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Twelve months ago UnLtd Ventures set about finding the 25 most 
ambitious social entrepreneurs in England to embark on a three year 
programme, the Big Venture Challenge, to test what it takes for social 
ventures to get to scale.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

www.UnLtd.org.uk

We believe the journey to scale – like 
any great journey – requires a robust 
vehicle (the social venture), a fearless 
and skilled pilot (the social entrepreneur) 
and plenty of fuel (growth capital).

The first stage of our journey involved a
team of sector experts filtering through
638 applications from ambitious social
entrepreneurs in order to find the 25 
they felt had the most potential to scale 
up. The best were invited to panel 
interviews and the very best were invited 
to become a part of the Big Venture 
Challenge.

This paper draws some tentative 
conclusions from this filtering process 
as to which ingredients were seen as 
signalling potential for scale. They can 
be summarised under the following 
categories:

• A business model that can deliver 
financial returns and impact at scale.

• A compelling entrepreneur who 
is experienced in their field of 
operation and has built a strong 
team and partnerships.

• A compelling track record of 
social and financial performance 
in this or previous ventures and a 
commitment to reporting  
against targets.

• A viable growth plan, including 
an appropriately sized and timed 
investment ask.

The Big Venture Challenge continues for
a further two years. By the end of the
programme we hope to be able to 
confirm whether these ingredients are, 
indeed, the most important for scaling 
a social venture – or whether other 
elements have proved more significant.
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INTRODUCTION

UnLtd’s research shows that the 
social entrepreneurs we work with 
each year across all programmes 
are ambitious – 62% plan to scale up 
or replicate their venture to create 
regional, national or international 
impact. Yet despite the potential and 
ambition of social entrepreneurs to 
scale up many struggle to do so, with 
over 50% reporting capacity as a key 
barrier and 68% struggling to access 
appropriate early stage finance to 
grow their ventures.

UnLtd Ventures aim to support early 
stage social ventures preparing for rapid 
scaling by sourcing capital and building 
capacity for the team. We believe that 
providing these elements to high calibre
ventures with the necessary ingredients 
for rapid growth will result in social 
impact at scale. 

The Big Venture Challenge was 
established, with funding from the 
Big Lottery Fund’s People Powered 
Change programme, and run by the 
UnLtd Ventures team, to put this model 
to the test. The programme supports 
25 ambitious social entrepreneurs over 
three years to scale up their work with 
access to finance, support and  
powerful networks. 

One of the core elements of UnLtd’s 
theory of change is that in order to 
support a new generation of scalable 
social ventures, the seed social 
investment market needs to evolve. 

Presently the availability of early stage, 
high risk seed investment is limited.
There is a well documented gap in 
angel and venture philanthropy funding 
between £50,000 and £250,000. Unless 
this early stage seed funding market is 
built even the best social ventures will 
not be able to grow or scale up their 
impact. 

In order to stimulate this market, the Big 
Venture Challenge offers a process of 
match-funding and intensive capacity 
building support to de-risk investment 
propositions and attract new high-risk 
investors to the sector. Specifically, the 
programme offers the following:

• An initial £25,000 grant for all 25 
winners. 

• The chance for up to ten winners 
to apply for a £50,000 grant if 
matched with £50,000 loan or equity 
investment and for two winners 
to apply for a £100,000 grant if 
matched with £100,000 loan or 
equity investment.

• An intensive incubation and 
investment readiness support 
programme, including a dedicated 
‘Development Manager’ from UnLtd, 
access to a series of boot camps, 
networking events and strategic 
introductions to a range of key 
influencers and experts in a variety 
of fields.

SCALING SOCIAL 
VENTURES

We define scaling a social 
venture as follows:

• Increased geographical 
reach of services – to 
cover multiple local 
authorities, regions or 
countries 

• Increased number of 
beneficiaries by at least 
a factor of 20% per 
year over three years 

• Increased revenue by 
at least an average rate 
of 20% per year over 
three years 

• Increased staff size by 
at least a factor of 20% 
per year over three 
years 

• External investment 
leveraged that matches 
or exceeds our grant 
contribution 

• Social Impact that 
scales in line with the 
organisation.
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Applications for the Big Venture Challenge were
assessed and filtered over a two-month selection
process, by UnLtd Ventures staff and over 50
highly experienced external judges – investors,
entrepreneurs, senior figures in the public and
private sector – to reach the final cohort of 25
Award Winners. The formal criteria for application
were that: 

• The entrepreneur must be 16 or over 

• Both entrepreneur and primary beneficiaries 
must be based in England 

• A clearly identified disadvantaged community 
in England must benefit from the work 

• There must be a clear appetite to scale the social 
impact of the organisation.

 
There is no agreed ‘recipe’ for a high potential
social venture. So beyond the formal criteria, the
assessors drew on their knowledge and experience
to identify the social entrepreneurs and ventures
that they thought had most potential to scale
rapidly. As the selection process went on, those
involved started to develop a consensus
on the ingredients they believed were important:

1. The data from this paper is drawn from a separate report: Big Venture Challenge Baseline Report by Stephen Miller, UnLtd Research Co-ordinator

The Proposition
An investable business model that can deliver
impact at scale.

The People
A compelling entrepreneur who has the right
attitude, is well-networked in their field of operation
and with strong teams and partnerships in place.

The Performance
A compelling track record of social and financial
performance in this or previous ventures and a
commitment to reporting against targets. 

The Plan
A viable growth plan, including an appropriately
sized and timed investment ask.

We won’t know if these really are the key ingredients
needed for scaling until the Big Venture Challenge
has finished. We are evaluating the programme over
its three year duration: firstly assessing whether our
winners successfully scale and subsequently, using
detailed analysis to try and isolate the factors that
are critically important in scaling.

In the meantime, though, these factors give an insight
into what the UnLtd team and experts in the social
entrepreneurship field more widely consider to be
important1. For social entrepreneurs looking to scale
up, focusing on these areas might help in persuading
those you need support from to get involved.

So what are the ingredients our panel looked for?

INGREDIENTS FOR SCALING
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THE PROPOSITION

For social impact to be delivered at scale, the Big Venture Challenge 
assessment team focused on certain fundamental aspects of the core 
business and social model being in place – including a distinctive value 
proposition that can be easily communicated. 

What’s important?

Clarity in the social value of the work. 
Assessors were agnostic as to the 
nature of the social value being created, 
but rather focused on a clarity of logic 
connecting the work of the organisation 
and the social outcomes it is set up to 
achieve, connecting activities to outputs 
to outcomes and ultimately to impact. 
8% of unsuccessful applicants were 
rejected due to unclear or limited  
social impact.

Size of Market. The area of social 
value also affects the size of the 
market: Ventures working in Health 
and Social Care, Employment and with 
Youth were most successful and these 
represent huge current social issues 
and significant market opportunities. 
Interestingly these sectors also are 
marked by an increased focus on 
payment by results by local and central 
government– representing a significant 
business and investment opportunity 
whilst locking in the social mission of the 
organisation.

A scalable revenue model. As well as a 
credible assessment of market size and 
level of customer demand, assessors 
looked for a clear competitive advantage 
in this marketplace – why should the 
customer buy this product or service 
over other providers – and a revenue 
model that is appropriate for scale, 

namely an increasing margin with  
every incremental sale. 

A balanced set of revenue streams. 
Judges didn’t expect ventures to be 
totally free from grant-funding, indeed 
over 50% of Award Winners had 
received some grants in the last year, 
but 7% of unsuccessful applicants were 
rejected because of over-reliance on 
grant funding. Analysis shows that 70% 
of the turnover of Award Winners came 
from sales with 23% from grants, whilst 
for unsuccessful applicants the figures 
were 42% and 41% respectively. 

Appropriate legal structure for the impact 
outlined. All successful Award Winners 
were running either Companies Limited 
by Shares (56%) or Companies Limited 
by Guarantee (44%). 24% of these also 
chose to overlay a ‘Community Interest 
Company’ structure whilst 16% are 
also charities. By contrast unsuccessful 
applicants came from a much wider 
range, including Industrial and Provident 
Societies, Limited Liability Partnerships, 
sole traders and unincorporated, with 
only 32% Limited by Shares. Simplicity 
in structures appears to be have been 
favoured by the assessors – with 
complex organisational hierarchies 
blending for-profit and not-forprofit 
structures often seen as confusing to 
management and investors alike.
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Legal structures and types of finance 

There is no ‘right’ legal structure for scaling, but
the choice of legal structure influences the type
of investment that can be raised, and this has
implications for other ‘ingredients’ too.

Structures such as a Company Limited by Guarantee
are very effective at protecting the social aims of
ventures, but limit the investment opportunities
principally to loan finance. Since this is often
considered a more risk averse form of investment,
assessors looked for stronger evidence of a track

Case Study
Mohammad Al Ubaydli - Patients Know Best

Patients Know Best 
(PKB) allows patients 
with long-term conditions 
online access to their
medical records, 
enabling them to have 
more control over their 
care and to update their
carers and specialists in 
real time. By using the

software, the NHS lowers costs, raises quality
and puts patients in control of their health. There
is a huge market but competitors don’t come
much bigger than Microsoft and Google. Yet,
PKB has clear advantages in the encryption of
the patient data, the user-led features and the

record of organisational performance over a sustained
period of time amongst social entrepreneurs
leading Companies Limited by Guarantee.

Conversely, structures such as a Company Limited
by Shares are more appropriate for attracting equity
investments. These are more suitable to high-risk,
high-growth-potential organisations – primarily
since early profits can be reinvested into the
company rather than paying back loans. However,
the social model isn’t necessarily locked into the
legal structure, meaning assessors needed to look
more closely at the organisation’s social mission.

network effect of patient and hospital sign-up.
In addition, these first two elements ensure
the social impact proposition is locked into
the proposition whilst the latter increases the
scalability of the model.

The huge market means PKB will likely need
several rounds of high risk investment to reach
market penetration and profits need to be
retained in the organisation. As such PKB is
structured as a Company Limited by Shares
which allows it to source equity investors
prepared to take on high levels of risk for
longer-term returns. As a web-based platform
the marginal costs of delivering new contracts
tend to zero, offering significant opportunity for
scale. The locked in social outcomes to patients
naturally follow as a result of this ability to
rapidly scale.

Figure 1. Impact areas across observation groups
Award Winners (n=25)

Unsuccessful Applicants (n=587)

FOCUS ON
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THE PEOPLE

Arguably the strongest factor in determining the success of an early 
stage venture is the quality of the people running the organisation, the 
relationships they own and the resources at their disposal: essentially the 
means to deliver against the proposition. 52% of unsuccessful applicants 
were deemed not have the right kind of people in and around the core team 
or through their partnerships.

What’s important?

• Relevant sector knowledge and 
networks: 24% of Award Winners 
had professional training in their 
specialist area (such as nursing or 
psychology) whilst a further 33% had 
significant professional experience 
and strong networks in the industry. 
In addition, 32% of Award Winners 
have direct first-hand experience 
of the social problem they are 
trying to tackle. Whilst the majority 
had worked in the social sector at 
some stage in their careers, 48% of 
Award Winners have professional 
backgrounds within the private 
sector, and many in the financial 
services industry. This provides 
some indication of fundamental 
business skills and financial literacy. 

• A strong team: Assessors were 
more likely to be convinced by social 
entrepreneurs who had others to 
work with them. All Award Winners 
had at least one other person to help 
them, with 80% of Award Winners 
already working with three or more 
others in their core team. By contrast 
15% of unsuccessful applicants 
were run solely by the social 
entrepreneur and 45% had two  
or fewer members of staff. 

• A network of supporters and 
partners: Award Winners are able 
to draw heavily on the support 
of others when delivering their 
ventures, most typically non-
executive directors, trustees and 
volunteers as well as informal 
advisors and organisational 
partners. Aside from the additional 
capacity and skills these individuals 
bring to the organisation, their 
involvement gives evidence that the 
founders are skilled at networking, 
engaging others with their vision, 
delegating and are aware of their 
own skill gaps.

“If the concept is right 
but the person isn’t 
then it is very difficult 
to invest.”  
Angel investor in BVC Venture
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Case Study
Chris Gourlay - Spacehive 

Spacehive is an online 
funding platform for public
spaces, which puts 
communities in the driving
seat of neighbourhood 
planning.

At the point of application, 
the Spacehive site was
not yet live and so there 

was no revenue and no impact to date. With limited 
funding, Chris couldn’t afford to take on full-time 
staff, potentially limiting his ability to deliver.  
This risk was mitigated by the perceived quality of 
the entrepreneur and strength of the team Chris 

had assembled around him, including the former 
chairman of JustGiving as chair, an eight-strong 
Advisory Board – with expertise in development,  
PR, political connections and web user experience – 
and strong partnerships with Deloitte, the GLA  
and London 2012.

This applicant was one of the earliest stage and
highest risk candidates but the exceptionally
entrepreneurial attitude of the founding
entrepreneur and the calibre of his network
convinced the assessors that he would be
worth backing. Within the first four months of the
Big Venture Challenge programme, Spacehive
successfully used £50,000 BVC match funding
to raise an additional £200,000 of co-investment
from a group of angel investors who also
believed in Chris enough to take the risk.

Figure 2. Number of Staff at Point of Application

Award Winners Unsuccessful Applicants

1-3 1-3

4-5 4-5

6-10 6-10

11-20 11-20

21-50 21-50

50+ 50+
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THE PERFORMANCE

In order to attract future sales and investment, a strong track record of 
delivering growth in revenues and social impact is clearly critical. Further 
to this, solid performance reporting helps investors calculate the risks and 
financial value of a social venture, and ventures with a good, evidenced track 
record and/or clarity on future key performance metrics for the organisation 
should attract higher levels of finance at a lower cost.  
 
However, only 5% of unsuccessful applicants were rejected purely on the lack of 
evidence of performance or track record. Assessors felt that in most cases, finding 
the right people and the right model is more fundamental at this early stage.

What’s important?

• Ability to generate income: Award 
Winners generated considerably 
more income than unsuccessful 
applicants at the time of application. 
Assessors saw income generation 
as a clear indicator of the existence 
of a large market and an ability in 
the team to close sales.

• Evidence of social impact: 
Assessors looked at the breadth 
and depth of the impact created by 
applicant’s ventures, and whether 
the evidence was sufficiently 
robust, including whether the 
reporting was clear, independently 
verified, comparable, transparent 
and included stakeholder input. 
However, the crucial factor in this 
respect was that the reporting was 
appropriate for the customers, 
funders and investors of any given 
venture – meaning one rule could 
not be applied to all applicants.

Figure 3. Annual Turnover at point of application

<£100

£100-250k

£250k-500k

£500k-750k

£750k-1m
£1m-1.5m

£1.5m+

<£100

£100-250k

£250k-500k

£500k-750k

£750k-1m
£1m-1.5m

£1.5m+

Award Winners Unsuccessful Applicants
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FOCUS ON
Profitability and Legal Structures

Clear profit margins at an early stage help 
organisations in their efforts to scale up, as greater 
working capital enables them to invest in the resources 
or facilities needed to rapidly grow. However, 
profitability was not as crucial a factor in the assessors’ 
decision making as might be expected. In fact, whilst 
the majority of applicants were in profit, the successful 
Award Winners were less profitable than the 
unsuccessful applicants at the point of application, with 
only 42% of Award Winners showing a profit in last 12 
months, compared to 68% of unsuccessful applicants.

Case Study
Aileen McDowell - B4Box

B4box is a construction 
company delivering
standard construction 
services, mainly 
focusing on house 
renovation and 
refurbishment to 
excellent price, quality 
and time standards. 

The company guarantee that 80% of the 
workforce is recruited from people on benefits, 
local to the work.

This finding is perhaps less surprising when profitability 
is analysed in relation to the legal structure and the type 
of investment they were seeking. For organisations 
seeking debt finance, existing profits are generally 
sought, whereas for equity deals, longer-term returns can 
be targeted and immediate profitability is less crucial. In 
these cases, assessors were sometimes willing to select 
an applicant when they saw potential for profitability 
in future.

At the point of application B4Box had grown to
a £1.5m annual turnover with a 10% operating
margin in just three years – and with a pipeline
that points to doubling that figure in the next year.
They had placed 77 people through training, into
jobs, 50% of whom were ex-offenders.

Independent social auditors calculated that every
pound spent on construction with B4box produces
£3-8 of additional economic benefit.
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THE PLAN

Assessing the viability of the growth plan is a qualitative process – involving 
knowledge gleaned about the business and social model, the resources
at disposal to the organisation and the performance to date. For an ambitious 
growth plan to be viable it almost certainly needs external investment of an
appropriate size and nature. Again, assessing the appropriateness of the 
investment ask is a case by case process.

During the shortlisting process, 7% of unsuccessful applicants were deemed to lack 
a viable growth plan whilst 13% were felt to be missing an appropriate
investment ask. Whilst much of our support is focused on developing this plan it is 
still important that the entrepreneur has a clear vision themselves on which areas to 
build upon – the raw ingredients must be there.

What’s important?

• A viable growth plan: There are 
generally perceived to be three 
main ways in which social ventures 
can plan to scale up their impact 
– through wholly-owned growth; 
affiliation based replication; and 
dissemination. The latter is generally 
not considered an investable 
proposition, as although the impact 
may well scale, the organisation will 
not.  

• Wholly-owned growth was the main 
way in which the majority of Award 
Winners (15) intended to enhance 
their social impact, by expanding 
their range of products and services, 
acquiring new contracts and 
developing more revenue streams. 
The remaining ten Award Winners 
planned to replicate their ventures 
through one of two forms of licensed 
replication: 

Franchising/licensing: seven Award 
Winners planned to use social 
franchising or social licensing 
to encourage either existing 
organisations or new ones to replicate 
their business models.

Partnership working: three Award 
Winners were looking to deliver more 
products and services to a wider 
audience through formal and informal 
partnerships as well as resource 
pooling.
 
Joint Ventures: no Award Winners 
currently plan to adopt this strategy.

-

-

-
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Case Study
Emma Morris Beyond Youth

Beyond Youth deliver 
group-based cognitive
behavioural therapy in 
prisons through their 
‘Chance 2 Change’ 
programme. Prior to 
Big Venture Challenge 
they delivered one-off 
sessions to groups of 
ten individuals at a time. 

They decided this was not an appropriate model in 
order to rapidly scale up the number of individuals 
they reached. 

Founder Emma Morris had strong existing

relationships with commissioners at both public
and private prisons and chose a licensing /
franchising route to scale. The model involves
licensing the Chance 2 Change programme
to prisons and training their staff to deliver
the programme themselves. In doing so,
Beyond Youth forecasts it will be helping 500
beneficiaries in 2012, rising to nearly 10,000
beneficiaries by the end of 2014 via a total of 54
franchises. 

Significant capital was sought to allow the
management team time to prepare franchise
manuals and contracts and recruit and train
prison staff. The core team also needed to be
strengthened, including hiring franchise support
workers and bringing in expertise in finance and
IP law to the board.

Figure 4. Kind of Investment Sought / Amount of Investment Sought by Award Winners

£100-200k
EQUITY

GRANT
22%

5.1%
5.1%

16.9%

1.7
%

28.8%

20.3%
LOAN

£201-300k

£301-400k

£401-500k

£501-600k

£601k +
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THE POTENTIAL

The winning 25 ventures didn’t all have the full compliment of ingredients 
outlined above but they all had some and showed significant potential to 
develop the others. One of the key criteria during the assessment was the 
willingness of the applicant to be flexible in their approach, to be open 
to learning and to be honest in their own assessment of the state of the 
business.

However, looking at reasons why unsuccessful applicants were rejected seems 
to show some patterns. In over half of cases, the main rejection reason was 
related to assessors’ confidence in the social entrepreneurs’ background, skills, 
networks, team and/or supporters.

Figure 5. Principal Rejection Reason for Unsuccessful applicants

Lack of Appropriate Proposition

22%

53%

5%

20%

Lack of Access to Suitable People

Lack of Evidence of Performance

Lack of Viable Growth Plan

“What drew us first 
and foremost 
was actually the 
entrepreneur rather 
than the sector or  
the actual business.” 
 
Angel investor in BVC Venture
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NEXT STEPS

As stated previously, reaching scale has been 
defined using the following criteria:

1. Increased Geographical Reach of services – to at 
least multi-regional or national. 

2. Increased Number of Beneficiaries by factor of at 
least 20% over three years. 

3. Increased Turnover by an average rate of at least 
20% over three years. 

4. Increased Staff Size by an average rate of at least 
20% over three years. 

5. External Investment leveraged that matches or 
exceeds our grant contribution. 

6. Social impact that scales in line with the 
organisation.

These six metrics are the Key Performance
Indicators that we will be tracking for each of our
winning ventures in order to determine whether they
are on a pathway to successfully scaling.

There are two years left of the Big Venture Challenge
support programme. We do not expect to draw any
conclusions on whether our Award Winners have
successfully scaled until the end of the programme.  
In the meantime, we will continue to look to strengthen
the core ingredients in each venture: the winners will
work with our team and expert support partners to
strengthen their networks and business propositions,
improve financial and impact reporting and build
viable growth plan whilst we broker introductions
to key individuals, organisations and investors to
strengthen the resources available for growth.

At the end of the programme we will assess which of
our winning ventures have successfully scaled and
which elements of their ventures and our support
were most significant in this process. We will then
update this report to reflect on whether these initial
hunches on ingredients for scaling were accurate
or not. In the meantime, keep up to date with their
progress at www.bigventurechallenge.com
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