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Authors’ Note

Beyond Scale details key questions and challenges that non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and social enterprises face 
when scaling and sustaining digital development programs. 

It is particularly relevant for programs at the four-to-five-year 
mark, which some describe as the ‘valley of death’. 

It shares learning from practitioners who have made this 
journey, navigating pitfalls while pursuing alternative pathways 
to scale and sustainability. These include replicating programs 
in new geographies to achieve greater economies of scale, and 
diversifying products and services to deepen impact and create 
new income streams. 

Beyond Scale also shares practical guidance from practitioners 
who have transitioned program ownership to government, or are 
covering costs through user fees or private-sector investment.

4   digitalimpactalliance.org

http://digitalimpactalliance.org/
http://digitalimpactalliance.org/


BEYOND SCALE  |  Authors’ Note    5

While there are guides and toolkits available to plan the initial implementation of a digital 
development program, there are fewer guides for organizations at this later stage of 
maturity that examine both public- and private-sector routes to scale and sustainability 
across sectors (e.g., health, agriculture). We recognize that every digital development 
program is unique. Each goes through different phases, and the phases are triggered by 
different circumstances. However, we found that no matter what sector or geography we 
examined, there are some questions and approaches that are remarkably common. 

Beyond Scale:

• Provides key steps for addressing relevant questions and challenges

• Offers tested templates and tools the reader can apply

• Provides real-life examples of how others have tackled similar problems

• Suggests a set of curated resources where the reader can learn more about topics
integral to scale and sustainability

Our hypotheses and findings, based on our review of more than 400 books, articles 
and interviews, are intended to spark a dialogue about how mature digital development 
programs can prepare for scale and sustainability.

There are no one-size-fits-all answers to the challenges faced in the next phase of digital 
development, and this guide is not intended as a peer-reviewed or academically rigorous 
inquiry into all issues organizations deal with at this stage. Rather, we have focused on 
suggesting frameworks and providing examples and templates for practitioners to stimulate 
thought and discussion. We included experiences from multiple sectors, geographies and 
perspectives from nonprofit, for-profit and government-based programs. 

We hope that by documenting these perspective and experiences, it might help 
your program or organization make a smooth transition into your next phase. Most 
importantly, we want to hear from you. Please contribute your feedback and examples to 
beyondscale@digitalimpactalliance.org

BEYOND SCALE  |  Authors’ Note
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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.

Introduction
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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?

BEYOND SCALE  |  Introduction
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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 private-
sector 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. 

1The 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. 

mailto:beyondscale@digitalimpactalliance.org


10   digitalimpactalliance.org

ROLE Strategy
Business 

model
Legal, policy, 

and regulatory
Solution 
design

Program or Project 
Director • • •
Head of Operations or 
HR Manager • • •
Head of Finance or 
Marketing Manager • • •
Project Manager •
Head of Engineering or 
IT Manager •

ROLE Roll out Human capacity
Partner  

relationships

Program or Project 
Director • • •
Head of Operations or 
HR Manager • • •
Head of Finance or 
Marketing Manager • •
Project Manager • • •
Head of Engineering or 
IT Manager

BEYOND SCALE  |  Introduction

MODULE

MODULE

http://digitalimpactalliance.org/


BEYOND SCALE  |  Introduction    11

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

BEYOND SCALE  |  Introduction
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Finding a path to financial sustainability is one of the biggest challenges faced by digital 
development programs. Most programs, especially those established by NGOs, are grant 
funded. But if they are to become sustainable, alternative ways of covering costs need to be 
identified before the funding runs out. 

Digital development implementers have explored different approaches to financial 
sustainability — from transitioning ownership to government to charging end users to 
developing alternative commercial revenue streams. And although the term may not be 
frequently used among NGOs, this is exactly what a business model describes: the way in 
which an organization generates enough revenue from various sources to cover its costs 
and continue operating.

Until now, your business model may have consisted of a mix of institutional grants, 
individual donations and perhaps affiliate schemes where commercial partners, such as 
credit card providers, donate a percentage of every transaction to your cause. 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, a robust 
business model will be essential to securing investment. Fundamentally, you will need to 
balance revenue and costs and clearly articulate your digital solution’s value proposition. 

BUSINESS MODEL
MODULE SUMMARY
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This module uses insights gained from interviews with organizations including BBC 
Media Action, Esoko, Kopo Kopo, Akros, Cell-Life, Dimagi, Praekelt Foundation, United 
Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) and TaroWorks to help you make your digital 
development solution financially sustainable in the next phase of its life.

Revenue
Buyer

Customer
Capital Expenses (CAPEX)

Operating Expenses (OPEX)

Funding
Donor
Beneficiary
Initial costs
Ongoing costs

Achieving these goals will involve scrutinizing your existing costs and how they may 
change as you scale or transition. On the revenue side, you’ll need to identify new buyers 
for your digital solution and establish how much they are willing and able to pay. This 
information can be used to forecast how much income you will generate or indicate the 
potential to make a profit if you are a social enterprise. Your business model can then be 
refined into a revised business plan and presented to investors or funders.

TERMS AND TRANSLATIONS
Private sector says: Public sector says:

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module

The steps and activities here will help you to: 
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
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UNDERSTAND WHAT THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE 
MEANS FOR YOUR DIGITAL SOLUTION
• Revisit your competition
• Update your assumptions about your target audience
• Take a fresh look at the payer landscape
• Determine the impact of changes on your total addressable market (TAM)

ESTIMATE THE TOTAL COST OF OWNING YOUR 
DIGITAL SOLUTION
• Map out solution costs and how they might change over time
• Sort costs into capital and operating expenditures
• Determine the total cost of ownership (TCO) for your solution

IDENTIFY WHO IS GOING TO PAY FOR THE NEXT PHASE 
OF YOUR DIGITAL PROGRAM 
• Reassess your value chain
• Identify advantages for potential payers
• Determine payers’ ability and willingness to pay
• Choose the business model that’s best for your solution

FORECAST REVENUE FOR YOUR DIGITAL PROGRAM
• Use your data to estimate revenue
• Model different revenue scenarios
• Update your forecasts regularly

DETERMINE TIME TO FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
• Estimate how long it will take to become sustainable
• Step back, reassess and adjust
• Budget sufficient resources for the long road to sustainability

DEVELOP A CASE TO SECURE INVESTMENT
• Articulate your answers to the fundamental questions
• Update your business model for financial sustainability
• Build business cases for partners into a revised business plan

1
2
3
4
5
6

Key steps
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STEP 1
Revisit your competition
New competitors, technologies and business models will all influence the demand for your 
digital solution among target audiences, governments and potential commercial partners. 
In a sector where different donors — or even the same donor — may invest in similar 
digital pilots in the same country, competition among NGOs for government resources for 
scale and sustainability can be fierce. Some organizations have found that their solutions 
just aren’t government priorities and can’t successfully compete for scant public-sector 
resources beyond the lifetime of their existing grants. 

Even digital solutions offered by nonprofits compete with alternatives. If you are at a 
transition point and need to make big decisions, a useful first step might be to review your 
solution’s competitive landscape. Assess how other organizations compare to yours with 
respect to their digital services and products, scale of operations, business models, costs, 
investor and government relationships and the degree of sustainability they have achieved. 
A common way to assess the competition is through an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats (SWOT).

Update your assumptions about your target audience 
The needs and tastes of your target audience may have evolved while you’ve been building 
and piloting your digital solution. Thus it is worth asking and answering some key questions. 
Do your users have more access to the same technologies or are they using different 
technologies entirely? How have local industry trends changed their usage habits? If you 
are expanding to a new country, what are the similarities and differences between your new 
and existing target audiences? 

Publicly available reports on consumer behavior and trends from companies like The 
Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and Deloitte or industry bodies like the GSMA can provide 
high-level data on your digital environment or market. When you’re targeting specific 

UNDERSTAND WHAT THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE 
MEANS FOR YOUR DIGITAL SOLUTION

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Step 1 of 6
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In practice | BBC Media Action 

What our market research didn’t reveal, and how it 
changed our business model 
We first launched Kilkari, an IVR service that sends time sensitive audio messages 
on reproductive, maternal, neonatal and child health (RMNCH) 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. 

While designing Kilkari, we did a survey of 1,500 people in Bihar to identify what 
functionality they used and how much money they spent on their mobile phones — 
i.e. their Average Revenue Per User (ARPU). The objective was to identify the most
appropriate technology to use and whether they could afford to pay for the service. Our
research indicated that IVR was the most appropriate technology, because it’s audio-
based and accessible from any handset, and that with an ARPU of 60 rupees per month,
our target audience could afford to pay for Kilkari, if the price was right.

We supplemented this research with concept testing to establish that the majority were 
not just able, but willing to pay a nominal, weekly fee for Kilkari. We cross referenced this 
with Indian census data on the crude birth rate to estimate a Total Addressable Market 
(TAM) of 500,000 families in eight districts in Bihar. 

After launching the service, the response to our digital and rural marketing campaigns 
was positive, with thousands of people calling to subscribe each day. But 40% of these 
subscription requests couldn’t be activated by our MNO partners, because up to 50% 
of our target audience had no credit on their mobile phones at any given time. Although 
rural mobile subscribers in Bihar have an average monthly ARPU of 60 rupees (a little 
under one US dollar), the majority buy tiny amounts of talk time credit throughout the 
month, and tend to spend almost all of it immediately.

Although our target users had enough money to pay for Kilkari, their expenditure 
patterns meant they couldn’t subscribe. This meant that Kilkari was unlikely to succeed 
unless it was free to users, and MNOs could activate subscription requests from phones 
with no credit. But we did not have enough donor funding to cover call costs for hundreds 
of thousands of families. 

Go to BBC Media Action’s ‘In practice’ case study next to Step 5 to read about how we 
overcame this challenge, making Kilkari free to millions of women in India.

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module    531 2 3 4 5 6 7
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groups, more granular information is needed on habits and preferences. Having staff and 
partners conduct surveys and focus group discussions with your target audience can give 
you a more specific, nuanced view of the people you’re trying to serve, particularly if they 
are low income, illiterate and female. MNO and other partners are unlikely to have rich data 
on the technology usage habits of these groups.

Take a fresh look at the payer landscape
Income levels and expenditure patterns change over time, and new payment approaches 
and methods replace old ones. If your route to sustainability relies on target audiences 
paying for your digital service or product, it is worth surveying your end users about the 
money they spend on their phone every month (often expressed as ARPU, or average 
revenue per user), their willingness to pay for solutions such as yours, the price point 
that’s acceptable to them, and the payment method that they’re most likely to adopt. 

There may also be changes among institutional payers — e.g. government agencies or 
insurance companies — for solutions whose costs are covered by sources other than end 
user charges. In public-sector programs, talk to government representatives about how 
election and budget cycles and changing priorities may impact the government’s willingness 
to pay for a solution over time.

Determine the impact of changes on your total addressable market (TAM) 
In addition to shifts in the competitive, audience, and payer landscapes, other factors that 
could affect demand for your solution (and your ability to deliver it) include changes in 
telecommunications and power infrastructure, marketing and distribution networks, and 
government policy in areas such as taxation. Understanding the changes in your digital 
solution’s ecosystem is important because all these factors will impact the potential scale 
of your solution in its next phase. This potential is often described as the total addressable 
market (TAM), which represents the maximum amount of income your digital development 
solution could generate. 

TAM is based on the total number of people willing and able to buy a product or service 
at the targeted price point, regardless of whether payments are made entirely by users or 
subsidized by governments, donors or private-sector companies. TAM is based on many 
assumptions about users’ demand for a solution and their likeliness and ability to adopt it. 
It is often overestimated, so being transparent about your assumptions is important. Your 
estimate of the TAM for your solution will be useful when you forecast your revenue. Even if 
your service is free to end users, it’s still critical to try to estimate the TAM for your solution 
because of its usefulness in representing demand for it among possible payers.

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Step 1 of 6
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Understanding the changes in 
your digital solution’s ecosystem is 
important because all these factors 
will impact the potential scale of your 
solution in its next phase.

How to
See a SWOT analysis template here 

See an example of visualized SWOT analysis results here 

Learn how to conduct market research here

Learn how to estimate your TAM here

Other examples 
When Cell-Life was looking for data on how to reach lower-income South Africans with 
SMS messages on nutrition, it found that there was very little information on low income 
mobile phone users. While there was substantial data on the number of mobile phones 
sold and number of active connections, it was rarely broken down by income groups, 
and no data existed on the use of phones by gender, literacy level and language. The 
organization decided to build this research into its work, comparing uptake of the service 
against each advertising channel used. It found that newspapers and posters didn’t work. 
Instead, mobile advertising was much more effective. Advertising a SMS service via SMS 
increased uptake; this was an insight its managers didn’t find in the literature on mobile 
solutions. Read more here. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/v0axeqk96qoj9i2/Excel SWOT Analysis Templates to Download .xlsx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/0dv4i5h2hmjthi1/SWOT_Analysis_V1.21.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/market-research-surveys/?ut_source=header
http://www.viola-notes.com/practical-guide-to-crunching-the-numbers-on-total-addressable-market-tam/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/zwyrcw8jd8027eg/Effectively reaching lower-income South Africans with nutrition SMSs_short paper_ICT4Health 2014.pdf?dl=0
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BBC Media Action: building a business case 
for maternal health messaging

Sized  
the target 
audience

Determined % of  
target audience 
with access to 
mobile phones & 
using VAS

Established 
willingness 
to pay for the 
service and 
affordable 
price point

We used government 
census data to 
estimate the number 
of new and expecting 
mothers in Bihar, India.

We then carried out a mobile 
landscaping survey of 3,000 
mobile phone users in Bihar 
to estimate the percentage of 
new and expecting mothers 
who had access to mobile 
phones and had ever used 
their phone to access value 
added services (VAS) in the 
state. We crossed referenced 
this with the latest quarterly 
report from the regulator on 
teledensity in the state.

We then carried out 
concept and price 
testing research to 
establish what 
percentage of their 
target audience with 
access to phones 
might be willing to pay 
for maternal and child 
health (MCH) 
information and how 
much they would be 
willing to pay.

http://digitalimpactalliance.org/
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Identified average 
VAS take up rates 
and applied to 
estimate subscriber 
numbers

Calculated 
estimated 
revenue 
by year

We then carried out desk research to 
identify typical adoption rates of mobile VAS, 
including health services in Bihar, India to 
identify an average adoption rate. It applied 
this to the total addressable market of new 
and expecting mothers and their families with 
access to mobile phones, who were already 
using VAS and had expressed willingness 
to pay for MCH information, to estimate 
the number of subscribers we expected to 
adopt the service each month and year. It 
applied a less optimistic adoption rate to the 
percentage of the target audience who had 
never used VAS.

Finally, we calculated 
the projected 
revenue that MNOs 
would earn from the 
service, based on 
the price point that 
target audiences 
had said they were 
willing to pay for the 
service multiplied 
by the number of 
families we projected 
would subscribe.
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Map out solution costs and how they might change over time 
If you’re evaluating different scenarios for making your digital solution financially 
sustainable, you’ll first need to figure out how much it might cost at scale. The first step is 
to review your major cost categories including hardware and software development, staff 
and user training, technical support, customer care, connectivity, marketing and regular 
replacement of devices. Map out all the costs your program will incur over a three to five-
year period using data from the past several years as initial inputs. Take into account how 
these might change year-to-year due to growth in the number of users and factors such as 
inflation or new taxes. 

ESTIMATE THE TOTAL COST OF OWNING YOUR 
DIGITAL SOLUTION

STEP 2

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Step 2 of 6

Map out all the costs your program will 
incur over a three to five-year period 
using data from the past several years 
as initial inputs. 

Sort costs into capital and operating expenditures
Once you’ve identified all the costs associated with making your digital solution sustainable, 
sort them into capital expenses (CAPEX) and operating expenses (OPEX). CAPEX may 
include costs such as legal counsel, content development or licenses, research, user 
testing, software development and deployment, infrastructure procurement and deployment, 
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In practice | BBC Media Action

The complexity of estimating ‘total cost of ownership’ 
while transitioning to government 
Government adoption of our mobile health education services has necessitated estimating 
the total cost of ‘owning’ each service. For example, in Bihar, we needed to estimate both the 
capital investment (CAPEX) required to scale Mobile Kunji, our IVR and print-based job aid for 
community health workers (CHWs), as well as the cost of operating it (OPEX), before the state 
government would agree to adopt it. 

We had already rolled out Mobile Kunji in eight districts in Bihar, demonstrating its efficacy and 
impact on a range of health behaviors, with support from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. 
We had then scaled the job aid to several districts in two more states, with support from 
local government and donors. Thus, when it came time to estimate how much it would cost 
the government to scale Mobile Kunji across Bihar, we used the rates we had paid, or local 
government had paid, in other states as benchmarks.

The technology platform that powered Mobile Kunji had already been scaled, so the capital 
investment required to roll out the service was limited to the cost of printing decks of Mobile 
Kunji cards, and face-to-face training of CHWs in the remaining districts. The government 
agreed to cover these costs, if we would use donor funds to train government trainers.

Operating costs were more complex to estimate, because they were dependent on 
government negotiations with MNOs. The single largest operating cost was CHWs’ toll free 
calls to Mobile Kunji, which we estimated (based on the per minute rate we had agreed with 
our MNO partners, multiplied by the maximum number of minutes of Mobile Kunji played 
by CHWs to families each month, multiplied by the total number of CHWs) could cost up 
to $700,000 per year at scale. But, we also knew that the government already had an 
agreement with an MNO for providing Closed User Group SIMs to CHWs, which was worth 
more than this amount, and that on-net calls to numbers within the CUG were free to CHWs, 
thus costing the MNO almost nothing to provide.  

After months of negotiations, the MNO agreed to integrate our short codes into the CUG, 
making calls to Mobile Kunji free to all CHWs using CUG SIMs in the state, at no additional cost 
to government. This significantly reduced the OPEX required to run Mobile Kunji, and meant 
that the project was no longer responsible for these costs. 

Simultaneously, we supported the government in negotiating a cost-effective monthly rate with 
the same MNO for hosting, supporting and maintaining the Mobile Kunji IVR platform. The 
MNO, via a back to back agreement with an aggregator, had already been providing this service 
to BBC Media Action for several years — so all that was required was a transition of contractual 
responsibility for costs to government, rather than a change in technology solution design. 

 Thus, eighteen months after the transition process began, the Government of Bihar signed 
an addendum to its existing MNO agreement, and the contractual transition of Mobile Kunji 
operating costs from BBC Media Action to state government was completed.
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BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Step 2 of 6

security audits and end-user training. OPEX may include costs such as connectivity, server 
and website hosting, technical support, repairing or replacing devices, customer care, 
marketing, staff monitoring and supervision, and staff salaries. 

This step provides another illustration of how costs will shift over time. At the outset, CAPEX 
will be high because you’ll need to cover all your set-up costs. But once your program is 
up and running at scale, OPEX should become cost effective as your user base increases 
and your cost per user decreases. However, be alert to recurring or hidden costs that many 
digital development programs overlook or mistakenly categorize as one-time costs — for 
example, handsets or tablets, which usually need to be replaced every three to four years, 
and the cost of data plans, which can be very expensive at scale in some countries.

Digital development organizations 
often fail to allocate sufficient funds for 
marketing their programs to end users, 
relying only on press releases and public 
relations to engage target customers. 

Determine the total cost of ownership (TCO) for your solution 
Create a spreadsheet-based model covering three to five years that captures all your costs 
broken down into line items, sorted by category type and divided into CAPEX and OPEX. 
Review the assumptions you made earlier about these costs and how they might change 
over time, and test them with members of your team and outside experts. Make sure to 
include costs to support an adequate marketing budget in your total cost of ownership 
(TCO) model. Digital development organizations often fail to allocate sufficient funds for 
marketing their programs to end users, relying only on press releases and public relations 
to engage target customers. In some cases, marketing and distribution costs can eat up to 
two-thirds of digital service revenues. 

http://digitalimpactalliance.org/


BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module    611 2 3 4 5 6 7

How to
Download a sample TCO tool here
Learn more about hidden costs in low-resource environments here

Other examples 
For many years, Dimagi implemented digital health programs in various states on behalf 
of the Government of India. Then a new national nutrition program was envisioned where 
government staff would lead implementation with only limited technical support from 
Dimagi. This had significant impact on the TCO for their program. Dimagi found higher 
costs in two areas that are often underestimated by implementers: 

• Hardware procurement: Costs for acquiring the necessary hardware to support the
program were higher, due to lengthy procurement process for new government data
center servers and mobile handsets.

• Human resources: Costs to hire and train government technical support staff
were significantly higher, due to government restrictions on using third-party
recruitment services.
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http://sites.dimagi.com/totalcostownership
http://www.ictworks.org/sites/default/files/uploaded_pics/2009/Inveneo_ICT-Sustainability_Primer0910.pdf
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Reassess your value chain 
If you need to become sustainable or profitable before your donor funding or seed capital 
runs out, it’s critical to identify who’s going to pay for your digital solution going forward. To 
answer that question, you could start by reassessing your existing stakeholder value chain 
— the value that your digital solution holds for each organization that has a stake in it, such 
as government, MNOs, other private-sector companies, and their contribution to delivering 
it. The objective is to identify whether this value will motivate organizations to pay for some 
or all of the costs associated with delivering your solution going forward. If your analysis 
doesn’t reveal sufficient value for your existing stakeholders, you will need to consider other 
potential payers who might see more value in your solution.

It’s also worth considering how your value chain might change over time. For example, 
new mobile payment options might make existing service providers redundant and reduce 
your costs, while tighter government budgets could limit the ability of governments to cover 
costs. Meanwhile, new groups of stakeholders could enter the picture, such as companies 
seeking to monetize user data. 

Identify advantages for potential payers 
Once you’ve reassessed your value chain and identified potential payers for your digital 
solution, the next step is to identify what they might gain from it so you can articulate its 
value to them. Potential payers often break down into stakeholders at distinct levels. For 
example, government officials at the national, state and district level may want different 
things from your digital solution: making progress towards Sustainable Development Goals 
targets, winning votes, justifying an existing investment or accessing more funding. National 
and state-level MNOs may have opposing goals such as improving brand positioning 
versus hitting a monthly revenue target. 

IDENTIFY WHO IS GOING TO PAY FOR THE  
NEXT PHASE OF YOUR DIGITAL PROGRAM

STEP 3

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Step 3 of 6
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How to
Learn how to map your stakeholder value chain here
Learn how to profile potential investors here
Read about success factors for sustainability and scale here
Explore a range of funding and revenue models for digital development solutions here

Learn more about how to improve your business model here

In practice | Esoko 

Nothing is sacred, not even your business model
Our business model now exists in a state of constant iteration. In the past year alone we’ve 
deleted it and started over four or five times. We’ve rooted out any sense of complacency, 
and we approach our business model with the mantra that nothing is sacred. 

This process has strengthened the organization overall and informed the development 
of new services like Insyt, a tablet-based data collection service for social protection 
and agricultural programs, and Tulaa, an m-commerce platform connecting farmers 
to finance and inputs — the latter was recently spun-off into a new company. To fund 
Tulaa’s growth, we raised capital from a commercial investor for the first time. Taking 
commercial investments has forced us to be laser-focused on achieving profitability. 
This impacts every decision the company makes. For example, when we wanted to add 
a call center to Tulaa, we had to first assess the costs it would add, determine the value 
it would bring to the service, and then find a way to balance the two. 

Tulaa’s investors have set a series of milestones for us and routinely ask to see our 
business plan, revenue projections and break-even analysis. The next round of funding 
and the expansion of Tulaa will depend on performance against these milestones. It 
hasn’t been easy, but we think Tulaa should be able to break even within two to three 
years. The only way to get there is to continue to challenge our assumptions and treat 
no cost as sacred.

Other examples 
The management at Kopo Kopo, a merchant payments platform, tried to replicate the 
success of their model in Kenya when expanding into Tanzania. They set up a new office 
and hired people to go out and acquire merchants. But they soon found it was going to 
take a long time and more money to scale up, and without funders this wasn’t possible. 
Instead, they pivoted to a strategy of licensing their software to banks and MNOs who 
used it as a tool to build their merchant networks.
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http://digitalprinciples.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Sustainable-Financing-mHealth.pdf#page=13
http://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Emerging_market_entrepreneurs__Silicon_Valley_making_the_mobile_connection.pdf
http://digitalprinciples.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Sustainable-Financing-mHealth.pdf#page=19
https://medium.com/mobileforgood/exploring-alternative-funding-for-mobile-platforms-a81f2b17be70
https://strategyzer.com/training/courses/mastering-business-models#preview
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Determine payers’ ability and willingness to pay
Now that you’ve calculated how much it’s going to cost to run for three to five years, you 
can assess how much identified payers might be willing and able to pay for your digital 
development solution. For example, you could use your latest research on ARPU to 
calculate whether your end users can afford to pay a price that covers your costs. If not, can 
you find private-sector partners willing to subsidize the cost of running the service? Or does 
it make more sense to transition costs to the government? 

If your digital solution is going to be paid for by private-sector partners or government, 
you’ll need to identify specific potential sources of funding, for example grant-making 
mechanisms, corporate social responsibility funds, rural marketing budgets or government 
budget lines. In some cases, information about the limitations or caps on these budgets will 
be in the public domain. If not, you may be able to find amounts that potential payers have 
invested in similar projects in the past. Use this information to estimate the amount that 
each new or existing payer could potentially contribute each year.

Choose the business model that’s best for your solution 
An analysis of potential payers for the next phase will help you identify the business 
model that’s right for your digital solution. For example, some implementing NGOs have 
found that public school teachers are not willing to pay for the digital tools they need to 
use every day as part of their jobs, such as devices and software to create lesson plans 
or facilitate group learning. 

In this situation, a business-to-consumer (B2C) business model — where end users are
charged for using a digital product or service — is unlikely to work, particularly if the 
relatively small numbers of workers might not attract advertisers to your service. You 
might need to explore a business-to-business (B2B) model, where a public- or private-
sector organization covers the cost of providing your solution to end users. Many 
digital development programs land on a hybrid model that combines revenue from 
users with payments from governments and private-sector companies (see graphic in 
the following section).

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Step 3 of 6
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Many digital development programs 
land on a hybrid model that 
combines revenue from users with 
payments from government and 
private sector companies.
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Common digital development revenue models

In any business or service, there are end users or beneficiaries and there are payers, 
and they aren’t always one and the same. The delivery of many digital services for 
low income people is subsidized by donors or governments, who value the social or 
economic return on this investment. 

Sample revenue model

Grant funded
Donor provides grant to cover all or some of the costs of 
designing and delivering the service. 

Enables research and development using human centered design 
processes, independent of commercial or political interests. Enables 
service development for target audiences that are of little or no 
commercial value to the private sector. 
Grants are often short term, and do not ensure long term 
sustainability. 

Advertising revenue or data monetization 
Monetizes the value of customer engagement via sale of 
advertising space or user data. 

Capitalizes on the value presented by access to an end-user market. 
Low-income, low-literacy target audiences may not appeal to 
advertisers. Sale of user data to third parties may not be allowed 
under local data protection law, users may not give their consent to the 
sale, or it may be challenging to obtain and record informed consent. 

Public- or private-sector owned 
Governments or private-sector organizations pay for the service, 
potentially making it free to users. 
Provides potential long-term financial sustainability and accessibility for 
low-income target audiences. 
Requires strong evidence of return on investment for private sector, or 
alignment with existing government objectives or political agendas for 
the public sector. 
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Common digital development revenue models

By funding source

More and more digital service providers are experimenting with models where end-user 
payments and other forms of revenue can help them reach long-term sustainability. 
This diagram compares just a few common revenue models across a spectrum of who 
pays in order to highlight some of the pros and cons of different models. See a broader 
range of revenue models for digital development programs here. 

Business-to-Business (B2B) Services Business-to-Consumer (B2C) Services 

Pay-as-you-go or pay-per-use 
Service is metered and billed to the user. 

 

Creates long-term, sustainable revenue to cover some or all service 
costs. Useful when users are unable to subscribe to services due to 

low or no credit on phones.  
If service pricing is affordable to low-income users, revenue may be 

insufficient to cover roll out and marketing costs. 

Subscription service 
User pays set, recurring fee for continued access to digital 

service.  
Spreads larger payments over time and provides regular source of 

guaranteed revenue. 
Users may be hesitant to commit to long-term use or subscription 

billing may fail due to lack of credit on users’ phones. 

Freemium service subsidized by 
premium service 

High-income users subsidize usage by low-income users. 
Commercial service enables sustainable delivery of free service to 

low-income target audiences. 
Can be challenging to target same service at very different target 

audiences. 
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Use your data to estimate revenue
Revenue forecasting can be a complicated task that requires specialized expertise, but a 
first step is to go back to your solution’s TAM. This figure represents the potential demand 
for your solution, and will give you a point of reference for your revenue estimate. Next, 
use data from your audience and payer landscape analyses to estimate revenue from 
each potential source, and then add them up. Capture these data points and assumptions 
in a spreadsheet, and factor in projected growth over time. When estimating the number 
of users, segment them according to their likelihood and probable time frame for adopting 
your digital solution. For example, young urban men may adopt more quickly than 
older rural women. Segmenting users also helps identify potential new marketing and 
distribution channels. 

Note that even if your organization will not, and perhaps legally cannot, profit from 
sales of your digital solution, you still need to estimate revenue for potential commercial 
partners such as MNOs. Revenue assurance teams in MNOs will not approve commercial 
agreements or sign contracts with the government unless there is robust evidence that the 
company will make a profit.

FORECAST REVENUE FOR YOUR DIGITAL PROGRAM
STEP 4
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Note that even if your organization will 
not, and perhaps legally cannot, profit 
from sales of your digital solution, you still 
need to estimate revenue for potential 
commercial partners such as MNOs.
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Other examples 
Watch Brent Chism, 
CEO of TaroWorks,  
talk about incremental 
costs and updating 
revenue forecast.
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How to
View a break-even analyses template for financial projections here

In practice | Esoko 

If at first you don’t succeed… revise your 
business model
When expanding to new countries, we ran the numbers and realized that we were 
losing money. Our old business model relied on a cadre of market enumerators that 
were expensive to hire, train and manage. It had worked for us in Ghana because we 
had donor funds to subsidize our losses, but it wasn’t a model that could scale. At this 
point, we could have scrapped our plans for expansion, doubled down in Ghana and 
sought additional donor funds. That would have been a safe path. Instead, we chose 
to disrupt our core operating model, embrace the uncertainty and view this as an 
opportunity for innovation. 

The first thing we had to do was unlearn what we thought we knew about the business. 
We threw out our old financial model and carefully reassessed our costs to find 
efficiencies. We listened to what the market research was telling us, even when it 
challenged our assumptions. And we re-examined our pricing, marketing and branding 
strategies. We needed to track our finances in more detail including cash flow, cash 
burn rate and profitability. 

Sustainable growth meant that funding shortfalls could no longer be covered by 
personal loans from our founders, as is often done by startup companies. With more 
detailed and frequent data about our cash on hand, we were able to cut down our 
cash burn rate by 70%. We did this by making informed decisions to cut loss-making 
programs and focusing our efforts on products with higher profitability. This ultimately 
led to us spinning off Tulaa as a separate company.
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https://www.score.org/resource/financial-projections-template
https://vimeo.com/230665404
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Model different revenue scenarios
Once you’ve developed a baseline revenue estimate, develop a model that lets you 
play with different assumptions for growth and income from the potential payers you’ve 
identified — donors, government, MNOs, other commercial partners and end-user 
payments. Identify the critical variables in your revenue forecast model (e.g., price, 
number of users) and analyze the impact of changing their values. Arrive at a series 
of total revenue numbers for varying scenarios and vet them with internal and external 
stakeholders, including your commercial partners. 

When modeling revenue, it’s critical to keep costs in mind because these will determine 
the speed and scale of your expansion. For example, your marketing or training budget 
will determine the number of new users you can acquire, while your customer care or 
monitoring and supervision budgets will impact the number of users you can retain. If 
possible, test scenarios with your identified payers before you invest too many staff and 
partner resources, though you’ll need to discuss their willingness and ability to do so. 

Update your forecasts regularly
Revenue forecasting, just like expenditure forecasting, is not a one-time exercise. Regularly 
updating your forecasts using the most recent revenue data will enable you to respond 
quickly and keep unpleasant surprises to a minimum. As your program scales, revisit the 
assumptions you used for forecasting and check them against actual revenues. Audience 
research provides useful inputs for forecasting, but you may find that actual willingness to 
pay differs from predicted willingness. Once you have revenue data, consider why your 
assumptions might have been mistaken and test other possibilities by following up with 
small groups of users to see how they respond.

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Step 4 of 6
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Once you’ve developed a baseline 
revenue estimate, develop a model 
that lets you play with different 
assumptions for growth and income 
from the potential payers you’ve 
identified — donors, government, 
MNOs, other commercial partners 
and end-user payments.
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Estimate how long it will take to become sustainable
Regardless of whether your approach to sustainability is through the public or private 
sector, you’ll need to estimate when your digital program is likely to break even. You can 
do this by combining your revenue and cost forecasts. If your route to sustainability is 
government adoption, you’ll still need to figure out how much donor funding you need, 
and for how long, to support a gradual transition of costs to government. Be sure to make 
conservative scenarios as well as optimistic ones, as it is common to be overly optimistic 
in assumptions and forecasts. 

Step back, reassess and adjust
Once you’ve compared your revenue with your costs, you may find it’s going to take too long 
to break even, and that you’re going to run out of funding too soon. In these circumstances, 
you might need to look at your costs. Is there any way they can be reduced? Alternatively, 
could you expand your TAM by adding new features to your solution to reach more people 
and earn more revenue or investment?  

DETERMINE TIME TO FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
STEP 5
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Once you’ve compared your revenue with 
your costs, you may find it’s going to take 
too long to break even, and that you’re 
going to run out of funding too soon.
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In practice | BBC Media Action 
Changing direction on the road to sustainability
By calculating the CAPEX and OPEX required to set up, run and market Kilkari, our 
IVR-based, RMNCH education service for new and expecting mothers, and Mobile 
Academy, our IVR-based RMNCH training course for Community Health Workers 
(CHWs) in Bihar, India, we realized that we couldn’t break even on call share revenue 
alone. The amount that poor subscribers could afford to pay was too low. MNOs’ 
network costs could be covered by the weekly subscription fee, but hosting, support 
and marketing costs could not. 

Nevertheless, we decided to launch Kilkari and Mobile Academy as paid for services, 
because we thought we could make up the deficit in our budget with advertising 
revenue or sponsorship once we had a sizeable user base. But when we failed to hit 
our subscription targets (see In practice in Step 2), we realized that we had to identify 
alternative funding sources to make it free. 

It was at this point that we were approached by the Government of India, which 
wanted to adapt Kilkari to automatically deliver RMNCH education to every woman 
who registered in its Health Management Information System (HMIS), and provide 
Mobile Academy to every CHW in India. It asked the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
to support us in migrating Kilkari and Mobile Academy to a national platform in a 
government data center, so that the millions of pregnant women and mothers registered 
in its database could receive Kilkari for free, and up to a million CHWs could take the 
Mobile Academy training course for free. 

It took a little over a year to complete this migration, including adapting the content 
for national deployment, with support from a consortium of donors: the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, USAID and the Barr Foundation. The government took responsibility 
for contracting the data center, and for procuring a MNO to provide connectivity to the 
platform. Through this contract, the government is now covering all call costs for Kilkari 
and Mobile Academy. Thanks to the government’s adoption, Kilkari is now providing 
critical free health information to millions of families, and hundreds of thousands of 
CHWs in 12 states.
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If reducing costs or reaching significantly more people isn’t realistic before you run out of 
money, you may need to adjust your revenue mix or even consider changing your business 
model altogether. For example, if it’s not realistic to think that government can adopt all the 
costs associated with your digital solution, you may need to charge end users a nominal fee 
to cover connectivity costs, which can be significant at scale.

Budget sufficient resources for the long road to sustainability
It takes many organizations years to acquire sufficient customers to make a profit or 
to transition a free service entirely to government. This long wait can work if you plan 
and secure funding for this period of growth or transition in advance. NGOs and social 
enterprises need to maintain positive cash flow and a long enough runway to continue 
operating and find alternative funding if expected revenue or grants don’t come through. 

For purely commercial digital solutions, developing a clear path to profitability will be 
essential to recruiting new investors and keeping the ones you have on board. Successful 
organizations target raising twice as much in cash as they calculate they will need and plan 
that it will take twice as long as they expect before they meet their fund raising goals.
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Successful organizations target raising 
twice as much in cash as they calculate 
they will need, and plan that it will take 
twice as long as they expect before they 
meet their fund raising goals.
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Other examples 
In a number of countries, UNCDF supports programs with ‘pay-as-you-go’ business 
models, also known as ‘pay-go’, that offer people and communities flexible 
ways to pay for solar power and clean cook stoves in the same way they use 
prepaid mobile airtime. Based on their experience with investing in pay-go energy 
companies, UNCDF characterizes the lack of sufficient working capital, especially 
in local currency, as one of the biggest barriers to scaling. The pay-go business is 
capital intensive whereby assets such as solar power units are pre-financed by the 
companies and customer payments are then recouped over time. 

Several pay-go energy companies have been successful with their capital raise, mostly 
through investors. In one example, a UNCDF grant commitment of $250,000 contributed 
to a pay-go solar company raising over $22.5 million in blended capital from investors, 
including $2.5 million in loans from a private debt provider, and an additional $20 million in 
equity from a range of investors, including impact investors, to finance its pay-as-you-go 
business in Asia and Africa. 

UNCDF and other market facilitators have been putting in motion ways to build the 
confidence of local banks to lend to the pay-go solar sector by developing harmonized 
portfolio quality indicators and a loan portfolio data sharing platform for financiers, in 
addition to setting up debt guarantees or refinancing facilities.

How to
Learn about break-even analyses here

See a break-even analysis template with data visualizations here
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Articulate your answers to the fundamental questions
Use the market research and financial analyses you’ve done to update your answers to 
those fundamental questions: What unique value does your digital program bring to each 
member of your value chain? How do you compare with other ventures looking for the 
same source of funding and why is your solution a better investment (e.g., higher impact, 
more scalable, more efficient use of funds, strategic fit with the investor’s strategy)? Do 
you want to deepen your impact for existing target audiences or expand your reach to new 
ones? How can you structure the program so that you are able to generate value for your 
stakeholders, cover your costs and expand your impact? Answering these questions is 
essential to convincing new funders to invest.  

Update your business model for financial sustainability 
Answering the questions above will either validate your chosen route to financial sustainability, 
or reveal that it’s unlikely to ever become independent of donor funding. If the program cannot 
become financially sustainable in any scenario, it may be advisable to plan an exit.

Build business cases for partners into a revised business plan
Once you’ve finalized your business model, you’ll need to translate it into an updated 
business plan for potential investors. Public- and private-sector investors need to see your 
model laid out in a way that shows the social and business value of the digital solution and 
the investment required to deliver it. 

You may also need to develop separate business cases for different stakeholders — one 
projecting revenue for MNOs, another projecting the total cost of impact over time for 
government, and still another projecting cost per customer acquisition for other commercial 
partners. Remember that a business plan is a living document, and you don’t have to be a 
business to need one. Constantly update it to reflect the evolution of the service and new 
market opportunities.

DEVELOP A CASE TO SECURE INVESTMENT
STEP 6
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How to
Learn how to create and update your business plan here 
See a list of guidelines on investor pitches and examples of pitch decks here

In practice | BBC Media Action 

Applying private-sector learning to 
public-sector sustainability
When we first designed Kilkari and Mobile Academy, we wanted to make it financially 
sustainable at scale by charging subscribers through their mobile phones. To do this, we had to 
prepare business cases to persuade six MNOs in India to partner with us. 

We used market research to identify an affordable tariff, and to estimate the Total 
Addressable Market (TAM) for each MNO, based on its market share. We worked with the 
GSMA Development Fund to use this data,  in conjunction with our marketing strategy, to 
estimate how many Kilkari subscribers we could acquire — by MNO — each week, and 
how many minutes they would consume. We then calculated the revenue that each MNO 
would earn, based on their proposed revenue share. We used this to successfully negotiate 
partnerships with all six MNOs.

When the government decided to adopt Kilkari and Mobile Academy, making the services free 
to new and expecting mothers and Community Health Workers (CHWs), our solution design 
changed. Since we no longer had to integrate with MNO billing systems, the government could 
procure just one MNO to provide connectivity. 

The government used its Health Management Information System (HMIS) data to estimate the 
TAM for Kilkari — i.e. all women who had registered a unique mobile number, along with their 
pregnancy or the birth of their child, at their local primary health center, as well as the TAM for 
Mobile Academy, based on the number of CHWs registered in its database. 

The government used this data to estimate the total number of Kilkari subscriptions that could 
be activated — initially in six states, but also at national scale, and the maximum number of 
minutes of content that these subscribers would consume each month, to prepare a Request 
for Proposal (RFP) to procure a MNO. They did the same thing for Mobile Academy. 

MNOs used the government’s estimates to calculate how much revenue they would earn each 
quarter, and the price they would need to charge for calls to cover their costs and make a profit. 
The government, as per its procurement policy, selected the lowest MNO quote.

Other examples 
Akros quantified the cost of implementing its sanitation program in Zambia to become 
more cost effective and then to sell their model, or parts of it, to other countries or 
donors. They offered potential clients a menu of packages, such as Phase 1 only or 
Phases 1, 2 and 3 together. They knew it cost approximately $120,000 in Phase 1, 
$180,000–$190,000 in Phase 2, and $50,000 in Phase 3 per district per year for a total 
average cost of $1.64 per individual. This packaging was very attractive to donors and 
government and allowed them to pick how many districts they wanted to target with a 
clear sense of the cost.
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RESOURCE ROLLUP

Who do you need?
Re-evaluating your business model will take time, effort and human resources that you may 
not currently have. The table below indicates the types of human resources you will need to 
complete the steps in this module. Many of these activities may be short term, which means 
contracted or partner resources could be an option.

Pro tips
• Challenge your assumptions. You may feel that certain aspects of your program can

never change, like not charging users for a service, but implementers say that everything
should be questioned when you’re at an inflection point.

• Talk to your partners early. Don’t spend too long formulating a new approach to
bringing in revenue. Talk to your key public- and private-sector partners about your ideas,
get their feedback and iterate.

• Bring in flexible help. Rapid hiring during an expansion can be daunting, but short-term
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.

Activity Resource type

Value chain analysis Business Analyst/Strategist (contracted)

Market/user research Quantitative Analyst, Mid-level Researcher

TCO model creation Financial Modeler/Analyst, Accountant

Revenue forecasting/
Break even scenario analysis Financial Modeler/Analyst

BEYOND SCALE  |  Business Model Module: Resources
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 Referenced resources

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

4. COMMON DIGITAL DEVELOPMENT
REVENUE MODELS

5. FORECAST REVENUE FOR YOUR
DIGITAL SOLUTION

6. DETERMINE TIME TO
FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY

7. DEVELOP A CASE TO
SECURE INVESTMENT

• Case study: Kilkari: a maternal and child health service in
India, lessons learned and best practices for deployment
at scale

• Tool: SWOT Analysis Template
• Tool: SWOT Analysis Data Visualization
• Guide: The Ultimate Guide on How to Conduct Market

Research
• Guide: What’s Your Startup’s TAM

(Total Addressable Market)? A Practical Guide to Crunching
the Numbers

• Tool: Total Cost of Ownership Model
• Report: ICT Sustainability Primer: What to Consider

When Designing ICT Projects for Low-resource
Environments

• Report: Sustainable Financing for Mobile Health (Section
1: Financial Sustainability and Value Chain Analysis)

• Report: Emerging Market Entrepreneurs & Silicon Valley
• Report: Sustainable Financing for Mobile Health (Section

2: Success Factors for mHealth Financial Sustainability
and Scale)

• Example: 27 Revenue Model Options for B2B, 27
Revenue Model Options for B2C
and 29 Revenue Model Options for
Industrial Enterprises

• Training: Mastering Business Models

• Article: Exploring Alternative Funding for Mobile Platforms

• Template: Break-Even Analyses for Financial Projecting

• Guide: A Quick Guide to Break-Even Analysis
• Tool: Harvard Business School Break-Even Analysis

• Training: Santa Clara University’s My
Own Business Institute: Free Online
Business Courses

• Article: How to Create a Great Investor Pitch Deck for
Startups Seeking Financing
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https://strategyzer.com/training/courses/mastering-business-models#preview
https://www.dropbox.com/s/x077xygfe3lyaaq/BBCMA_Example_Revenue_Forecast.xlsx?dl=0
https://www.scu.edu/mobi/business-courses/
https://www.scu.edu/mobi/business-courses/
https://www.scu.edu/mobi/business-courses/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/mHealth-Kilkari-a-maternal-and-child-health-service-in-India.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/mHealth-Kilkari-a-maternal-and-child-health-service-in-India.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/mHealth-Kilkari-a-maternal-and-child-health-service-in-India.pdf
https://medium.com/mobileforgood/exploring-alternative-funding-for-mobile-platforms-a81f2b17be70
https://hbr.org/2014/07/a-quick-guide-to-breakeven-analysis
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ahob5pzg3r26l9n/breakeven.xls?dl=0
https://www.forbes.com/sites/allbusiness/2017/03/04/how-to-create-a-great-investor-pitch-deck-for-startups-seeking-financing/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/allbusiness/2017/03/04/how-to-create-a-great-investor-pitch-deck-for-startups-seeking-financing/
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Term Definition

Average revenue per user 
(ARPU) Source

The total revenue divided by the number of 
subscribers.

Break even
Source

The point at which revenue received equals the 
costs associated with receiving the revenue.

Burn rate
Source

The rate at which an organization is consuming 
or burning its financing or store of capital to 
support operations in excess of cash flow.

Business model
Source

A plan for the successful operation of a business 
which identifies sources of revenue, intended 
customer bases, products and details of financing.

Business plan
Source

A formal statement of business goals, reasons 
they are attainable and plans for reaching them. 
It may also contain background information about 
the business organization or team.

Business-to-business (B2B)
Source

A situation where one business makes a 
commercial transaction with another.

Business-to-consumer (B2C)
Source

A service or product exchange from a business  
to a consumer, whereby merchants sell products 
to consumers.

Capital expenses (CAPEX) 
Source

Funds used by a company to acquire or upgrade 
physical assets, such as property, industrial 
buildings or equipment.

Incremental costs
Source

The increase in total costs resulting from an 
increase in production or other activity. Also called 
marginal cost.

Interactive voice response
Source

An automated telephony system that interacts with 
callers by gathering information and routing calls 
to the appropriate recipient.

Market share
Source

The portion of a market controlled by a particular 
company or product.

Operating expenses (OPEX)
Source

Ongoing cost for running a product, business or 
system, such as rent, marketing or payroll.
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Term Definition

Pay-as-you-go model
Source

A system where the consumer pays for a service 
before using it and cannot use more than they have 
paid for.

Payers
Source

A person or organization that gives someone 
money that is due for work done, goods received or 
a debt incurred.

Positive cash flow
Source

A position where the cash that flows in to the 
organization is higher than the cash amount that 
flows out during the same period of time. A positive 
cash flow will not indicate for sure that profits 
have been made, but it means that finances are 
improving for a firm.

Revenue assurance
Source

A function within some telecommunications 
companies designed to ensure that corporate 
activities improve revenue generation  
and/or profitability.

Revenue share
Source

The distribution of profits and losses between 
stakeholders, such as partners, employees, or 
companies in an alliance.

Runway
Source

The length of time in which a company will  
remain solvent assuming they are unable to raise 
more money.

Sustainable Development 
Goals

A set of 17 global goals developed by the United 
Nations for improvements in areas such as health, 
education, poverty reduction and environmental 
well-being by 2030

Strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats 
(SWOT) analysis Source

A structured planning method that evaluates 
internal and external factors that are favorable and 
unfavorable to achieving a business objective.

Total addressable market
Source The total market demand for a product or service.

Total cost of ownership
Source

A financial estimate intended to help buyers and 
owners determine the direct and indirect costs of a 
product or system.

Value chain
Source

The full range of activities that organizations 
go through to bring a product or service to their 
customers, including production, marketing and the 
provision of after-sales service.
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