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Trailblazers are impact scale-ups that change industries. 
As a trailblazer, you aspire to solve a societal challenge 
by raising the bar in your industry, and you know you 
can’t do it on your own. You need to gain the support 
of a wide range of key players for industry change. You 
need partners to increase your visibility and legitimacy, 
to join resources and expertise for large R&D projects, 
to develop new industry standards, and to increase 
market access. 

What does it take to build partnerships with key players 
that are well positioned to support you in leveraging 
change in the industry? 

Know what you need

Successful collaboration begins with analyzing your 
company’s strengths and weaknesses and formulating 
your needs. What do you need to make your vision 
come to life? Are your own organizational resources 
limited? Can you develop these resources yourself or 
is it more effective to leverage the resources of other 
organizations? “A partnership is a way to solve a shared 
problem as well as a problem that is specific to your 
business. What is your goal? Speak internally within 
your organization, map your challenges and define your 
criteria for collaboration. Then you can start looking for 
the right partner - and the right partnership”, suggests 
partnership expert Meltem Tekeli. 

Who will be the most high leverage partner to scale 
your impact and change the industry will depend upon 
the needs you have. For example, corporate partners 
with a huge client base might help you further develop 
your offer, reach a much bigger pool of potential 
clients and gain legitimacy from a serious player in the 
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Scaling impact, especially to change entire industries, is not something you do alone. It requires 

building strategic partnerships that leverage complementary capabilities of partners to develop 

and scale an innovative solution to a societal challenge. Trailblazers build partnerships for 

impact by (1) knowing what they need, (2) knowing what they can offer to potential partners, (3) 

selectively matching based on their strategic needs, and (4) investing in trust.
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industry supporting you. Orbisk, a Dutch impact scale-
up that creates solutions for reducing food waste in 
restaurants, has developed a partnership with Unilever, 
which opens the possibility for them to scale the reach 
of their offer at a much higher pace. Tabit, a pioneering 
Turkish information service provider for rural farmers, 
partnered with Vodafone Turkey to send out SMS 
campaigns to Vodafone subscribers. As a result, their 
service has expanded to 50% of Turkey’s 3 million rural 
farmers.

A partnership can also provide a showcase initiative 
that helps raise awareness for the societal challenge 
and increases the legitimacy of your offer. For 
instance, Land Life Company has established a land 
restoration partnership with UNHCR to solve social 
and environmental problems in refugee settings. In the 
short documentary ‘It will be green again’ they show 
how the partners develop and implement a solution 
for a multifaceted societal challenge. Altibbi, a leading 
digital health platform in the Arab world, partnered 
with Telecom Egypt and gained support from the 
Egyptian government to enter the Egyptian market 
with an initiative to offer free telehealth services to 1 
million people. 

In order to change the industry a huge range of 
partners can be needed. “As a trailblazer you have to 
collaborate with unusual partners: private and public, 
social enterprises and for-profit companies, small and 
big organizations”, advises social impact expert Inge 
Oskam. “You need more openness for that. You can 
change little things and develop sustainable solutions 

in niches, but to make a real impact you need to be 
open to new partners, new insights“. An impressive 
example of getting a wide range of key players on 
board is the development of EON’s new standard for 
the fashion industry: the CircularID Protocol. To pull 
this off the company partnered with key players in 
fashion (H&M, PVH), retail (Target), standard setting 
(GS1), design and innovation (IDEO), repair, recycling 
and waste (The Renewal Workshop, I:CO, WM), and 
others. 

Know what you can offer

Partnerships need to be beneficial for both parties. In 
order to build a successful partnership, you need to 
understand your unique capabilities and find those 
partners who benefit most from these capabilities. “Ask 
yourself: what do you bring to the table? Understand 
what your competitors are doing and how you are 
distinct from them. Do your homework on potential 
partners, understand their priorities, look at how you 
can add value or help them solve a problem. What can 
you create together that neither of you can create on 
your own?” advises Meltem Tekeli. 

Trailblazers know what they can offer their partners. 
“If we want to scale our impact, we need to articulate 
what we are bringing to the table for potential 
partners,” explains Jeroen van Zwieten from Sobolt, 
developer of AI solutions for a sustainable future, 
working with partners such as the European Space 
Agency. 

On top of knowing what you offer, you need to know 
what is of value to partners. Fairphone has built 
partnerships with Philips and large car manufacturers 
to develop solutions to social and ecological 
problems. These partnerships were successful because 
Fairphone understood and mitigated the risks faced by 

Orbisk developed a partnership with 
Unilever, allowing them to tap into a huge 
restaurant base and greatly increasing the 
reach of its food waste solution.

https://orbisk.com/nl/
http://en.tabit.com.tr/
https://www.fairphone.com/en/
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multinationals. Eva Gouwens, Fairphone CEO, explains: 
“We create win-win situations by understanding what 
is important for our partners. We are providing them 
with something they could not do themselves”. 

Many big brands are now trying to address societal 
challenges that are important to their consumers. 
For instance, Timberland made the commitment to 
plant 50 million trees around the world over the next 
5 years. Planting trees is far from the core business 
and capabilities of Timberland, while for re-greening 
organization JustDiggit it is. The two organizations 
have developed a partnership to bring back 10 million 
trees in Tanzania. “We are not going fast enough. We 
have only 10 years to make a major change”, says 
Marjolein Albers, Managing Director of JustDiggit. For 
Justdiggit this partnership is a crucial step in growing 
as many trees as possible in a limited time frame.  

Strategic matchmaking 

Knowing what you need and what you can offer sets 
trailblazers up for matchmaking that brings partners 
with complementary capabilities together for industry 
change. 

To be able to plan concerted actions and measure 

success, partners need to agree on the same high 
level impact goals. Accomplishing this common goal 
should be important for all. Trailblazers are strategic 
about selecting their partners: they don’t jump on any 
cool new opportunity that comes their way, but put 
the time into assessing the potential consequences of 
their partnerships. 

For example, Waste2Wear partners with brands and 
NGOs with similar values to scale their impact together. 
Together they create awareness and find innovative 
solutions to the societal challenges both parties 
care about. Once they have found a good match, a 
first initiative can develop into a long-term strategic 
partnership. “We are working on a strategic partnership 
with Jane Goodall Institute, a global community 
conservation organization”, shares Wilma Kleefsman, 
Global Strategy Director at Waste2Wear. “Our aim is 
to reduce plastic, and we make shirts from recycled 
plastic with inspiring quotes from Jane Goodall. But our 
overall aims are much broader, and we can collaborate 
with them to offset carbon footprint. We now support 
Jane and her incredible team with different initiatives. 
For instance, Waste2Wear has donated brand new 
ranger uniforms made with recycled plastic bottles for 
Gombe, Tanzania.”

Investing in trust

A partnership is a relationship that needs to be 
developed and nurtured. One of the most important 
elements of a good partnership is trust. “A partnership 
is not a transaction, it is a relationship”, explains 
partnership expert Meltem Tekeli. “You need to invest 
time, build trust and have a dialogue to be crystal clear 
what you get, what you give and how both parties will 
measure success.”
Building trust involves understanding and embracing 

Fairphone entered  a coalition with 
several partners to promote responsible 
gold sourcing. While Fairphone steers the 
group, Philips encourages its suppliers to 
integrate said gold in their supply chains.

Justdiggit partnered with Timberland to 
re-plant 10 million trees in Tanzania, a 
crucial step in achieving its reforestation 
targets in a limited time frame.

https://www.waste2wear.com/
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each other’s perspectives, leveraging each other’s 
strengths, fostering mutual accountability and 
maintaining an interdependence between the 
parties involved. How do you effectively bridge your 
differences when things get rough?

Justdiggit runs re-greening programs in Africa and 
works together with big partners, such as the UN 
Environment Program. One of the company’s strong 
features is their strategic communication partnership 
with one of the worlds’ largest out of home advertising 
companies. Thanks to this partnership, their billboards 
are seen in many European and African countries.  
“Our UN partner asked us to introduce them to our 
communication partner”, shares Marjolein Albers, 
Managing Director of Justdiggit. “We were worried 
that for our communication partner it might be more 
interesting to work directly with the bigger partner, 
and not with a much smaller organization. So, how do 
we tackle that?”  The company handled the situation 
by openly talking with their communication partner 
about the bigger opportunity and by explaining their 
own interests in keeping the existing partnership. 
Having a frank conversation like that enhanced their 
relationship with both partners. Because of opening up 
and bringing the partners together at the same table, 
they found new possibilities to do campaigns for their 
programs. “This is the essence of a true partnership”, 
comments Meltem Tekeli. “It evolves to continually 
add value. Like any good relationship, it deepens over 
time and is not easy to replace.” 

https://justdiggit.org/
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This article is part of a series of ScaleUpNation 
publications focussed on scaling for impact. All 
are published under creative commons on the 
ScaleUpNation website. High leverage partnering is 
one of the four success factors for trailblazing. Read 
about the other success factors here.

There is no formula for scaling, but we identified what 
differentiates those that scale from those that stall. 
Learn all about our scaling model: The Art of Scaling.
 
The research into scaling impact was supported by 
Goldschmeding Foundation and included a review of 
the academic and practitioner literature, 45 interviews 
and 7 reflexive dialogues with impact scale-up leaders 
and experts, and database reviews of more than 3,500 
organizations in the scale-up phase. The findings of this 
research are translated into papers, training programs 
and due diligence tools.
 
This paper is written by Liselore Havermans, Anna 
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