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going to

The Challenge of Replicating Social Programs

HOMELESSNESS,
illiteracy, chronic unemployment: non-
profits struggle to address society’s most intractable
problems. And yet, as Bill Clinton noted, in reviewing school-
reform initiatives during his presidency, “Nearly every problem has been
solved by someone, somewhere.” The frustration is that “we can’t seem to
replicate [those solutions] anywhere else.”
With a few exceptions, the nonprofit sector in the United States is comprised of cot-
tage enterprises — thousands upon thousands of programs, each operating in a single neigh-
borhood, in a single city or town. Often, this may be the most appropriate form of organization,
but in some — perhaps many — cases, it represents a substantial loss to society overall. Time, funds,
and imagination are poured into new programs that at best reinvent the wheel, while the potential of
programs that have already proven their effectiveness remains sadly underdeveloped.
One impediment to replication is the prevailing bias among funders to support innovative, “break-
through” ideas.” Another is the fact that, for many people, the concept conjures up images of bureaucracy and
centralized control. Such images are uninviting in any sphere, but they are especially problematic in the non-
profit sector, where local “ownership” by donors and volunteers plays such an important part in organizational
success. Add in the fact that for many social entrepreneurs, autonomy is an important form of psychic income,
and it becomes easy to understand why implementing someone else’s dream tends not to be nearly as satisfying
as building one’s own.
In practice, however, replication is anything but a cookie-cutter process. The objective is to reproduce a suc-
cessful program’s results, not to slavishly recreate every one of its features. At the heart of replication is the move-
ment of an organization’s theory of change to a new location. In some cases, this might entail transferring a
handful of practices from one site to another; in others, the wholesale cloning of the organization’s culture.
Whatever the specifics, the right choice — including whether to replicate at all — will be strongly influenced by
the complexity of the organization’s theory of change and the degree to which it can be articulated and
standardized.’
Before turning to replication in the social sector, however, it is worth spending a moment on
its for-profit sector analogue, franchising. Born in the 1920s, the franchise has become one
of the dominant organization forms of our time, accounting today for roughly 50 per-
cent of all U.S. retail sales. Franchise organizations align the energy and investment
of local entrepreneurs with the strength of a network that may encompass hun-
dreds or even thousands of units operating under the same trademark in
different locations. While there are sharp differences between the for-
profit and nonprofit sectors, which limit the analogy, fran-
chising offers some thought-provoking lessons for
social enterprises seeking to grow.*
First is the value
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the wheel.

of a proven program. Leveraging the knowledge developed by
someone else can enable a new site to increase the speed of
implementation and the odds of obtaining the desired outcomes.
Independent start-ups in the for-profit sector face a much higher
failure rate than new units in a franchise chain. The Small Busi-
ness Administration estimates that approximately half of all
small business start-ups fail within five years. The comparable rate
for franchise units is half that, or about 25 percent. Quite simply,
replication can reduce the risk of failure.

Adopting a recognized model can also make it easier to attract
resources. A well-known franchise will attract customers even in
anew market, because they associate the brand name with deliv-
erables they know they can count on. Comparable benefits can
accrue in the nonprofit sector. For example, prospective Habitat
for Humanity volunteers know what the organization is trying
to do, what to expect when they volunteer, and what the results
of their work will be. Likewise, prospective donors, who want
to be sure their gifts will have an impact, know that the organi-
zation is building on the experience of others who have used the
same program successfully.

Finally, by virtue of being part of a larger system, local pro-
grams may gain access to resources and expertise in areas such as
fundraising, human resources, and legal services that might be
unaffordable for a single unit. They will also be able to tap into ideas
and knowledge generated by other sites. A network provides a nat-
ural environment for experimentation and learning. McDonald’s
Big Mac, Filet-O-Fish, and Egg McMufin were all innovations con-
ceived by local franchisees. Similarly, City Year’s Young Heroes pro-
gram, which engages middle-school students in service and has
spread throughout the system, was developed in Providence,
R.L, not at the organization’s headquarters in Boston.

The core of a franchise is a proven (which is to say a profitable)
business idea that can be replicated in multiple sites. What makes
replicating social ideas so complicated, and how can the key
issues be addressed?

Is Replication a Reasonable and Responsible Option?

Replicating programs that do not produce results is at best a waste
of precious social resources and at worst a source of active harm
to the participants. For this reason, the first question to ask is
whether there is enough substantive evidence of success to jus-
tify replication.

Jeffrey L. Bradach is co-founder and managing partner of The Bridgespan
Group, a nonprofit strategic consulting firm which works with nonprofit
organizations and foundations. Before joining Bridgespan, he was on the
faculty of the Harvard Business School, where he conducted the initial
research for this article.

Time, funds, and imagination are poured
into new programs that at best reinvent

What constitutes “enough” will vary, depending on the nature
of the program, its longevity, and the scope of the contemplated
replication. Expanding from 10 sites to 100 requires more proof
of demonstrated success than opening a second location, while
programs that truly break new ground need more evidence that
the desired results can be sustained over time than those whose
methods are tried-and-true.” At a minimum, however, an orga-
nization has to be able to show that its theory of change is strong,
that its initial outcomes are encouraging, and that it has systems
in place to track key performance data going forward.

Acquiring evidence of success can be challenging, not least
because much of the work nonprofits do involves social inter-
ventions, where outcomes are notoriously hard to define and the
full effects can take years to see. Nevertheless, the issue of demon-
strable results must be dealt with head-on if good decisions about
investing resources in creating social change are to be made. The
ability to assess (through direct measures or meaningful proxies)
whether a program is generating value for its key constituents is
an essential prerequisite for any discussion about replication.

Equally important is the ability to articulate the organization’s
theory of change, which reflects both its view of why its program
works and its understanding of the activities required to produce
successful outcomes for its key constituents — recipients, donor-
funders, staff, and volunteers. To illustrate, consider the problem
of early-childhood literacy. An organization with a strong theory
of change will be able to specify not only how it is going to
affect its participants’ reading ability (through one-on-one tutor-
ing, say), but also which of its activities are essential to create pos-
itive outcomes and how those activities must be executed.
Answers to questions such as “How will the tutoring be delivered?
How often? and By whom?” are, in essence, the organization’s
social technology. And it is this core technology that will have to
be replicated in new sites.

In some nonprofits, the organization’s culture is a key element
inits theory of change. City Year is a Boston-based organization
that brings together young people, ages 17 to 21, for a yearlong
stint of community service in urban areas. Its culture embraces
individual differences and embodies the belief that individuals can
change their communities.® This worldview, which is both an out-
come of the program and a key element in making the program
work, is primarily a byproduct of how the organization operates
— its structures, systems, and processes, reinforced by the pur-
poseful efforts of City Year’s leaders. Replicating the culture of
an organization is a far more complicated undertaking than
replicating a few program elements.

One of the key dimensions on which theories of change
vary is their degree of complexity, as measured by the number
of activities required to create the desired outcomes. For orga-
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