the business model. The organisation conducted a field analysis during which they engaged in 
discussions with experts from different sectors, made a field trip to London – a city in which the concept 
had already been trialled – and had conversations with their own network to determine receptivity to the 
idea. The field analysis generated several basic principles that the platform could comply with. Based 
on these principles, a prototype of the platform was built, and a pilot was designed. The pilot enabled 
the organisation to learn what worked so that no unnecessary investments were made. The pilot resulted 
in the disposal of the first version and the creation of a new platform that better met market needs. The 
pilot also led to changes in the profit equation of the business model. During the pilot, the profit equation 
changed from asking for a fixed amount per participating organisation to asking for a fee per employee. 
This change arose due to feedback from employers. Hence, The Social Gifter gradually made changes 
to the value constellation and the profit equation during its start-up phase to arrive at a validated business 
model. 
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4.2.2 The scaling process  
Since 2020, The Social Gifter scales the platform to open up the untapped potential that lies in people’s 
desire to do good. The scaling process aims to increase the number of employers and gifters on the 
platform, which indicates wide scaling. When more employers offer the platform, more employees can 
make a donation. The organisation’s scaling ambition is to raise 100 million donations to charities in 10 
years. The data does not provide figures for the current number of gifters; nevertheless, the participants 
indicated that they had seen the number of gifters increase every month over the last year. The 
organisation is still adjusting the platform in the scaling process to reach as many employers as possible, 
as the Manager of Operations and Legal explains: ‘we are constantly adjusting and adapting in all kinds 
of areas. […], different cases arise with every employer’. The Social Gifter offers customers room for 
suggestions for improving the platform. The customer feedback process is organic, and suggestions are 
mainly addressed when (potential) customers feedback that the platform is missing something. By 
subsequently holding discussions with customers to map out their wishes, The Social Gifter then decides 
whether or not to implement the customer suggestions. However, it may not always be possible to 
implement all suggestions at once due to conflicting suggestions. For this reason, The Social Gifter 
filters the suggestions and decides which customer suggestions should or should not be implemented. 
In addition, the organisation notes that as the platform becomes more popular, and more customers 
connect, changes cannot be implemented as quickly; for example, before implementing a change, they 
must first investigate how the change will affect other elements of the platform. According to the 
participants, it is inevitable that the further the company scales, the more changes must be formalised 
by developing a system to collect suggestions and make the rationale for decisions clear. The 
organisation has taken the first step of collecting suggestions before a decision is made, though no such 
system has yet been developed. 
 
4.2.3 Lean startup principles in the scaling process 
The Social Gifter applies the principle of listening to customers to further scale the number of gifters on 
the platform (see Table 4 for representative quotes). By listening to the customers, the organisation has 
made the platform more attractive by implementing requested suggestions. However, as they focus on 
a broad target group – all organisations in the Netherlands – listening to customers means that new ideas 
are brought along; for example, a frequently mentioned idea by their customers has been to enable 
employees who work abroad for Dutch employers to participate in the platform. As other countries have 
different regulations, charities and tax systems, this would require changes in both the value proposition 
and value constellation of the current business model, since the platform would then apply to a larger 
group, and this would require a revised structure to accommodate this. Thus, to scale the platform 
geographically, the interpretation of the value proposition and value constellation must change, as the 
present business model focuses only on the Dutch market. Further, the principles of working from a 
series of untested assumptions and iterative experimentation have not been identified in the scaling 
process. While lean startup is about validating suggestions through experiments, customer feedback is 
implemented or omitted from the point of view of The Social Gifter. Thus, despite being open to changes  
based on customer feedback, suggestions are not validated based on actual field data. Since the principle 
listening to customers cannot in itself imply lean startup, it can be argued that no recognition of lean 
startup was found in the scaling process of The Social Gifter.  
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Table 4. Representative Quotes The Social Gifter.  

 
4.3 Case study Social Trust Pension  

4.3.1 Towards a validated business model  
Social Trust Pension was established in 2015 to give elderly people in Ghana a stable retirement through 
a pension scheme. The Social Trust Pension aims at the informal sector audience (i.e., individuals who 
are not salaried workers), as these people tend to be financially vulnerable. In total, 85% of the workforce 
in Ghana is informal and has no access to government savings plans or private pensions. 1 The analysis 
did not reveal exactly how the Social Trust Pension arrived at a validated business model. However, 
there are signs that changes have been made to their initial business model. Social Trust Pension began 
with cash payments and subsequently developed a digital USDD code that allows members to save 
digitally in a fast and secure environment. Further, the organisation began with a simple Excel 
spreadsheet and without robust software; now, they have a fully digital platform, which indicates that 
the value constellation has been given a new meaning. 
    
4.3.2 The scaling process  
In 2018, Social Trust Pension registered its first 10,000 customers,2 and they have now grown to 50,000 
members and an AUM (a measure of the member contributions) of 1 million. Their scaling ambition is 
to grow to 100,000 members and reach an AUM of 5 million by the end of 2021. The scaling process 
aims to reach as many informal employees as possible to improve their financial future. However, 
scaling their retirement savings product for informal workers has an impact across Africa.3 In Africa, 
one of the pillars of social security for informal workers is the family system, which entails a high degree 
of vulnerability. Therefore, scaling the pension product aims to tackle a widely supported vulnerable 
social problem within the African economy, which indicates deep scaling. Due to financial constraints 
in Africa, individuals are sceptical about entrusting their money to organisations. To scale the platform, 
a core principle is, therefore, to work on customer trust. To build trust, the organisation visits customers 
on a monthly basis to build relationships. Such physical interaction only takes place with the formal 
sector audience and is not feasible for the informal sector, despite this group representing the largest 
group of customers (80%). The Data analyst comments on this, ‘how do you engage with 45,000 people 
when you have there maybe about 30 sales agents?’ As there is a limit to the number of people one can 
talk to in a given day, forming partnerships is one of the methods by which they aim to scale member 
engagement. Partners, such as telecom companies, can help reach more people at the same time. Social 
Trust Pension also seeks to gain insights into customer experiences by investing in its data systems. 
They subsequently use this data to run test campaigns. The validated data help substantiate the 
assumptions made in advance in the test campaigns that are based on studies and practical experience. 

                                                
1 https://www.drkfoundation.org/organization/peoples-pension-trust/ 
2 https://www.drkfoundation.org/organization/peoples-pension-trust/ 
3 https://www.drkfoundation.org/organization/peoples-pension-trust/ 

Lean startup 
principles  

Representative quotes  Interviewee  

A serie of 
untested 
assumptions 

-  

Listening to the 
customers 

‘It is just very interesting to a certain group and we want to serve them as best we can.’  
 

Head of 
Engagement 
 

 ‘[…]  we can't figure out in advance how large organisations work and how it fits in with 
their own way of working, so those are conversations we're having right now.’  
 

Manager 
Customer 
Succes  
 

 ‘Look ultimately you are selling your service to employers so for employers it just has to be 
very clear. They really have to believe that it adds value to their organisation.’ 

Manager 
Customer 
Succes  

Iterative 
experimentation  

-  
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By first running test campaigns on a small scale, the organisation receives feedback and learns lessons 
before running them on a larger scale. The test campaigns enable less time and money and fewer 
resources to be wasted and validating the test campaigns allows the organisation to build better 
engagement with members. This is important, as the organisation have found that members no longer 
feel they can trust the organisation if they wait too long to contact them. Customer engagement 
encourages members to remain active, which results in a higher AUM that allows them to scale further. 

The scaling process has also shown that digitisation is a crucial part of scaling. Not all Ghanaians 
are familiar with mobile transactions, which is why the organisation offers an option for both cash and 
digital transactions. Cash transactions are collected by a sales agent; however, here, capacity appears to 
be a challenge. As the Chief Operations Officer stated, ‘let's face it, if you have a sales agent to go into 
people, there's a certain limitation’. This was confirmed during the Covid-19 pandemic, when cash 
transactions stalled. During the pandemic, the organisation was able to transition faster to digital 
transaction – from 30% to 50% – because transacting in cash was not possible. An important lesson 
learned from this was, according to the Business Development Manager, to immediately offer users 
digital in future: ‘and also ensuring that those that we sign on subsequently we take them through the 
digital channel straight up rather than taking them through cash and also trying to convert them again 
which is a waste of time’. Hence, a challenge for the Social Trust Pension in the scaling process is to 
switch from high touch to high tech.4 The scaling process has shown that the current interpretation of 
the value constellation – both digital and cash transactions – may hinder the scaling process. The Social 
Trust Pension recognises that transitioning to digital transactions is crucial for scaling. 
 
4.3.3 Lean startup principles in the scaling process  
In the scaling process of Social Trust Pension, it has been identified that the three lean startup principles 
work from a series of untested assumptions, and listening to customers and iterative experimentation 
were applied. Table 5 shows several quotes that represent this. The most important part of the scaling 
process has involved building relationships with customers to encourage them to continue to contribute 
actively, as when the number of members increases but contributions remain limited, the social impact 
is limited. Building relationships is characterised by the core of lean startup: experimentation. Social 
Trust Pension validates assumptions about customer experiences by setting up test campaigns and 
learning from them. Through established KPIs per campaign and data mining, Social Trust Pension was 
able to reveal and refine the customer experiences. Also, applying the principles has had a positive effect 
on reducing resource wastage and stimulating member contributions. However, the Social Trust Pension 
case shows that this is not the crux of scaling. Practice shows that tuning the way in which the product 
is delivered (i.e., offering digital transactions, as suggested by the business development manager) is 
important for scaling. Hence, the scaling process shows that the interpretation of the product (i.e., value 
constellation) requires a different interpretation to counter bottlenecks in the scaling process.  
 
 
  

                                                
4 https://lhoft.com/en/insights/the-catapulters-a-conversation-with-samuel-bediako-waterberg-ceo-of-peoples-pension-trust/ 
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Table 5. Representative Quotes Social Trust Pension.    

 

4.4 Case study Agridex 

4.4.1 Towards a validated business model 
In 2018, Agridexbuilt a web platform that enables African agribusinesses to raise funds from the public 
in exchange for a share of their profits. The organisation aims to solve the problem of flexible and cheap 
financing for agribusinesses in Ghana because agribusinesses in Ghana have difficulty accessing any 
form of capital. To arrive at a validated business model, the organisation created a minimally viable 
product and tested it for a year.5 This resulted in feedback from investors and agribusinesses seeking to 
finance projects. Agridex's CEO emphasised that the testing period has not been so much about creating 
a platform (as such platforms already exists) but instead about validating who uses the platform and 
identifying problems and solutions. Feedback is used to further solve problems on the platform. Hence, 
to arrive at a validated business model, Agridex validated its value proposition and value constellation 
in practice through a minimally viable product. 
 
4.4.2 The scaling process  
Agridex has provided funding of more than $500,000 on 80 projects over the last two years, with a 90% 
success rate. This means that 80 Ghanaian farms have received $500,000 in funding from the public, 
and 90% of these projects have been successful.6 Agridex aims to support as many agribusinesses as 
possible that lack access to affordable financing options for their agricultural activities. Their scaling 
ambition is to ensure that access to finance is no longer a limiting factor. This means that the 
organisation’s scaling process aims to address a broader social problem in Africa. The scaling process 
can thus be considered as deep scaling, as it aims to address financial constraints in Africa. In their 
scaling process, Agridex’s approach is to test their ideas. Agridex's CEO indicated that the organisation 
avoids writing business plans, as they are often too long and take significant time. When coming up 
with new ideas, they briefly write them down and test them in practice as soon as possible. As the 
organisation’s CEO described, ‘what we do is come up with a number of different strategies and then 
                                                
5 http://africabusiness2020.com/2019/08/07/Agridex-ghanas-profitable-crowdfunding-platform-for-farmers/ 
6 https://allagricgh.com/agriculture-crowd-funding-platforms/ 

Lean startup 
principles   

Representative quotes Interviewee  

A serie of untested 
assumptions 

‘So, we always try to pilot or test some of these assumptions before we ruled them 
out on a larger basis.’  
 

Head of 
Communications 

 ‘You know, test all the assumptions you need to ensure that you're taking them off 
you know as expected. If not, then of course before you roll it out and mass, then 
you know what to think, what to take out, what to add and all of that.’  
 

Head of 
Communications 

Listening to the 
customers 

‘We also visit the companies at least once every month to know what they require 
from us. Their complaints and other things just to make sure that we resolve it as 
quickly as possible.’ 
 

Business 
Development 
Manager Formal 
Sector  

  ‘If you want to increase contributions we have to keep client engaged.’ 
 

Data Analyst 

 ‘But we still needed to you know, engage with our members because one of the 
things about our informal sector members is that if the time lapse between 
engaging with them is too long, suddenly they become very uncomfortable if I 
should say.’  
 

Head of 
communications  

Iterative 
experimentation 

‘I think that for everything you know we're testing. We have a customer profile or 
persona, even though we have a standard one once you go out into the field, you 
realize that it… there's a lot of dynamism.’ 
 

Head of 
Communications 

 ‘So, you can have a control through the experiments before whatever kind of 
engagements that we're doing to see how you know they respond, and then informs 
you.’ 

Head of 
Communications 
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test, test, test’. Testing is mainly concerned with improving features of the platform. Depending on their 
role, employees set goals to improve the platform (e.g. brand awareness) and related ideas are written 
out and tested. Depending on the purpose and idea, these tests vary in time and execution. The tests 
enable Agridex to gather information about what does and does not work, which saves both time and 
financial resources and allows the organisation to focus on appropriate developments for the platform. 
However, one challenge that has emerged in Agridex's scaling process is payment traffic on the 
platform. Africa is separated, and each country in Africa has its own regulatory framework. To address 
this complexity, Agridex has sought an easy way to receive and return payments, which is why Agridex 
is looking at integrating cryptocurrency into the platform without the users realizing this. In addition, 
the CEO of Agridex also highlighted the importance of creating a credit score model. In Africa, many 
transactions are conducted with cash and are, therefore, more difficult to trace. Responding to issues 
surrounding payment systems in Africa could allow Agridex to expand geographically and, therefore, 
support more agribusinesses. Hence, for Agridex, the payment system is a key challenge in the scaling 
process, which Agridex aims to address in the short term by integrating an entirely new offering – 
cryptocurrency – into the platform. Therefore, for Agridex, the value constellation requires a new 
interpretation to further scale the platform geographically in Africa. 
 
4.4.3 Lean startup principles in the scaling process 
Agridex applies the lean startup principles of listening to customers and iterative experimentation in its 
scaling process. Agridex's scaling process is characterised by repeated experimentation, and the 
organisation rejects pure analysis and long-term planning in favour of generating factual data to learn 
from (see Table 6). This has enabled Agridex to further refine their platform to better meet users’ needs. 
For example, contributors to the platform are interested in the performance of agribusinesses. Practice 
has shown that demonstrating the performance factors of a project raises more finds, as it provides 
greater transparency to potential investors. This has enabled Agridex to support investors and create a 
real impact for agricultural businesses. Analysis of this case study did not confirm whether the principle 
a series of untested assumptions was applied. Nevertheless, Agridex first write down their ideas, and 
final decisions are made based on data. This means that, during testing, assumptions are made, though 
the organisation does not know whether they are true. For this reason, it can be assumed that the 
organisation applies the principle of working from untested assumptions. Applying lean startup 
principles has helped save time and further develop the platform to support more agribusinesses. Further, 
the Agridex case shows that issues surrounding payment traffic in Africa have emerged in the scaling 
process and that these issues are crucial for scaling. To address these issues, the organisation must 
change how the product is offered. This means that, to scale geographically, the value constellation in 
the current business model requires a new interpretation, as the current interpretation means that various 
parts of Africa and areas outside Africa cannot be reached. 
 
Table 6. Representative Quotes Agridex.  

 

Lean startup 
principles  

Representative quotes   Interviewee  

A serie of 
untested 
assumptions 

‘So, we typically use business model Canvas or any other canvas that could just put out the 
idea and then we quickly test it.’ 
 
 

CEO 

Listening to the 
customers 

‘But you see, if a platform like ours, it's not new, so there's a basic thing of creating the 
platform. OK basically of validating whether who would use your platform OK, and then 
from there you build on it with their feedback.’ 
 

 CEO 

  ‘You know, they'll just basic things that we do. And we try to figure out as and when 
problems come and how to resolve.’ 
 

 CEO 

Iterative 
experimentation 

‘What we do is come up with a number of different strategies and then test, test, test what 
we decided to do at our, at our end was try with a very small project.’ 
 

 CEO 

  ‘So, we just quickly put down the stuff you need to do or we think we should do and then 
test it. 

 CEO 
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4.5 Cross case analysis  

Comparing the scale processes of the four cases generated various insights. The first insight is that the 
scaling processes of all case organisations broadly aim to reach as many stakeholders as possible to 
increase the social impact. However, in addition to reaching as many stakeholders as possible, the 
African organisations specifically focused on tackling social problems in the African economy. Africa 
is less developed compared with the Netherlands, and the African organisations sought to tackle issues 
that have a significant impact on society. This distinction is accompanied by an important difference in 
the scaling process between the Dutch and African organisations. The Dutch organisations mainly 
focused on making the properties of their product more attractive, while the African organisations 
focused more on marketing and how customers experience products, as they aim to help vulnerable 
people.  

Second, the use of the lean startup principles was identifed in the case organisations Medides, 
Social Trust Pension, and Agridex. Table 7 illustrates the lean startup principles for each case. Although 
the principle listening to customers emerged in all cases, there was no further identification of lean 
startup in the case of The Social Gifter. Nevertheless, the principle listing to customers provided an 
interesting insight. Even though all cases similarly operated based on customer needs, there was a 
difference in the rationale of African and Dutch organisations. For Medides and The Social Gifter the 
principle listening to the customer enables a more attractive product to a larger group, which enables 
customer numbers to be scaled. Listening to customers was important for Agridexand the Social Trust 
Pension due to higher levels of vulnerability in Africa. A degree of confidence is required of end-users 
to scale their social impact. Listening to customers helps form a relationship of trust and allows active 
users to be scaled. Iterative experimentation was also employed by Medides, the Social Trust Pension 
and Agridex. For each organisation, iterative experiments were conducted differently: at Medides, 
iterative experimentation was conducted in each phase of a new product, at Social Trust Pension through 
test campaigns aimed at customer experiences and at Agridexin several small projects to test their ideas. 
Despite these different applications, iterative experimentation helped the organisations validate their 
own suggestions as well as those of their customers. This means that suggestions were not blindly 
implemented but were first validated through testing. This helped prevent the organisations from making 
poor investments, thereby saving time and resources. Meanwhile, the data showed that the principle of 
working from a series of untested assumptions was the least likely to be employed and was only clearly 
identified in the Social Trust Pension, as their test campaigns were used to test assumptions based on 
research and practical experience. In addition, for Medides and Agridex, a link was found between the 
principles of iterative experimentation and working from a series of untested assumptions. Iterative 
experimentation was used by these organisations to make decisions based on factual data, thus, it can 
be stated that experimenting for these organisations was based on untested assumptions, as they aimed 
to validate their assumptions in practice. 

In accordance with the literature, the scaling process holds that there is a feasible business 
model, and a product-market-fit has already been achieved. Incidentally, in practice, the product-market-
fit appears highly dynamic for two reasons. The first has to do with the fact that the market does not 
stand still but is consistently moving; for example, the Covid-19 pandemic demanded flexibility from 
all case organisations. The second is that bottlenecks and success factors for scaling only come to light 
when a product or service is rolled out on a large scale. This means that the scenario where a product 
meets the needs of the customers (i.e. product-market fit) is a continuous process, as the environment 
may reveal new needs. The dynamic product-market fit therefore required a way of acting that allows 
the organisations to adapt to the environment, as they otherwise will fail in their objective of solving 
social problems. This way of acting has manifested itself at Medides, Social Trust Pension, and Agridex 
in a form of experimentation to verify customer feedback through untested assumptions. Despite this 
ties in with the core of lean startup, the case organisations appeared to unconsciously adopt the principles 
in the scaling process. Nevertheless, the principles enabled the organisations to optimise their products 
and services and thereby reach more beneficiaries. Therefore, it can be stated that applying the principles 
seems to have a positive impact on achieving wide scaling. Incidentally, despite the scaling process of 
the African organisations was assessed as deep scaling (i.e. addressing multiple aspects of a social 
problem), the impact was not immediately apparent. This can be explained by the fact that the outcome 



 20 

of deep scaling is not included in the social profit equation of the business model of the African 
organisations.  
 
Table 7. Lean startup principles within the cases.    
 

Case Untested 
assumptions  

Customer feedback   Iterative 
experimentation 

Impact of the lean startup 
principles in the scaling process 

Medides Verifying unproven 
customer needs 

Increasing expertise 
 

Testing in every 
product development 
stage 

Above average successful 
products 
 
Savings on time and money 
 

The Social Gifter - Implementing 
customer suggestions 
in the platform 
 

-  Reaching more interested 
employers  

Social Trust 
Pension 

Verifying 
assumptions based on 
research and own 
experiences 

Building a 
relationship of trust 

Setting up test 
campaigns 

Preventing waste of resources 
 
Encouraging the contributions of 
the members 
 

Agridex  Testing from 
unproven assumptions 

Refining the 
experiences of the 
users 

Setting up narrow 
projects 

Supporting the investors in 
supporting projects 
 
Savings on time 

 
Lastly, the analysis of the scaling processes of The Social Gifter, Social Trust Pension and 

Agridex showed that certain elements of the organisations’ existing business model may not be 
sufficiently scalable. As has been shown, bottlenecks to scale often only come to light when seeking to 
deliver value on a large scale. These bottlenecks appeared to be more challenging for the African 
organisations, as they were due to demographic factors and entailed a higher degree of uncertainty. 
When seeking to address bottlenecks, it is important to continuously seek to identify the main 
bottlenecks that hinder the scaling of the business model and overcome these limitations. Breaking 
through such limitations could lead to changes to elements of the organisations’ existing business 
models. In the case of Medides, adapting their value constellation in the business model seemed crucial 
to successfully scale their business model, as it enabled them to deliver the value created to buyers. For 
the other case organisations, changes to the business model could be required to scale further, such as 
through business model innovation, as the crux of the scaling process is to continuously look for good 
combinations of value propositions and value constellation. 

5. Discussion  
This research has examined how lean startup principles can support social enterprises in responding to 
uncertainties in their scaling process. The following research question was formulated to investigate this 
subject: ‘How do lean startup principes affect the social business model scaling process?’ As research 
on this subject has not been conducted before, and as the research was exploratory in nature, a multiple 
case study in which the scaling process of multiple social enterprises was studied was conducted to 
analyse their differences and similarities.  

The four cases presented in the study showed that to analyse the scaling process of social 
enterprises, it is important to consider the demographic context, as this has a strong impact on the 
purpose of the scaling process (i.e., wide or deep scaling).  The two African cases indicated more 
complex social problems. As Africa is less developed, addressing a social problem has a direct impact 
on national social systems. The demographic context was also found to affect the choice of approach to 
the scaling process. Dutch enterprises tended to improve the functionality of their products or services, 
while African enterprises focused on improving customer experiences because they deal with more 
vulnerable people. This implies that the demographic context should be taken into account when scaling 
social business models because the purpose of and approach to scaling differs. Furthermore, it was found 
that the case organisations Medides, Social Trust Pension and Agridex employed the lean startup 
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principles in their scaling process to eliminate uncertainty regarding their products or services at scale. 
The principles of working from a series of untested assumptions, listening to customers and iterative 
experimentation helped the social organisations to rule out in advance the possibility that a product or 
service might not match their customer group and led to less wastage of resources. The effect of the lean 
startup principles in those cases seemed to be positive in terms of achieving more beneficiaries (i.e., 
achieving wide scaling), as it enabled product-market fit to be continuously adjusted to meet the needs 
of the target group. However, it is important to acknowledge that the impact on deep scaling (i.e., 
addressing multiple aspects of a social problem) was not identified because there was a lack of 
operationalisation of deep scaling in the African cases. Nevertheless, it seems logical to conclude that 
reaching more beneficiaries is a positive step towards solving the social problems with which social 
organisations are concerned.  

In line with the literature, it was found that social enterprises operate under uncertain 
circumstances where unexpected events can occur, many of which are only discovered when scaling is 
already in progress (Mulgan, 2006). Successfully navigating these challenges can mean that validated 
social business models must be revised prior to scaling. This finding builds on research by Evans et al. 
(2017) and Yunus et al. (2010), who showed that new combinations in business models can be 
discovered through learning, and business model innovation can occur. In line with the research by 
Yunus et al. (2010), discovering new combinations mainly relates to identifying new combinations of 
value propositions and value constellation. The present research showed that social enterprises aim to 
reach as many beneficiaries as possible with their value proposition. Revisions to business models, 
therefore, appear to mainly relate to how the value proposition is delivered to the target group. Any 
change to a business model entails a new set of assumptions (Nobel, 2011). Problems can arise when 
untested new or modified services are launched, and an organisation is not set up to deal with uncertainty 
(Bieraugel, 2015). The scaling process, therefore, requires a focus on active learning from knowledge 
acquired in the scaling process. Consistent with the results of Dobson et al. (2018) and Yunus et al. 
(2010), viewing experimentation and learning as an opportunity to address challenges associated with 
business models is desirable, as it enables the business model to be refined based on validated feedback. 
Since lean startup principles can help manage the uncertainty associated with implementing an 
innovation (Bieraugel, 2015), the study claims that lean startup can support the scaling process and 
shorten the innovation process of adapted or new services by quickly ascertaining whether an adaptation 
is viable.  

Most studies on scaling social organisations are dominated by the affiliation, dissemination and 
branching scaling mechanisms developed by Dees et al. (2004). These mechanisms imply that 
replication of a business model by other cooperatives is necessary to spread the business model at scale 
(Weber et al., 2012). Given that social organisations cannot afford high costs and that their strong 
commitment to their social mission makes them inclined to make knowledge public, replication is often 
deemed appropriate in the literature (see, for example, Waitzer & Paul, 2011). However, the tipping 
point is the quality assurance of the product or service because part of the control is given away to 
another enterprise. This study is one of the few to discuss an approach that allows social enterprises to 
scale their initial business model efficiently. By demonstrating that the scaling process may require 
adjustments to the business model, this study shows that an approach that allows a social enterprise to 
respond to changes (i.e., an emergent approach) is appropriate. However, little attention has been paid 
to how social enterprises can apply an emergent approach in the scaling process. The emergent lean 
startup approach is mainly discussed in the context of startups. A recent study by Chesbrough and Tucci 
(2020) questioned whether the lean startup principles can be applied in established organisations. This 
research shows that lean startup might be a useful empirical lens for scaling social business models. 
Taking into account the challenges of the scaling process, the study emphasises the utility of the lean 
startup for unfolding new combinations of the business model, addressing challenges in a timely manner 
and thus continuing to have a social impact. With this, the study demonstrates that the lean startup 
principles indeed might be useful for existing organisations to deal with uncertain circumstances.  

The present study makes two main contributions. First, it adds to the literature on social 
enterprises and associated scaling strategies. The planned approach in the literature on social scaling 
(Perrini et al., 2010; Weber et al., 2012) has been further challenged with this research. The present 
study builds on research by Dobson et al. (2018), as it has shown that scaling social enterprises requires 
a focus on experimentation. The additional empirical work conducted with an extensive sample and in-
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depth study fills a gap in the research on the social scaling process from an emergent approach. The 
present research has shown that it is desirable to approach the scaling process in a dynamic environment 
as a process in which fine-tuning the business model through experimentation is fundamental. In 
addition, to the knowledge of the researcher, the scaling process of social enterprises has not been 
investigated from the lean startup approach. Here, the research makes an important empirical 
contribution by providing a starting point for future scientific studies, as it has shown that lean startup 
principles can be used to quickly address changes in business models to facilitate further scaling. 
Second, the findings also contribute by providing practical implications for practitioners. There is a 
practical interest in increasing the impact of social enterprises that aim to address critical social issues. 
Tackling these social issues on a large scale carries various challenges. The present findings can help 
hybrid companies make informed decisions and consider implement lean startup principles. The 
practical application of lean startup principles can increase hybrid companies’ chance of success by 
enabling them to adopt an approach that is in step with their dynamic environment. More specifically, 
gathering knowledge through experimentation provides companies with the information needed to 
efficiently introduce new adaptations. Companies stand to benefit from applying such an approach 
because risks are minimised. However, lean startup principles also change the way new ideas are 
implemented and affect decision-making, which is why implementing these principles is expected to 
require a degree of culture change. In any case, social enterprises will need to create a culture that 
supports exploration. 

The results of the present study carry certain limitations and should be expanded on in future 
research. The first limitation is that only Blank’s (2013) main principles of the lean startup approach 
were used as a guideline. This made it possible to identify the lean startup approach in all case 
organisations. Given the scope of this research and its focus on a lean startup approach to the scaling 
process, not all elements of lean startup were discussed in detail. In future, it would be enriching to 
explore these principles more deeply, as doing so would lead to a broader perspective on lean startup in 
the social scaling process. To obtain a complete picture of lean startup in the social scaling process, the 
operationalisation of Harms and Schwery (2020) could be further investigated. Harms and Schwery 
(2020) divided lean startup into five principles and operationalised them based on different dimensions. 
Further, the case organisations did not specifically state that they had adopted lean startup principles in 
their scaling process. Based on the collected knowledge during the research, the lean startup principles 
were linked to the interviews. In future research, it would be interesting to interview organisations that 
have consciously adopted lean startup principles to determine how these principles played out in practice 
and whether the results are in line with the underlying assumption that lean startup principles support 
social enterprises in overcoming challenges. A further limitation is that only a limited number of 
interviews were conducted for Indes and Kwidex. Scheduling the interviews was difficult because the 
Covid-19 pandemic meant that all contact was online, and the companies were difficult to reach. The 
other cases, The Social Handshake and People Pension Trust, showed that conducting multiple 
interviews per case enriches the results because, although the participants were in general agreement, 
each interview offered new and insightful perspectives. Lastly, due to access facilitates by the researcher 
and supervisor, two African and two Dutch organisations were involved in the study. Although the 
number of African and Dutch cases is the same, it was discovered that the scaling process is more 
challenging for African organisations, in future, it would be interesting to further investigate whether 
demographic factors in less well-developed countries play a decisive role in the number of challenges 
encountered in the scaling process. 
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Appendixes  
 

Appendix A: Overview of the participants 

 
 

  

Case Role   Date  

Agridex Partner  February 2021 

Agridex CEO/Founder March 2021 

Social Trust Pension Business Development Manager Formal Sector  March 2021 

Social Trust Pension Chief Operations Officer  March 2021 

Social Trust Pension Data Analyst  March 2021 

Social Trust Pension Business Development Manager Informal Sector March 2021 

Social Trust Pension Head of Communications  March 2021 

Medides CEO/Founder  March 2021 

Medides  Manager Business Development  March 2021 

The Social Gifter CEO/Founder March 2021 

The Social Gifter Manager Customer Success March 2021  

The Social Gifter Manager Legal & Operations  March 2021 

The Social Gifter Head of Engagement  March 2021 
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Appendix B: Interview protocol  
Area of investigation  Guided interview questions 

Introduction • Introduction of myself 

• Explanation of the purpose and the topics 

• Permission to record the interview 

Personal background • Can you tell something about ‘company’ as an organisation? 

• What are your responsibilities / activities at ‘company’? 

• What motivates you to work at ‘company’? 

Social Business model • What was the reason for the creation of ‘company’? 

• What is the driver behind ‘company’? 

• How does ‘company’ ’s business model work? 

• How does ‘company’ business model differ from other social organisations? 

• Who are ‘company’ main partners? 

Social Impact    • What impact does ‘company’ want to create and for whom? 

• How does ‘company’ measure this impact and how is it tracked? 

• What successes in creating impact has ‘company’ been able to achieve so far? 

 Scaling  • Can you describe the growth of ‘company’ so far? 

• Can you indicate how ‘company’ achieved this? 

Scenario 1: Emmerend  • Can you describe in more detail what this process looked like in practice? 

• How did you follow the progress of the experiments? 

• Have you used certain tools / methods that supported in this? 

• Did you set any conditions for the experiments to evaluate the result? 

• Have you formulated expectations in advance? (And how?) 

Scenario 2: Planned  • Has ‘company’ used a fixed plan for this? 

• Can you describe what this plan looked like?  

• Could ‘company’ stick to the plan in practice? (When no, how did they deal with that?) 

• How has ‘company’ tracked the plan's progress? 

 General • What results has this approach yielded? 

• What benefits do you get from this approach? 

• What drawbacks has ‘company’ encountered? 

• Were there any notable points in applying this approach? 

Ambition • What is the scale ambition of ‘company’? 

• How does ‘company’ want to realize this ambition? 

• What are the challenges for scaling ‘company’ ’s business model? 

End of the interview • Do you have something you would like to contribute yourself? 

• Thanking the participant for the time taken and closing. 
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Appendix C: Coding schemes  

Access to this appendix upon request  
 

Appendix D: Interview transcripts 

Access to this appendix upon request  
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 


