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Typically, we describe scaling up as distinct phases.

The reality is that these activities overlap.

Effective organisations never stop learning and evolving.

at the 
beginning,  

you can 
focus on   
learning

as you scale, 
the scope 
for learning 
is reduced 
by the more 
pressing 
needs of scale
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Building 
institutions is a 
critical part of 
scaling

Sometimes it’s 
better not to do it 
all yourself

From relationships to the courage to take tough decisions, it’s clear that 
success at scale depends on much more than a sleek delivery model.  
Relationships, advocacy, opportunism and several other factors are part 
of the success story.  Our research indicates that organisations need to 
think about their “intermediation” as much as their implementation. We 

Obviously to work at scale requires a relationship with public institutions.  
But in South Asia, it requires more than just a relationship. In fact, 
an appetite for ecosystem building and institution strengthening is 
recommended.  We found that organisations at scale usually know how 
far they can push the public sector without jeopardising their work, and 
instead rely heavily on personal relationships, capacity building, and 
sheer persistence.

The Rural Support Programmes Network’s history is littered with 
examples where a timely phone call from its well-connected founder 
was crucial to advancing its goals. Even now, Shandana Khan says, “At 
the end of the day, what really matters is who your champions are in 
the government. Identifying the people who believe in your cause and 
who are willing to help you move it along is the most critical part of the 
process.” It was important for them to have relationships with all political 
parties, be perceived as neutral, and to build and maintain relationships 
even when they didn’t need them. Knowing which favours to call in, 
from whom and when is a sophisticated skill. 

When organisations take on extremely complex issues, such as 
property rights, they must engage with the public sector on multiple 
levels.  Three years ago, the BRAC Human Rights and Legal aid 
Services Programme launched a property rights initiative, designed to 
help women and the poor better understand and exercise their rights to 
land. Property disputes are notoriously complex cases in Bangladesh, 
often taking decades to resolve, and they are a big contributor to 
violence and even murders. Strengthening the legal system was a long-
term goal that was largely beyond BRAC’s power, so instead it started 
where it worked best: in the villages, increasing the number of certified 
land measurers by training and supporting a cadre of social “land” 
entrepreneurs.  In addition to providing measurement services for a fee, 
these entrepreneurs referred people to BRAC’s legal aid clinics and 
offered free services to the poor.

But the planned activities were not enough—success would require 
a favour from someone up high.  The land entrepreneurs struggled 
to procure the special maps they needed from local land offices that 
asked for steep fees or simply refused to provide them. But as a result 
of BRAC’s relationship with the Ministry of Land, it was able to develop a 
special agreement to distribute them to its land measurers. 
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