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a b s t r a c t

While the literature on social scaling adopts a linear perspective in which a social enterprise first tests
and validates its business model and then scales it up to other settings, this study argues that in un-
certain and volatile environments, a more iterative approach may be appropriate. We develop an in-
depth case study of ViaVia Travellers Caf�es, a social enterprise that has successfully scaled its opera-
tions to 16 locations covering four continents. Through document analyses and twelve interviews with
internal and external stakeholders, we are able to map and analyze the development process of the
ViaVia Travellers Caf�es, with information covering a period of more than 25 years. We find that under
uncertainty, the social business model does not need to be proven before scaling it up. In fact, ViaVia
Travellers had not yet developed a replicable model when scaling activities were undertaken. It regarded
each new expansion as an experiment, and developed the business model's economic and social ele-
ments by learning from the portfolio of its previous experiments. Overcoming uncertainty hence
involved simultaneously developing and scaling the business model. Our study introduces insights from
the literature on business model development under uncertainty to the research on sustainable business
models and social scaling, while contributing relevant insights for social entrepreneurs trying to scale.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

“Not all those who wander are lost”

J.R.R Tolkien

A central question in social enterprise research concerns how
social enterprises can scale up, i.e. how they can increase their
social impact (Dees et al., 2004a). One often-used approach to
scaling consists of growing the size of the organization, for example
through geographical expansion (Uvin et al., 2000). In this respect,
scholars have argued that scaling is straightforward when the ob-
ject of intereste i.e. the social business modele has proven itself in
practice and has replicable core elements (Dees et al., 2004a;
Mulgan, 2006; Perrini et al., 2010). Most empirical studies on the
scaling of social enterprises start from this perspective, and docu-
ment the process through which social enterprises try to scale up
bson).
their proven business model. For example, Perrini et al. (2010)
studied how the world's largest drug rehabilitation community
was able to replicate its model to two new branches, while Bocken
et al. (2016) investigated how three well-established social busi-
nesses increased the number of co-workers and customers by
expanding their offerings and maximizing revenues.

In sharp contrast to this premise of a proven business model in
the scaling literature, we identified a social enterprise that suc-
cessfully scaled its operations to 16 locations spanning four conti-
nents and embarked on this journey with an immature business
model, i.e. a business model of which the core social and economic
elements had not been proven in practice. This observation leads to
the question addressed by this study: How can social enterprises
develop and scale immature business models?

We identify and address this research question through the in-
depth qualitative investigation of a purposefully selected, excep-
tionally rich, and insightful single case study (Siggelkow, 2007) of
ViaVia Travellers Caf�es. This international chain of caf�es, most of
which are located in developing countries, has the core purpose to
develop sustainable tourism and to increase intercultural tolerance.
It is one of the few social enterprises that have expanded
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geographically (i.e. scaling ‘wide’) while at the same time being
able to serve more people and improve the outcomes of their op-
erations (i.e. scaling ‘deep’) (Bloom and Chatterji, 2009). We find
that the ViaVias' scaling strategy runs counter to the traditional
belief that the social enterprise should have a proven business
model before scaling it up. Instead, we find that each new ViaVia
expansion functions as an experiment, adapting the core business
model to its own context and situation. This adaptation results in a
variety of business models operating under the same mission and
name, allowing the parent organization to detect interesting busi-
ness model elements from each of these experiments and then to
use these insights to constantly fine-tune the business model for
later launches.

This study contributes to our understanding of sustainable
business development and scaling by bringing insights on uncer-
tainty and experimentation into the social enterprise literature. It
has been stated that existing management theory fails to explain
how firms can develop sustainable business models that address
local needs (Hart et al., 2016). Our study advances the literature on
sustainable business development by proposing a portfolio of ex-
periments, in which sufficient leeway is given to local managers, as
a relevant way of generating local knowledge and addressing local
needs in uncertain contexts. In addition, it contributes to the social
scaling literature, as it depicts scaling not as the replication of a
proven business model, but as a learning process that incorporates
identifying and fine-tuning the business model. This suggests that
for social enterprises facing conditions of uncertainty, a possible
scaling strategy consists of business model experimentation and
organizational learning. Instead of considering social scaling as the
final stage of innovation and development with a proven business
model, it highlights the possibility to simultaneously develop and
scale the business model. This insight may even have important
implications for the literature on scaling in mainstream enterprises.

2. Literature background e scaling social enterprises’
business models

Two literature were used to contextualize the results from this
case: work on the scaling of social enterprises, and on (sustainable)
business model development under uncertainty. The literature on
scaling social enterprises was the starting position for this research,
while the relevance of business model development under uncer-
tainty emerged as a result of the case study analysis (Suddaby,
2006). Yet, for reasons of clarity, both literature streams are dis-
cussed upfront. As a starting point however, we will first elaborate
on the social enterprise and social business model concepts.

2.1. Social enterprises and their business models

In the broadest sense, a social enterprise is an enterprise that,
regardless of legal and organizational form, explicitly focuses on
the creation of social value (Austin et al., 2006; Peredo and McLean,
2006; Seelos and Mair, 2005; Dorado, 2006). However, although its
social mission is a distinctive feature, economic value creation
through the production and selling of goods and/or services is also
important for the enterprise's financial sustainability. Mair and
Martí (2006) reiterate this point by stating that economic value
creation is a necessity to ensure the sustainability and financial
independence of an initiative, unless the venture relies on philan-
thropic support and on-going fundraising as is the case in many
not-for-profits. Yunus et al. (2010) echo this distinctive feature of
social businesses as they argue that social businesses have earnings
that match or exceed full operational costs, and owners have the
right to recover their investments, but the primary driver of the
business lies in the cause it serves rather than the profit it can
make. In short, there are a variety of social enterprise definitions.
However, Dacin et al. (2011), p. 1204 claim that the one that holds
themost promise is the one that focuses on “the primarymission of
the social entrepreneur being one of creating social value by
providing solutions to social problems”.

This distinctive feature of the social enterprise is reflected in its
business model. Researchers have defined the business model
concept in multiple ways, including the organization's character-
istics and decision variables that determine how value is created
and captured by the organization (Zott et al., 2011). Yunus et al.
(2010) discuss the differences between a conventional business
model and a social business model. A conventional business model
generally consists of three predominant elements, (1) a value
proposition, (2) a value constellation, and (3) a positive profit
equation. The value proposition comprises the identification of the
enterprise's customers and the enterprise's offer valued by these
customers. The value constellation refers to how the business de-
livers this proposition to its customers. Lastly, the profit equation
refers to how value is created and captured from the value prop-
osition while covering the costs and capital structure incorporated
in the value constellation. In a social business model, however, all
elements emphasize the attempt to resolve social and environ-
mental issues. While in a conventional business model the value
proposition and value constellation solely focus on the customer, a
social business model pays attention to all stakeholders. Besides,
the economic profit equation of a social business model only strives
for full recovery of cost and capital instead of financial profit
maximization. Moreover, the social profit equation is added as a
fourth element, comprising the desired social and environmental
profits (Yunus et al., 2010). In the next two sections, we discuss how
the literature on social scaling and the literature on decision-
making under uncertainty inform us about the development of
(social) business models.

2.2. Scaling

In general, existing literature on scaling regards it as a final stage
of the innovation process. The starting point of this process involves
identifying a need that is not being met and a way to meet that
need (Mulgan, 2006; Perrini et al., 2010). For social enterprises, this
entails the creation of social and economic value by offering a
product or service (Perrini et al., 2010). The next stage involves
bringing the idea into practice, often through prototypes or pilot
projects, in order to assess the enthusiasm for it (Mulgan, 2006).
This is essential for evaluating the product market fit and for
assessing whether the existing idea will contribute to a sustainable
business and will allow the organization to create and capture both
social and economic value. In fact, the social scaling literature as-
sumes that this phase either results in the abandoning of the idea,
or in the identification of a sustainable business model; a process of
moving from an immature model to one that can be scaled and
sustained. Once an appropriate business model and a consistent
organizational form have been established, themodel may be ready
to scale (Perrini et al., 2010).

Scaling a social business model is considered to take place only
after a viable social business model has been identified (Perrini
et al., 2010; Desa and Koch, 2014). For example, Mulgan (2006)
points out that in a social innovation process, an idea can be
grown, replicated, adapted or franchised once it has proven itself in
practice. This has later been referred to as scalability (Weber et al.,
2012; Perrini et al., 2010). In their systematic review of scaling in
the social sector, Weber et al. (2012), p. 2 note that although many
definitions exist for scalability, there is a general consensus that
“replicability, adaptability, and transferability of the operational
model are key components of scalability”. Perrini et al. (2010)
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proposed that the model's scalability and the social opportunity's
exploitation depend on identifying the key success determinants.

Although analyzing innovation in discrete phases may be useful
to increase the understanding of change, Mulgan (2006) acknowl-
edged that different stages in the process do not always occur in a
linear and consecutive way. He states that action sometimes pre-
cedes understanding. “Sometimes doing things catalyzes new
ideas. Feedback loops also exist between every stage, which make
real innovations more like multiple spirals than straight lines”
(Mulgan, 2006, p. 155). The literature on business model develop-
ment under uncertainty provides us with more insights regarding
this learning process.

2.3. Developing a business model under uncertainty

The entrepreneurship literature has paid much attention to the
impact of uncertainty on entrepreneurial decision-making and on
the development of business models in particular. As explained by
Alvarez and Barney (2005), entrepreneurial firms operate in un-
certain conditions, and they need to cope with transaction diffi-
culties, because it is difficult to know the value of an exchange at
the time it starts. Uncertainty in this context refers to the uncertain
and unknowable outcomes that cannot be foreseen a priori in the
process. This uncertainty dominates decision-making in the earlier
stages of a venture (Reymen et al., 2015).

In contrast to earlier beliefs, it is now generally accepted in the
entrepreneurship literature that flexible approaches outperform
planning approaches under uncertainty. Alvarez and Barney (2005)
suggest that, when data and information are readily available, a
planning-based approach to decision making is valuable. In fact,
Anderson and Tushman (2001) found that technology ventures
would plan and base their decisions and organizational fit based on
the environment they would expect to encounter. Nevertheless,
expectations and reality may diverge as market development is
shaped by the decisions of many actors and actions, and clarity only
exists ex-post (Andries et al., 2013). When there is no reliable in-
formation available, planning-based approaches appear to have
limited success, because their predictions do not accurately reflect
the outcomes in such contexts (Reymen et al., 2015). Alvarez and
Barney (2005) suggest that under uncertainty, and when data
and information are not valid or readily available, a collaborative
and flexible approach to decision making is more appropriate.

One such flexible approach to addressing this uncertainty in-
volves experimenting with the business model. The inability to
foresee all feasible business models in advance implies that, as
more information becomes available, changes to the business
model will be necessary and likely (Pitt and Kannemeyer, 2000).
Recent studies (e.g. Andries and Debackere, 2007; Andries et al.,
2013) suggested that under conditions of uncertainty, exper-
imenting and redefining the business model is instrumental. This
business model experimentation involves actively learning about
the environment and incorporating new information and feedback
to refine the initial proposition into a viable business model. At the
core of this experimentation and exploration is organizational
learning. Autio et al. (2000), p. 911 define organizational learning as
“the process of assimilating new knowledge into the organization's
knowledge base.” Building upon the knowledge accumulated from
incorporating feedback from repeated successive experiments im-
proves an organizations experiential knowledge and in turn, re-
duces the uncertainty of operating in a new environment (Johanson
and Vahlne, 1990). Furthermore, when the results of an experiment
are negative, the business model will be adjusted and another
experiment will begin (Minniti and Bygrave, 2001; Vohora et al.,
2004). Hart et al. (2016) note that this sort of exploration is
important when developing business models for the base of the
pyramid (BoP). Hart et al. (2016), p. 406 highlight that “in explo-
ration that is central to developing business models for the BoP, the
focus is on gathering new information that is broad and general on
many different ideas and alternatives rather than on analyzing
feasibility of any one alternative or opportunity”.

3. Methods

This study investigates how social enterprises develop and scale
immature business models. Addressing this research question calls
for fine-grained insights into the venture developing and scaling
processes unfolding over time (Yin, 2014). Qualitative methods are
therefore particularly well suited to conduct this longitudinal study
of business model development and scaling (Miles and Huberman,
1984). We documented the development process of the ViaVia
Travellers Caf�es, with information covering a period of more than
25 years. The oldest information available dates from the ideation
phase of the ViaVia Travellers Caf�es, i.e. the period preceding and
leading up to the first launch.

3.1. Case selection

We purposefully selected an exceptionally rich, and insightful
single case (Siggelkow, 2007), namely the ViaVia Travellers Caf�es.
This is an international chain of caf�es, of which the majority are
located in developing countries. They are all committed to sus-
tainable tourism and adhere to a social mission, as they aim to serve
as a vehicle for socioeconomic development and increased toler-
ance by offeringmemorable and joyful intercultural experiences for
travelers and locals around the world. The first ViaVia opened in
1995 in Belgium, as an initiative of its parent organization the JAK
group, a Belgian group that includes tour operator Joker that has
been operating successfully nationally and internationally for over
30 years.

From the start, JAK has valued sustainable tourism with the
intent to contribute to socioeconomic development and increase
intercultural tolerance. The ViaVias were born out of the idea that
sustainable tourism and sustainable collaboration can only arise
where sustainable contacts exist. This focus on sustainability is also
reflected in the ViaVia vision, stating that the caf�es want to (1)
contribute to a more open, fair & enjoyable world where people,
planet, profit and pleasure are in harmony, (2) connect people, and
(3) create a dialogue for learning and amazement in respect of
culture and nature.

While the mission highlights sustainability and socioeconomic
development through sustainable tourism, the vision clearly ar-
ticulates the importance of the triple bottom line. In essence, the
ViaVias are locally embedded embryos of social, economic and
cultural development. Furthermore, they are seen as amplifiers of
international exchange and solidarity.

In 2016, 16 active ViaVias were operating on four continents.
ViaVia Kathmandu was under reconstruction and therefore
temporarily closed, two franchisees e in Zanzibar and Tonsupa -
ended the collaboration due to personal choices, and ViaVia Cata-
lonia closed indefinitely. Together, the ViaVias form a hybrid setup
that tie for-profit and social-profit operations under the same
mission and vision. As such, it is one of the few global social en-
terprises engaged in the tourism industry.

3.2. Data collection

The data e which cover more than 25 years - was collected in
the period 2012e2016 and was organized into a case study data-
base, keeping separate evidentiary data and individual researchers'
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reports (Yin, 2014). An iterative data collection process involved a
first round of 10 semi-structured interviews, which were
augmented with secondary data. The interviews focused on the
ViaVias' development and scaling practices. They were conducted
(a) with senior management and founders of JAK - the ViaVias'
parent organization, (b) with ViaVia managers, and (c) with
external stakeholders, including one beneficiary and three public
organizations who collaborate intensively with JAK. ViaVia Man-
agers were selected in consultationwith the senior management of
JAK, assuring that (1) they were located on multiple continents, (2)
they were involved in ViaVias that were launched at different
points in time, and (3) these particular ViaVias would provide rich
data on the development process. In addition, the external stake-
holders were selected in consultation with JAK's senior manage-
ment, assuring that both beneficiaries and partners were included.
Interviewing multiple stakeholders provided alternative perspec-
tives regarding the business model's development and scaling and
allowed for data triangulation. Interviews lasted between 30 min
and 2 h and were tape-recorded and transcribed. In addition, re-
searchers took detailed notes during the interviews to link the
thoughts and observations during the interview with the interview
transcripts later.

In addition to conducting semi-structured interviews, many
administrative documents were collected. Privileged access to in-
ternal documents, as well as ongoing searches for relevant news
and reports were used to create a large database of documented
material. Multiple data sources from this database, in addition to
the interviews, were utilized throughout the data collection and
analysis phase in order to ensure data triangulation. The documents
analyzed included (1) formal studies including a published teach-
ing case (Andries and Daou, 2016), a published book by JAK's CEO
(Elsen, 2011), and two master's theses (Dobson 2014; Somers and
Verbeek, 2015); (2) administrative documents including ViaVia
franchise agreements and manuals, award applications, an
accepted European Social Fund (ESF) grant proposal, and a
company-wide workshop summary; (3) news clippings from local
newspapers as well as the websites of tour operator Joker and of
each ViaVia. Documents were added at various stages in the data
collection process to keep up with the newest material and timely
news releases and posts.

This data collection process yielded an accurate historical
depiction of the business model's development and scaling (see
Fig. 1). The timeline includes ViaVia introductions and closures,
with the legal form, ownership structure and business model of
each ViaVia being discussed in Table 1. Together, the timeline and
table provide an initial impression of how the business model and
scaling strategy changed over time.

At the end of the data collection and analysis, a second round of
interviews was conducted to corroborate and clarify the pre-
liminary insights with the CEO of JAK and with the owner of one
ViaVia in order to assess whether the preliminary insights reflected
their experience (Mills et al., 2010). These insights were further
Fig. 1. Timeline of ViaVia int
corroborated with information from the database sources (Yin,
2014). This provided an additional level of rigor to the methodol-
ogy and validity of the results. An overview of the interviews can be
found in Table 2.

3.3. Data analysis

The data analysis was guided by existing theory within the so-
cial scaling and business model literature. By initially relying on
existing theoretic propositions, the data collection and analytic
priorities were shaped a priori to analyze the enterprise's approach
to business model development and scaling (Yin, 2014). After
conducting and transcribing the interviews, the material was
coded. Meaningful central constructs resulted from guidance by
existing theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). The interview protocol and
coding focused on the following broad themes: access to resources,
organizational structure and governance, partner selection, (social)
innovation, context, (social) impact, outcomes, network collabora-
tion, and strategy. During the coding phase, memos were also
attached to the themes and individual codes to record the rela-
tionship to the case and its relevance to theory if possible (Miles
and Huberman, 1984). After pouring through the initial data and
codes, further concepts not originally utilized and/or covered in the
social scaling literature became apparent, including uncertainty,
experimentation, and organizational learning in the business
model's development and scaling. This insight led to further anal-
ysis regarding how each ViaVia is unique and howcertain successes
and failures from the ViaVias changed the business model and later
expansions.

4. Case study results and discussion

4.1. Finding 1: absence of a replicable business model

Contrary to the assumptions in the literature on scaling, ViaVia
had not yet developed a replicable model when scaling activities
were undertaken. The first ViaVia opened in 1995 in Belgium and
the second one opened only two months later in Yogyakarta,
Indonesia. The business model had yet to be proven in practice
before this international scaling and was incomplete, only
including the model's core elements. In particular, the business
model's minimum critical specifications for its replication in new
contexts were the restaurant and caf�e, a model emanating from the
typical successful Belgian caf�es. These core elements were expected
to generate social value by adhering to international standards of
sustainability and socioeconomic development while simulta-
neously generating sufficient economic value to ensure financial
sustainability. Although it was a clear and important goal that the
ViaVias should create and capture further social value beyond this
core business model, how they would do that was not. When the
second ViaVia was launched in Yogyakarta immediately after the
opening of the first one in Heverlee (Belgium), there was still
roductions and closures.



Table 1
ViaVias’ business model diversity.

Legal Form Type of
Arrangement

JAK-group
ownership in
ViaVia

Building Caf�e Restaurant Hotel Travel
Support

Incubator Art
Exhibit

Fair-
Trade
Shop

Artisanal
Bakery

Artisanal
Ice
Cream

Training
Programs

Workshops/
Info
Sessions

Theater
Support

Cultural
Events

Live
Local
Music

Rental
Space

Heverlee Cooperative for-
profit limited
liability

Joint
company

27% Rented from
externals

x x x x x x x

Yogyakarta For-profit
limited liability

Gentleman's
agreement

Officially 0%,
but in reality
33% of
investment

Fully owned by
managers,
although partly
funded by JAK
group

x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

Dakar For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

53% Rented from JAK
group

x x x x x x x

Antwerp Cooperative for-
profit limited
liability

Joint
company

27% Rented from JAK
group

x x x x x x x x

Catalonia
(closed)

For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

10% Rented from JAK
group

Cop�an For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

36% Rented from JAK
group

x x x x x x x

Arusha Not-for-Profit
limited liability
not having a
share capital

Joint
company

Not
applicable

Rented from
externals

x x x x x x

Kathmandu
(temporarily
closed)

For-profit
limited liability

Franchise 0% Rented from
externals

Zanzibar
(closed)

For-profit
limited liability

Franchise 0% Rented from
externals

Le�on For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

33% Rented from JAK
group

x x x x x x x

Buenos Aires For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

34% Rented from JAK
group

x x x x x x

Mopti For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

30% Fully owned by
ViaVia

x x x x x x x x

Ayacucho For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

50% Rented from
externals

x x x x x x x x x x x x

Valparaíso For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

15% Rented from JAK
group

x x x x

Tonsupa
(closed)

For-profit
limited liability

Franchise 0% Rented from
externals

Brussels Cooperative for-
profit limited
liability

Joint
company

24% Rented from
externals

x x x x x

Mechelen Cooperative for-
profit limited
liability

Joint
company

28% Rented from
externals

x x x x x x x x

Leuven Cooperative for-
profit limited
liability

Joint
company

27% Rented from
externals

x x x x x x

Chengdu For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

19% Rented from
externals

x x x

Addis Ababa For-profit
limited liability

Joint
company

33% Rented from
externals

x x x x
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Table 2
Interviews.

Interviewee Organization Date

1st round Bob Elsen JAK group March 2014
Bob Elsen JAK group March 2014
Lutgart Dusar JAK group November

2014
Wim Jorissen City of Mechelen November

2014
Caroline Meyers European Social Fund (ESF)

Flanders
November
2014

Patricia
Schoolmeesters

City of Leuven December
2014

Rachid Tebani Biomama (beneficiary of
ViaVia Mechelen)

January 2015

Ingvild Solvang ViaVia Yogyakarta March 2015
Geert Van Vaeck ViaVia Copan February 2016
Pauline Evers ViaVia Ayacucho February 2016

2nd
round

Geert Van Vaeck ViaVia Copan April 2016
Bob Elsen JAK group June 2016
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uncertainty about whether the core business model would be
accepted and economically viable.

Instead of providing clear guidelines, JAK allowed the ViaVia
network to grow in an organic way according to the principle of
‘unity in diversity’. This meant that each new ViaVia replicated the
business model's core elements of caf�e and restaurant with a focus
on sustainable tourism, but managers were given the responsibility
and freedom to decide how these elements would be configured to
suit the particular context. Additionally, how the new ViaVia would
incorporate additional social value creation was unknown at initi-
ation. It was the local manager's responsibility to develop addi-
tional activities that would create further social value once the core
model was in place. For example, in initiating the early expansion to
Indonesia, JAK provided the core framework to work within, and
then gave autonomy to themanagers of the new ViaVia to adapt the
model both in terms of social and economic value generating ele-
ments. Up until today, this initial expansion to Indonesia is
considered one of their most effective ones in terms of both social
and economic impact creation, and is well accredited. In 2013, the
ViaVia in Yogyakarta received the prestigious Wild Asia Respon-
sible Tourism award. It was the first ViaVia to operate a hotel, travel
agency, and incubator. Further activities included tourism educa-
tion and workshops, internships for students in tourism, promoting
women's rights in the region, natural disaster relief, and local cul-
tural activities.

We find that the inability to standardize the model's social el-
ements largely comes from the uncertainty about the local contexts
in which the ViaVias operate. Contexts are particularly important
for social enterprises as they are targeting social problems, which
are often local in nature and thus may require greater adaptation
over standardization (Yang and Wu, 2015). Social outcomes are not
easily replicable. Adding further to this uncertainty, many ViaVias
operate in emerging economies, which are known to display
institutional voids and have a lack of developed factormarkets, thus
limiting the applicability of many strategic options developed from
different contexts such as those fromdeveloped economies (Wright
et al., 2005).

We find that, as there is high uncertainty about which business
model fits a certain context, planning becomes problematic. Instead
of taking a proactive strategy and choosing how, when, and where
they will expand to, JAK shows a clear preference for expanding
only when an external entrepreneur develops a proposal to launch
a new ViaVia. Oviatt and McDougall (2005) note the importance of
acquiring foreign market knowledge and organizational learning
for entering new international markets and argue that it “moder-
ates the speed at which the venture internationalizes to exploit an
entrepreneurial opportunity” (p. 547). Many ViaVia entrepreneurs
are knowledgeable about the location they want to establish a
ViaVia in, therefore reducing the uncertainty of operating in that
context. However, JAK does not use any particular matrix to eval-
uate the entrepreneur's market and organizational knowledge. The
evaluation is less rigid than a typical due diligence. It is mostly a
connection between the corporate heads and the hopeful entre-
preneur. JAK evaluates the location for the ViaVia, the finances, the
local rules and institutions, butmuch of the risk and decisions is left
up to the hopeful entrepreneur. Proposals are evaluated based on
the drive and commitment of the entrepreneur, the financial
feasibility and potential social impact of the project. As opposed to
having a cookie-cutter matrix for evaluating hopeful entrepreneurs
and proposals, this ad-hoc evaluation system provides greater
decision-making flexibility and is representative of the experi-
mentation approach to scaling that will be further elaborated upon
in section 4.2. Each entrepreneur comes with his/her own projects
based on the above mentioned core elements. The ViaVia must
include the minimum critical specification of caf�e and restaurant,
with a sustainable tourism spin. Bob Elsen e JAK's CEO and co-
founder - reiterated this externally driven scaling strategy:

“We are creating a frame in which they should work. So when they
say, did you plan your ViaVias? We know of course there are
countries like Canada, Ethiopia in which we are interested, or New
York or whatever, but if there is no one who comes with the plan, if
there is no one who comes to us, then we don't do it. There should
be one or two, preferably two people involved in that project and
they have to create. They have to have the feeling.”

In sum, contrary to the social innovation and scaling literature
that adhere to a quasi-linear process of business model develop-
ment, we see an international scaling of the ViaVias prior to
development of the business model's social elements and even
before its core economic elements have been proven in practice.
Instead of formalizing and exploiting the idea through prototypes
or pilot projects, the organization decided to immediately expand
to Indonesia and began developing the international brand.While a
first approach to dealing with uncertainty consists in reacting only
to externally created proposals, a second approach entails experi-
mentation and adaptation, which we discuss in detail below.
4.2. Finding 2: experimentation in scaling e each new ViaVia as an
experiment

The externally driven scaling strategy discussed above has
resulted in the development of 20 ViaVias, of which 16 are still
operational in 2016. The diversity of these ViaVias is striking. While
all have replicated the business model's core economic elements,
i.e. the restaurant and caf�e, they differ widely regarding additional
economic activities and the way they create and capture social
value. Each ViaVia is exceptional in legal form and ownership
agreement with JAK, but also in design, operations, management,
and activities (see Table 1).

Whereas most ViaVias are a joint initiative by JAK and the local
managers, the chain also includes three franchises, and even one
ViaVia in which JAK invested based on a gentleman's agreement
without being legally acknowledged as a shareholder, as the local
regulations did not allow for official participation. In the cases
where JAK financially invests in the ViaVia, shareholder participa-
tion ranges between 15 and 53 percent. As for the buildings in
which the ViaVias are located, one is fully owned by the local ViaVia
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caf�e, some are rented from external parties, and all others are fully
or partially owned by the JAK group and rented to the ViaVia.
Whereas the majority of ViaVias are for-profit entities with limited
liability, one has a not-for-profit legal form. This variation is
exemplary of the experimentation approach taken. By adjusting
their fiscal participation in each ViaVia, whether it is a franchise
that will be subject to a franchising fee or a partnership that will
involve greater financial responsibility for the parent organization,
they are able to explore the most effective investment and partic-
ipation amounts across the portfolio.

Furthermore, The ViaVias are completely independent in their
operations. The day-to-day tasks are managed independently and
this allows for more flexibility and freedom to adapt to the local
environment and culture. The parent organization does get
involved if they are making a decision that involves investments.
However, the parent organization only acts as an advisory and
supporting organization. This experimentation with the business
model's social and economic elements has resulted from ViaVia
managers' autonomy in how they extend the core elements of the
business model, and from their embeddedness in the local context.

Bob Elsen reiterated this flexible strategy when he mentioned
the often unplanned and organic evolution of ideas that resulted in
the ViaVias’ current operations. The launch and development of
each new ViaVia generally did not adhere strictly to the original
plan. Instead, ViaVia managers would refine their activities as new
information became available and as they actively gained insights
into their environment. Mie Cornoedus, one of the managers of
ViaVia Yogyakarta, reflected on their flexibility to new and local
information regarding social needs:

“The mix of projects is diverse, and we support small projects. This
may be seen as spreading ourselves thin and not having that one
large impact �a la Bill Gates versus malaria. But the point is to
remain flexible and able to respond to proposals submitted by in-
dividuals and community groups at any time […] Importantly,
when looking at it from the perspective of business sustainability,
the idea is not always about how much profit is redistributed, but
howmuch positive value is generated from goodwill, from nothing,
what we call doing something from nothing.”

ViaVia Ayacucho (Peru) had to adapt its hotel to local customs.
Pauline Evers mentioned how the initial economic offering was
adjusted after a while:

“We started with the restaurant and bar and 10 hotel rooms. Where
we first started with a dorm, as most Viavia’ s do […] Though they
did not understand the system of a dorm. Even if we explained it ten
times […] So actually, we gradually transferred to a normal hotel
with private bathrooms.”

The loose affiliation strategy and flexible approach to how Via-
Vias create and capture social value, while generating economic
value from the restaurant and caf�e, was the cornerstone of the
experimentation approach. A benefit of this flexibility and experi-
mentation approach, instead of enforcing a rigid business model to
be replicated (e.g. McDonald), is that it allows for quick adjustments
to exogenous shocks. For example, according to Geert Van Vaeck,
manager of ViaVia Honduras, the coup d’�etat in 2009 made the
tourism sector fall apart:

“I think the tourism industry fell by 50%. That means that you must
be able to quickly jump into other markets.”

Geert furthermentioned how these shocks inspire novel socially
oriented activities:

“When we are confronted with another crisis situation, it is very
easy to say: ‘we fire 10 people now and we'll do the work with the
others.’ But the problem here lies in the fact that when you lay off
10 people, this results in 10 people that do not have a job anymore,
that do not receive a decent wage anymore, that cannot afford
healthy food anymore, cannot go to the doctor anymore, cannot
send their children to school anymore and so on. We try to do
exactly the opposite: we try to make sure that our staff can
continue working here and thus maintain their incomes.”

Similarly, Pauline Evers of ViaVia Ayacucho recognized that
tourism was only slowly developing in her area, and therefore
decided to forego replicating the travel agency apparent in other
ViaVias and instead created social value by developing a fair trade
shop. We find that this high level of autonomy and resulting
experimentation is not only beneficial for generating economic and
social value at the level of the individual ViaVia, but also triggers
learning across the different ViaVias and the parent organization, as
we will discuss in the next section.
4.3. Finding 3eadaptation and innovation on organizational level

We find that JAK (the parent organization) views each succes-
sive ViaVia expansion as a unique experiment, in which modifica-
tions and additions to the business model's core economic
elements are developed. We find that these individual experiments
have influenced the economic and social business model of later
ViaVia launches. In particular, we observe that JAK uses the
knowledge acquired in developing the social and commercial ac-
tivities of each ViaVia in order to set up further expansions. In
addition, existing ViaVias on the one hand adjust their operations
based on the experiences and actions of other ViaVias in the
network that have been effective in creating and capturing social
and economic value. On the other hand, we also identify learning
from failure.

The primary learnings, both from successes and failures, which
resulted in adaptations and additions to the original business
model, are below:

Development of the social business model. We find that the
initial reason for JAK to start with the ViaVias was to be more
present in the world. JAK and its tour operator Joker had the
objective to offer a sustainable travel experience. The idea was that
the locally embedded ViaVia would strengthen the quality of their
tourism offer and improve the network's financial position such
that it would be able to generate more economic value. Therefore,
the first ViaVias that were launched focused mainly on getting the
business model's economic elements right, the idea being that the
social elements would follow from that. These ViaVias' first steps
towards social impact came from their human resources policy. As
Geert Van Vaeck, manager of ViaVia Copan (Honduras) mentions:

“First of all, make sure your own business works. Make sure you
have clients that you sell food and beverages, that you have em-
ployees. And after that, put up your first social project in your own
business. Your staff, the people working for you that is your first
important objective; give them a better life and try to pay them fair
wages. If we can start with this that will be a huge step forward!”

After establishing the core business model, these early ViaVias
gradually added social elements to their business model. For
example, over the past 20 years, ViaVia Yogyakarta has pioneered
many social projects, such as (1) prioritizing local and organic
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production by small local suppliers, (2) operating the caf�e as an art
exhibition for youth and unrecognized artists, (3) operating a fair
trade shop that supports the economic enablement of marginalized
people and groups by selling locally made handicrafts, (4)
providing ecofriendly travel tours, (5) providing staff training op-
portunities, (6) contributing to annual community events, and (7)
providing trainings for aspiring tour guides. As Ingvild Solvang, one
of ViaVia Yogyakarta's managers, explains:

“It is like putting down the first brick of a new house. Once the idea
of the house has been conceived, everyone can add new bricks to
it.”

We see that this awareness that existing ViaVias were able to
over time create social value while remaining financially sustain-
able, provides confidence to newer ViaVias to engage with social
projects already soon after start-up. The early ViaVias also form a
source of inspiration for later ViaVias, who try replicating some of
their predecessors’ successful projects and actions. Several ViaVias
inquired Geert how he managed his employee contracts during
crisis situations, such as the coup in Honduras in 2009. In addition,
the ViaVias in Peru, Nicaragua, and Senegal adopted similar prac-
tices as those in Indonesia, giving a voice to local art exhibitors and
music bands.

Buy rather than rent. The purposeful intention to purchase
rather than rent locations resulted from difficulties experienced
with landlords in some countries where the ViaVias were oper-
ating. For example, the landlords in Dakar were notmaintaining the
buildings. In Kathmandu, the buildings were even demolished. Bob
Elsen noted on the case in Kathmandu:

“There we were renting and it was a very old center of Kathmandu.
But the owner he broke it down so he could force a larger building,
so he could rent it on a better price. But then you have your ViaVia
and they put it down and you don't find directly straight away
another ViaVia or another place to rent.”

As a result of this experience, ViaVias prefer buying the locations
as it helps to ensure the ViaVias’ longevity.

Location, location, location. While the first ViaVias were all
located in well-accessible cities, the fifth one, located in a beautiful
remote ranch in Catalonia, had difficulties to attract guests and
make it economically viable. Based on that experience, it was
explicitly decided that all future ViaVias should be in a town center
where tourists, locals, and foreigners alike are able to congregate
easily.

Not only where, but whom. An important learning pertains to
the selection of people and in particular to the need to build on the
organization's existing network in order to attract and assess po-
tential new ViaVia managers. As Bob Elsen formulates it:

“Most of the ViaVias […] are successful, it's due to the people that
are there. They are the strength and the fact that they had the guts
to do it. And I think that is one of the first things I learned, that you
cannot set up a ViaVia, a good ViaVia, without the guys or the
women, or whatever, who have the strength and the will, and the
drive to do it.”

Bob also highlighted trust with the applicants as an important
factor in deciding which new ViaVias to establish:

“The whether-or-not intuitive positive feeling that growswhile new
candidates present their comprehensive conceptual and financial
plan during different meetings is decisive for the final selection. In
other words, the sense of having trust in each other is essential.”
The examples above illustrate organizational learning at the
level of JAK. Fiol and Lyles (1985), p. 811 defined learning as “the
development of insights, knowledge, and associations between
past actions, the effectiveness of those actions, and future actions”.
Viewing the social enterprise and its business model as the unit of
analysis, organizational learning considers that enterprise as a
capable observer. It is able to observe its actions, and experiment
with alternative actions to identify outcomes and to engage in
organizational adjustment in order to improve performance, or
ensure financial sustainability (Robey et al., 2000). Fiol and Lyles
(1985) further identified four contextual factors that influence the
probability for learning and improve the awareness of these
capable observers. These include (1) a culture conducive to
learning, (2) a flexible strategy, (3) an innovative organizational
structure supporting new insights, and (4) the environment. The
ViaVia strategy and organizational structure epitomize this. Its
experimental approach to international expansion, replicating a
minimum core business model but remaining flexible for the
implementation of social projects and operational actions, has
proven to be highly conducive to learning, not just within each
individual ViaVia, but also across the ViaVia network.

Our finding that the management of JAK has learned from this
broad range of experiments to improve the business model of later
ViaVia launches, is in line with work by Andries et al. (2013) on
business model development in high-tech start-ups. The authors
argue that these enterprises can develop a portfolio of business
models over time, which allows them to learn and adjust their
operations as more information becomes available. They noted that
“learning about one option can also reduce uncertainty about other
options, especially when new business model experiments are
related to at least one other business model in the portfolio”
(Andries et al., 2013, p. 303). We see that the successes and failures
of one ViaVia's economic and social activities are indeed informa-
tive for the development of other ViaVias' business models. In
particular, the ViaVias' current core business model includes both
economic and social elements and has resulted from the multiple
business model experiments at each individual ViaVia.
4.4. Conceptual model

Our three primary findings together reflect an iterative process,
as illustrated in Fig. 2. Our findings indicate that the ViaVias started
from a core business model that was the base of each successive
expansion. This core business model only included the Belgian style
caf�e and restaurant, which were expected to generate social value
by adhering to international standards of sustainability and socio-
economic development while simultaneously generating sufficient
economic value to ensure financial sustainability. In a second step,
each individual ViaVia was set up as an experiment and had the
autonomy to adapt elements of the core business model, for
instance by de-emphasizing some aspects of travel and tourism in
exchange for selling locally made fair trade products, and by
innovating with new projects, such as social incubators, art gal-
leries, and hotels/dormitories. Also differences in financial
commitment, operational roles, locations, and organizational
structure (including not-for-profit and for-profit structures, fran-
chises, and joint ventures) emerged from this experimentation. In a
third step of the model, the organization then built on these past
successes and failures of previous expansion experiences to adjust
the replicable core model, inspiring in turn a new cycle starting
with the launch of a new ViaVia experiment. At the center of this
cycle is organizational learning. Each successive experiment, suc-
cessful and not, builds on the organizations experiential
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Fig. 2. Business model development and scaling through experimentation.
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knowledge. Utilizing a repeated experimentation procedure in
which a core set of practices is replicated and built upon, the or-
ganization is able to probe new operations in new environments in
a quasi-controlled experiment. This iterative process of replication
and adaptation implies keeping the core model close to domain of
existing knowledge, and in doing so, the organization is able to
maximize knowledge generation, thus improving their ability to
adapt and improve theirmodel in further experiments, all thewhile
reducing uncertainty (Autio et al., 2000). Autio et al. (2000), p. 912
imply the importance of this sort of procedure for business model
development and scaling when they note “knowledge regeneration
is important to firm growth.”

5. Conclusions and further research

Based on an in-depth study of the ViaVia Travellers Caf�es, one of
the few social enterprises that has internationalized successfully,
we investigated how social enterprises can develop and scale their
business model under uncertainty. We find that a social enterprise
does not require a proven business model prior to scaling it up.
Instead, we propose that in uncertain contexts the business model
could instead be developed throughout the scaling process. Social
enterprises may view each new expansion as an experiment, and
should constantly refine its business model's economic and social
elements by learning from this broad portfolio of experiments.
These insights also contribute to research on sustainable business
models. As Hart et al. (2016), p. 401 state, “existing management
theory does not adequately explain how firms can generate local
knowledge and innovate to address potential customers with un-
met needs and communities in unfamiliar contexts such as rural
villages and urban shantytowns.” Our study advances the devel-
opment of a portfolio of experiments as a relevant way of gener-
ating local knowledge and addressing local needs in uncertain
contexts. In particular, providing sufficient leeway to local man-
agers can allow them to engage in co-development with local
stakeholders.

The results of this study should be interpreted in light of its
limitations. Utilizing a single case as our empirical window, we
recognize that there is a limitation to the generalizability of these
findings. There is an accumulation of empirical evidence suggesting
that strategic management models that have emerged from
developed economies do not fit the conditions prevalent in
emerging economies (Narayanan and Fahey, 2005). Although our
data limits our ability to challenge this entirely, we suggest that the
process presented in this study effectively addressed the significant
differences in the contexts between the developed and developing
economies that is often claimed as limiting the adoptability of
dominant strategy models to emerging economies (Narayanan and
Fahey, 2005). Our study also makes two important contributions to
the social scaling literature. First, by studying a successful global
for-profit social enterprise this paper enriches existing work, which
has mainly focused on not-for-profit legal forms and their associ-
ated scaling strategies (see for example Bradach, 2003; Dees et al.,
2004b; Perrini et al., 2010; Sharir and Lerner, 2006; Tracey and
Jarvis, 2007; Uvin et al., 2000) and may not be applicable to the
for-profit enterprise. As such, it offers relevant insights for for-profit
social entrepreneurs trying to scale. Second, as we propose that
scaling and business model development can be intertwined and a
simultaneous processes, we challenge and enrich the linear view in
the social scaling literature that scaling follows business develop-
ment (Dees et al., 2004a; Mulgan, 2006; Perrini et al., 2010). Scaling
does not necessarily consist of the replication of a proven business
model, but can be considered a learning process that incorporates
identifying and fine-tuning the business model through a variation
of experiments. Moreover, we believe this finding may have im-
plications for the study of scaling strategies in general, and in
particular, for understanding ‘plural forms’, i.e. “the simultaneous
presence of both franchised and company-owned outlets in the
same network” (Cliquet and P�enard, 2012, p. 159). Whereas the
literature on (social) franchising and affiliation is dominated by
agency and resource-based perspectives, we advance uncertainty
and experimentation as a potential explanation for the existence of
plural forms. The ViaVia chain is composed of different forms of
legal entities and shareholder structures. In agreement with
Alvarez and Barney (2005), this variety results from a collaborative,
flexible decision-making approach in venture creation processes
under uncertainty. Future research on scaling strategies, both in
social and mainstream enterprises, may find this a useful
perspective for studying plural forms.
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