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Abstract. In the evolving landscape of organizational growth, the concepts of 

scaling, scalability, and scale-up are increasingly used across entrepreneurship, 

management, and innovation literature. However, their meanings remain 

fragmented and inconsistently applied, limiting theoretical development and 

strategic alignment. This study addresses this gap by conducting a systematic 

literature review using the SPAR-4-SLR protocol, analyzing 21 peer-reviewed 

articles sourced from the Scopus database. The objective is to examine how these 

three constructs interact to shape organizational growth strategies. Findings 

reveal that scalability functions as a latent capability embedded in an 

organization’s digital infrastructure and managerial readiness; scaling is a 

strategic process of structured expansion; and scale-up represents a distinct phase 

characterized by institutional maturity and performance thresholds. The results 

further identify sector-specific enablers and inhibitors, as well as contextual 

misalignments that can compromise sustainable growth. By integrating 

conceptual clarity with empirical insights, this study offers a unified framework 

that advances theory and supports practitioners in designing context-sensitive, 

capability-aligned growth trajectories. 

Keywords: Scaling, Scalability, Scale-up, Organizational Growth, startup 

ecosystem, Entrepreneurship.  

1 Introduction 

In an era defined by volatility, hypergrowth, and digital disruption, the ability of organ-

izations to scale effectively is often celebrated as a hallmark of success. Tech unicorns 

are lauded for exponential growth, policy agendas increasingly promote "scale-up" ven-

tures, and startup ecosystems are evaluated by how many companies successfully scale. 

Yet beneath this glorification lies a profound conceptual ambiguity. What does it truly 

mean to scale? Is scalability the same as scaling? And how is scale-up different from 

either? 

     Despite the frequent use of these terms in both academic literature and managerial 

discourse, the concepts of scaling, scalability, and scale-up are often used interchange-

ably, inconsistently, or without precise definition. This semantic fluidity has 
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contributed to fragmented theoretical development, misaligned strategic application, 

and the proliferation of frameworks that emphasize rapid expansion without adequately 

addressing organizational capacity or contextual fit. As a result, many firms pursue 

growth trajectories that are unsustainable, mistimed, or misaligned—leading to what 

some scholars have termed a “scaling trap”. 

     Recent literature highlights the need to shift from viewing growth as purely quanti-

tative (e.g., revenue or headcount) to a more nuanced understanding of organizational 

growth as a capability-driven, staged, and context-dependent process [1], [2]. This re-

orientation is particularly urgent in digitally intensive and resource-constrained envi-

ronments, where scaling efforts require not just market opportunity, but deliberate in-

ternal transformation and ecosystem alignment. 

     Against this backdrop, the present study explores the following research question: 

How do scaling, scalability, and scale-up interact to shape organizational growth strat-

egies? 

     To address this question, the paper follows a systematic literature review methodol-

ogy guided by the SPAR-4-SLR protocol [3], drawing on a curated sample of 31 peer-

reviewed studies sourced from the Scopus database. The structure of the paper is as 

follows: Section 2 presents the literature review, clarifying definitions and theoretical 

debates around the three core concepts. Section 3 outlines the methodology, including 

database selection, filtering criteria, and thematic coding strategy. Section 4 integrates 

the findings and discussion into a single section, organized around conceptual patterns, 

relational dynamics, contextual variations, and strategic enablers and inhibitors. Sec-

tion 5 concludes with a synthesis of key insights, limitations, and avenues for future 

research. 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Conceptualizing Organizational Growth Beyond Size 

Traditional perspectives on organizational growth have focused primarily on quantita-

tive metrics such as revenue, headcount, and market share [4], [5]. However, contem-

porary business environments—especially those influenced by digitalization—demand 

a more nuanced understanding of growth that incorporates strategic intent, process dy-

namics, and technological infrastructure. In response, scholarly interest has shifted to-

ward the interrelated concepts of scaling, scalability, and scale-up as frameworks for 

explaining growth that is not merely expansive but efficient, adaptable, and sustainable. 
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Scaling: A Strategic and Processual Approach. Scaling has emerged as a central 

theme in entrepreneurship and innovation studies, particularly in the context of startups 

and digital ventures. It is increasingly defined as a deliberate organizational process 

involving internal restructuring, market penetration, and operational leverage [1], [6]. 

Unlike organic growth, scaling involves replicable systems, data-driven decision-

making, and frequently, the strategic use of platforms and digital technologies. Coviello 

et al. [2] contribute a refined definition of scaling as a managerial process that activates 

internal transformation and resource coordination toward accelerated expansion. This 

definition reframes scaling as an act of managerial agency, shifting attention from 

outputs to mechanisms, and underscores the importance of timing, sequencing, and 

alignment in executing growth strategies [2]. 

Scalability: The Latent Capability for Growth. Scalability, often conflated with 

scaling, is better understood as a capability that precedes or enables it. It encompasses 

the potential for an organization to grow without proportionally increasing costs, 

typically via modular systems, automation, and digital infrastructure [7], [8]. In 

strategic management literature, this aligns with the resource-based view, positioning 

scalability as an ordinary capability that, while not unique, is necessary for executing 

growth strategies under conditions of uncertainty or digital transformation. Coviello et 

al. [2] differentiate scalability from scaling by framing it as a pre-condition—a latent 

readiness embedded in organizational systems. Empirical research supports this 

distinction: organizations with scalable architectures (e.g., cloud-based, platform-

oriented) exhibit faster response times and greater adaptability when engaging in 

scaling processes [9], [10]. 

Scale-Up: A Distinct Growth Phase. The term scale-up refers not to a process or 

capability but to a specific phase in an organization’s development, typically 

characterized by operational maturity, performance thresholds, and resource intensity. 

It marks the transition from startup agility to structured growth and often involves 

institutionalization of practices, leadership transformation, and increased external 

visibility [1], [11]. However, scale-up remains conceptually ambiguous in the literature, 

frequently used as a label rather than a clearly defined phase. Coviello et al. [2] address 

this by conceptualizing scale-up as a threshold-based developmental stage, 

emphasizing comparative industry benchmarks and outcomes such as sustained 

revenue growth and structural formalization. 

2.2 Theoretical Gaps and Fragmented Integration 

While each concept has gained traction independently, their interconnection remains 

under-theorized. Most existing studies focus on one concept in isolation, leading to 

fragmented insights. For instance, empirical work on scaling tends to overlook whether 

firms had scalable systems in place beforehand [6], while literature on scale-up rarely 

discusses the processual or capability-based antecedents that enabled that transition 

[12]. Moreover, critical voices argue that the increasing use of scalability as a policy 
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goal or investment criterion has led to a “scaling fetish,” prioritizing rapid expansion 

over contextual appropriateness and strategic fit [13].  

This has practical implications, as misalignment between scalability readiness and 

scaling execution may lead to overextension or organizational failure. Yet, to date, few 

studies have systematically examined how these concepts operate together. This study 

addresses that gap by asking: How do scaling, scalability, and scale-up interact to 

shape organizational growth strategies? 

     In doing so, it aims to integrate disparate conceptual threads and offer a holistic 

model for guiding both academic inquiry and managerial practice. 

3 Methodology 

3.1 Methodological approach 

This study adopts the SPAR-4-SLR protocol [3] to ensure a transparent, replicable, and 

rigorous systematic literature review process. The protocol provides structured guid-

ance across three core stages—Assembling, Arranging, and Assessing—with a focus 

on scientific procedures and underlying rationales. 

3.2 Review Protocol 

The objective of this study is to explore how the concepts of scaling, scalability, and 

scale-up interact to shape organizational growth strategies. While these concepts are 

frequently used in entrepreneurship and management research, their relational dynam-

ics remain under-theorized. This review addresses that gap through a structured analy-

sis of high-quality peer-reviewed literature. 

Stage 1: Assembling. Scopus was selected as the sole bibliographic database due to its 

wide interdisciplinary coverage and strong indexing of high-impact journals across 

business, management, and social science fields. Scopus is also the preferred database 

in SPAR-aligned reviews for its export, citation tracking, and filtering capabilities. 

 To capture the full breadth of relevant literature, the following Boolean search query 

was applied to Title-Abstract-Keyword (TITLE-ABS-KEY) fields: (scaling OR scalabil-

ity OR "scale-up" OR "scale up") AND ("organizational growth" OR entrepreneurship 

OR "business strategy" OR "firm growth" OR "venture growth" OR "organizational 

development"). The initial search yielded a corpus of 999 documents. 

The search was refined by applying the following inclusion criteria: open access 

availability, peer-reviewed articles and reviews, relevance to the subject areas of Busi-

ness, Management and Accounting, Economics, and Social Sciences, final publication 

stage, and English language. This filtering process resulted in a curated corpus of 124 

documents, which constituted the review dataset. 

Stage 2: Arranging. In this phase, all 124 documents were exported and manually 

screened for relevance to the research question. Titles and abstracts were reviewed to 

eliminate studies unrelated to organizational contexts or focused exclusively on non-
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managerial uses of “scaling,” such as engineering or technical scaling.  From the refined 

dataset, a purposeful sample of 21 full-text articles was selected based on conceptual 

richness, empirical contribution, diversity of organizational contexts (e.g., startups, 

SMEs, digital platforms, and ecosystem-driven firms), and relevance to at least two of 

the three core constructs: scaling, scalability, and scale-up. These selected articles were 

then subjected to a combined approach of inductive thematic coding and deductive con-

cept mapping. The analysis emphasized how each construct was defined and used, how 

they interact conceptually and operationally, and what strategic implications emerged 

across different industries, organizational stages, and geographic settings. 

Stage 3: Assessing. The SPAR-4-SLR quality criteria were applied to ensure method-

ological rigor. Emphasis was placed on the credibility of sources—specifically, peer-

reviewed and indexed journal articles—alongside contextual diversity to avoid sector-

specific bias and the theoretical or empirical depth of each contribution. Thematic syn-

thesis and pattern recognition techniques were used to examine how the constructs of 

scaling, scalability, and scale-up are defined, operationalized, and interrelated. Partic-

ular attention was given to understanding how organizations transition from scalability 

(as a latent capacity) to scaling (as an active process) and eventually into the scale-up 

phase (as a growth state), including the factors that enable or hinder this progression. 

By adhering to the SPAR-4-SLR framework, the study ensures transparency in data 

collection and synthesis, replicability for future research, and a conceptually integrated 

understanding of organizational scaling dynamics. (see Fig. 1 for an overview of the 

methodology). 



 
Fig. 1. Overview of the systematic review methodology based on the SPAR-4-SLR protocol 

Assembling 

Stage 1 : Identification 

Review Domain: Organizational growth 

strategies through the lens of scaling, scala-

bility, and scale-up 

Source type: Peer-reviewed journal articles 

Source: Scopus (Elsevier) 

Stage 2 : Acquisition 

Search mechanism and Material Acquisi-

tion: Scopus Export 

Search Period: No time restriction 

Keywords: Scaling, Scalability, Scale-up, 

Entrepreneursip, Organizational develop-

ment 

Source: Scopus 

Arranging 

Stage 4 : Purification 

Total Number of Articles: 999 

Articles Excluded: 977 

Exclusion Criteria: No full-text access, Mis-

use of key terms, early-stage publications, 

lacked conceptual depth. 

Stage 3 : Organization 

Organizing Code: (1) definitions, (2) pro-

cesses, (3) capabilities, and (4) strategic tran-

sitions. 

Organizing framework: Microsoft Excel 

Matrix 

Assessing 

Stage 5 : Evaluation 

Analysis Methods: Qualitative Thematic 

Analysis  

Agenda Proposal Method: Gap Analysis. 

Stage 6 : Reporting 

Reporting Convention: tables and words 

(narrative). 

Limitation: Single-source database, Focus on 

open access only. 
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4 Results and Discussion 

This section presents the findings from a systematic Scopus-based literature review. 

The aim is to uncover how the concepts of scaling, scalability, and scale-up are defined, 

operationalized, and interrelated within organizational growth research. 

4.1 Conceptual Patterns and Definitions 

Scaling as a Strategic Process. Across the reviewed literature, scaling is predominantly 

conceptualized as an intentional process of expansion guided by internal transfor-

mation, resource optimization, and digital enablement. For example, Cavallo et al. [6] 

frame scaling in digital ventures as “a process of refining the business model while 

accelerating market reach through automation and digital infrastructure,” emphasizing 

continuous adjustment and strategic leverage. Urban and Bukula [11] highlight mana-

gerial agency as central to the scaling process, especially in under-resourced ecosys-

tems, where founders strategically balance social mission and market orientation to 

scale impact. This reflects a growing trend to understand scaling as both technically 

driven and socially negotiated. 

Scalability as an organizational capability. Scalability is consistently framed as a pre-

condition or latent capability that determines a firm’s potential for efficient growth. It 

is embedded in the firm’s technological architecture, human capital, and internal 

knowledge structures. For instance, Wagner and Zanger [14] show that supply chain 

capabilities—when aligned with digital readiness—enhance a venture’s scalability po-

tential, making scaling feasible at lower marginal cost. Several studies, such as Castillo-

Villar and Cavazos-Arroyo [12], emphasize that scalability is not universally transfer-

able; it is context-dependent and varies by sector or institutional environment. In startup 

ecosystems, scalability often serves as an investment heuristic—used by incubators and 

venture capitalists to assess long-term potential, as illustrated in studies on Swedish 

incubators [15]. 

Scale-up as a growth phase. The concept of scale-up appears less consistently defined 

in the literature and is often used loosely to refer to post-startup firms experiencing 

rapid growth. However, several studies treat scale-up as a distinct organizational phase, 

characterized by formalization, resource intensification, and the use of performance 

metrics. In the context of digital entrepreneurship, scale-up is typically associated with 

crossing strategic thresholds—such as entering new markets, doubling team size, or 

achieving repeatable operational models [16]. Notably, some papers frame scale-up as 

the point at which scaling becomes institutionalized, requiring established systems, 

governance mechanisms, and external alliances [11], [17]. 

 These distinctions are summarized in Table 1, which compares the core definitions 

and representative studies for each construct. 
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Table 1. Comparative summary of key constructs: scaling, scalability, and scale-up 

Concept Definition Key Authors/ studies 

Scaling An intentional organizational process of expan-

sion, involving internal transformation, resource 

leverage, and digital enablement. 

Cavallo et al. (2024); Ur-

ban & Bukula (2022) 

Scalability An organizational capability that determines a 

firm’s potential to grow efficiently, often rooted 

in its technological infrastructure and strategic 

readiness. 

Wagner & Zanger 

(2024); Castillo-Villar & 

Cavazos-Arroyo (2019) 

Scale-Up A distinct growth phase characterized by formal-

ization, operational maturity, resource intensifi-

cation, and performance thresholds. 

Cogent OA (2025); Ur-

ban & Bukula (2022); 

Mawson et al. (2023) 

4.2 Interaction Between Concepts 

Sequential and Relational Links. A clear pattern emerged: scalability enables scaling, 

and successful scaling transitions a firm into the scale-up phase. This relational logic is 

supported by several empirical studies; Enablers and inhibitors in incubator contexts 

[15] show that firms with embedded scalability features (modular products, digital plat-

forms) are more likely to scale effectively. In contrast, ventures lacking such capabili-

ties often stall during early scaling efforts—even with external funding. 

Misalignment and Risk. A growing body of literature identifies strategic misalignment 

between scalability readiness and scaling intent as a critical risk to sustainable organi-

zational growth. This issue is particularly pronounced in ventures that attempt to scale 

rapidly without first establishing the structural, technological, or managerial founda-

tions that enable scalability. Urban and Bukula [11], in their study of social enterprises 

in South Africa, highlight how limited internal capacity, funding constraints, and the 

dual pressures of commercial and social goals often prevent these organizations from 

developing scalable models prior to scaling. This misalignment frequently results in 

mission drift, as enterprises struggle to maintain social impact while pursuing growth, 

particularly in the absence of strategic alliances and earnings-generation mechanisms. 

Similarly, Urban and Bukula [11] also examine Latina-led enterprises in the United 

States, which often exhibit strong scaling ambition but lack foundational infrastructure, 

leading to overextension and unsustainable operations when growth is pursued prema-

turely. The problem is not confined to social ventures. Cavallo et al. [6], in their multi-

case study of digital startups embedded in Swedish business incubators, demonstrate 

how firms often fail to scale successfully due to internal management weaknesses or 

lack of production scalability—even when external support and favorable market con-

ditions are present. In one notable case, a startup failed to align its product infrastructure 

with the requirements of scaling, resulting in collapse despite high market demand. 

Collectively, these studies emphasize that scalability must precede scaling, and that a 

failure to evaluate and build the necessary digital, organizational, and strategic capabil-

ities before scaling can significantly compromise both sustainability and impact. The 

literature thus reinforces the notion that capability alignment is a critical prerequisite 

for successful scale-up trajectories, especially in resource-constrained or impact-driven 
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environments. This logic is visually summarized in Fig. 2, which illustrates the sequen-

tial relationship between the three constructs and highlights the key misalignment risks. 
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Stalling Risk Overextension 

Risk 

Fig. 2. Scaling trajectory and misalignment risks across the growth path 

4.3 Contextual Variations 

Scaling strategies and outcomes vary significantly across sectoral and geographic con-

texts, reflecting differing organizational priorities, resource availabilities, and institu-

tional constraints. In social enterprises, particularly in South Africa, scalability is 

deeply shaped by funding limitations and hybrid organizational models. These ventures 

often pursue mission-centric scaling while navigating tensions between social goals and 

commercial viability. Authors such as Bauwens et al, Walske and Tyson and Halber-

stadt and Hölzner [18], emphasize that earnings generation (EG) and strategic alliance-

building (SAB) are critical mechanisms enabling these enterprises to overcome sys-

temic constraints and move toward sustainable growth. 

     In contrast, digital startups in developed ecosystems such as Sweden benefit from 

incubator and policy support. Yet, as Page and Holmström [15] highlight, even in dig-

itally mature environments, successful scaling hinges more on reflective management 

and internal adaptability than external support alone. Digital entrepreneurship is often 

characterized by growth hacking and business model innovation, as explored by 

Cavallo et al. [6], who underscore the importance of simulation-based experimentation 

to navigate the uncertainty of rapid scale-up. 

     Geographic diversity further complicates scaling logic. In post-growth European 

economies, scaling is increasingly redefined as scaling out (geographic replication) or 

scaling deep (cultural and systemic transformation), rather than traditional organiza-

tional expansion. Moore et al. [19] and Bauwens et al. [18] categorize these strategies 

as alternative pathways for generating social value in low-growth or sustainability-con-

scious regions. In contrast, firms in the Global South face systemic barriers such as 

infrastructure deficits, weak institutional ecosystems, and limited public funding. These 

constraints shift the burden of scalability onto internal resilience and informal support 

networks. 
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     Taken together, these findings reinforce the view that scalability is not a fixed tech-

nological property but a dynamic, context-sensitive construct. Successful scaling de-

pends not only on digital and managerial capabilities, but also on institutional readiness, 

social infrastructure, and embedded cultural logics. Sector-specific drivers (e.g., impact 

measurement in social enterprises vs. customer acquisition in digital ventures) and re-

gional enablers (e.g., incubator presence, public policy) must be accounted for when 

designing or assessing scale-up strategies. 

These variations are summarized in Table 2, which contrasts scaling priorities, ena-

blers, and challenges across social enterprises and digital startups. 

Table 2. Comparative overview of contextual scaling dynamics in social enterprises and digital 

startups 

Context Scaling priority Common Ena-

blers 

Key Challenges References 

Social 

Entre-

prises 

Mission-driven 

impact, social 

value replication, 

financial sustain-

ability 

Strategic alli-

ances, commu-

nity networks, 

earnings-genera-

tion mechanisms 

Funding gaps, hy-

brid tensions, 

weak institutional 

support 

Urban & 

Bukula (2024); 

Bauwens et al. 

(2020); Moore 

et al. (2015) 

Digital 

Startups 

Market expan-

sion, customer 

acquisition, prod-

uct innovation 

Incubators, digi-

tal platforms, 

lean startup 

methods, growth 

hacking 

Management re-

flection, organiza-

tional readiness, 

premature scaling 

Page & 

Holmström 

(2023); Cavallo

et al. (2024) 

4.4 Patterns of Enablers and Inhibitors of Scaling 

The thematic analysis of twenty-one peer-reviewed studies reveals that the interplay 

between organizational capabilities and external contextual factors largely determines 

the success or failure of scaling trajectories. A cross-study synthesis highlights that en-

ablers of scaling are often rooted in strategic resource orchestration, adaptive leader-

ship, digital infrastructure, and supportive ecosystems. Firms that benefit from strong 

earnings-generation models, ecosystem engagement, and modular architectures are bet-

ter positioned to activate scalable pathways and move toward institutionalized growth 

phases [11], [6], [14], [20]. Key capabilities such as business model flexibility, digital 

readiness, community replication, and cross-sector alliances also emerge as founda-

tional building blocks for effective scaling strategies [6], [15], [18], [21]. 

     Conversely, inhibitors commonly stem from structural misalignments, institutional 

voids, and early-stage organizational fragility. Scaling efforts are frequently derailed 

by undercapitalization, infrastructure gaps, or premature attempts to scale in the ab-

sence of internal readiness [22], [23], [15]. The risk of overextension and mission drift 

is particularly salient in hybrid ventures and social enterprises that must simultaneously 

navigate commercial demands and impact goals, often without sufficient absorptive 

capacity or stakeholder alignment [11], [24], [25]. 
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Technologically enabled ventures face a different set of constraints—primarily re-

lated to scalability bottlenecks in platform infrastructure, technical debt, or ecosystem 

dependence. Even where digital architecture is in place, issues such as monetization 

challenges, market-side imbalances, or governance frictions can inhibit growth at scale 

[26], [27], [28]. These patterns are compounded in settings where ecosystem coordina-

tion is weak or institutional support mechanisms are fragmented, resulting in digital 

divides, elite capture, or policy inertia [29], [30], [16]. 

     The collective evidence across these studies suggests that scaling is not a uniform 

process but a highly contextualized strategic challenge, dependent on a firm’s ability to 

align internal scalability with external enablers and institutional fit. Strategic growth, 

therefore, requires a coherent match between the firm’s stage, sector logic, and the ca-

pability-intensity of its scaling model [17], [19, [20]. 

These patterns are illustrated in Table 3, which summarizes key enablers and inhib-

itors identified across the reviewed studies. 

Table 3. Summary of scaling enablers and inhibitors across selected studies 

Study/ Author Enablers Inhibitors 

Urban & 

Bukula (2024) 

Strategic alliances, earnings gen-

eration, ecosystem engagement 

Funding gaps, limited capacity, mis-

sion-commercial tension 

Cavallo et al. 

(2024) 

Business model experimentation, 

digital infrastructure, growth 

hacking 

Tech uncertainty, premature scal-

ing, capability mismatch 

Page & 

Holmström 

(2023) 

Reflective management, incubator 

support, long-term planning 

Internal disorganization, ecosystem 

overload, burnout risk 

Bauwens et al. 

(2020) 

Community-driven replication, lo-

cal adaptation, shared governance 

Resource constraints, sector frag-

mentation, scaling bias 

Mawson et al. 

(2023) 

Institutional readiness, innovation 

alignment, public sector support 

Public-private misalignment, lack 

of stakeholder coordination 

Moore et al. 

(2015) 

Scaling out/deep frameworks, cul-

tural relevance, policy sensitivity 

Unsupportive national scale-up 

metrics, lack of cultural fit 

Wagner & 

Zanger (2024) 

Supply chain alignment, digital 

readiness, platform scalability 

Weak internal processes, infrastruc-

ture limits, early-stage overload 

Swedish Incu-

bators (2023) 

Modular products, ecosystem 

feedback, policy-based support 

Lack of production scalability, in-

sufficient managerial depth 

Latina Enter-

prises (MDPI, 

2024) 

Strong entrepreneurial intent, cul-

tural capital, community trust 

Infrastructure gaps, undercapitaliza-

tion, systemic exclusion 
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Social Cooper-

atives (SAGE, 

2024) 

Democratic governance, ecologi-

cal fit, cooperative infrastructure 

Mission drift risk, informal resource 

dependency, underfunded scaling 

Empowering 

Migrant 

Women (2024) 

Supportive ecosystems, cultural 

awareness, policy alignment 

Unclear access to resources, struc-

tural exclusion, policy fragmenta-

tion 

Deeptech Ven-

ture Builders 

(2023) 

Institutional support, funding ac-

cess, scientific infrastructure 

Institutional friction, tech transfer 

lags, low policy agility 

Circular Econ-

omy Innova-

tion (2024) 

Knowledge-sharing systems, mi-

crofoundations, team collabora-

tion 

Structural rigidities, internal misa-

lignment, knowledge silos 

Digital Trans-

formation 

Ukraine (2024) 

Government-led digitalization, 

fintech infrastructure, public-pri-

vate collaboration 

Cybersecurity issues, outdated plat-

forms, regional digital divide 

European 

SMEs Finance 

(2025) 

Market-based financing, public 

guarantees, SME-targeted policies 

Regulatory burdens, fragmented 

ecosystems, financial risk aversion 

Multisided 

Platforms 

(2024) 

Platform architecture, user en-

gagement, community co-creation 

Monetization bottlenecks, technical 

friction, ecosystem dependency 

Hybrid Ven-

tures (2024) 

Value alignment, founder adapta-

bility, stakeholder trust 

Mission tension, institutional pres-

sures, burnout risks 

Social Capital 

in SE (2025) 

Community engagement, trust net-

works, multi-level coordination 

Donor constraints, legitimacy pres-

sures, local policy instability 

Indigenous 

Philanthropy 

(2023) 

Network legitimacy, civic iden-

tity, embedded leadership 

Resource centralization, elite con-

trol, ecosystem exclusion 

Women Entre-

preneurs in 

China (2024) 

Digital affordances, platform ac-

cessibility, cultural adaptation, in-

formal support networks 

Gendered institutional barriers, dig-

ital exclusion, lack of formal eco-

system support 

Gaming Plat-

forms (2024) 

Developer interaction, indirect 

network effects, platform strategy 

Technical bottlenecks, scaling lag, 

market-side imbalances 
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5 Conclusion 

This study systematically unpacks the intertwined concepts of scaling, scalability, and 

scale-up, offering a consolidated framework that advances the theoretical understand-

ing of organizational growth in contemporary, digitally driven environments. Through 

a rigorous application of the SPAR-4-SLR protocol to 21 peer-reviewed articles 

sourced from Scopus, the analysis reveals that these three constructs—often treated in-

dependently in existing literature—are, in fact, sequentially and relationally linked: 

scalability provides the foundational capabilities that enable the process of scaling, 

which in turn facilitates the transition into the scale-up phase. 

     Conceptually, the study clarifies that scalability is not an abstract potential, but an 

embedded organizational capability rooted in architecture, digital infrastructure, and 

managerial readiness. Scaling, conversely, is a dynamic and deliberate process charac-

terized by decision-making, timing, and structural transformation. Scale-up emerges as 

a threshold-based phase denoting maturity and sustainable expansion. These distinc-

tions are critical for moving beyond simplistic growth metrics and toward a more ho-

listic, processual, and strategic understanding of enterprise development. 

     Empirical patterns drawn from the dataset further highlight that successful scaling 

is contingent upon the alignment between internal capabilities and external ecosystem 

factors. Enablers such as ecosystem engagement, modular infrastructure, and policy 

alignment significantly enhance the prospects of sustainable scale-up. In contrast, in-

hibitors like premature scaling, undercapitalization, infrastructure gaps, and institu-

tional voids often lead to overextension or failure. The risk is especially pronounced in 

social and hybrid ventures where impact objectives intersect with operational growth 

pressures. Sectoral and geographical variations reinforce that scaling strategies are not 

universally applicable but are contextually mediated, necessitating localized ap-

proaches to policy, incubation, and capability-building. 

     The study addresses a clear theoretical gap by showing how these concepts, when 

analyzed collectively rather than in isolation, offer a richer explanatory model for or-

ganizational growth. This integrative perspective contributes to theory-building in stra-

tegic management and entrepreneurship while also providing actionable insights for 

practitioners and policymakers. It calls for growth strategies that are as adaptive as they 

are ambitious, underpinned by an intentional sequencing of capability development, 

scaling process execution, and structural scale-up. 

     However, the study is not without limitations. First, while the SPAR-4-SLR protocol 

provides methodological rigor, the exclusive reliance on Scopus-indexed, open-access 

literature may exclude relevant insights from non-indexed, grey, or practitioner sources. 

Second, the thematic coding was limited to a purposive sample of 21 studies, which, 

although diverse and conceptually rich, may not exhaust the full spectrum of sectoral 

or regional scaling experiences. Third, the research is qualitative and interpretive in 

nature; while it offers conceptual clarity and theory integration, it does not empirically 

test causal relationships between constructs. Future research may address these limita-

tions by incorporating multi-database searches, quantitative meta-analyses, and field-

based case comparisons. 
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