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Bottom-up initiatives of active citizens are increasingly demonstrating sustainable practices within local
ecosystems. Local urban farming, sustainable agri-food systems, circular supply chains, and community fablabs
are exemplary ways of tackling global challenges on a local level. Although promising in accelerating towards
future-proof systems, these hyper-localized, bottom-up initiatives often struggle to take root in new contexts due to

embedded socio-cultural challenges.
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| 1. Introduction

As societies worldwide are going through rapid and dramatic changes, cities around the globe are claiming a
leading position in the transition towards more sustainable urban lifestyles needed to address the sustainable
development goals. To keep up with the pace of our society’s development, there is an urge to create urban
systems that can fit human needs within the planet's possibilities . Exemplary urban systems that can address
global challenges at a local scale are urban food systems that can be conceived of as a set of activities ranging
from production through to consumption . Socio-economic ecosystems that illustrate the value of local co-
production while tackling global challenges require ‘new ways of innovation—a shift in thinking, doing and
organizing’ B! (p. 573) to become resilient and future-proof. In this reality, cities serve more and more as a
laboratory for experimenting with new ways to address global challenges on a local scale. In other words, cities can
be seen as resilient socio-economic systems where different actors interact at different levels to tackle the so-
called wicked problems . In this regard, an increasing number of local coalitions are popping up in different cities
across Europe to experiment with innovative solutions. These coalitions are oftentimes led by mixed groups of
practitioners and active citizens who share the common goal of bringing social and system transformations to their
respective contexts, for example B8, Such local insurgent activism is also referred to as bottom-up initiatives or
social innovation: ‘new ideas (products, services, and models) that simultaneously meet social needs (more
effectively than alternatives) and create new social relationships or collaborations in the civic context’ . The
scaling of these types of mission-driven bottom-up initiatives is oftentimes perceived as a promising framework for
achieving urban sustainability transitions &, including the transformation of food systems. Despite the remarkable
success of many bottom-up initiatives, their specificity and strong connection to their territories sometimes make it
hard to scale their practices and achieve larger societal impact or system changes. In other words, the social
impact sector is recently growing by ‘building the capacities and culture for innovation, and, as a result, holds great
promise for transformative breakthroughs’ . Herein, the premise was taken that transformative capacity can be

built through value co-creation and experimenting with new ways to address global challenges on a local scale,
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which is relevant to innovating current urban systems. To overcome contextual and local social challenges, multiple
stakeholders and actors from different sectors find ways to collaborate and build the needed capacity for
successful scaling, (e.g., through sharing learnings and exchanging experiences). Thanks to their dynamic nature,
which integrates diversity through interaction in local networks, cities proved to be a fruitful context in which these
collaborations occur and through which new tools, methods, instruments, products, processes, policies, and
services are generated 1911 Next to that, the design field is evolving into a promising way of facilitating innovation
in the public realm and triggering systemic change EIEILLI2IIS] The value of design in tackling widespread global
challenges for systemic change is drawing more and more attention [LAILLR4] regylting in increased awareness
and recognition of design-enabled innovation. Indeed, design is especially useful in the complex process of
adaptation and value creation required for the systemic embedment of an innovative solution. Furthermore, it plays
a vital role in acting toward change by diffusing the needed capabilities and empowering bottom-up, local initiatives
to thrive 29, In keeping with Scott (121, we refer to the integrated function of design that brings together a variety of

skills, steps, and stakeholders who are involved in the urban context.

2. The Rise of Social Innovation Sector and Bottom-Up Local
Initiatives

The social impact sector only recently started growing more by ‘building the capacities and culture for innovation,
and, as a result, holds great promise for transformative breakthroughs’ & (p. 2). ‘But for various financial, political,
and organizational reasons, many effective approaches operate only at a small scale’ & (p. 2). Indeed, one of the
biggest challenges faced by social innovations that want to scale and achieve a larger impact relies on the lack of
financial sustainability due to their size and structure. It is the case for most of the initiatives considered for this
study, which are small and hyper-localized. Some of them rise as a solution for specific problems of a particular
area or target group, while others are trying to tackle more general global issues (e.g., the crisis of values, crisis of
democracy, climate change, and footprint) at a local level. Moreover, they are dependent on specific local
resources 13 and embedded within the cultural norms, institutional routines, and values of a specific context.
Additionally, these small-scale social initiatives face a lack of capabilities and resources, which hinder their
potential to grow 28, Consequently, replicating, expanding, or adapting the project to a new context is a challenge
for bottom-up local initiatives, and several factors need to be considered when scaling, especially in a different
environment. Hence, there is a need to address the question of what is being scaled in the first place, i.e.,

products, organizations, or impact and then uncover strategies for doing that.

| 3. The Concept of Scaling

This section unfolds the spectrum of scaling from a theoretical perspective and provides orientation regarding the
various existing scaling strategies to better understand how social innovation can be replicated or scaled to have
more impact. Scaling is generally used to refer to the growth of innovation. Following the Cambridge Dictionary, to
scale something up can be generally defined as: ‘to increase the size, amount, or importance of something, usually

an organization or process’ 14, Whereas this is true for most types of business innovations whose scaling size
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could be measured by the amount of profit generated, scaling social innovations and bottom-up local initiatives do
require a different lens of inquiry and new strategies for success. For instance, by achieving a larger impact on
society, which means being able to benefit and bring value to a larger pool of people 18 through innovation
addressing and responding to social needs, while improving their overall quality of life [J. In keeping with Moore
and colleagues, scaling is not only about organic replication or adaptation (scale-out); to change the system, you
have to change the rules of the game (scale-up) but also change the mindset and the culture of a particular
‘institution’ (scale deep) X2. Figure 1 shows different ways of scaling innovation and corresponding scaling

strategies.
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SCALING OUT

‘Impacting greater numbers’

The main goal of this type of scaling is to
reach out to a greater number of people
and communities and improve their quality
of life with ‘innovation’. It is about going
out of the initial ‘context’.

Considerations:

e Where are you going to scale?

e How many people do you want to
impact?

e What needs to be transferred?
What are the core principles of the

0y
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REPLICATING

Copying a proven product, process or business
model. Introducing and implementing out of the initial

context (e.g. new geographical location or target
group) and then transfer it to multiple people.

]

EXPANDING

Growing the initiative by operating on the idea itself
and adapting it to different and new target audiences
(e.g. adding new features, expanding throughout new
sector domains..).

o

DISSEMINATING

Dissemination, also recognized as generative

‘Impacting the institutional system’

The goal is to change the institutions at the
level of policy, rules, and laws.

Considerations:

e At which level do you want to have an
impact?

e What do you want to change in the
current system?

initiative? diffusion, can take very different forms. The goal is
to inspire others to innovate and trigger change. The
e What are the successful elements of e . s
. diffusion’ will be organic and generative: it could be
the idea? N .
seen as a sort of contagion, like a viral.
INTEGRATING
In this case the change will happen incrementally. The
innovation will be adopted and slowly integrated into
the current system. The goal is to find trade-offs and
SCALING UP common grounds.

DISRUPTING

In this case the innovation will bring up a radical
change by disrupting the whole current system. It
seems to happen suddenly but it actually requires
other changes to happen in the landscape that opens
up for this right moment to occur.

NIINDGINCG
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anything influencing the innovation’s scaling process, from the external world to aspects such as mindset and
attitude, organizational culture, capabilities, goals, aspirations, and team dynamics [23. Whereas these initiatives
are deeply rooted in their original socio-cultural context, it is expected that, when replicating and implementing their
practice in new contexts, bottom-up initiatives need to exchange cultural elements and co-create knowledge with
the careful engagement of the local community 19241251 Therefore, scaling requires the exchange of knowledge

between multiple parties and stakeholders, an open mindset, acceptance, and collaboration.

Successful implementation requires learning how to get an intervention to reliably work in the hands of many
different professionals working in different organizational contexts and with other cultures 28, In other words,
preserving the benefits a local context could provide without disrupting it while integrating the initiative into its
network of stakeholders and citizen communities. When implementing bottom-up innovation in a new context,
innovators need to integrate integrity without disrupting but preserving their mission, culture, and beliefs and align
those with the community’s local culture, needs, and values. Hence, scaling could be seen more as a process of
matching the different aspects and elements, such as the needs of the citizens, interests, visions, goals, and
aspirations. Therefore, building capacity, disseminating knowledge, and a culture of collaboration are key to
achieving systemic change. If the goal is to disseminate knowledge, then guidelines, models, or a framework to
initiate the replication somewhere else need to be provided 29 enabling other initiatives to scale through
knowledge diffusion. However, the simple creation of passive guidelines could not be as effective as building
capacity more collaboratively throughout co-creation activities and exchange. Indeed, as stated by Pierre Bordieu:
‘knowledge is socially constructed, and the human capability to capture and understand complex knowledge is
culturally constrained’ [ZZ. This step would entail building capacity and triggering a mutual learning environment
between the parts involved. Collaboration and networks play a crucial role in enabling innovators to replicate the
culture and disseminate knowledge to achieve a larger impact. In other words, to achieve systemic change and a
larger impact on society, replicating a solution may not be enough and the exchange of knowledge through a

collaborative culture is what is needed for mission-driven ecosystems to reach their goals. Whereas societal
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challenges are deeply rooted in the behavior and perception of citizens, forming local networks and collaborating

with multiple stakeholders is key to scaling and implementing innovations in new contexts 111,
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