Introduction
Some time ago, leaders of two very different digital
programs sat 5,500 kilometers apart, thinking
about the future. One led a nonprofit digital health
program for new and expecting mothers in India;
the other led a for-profit digital agricultural program
for farmers in several African countries. While they
worked in different sectors and deployed different
technological solutions, they had similar questions
about their program’s growth trajectory, including
how to ensure not just scale but sustainable impact
for years to come.
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In Delhi, BBC Media Action had just begun planning the transition of
three mobile health education services to the Government of India. The
organization had already scaled two of its services to three states in
collaboration with local government, but the program was still dependent
on donor funding for survival. The program was in year four of its five-year
grant cycle, and BBC Media Action had less than two years to develop
strategies for transitioning each service to government, secure government
buy-in at the state and national levels, plan and cost the transition process
and raise funds to pay for it.
Many questions arose: What strategic approaches to transitioning the
services to government would be most effective? How much would it cost
to scale and run the services? What costs could the government cover in
compliance with its procurement policies, and what costs would need to
be covered by donors? How would the solution design need to change
to balance the need for localization with the requirements of scale? How
could contracts with mobile operators be transitioned to government, and
what service level agreements would the government require? Would BBC
Media Action’s existing technical partnerships be able to accommodate
these changes, or would new partnerships be needed? These were just a
few of the questions being asked, with many more yet to be discovered.
At the same time in Nairobi, Esoko, a social enterprise providing mAgri
services to farmers, was contemplating its future and how to prioritize
its scant resources. After a successful start delivering donor-subsidized
services in Ghana, the company’s growth had slowed as it reached
market saturation.
Looking for new strategies to ensure financial sustainability, Esoko
recognized potentially high demand for its services in other countries.
Expansion to new countries would increase the number of communities
Esoko served, but it would also require experimenting with new business
models and diversifying its service offering. The Esoko team faced a
challenge familiar to software entrepreneurs the world over. How would
changes to its services affect payment processes and vice versa? What
new legal and regulatory issues would the company face as it entered
new markets in Kenya and Uganda? How would they affect current
employees? What activities should they outsource, and which skills would
they need in-house?
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Over the past decade, the number of public- and private-sector programs providing
digital solutions to underserved communities in areas like agriculture, education, financial
services, health and resilience has increased exponentially. In 2009, the GSMA estimated
there were just 400 such programs worldwide. By 2015, this number had swelled to over
1,500.1 Rapid growth has been driven by an explosion in mobile phone use: the majority of
the world’s population now has access to a mobile device.
In the last decade, practitioners have learned a lot of hard lessons about designing,
developing and implementing effective information and communications technology for
development programs, also known as digital development. Many excellent guides have
been published about best practices and guiding principles for developing new solutions,
based on insights gained from innovative pilot projects.
Guidance has been developed around monitoring, measuring and evaluating the
impact of digital development investments. There is now a growing evidence base
identifying what does and doesn’t work. What is scarcer, however, are resources
documenting the experiences of implementers who have taken their digital
development programs beyond the four-to-five-year mark to achieve significant scale
and varying degrees of financial sustainability.
This guide presents the experience of two such organizations, BBC Media Action and
Esoko, as well as those of other implementers, including Akros, Bangladesh Directorate
General of Health Services, BeeHyv, Cell-Life, Digital Green, Dimagi, D-tree, Echo Mobile,
HealthEnabled, IMImobile, Jembi Health Systems, Johns Hopkins Global mHealth
Initiative, Kapil Sapra & Associates, Kopo Kopo, mHealth Kenya, MR. SOLAR, PATH,
Praekelt Foundation, Signum Advocates, SolarNow, TaroWorks, United Nations Capital
Development Fund (UNCDF), Vital Wave and Xavier Project.
It explores the processes of scaling through replication, where the experience of a
digital solution is replicated for more users in more geographies, and scaling through
diversification, where an organization diversifies its products and services to offer new
solutions to achieve scale. And finally, Beyond Scale examines both public- and privatesector routes to financial sustainability, illuminating the complex and transformative
journeys that NGOs are making to secure the futures of their digital programs.
Beyond Scale’s target audience is implementers in digital development organizations.
The guide is specifically tailored for in-country NGO staff who have already successfully
piloted digital development solutions and are now exploring not just how to scale them, but
how to make them sustainable. This guide will also be especially useful for NGOs, digital
development companies and social enterprises facing similar challenges.

1

The Mobile Economy 2015, https://www.gsma.com/mobileeconomy/archive/GSMA_ME_2015.pdf
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The guide addresses key questions, including:
How might your program strategy need to change to enable financial sustainability,
and how might this affect your organization?
How might your funding or business model need to change to ensure
financial sustainability?
What new legal, policy or regulatory issues might need to be considered and
how might your legal agreements need to change?
Do you have the right partner relationships in place to enable scale and sustainability,
or are new partnerships required?
Do you have the right human capacity to make these strategic changes, or do you
need to retrain or hire staff with different skills and experiences?
How might your approach to roll out, including everything from technical support and
customer care to marketing and distribution, need to change?
How might your solution design need to change to enable replication or diversification
of your program offering?
Beyond Scale lays out a series of key steps that readers can work through to answer these
questions and provides lessons learned by implementing organizations. We believe there
are no right or wrong answers about how to evolve your digital development program. But
we also recognize that the digital development field is a young and dynamic one and that we
all have something to learn and something to teach. We hope you find this guide helpful on
your journey Beyond Scale, and we hope that you will share your work and thoughts with us.
Please contribute your feedback and examples to beyondscale@digitalimpactalliance.org

How to read Beyond Scale
This guide is divided into seven modules. It is structured so that it can be read whole or
in parts. Each module is organized around one topic, such as legal, policy and regulatory
concerns, business models or partnerships, and how these relate to the diverse challenges
of scale and sustainability. Each module offers a series of key steps brought to life by
real-world examples from BBC Media Action, Esoko and other digital development
organizations. Useful tools, templates, guides and articles are linked to throughout the
guide as actionable how-to tips, which readers can apply to their own work.
It’s unlikely that all readers will find all modules useful. Different staff, depending on their
role in an organization, are likely to find specific modules more applicable to their work
than others. In the table below, we have mapped each module against the roles and job
titles typically found in a NGO-based digital development program. For example, if you
are the Program or Project Director of a digital intervention, you may find the modules
on Strategy, Business Model, Legal, Policy and Regulatory, Partner Relationships and
Roll Out most useful.
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MODULE
Strategy

Business
model

Legal, policy,
and regulatory

Program or Project
Director

•

•

•

Head of Operations or
HR Manager

•

•

•

Head of Finance or
Marketing Manager

•

•

•

ROLE

Solution
design

•
•

Project Manager
Head of Engineering or
IT Manager

MODULE
Roll out

Human capacity

Partner
relationships

Program or Project
Director

•

•

•

Head of Operations or
HR Manager

•

•

•

Head of Finance or
Marketing Manager

•
•

•

•
•

ROLE

Project Manager
Head of Engineering or
IT Manager
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Disclaimer: This guide contains links to external websites. DIAL takes reasonable care in linking to websites
but has no direct control over the content of the linked websites, the changes that may occur to the content
on those websites, or the security arrangements applying to those websites. It is the responsibility of users to
make their own decisions about the accuracy, currency, reliability and completeness of information contained
on linked external websites.
Links to external websites do not constitute an endorsement or a recommendation of any material on those
websites or of any third-party products or services offered by, from or through those websites. Users of links
provided in this guide are responsible for being aware of which organization is hosting the website they visit.
DIAL makes every reasonable effort to maintain links to current and accurate information. Please contact us
to report any broken links: beyondscale@digitalimpactalliance.org
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Executive Summary
Beyond Scale aims to fill critical gaps in resources for digital development
practitioners who have already piloted and potentially scaled a digital solution,
and are now facing the challenge of sustainability. It provides guidance that
is applicable to anyone in this critical phase of implementation, regardless
of the thematic focus (such as, agriculture, financial inclusion, health,
governance, resilience). Beyond Scale covers the entire life cycle of a digital
solution, from strategy to roll out. The only area it does not cover is evaluating
impact, as there are already excellent resources available for implementers
on how to effectively measure the success of digital interventions.
Beyond Scale contains content that is designed for different audiences.
These include the directors of NGOs in developing countries; program
directors, project directors and the directors of digital teams; heads of
finance, business and marketing, technical leads and product managers,
and head of operations and HR. Guidance is rooted in the real world
experiences of implementers grappling with the challenges of scale and
sustainability in different thematic areas and countries, and is linked to
practical tools that can be immediately applied.
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Existing
resources

Gaps filled by
Beyond Scale

Practitioner
needs

Best practices for beginners

Key steps for achieving scale and
sustainability for practitioners

Information relevant to programs
at the four-to-five-year mark

Lessons for specific verticals
such as health or agriculture

Lessons drawn from many verticals
and applicable across verticals

Insights that are applicable
to any vertical

Guidance limited to one topic
such as strategy

Guidance across the entire lifecycle
from strategy to roll out

Holistic guidance on pathways
to scale and sustainability

Case studies and resources
presented in stand-alone manner

Relevant implementer experiences
and resources alongside key steps

Guidance rooted in
real-world experiences

Theoretical, general
or academic guidance

Practical guidance from implementers
who have learned hard lessons

Actionable guidance grounded
in specific, tangible language

This guide contains seven modules, each pertaining to a specific function or thematic area
common to most large digital development programs:
• Strategy
• Business model
• Legal, policy and regulatory
• Solution design
• Roll out
• Human capacity
• Partner relationships
The modules are structured in the form of key steps, which aim to support implementers in
assessing the strengths and weaknesses of their existing programs, the opportunities and
threats posed by a changing external environment and practical action they can take to
minimize risk and achieve sustainable scale.
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Strategy
A transition of a digital program’s ownership, the end of its initial funding, or an expansion
to new service offerings or geographies can necessitate major strategic shifts. Even
changes in the regulatory environment, market demand or the competitive landscape can
require fresh approaches. A renewed strategy is essential for aligning internal and external
stakeholders with your digital program’s new vision and direction and for mapping changes
in areas such as business models, human capacity and partnerships.
Key steps
1. Assess the health of your digital program
2. Answer strategic questions about your digital program
3. Identify risks and prepare for change
4. Revise strategic plans of each aspect of your digital program for achieving scale
and sustainability
In practice: Esoko
When we entered Kenya, we thought we could cut and paste what we had done in
Ghana but it didn’t work. We made many mistakes because Kenya is a more competitive
market. But it wasn’t this move to Kenya that gave us the “Aha!” moment. It was when
we ran the numbers and realized that we were actually losing money. It took going to
the board, showing them the numbers, and convincing them that we needed to change
direction to financial services — i.e. to something for which farmers were willing to pay,
as opposed to information services, for which there was no desire to pay. Go to Esoko’s
‘In Practice’ case study next to Step 1 to learn more.
How to highlights
• Learn more about evaluating your organization’s current strategy here.
• Read about effective SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats)
analysis and root-cause assessments here.
Pro tip
• Set clear and realistic goals. Rationalized plans, with clear goals and measures,
are needed to get strategy buy-in and ensure alignment across your organization.
Remember that vision drives mission, which drives your program goals, which drives
function-specific strategies and supports your program strategy.
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Business model
Most programs, especially those established by NGOs, are grant-funded. But for your
digital solution to become sustainable, you will need to go further and forge commercial
partnerships with private-sector companies, or transition costs to government. Whether
your route to sustainability is through the public or private sector, creating a robust
business model will be essential to securing investment. Doing so means finding a
way to balance revenue and costs, and clearly articulating your digital solution’s value
proposition in a revised business plan you can present to investors and funders.
Key steps
1. Understand what the changing landscape means for your digital solution
2. Estimate the total cost of owning your digital solution
3. Identify who is going to pay for the next phase of your digital program
4. Forecast revenue for your digital program
5. Determine time to financial sustainability
6. Develop a case to secure investment
In practice: BBC Media Action
We first launched Kilkari, an IVR service that sends time sensitive audio messages on
reproductive, maternal, neonatal and child health to new and expecting mothers every
week, in Bihar, India, in August 2013. By the end of the year, we knew our business
model — where we charged end users a reduced rate for accessing the service to try to
cover MNO network and service operating costs — wasn’t going to work. The challenge
lay in our market research. Go to BBC Media Action’s ‘In practice’ case study next to
Step 5 to learn more.
How to highlights
• Explore a range of funding and revenue models for digital development solutions here.
• Download an illustrative total cost of ownership tool here.
Pro tip
• Bring in flexible help. Rapid hiring during an expansion can be daunting, but shortterm consultants and advisors may be able to fill gaps. Think about discrete activities
related to business models that could be more effectively done by outside resources.
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Legal, policy and regulatory
If you are planning to replicate or diversify your digital development program, it’s a
good time to take stock of your legal situation. Preparing for the next phase means
reviewing and revising your service and partner contracts and developing proactive
policies in areas such as user privacy and consent, where laws are constantly evolving.
Professional legal advice is essential to ensuring that your contracts meet your long-term
needs and that your program complies with relevant laws and regulations.
Key steps
1. Assess the impact of evolving laws, policies and regulation on compliance
2. Ensure a flexible contracting approach to accommodate changes
3. Clarify ownership of intellectual property
4. Review software, hardware and content licensing terms
5. Clarify, limit and manage liability
6. Review and update service level agreements
In practice: BBC Media Action
One of the biggest challenges we faced when negotiating agreements with six MNOs in
India was how to limit liability. Most of the MNOs insisted on using their standard legal
templates, which exposed us to unlimited liability for our content and the quality our
mobile health education services. Go to BBC Media Action’s ‘In practice’ case study next
to Step 5 to learn more about how we overcame this challenge.
How to highlights
• See examples of informed consent language for mobile health solutions here.

Pro tip
• Pay attention to Intellectual Property and liability. Some digital development
leaders report that they didn’t devote enough attention to content IP and liability, which
can take a long time to negotiate. If you’ll be developing or acquiring a lot of new
content in the next phase, talk to your lawyers about what it will entail.
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Solution design
Every aspect of a technical solution, including requirements, software, infrastructure,
technical partnerships and processes, may need to change radically to ensure
sustainable operations at scale. You will be faced with many challenges — from the
stabilization of existing code and processes, to the creation of new features, products
or services, to making decisions about where and how you will host and maintain your
solution. Assess your options — including the strengths and weaknesses of off the shelf
software solutions versus bespoke development — to design a solution that can be
transitioned and supported at scale.
Key steps
1. Use a human-centered design approach to reassess your user requirements
2. Consider external factors that may change your existing solution design
3. Prioritize new features and set targets
4. Plan your technical development for sustainability at scale
5. Enhance your development processes if you decide to build your solution
6. Deploy, migrate and maintain your scaled solution
In practice: BBC Media Action
When we first launched Kilkari in Bihar, India, in 2013, it was designed as a cross operator
service. Anyone in the state could subscribe to Kilkari by dialing short codes, and pay
for the service using their mobile phone credit, thanks to our partnerships with the six
largest MNOs in India, and an Indian aggregator. To minimize MNO network costs, and
thus the tariff billed to the end user, we agreed on a decentralized solution design. When
the Government of India decided to adopt and nationally scale Kilkari, we collaboratively
revised our solution design. In many ways, we made it simpler. Go to BBC Media Action’s
‘In practice’ case study next to Step 2 to learn more about how we changed our technical
approach to enable scale and sustainability.
How to highlights
• Learn how to create detailed software development effort estimates here.
• Learn how to calculate the cost of migrating to the cloud here.
Pro tip
• Focus on support over features. Maintaining and operating a software system
is a complex effort. When selecting software components, focus on the availability
and cost of ongoing support and technical development to make your project more
resilient and sustainable.
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Roll out
When it comes to expanding your digital development program to a new geography
or transitioning it to a new owner, success will be determined by how your teams and
partners roll out your strategy. Robust project management, constant attention to
detail and the ability to adjust quickly as both problems and opportunities arise are all
keys to success. Sustainable scale requires the institutionalization of robust project
management processes to ensure effective support, distribution, marketing and sales,
training, reporting, and monitoring and supervision.
Key steps
1. Build project management foundations for scale
2. Plan for sustainable technical support at scale
3. Adapt training, monitoring and supervision programs for scale and sustainability
4. Optimize and expand your marketing to acquire new users at scale
5. Develop sustainable, cost-effective distribution channels at scale
In practice: Esoko
When it came to marketing our new services, we created brochures for farmers,
suppliers and financial institutions. When distributing marketing materials, our
materials and approach varied a lot depending on the audience. The brochures for
farmers focused on outlining the steps to join the program and were distributed by field
agents. To reach farmers, we did a lot of radio communications on local stations, which
is important because farmers in Ghana rely on local radio and it is much cheaper than
national radio. Regardless of who you are targeting, it’s really important to make sure
that communications staff are sufficiently trained before a product launch, so that they
can talk about the product to others. Go to Esoko’s ‘In Practice’ case study next to
Step 4 to learn more.
How to highlights
• Learn more about successful techniques for training of trainers here and here.
• Read more about data-driven management here and about some of the common
pitfalls organizations face when trying to implement it here.
Pro tip
• Establish discipline around process. Scale requires building program systems and
infrastructure, which takes time and involves working through many details. Adopt
a process mindset and focus on simplifying repeatable processes as you add new
people and partners.
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Human capacity
No matter what an organization’s digital product or service is, people are its most
important asset. After several years of operation, your original human resource strategy
may no longer fit the needs of your next phase and it may be time to reassess. You may
even be facing significant personnel changes as your original funding life cycle nears
completion. As you visualize your next phase, think about who it will take to get there
and how you’ll retain, develop and motivate them. A good human capacity plan can set
you up for growth that gets people excited and engaged, not fearful or overworked.
Key steps
1. Reassess your digital program’s human resource strategy
2. Build a staff plan to enable sustainable scale
3. Bring the right people on board to deliver
4. Share knowledge to build skills
5. Express, model and reinforce desired behaviors
In practice: BBC Media Action
One of the reasons our mobile health education services have achieved scale in India
is because we have deliberately hired professionals from the domestic mobile industry,
to industry-standard job titles and job descriptions. Our digital staff, hired in India,
have worked for MNOs such as Airtel, management consultancies such as PWC, tech
multinationals such as IBM, as well as aggregators, mobile technology solution providers
and digital publishing companies.
We’ve taken this approach because we’ve learned that domestic talent from the mobile
industry has valuable intelligence about how the sector is structured, financed and
managed, as well as experience of performing well-defined industry roles. Go to BBC
Media Action’s ‘In Practice’ case study next to Step 3 to learn more.
How to highlights
• Read about the steps that can advance gender-inclusive recruitment here.
• Learn how to manage the human side of change and transition here.
Pro tip
• Engage resisters, don’t isolate them. Some digital development practitioners report
that people who resist change in an organization can be effective advocates for it later
if they are engaged early. Soliciting their opinions and channeling them into active
roles can win them over.
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Partner relationships
As digital development programs expand, transition ownership or develop new business
models, their dependence on partnerships tends to increase. Organizations often
need to identify new technical-solution partners, engage in deeper partnerships with
government and strike new commercial relationships. Identifying which partners are
needed as you grow is important to do early, as these negotiations can take years.
Developing transparent governance structures and communication channels can set the
stage for effective long-term partnerships.
Key steps
1. Assess your digital program’s existing partnerships
2. Identify potential new partners
3. Update agreements and revise governance structures
4. Transfer knowledge to your partners
In practice: Esoko
We have partnerships with a number of different organizations that have helped us
expand the services we offer and make them more interesting to our farmers. We
partnered with Vodafone in Ghana to create the Vodafone Farmers’ Club to allow users
to pay for farming tips and market information with mobile phone credit. This made it
easy and more comfortable for farmers to use our service, since they were already using
mobile credit to purchase other value-added services. As a result, farmers were more
willing to pay for our service, which made our revenue forecasting easier. Go to Esoko’s
‘In Practice’ case study next to Step 2 to learn more.
How to highlights
• View a go/no-go decision checklist used to assess costs, risks and value of
partnerships here.
• See a sample partnering agreement here and a project charter template here.
Pro tip
• Don’t bloat your governance structure. It’s tempting to make stakeholders feel
valued by offering them a role in governance, but including too many organizations
and people can lead to slow and convoluted decision-making processes. Advisory
bodies can allow for inputs by all the partners involved without slowing progress.
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