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Navigate towards impact
Evidence-based approaches to guide innovation and 
scaling pathways
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Keynote take-aways

1. Food systems are complex and volitile

2. Systems approaches are essential to:
• Understand complex food system dynamics

• Identify entry point for innovation and scaling

3. Systems complexity can paralize action

4. Innovative methodology for understanding ánd
intervening in complex adaptive food systems

5. Focus on navigating towards impact through
short- and long-term feedback loops

6. Balance action with reflection and adaptation



Innovation and scaling
Why scaling innovation matters for resilient food 
systems?
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Innovation approach to resilience

1. Innovation can play an important role in 
increasing agri-food system resilience 

2. Innovations can be of technological (e.g. weather 
forecasting) or institutional nature (e.g. climate 
insurance)

3. Billions of euros invested in science and 
innovation to deal with current (short-term) and 
future (long-term) challenges

4. Investments in science and innovations today may 
be the solutions 10-15 years from now

5. Innovation use at scale essential for impact



Our unique context



Reasons for poor performance

1. Strong focus on the technologies, and not on the 
systemic enablers

2. No evidence-based approaches to identify 
bottlenecks for innovation and scaling, and 
develop (cost-)effective and contextualized scaling 
strategies and partnerships (one-size-fits-all)

3. Scaling bottlenecks are ignored or framed as being 
outside of our comfort zone or zone of influence

4. Unrealistic ideas about impact (from unproven 
idea to ‘reaching’ 2M farmers in 3 years)



Scaling the new way

1. Integral part of project/ innovation design 

2. Evidence-based scaling strategies 

3. Realistic scaling based on resources allocated

4. Embrace failure and learning - out of the 100 
innovative Ideas, 5 will become game-changers

5. Scaling strategies and partnerships are fit-for-
purpose and contextualized

Increase the likelihood that investments reach scale!



Scaling Readiness
An approach to navigate complexity and innovation 
scaling along an impact pathway 
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Scaling Readiness Background

• Original concept developed in 2017 by Dr Murat Sartas
and Dr Marc Schut based on 5 principles:

1. Innovations scale as part of 
packages (systems approach)

2. Innovation and scaling pathways 
can be measured using evidence

3. Strategize around bottlenecks

4. Scaling is a multi-stakeholder 
affair and requires partnerships

5. Scaling is an emergent and 
unpredictable process of change

• How can we support?



Scaling Readiness

Stepwise approach to
scaling of innovation:

1. Characterise

2. Diagnose

3. Strategize

4. Agree

5. Navigate

Transparent and
manageable process that
avoids action paralysis



Step 1 - Characterize

• What are we trying to develop and scale? For what
purpose? What is our scaling ambition? 

• Understand innovations as part of packages 



Step 1 – Embrace heterogeneity 

• “Interventions aiming to increase the resilience of 
food systems will have different impacts in different 
geographical contexts, depending on their 
agroecological and climatic setting, government 
policies, private sector engagement, community 
participation and institutional capacities.”

• Embrace heterogeneity
• Intervention/ Scaling Innovation X in Serbia will look 

differently from Intervention/ Scaling Innovation X in 
Spain (agro-ecology/ policies/ market dynamics/ etc.)



Step 2 – Diagnose innovation readiness

• Each innovation is measured 
along 9 levels of readiness ranging from
• Level 1:  an idea or hypothesis 

• Levels 2-5: innovation of which individual 
concepts, components have been tested or 
validated theoretically, empirically

• Levels 6–7: innovations are successfully 
tested in a controlled environment

• Levels 8–9: innovations are proven to work 
in an uncontrolled environment

• Scoring against a certain level is evidence-
based



Step 2 – Diagnose innovation use

• Innovation use represents the extent to which an 
innovation is already being used and by whom using 
an innovation systems/ network analysis approach:
• Levels 0-1: No Use of project use only

• Levels 2–3: Innovations are used only by R4D direct 
project partners

• Levels 4–7: Innovations are used by other projects, 
organizations or actors (next-users)

• Levels 8–9: Innovations are commonly used by their 
intended users (end-users)

• A ‘farmer’ can be a project partner, next-user or end-
user depending on his/her role and incentivization 



Step 2 – Diagnose the bottlenecks

• Scaling 
Readiness 
assessment 
of an 
innovation 
package 
showing how 
“government 
seed system” 
is the main 
bottleneck. 



Step 3 - Strategize

Strategic option Description 

Substitute Can the bottleneck be replaced by another innovation which is of higher readiness 

and/ or use in the given context?

Outsource Are there any organisations or external experts which can improve the Scaling 

Readiness of the bottleneck more (cost-)effective and efficient than your 

intervention team?

Develop If outsourcing is not possible, feasible or too expensive, can the intervention team 

improve the readiness and/or the use by investing available intervention capacities 

and resources?

Relocate Can the intervention be implemented in another location where the bottleneck is 

absent or can be addressed by one of the above strategic options?

Reorient Can the objective of the intervention be changed so that the (new) bottleneck can 

be addressed by one of the above strategic options?

Postpone Can the scaling of the innovation package be achieved at a later point in time? 

Stop If none of the above strategic options are likely to overcome the bottlenecks for 

scaling, then stopping the investment in the scaling intervention should be 

considered as an option. 

Explore strategic options to overcome scaling bottlenecks



Step 3 - Strategize

• E.g. replace 
bottleneck by 
an innovation 
that has 
higher Scaling 
Readiness

• Evidence 
based partner 
selection



Step 4 – Agree on Scaling Strategy

• Engage key
stakeholders 
(project 
partners, 
donors, etc.) 
in developing
a Scaling
Strategy and
Scaling
Action Plan

• Best strategy may not always be politically feasible



Step 5 – Navigate, monitor and learn

Did the strategy and actions have the desired effect?

Continuous (annual) updating of innovation Packages, monitor 
changes in Innovation Readiness and Use and update strategies

as part of Reflexive Monitoring and Adaptive Management
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Innovation Portfolio Management

Innovation Package level
Portfolio level 

(Project, program, thematic, 
country)

1. Monitor and manage a portfolio 
of innovation packages over time 
at Initiative level

2. Make ‘tough’ decisions as part of 
performance management and 
stage-gating

3. Support resource allocation 
(which packages need research vs 
delivery investment)

4. Support resource mobilisation
(which innovations are ready for 
scaling, where, for which 
outcomes/ SDGs?)



Innovation Portfolio Management



Does it work?

• Used globally by a broad range of organizations

• Evidence of how Scaling Readiness influenced
strategy design and outcomes in projects

• Multi-million CGIAR investment in mainstreaming 
Scaling Readiness for Innovation portfolio 
management (2022-2024)

• Donors have integrated Innovation Readiness and
Innovation Use as part of their Results Frameworks

• Online course enrolled 1500 participants in first 
months which shows the need for innovative tools 
and methods to advance scaling



More information

www.scalingreadiness.org

https://innovationandscaling.thinkific.com/

http://www.scalingreadiness.org/
https://innovationandscaling.thinkific.com/

