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Foreword: The Study of Social 
Innovation – Theory, Practice and 
Progress

Introduction

How should social innovation be researched? And what should be the 
relationship between research and action? This piece discusses what can 
be known about social innovation, how research agendas could evolve 
and how the study of social innovation fits into the broader picture of 
research on innovation.

Definitions, boundaries and character

The first challenge for any researcher is to define their boundaries – 
what is the object of study, and with what disciplines is this object to be 
understood? Much of the discussion of social innovation is vague, and 
there are many competing definitions of social innovation that attempt 
to delineate a field of study (Jenson and Harrison, 2013). Some present 
it as simply a new term for the study of non-profits; for others it can 
encompass almost anything from new types of democracy to the design 
of products for poor consumers. The definition that I have found more 
useful describes the field as concerned with innovations that are social 
in both their ends and their means (Young Foundation, 2012). While 
this leaves some fuzzy edges, it captures the dual interest of the field in, 
on the one hand, finding better ways to meet human needs and, on the 
other, its interest in strengthening bonds of commitment and solidarity. 
It is a definition which also deliberately internalises the unavoidable 
tensions that are always present in any kind of social change, since all 
societies argue about what counts as social good or social value. 

The next challenge is to be clear what kind of field this is. For now, at 
least, it is not a discipline, a profession, a functional domain or the pre-
serve of any particular organisational form. Instead social innovation 
can best be understood as a loose movement founded on ideas: above 
all the idea that in the right circumstances people can make, shape and 
design their world, and more specifically, that they can invent and grow 
new forms of social organisation. That idea is not new and there has 
been writing on social innovation for nearly two centuries (Mulgan, 
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2012). But the spread of education and democracy, and new genera-
tions of technology, have made it much more feasible for people to take 
control of their lives and their world, and have helped turn the deeply 
democratic ideal of self-government into a more practical possibility. 

The appeal of this idea explains why social innovation has attracted inter-
est and adherents. The last five years have seen the spread of social innova-
tion funds (from Australia and Hong Kong to France), incubators (many 
hundreds), offices (from the White House to City Halls), Mayors (such as 
the ‘Social Innovation Mayor’ in Seoul, whose work is explored by Kim 
et al. in this volume), global networks (such as SIX, the Social Innovation 
Exchange), and prizes (from China to the European Union). Corporate 
social innovation is beginning to displace corporate social responsibility 
within some large firms such as Danone or BASF and, as a sign of the times, 
several of the biggest consultancies have set up social innovation teams.1

This evolution of the practice of social innovation has happened ahead 
of research and theory, but the same was true of the two great systems of 
innovation that modernity has brought to maturity. One is the science 
system, which now employs millions of people, and is rich in money, insti-
tutions, rules and procedures. It is a system richly funded by governments, 
that is truly global in scale, linked by common procedures and values, and 
animated by the confidence which comes from a century or more of often 
dramatic success. It is also a field with plenty of theory – but nearly all 
the theory came after the practice rather than before it.2 The other great 
innovation system can be found in business, which takes new technolo-
gies and ideas to market, and which is even richer in money, institutions, 
procedures and ideas. That system too has won extraordinary prestige, and 
combines some elements of openness with the strict hierarchy of the large 
corporation and the worlds of finance. Here, too, theory followed practice 
in the form of economic theories of intellectual property, public goods 
and rates of return. Both systems share a commitment to exploration and 
discovery, measurement of what works and replication of successes.3

Social innovation by contrast is far less developed. It happens all the 
time, but with only a small fraction of the massive public subsidy that 
accrues to science, or the dense web of research, practice and profit that 
sustains innovation in business. 

Linking research to practice and mission: the 
epistemologies of social innovation

So how should social innovation be studied? If social innovation rests 
on an idea – an idea about possibility – rather than being a field with 
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clearly defined boundaries, and if its practice inevitably leads theory, 
then the study of social innovation can never be just a detached, 
empirical object of analysis within social science. 

That social innovation is rooted both in practice and in a mission to 
tap creative potential makes some things easier and some more difficult. 
The part that is easier is the connection to practice. The intellectual 
task of understanding intersects with the work of thousands of people 
around the world trying to do social innovation, to develop ideas, put 
them into practice and find out if they are working. How can collective 
intelligence be harnessed to make the most of tools like crowd sourc-
ing platforms, prizes or accelerators? How can citizens be involved in 
generating ideas? How can social innovation reconfigure the bounda-
ries between state, market and civil society? How should governments 
internalise innovation? 

To the extent that the research agenda is intertwined with an emerg-
ing field of practice, the test of research is whether it is useful, relevant 
and applicable, and whether the practitioners can, in fact, make use 
of its insights. All of this is a kind of ‘craft’ knowledge, grounded in 
practice, and then fed back into that practice. In terms of epistemol-
ogy, this connects to the philosophical approaches of pragmatism in 
its 19th century sense, the pragmatism of John Dewey and William 
James, which argued that ideas are not things waiting out there to 
be discovered but rather tools that people devise to cope with the 
world as they find it (Menand, 1997). Most of those ideas are socially 
generated – not coming from individuals alone – and, because they are 
provisional responses to particular situations, their survival depends not 
on their immutability, but on their adaptability (see Howaldt et al. in 
this volume). 

The study of social innovation has drawn on many existing disciplines, 
from sociology to psychology, regional studies to economics. But the 
pragmatist approach suggests that it should be thought of as more than 
a new topic for existing disciplines, or as a new theme for interdisci-
plinary research. Instead it should be understood as a praxis, a body of 
knowledge closely tied into evolving practice (Menand, 1997). In this 
respect its epistemology is perhaps less different from other areas of social 
science than it first appears. Macroeconomics mainly grew up as a set 
of craft tools to help governments manage economies before and after 
the Second World War. Of course there was plenty of theory, and over 
time the field became ever more theoretical (DeVroey and Malgrange, 
2011). But many of its leading thinkers saw it primarily as a way to 
help practitioners running government economic departments. In the 
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natural sciences, most of the big 20th-century theoretical breakthroughs 
in physics, chemistry and biology did not arise in a detached ivory tower 
but as responses to the practical problems of the real world, and much 
of the theoretical distinction between basic and applied research, which 
became institutionally embodied in the late 20th century, misread that 
history – a point eloquently made in Jon Agar’s recent book (2013).

Yet to describe the study of social innovation as a craft knowledge 
is not to imply any less need for research rigour. There is still a need 
for falsifiable hypotheses – the more clear-cut, or surprising, the better. 
There is certainly a need for data – time series data on the growth or 
decay of social organisations, their contribution to GDP, their social 
make-up, their geography, and so on – and we should hope that over 
the next decade social innovation can begin to catch up with the rapid 
progress being made in the statistical study of other fields of innova-
tion. Examples of this include the progress being made in measuring 
intangibles, the pioneering work on measuring the creative economy 
(Bakhshi et al., 2012) and the use of web-scraping and other tools to 
show economic phenomena before they have been captured by official 
statistics (Bakhshi and Mateos-Garcia, 2012).

That sort of rigour is bound to take research away from the immedi-
ate concerns of practitioners, and so a balance needs to be struck. The 
Italian philosopher and politician Antonio Gramsci (1979) famously 
commented that we should cultivate pessimism of the intellect and 
optimism of the will; perhaps what we most need here is to combine 
enthusiasm of the spirit and scepticism of the intellect.

Striking that balance is a challenge both for the field and for individu-
als. Many individuals researching social innovation are also practition-
ers and activists; they are advocates as well as scholars, immersed in 
the mission as well as the measurement and analysis. This is bound to 
create tensions. But again, it is not so different from other areas of social 
science – from late 19th-century sociology to late 20th-century rational 
choice economics, many of the most apparently detached intellectuals 
were also in truth advocates for new ways of seeing the world and new 
ways of acting on it. Joseph Schumpeter, for example, was the finance 
minister of Austria in 1919 (Backhaus, 2003).

Social innovation and social change

The harder task for social innovation research is to understand the place 
of social innovation in much bigger processes of social change. From 
where do ideas come? Why do some flourish and others wither away? 
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One root of much social innovation is the experience or observation 
of pain and suffering, and the experience and observation of how people 
respond with love, care, learning, empathy or cure. Out of that observa-
tion grew attempts to replicate these things – the love, care or learning – in 
institutional form or with technologies. Another root of social innovation 
is the exploration of evolutions or ‘adjacent possibles’ (Kauffman, 1995). 
Once you have a school or a hospital or a micro-credit organisation, then 
other innovations flow logically from these – extending, adapting or com-
bining them in new ways. A third root is ideas – the idea of a world based 
on cooperation, rights or ecological sustainability turns something good in 
everyday experience into a universal.

An interesting avenue for research could be to track important 
innovations upstream – to map their aetiology. But with any idea it is 
then important to understand under what conditions it might spread 
or scale. Previous research has examined the dynamics of scaling: the 
interaction of ‘effective demand’ and ‘effective supply’ and the various 
organisational options ranging from growth through licensing, fran-
chising, federations to takeovers (Mulgan et al., 2007). But what makes 
the ‘effective demand’ possible in the first place? It could be argued that 
some ideas in particular periods align with the dominant technologies 
and political systems (Wyatt, 2007). Welfare states and trade union 
rights seem to fit better with mass, industrialised societies, collaborative 
consumption with pervasive internet technologies and mobile consum-
ers. Another lens emphasises national or cultural particularities, which 
may explain why some kinds of micro-credit worked in Bangladesh but 
not India, why some models of mentoring worked in the United States 
and not the United Kingdom, or some models of childcare worked in 
Denmark but not Spain (Ghysels, 2004). Clearly systems create con-
straints, nested structures of environment, culture and policy that shape 
what does, and does not, spread. 

Yet there is a risk in all of this analysis to see too much order. As 
Calvino explained in his letters (2013): ‘imagining the world as a 
“system”, as a negative, hostile system (a symptom that is typical of 
schizophrenia) prevents any opposition to it except in an irrational, 
self-destructive raptus; whereas it is a correct principle of method to 
deny that what one is fighting can be a system, in order to distinguish 
its components, contradictions, loopholes, and to defeat it bit by bit’. 
This is the constant challenge with systems thinking – how to see the 
interconnections between things without becoming intellectually over-
whelmed, and trapped by them into a fatalism which presumes that 
change is impossible.
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This is likely to become more, not less important, in the years ahead. 
Many social innovators soon come to understand that lasting change 
depends on changing whole systems, not just individual services. Major 
advances in primary healthcare, education or jobs depend on how sys-
tems are rewired, often with shifts in power from existing incumbents 
to new players, or to citizens themselves. Some of the most important 
changes have depended on the interaction of social movements and 
campaigns, new laws and regulations, new technologies and business 
models. The movement to large-scale recycling is a good example of this 
(Murray et al., 2010). Yet traditional disciplines struggle to make sense of 
these complex processes, and we badly need better theoretical methods – 
combining quantitative and qualitative analysis – as well as better tools 
(Mulgan, 2013).

As the field of social innovation grows, and becomes more subtle and 
complex, there is a need to be patient. It is at least fifty years since the 
innovation studies field took shape, led by such great figures as Richard 
Nelson, Christopher Freeman, Carlota Perez and Giovanni Dosi. Yet it 
is, in some respects, heartening to know that after half a century there 
are few agreed definitions of innovation; few agreed metrics (and some 
certainty that the dominant ones, like patents and R&D spend, are 
misleading); and little confidence about what works when it comes to 
policy. Indeed one of the conclusions of a major review of global inno-
vation policy evidence was that relatively little is known, and that how 
policy is implemented matters as much as the policy itself (Rigby and 
Ramlogan, 2012).

Four arguments that could help advance the field

While we should be patient, we also need better arguments. All disci-
plines and fields advance faster with the help of passionate, serious and 
uncomfortable debates than through cosy consensus. Here, four argu-
ments could be particularly productive in sharpening thought.

The first is about investment and social investment. There is now 
great interest in the application of investment methods from venture 
capital and private equity to social problems, and many claims that 
these can deliver better – or, at least, different – social outcomes than 
traditional grant funding or government action. While these claims are 
plausible, there is as yet little hard evidence to substantiate them one 
way or the other. There is limited research on the financial returns of 
the social sector across major economies, and surprisingly flimsy evidence 
on the long-term returns of other asset classes. Stock markets do seem 
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to rise several percentage points each year on average. But many are sur-
prised to discover that the average returns to venture capital are barely 
3% in the United States and 0% in the United Kingdom; that private 
equity appears to offer no advantages once tax subsidies are discounted; 
and that, of course, many banks have achieved negative returns in real 
terms in recent years (Lerner et al., 2011). So, there is a need for sceptics 
arguing that social impact investment is all hype and others countering 
them, but with facts, analysis and evidence rather than just assertion. 

A second useful argument would be a variant of the one happening 
in innovation studies: namely, is innovation slowing down or speed-
ing up? Some writers, including Tyler Cowen (2011) and Peter Thiel 
(2011), have claimed that innovation has dramatically slowed down 
compared to twenty or thirty years ago, which is why people travel in 
1960s aeroplanes, why we do not have jet packs on our backs, and why 
the pharmaceutical industry struggles to develop useful new drugs. 
Others say that the world is in a golden age of perpetual digital inven-
tion, benefitting from a flood of new ideas in fields like genomics and 
new materials. Elements of both arguments seem to be right. But we 
need an equivalent dialogue on social innovation: are things speeding 
up or slowing down, and is there a coherent model for understanding 
under what conditions social innovation might be expected to speed up 
or slow down? 

A third, even more useful, argument would be about which innova-
tions are good and which are bad. This is a glaring gap in innovation 
studies and, indeed, in most of economics. History shows that most 
innovations create value for some people and destroy it for others. 
The car was good for drivers, but not much good for pedestrians who 
did not own a car. A high proportion of financial innovations in 
the last twenty years destroyed more value than they created – Paul 
Volcker, Head of the Federal Reserve, said he could only think of one 
financial innovation that created any public benefit and that was the 
ATM (WSJ, 2009). Military technologies destroy value for the people 
they kill or maim. A similar pattern of value creation and destruction 
applies to social innovations – and even very benign ones like hospices 
or kindergartens may put some people out of work. Yet most of the 
analytic tools for understanding innovation have no way of distin-
guishing one from another. Book after book and journal after journal 
on innovation studies explore the strategies of innovation agencies 
but do not even hint that it matters to know whether value is being 
destroyed or created. Even the fashionable analyses of disruptive inno-
vation are wholly silent on these issues – assuming that disruption is 
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basically a good thing – even though a moment’s reflection shows that 
many innovations are disruptive in bad ways, destroying more than 
they create. If mainstream innovation lacks the intellectual resources to 
think these things through, then it is all the more important that there 
are passionate, empirical and rigorous arguments about these issues in 
social innovation: both for the sake of understanding and to ensure 
that more funding goes to the good innovations than the bad ones. 

The fourth argument needs to be about politics. During the 1990s and 
2000s some of the leading organisations involved in the fields of social 
entrepreneurship did their best to push politics and argument out. 
They also airbrushed out the role of social movements, contention and 
mobilisation. A generous explanation would be that they were seeking 
to pull in the broadest possible support. A less generous explanation 
might point to dominance by club class elites, management consul-
tancies and billionaire funders, who were hardly likely to favour the 
more radical end of social innovation. Either way what was left behind 
was often rather bland and unconvincing, sometimes implying that 
lone social entrepreneurs, philanthropists or businesses, or individual 
technological advances, could solve the world’s social problems single-
handedly. A more plausible view sees social innovation as unavoidably 
bound up with politics. Grassroots innovators can come up with novel 
ideas, but they lack the power to generalise them. Conversely, govern-
ments and political parties may have the power to legislate new rights 
but usually lack the means to create and experiment. In practice there 
is complementarity, and wise innovators work as much to influence 
the conditions in which their ideas may spread as they work to spread 
their idea. That complementary interaction of grassroots innovation 
and top-down policy certainly happened during past periods of social 
reform. But parties and governments often struggle to hear what is 
happening on the ground, and those on the ground often struggle to 
understand how the world looks to a minister or a global agency. That 
is why we need more research on the alignment and misalignment 
of social innovation and structural reform, and a more honest debate 
about the limits of each. 

Social innovation and the pursuit of human potential

Finally, if the deep underlying idea of social innovation is an optimistic 
one about human potential to govern individual lives and design the 
world, then there is a need to understand how societies can make the 
most of that potential.
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For a long time, a common theme of conservative politics was the 
claim that it was inherently impossible for more than a tiny elite to rule, 
create and think. It was argued that attempts to widen participation 
were bound to be futile. In the modern era, by contrast, the democratic 
argument has become mainstream: parties of all stripes purport to want 
to amplify human creativity and potential.

Yet even within social innovation the arguments are not clear-cut. 
Social entrepreneurship organisation Ashoka has suggested that there 
is only one serious social entrepreneur per ten million of population 
(Ashoka, 2012). Acknowledging the role of individual agency is in some 
respects a healthy counter to the 20th century’s love of big organisa-
tions and big systems. 

But history shows that it is wrong to presume a fixed, and limited, 
stock of human social ingenuity. Estonia with a population of not 
much more than a million is bursting with innovative creativity in the 
economy and technology. Iceland, with not many more than 300,000 
people, has been a powerhouse of new ideas. Meanwhile places that were 
thought to be lacking in creativity have within the space of a genera-
tion transformed themselves – Taiwan and South Korea are impressive 
recent examples which confirm that in the right circumstances there is 
dramatically more human potential for innovation than might be imag-
ined. Some of the recent innovations in social innovation have aimed to 
tap this latent potential: crowd-sourcing of ideas, large-scale deliberative 
processes and inducement prizes draw on the notion that the best ideas 
may come from anyone, anywhere (see, e.g., Tjornbo in this volume).

The field of social innovation often claims, whether implicitly or explic-
itly, that better ways of tapping human creative potential are not only good 
for social health, but also likely to support economic growth. But we lack 
hard evidence, and, for now, there are no ways of mapping or measuring 
this innovative potential or the extent to which it is made use of. This could 
become an important theme for research, and it is not so hard to imagine 
how it could be done, for example surveying the depth and breadth of 
public involvement in creating ideas and putting them into effect. 

Going in this direction would help the field of social innovation 
move from being a marginal topic, concerned with the management of 
NGOs, to a much more central one, concerned with how governments, 
foundations or businesses could truly maximise the creative potential 
of their societies.

Geoff Mulgan
Chief Executive of Nesta
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Notes

1. http://fi restation.pwc.co.uk/centre-for-social-impact.html [Accessed 27 November 
2014].

2. See Idhe (2009) for a discussion of this.
3. For a history of scientifi c ethos, see Thorpe (2007).
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Introduction: Dimensions of Social 
Innovation
Alex Nicholls, Julie Simon and Madeleine Gabriel

Introduction

Social innovation is not new, but it appears to be entering a new phase – 
a phase in which it is increasingly seen as offering solutions not just 
to localised problems but to more systemic and structural issues. 
Nevertheless, the growing set of examples and attendant discourses 
and logics of social innovation have yet to coalesce around a single, 
common definition, a set of standards or performance measures or an 
agreed policy agenda. Partly, this is the consequence of the ‘liability of 
newness’ experienced by all new fields of action: namely, they lack the 
legitimacy needed to support significant investment or research. It may 
also be because the range and variety of action that constitutes social 
innovation today defies simple categorisation. Indeed, this fluidity and 
diversity may be seen as one of the field’s great strengths in terms of 
addressing complex social problems and challenges. So, as yet, there is 
no established paradigm of social innovation (see also Nicholls, 2010a). 

However, there are strong signs that interest is growing in this insti-
tutional space where innovative thinking and models can address both 
problems of social welfare efficiency or distribution and imbalances 
and inequalities in social structures and relations. Moreover, inter-
est in this field appears to cut across governments, civil society and 
even mainstream businesses and investors. It has also become a topic 
for scholarly enquiry and research (see e.g., Nicholls and Murdock, 
2012). This book aims to explore the multiple dimensions of social 
innovation – both theoretically and empirically – in order to advance 
research and contribute to shaping the formation of its boundaries and 
to advancing a wider recognition of the opportunities and challenges 
of this new phase.

OPEN
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In particular, this volume aims to challenge some of the emerging 
normative assumptions about the ‘promise of social innovation’, 
namely a general acceptance that it is an unproblematic and con-
sistently positive phenomenon without drawbacks or unintended 
consequences. Thus, this collection explores the implications of 
social innovation in cross-sector collaborations and hybrid forms, 
across several contexts and in multiple country settings to high-
light a range of issues across social innovation models. The research 
presented here deliberately ranges across different socio-structural 
levels and units of analysis – from micro to macro – in order to offer 
multiple insights into the various contexts in which social innova-
tion can operate effectively. Much of the work here also has strong 
policy implications: by codifying and analysing practice, its objective 
is to inform future policy making in social innovation across coun-
tries. This book also aims to contribute to the critical field-building 
project of social innovation that is already underway across a range 
of researchers and institutions by augmenting the existing body of 
knowledge on this subject with work on new trends and case exam-
ples. In the process, the hope is that the work published here will also 
support the building of a community of researchers looking at social 
innovation by adding its own, modest legitimacy to working on this 
subject. The contents and structure of this volume are considered in 
more detail below.

Definitions

At its simplest, social innovation can be seen as ‘new ideas that address 
unmet social needs – and that work’ (Mulgan et al., 2007, p. 2). In 
practice, social innovations can take the form of specific ideas, actions, 
frames, models, systems, processes, services, rules and regulations as 
well as new organisational forms. However, more specifically, there 
are two interlinked conceptualisations of social innovation, focused 
on either new social processes or new social outputs and outcomes. The 
first emphasises changes in social relations and often has a focus on 
rebalancing power disparities of economic inequalities in society (see 
Moulaert et al., 2014a). For example, Mumford (2002, p. 253) sug-
gested that: 

Social innovation refers to the generation and implementation of 
new ideas about how people should organize interpersonal activities, 
or social interactions, to meet one or more common goals.
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Westley and Antadze (2010, p. 2) subsequently expanded upon this by 
noting that: 

Social innovation is a complex process of introducing new products, 
processes or programs that profoundly change the basic routines, 
resource and authority flows, or beliefs of the social system in which 
the innovation occurs. Such successful social innovations have dura-
bility and broad impact.

Second, social innovation can be seen as the answer to social market 
failures in the provision of vital public goods. This is reflected in the 
OECD’s definition of social innovation, which also includes a reference 
to the process dimensions of social innovation (2011, p. 1): 

Social innovation is distinct from economic innovation because it 
is not about introducing new types of production or exploiting new 
markets in itself but is about satisfying new needs not provided by 
the market (even if markets intervene later) or creating new, more 
satisfactory ways of insertion in terms of giving people a place and a 
role in production.

In addition to these two meta-definitions, three levels of social innova-
tion can be identified (see Table I.1). First, there is incremental innova-
tion in goods and services to address social need more effectively or 
efficiently. This is the objective of many successful charities and not-
for-profits, as well as some so-called ‘Bottom of the Pyramid’ (Prahalad, 
2006) commercial firms. From this perspective, social innovation may 
simply be a good business opportunity. Second, there is institutional 
innovation that aims to harness or retool existing social and economic 
structures to generate new social value and outcomes. Examples such as 
Fair Trade (Nicholls and Opal, 2005) or mobile banking typically exploit 
or modify existing market structures to deliver new or additional social 
value. Finally, disruptive social innovation aims at systems change. This 
is typically the realm of social movements and self-consciously ‘politi-
cal’ actors, groups and networks aiming to change power relations, alter 
social hierarchies and reframe issues to the benefit of otherwise disen-
franchised groups. Disruptive social innovation can be characterised by 
structured mass participation in political parties or formal membership 
schemes of social movements, on the one hand, or loose coalitions of 
individuals and interests united by an evanescent issue or technology 
such as social media, on the other. Policy entrepreneurs from within 
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state structures can also drive disruptive social innovation by focussing 
on reforming democracy and enlarging or deepening citizens’ roles 
within it.

Social innovation can also be defined in terms of the level of its action 
or impact from the individual to the systems level (micro-, meso- or macro-
level). Such levels or dimensions can be mapped against the two main defini-
tions of social innovation focused either on new social processes or on new 
social outcomes (see Table I.2). These differing levels of impact point to the 
complexity of performance measurement on social innovation and empha-
sise the need for clarity about the unit of impact of a social innovation.

Social innovation can also be considered in the context of the 
more institutionalised fields of social entrepreneurship (Dees, 1998; 
Nicholls, 2006) and social enterprise (Alter, 2006; Nyssens, 2006). 
In this setting, social innovation can be seen as the biggest field of 

Table I.1 Levels of social innovation

Level Objective Focus Examples

Incremental To address identified 
market failures more 
effectively

Products Kickstart (low-cost 
irrigation foot pump) 

Institutional To reconfigure existing 
market structures and 
patterns

Markets M-PESA (mobile banking)

Disruptive To change cognitive 
frames of reference to 
alter social systems 
and structures

Politics Tostan (human rights)

Source: Nicholls and Murdock (2012).

Table I.2 Dimensions of social innovation

Dimension Social process Social outcome

Individual Co-Production (Southwark 
Circle)

Lost-cost Healthcare 
(Aravind Eye Hospital)

Organisation Wiki-Production (Wikipedia) Work Integration Social 
Enterprise (Greyston Bakery)

Network/
Movement

Open Source Technology 
(Linux)

Non-Traditional Training and 
Education (Barefoot College)

System Microfinance (Grameen Bank) Mobile Banking (MPESA)

Source: Nicholls and Murdock (2012).
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action encompassing any new idea or model that addresses a social (or 
environmental) need. Social entrepreneurship can, then, be seen as a 
subset of social innovation – the organisational enactment of social 
innovation ideas and models. 

Finally, drawing upon theory from design thinking, Murray et al. 
(2010) set out the key stages of the development of a social innovation 
as a nonlinear process. This model is characterised by a series of key 
inflection points where the development of an innovation moves first 
from prompts and proposals to prototyping (an important part of the 
design process), then to sustainability and, finally, to scale.

It should also be acknowledged that social innovation is not, in and 
of itself, a socially positive thing. Social innovation may have a ‘dark 
side’. This could be evidenced in several ways:

• Socially divisive or destructive objectives and intentions (e.g., secret 
societies or extreme political parties)

• Deviant or unintended consequences that achieve negative social 
effects (e.g., by excluding some groups from the focus of social goods, 
services or change)

• Operational failure, mission drift or strategic co-option by an exter-
nal party (e.g., Tracey and Jarvis, 2006)

It is well understood within innovation studies that innovations 
will create value for some and destroy it for others. This underlies 
Schumpeter’s (1942) notion of ‘creative destruction’. In the context of 
social innovation, however, the idea that social innovations might cre-
ate winners and losers is rarely, if ever, articulated. Phills et al. (2008) 
appeared to recognise the potential for a dark side of social innovation 
in a definition that emphasises improvement rather than change as a 
central feature:

A novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, 
sustainable, or just than existing solutions and for which the value 
created accrues primarily to society as a whole rather than private 
individuals. (p. 36)

Moreover, this conceptualisation also highlights a potential bifurcation 
of value creation and value appropriation within social innovation that 
renders the interests of the individual (social) innovator secondary to 
wider social value creation (see Nicholls, 2010b, for a similar argument 
in the context of social investment).
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Clearly, social innovation is a complex and multi-faceted institu-
tional space that is still subject to competing discourses and definitions. 
Moreover, as is illustrated in this collection, social innovation can have 
a ‘dark side’ that challenges normative assumptions that (social) innova-
tion is always positive (i.e., improvement rather than just change). It is 
important, therefore, to be aware that social innovation from one stake-
holder perspective may look and feel very different from another – social 
benefit is always contingent. As such, in terms of this collection, social 
innovation can be seen as:

Varying levels of deliberative novelty that bring about change and 
that aim to address suboptimal issues in the production, availability, 
and consumption of public goods defined as that which is broadly 
of societal benefit within a particular normative and culturally con-
tingent context.

Drivers

As Moulaert et al. (2014b) noted:

Socially innovative actions, strategies, practices and processes arise 
whenever problems of poverty, exclusion, segregation and depriva-
tion or opportunities for improving living conditions cannot find 
satisfactory solutions in the ‘institutionalized field’ of public or pri-
vate action. (p. 2)

As such the growth of interest in social innovation as a field or set 
of tools and models reflects the failure – for at least some sections of 
society – of established systems (technology, markets, policy, governance, 
etc.) to deliver well-being and economic prosperity. This can be seen, 
fundamentally, as a distribution problem in terms of both mainstream 
innovation policy and democratic reform. Social innovation can be 
viewed, therefore, as partly a response to patterns of modernity that have 
marginalised certain populations and that see the individual citizen as 
essentially an economic/consuming actor, not as an active participant in 
collective decision-making. From this perspective social innovation is a 
sense-making process that, first, frames key issues and then proposes alter-
native worldviews (functioning much like the classic social movement: 
see Davis et al., 2005). This reading of the drivers of social innovation 
emphasises addressing sub-optimal configurations of social relations via 
new models of empowerment, engagement or political mobilisation. 
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Of course, social innovation is also driven by simple welfare need. 
The increasing challenges of global warming, growing inequality (if 
not absolute poverty), demographics (notably a growing ageing popu-
lation), migration, pandemics and terrorism have been compounded 
by the effective nationalisation by governments of the private sector 
financial crisis after 2008. Thus, the age of public sector austerity will 
likely stretch forward into the 2020s and beyond in many developed 
countries and this will continue to severely constrain welfare budg-
ets. As a consequence, in both developed and developing country 
contexts, there will be a need for social innovation to address short-
falls and market failures in the provision of basic, universal, welfare 
services.1

One account of the increased focus on social innovation in recent 
years casts it as a response to an acceleration of global crises and 
so-called ‘wicked problems’ characterised by multiple and contradic-
tory analyses and diagnoses (Rittel and Webber, 1973; Rayner, 2006; 
Mulgan et al., 2007; Murray et al., 2010), such as: climate change; social 
breakdown; rising life expectancy and associated health and social care 
costs; growing cultural diversity within and across countries; grow-
ing inequality; rising incidences of chronic long-term conditions and 
pandemics; behavioural problems associated with the ‘challenge of 
affluence’ (Offer, 2006); difficult transitions to adulthood; endemic 
reductions in individual happiness and indices of well-being. The rise 
of social innovation also demonstrates a collapse in trust in the status 
quo – as established models and social relations have increasingly failed 
to deliver well-being for many. In this context, intractable problems are 
seen as highlighting the failure of conventional solutions and estab-
lished paradigms, entrenched in institutional settings across all three 
conventional sectors of society. This is evident through private sector 
market failures, public sector siloed thinking and a lack of scale in and 
fragmentation across civil society.

An important subset of these ‘wicked problems’ concerns welfare 
reform. After World War Two a new model of welfare provision emerged 
across many developed economies with the state delivering universal 
public services largely free at the point of access, funded by taxation and 
compulsory individual ‘national’ insurance. The centrepiece of many 
welfare states has been the development of powerful public healthcare 
systems. However, demographic and societal changes combined with 
the economic realities of rising welfare costs and worsening public 
finances have led to radical innovation in the provision of welfare 
goods and services in recent years (Leadbeater, 1997). In many cases 
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this has involved a retreat from centralised state-led provision and an 
engagement with new ‘partnership’ models involving both the private 
and civil society sectors. A key objective has been increased economic 
efficiency, but there has also been a realisation that innovation and 
reform offer the opportunity to improve the effectiveness of services.2 
For example, in both the United Kingdom and elsewhere there has been 
a clear move in public policy towards enabling greater ‘choice’ and 
control for the recipient of welfare services (Bartlett, 2009a and 2009b). 
Indeed, policy reform offers an important mechanism by which social 
innovation can be both incubated and enacted as a part of ‘reinvent-
ing government’ (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992). At the same time, there 
has been a crisis in the legitimacy of the democratic process in many 
developed countries with the consequence that social innovation is also 
being used as a set of processes to improve citizen engagement within 
the policy-making process. 

In developing country contexts, public welfare has typically not devel-
oped in this way. Large welfare states are not present here. Nevertheless, 
social innovation models of mixed provision, co-creation and deep 
citizen participation in welfare – that are becoming entrenched in the 
developed nations – are also playing a role in emergent welfare states 
elsewhere (Nicholls, 2013). This is discussed further below.

An alternative view of this new phase of social innovation sees it as 
a necessary (but not always automatic) companion to rapid techno-
logical change and economic innovation (Hämäläinen and Heiskala, 
2007). This conceptualisation presents social innovation as a process 
of reshaping social relations to maximise productivity and economic 
development, often framed by the (perhaps optimistic) assumption that 
the benefits of these changes will be shared equally across society. Such 
a reading also suggests that social entrepreneurship represents the rec-
onciliation of an historical division between private and public sector 
mechanisms of productivity growth (Drayton, 2002). These approaches 
are at a systems level of analysis that relates most clearly to a disruptive 
vision of social innovation.

Common to all these drivers are a series of complex and multifaceted 
social contexts that drive innovation not only in processes and out-
comes but also, increasingly, as boundary-blurring activity across the 
conventional sectors of society. As Murray et al. (2010) wrote: 

Social innovation doesn’t have fixed boundaries: it happens in all 
sectors, public, non-profit and private. Indeed, much of the most 
creative action is happening at the boundaries between sectors. (p. 3)
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Each of the three sectors of society – civil society, public and private – has 
its own internal logic of action and defining features. Taken together, 
these three ideal-type sectors can be conceptualised as a triad repre-
sented in stability as a triangle. Between each of the three ideal-type 
points lies a spectrum of hybrid institutions and organisations that 
represent sites for social innovation as a boundary-blurring activity 
(see Figure I.1). Thus, between the civil society sector and the private 
sector are social enterprises that combine business logics and models 
with social objectives and ownership structures (Alter, 2006). Some 
examples along this spectrum will be closer to the logic of business (i.e., 
businesses with a social purpose: see also Corporate Social Innovation, 
Moss Kanter, 1999) and some to that of civil society (i.e., not-for-profit 
organisations that have an earned income stream). In the spectrum 
between the private and public sector ideal types are hybrids such as 
public–private partnerships that aim to provide new models of welfare 
provision outside of, but in tandem with, the state (Bovaird, 2006). 
Finally, between the state and civil society ideal types lies the ‘shadow 
state’ in which civil society organisations function as a surrogate state, 
providing welfare where there is a public sector market failure. For 
example, in Bangladesh, BRAC and the network of Grameen organisa-
tions act as quasi-state providers of education, health, employment and 

STATE

CIVIL
SOCIETY

PRIVATE
SECTOR

MULTI-SECTOR
COLLABORATIONS

Shadow
State

Social
Enterprise

Public-
Private

Figure I.1 The social innovation triad
Source: Nicholls and Murdock (2012).
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financial services across the country in and around institutional voids 
at the policy and market levels (Mair and Marti, 2009). 

There are multiple, often sector-specific, drivers behind the growing 
relevance of social innovation across sectors. For the private com-
mercial sector, there is an increasing recognition of social innova-
tion as offering a model for new roles of business in society (e.g., the 
‘Shared Value’ model, Porter and Kramer, 2012). For the state, social 
innovation links with traditions of welfare reform based on increased 
efficiency and effectiveness, also reflecting a move from a focus on 
New Public Management to Public Value and, more recently, New 
Public Governance. It may also challenge the governance status quo 
in societies by aiming to transform the power structures across social 
relations that allocate goods and services ineffectively or unequally. 
For civil society, social innovation may involve both internal processes 
of organisational change (such as new legal forms, collaborations and 
income strategies) and novelty in external outputs and outcomes (such 
as new products and services).

Research themes

To date, the research literature that focuses on social innovation specifi-
cally is limited, albeit growing. A review of this body of work reveals 
three clusters of research themes. Each is now considered in turn.

Innovation in social relations

The largest and most well-developed body of work on social innovation 
specifically focuses on innovation that addresses various dimensions of 
changes in social relations. This literature can be subdivided into five 
categories of scholarship:

1. Research Design Challenges: Early work on social innovation devel-
oped from within behavioural science with a particular interest in 
devising ‘social change’ approaches to tackle key, contemporary 
social problems, often at a community level (Fairweather, 1967).3

2. Changes in Social Structures: Hämäläinen and Heiskala (2007) 
argued that it is social innovation processes that ultimately deter-
mine the economic and social performance of nations, regions, and 
industrial sectors and organisations: ‘Social innovations are changes 
in the cultural, normative or regulative structures of society which 
enhance its collective power resources and improve its economic and 
social performance’ (2007, p. 59).
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3. Changes in Patterns of Work (or workplace innovation): Holt (1971) 
focused on social innovation within organisations, conceived of as 
new social patterns of employee interaction. This work was echoed 
in the activities of the Netherlands Centre for Social Innovation 30 
years later (see Pot and Vaas, 2008).

4. Diffusion of Social Change: From within sociology, there are analy-
ses of the micro-level structures of innovation and diffusion that 
affect society – for example, how medical innovations spread across 
groups of clinicians – that have been classed as social innovation. 
Henderson (1993) was interested in the relationship between social 
innovation and political change in terms of diffusion processes. 
He explored how citizen movements catalyse social innovation – 
conceptualised as distinct from dominant cultural norms – from 
fluid positions outside of conventional societal structures.

5. Urban Studies: There is a significant cluster of work within urban stud-
ies exploring innovative responses to social exclusion as social innova-
tion under the heading of Integrated Area Development. Much of this 
work centres on innovation within social relations in urban contexts, 
and as a body of work, it explores the potential of public, private and 
civil society models, interventions and interactions. In 2007, Moulaert 
et al. characterised social innovation as ‘a polymorphic constellation 
of counter-hegemonic movements and initiatives’ (p. 196) engaged in 
active processes of social struggle and change.

Innovation to address social market failures

This stream of work relates to the outcome-driven model of social inno-
vation already discussed above and focuses on innovation as the means 
by which new products and services can be provided to underserved 
market segments. At the macro level, this includes the mechanisms by 
which new markets are created in weak institutional spaces or to address 
market failures. The latter is conceived of as encompassing failures not 
only in commercial markets but also in public sector ‘markets’, where 
the state fails to provide public goods, and civil society ‘markets’, where 
charities, not-for-profits and NGOs fail to provide effective goods and 
services to their beneficiaries (Nicholls, 2006). High-profile examples 
include developments focused on the Bottom of the Pyramid (Prahalad, 
2006) or frugal innovation (Jugaad) models (Zeschky et al., 2011). 
However, while such failures typically provide innovation opportuni-
ties, they can also offer challenges in terms of reconciling potentially 
competing institutional logics (Battilana and Dorado, 2010). 
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Resilience theory

A third strand of social innovation theory has emerged recently focus-
ing on its relationship with the overall sustainability and, particularly, 
the resilience of the larger ecosystem within which it evolves. The 
overall resilience of a system may be examined through the lens of the 
adaptive cycle, which is graphically represented by an infinity loop 
encompassing four phases: release, reorganisation, exploitation and 
conservation. The exploitation and conservation phases in the ‘front’ 
loop represent periods of growth and resource accumulation, where 
change is routine and almost always adaptive, while the release and 
reorganisation phases in the ‘back’ loop can represent the introduc-
tion of novelty, either transformative (radical) or adaptive change, and 
renewal of the system. The back loop, therefore, represents a precarious 
moment from the point of view of whether the system remains stable, 
adapting and learning but not transforming, or whether it is pushed 
close to a threshold that tips the system into a new stability domain. 
The new domain may share characteristics with the old stability domain 
but will have radically different feedback loops, and hence different 
relationships between the phases (Moore and Westley, 2011). Resilience 
theory offers a systems-level model of the emergence and dissemination 
of patterns of social innovation.

That social innovation occurs in multiple contexts of praxis serves to 
reinforce the need for theoretical particularity in the analysis and pres-
entation of the phenomenon (Moulaert et al., 2014a). Thus, each case 
of social innovation in healthcare, education, economic development, 
agriculture, urban development or governance and political transforma-
tion will need its own epistemology and set of boundaries and logics if it 
is to be understood clearly. This is, of course, a methodological, as well 
as theoretical, challenge for researchers. 

Objectives of this book

This collection aims to contribute to the small but growing research litera-
ture on social innovation. In particular, it attempts to challenge some of 
the emerging normative assumptions concerning the ‘promise’ of social 
innovation via critical analyses, extending and testing relevant theory, 
and via new empirical contributions. One important contribution of 
this volume is to test the assumption that social innovation is somehow 
inherently ‘good’ or socially positive in all contexts. As noted above, it 
is easy to imagine a ‘dark side’ to social innovation (as highlighted here 
by McGowan and Westley). However, even self-evidently positive social 
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innovation may not benefit all relevant stakeholders equally and may, 
indeed, create negative effects for some. Moreover, the disruptive effects 
of some social innovation may undermine important institutional norms 
whilst still delivering substantial benefits to target populations. For 
example, some analyses of the role of social innovation in welfare ser-
vices delivery would emphasise that this simultaneously undermines the 
roles and responsibilities of the state (and, therefore, citizens’ democratic 
rights) as it delivers measurably positive benefits to target populations (see 
Evers and Ewert here). Unger also notes the need for social innovation 
to ‘aim high’ by acknowledging – and confronting – political and power 
issues across societies. The danger, otherwise, is that social innovation 
becomes absorbed into existing systems – tamed into irrelevance.

This collection also intends to help build a global community of 
researchers in social innovation by bringing together a range of perspec-
tives and examples from around the world. The authors included here 
range across a variety of disciplines – management, political science, 
not-for-profit studies, sociology and economics – making this volume 
an avowedly multi-disciplinary endeavour. This is not only intellectually 
interesting but also reflects the reality of praxis in social innovation that 
is often characterised by cross-sector collaboration and organisational 
hybridity.

This book offers examples and insights from multiple geographical 
contexts and reflects many different cognitive frames, discourses and 
debates concerning the nature and enactment of social innovation. The 
innovation within this book itself lies in its presentation of new cases, 
new theories and new methodologies allied to different levels and units 
of analysis across its chapters.

Finally, this collection hopes to contribute meaningfully to emergent 
policy debates across countries concerning the role and functioning 
of social innovation across the commercial, not-for-profit and public 
sectors (and in the blurred institutional spaces between them). The 
contributions here serve to codify and analyse practice in a way that 
can inform better public policy decision-making. Academic research 
can play a significant role in this regard since it often explores models 
and issues that sit ahead of current policy debates and agendas. It is the 
ambition of this collection to offer such insights.

Key themes

The various contributions in this collection have a number of common 
themes and topics. 
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First, this volume offers a number of new observations concerning the 
practice and process of researching social innovation. A foundational ques-
tion asked here is: Is there a need for specific theories of social innova-
tion or is social innovation simply a phenomenon that can be observed 
and made sense of using existing theoretical frameworks? Moreover, if 
the latter is true, then which disciplines best suit this analytic purpose? 
Partly to answer this, the chapters in this volume offer a rich and broad 
range of theoretical approaches to framing and analysing social inno-
vation. They also touch on several important methodological issues. 
There are three chapters that present detailed case material from differ-
ent countries (Brazil, South Korea and India): each offers new and rich 
empirical evidence of social innovation in context. 

Second, and perhaps unsurprisingly, there is a clear focus on explor-
ing the nature of social innovation. Overall, the research presented here 
situates social innovation as a ‘quasi-concept’ characterised by its fluid-
ity in terms of its meanings and attendant discourses. This, of course, 
is a contingent effect of the widely observed tendency of social innova-
tion to occupy hybrid institutional spaces and organisational forms. 
Specifically, the approaches to the nature of social innovation set out 
here include discussions of definitions with particular emphasis on the 
implications of social innovation at different socio-structural levels and 
at different stages of the innovation lifecycle from emergence to institu-
tionalisation and, ultimately, entropy and re-invigoration as a new cycle 
begins (within the resilience model). The analysis of lifecycle issues 
also focuses on process questions around the dissemination, diffusion, 
growth and scaling of social innovation in various contexts. 

Several chapters explore the nature of social innovation in terms of 
the complex interactions between individual actors and the systems 
in which they are located – this work reflects the central sociological 
debates concerning the roles of agency and structure in determining 
the shape and functioning of social action. This book also highlights 
examples of cross- or multi-sector collaboration (often in network set-
tings) as defining features of successful social innovation. Research here 
demonstrates how successful examples of cross-sector partnerships also 
need to be carefully calibrated to their socio-cultural contexts.

A final focus of this collection is on the effects of social innovation. 
Within this topic there is a strong interest in democratic and public 
sector reform. This is manifest in social innovation aimed at citizen 
engagement and improved political accountability and transparency, 
on the one hand, and examples of innovative public service reform, on 
the other. The former is also analysed in terms of practical examples 
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of innovations in governance and accountability mechanisms and 
models. Connected to these themes is research here that explores 
social innovation directed towards disrupting the (unjust) status quo 
of power structures via an explicit social change agenda. This theme 
also acknowledges the significance of community-level innovation and 
action. Another research focus examines how social innovation shapes, 
is shaped by and interacts with market structures and models. This set 
of work lies in stark contrast to the public sector focus noted elsewhere 
and provides a useful counterpoint to it, enriching the overall scope and 
argument of the book as a whole.

Structure of the book

The collection opens with some reflections by Mulgan on the future of 
social innovation research. He argues that social innovation rests on 
an idea about possibility, rather than being a field with clearly defined 
boundaries. As such, social innovation research cannot be simply a 
detached, empirical social science; it is inevitable – and healthy – that 
research is coupled with practice. 

After this introduction, the book is divided into three parts: research-
ing social innovation; blurring boundaries and reconfiguring relations; 
and producing social innovation through new forms of collaboration. 

Part I examines a range of issues concerning the research of social 
innovation. This section explores new methodological approaches that 
can help to understand the roles of particular social innovation actors 
and to identify broader patterns and trends regarding the relationship 
between social innovation, social change and societal transformation.

The theoretical foundations of the concept of social innovation 
remain relatively weak and much research in this area is descriptive or 
evaluative. To further develop the theory underpinning social innova-
tion research, one potential approach is to revisit the works of social 
theorists whose frameworks and models can help to make sense of criti-
cal issues within social innovation discourses. In Chapter 1, Howaldt, 
Kopp and Schwarz revisit the work of Gabriel Tarde and make a case for 
using his social theory in developing a theoretically grounded concept 
of social innovation. Tarde’s basic idea is to explain social change ‘from 
the bottom up’. Countless and nameless inventions and discoveries 
change society and its practices through equally countless acts of imita-
tion, and only as a result do they become a true social phenomenon. 
By identifying the practices and laws of imitation as central to social 
innovation and social change, the authors propose shifts of perspective 
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relevant to contemporary social innovation policy and discussions 
about the diffusion of social innovations. 

Another approach to researching social innovation, exemplified in 
Chapter 2, is the use of comparative historical case studies. McGowan 
and Westley introduce a theoretical and methodological framework 
based on three propositions: first, that new social phenomena create the 
opportunity for changes to social relations and structures by enabling 
glimpses into the ‘adjacent possible’; second, that agents’ behaviour 
and roles within social innovation can be divided into three categories – 
poets, debaters and designers – whose efforts are complementary; and 
finally, that to achieve broad, lasting change, the innovation in ques-
tion must cross multiple scales – from the niche (micro) level to the 
(macro) landscape level. The authors explore these frameworks through 
a case study on the emergence of the intelligence test. This illustrates 
the three elements within the authors’ theoretical framework and 
also shows how social innovation is culturally contingent. The ideas 
that inspired the development of the intelligence test, such as Social 
Darwinism, are now widely viewed as profoundly perverse.

In 2011, the Centre de recherche sur les innovations sociales (Center 
for Research on Social Innovations – CRISES) started to build a database 
of social innovations. In Chapter 3, Bouchard et al. examine the uses 
and the challenges of building such a database. Since research on social 
innovation is generally conducted through case studies, it is difficult 
to carry out macro-sociological analysis of the social transformations 
that accompany these innovations, and results cannot be generalised. 
The database of social innovations aims to fill this gap and to enable 
the longitudinal, sectoral and spatial analysis of social innovation in 
the context of Quebec. The process of building a database represents 
an innovative approach to the research of social innovation, and the 
authors point to a number of methodological, theoretical and episte-
mological challenges associated with such a task. 

Part II explores some of the ways in which social innovations recon-
figure relations between civil society, the state and the market. Indeed, 
the boundaries between these sectors are becoming increasingly porous 
and one of the striking features of social innovations is their ability to 
combine the traditionally disparate logics of the private, public and civil 
society sectors. 

In Chapter 4, Jenson examines some of the varied meanings of the 
‘quasi-concept’ of social innovation, and argues that one of its major 
contributions is to provide a novel way to reorganise market relations 
in the post-neoliberal world. The ‘welfare diamond’ is a heuristic device 
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that illustrates the mixed sources of well-being, which include the 
market, the state, the family and the community. Each is a potential 
source of well-being. Increasing reliance on social entrepreneurs and 
social enterprises to achieve social innovations in social policy implies 
a reconceptualisation of relations within the welfare diamond, often by 
explicitly exposing and developing a reliance on non-market dimen-
sions (such as community engagement and public policy) in the pro-
cesses of market making and in quasi-markets. 

Chapter 5, by Evers and Ewert, looks at the welfare diamond from a 
different perspective. The chapter describes and analyses approaches 
and instruments used in a range of innovative welfare projects from 
twenty cities and ten countries across Europe. Analysing these reveals 
recurring approaches and instruments in relation to various dimensions 
of welfare systems. The chapter reflects on the relationship between 
social innovation in the welfare field and welfare reform, and raises 
challenges for both. The economic precariousness caused by flexible 
labour markets, together with growing levels of in-work poverty, high 
levels of unemployment and squeezes to welfare entitlements and pen-
sions, probably creates more significant social problems than could ever 
be addressed through socially innovative services that empower citizens 
and communities. This raises questions about the ability of social inno-
vation to live up to its ‘promise’, and shows that, in order for social 
innovations to have real impact, engaging with political processes is 
essential.

Chapter 6 provides empirical evidence of the ways in which social 
innovations reconfigure market relations and blur boundaries between 
sectors, in this case between the market and civil society. Cipolla, 
Melo and Manzini describe the development and emergence of a new 
type of ‘collaborative service’ in a pacified favela in Rio de Janeiro. The 
pacification process enabled a local energy company to start offering 
services in the favela, but residents found it difficult to pay their bills. 
To overcome these challenges, the energy company developed ‘Light 
Recicla’, a service that reduced residents’ electricity bills by exchang-
ing recyclable materials for energy credits. Based on this case study, the 
authors discuss the possibility of building a new type of service based on 
vertical, experiential interactions between service providers and service 
users in informal settlements such as favelas. 

While Part II explores issues about structure in generating social inno-
vation, Part III examines some of the key issues around agency. In par-
ticular, it looks at the roles played by social innovation actors – such as 
social entrepreneurs, citizens and public sector managers – and explores 
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how these roles can be strengthened in order to support the generation 
of social innovation. The chapters in this section underline the impor-
tance of collaboration in producing social innovation, even while some 
also highlight the roles of key individuals in the process, such as Mayor 
Park in Seoul. In this way, the chapters in this section echo arguments 
made by Howaldt et al. and McGowan and Westley, which emphasise 
the roles of different actors within the social innovation process.

In Chapter 7, Sørensen and Torfing argue that multi-actor collabo-
ration in networks, partnerships and inter-organisational teams can 
spur public innovation. They argue that the principles of New Public 
Management are giving way to ‘New Public Governance’, and that 
the enhancement of collaborative innovation has now become a key 
aspiration of many public organisations around the world. However, 
collaborative and innovative processes are difficult to trigger and sus-
tain without proper innovation management and a supportive cultural 
and institutional environment. Arguing strongly that innovation is 
produced through collaboration and not through the actions of ‘heroic 
individuals’, the authors describe the roles for public innovation man-
agers that are necessary to enhance innovation through collaboration. 

In Chapter 8, Han, Kim, Rim and Park provide an empirical case 
study from Seoul. Led by Mayor Park, a famous social innovator, Seoul 
Metropolitan Government has developed various communication 
channels, both online and offline, which have enabled new forms of 
consultation and engagement between the city administration and 
citizens. The chapter outlines three communication tools and pro-
grammes that reflect the current administration’s approach and values, 
and presents a case study of a particular challenge that the city govern-
ment solved through engaging with citizens. New communication tools 
often have a limited reach, and the methods currently being used only 
contribute to solving a limited range of social problems. Nevertheless, 
Seoul Metropolitan Government’s approach offers valuable lessons to 
other cities that are ambitiously planning to initiate and drive social 
innovation.

In Chapter 9, Tjornbo examines whether the wisdom of crowds can 
be harnessed to generate social innovation. The development of modern 
information and communication technologies has led to a renewed 
interest in the phenomenon of collective intelligence, defined here 
as the capacity to mobilise and coordinate the knowledge, skills and 
creativity possessed by large groups of individuals, and combine them 
into a greater whole. Social innovation is deeply reliant on the capacity 
to combine the ideas, knowledge and resources possessed by disparate 
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groups, something collective intelligence can do well. However, it is also 
clear that collective intelligence has serious limitations when it comes to 
dealing with complex problems that are politically contested and require 
careful coordination. This chapter provides a framework for examining 
how collective intelligence might support social innovation and explores 
three existing collective intelligence platforms that have promoted social 
innovation: Innocentive, Open Source Ecology and TED. 

Chapter 10 examines how successful social entrepreneurs use net-
works to build their businesses. Focusing on social entrepreneurs as a 
particular sub-group of social innovators, Sonne maps the individual 
networks of three innovative social enterprises in India. Analysing these 
networks helps to improve understanding of to whom social entrepre-
neurs turn for access to knowledge and financial and non-financial sup-
port in order to innovate, build and grow their businesses and develop 
social capital. The author also explores the way in which social entre-
preneurs build the relationships that form the basis of their networks 
and the ways in which important networks change over time. 

In the book’s conclusion, Roberto Mangabeira Unger offers a mani-
festo for the social innovation movement: he explores the impulses 
driving the movement and argues for a view of what its agenda and 
methods can and should be. In this ‘maximalist’ view, the task of the 
social innovation movement is to challenge the worldwide ‘dictator-
ship of no alternatives’ by addressing ‘the whole of society, of its insti-
tutional arrangements, and of its dominant forms of consciousness’. 
The best way to carry out this task is to take small-scale experimental 
initiatives that both mark a path for society and represent first steps for 
treading it. For Unger, the overriding mission of the social innovation 
movement is the enhancement of agency – our power, as individuals 
and as collectivities, to reshape our world. It is to help create a society 
of innovators.

Conclusions

This chapter has set the context for the remainder of the volume and 
has summarised the key contributions of the research featured here. 
However, there are several important and interesting topics of relevance 
to social innovation that would benefit from future research. Six such 
topics are sketched out below.

An important feature of social innovation that has sometimes been 
overlooked in the literature to date is political disruption. The social 
movements literature suggests that truly systemic change only comes 
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about through struggle and changing the dominant cognitive frames 
that frame social issues. Such activity typically comes up against strong 
vested interests and can encounter (sometimes violent) resistance. As a 
consequence, the politicisation of social innovation research offers an 
important new lens through which systemic change can be understood: 
recognising the political dimension of social innovation is not merely 
a research opportunity, but it also raises significant practical questions 
and challenges. Political action often prompts a reaction and can lead to 
institutional confrontation or even danger. Further, when social inno-
vation addresses public welfare issues or aims to drive political change, 
it typically does so as private action that lacks any formal democratic 
legitimacy. This is particularly problematic in cases where social innova-
tion acts as a ‘shadow state’ substituting for what would otherwise be 
the welfare responsibilities of the elected state. Such a democratic deficit 
challenges rights-based models of citizens’ relationship to their govern-
ment. There is also the more general issue of who is included in, and 
who is excluded from, social innovation impacts.

A second issue concerns the public legitimacy of social innova-
tion. Many social innovations that aim to address institutional voids 
may initially lack legitimacy to key populations. This is because they 
often take the form of interventions that combine otherwise distinct 
institutional logics and models of action in innovative forms and 
that challenge normative notions of the roles and responsibilities of 
the discrete sectors. Such hybrid forms of action typically blend the 
logics and rationales of two or more established sectors to build new 
organisational structures (i.e., ‘social’ business), processes (i.e., work 
integration models) or goods and services (i.e., user-led welfare models) 
that correspond to complex sets of needs and demands in late modern 
societies better than conventional interventions do. The logics and 
rationales of action of each conventional sector are quite different and 
even contradictory at the normative level. As a consequence, the public 
legitimacy of social innovation (at both normative and cognitive lev-
els: see Suchman, 1995) can often be compromised, with new models 
variously seen as attempts to privatise the social, dismantle the state 
or undermine civil society (Nicholls and Cho, 2006). The reaction to 
the social enterprise/social business hybrid model within social inno-
vation has been particularly hostile since this challenges fundamental 
principles of the state and civil society as not-for-profit sectors in many 
countries. Such loss of public legitimacy can have serious consequences 
in terms of access to resources, market competitiveness, policy support 
and staff recruitment.
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Third, there are challenges in scaling up social innovation. The stated 
objective of much social innovation is to bring about systemic change. 
However, genuine systems change is a very ambitious objective and typ-
ically requires a combination of scale, geographical spread and political 
support. Bloom and Chatterji (2009) acknowledged these factors when 
they established the SCALERS model as a guide to key activities needed 
to achieve scale in social innovation, notably in terms of staffing, com-
municating, alliance building, lobbying, earnings generation, replicat-
ing and stimulating market forces. Elsewhere research has focused on 
the institutional, rather than organisational, aspects of achieving scale, 
particularly in terms of building social innovation ‘ecosystems’ (Bloom 
and Dees, 2008). However, there is relatively little evidence as yet of 
social innovation delivering systems change without government sup-
port – which begs important questions about the public–private dimen-
sions of scaling social innovation. 

Fourth, social innovation is often limited by access to market – or even 
discretionary – commercial finance at the start-up and growth phase 
(Nicholls, 2010b). There are several reasons for this. First, as was noted 
above, social innovation often occupies hybrid institutional spaces 
that span the logics of the state and the for-profit and not-for-profit 
sectors. This creates difficulties in terms of assessing risk and return 
within conventional financial modelling. Furthermore, given its 
explicit social focus, social innovation ‘ventures’ may not aim at 
maximising their financial bottom line, focusing instead on creating 
‘blended value’ (Emerson, 2003) that combines social and financial 
performance. A third challenge is investor exit – there is currently no 
fully functioning secondary market in which social innovation invest-
ments can be realised. The emergence of an impact investing market 
(O’Donohoe et al., 2010) over recent years may partly address this 
capital gap – but it seems likely that, going forward, public and phil-
anthropic finance will remain important to develop and grow social 
innovation.

Fifth, there are, as yet, no agreed measurement mechanisms or 
standard units of analysis for social innovation impact and perfor-
mance. Welfare economics and the large range of bespoke social impact 
measurement approaches developed within the not-for-profit or social 
entrepreneurship sectors offer a set of models that can be used in dif-
ferent contexts, but no dominant standard has emerged (Mulgan, 2010; 
Ebrahim and Rangan, 2010). As a consequence, exploring the compara-
tive performance of social innovation remains a challenge. This has pro-
found implications for access to capital and policy making.
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Related to the problems of measuring social innovation impact is a 
sixth challenge. As has already been suggested, social innovation may 
have problematic unintended or accidental consequences or externalities. 
There are four issues to be considered here. First, social innovation can 
have negative social effects by excluding some groups from the focus of its 
provision of social goods and services or its campaigns for social change. 
Second, another unintended set of consequences can arise from differ-
ent framings or perceptions of the hybrid nature of social innovations 
that blend social and financial objectives. From one point of view such 
activities are exploitative and represent the ‘privatisation’ of the social, as 
critiques of the high interest rates offered by many micro-finance organi-
sations have pointed out. Third, social innovation could be hijacked for 
socially divisive or destructive objectives and intentions, for example by 
secret societies or extreme political parties. Finally, social innovation can 
achieve perverse effects in cases of operational failure (e.g., Tracey and 
Jarvis, 2006). Since social innovation is often expressed organisationally in 
the form of innovative start-ups in weak institutional spaces, it is inher-
ently risky. As a result, it is reasonable to expect that much social innova-
tion will fail, with potentially damaging effects for vulnerable populations.

Finally, it is important to note that social innovation is often highly 
contingent and contextually sensitive. It will therefore look quite different 
in different countries. Thus, outside of the United States and Europe, social 
innovation has very different political-economic contexts (see Kerlin, 
2009). For example, in the transition countries of Eastern Europe after 
the fall of communism, weak market structures, significant injections of 
international aid and a rejection of centralised organisational forms led to 
the development of social innovation focused on creating small businesses 
that rejected the co-operative and mutual form due to cultural-political 
reasons of history. In Latin America, after the financial crisis of the late 
1990s, market, state and international aid structures were severely weak-
ened. In this context, social innovation evolved, first, as a mechanism of 
social solidarity built from the grass roots up (Klein, 2002) and, then, as 
mechanisms to rebuild jobs and regenerate economies (see, e.g., NESsT, 
2005). In Africa, social innovation emerged at the intersection of state and 
market failures (sometimes bordering on actual collapse) and was often 
driven by high levels of extreme poverty and large inflows of international 
development aid. Particularly significant here was the provision of micro-
credit for small businesses, as well as the emergence of innovative organi-
sations in health, education and farming. More recently, there has been 
a strong focus on environmentally sustainable businesses and enterprises, 
particularly in green technology, often funded by international investors. 
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Finally, in parts of South and South East Asia – notably Bangladesh and 
India – social innovation has emerged to address a combination of mini-
malist state welfare structures and growing welfare failures. This did not 
reflect state failure or welfare crises on an African scale, but rather was 
the product of a context in which the relationship between the private 
individual and the state was often remote and problematic. In the case of 
the Grameen Bank and BRAC in Bangladesh, for example, social innova-
tion reached a national scale, with these two organisations functioning 
as a shadow state delivering financial services, employment, health and 
education to many more citizens than the elected state. 

Social innovation offers an exciting space for research and debate, 
but it also offers the potential to bring about substantive changes in the 
alignment of resources, policy and societal structures to address the major 
issues of modernity across many different countries. This is very much a 
dynamic project – a constantly renewing work-in-progress that has an in-
built self-reflexivity and self-critique – working across many sectors (and 
their interfaces) and at many socio-structural levels. The empirical project 
to test and map the impact and effectiveness of social innovation is only 
at an early stage of development, but a better understanding of the trends, 
blueprints, challenges and opportunities is emerging. It is to this vibrant 
and international conversation that this book hopes to contribute.

Notes

1. There are two additional issues here. First, there is a growing disconnect 
between traditional services and new needs – health services, for example, 
were originally designed to deal with acute rather than chronic disease, but 
it is chronic disease which is becoming more prevalent across many societies. 
Second, it has proved difficult to offset growing demands on services through 
cost savings and efficiencies. 

2. Broadly known as New Public Management (Hood, 1991), this new paradigm 
in public administration was based on the idea that if applied to the public 
sector, private sector management tools and techniques and the creation of 
quasi markets or internal markets to enable choice and competition could 
drive innovation and efficiency savings and increase user satisfaction.

3. Some of these themes have been further developed more recently by the 
Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability (DESIS) Network: http://www.
desis-network.org [Accessed 26 November 2014].
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Social Innovations as Drivers of 
Social Change – Exploring Tarde’s 
Contribution to Social Innovation 
Theory Building
Jürgen Howaldt, Ralf Kopp and Michael Schwarz

Introduction

In the context of seemingly intractable social challenges such as climate 
change, environmental destruction, youth unemployment and social 
exclusion, social innovation has emerged as a potentially sustainable 
solution. It is often assumed that social innovation can lead to social 
change (see, for example, Cooperrider and Pasmore, 1991; Mulgan et al., 
2007; BEPA, 2010). However, the relationship between social innova-
tion and social change remains underexplored:

Rather than being used as a specifically defined specialist term with 
its own definable area of studies, social innovation is used more as 
a kind of descriptive metaphor in the context of phenomena of real 
world problems, social change, and the modernisation of society. 
(Howaldt and Schwarz, 2010, p. 49)

There is still no consistent or coherent concept of social innovation 
grounded in social theory that is suitable for empirical research (Mulgan, 
2012; European Commission, 2013, p. 26). The result is ‘an incoherent 
body of knowledge on social innovation with the consequence that 
there is a lack of clarity of the concept of social innovation’ (Rüede 
and Lurtz, 2012, p. 2). The scientific discussion on social innovation is 
polarised between an actor-centred, individualistic, attitude-orientated 
perspective on the one hand and an implicit, structuralist perspective 
on the other. Social innovations are either attributed to individualistic 
acts or considered as deterministic results of external context (Cajaiba-
Santana, 2014; European Commission, 2013). Given the fact that social 
theory does not yet play an important role in social innovation research 
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(Howaldt and Schwarz, 2010; Mulgan, 2012; Moulaert et al., 2013; 
European Commission, 2013), its possible contributions are worthy of 
exploration.

In light of the increasing importance of social innovation, this chap-
ter focuses on a conception of social innovation that is grounded in 
social theory, as a precondition for the development of an integrated 
theory of socio-technological innovation in which social innovation is 
more than a mere appendage, side-effect and result of technical inno-
vation. Against this background, social innovation is defined here as a 
new combination1 or configuration of practices in areas of social action, 
prompted by certain actors or constellations of actors with the ultimate 
goal of coping better with needs and problems than is possible by using 
existing practices (Howaldt and Schwarz, 2010, p. 54). An innovation is, 
therefore, ‘social’ to the extent that it varies social action and is socially 
accepted and diffused in society (be it throughout society, through large 
parts of it or only in certain societal sub-areas). Depending on the cir-
cumstances of social change, interests, policies and power, social ideas 
and successfully implemented social innovations may be transformed 
and, ultimately, institutionalised as regular social practice, that is, made 
routine. From this perspective, social innovations can be seen as actions 
that spread through society as a result of imitation, bringing about 
social change: a ‘process of change in the social structure of a society in 
its constitutive institutions, cultural patterns, associated social actions 
and conscious awareness’ (Zapf, 2003, p. 427). Only by taking into 
account the unique properties and specifications of social innovation 
will it be possible to understand the systemic connection and interde-
pendence of social and technological innovation processes to analyse 
the relationship between social innovation and social change. 

This chapter aims to outline how Gabriel Tarde’s social theory can 
be of benefit in developing a theoretically grounded concept of social 
innovation and how it can be reinterpreted in terms of practice theory.2 
In comparison with action, system and structural theories, this perspec-
tive on social innovation is based upon a modified understanding of the 
‘social’ as social practices and their reconfiguration as a core element of 
social innovation (Shove et al., 2012). Practice theories overcome the 
dichotomies between structure and action, subject and object, rule and 
application, society and the individual, that arbitrarily define micro and 
macro levels or sociological ‘reality rules’ (Latour and Lépinay, 2010, p. 
114). Tarde focuses on social practices as the central theoretical and ana-
lytical category and last unit of sociality. The social world is, therefore, 
composed of specific, although interdependent practices: practices of 
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governance; practices of organising; practices of partnership; practices 
of negotiations; practices of self (Reckwitz, 2003); practices of comfort, 
cleanliness and convenience (Shove, 2003); practices of working and 
nurturing (Hargraves et al., 2011) and practices of consumption (Brand, 
2011; Warde, 2005).

By defining social innovation ‘as a new combination or configura-
tion of practices’, an approach can be found in recent social theory that 
focuses on the social practices and dynamics of change. In the con-
clusion of their paper analysing definitions of social innovation from 
various disciplines, Rüede and Lurtz (2012) recognised the potential for 
future research in practice theory. As part of the ‘practice turn’ in the 
field of social sciences (Schatzki et al., 2001; Reckwitz, 2003), practice 
theories – for example those of Bourdieu, Giddens and Latour – can be 
seen as important components of a theory of social innovation (Howaldt 
and Schwarz, 2010), essential for analysing ‘the dynamics of social prac-
tice’ (Shove et al., 2012). In this sense, social innovation can be: 

Interpreted as a process of collective creation in which the members 
of a certain collective unit learn, invent and lay out new rules for 
the social game of collaboration and of conflict or, in a word, a new 
social practice, and in this process they acquire the necessary cogni-
tive, rational and organizational skills. (Crozier and Friedberg, 1993, 
p. 19) [emphasis added]

Social innovation encompasses new practices (concepts, policy instru-
ments, new forms of cooperation and organisation), methods, processes 
and regulations that are developed and/or adopted by citizens, customers 
and politicians, in order to meet social demands and to resolve societal 
challenges in a better way than existing practices. 

This chapter starts with a short review of Ogburn’s concept of social 
change, which laid the foundation for a specialised sociology of change. 
Ogburn’s concept provided important input into a better understand-
ing of technological and social innovation on the one hand and social 
change on the other. However, it is only through recourse to the social 
theory of Tarde that the opportunities arising from a sociology of inno-
vation for the analysis of social change become apparent. This is the sub-
ject of the following section. For Tarde, social macrophenomena such 
as social structures, systems and social change are ‘easy to describe, but 
hard to explain, because the true complexity resides in the microphe-
nomena’ (Gilgenmann, 2010, p. 2). His basic idea was to explain social 
change from a ‘post-foundationalism’ (Marchart, 2013) perspective and 



32 Jürgen Howaldt, Ralf Kopp and Michael Schwarz

not objectivistically (like Durkheim) from the top down, in terms of 
social facts and structures (Gilgenmann, 2010, p. 7), or subjectivistically, 
following the approaches of social phenomenology, symbolic interac-
tion or ethno-methodology (Marchart, 2013, p. 45). Recourse to Tarde 
helps to overcome the restriction of the concept of innovation to purely 
economic aspects. Taking his micro sociological approach as a starting 
point, key implications are outlined in the final section of this chapter. 
This analysis allows a theoretically grounded understanding of social 
innovation on which innovation policy can be built. 

Theoretical foundations for social innovation

Theories of social change have been at the core of sociology since its 
beginning. So far, however, no consistent theory has emerged. In particu-
lar, theory has difficulties with social change that is not continuous and 
linear (Weymann, 1998, p. 17). In so far as sociological theories deal with 
processes of change, they do so almost universally from the perspective 
of the reproduction, and not the transformation of social order. Social 
change in the sense of fundamental transformations at the macro (struc-
tural) level – that function as ‘mega trends’ or as a sequence of phases 
separated by (epochal) upheavals – belongs to the field of the sociological 
diagnosis of epochs. This can manage completely without social theory 
and at the same time is often mistaken for it (Osrecki, 2011). 

Social innovation, as an analytical category, has remained, at best, a 
secondary topic in both classical and modern social theory – often in 
relation to concepts such as social differentiation and social integration, 
social order and social development, modernisation and transforma-
tion. The social sciences refuse to a large extent to ‘present and list as 
social innovations the relevant social changes’ that they have discov-
ered and studied (Rammert, 2010, p. 26).3 

Ogburn theorised the basis for a comprehensive theory of innovation. 
Ogburn made ‘cultural lag’ – the difference in the time it takes for the 
comparatively slow, non-material culture to catch up with the faster 
developing material culture – his analytical starting point. He systemati-
cally differentiated between technological and social innovations (and 
inventions) as critical factors in social change. He also explained that the 
use of the term ‘inventions’ is not restricted to the technological but can 
also be used to include ‘social inventions’, such as the League of Nations:

Invention is defined as a combination of existing and known ele-
ments of culture, material and/or non-material, or a modification of 
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one to form a new one. […] By inventions we do not mean only the 
basic or important inventions, but the minor ones and the improve-
ments. Inventions, then, are the evidence on which we base our 
observations of social evolution. (Ogburn, 1969, p. 56 ff.) 

Thus, Ogburn was convinced that in the interplay between invention, 
accumulation, exchange and adaptation, he had discovered the basic 
elements of ‘cultural development’ and hence – like Darwin for biologi-
cal evolution – had developed a model to explain social evolution.

Although Ogburn’s approach allowed for the analysis of social inno-
vations as drivers of social change, the debate in the field of the socio-
logy of technology concerning the relationship between technological 
and social innovation and social change has tended to conceptualise 
the former as independent from technological development.4 Ogburn 
started by exploring the interrelationship between the ‘material’ and 
‘non-material elements of culture’. He assigned to ‘innovations in the 
non-material field’ the character of ‘secondary changes’ in the sense of 
an ‘adaptation to a change in the material field’ (Ogburn, 1969). This 
was further conceptualised as an ‘invention in the field of technology 
or a discovery in applied science’ that can have an extraordinarily large 
effect ‘with great likelihood in changes in other cultural fields’ or even 
in the ‘formation of completely new social institutions’ (ibid., p. 67). In 
this original interpretation, social change was understood as a process 
of the diffusion of innovations and, hence, as the imitation or adoption 
of a (technological or social) invention by others – sometimes as an 
emergent innovation process in which social innovations are primarily 
ascribed the function of a (delayed) adaptation in the sense of a ‘cultural 
lag’ (Ogburn, 1969, p. 64). 

At the same time, it is overlooked that in his later work, Ogburn 
referred to an important misunderstanding of his concept. In an essay 
published in 1957, he wrote: 

In most of the examples I gave at that time, the starting point was 
a technological change or a scientific discovery, and the lagging, 
adaptive cultural element generally was a social organisation or an 
ideology. These examples led some researchers to think the cultural 
lag theory was a technological interpretation of history. Yet when the 
cultural lag theory was published, I pointed out that the independent 
variable could just as well be an ideology or other non-technological 
variable […]. So the fact that the technological changes always came 
first was simply due to the fact that at a particular point in time, only 
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certain observations were available; but it is not an inherent part of 
the theory (Ogburn, 1969, p. 139).5

Yet, these aspects of Ogburn’s theory – that could have formed the 
basis for a comprehensive theory of innovation – remained largely 
ignored in a wider theoretical context in which there was a one-sided 
focus on the relevance of technology for social change (Freeman, 1974; 
OECD, 1997).

Only in recent years has a new understanding of the innovation 
process become more important, in which openness towards society is 
central (FORA, 2010, p. 15 ff.). Individual aspects of this development are 
reflected in terms and concepts such as ‘open innovation’, ‘customer and 
user integration’, ‘(innovation) networks’, ‘multi-stakeholder dialogues’ 
and ‘the new power of the citizenry’ (Marg et al., 2013). The develop-
ment of ‘robust design concepts’ (Gross et al., 2005) and institutions 
that combine research and innovation with ‘post-conventional forms 
of participation’ (Marg et al., 2013, p. 8) are explicitly the subject matter 
of, for example, transition management, transdisciplinary sustainability 
research, governance research and, particularly, network research (for 
example, Powell and Grodal, 2005). Thus, at the same time, social inno-
vation has started to be seen as a type of innovation that is distinguish-
able from technological innovation with its own subject area, sphere of 
influence and field of application (Howaldt and Schwarz, 2010). 

However, it is not possible to define social innovations solely by 
referring to a distinct social sphere or to socially desirable outcomes as 
their key purpose (Rammert, 2010, p. 40). Rather, what is at issue is the 
substantive core of the innovation. With social innovations, the new 
does not manifest itself in the medium of technological artefacts, but at 
the level of social practices. If it is accepted that the invention and dif-
fusion of the steam engine, the computer or the smartphone should be 
regarded differently from the invention and social spread of a national 
system of healthcare provision, the concept of corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) or a system of micro lending, then it stands to reason that 
there is an intrinsic difference between technological and social inno-
vations. While it is true that all innovations, regardless of their object, 
can be viewed as a social phenomenon, this does not obviate the need 
empirically to research the commonalities and differences between 
these two types of innovation. Even if, in reality, both types closely 
connect with each other in socio-technological systems, the need for 
analytical distinction does not disappear. This is all the more urgent 
given that existing sociological innovation research, that has emanated 
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mainly from the sociology of technology, centres on the investigation 
of technological innovations: 

If one asks what are the relevant innovations of the last 100 years or 
if one reads lists of the most important innovations, the answer usu-
ally is a series of technological inventions. (Rammert, 2010, p. 25)6 

From this perspective, it becomes more important to devote greater 
attention to social innovation as a mechanism of change residing at the 
micro and meso levels. There are two main reasons for this. First, the 
shortcomings of older models of social change – and of an economically 
and technologically focused innovation model – have become increas-
ingly apparent when dealing with the key social challenges (Howaldt 
and Schwarz, 2010). Second, new forms of social self-management, of the 
‘criticism that actually takes place in society’ (Vobruba, 2013, p. 160), are 
becoming increasingly evident. 

In the context of broader debates about sustainable development, 
there is a question about the relationship between social innova-
tion and the transformative change of existing structures, policies, 
institutions and behaviours that aim to improve the quality of life. 
How can processes of transformative social change (Moore and 
Westley, 2011) be initiated which link social innovations from the 
mainstream of society with the intended social transformation pro-
cesses? This 

refers to moving an innovation into a broader system and creating 
transformation through the linking of opportunities and resources 
across scales. Quite often, to effect transformative change in a 
broader system, the innovation will be reconfigured into an entirely 
new form to suit that context. (Moore and Westley, 2011)

Tarde’s analysis of social change 

Recourse to Tarde may be helpful in gaining a better theoretical under-
standing of the relationship between social innovation and social 
change (Howaldt et al., 2014). Instead of explaining social change objec-
tivistically or subjectivistically, he argued in terms of social practices of 
invention and imitation. Tarde’s contribution to the understanding of a 
sociology of innovation can be used for developing a concept of social 
innovation as a social mechanism of change residing at the micro and 
meso levels. This seems all the more necessary given that Tarde’s social 
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theory – in terms of its implications and usefulness in the analysis of 
innovation – has been little explored until now.7 

Revisiting Tarde’s social theory – which, at its core, is a sociology of 
innovation – allows a widening of perspective on the nature of social 
innovation. This goes beyond the economic and technological innova-
tions noted by Schumpeter (1964) and, after him, by the sociology of 
technology focused either on the social consequences of technology 
(Ogburn, 1937) or on the ‘social shaping of technology’ (MacKenzie and 
Wajcman, 1985; Williams and Sörensen, 2002) or ‘social construction 
of technological systems’ (Bijker, Hughes and Pinch, 1987). At the same 
time, this new focus reveals the blind spots of a narrow economic view. 
Because Tarde places the laws of the practices of imitation at the centre 
of his theory of social development, the associated micro foundations 
of social phenomena provide vital input into an integrative theory of 
innovation. It enables a discovery of how social phenomena – conditions 
and constructs – come into being and how they change. The key to this 
discovery is to analyse the development of social inventions and innova-
tions as well as the associated social practices of their imitation. 

Unlike Schumpeter, for whom the innovator – namely the ‘entrepreneur’ – 
is the focus of interest, Tarde is concerned with the inventions that are 
understood to be the central driver of social change. For Tarde, these are 
the many small inventions and ideas,

which were difficult or easy to arrive at and mostly went unnoticed 
at the time of their arising, which therefore are usually almost exclu-
sively inglorious and nameless. (Tarde, 2009b, p. 26)

These countless inventions can change society and its practices through 
multiple acts of imitation, and only as a result of imitation do these 
inventions become an innovation and a true social phenomenon: ‘In 
the realm of the social, everything takes place as invention and imita-
tion, with imitation forming the rivers and inventions the mountains’ 
(ibid, p. 27). For Tarde, imitation is the central mechanism of social 
reproduction and of social change: 

All similarities of social origin that belong to the social world are the 
fruits of some kind of imitation, be it the imitation of customs or 
fashions through sympathy or obedience, instruction or education, 
naïve or carefully considered imitation. (ibid, p. 38)

According to Tarde, imitations always involve variations and simul-
taneously bring about innovations in social structures and practices. 
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Added to this are individual initiatives and rebellions against prevailing 
morals, customs, rules – interruptions or crossings of ‘imitation streams’ – 
that are transferred and imitated from person to person, leading to 
social innovations. 

‘Researching the “many small inventions”, according to Tarde, is a 
matter for a sociology which “has become a truly experimental sci-
ence”’ (Balke, 2009, p. 151). Social change must be viewed as a con-
tingent phenomenon that resists any general (macro) theory. Because 
of the basic interdependence between social structures and social 
negotiation (Joas, 1992, p. 60), in every reproduced action there exists 
simultaneously the momentum of creation, change and transforma-
tion. The benefit of conceptualising a micro foundation of the social 
realm consists in decoding the recursive processes based on many 
small social inventions, ideas, initiatives and innovations as drivers of 
social change. 

If social micro units are accorded constitutive importance for the 
dynamics of society, it becomes possible to describe social change not 
simply as a trend in the sense of a transition from one state at time t 
to another at time t1, but to see it as an independent non-determin-
istic reality. Thus, social innovation can be understood as a ‘starting 
point for creating social dynamics behind technological innovations’ 
(Geels, 2006, p. 6), that is, as change that arises as a result of con-
stant changes by inventive and imitating actors (Tarde, 2009c, p. 67). 
With Tarde, social change can be traced back to the effects of small 
and micro units. Change is explained from the bottom up in cur-
rent discourse on social transformation processes, as a fundamental 
prerequisite for substantial change (Paech, 2012). Its emergence from 
unintended and intentional deviations from the ideal of imitation 
provides the possibility of linking micro and macro perspectives 
(Gilgenmann, 2010, p. 7) – connecting a view of individuals in their 
society with a view of the society as a whole. 

While the macro perspective looks at how social facts and constructs 
impact on social life, that is, it refers to the power of structures, institutions 
etc. to shape actions (see, for example, Hasse and Krücken, 2005, p. 17), the 
micro perspective on the social realm focuses on the ‘law of their forma-
tion’ (Tarde, 2009a, p. 101) and discovers how they emerge and transform, 
that is, it enables a micro foundation of social change. The key to analysis, 
therefore, lies in identifying social innovations that spread through society 
as a result of imitation to bring about social change: a ‘process of change 
in the social structure of a society in its constitutive institutions, cultural 
patterns, associated social actions and conscious awareness’ (Zapf, 2003, 
p. 427). These are non-teleological and highly contingent processes. 
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Tarde devised and pursued an analytical agenda that made social 
innovation the starting point for understanding social conditions and 
how they change. Accordingly, 

the real causes of change consist of a chain of certainly very numer-
ous ideas, which however are different and discontinuous, yet they 
are connected together by even far more numerous acts of imitation, 
for which they serve as a model. (Tarde, 2009b, p. 26)

For Tarde, there was only one decisive factor driving the constitution 
of society: the mutual imitation of individuals, kept moving by innova-
tions of others (Keller, 2009, p. 233).

Development and change are enabled by invention, by successful 
initiatives that are imitated, and hence become (social) innovations: 
‘Social transformations are explained by the individual initiatives 
which are imitated’ (Tarde, 1902, p. 1; as quoted by Michaelides and 
Theologou, 2010, p. 363). These are the directing, determining and 
explanatory force, the ‘key drivers of social transformation processes’ 
(Moebius, 2009, p. 269).

A new understanding of innovation and a new innovation 
policy? 

Based on Tarde’s concept of innovation, key conclusions can be drawn 
with regard to a new understanding of innovation that contributes to 
its theoretical foundations and to the policy concepts associated with it. 

Social innovation as a driver of social change 

Social innovation is a central driver and element of social change. 
Hence, it is not surprising that it occupies a key position in debates con-
cerned with how best to address major social challenges. It is important 
here to look at the findings of research on the genesis of technology 
and, in particular, at those approaches that tackle questions of transi-
tion management and sociotechnical system change (cf. Geels and 
Schot, 2007). Geels and Schot pursued a multi-level approach (MLP) 
by distinguishing three levels: niche innovations, the sociotechnical 
regime and the sociotechnical landscape. They understood ‘transitions 
as outcomes of alignment between developments at multiple levels’ or 
‘as changes from one sociotechnical regime to another’ (ibid., p. 399). 
Starting from these basic assumptions, the authors developed a typol-
ogy of transformation processes that differentiated between available 
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resources (internal/external) and the degree of coordination. Whereas 
‘endogenous renewal’ is performed by actors within an existing regime – 
in the form of consensus-oriented and planned efforts as a response to 
perceived pressure using resources internal to the regime – the ‘reori-
entation of trajectories’ results from a shock. In contrast, an ‘emergent 
transformation’ results from uncoordinated pressure from outside of the 
system boundaries, while ‘purposive transition’ is initiated from outside 
the existing regime as an intended and coordinated transformation 
process (ibid., p. 401). 

These considerations allow for a closer inspection of the relation-
ship between social innovation and social change. Seen in the light 
of Tarde’s approach, new practices of social action would, first, be 
discovered and invented at the micro level, in social niches. From 
there, they could be imitated and spread by particular actors or net-
works of actors,8 changing themselves in this process. Furthermore, 
new social practices can develop outside of the prevailing imitation 
streams. Together with changes in the sociotechnical landscape – that 
exert pressure on the predominant sociotechnical system (for example, 
through environmental changes such as climate change) – or systemic 
dysfunctions (financial crisis, unemployment, social inequality, etc.), 
these developments can result in the destabilisation of the system and 
open up windows of opportunity for creating and spreading out niche 
innovations leading to transformation and, ultimately, the institution-
alisation of new social practices.

With regard to the need for a comprehensive transformation of the 
dominant economic growth model, Meadows et al. (1972, p. 173) 
pointed out ‘that social innovation can no longer lag behind techno-
logical innovation’. Likewise, the directed, rapid and far-reaching trans-
formation that is demanded by the notion of sustainable development 
explicitly addresses radical changes at the level of political governance 
and social practices that go far beyond technological innovations. 
Transformative social change here is no longer understood to be a 
largely uncontrolled outcome of gradual evolutionary developments (cf. 
Osterhammel, 2011) but as something that can, in principle, be shaped 
by society – ‘by the actors and their innovations’ (Schneidewind, 2013, 
p. 123). To rely on new technologies alone to achieve this is regarded 
as insufficient on account of the problem-shifting, secondary, conse-
quences and rebound effects that may frequently accompany them. The 
necessary transformation – that is already emerging in many areas, yet 
at the same time is also comprehensively blocked in others – needs to be 
shaped by society and demands new concepts of welfare, diverse social 
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innovation, and an as yet unattained level of international cooperation 
(cf. WGBU, 2011). 

This makes it necessary to place the transformation of ideas and ini-
tiatives as an independent form of innovation at the centre of processes 
of social self-organisation and real-life experiments embedded in them, 
as well as imitation processes going beyond them, and, relating to this, 
at the centre of a ‘truly experimental science’ (Tarde, 2009a, p. 101). 

The importance of successful imitation to disseminate 
social innovation 

Tarde’s approach can also be used to bring about an important shift in 
perspective. Rather than constantly producing new individual inven-
tions, it seems more meaningful creatively to reconfigure the opportu-
nities presented by existing inventions through social practice:

The qualities that in any age and in any land make a man superior 
are those which make him better able to understand the discoveries 
already made and exploit the inventions already devised. (Tarde, 
2009b, p. 251)

In this context, the wealth of a nation, for Tarde, was rooted in its abil-
ity to ‘use the knowledge of its time in a particular way’ (ibid., p. 254). 
If, like Tarde, a situation is explained from the imitation practices of 
people, then the specific cultural frameworks need to be decoded.

At the same time, inventions can also be adopted from other cultural 
groups. Not only Tarde, but later Ogburn too, emphasised: 

The inhabitants of a cultural group can also come into possession 
of inventions, without making inventions themselves, by importing 
them from other countries. In fact, most inventions found within a 
specific area are imported […] (Ogburn, 1969, p. 62)

Ogburn also pointed to the Renaissance in Italy, which owed its creativity 
to the inflow of ideas from antiquity.

With the shift in perspective from inventions to social practices of 
imitation, the key question in the context of diffusion is how new 
social practices come into being from the imitation of social practices. 
The concept of imitation underpins an understanding of innovation 
that focuses on social practices. Practices of organisation, consumption, 
production and so forth become the central object of Tarde’s concep-
tion of imitation. This includes the production and consumption of 
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technological artefacts. The spread of social ideas or initiatives through 
imitation tends to combine with other inventions to form increasingly 
complex and more widely acting social innovations. Imitation always 
involves variation and, to this extent, imitations constantly bring about 
innovations in social structures and constructs.

The diffusion of social innovation

With regard to the debate surrounding the importance of social inno-
vation (cf. Franz, Hochgerner and Howaldt, 2012), the question of the 
possibilities for its (fast and sustained) spread or diffusion has become 
important. Rogers, who has decisively influenced research on the dif-
fusion of innovations, also regarded Tarde as a source of inspiration for 
his own ideas and believed him to have been far ahead of his time (cf. 
Rogers, 2003, p. 41). Rogers’ approach to diffusion, which is still domi-
nant in business contexts, exhibited a series of links to Tarde that can 
assist in understanding the mechanisms by which social innovation 
can spread. At the same time, however, Rogers’ reinterpretation of Tarde 
has contributed to a problematic narrowing of diffusion research. His 
references to Tarde are by no means ‘slightly different concepts’ (Rogers, 
2003, p. 41), rather, they are a serious change of perspective. Whereas 
Tarde’s sociology is interested in the genesis of the new as social prac-
tice, Rogers took innovation (as rational problem-solving produced by 
science and technology) for granted and focused on its transfer into 
different areas of application. Thus, Rogers severed the direct connec-
tion between invention and innovation – through which an invention 
becomes an innovation – and reduced the creative process of imitation 
to its adaptive function. According to Rogers’ definition, the innovation 
precedes the diffusion process. Diffusion refers to the acceptance and 
adoption of the innovation by the relevant individuals – namely, the 
innovation gains acceptance instead of being produced.

The associated diffusion research asks, with regard to the intended 
target groups, how the innovation can be substantively modified and 
prepared for information and communication purposes, so that the 
adoption rate can be increased and/or accelerated. It attempts to develop 
‘push strategies’ aimed at speeding up the introduction of solutions into 
society (outside-in processes). Diffusion research is highly affected by 
a pro-innovation bias. It is guided by the conviction that the innova-
tion is effective, with the assumption that the main problem is how to 
convince various target groups to adopt it. Diffusion research, therefore, 
generates an asymmetrical communication relationship between the 
developers and the users of problem solutions or innovations. Society 
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itself – as the original source of innovation and creativity – is a blind 
spot in diffusion research. On the other hand, that which Rogers defines 
as the diffusion of an idea, technology and so on would be described in 
Tarde’s terms as a process which initiates new acts of imitation and trig-
gers cultural learning processes, while interrupting existing imitation 
streams and advancing social change. Inventions open up new oppor-
tunities, expose problems and shortcomings in established practices, 
initiate processes of learning and reflection, and ultimately enable new 
social practices to emerge. To this extent, for any invention, it is neces-
sary to enquire about its potential to trigger such imitation and learning 
processes and, hence, generate new social practices. Only through the 
development of new social practices or changes to existing practices 
do their effects unfurl and inventions become innovations and, hence, 
social facts. In reality, therefore, the process of diffusion is a process 
centred on changing patterns of behaviour that sets social learning pro-
cesses in motion that are triggered by new inventions. 

The internal logic of these processes of imitation and social learning, 
that Tarde made the focus of his attention, determine the innovation 
process. The unpredictable dynamics of the self-organised interaction of 
heterogeneous actors dealing in various ways with innovations requires 
‘more realistic assumptions about decision-making processes’ (Schröder 
et al., 2011, p. 28) and an approach that ultimately inverts Rogers’ per-
spective. Whereas traditional diffusion research offers ex-post explana-
tions of how individual innovations have ended up in social practice, 
the goal here is to develop approaches to understanding the genesis of 
innovations from the broad range of social practice. This focuses on the 
extent to which they are concerned not so much with the transfer and 
modification of isolated singular innovation offerings but, rather, with 
multiple innovation streams, fed by an evolutionary interplay of inven-
tion and imitation: the ‘cycle of interlinked and recurring (repeating 
with variations) actions’ (Tarde, 2009a, p. 73).

The wisdom of the crowds and new forms of governance 

Tarde’s proposition that any invention is embedded in a dense net-
work of imitation streams shows that social innovations are, first and 
foremost, ensemble performances, requiring interaction between many 
actors. Above all, they need the ‘wisdom of crowds’. As ‘open’ innova-
tion – meaning the engagement of users, citizens and consumers in 
the innovation process – is a key characteristic of the new innovation 
paradigm (cf. Howaldt and Kopp, 2012, p. 45), there is also greater 
experimentation in innovation processes both in the world of scientific 
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laboratories and in society (Krohn, 2005). Social innovators challenge 
established rules, routines, pathways and models in politics, business 
and society – such as the economisation of all areas of life and an inevi-
table link between prosperity and growth (Leggewie and Welzer, 2009; 
Jackson, 2012; WBGU, 2011) – and call them into question. In doing so, 
they lead the way to changed, alternative social practices and lifestyles 
that are the basis and relevant drivers of transformative social change 
(cf. for example, Jonker, 2012). The perspective of a conception of social 
innovation founded in social theory, therefore, focuses on the interfaces 
between the self-referencing social sectors of government, business and 
civil society – that are distinct, and largely shielded, from each other – 
and on their respective rationales of action and regulatory mechanisms, 
their limited problem-solving capacities, and other associated prob-
lems. Regarding the governance question of how these interfaces could 
be reconfigured, established patterns of control and coordination 
may be added to, expanded and remoulded via processes such as self-
organisation, inter-sectoral cooperation, networks and new forms of 
knowledge production. The associated processes of ‘cross-sector fertilisa-
tion’ (Phills, Deiglmeier and Miller, 2008, p. 40 ff.) and convergence of 
sectors (Austin et al., 2007) increasingly enable a kind of blended value 
creation (Emerson, 2003) and, in some cases, promote a ‘moralisation of 
markets’ (Stehr, 2007). Such cross-sector fertilisations and convergences 
require and enable far-reaching social innovations that set in motion 
and spur the blurring of sector boundaries. In view of the complex inter-
dependencies between the different social sectors, system levels and 
levels of action, social innovations are necessarily separate from, and in 
addition to, technological and economic innovations ‘in order to reach 
systemic synergies, productivity growth, increasing returns and steadily 
growing incomes’ (Hämäläinen and Heiskala, 2007).

Social practices are basic operations whose execution and repeti-
tion drives stability and instability, order as well as the emergence of 
something new. Changing social practices usually involves a drawn-
out, contingent and self-organised process that, as Tarde pointed out, 
is subject to its own ‘laws’ – the laws of imitation. Previous policy 
attempts to manage the implementation of new practices (for example, 
in organisations, in mobility and in health systems) have generally 
proven to be difficult. A comprehensive innovation policy agenda 
would, in addition to supporting new technologies, also focus on social 
innovation by enabling actors ‘to suspend established routines and 
patterns, as only then can new ideas and behaviours thrive’ (Adolf, 
2012, p. 40). Such an agenda would foster the necessary freedom to do 
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this and the opportunities ‘to share objectified and personal (implicit) 
knowledge’ (ibid., p. 41).

One of the key tasks in this regard is a redefinition of the relationships 
between policy and the ‘new power of the citizenry’ (Marg et al., 2013), 
civil society engagement, the many and diverse initiatives and move-
ments ‘for the transformation of our type of industrial society’ (Welzer, 
2013, p. 187):

A central element here is to enable citizens [in the sense of empower-
ment – authors’ note] to share in responsibility for the future, which 
should not be equated with personal responsibility in the neoliberal 
sense. (Rückert-John, 2013, p. 291)

This demands a change in perspective from a logic of transfer to a logic 
of transformation. The question is not about how to introduce solutions 
into society, but rather how to transform existing solutions to better 
arrangements. The means of doing this is multi-stakeholder dialogue 
that enables actors to articulate ideal outcomes and identify actions for 
their realisation and implementation. 

Conclusion  

As shown above, the emerging concept of social innovation suffers as 
a result of its poor social theoretical foundations with the consequence 
that there is a lack of clarity, especially concerning the relationship 
between social innovation and transformative social change. By defin-
ing social innovation as ‘a new combination or configuration of prac-
tices’, a more effective approach can be found in social practice theories 
because they focus on social practices as the central theoretical and ana-
lytical category and last unit of sociality. It has been suggested here that 
an important point of reference is Tarde’s micro-sociological and post-
structuralist approach. For Tarde, in the social everything occurs through 
invention and imitation (cf. Tarde, 2009b, p. 27). Tarde’s concept of 
imitation provides important insights for analysing how practices are 
created and institutionalised. Tarde devised and pursued an analytical 
agenda that made social innovation the starting point for understanding 
social conditions and how they change. As such, a theoretical founda-
tion of social innovation can fundamentally benefit from Tarde’s social 
theory. Taking his micro sociological approach as a starting point, key 
implications can be outlined for a theoretically grounded understanding 
of social innovation and for an innovation policy that builds upon this. 
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By reference to Tarde’s social theory it is possible to develop a robust 
and comprehensive concept of social innovation and its relationship to 
social change. It also allows for the analysis of the relationship between 
social and technological innovation and a better understanding of the 
most appropriate conditions for introducing, implementing, diffusing 
and establishing social innovation as a new social practice.

Starting from the interdependent relations between the elements of 
social practices, social innovations can be seen as central drivers and ele-
ments of social change. The internal logic of these processes of imitation 
and social learning, that is the focus of Tarde’s attention, determines 
the innovation process. Whereas traditional diffusion research offers 
ex-post explanations of how individual innovations have ended up in 
social practice, the goal here is to develop approaches to understanding 
the genesis of innovations from the broad range of social practice with 
special attention paid to multiple innovation streams, fed by an evolu-
tionary interplay of invention and imitation: the ‘cycle of interlinked 
and recurring (repeating with variations) actions’ (Tarde, 2009c, p. 73). 
If Tarde’s perspective is followed in pointing to the social embeddedness 
of any invention in a dense network of imitation streams, then social 
innovations are first and foremost ensemble performances, requiring the 
interaction of many actors and, therefore, cross-sector analyses of the 
dynamics of social practices and the corresponding governance of transi-
tion in practice. 

If the question of the relationship between social innovation and 
social change is to become a core issue for public and policy discussion, 
then recourse to Tarde highlights a wider set of issues within a non-
deterministic explanation of social change as a key element of social 
transformation processes. Because Tarde placed the practices of imita-
tion at the heart of his theory of social development, reference to the 
associated micro foundations of social phenomena can provide useful 
input into an integrative theory of innovation. As a robust scientific 
conceptualisation of active social life (cf. Toews, 2013, p. 401), it enables 
an analysis of how social phenomena, conditions and constructs come 
into being and how they change. 

A sociologically grounded innovation theory can examine many and 
varied imitation streams and help decode their logics and laws. From 
this perspective, the focus is always on social practices, since it is only 
via social practices that diverse inventions make their way into society 
and, thus, become the object of acts of imitation. Social practice is 
a central component of a theory of transformative social change, in 
which a wide variety of everyday inventions constitutes stimuli and 
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incentives for reflecting on – and possibly changing – social practices. It 
is only when these stimuli are absorbed, leading to changes in existing 
social practices that spread through society and construct social cohe-
sion via acts of imitation, that they drive social transformation. Thus, 
new perspectives open up on an understanding of innovation that fully 
captures the diversity of innovations in society. 

The great challenge for contemporary innovation policy lies in 
exploiting these possibilities. Nearly seventy years ago, in his 1945 report 
to President Roosevelt, Vannevar Bush directed the pioneering spirit 
towards exploring the ‘endless frontiers’ of natural science research, hop-
ing that this would promote social welfare (Bush, 1945).

Today, there is a need for a fundamental broadening of perspective. 
First, challenges are present on a global scale and overcoming them 
requires a global perspective. Second, the major challenges are in the 
social sphere. The Vienna Declaration (2011) stated:

The most urgent and important innovations in the 21st century will 
take place in the social field. This opens up the necessity as well as 
possibilities for Social Sciences and Humanities to find new roles and 
relevance by generating knowledge applicable to new dynamics and 
structures of contemporary and future societies.

In the middle of the last century, conditions were created – based on 
systematic innovation policy – that allowed exploration of the possibili-
ties of the natural sciences to make them usable for society. In a similar 
way, there is now a need for a pioneering spirit in the search for new 
social practices that enable a secure future and allow people to live ‘a 
richer and more fulfilled human life’ (Rorty, 2008, p. 191). 

The observations set out in this chapter make it clear that increased 
attention to social innovation is necessary to develop the potential for 
new social practices beyond the current, dominant, economic growth 
model. To this extent, a new model for innovation policy is required 
that directs its focus from technologies onto social innovations and 
systemic solutions and onto a corresponding empowerment of actors, 
thus transforming it into a comprehensive social policy.

Notes

1. The term relates to the Schumpeterian terminology, defining innovations 
as ‘new combinations of production factors’ (Howaldt and Schwarz, 2010; 
Hochgerner, 2012). 

2. First mentioned by anthropologist Sherry B. Ortner (Ortner, 1984).
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3. Important exceptions are, for example, Mulgan, 2012, and Hochgerner, 2009.
4. It centres on the question of whether social innovations are a prerequisite for 

a phenomenon that is concomitant with, or a consequence of, technological 
innovations (cf. Zapf, 1989; Gillwald, 2000, p. 38 ff.; Freeman, 1996; Meyer-
Krahmer, 1998).

5. Duncan also highlighted this clarification in his introduction to Ogburn’s 
works: ‘It is wrong to characterize Ogburn’s theory of social change as a 
“cultural lag theory”. He did not regard the cultural lag theory as a “funda-
mental element of the theory of social evolution”’ (Duncan, 1969, p. 21). 
He goes on to state: ‘Ogburn makes it quite clear that one should in no 
way assume that all lags are initiated by technological inventions, to which 
social forms must subsequently sooner or later adapt. This statement results 
only from a generalization of empirical findings for a particular historical 
period, and even for this period it is not said to be valid without exception’ 
(ibid., p. 22).

6. For many years, this one-sided technology orientation has found expression 
in an innovation policy that concentrates on supporting leading-edge tech-
nologies. The many reasons for this trend are founded, for example, in the 
various models of economic growth theory (cf. Hirsch-Kreinsen, 2010).

7. A recent article by Palmås (2012) explores the implications of Tarde’s theories 
for the study of social entrepreneurship.

8. ‘Niche innovations are carried and developed by small networks of dedicated 
actors, often outside the fringe actors’ (Geels and Schot, 2007, p. 400).

9. ‘[…] Without scientific progress no amount of achievement in other direc-
tions can insure our health, prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern 
world’ (Bush, 1945, p. 11). 

 ‘The Government should accept new responsibilities for promoting the flow 
of new scientific knowledge and the development of scientific talent in our 
youth. These responsibilities are the proper concern of the Government, for 
they vitally affect our health, our jobs, and our national security. It is in keep-
ing also with basic United States policy that the Government should foster 
the opening of new frontiers and this is the modern way to do it. For many 
years the Government has wisely supported research in the agricultural col-
leges and the benefits have been great. The time has come when such support 
should be extended to other fields’ (Bush, 1945, p. 8).
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2
At the Root of Change: The History 
of Social Innovation
Katharine McGowan and Frances Westley

Introduction

This chapter explores the roots and developments of social innovation 
through comparative historical case studies. Specifically, this chapter 
introduces a theoretical and methodological framework for this his-
torical discussion. It then goes on to discuss trends observed from a 
preliminary analysis of several historical cases of social innovation and 
offers a more detailed discussion of one specific case – the emergence of 
the intelligence test. This research contributes findings around three key 
trends and dynamics: how new ideas shift the intellectual landscape and 
create the space for novel combinations; the complimentary and over-
lapping efforts of ‘poets’, ‘debaters’ and ‘designers’ (different roles for 
agents); and the importance of agents functioning at both the niche 
and landscape level. 

This chapter, as part of a larger project based at the Waterloo Institute 
for Social Innovation and Resilience (WISIR), Canada, examines the 
life cycle of a social innovation using historical examples. Throughout 
this chapter, social innovations are defined as new products, pro-
cesses, procedures, policies and designs that seek profoundly to change 
authority and resource flows and eventually tip entire systems towards 
greater resilience and sustainability (Westley, Zimmerman and Patton, 
2006). This cycle begins with the discovery and definition of new 
social phenomena (discrete new values or ideas about society, nature, 
technologies, processes and/or the individual that have credibility and 
legitimacy, with people acting as though they believe them to be true). 
These new social phenomena offer a glimpse of the ‘adjacent possible’ – 
the scope of possible social arrangements one degree removed from 
current realities (Kaufmann, 2000). By doing so, new social phenomena 

OPEN
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spark wider exploration and provide the opportunity for the creation 
of clusters of inventions and innovations. These innovations can ulti-
mately shift an entire system, potentially moving it to a place of greater 
social resilience and rooting those new social phenomena as core ideas 
in the new iterations of the system in question (Westley et al., 2011). 
Wallerstein (1974) argued truth changes because society changes, but 
this chapter suggests that as new ‘truths’ emerge and compete for domi-
nance, they create the space for society to follow.

Mulgan (2006) pointed to the ‘radical innovation’ origins of much 
of modern life. Although Mulgan saw social innovation as a response 
to modernity’s twin pillars – industrialisation and urbanisation – many 
radical ideas that have changed society emerged long before the 18th 
and 19th century. Some of these are still embedded in society, while 
others have been displaced or abandoned over time. History allows the 
observation of patterns and disruptions across multiple timescales post 
hoc. This type of analysis is the goal of many contemporary studies 
of resilience and complexity (see Van der Leeuw et al., 2011). A well-
constructed historical narrative can provide insights into events and 
trends to a far greater extent than can be done in the moment (Byrne, 
1998, p. 26). 

Berkes and Folke (1998) argued that the characteristics of complex 
systems require a case study-based approach for their analysis. Several 
excellent studies have employed historical cases in their research into 
complex systems (Gunderson et al., 1995; Berkes and Folke, 1998; 
Ommer, 2007; Redman and Foster, 2008; Bures and Kanapaux, 2011). 
Despite the dangers of historicism (imposing the perspective of inevi-
tability on events), history can provide a rich resource for those look-
ing to understand social processes. However, there is an equal risk of 
over-emphasising detail, context and specificity, as there is of imposing 
rigid theory on the messy complexity of human systems. In complex 
systems, information and behaviours do not necessarily scale up; activ-
ity at the micro level does not simply add up to produce outcomes at 
the macro level and one does not necessarily explain the other, hence 
the benefit of conducting multiple cases, with replication in questions 
and design, to allow for cross-case comparison (Yin, 2003). Multiple 
cases of equal and significant depth hopefully allow the researcher to 
differentiate context and phenomena, as individual details must be 
‘always considered within the broader concerns of the overarching 
research question’ (Ommer, 2007, p. 26). 

This chapter is based on research carried out during the initial stages 
of a comparative historical project at WISIR. Since social innovation is 
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defined here as including products as well as deliberative processes 
and policies that are transformative in their outcome with respect to 
building greater social resilience (Westley, Zimmerman and Patton, 
2006), the case selection focused initially on these disruptions and then 
worked backwards. This approach revealed unexpected combinations, 
incredible innovations and sometimes no ultimate innovation at all. 
Cases also focused on those products and processes that sought to shift 
systems towards greater inclusion, greater resilience and greater prosper-
ity, although it became clear that such objectives do not always trans-
late into their desired outcomes. Additionally, wider social changes can 
ultimately cause a great innovation with an admirable social goal to fail. 
Two such examples of failed social innovation are included in the over-
all set of cases analysed. After extensive discussion of possible examples 
of historical social innovations, cases were selected that represented a 
broad spectrum of innovations and disruptions in different domains 
and temporal spaces, including the American national parks system, the 
World Wide Web, financial derivatives, contraception, intelligence test-
ing and the Dutch spice trade. At this early stage of the project, breadth 
was preferred to test the hypothesis in different contexts. 

The research aimed to find out whether there were common mecha-
nisms or trends across disparate disruptive shifts. The first step was to 
identify significant institutional shifts (such as the introduction of a 
new law). Looking at these discrete moments, the goal(s) (rather than 
the results) of these new pieces of legislation or institutional changes 
were explored and the windows of opportunity that made change 
possible were identified. Therein, this research looked for new ideas: 
it considered both the description and discovery of new ideas and the 
convergences of new and existing ideas and trends, and investigated 
whether any of these new ideas constituted a new social phenomenon.

A framework for analysis

Social innovation is of increasing interest in exploring ‘wicked prob-
lems’, limited resources and ingenuity gaps (Rittel, 1972; Westley, 
Zimmerman and Patton, 2006; Bason, 2010; Homer-Dixon, 1995). 
Despite the apparent novelty of social innovation as a construct or set 
of discourses, humans have experimented and achieved disruptive and 
durable social change repeatedly over time. This research suggests that 
social innovation is a common dynamic of human history, although 
the way in which sustainability and resilience are defined at specific 
historical moments is not a constant. This is especially important from 
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an analytical standpoint, as including a range of historical examples 
considerably increases the pool of social innovations that can be stud-
ied, allowing researchers to test multiple theories and look for overarch-
ing patterns and commonalities across cases. The theoretical framework 
employed here to explore historical social innovation is composed of 
three broad elements: the driving force of new (and new combinations 
of) ideas into the adjacent possible, the compilation of different agents’ 
activities within a specific case and the importance of understanding 
the obstacles and opportunities at the niche and landscape level.

New ideas; novel combinations

Combination of two or more existing ideas, theories or products is 
commonly acknowledged as a key driver of technological innovation 
and scientific discovery, and similarly is seen as a key mechanism of 
innovation generally (van den End and Kemp, 1999; Becker et al., 2006; 
Arthur, 2009; Biggs et al., 2010; Thagard, 2012). Arthur (2009) suggested 
new technologies and technological domains emerge as the result of the 
discovery of new naturalistic phenomena, as well as through the com-
bination of existing technologies within and across domains. Similarly, 
looking at 100 scientific discoveries and 100 technological innovations, 
Thagard (2012) sought common features of how individuals involved 
in those breakthroughs had perceived and/or created novelty. Thagard 
credited combinations of mental representations (ideas that combine 
two or more distinct concepts, products, etc.) as the most common, 
compelling explanation for the creative process.

This research considers a social dimension of the combination 
hypothesis of invention. It examines how the emergence of new social 
phenomena – discrete new ideas about society, nature, technolo-
gies, processes and/or the individual – can create the opportunity for 
new perceptions of or re-interpretations of social arrangements and 
of human behaviour, individually or collectively. These new social 
phenomena allow for glimpses of the adjacent possible, the range of 
alternative social arrangements just beyond the horizon of prevailing 
practice (Kauffman, 2000; Johnson, 2010). Translating this glimpse 
into action, agents create new processes, products, programmes and, 
eventually, policies, all or any of which can produce deep shifts in 
complex social systems (this assertion is hypothesised from arguments 
in Arthur (2009), as well as the description of social innovations’ poten-
tial as described in works like Westley, Zimmerman and Patton, 2006). 
The exploration of the adjacent possible is a key dynamic of social 
innovation. 
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This chapter proposes three general categories of social phenomena: 
naturalistic, constructed and technological. Naturalistic phenomena 
are primarily discovered in the realm of science. An example of a new 
and transformative naturalistic phenomenon was the discovery of the 
microbial cause of cholera, which replaced the miasma hypothesis and 
arose from discrete observations strengthened by careful data collec-
tion (Johnson, 2006). For example, Dr John Snow tracked an entire, 
and very deadly, outbreak of cholera in 19th-century London, clearly 
demonstrating that the only common thread between disparate victims 
was a single contaminated water pump. The weight of such evidence 
pushed key thinkers and decision-makers away from believing in bad 
air and towards an understanding of bad microbes as cholera’s cause 
(Johnson, 2006). 

Constructed phenomena are concepts that a discrete group (a cul-
ture, a sect or a political group) believes to be true and that guides their 
behaviour accordingly. These reflect an earlier sociological concept, the 
‘social fact’, namely ideas, rules and beliefs that are real in their effects 
(if not always strictly tangible or falsifiable), and constrain or direct our 
activities (Durkheim, 1912; 1968). 

Technological phenomena consist of both individual technologies 
(e.g., a car or computer or the subsidiary technologies of which they 
are composed) and technology regimes. New technologies can enhance 
people’s ability to engage with the natural world or achieve insights 
into the workings of their own bodies. Similarly, new technologies or 
technology regimes – such as the World Wide Web – can affect how 
societies live and how citizens interact and organise their economies, as 
well as affecting the larger flows of power. The emergence of each type 
of phenomenon can trigger or create space for social innovations that 
can ultimately change an entire social system; a new idea can, thus, lead 
to further opportunities for transformative innovation.

The heterogeneity of agency

The social innovation process is often the result of the interaction 
of agency and institutional dynamics (North, 1990; McCallum et al., 
2009). This chapter’s exploration of historical social innovation further 
distinguishes agents’ behaviour and roles into three categories (adopted 
from Himelfarb, 2013): the ‘poet’, the ‘designer’ and the ‘debater’. These 
are agent ‘roles’ (an agent can transition between roles), and this chap-
ter argues that the success of a disruptive social innovation relies on the 
cooperation or compilation of their efforts at specific moments and over 
time. The poet shapes or expresses the new idea or social phenomenon, 
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the designer converts the phenomenon into an innovation (a policy 
agenda, a programme, a product, etc.) and the debater advocates either 
for the innovation, the new phenomenon, or both. 

The debater is the historical social or systems entrepreneur, who 
champions an innovation through the system, convening different 
stakeholders and interest groups; ‘finding the opportunities to lever-
age innovative ideas for much greater system impact’ (Westley, 2013). 
However, the roles of designer and poet are not directly translatable to 
the existing concepts of the social entrepreneur defined or discussed in 
the business or social change literature (Peredo and McLean, 2006; Mair 
and Marti, 2006; Bornstein, 2007; Gunn and Durkin, 2010; Abu-Saifan, 
2012). Perhaps this is a function of the difference in breadth between 
the concepts. The poet, who first observes and/or describes a new social 
phenomenon, is not necessarily tied to the social innovation or social 
change process. Instead, that role falls on the designer, who sees the 
opportunities created through the adjacent possibles that are opened up 
by the description and specification of this new phenomenon. 

For instance, the early 19th-century romantic artists and explorers 
who first praised the ‘pristine’ and distinctive quality of America’s inte-
rior did not themselves decide that large public parks were the appro-
priate means to protect and share that experience. Their celebration of 
wilderness was the inspiration for the creation of the first national park 
at Yosemite during the American Civil War. It took the combined work 
of men like landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted (a designer who 
wrote a manifesto for parks) and businessman-turned-environmentalist 
John Muir (co-founder of the Sierra Club) to lobby the public and gov-
ernment to create a system of parks open to the entire American popula-
tion. Thus, poets, designers and debaters built on the work of each other 
to create disruptive change. 

Scale

To achieve broad, lasting change, social innovations must cross multi-
ple scales (Westley et al., 2011). Actors can work across scales and can 
influence rules and structures: ‘action is constrained and enabled by 
structure, but through reflexive feedback, structures are also changed 
by agency’ (MacKay and Tambeau, 2013, p. 676). In this research study, 
cross-scale, cross-case comparison initially proved problematic. The 
DRIFT group used a framework consisting of three scales – niche, regime 
and landscape – in their interesting examinations of socio-technical 
transitions (Geels, 2006; Geels and Schot, 2007). However, since the his-
torical cases considered in this study represented highly variant problem 
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domains, geographical domains (regional, national and international) 
and temporal scales, defining a common ‘regime’ or a similar meso-level 
of analysis was difficult. Exploring the landscape (macro) and niche 
(micro) scales, however, proved critical in understanding the ways in 
which ideas open up adjacent possibles. 

The landscape scale comprises the ‘backdrop that sustains society’ 
(Geels and Schot, 2007, p. 403), ranging from the physical environment 
to the ‘political constellations, economic cycles, and broad societal 
trends’ (Westley et al., 2011). Borrowing from the Resilience Alliance’s 
heuristic discussion of resilience, this chapter uses the concept of 
‘basins of attraction’, defined as the factors within a given landscape 
that contribute to the stability of a specific system or set of arrange-
ments (Folke et al., 2004). These are deepened by landscape conditions – 
the collection of resources and the influence of overarching ‘big ideas’ 
(such as democracy, capitalism and scientific progressivism) that 
maintain stable states within that broader landscape. It also identifies 
the importance of historical niches or micro-level sites – protective 
spaces where agents exchange ideas, experiment and explore relative 
possibilities. 

Building on the assertion that a disruptive innovation can trigger the 
transition of a system from one basin of attraction to another, and that 
an institutional or systems entrepreneur can also lower the thresholds 
between proximate basins (Hwang and Christensen, 2008; Westley et al., 
2011), historical examples of this dynamic were sought within the 
cases. The analysis showed how agents were able to travel between the 
niche and landscape level to aid critical transitions and advocate for 
their particular innovation. In the case of the World Wide Web, design-
ers (frequently programmers) often considered what could be done 
technologically (working in research institute niches, for instance), and 
also what should be done. The latter question was a landscape-level 
concern, as designers like Ted Nelson (The Computer Manifesto) sought 
to create an open, egalitarian web, which reflected their political and 
social values broadly. 

Hence, the theoretical framework developed here encompasses both 
the interplay of agency and structure, and the idea that innovation 
and exploration can be both spontaneous and contingent as well as 
deliberate and thoughtful. This analysis sought to understand not just 
the conditions that favour disruptive change but also the behaviours 
that encourage it, and to identify the important actors and milestones 
in the lifecycle of an idea from possibility to innovation to disruption 
to orthodoxy. 
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The intelligence test: an explanatory case study

The creation of the intelligence test was a specific solution to a concern 
about how to arrange people in an emerging modern meritocracy and 
industrial economy, grounded in the growing faith in scientific progres-
sivism to improve society and individuals. The particular scientific – or 
pseudo-scientific – basis for the tests relied on a combination of theories 
of genetic inheritance and Social Darwinism, as well as new scientific 
techniques that facilitated repeatable mass testing. There were two 
‘poets’, Sir Francis Galton (the creator of Social Darwinism) and Alfred 
Binet, who articulated mental capacity as ‘intelligence’. Binet himself 
was also a ‘designer’. He created the first reliable test of children’s 
cognitive abilities, although other designers experimented with the 
potential of testing mental capacity two decades before Binet debuted 
his test in 1911, and continued to refine Binet’s test for years to come. 
Two key ‘debaters’ advanced the idea of testing in America: Henry 
Herbert Goddard, a psychologist who worked with people labelled 
‘feebleminded’, and Robert Yerkes, a psychologist whose chairmanship 
of the National Research Council during the First World War allowed 
him to successfully advocate for testing for all American army recruits. 
Although Goddard and Lewis Terman (another designer in this story) 
began work in their respective laboratory/academic settings, as debaters, 
they were able to see the policy implications of their work and read 
signals of potential landscape shifts as opportunities to advance the use 
of the intelligence test.

New ideas, new combinations and adjacent possibles

Two key new naturalistic phenomena (re)discovered in the 19th cen-
tury had foundational effects on the education and treatment of chil-
dren. The first was Darwin’s description of natural selection, which, he 
argued, ‘works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal 
and mental endowments will tend to progress towards perfection’ 
(Chitty, 2007, p. 25). The second was the rediscovery of Mendel’s rules 
of genetic inheritance, specifically heredity. 

So emerged an adjacent possible: if features such as eye colour and 
height could be explained by genetic differences, some reasoned the 
same could be said for character, for intelligence and achievement, as 
well as for social problems such as crime and poverty (O’Brien, 2011). 
Darwin’s second cousin, Francis Galton (an example poet for scientific 
progressivism’s ability to improve society, and rank humanity according 
to measurable merit), applied the concept of natural selection to explain 
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social stratification: those who enjoyed the spoils of society were closer 
to ‘perfection’ than their lesser fellows (Chitty, 2007; Dudziak, 1986). 
This ‘Social’ Darwinism mixed scientific and social validation of a class-
based society (inequality of situation and opportunity), combining 
naturalistic and constructed phenomena. This in turn created a new 
adjacent possible: specifically, might heredity and science build a better 
population? These views defined the intellectual niche of Eugenics, the 
so-called ‘science’ of improving the quality of humanity (Chitty, 2007). 
‘Better’ here meant racial purity and was usually seen from a middle- or 
upper-middle-class Protestant perspective, borrowing elements from 
Malthusian and Darwinian theory (Dudziak, 1986; Zenderland, 1998).

Many who were concerned with social improvement in the late 19th 
and early 20th century considered the ‘menace of the feebleminded’ to 
be a significant threat to public safety and social progress (Samelson, 
1987, p. 114). If ‘better’ was possible, so too it must be possible to elimi-
nate society’s least desirable, specifically those labelled ‘feebleminded’. 
According to this view, ‘the feebleminded’ posed a several-pronged 
threat (reflecting in part the confused and flexible definition of ‘feeble-
mindedness’): they were incompetent (and idle), so they did not and 
could not contribute to the productive economy, and collectively and 
individually, they represented a threat to public health and morals as 
they were liable to commit such sins as ‘promiscuity, adultery, incest, 
crime and alcoholism’ (Dudziak, 1986, p. 845; Zenderland, 1998). Thanks 
to the combination of these social views with new understandings of 
the naturalistic phenomenon of inheritance, negative behaviours were 
perceived as the result of bad genes and, therefore, fixed more than 
environmental.

The intelligence test: a social innovation 

The belief that the differences among people, including ability, character 
and intelligence, were measurable and determinate opened up a new 
adjacent possible for educators. Progressives had campaigned for decades 
for technical and scientific expertise in designing, implementing and 
evaluating public policy (Cravens, 1987). Within this broader debate 
about the direction and content of the public realm, the education 
regime in North America and Western Europe was undergoing a fun-
damental pedagogical shift, from philosophy to psychology (Blanton, 
2000; Cravens, 1987). Education had become the state’s purview in 
many Western countries, and education officials sought to take advan-
tage of new scientific quantitative measurements methods effectively 
and definitively to test and stream their student bodies (Chitty, 2007).
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As part of the view that schools were the avenues to change or build 
society, several niches of experimentation presented new innovations 
to scale across the system. As an example, to address the concerns of 
‘feeblemindedness’ in schools, an association of American teachers 
established special education programmes in 1902, where instruction 
would be tailored to the academic limitations or specific needs of a class 
of students (Zenderland, 1998). But to educate the ‘feebleminded’, there 
needed to be an effective, reliable method of sorting the student popu-
lation. Education officials sought to take advantage of the emerging 
statistical study of human populations (a new technological process), 
especially the permanent census (Ramsden, 2003). The ability to collect 
and process large amounts of data about a state’s population informed 
many aspects of the state’s growing responsibilities, including the man-
agement of the classroom. There was competition between different 
types of tests and different assumptions of how hereditary intelligence 
could be measured, but most failed to scale beyond the small niches in 
which they developed (Sokal, 1987). 

In the last decades of the 19th century, psychological laboratories 
emerged in universities. While these laboratories were ideal niches for 
experimentation, they had failed to produce workable, scalable innova-
tions. Charles Spearman – a key poet in the development of intelligence 
testing – lamented the first decades of his discipline as failing to achieve 
its promised impact on such fields as education, or on life more broadly. 
In an artistic flourish, he remarked that the laboratory results had yet to 
bridge the divide between academia and society: ‘the results of all good 
experimental work will live, but as yet most of them are like hieroglyphics 
awaiting their deciphering Rosetta stone’ (Spearman, 1904, p. 204). In this 
1904 treatise (surprisingly replete with such bold illustrations), Spearman 
reported on a correlation he observed: people who did well on one 
form of mental test did well on all forms of mental tests (Bartholomew, 
Allerhand and Deary, 2013). Spearman hypothesised that there existed a 
‘general mental ability’ which he labelled g: ‘Spearman speculated that its 
[g] biological basis was some general aspect of how brains varied between 
people’ (Bartholomew, Allerhand and Deary, 2013, p. 223). 

The most important poet (and designer) in the case of the intelligence 
test was Alfred Binet. He sought a practical way to capture ‘g’ or his 
equivalent: importantly, this test must be ‘a work of administration, 
not a work of science’ (Binet and Simon, 1905, trans. Kite, 1916). Binet 
devised the first reliable test of children’s cognitive capabilities, based on 
the twin assumptions that ability is based on genetic inheritance rather 
than environmental factors and that it can be mapped systematically 
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over time. Binet and his colleague Theodore Simon devised the first 
practical test to distinguish the mentally incapable from those failing 
for environmental rather than genetic reasons (Spearman, 1904; Chitty, 
2007; Zenderland, 1998). Those children whom the test ‘objectively’ 
indicated were ‘feebleminded’ could be institutionalised, a separation 
believed to be in their best interest and as well as the interest of society 
generally (Blanton, 2000, p. 1016).

Scaling towards a tipping point and mass adoption

In this case, one key debater who scaled Binet’s test in the United States 
and who argued for intelligence as a naturalistic phenomenon was 
Henry Herbert Goddard. Goddard was a psychologist and Director of 
Research at the Vineland Training School for Feeble-Minded Girls and 
Boys in New Jersey, a niche that allowed him to experiment with differ-
ent tests. A vociferous advocate for intelligence testing and the role of 
psychology in education, Goddard successfully shifted the narrative of 
‘feeblemindedness’ in America to a question of intelligence (Zenderland, 
1998). Binet had developed his test for the French school system (Binet 
and Simon, 1905, trans. Kite, 1916), and his ideas and practices were 
largely limited to Europe until the spring of 1908 when Goddard, as the 
latter wrote later, ‘made a visit to Europe in the interests of the work [of 
the Vineland Laboratory]’ and ‘learned of the tests’, from a Dr Decroly 
in Brussels, who had recently completed his own tests using the Binet-
Simon method (Goddard, in Binet and Simon, 1905, trans. Kite, 1916, 
p. 5). Goddard advocated for the theory that ‘feeblemindedness’ was the 
result of a lack of intelligence, and that a simple test could differentiate 
these children from the broader class. He was able to convince American 
doctors working in institutions for the ‘feebleminded’ to ‘redefine men-
tal deficiency in terms of intelligence’ (Zenderland, 1998, p. 104). 

At first, the proposed solution to ‘feeblemindedness’ was institutional 
segregation. Advocates believed that a good institution could even train 
the ‘feebleminded’ to ‘go out into the world and support themselves’, 
but that should only be allowed if the ‘feebleminded’ could be steri-
lised to remove ‘the terrible danger of procreation’ (Zenderland, 1998, 
pp. 81–182; Dudziak, 1986). If ‘feeblemindedness’ was inherited, then 
removing any question of genetic transmission could remove the major 
threat the ‘feebleminded’ apparently posed to society.

Disruptions and social shifts 

The intelligence test quickly facilitated another form of social control 
over those deemed ‘feebleminded’, as new medical technology allowed 
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for safe sterilisation. Beginning with Indiana in 1907, twenty-eight 
states introduced compulsory sterilisation laws (although it was not 
until the case of Carrie Buck in 1925 that any of these laws were upheld 
at the state supreme court level) (Dudziak, 1986). Mass testing was also 
used to ‘validate’ assumptions about the hierarchy of races. Binet explic-
itly did not want his test to be used to rank people, beyond separating 
those who fell below a certain level and could benefit little from con-
ventional education (Blanton, 2000). Once the process was available, 
however, it was quickly seized on by others who aimed to differentiate 
people based on intelligence and race. 

Lewis Terman expanded the scale of Binet’s test to a wider range of 
age categories, including adults in 1916, which facilitated the work 
of Robert Yerkes, another key debater in the adoption of the intelli-
gence test. Like Goddard, Yerkes was an American psychologist. Yerkes 
believed science could validate and inform a merit-based hierarchy of 
people based on their ability and potential contribution to the economy 
(Kevles, 1968). Yerkes was the Chairman of the National Research 
Council in the United States, a position that put him in direct contact 
with key powerful individuals within the American military. 

America joined the Allies in the First World War in 1917, and needed 
to raise a large (mainly civilian) army quickly. Yerkes saw this as an 
opportunity for psychology generally and intelligence tests specifically 
to demonstrate their utility in evaluating human potential rapidly 
and efficiently. He convinced the Surgeon General of the Army of the 
potential of testing its new recruits as the country quickly expanded 
its forces for combat in France (Kevles, 1968). Half a million men 
underwent the test. Although this process was not without problems1 
(Blanton, 2000; Pinter, 1926), tests on this massive scale were seen to 
validate both the test and the concept behind it – intelligence. In 1919, 
the Lancet declared, ‘Intelligence, of course, is only one of the factors 
in military efficiency, but it is probably the most important single 
factor’, and that, thanks to the war, intelligence tests had given ‘clear 
indications of their future value in the work of human selection and 
vocational training’ (p. 539). 

The rush of tests during the war may not have resulted in many 
privates being raised to officers, as Terman and others had argued they 
would. However, the war did allow the test to scale out from niche 
laboratories very quickly, reflecting the Lancet’s confidence that the test 
would change vocational training. The war was a proof of process, that 
testing could be done on a mass scale, and produce results in which the 
testers had confidence. As a result, schools increasingly adopted the tests 
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(Watson, 1953; Blanton, 2000). Simultaneously, Goddard introduced 
internships for consulting psychologists at his Vineland school, further 
reinforcing the tests’ role in psychology as new entrants were trained at 
this centre of Binet-based testing (Watson, 1953). 

The link between Eugenics and race was central to the perverse logics 
of Nazi Germany, but it is hardly the only example. One particularly 
well-documented example was the mass I.Q. testing that the state edu-
cational establishment of Texas used to affirm their belief in a hierarchy 
of racial intelligence (Blanton, 2000). The testers wanted to find dif-
ferences between Caucasian, Hispanic and African American children. 
When the results strongly pointed to an urban–rural divid e instead, 
they hypothesised (and then concluded) that this reflected a difference 
in the children’s skin tone – something for which the children were 
never tested (Blanton, 2000). Chitty (2007) has argued that the link 
between fixed intelligence and class was reflected in the ongoing dif-
ferentiation of academic and vocational education that began in the 
late 19th century: ‘we need to educate the middle class but merely to 
train the working class’. Although credible accusations of racism and 
classism remain, nevertheless tests of intellectual capacity opened up 
educational opportunities for lower-income children, beginning in the 
1950s (Blanton, 2000).

Conclusion

Given much of the current interest, verging on excitement, surrounding 
social innovation, it is an ever-present risk that the concept becomes 
a normative label for the products, processes and procedures that are 
valued today – such that novelty is inherently seen as better than past 
arrangements and ideas. History is rich with examples of such hubris 
and, although it is a useless (and often inaccurate) truism to say history 
repeats itself, this chapter suggests that the study of social innovation is 
richer for a consideration of historical examples, especially when those 
examples reflect both on the process of change but also its risks. This 
is not to recommend a paralysis among social entrepreneurs – not all 
social innovations are the equivalent of the intelligence test – but to 
support the acknowledgement of actors’ part in complex systems. Social 
innovation is not a process through which to achieve a Whiggish ideal 
future but rather an ongoing re-evaluation and exploration of systems 
as needs and values change. 

The story of the intelligence test is not a celebratory one, but it was 
certainly an attempt better to serve the marginalised (in this case ‘serve’ 
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must be interpreted through the cultural lens of the time) and to build 
a more resilient society through scientific–social partnerships. The big 
ideas of scientific progressivism created opportunities for innovation: 
concepts of intelligence generated the possibility of a test for ability 
and theories of inheritance, for sterilisation based on the tests. Poets 
created and described this opening to the adjacent possible, designers 
created tests that could bring the current reality into line with that future 
and debaters made the necessary connections (political, medical and 
institutional/educational) to bring the intelligence test from its niche 
in laboratories and small-scale schools to become a key element of the 
meritocracy in pre-war America. 

The history of social innovation offers a glimpse of process, of 
agency and of perspective: indeed, of the entire lifecycle of the inno-
vation process. As an example of WISIR’s ongoing research project 
into social innovation, the intelligence test highlights the importance 
of landscape-level events, particularly the World Wars, as massively 
disruptive, creating multiple, and sometimes surprising, windows 
of opportunity for agents like Yerkes who can align their networks 
and campaign for their particular project or product. Additionally, 
the emergent professional and educational bodies important in the 
story of the intelligence test appear increasingly relevant in many of 
the research cases, especially those in the increasingly merit-based 
20th and 21st century. Individual innovations aside – and these can 
be systems shifting too – it is the dynamics of the social, economic 
and political systems that emerge so powerfully in historical cases 
and, when stripped of specific context, offer great potential to inform 
current study of social innovation as an increasingly important and 
self-conscious phenomenon. 

Note

1. Terman’s results reflected his own racial assumptions and tested individuals’ 
level of education rather than their capability. His views were also clearly 
demonstrated in his hope to reduce the number of children born to non-
white Americans.
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Introduction

Research on social innovation has, to date, mainly been carried out 
through case studies. This is due to the unique character of innovations, 
at least when they emerge, and the fact that the concept of social innova-
tion is still poorly codified. Case studies are typically used to explore new 
research areas for which existing theory seems inadequate. A case study 
approach is the prescribed methodology to explore phenomena that are 
not easily distinguishable from their context and to document them 
thoroughly by referring to multiple information sources (Yin, 1994). 

A cross-analysis of many case studies can shed light on the links 
between different forms of social innovation and their configurations, 
evolution and distribution in time and space. However, the ultimate 
value of such an analysis is quickly exhausted due to the limited 
amount of information that can be processed in a qualitative way. 
Moreover, cross-analyses are likely to fail to establish links between 
much of the data from case studies, which impedes knowledge building. 

These observations prompted a team of researchers from the Centre 
de Recherche sur les Innovations Sociales (CRISES) to build a data 
warehouse – the CRISES Database on Social Innovations – dedicated to 
the analysis of data that has so far been limited to the case method. The 
working hypothesis is that a quantitative analysis of a large number of 
cases will reveal aspects of social innovation that have not previously 
been observed while also generating information on the relationship 
between social innovation and social transformation. The CRISES 
Database on Social Innovations initially focuses on an existing body 

OPEN
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of research on social innovation that was produced in the province of 
Québec (Canada). However, the goal is eventually to expand the work 
to include other provinces and countries. To allow for this type of 
research, which requires multivariate statistical analyses of a large volume 
of information, the data warehouse must be able to offer flexible data 
storage options.

This chapter discusses the different stages of building a data ware-
house based on case studies (n ≥ 500) on social innovations, in particu-
lar those emerging from the social economy, conducted in Québec over 
a period of over twenty years (1986 to 2011). With a focus on the meth-
odological, theoretical and epistemological challenges of such an under-
taking, this chapter also discusses the potential scientific contribution 
that such an initiative will provide to the study of social innovation 
and social transformation. Beyond the work of CRISES, this project will 
provide the research community with a conceptual thesaurus on social 
innovation and a relational database model to analyse case studies, 
facilitating inter-regional comparison. This new way of gathering data 
will reinforce the capacity to develop theories about social innovations. 

The formalisation of a research field 

Social innovation is often the product of improvisation, serendipity 
and tacit knowledge acquired through experience (Bouchard, 1999). In 
addition, most social innovations are often not labelled as such. In that 
context, one of the primary functions of research is to identify and rec-
ognise these innovations, referred to as codification and formalisation. 
For this task, the preferred methodology of CRISES researchers has been 
based, since the founding of the Centre in 1986, on case studies. It has 
also tended to be the main methodology of other large social innova-
tion research projects, such as several of those funded by the European 
Commission’s Seventh Framework Programme.1

Nevertheless, the case study methodology has certain limitations. 
First, case studies seek to understand a particular phenomenon occur-
ring in a given context. In epistemological terms, this means that they 
generally follow an idiographic rather than nomographic perspective.2 

Such an approach helps to understand the meaning of a specific phe-
nomenon but is not intended to establish evidence on – or formulate 
general and causal laws about – an object under study. For this reason, 
this methodology does not lend itself to the generalisation of knowl-
edge. Secondly, works conducted in a multidisciplinary research centre 
such as CRISES reflect a diverse range of interests and theoretical stances 
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(Tardif, 2005). This calls for the formalisation and systematisation of the 
research results in order to advance knowledge. 

As a relational database compiled of source material from case studies, 
the CRISES Database on Social Innovations aims to serve as a comple-
mentary tool for creating new research opportunities and for overcom-
ing these limitations, at least in part. A database is a collection of data 
that is structured in a certain way. A database model determines that 
structure. The most commonly used database models include the hier-
archical, network, object and relational models. The CRISES Database 
on Social Innovations is based on the relational model. A relational 
database is a database that stores information both about the data and 
how it is related. It enables data to be structured in a way that formalises 
the logical relations, or interdependencies, between the data. Queries 
can be made to the relational database, which would enable associating 
data in a number of ways, unlike a flat database that only offers a single 
table, with a determined relation between the rows and the columns. 

The creation of a relational database proceeds in three stages of 
modelling: conceptual, logical and physical. The first stage, laying 
the foundation of the overall process, is the creation of the concep-
tual model, or schema, for the formal and systematic organisation of 
data.3 It also involves the defining of entities, or core concepts, used 
to describe phenomena related to social innovation. In the subsequent 
stage of creating the logical model, these entities are then operational-
ised through a series of attributes, in turn allowing for the retrieval of 
data from the case studies and for them to be organised on the basis 
of logical links and relationships. The third stage consists of the actual 
programming of the database into a physical model. 

The creation of a relational database is an iterative process in which 
changes made at a later stage, such as during the development of the 
logical model, may lead to a revision of work done at an earlier stage, 
such as during the building of the conceptual model (Mata-Toledo and 
Cushman, 2002, p. 257). In the case of CRISES, the conceptual modelling 
led to the creation of a code book compiling some fifty-nine entities of 
three to fourteen attributes each, all of which are linked together through 
relations. In fact, relations underpin the basic concept of the relational 
model and represent the association of elements from the real world. The 
logical relations or links are based on relational algebra and allow detailed 
mathematical calculations to be performed.

The CRISES Database on Social Innovations is based on case studies 
that have already been conducted, so the design methodology differs 
slightly from the process described above in that the conceptual model 



72 Marie J. Bouchard, et al.

was deduced from theory in addition to being induced from empirical 
data. Many steps mark the process of building the relational database 
on social innovations.

The formalisation allows for the transformation of qualitative data, 
which is textual in the case studies, into quantifiable data (i.e., nomi-
nal, ordinal, interval or ratio) that can then be subjected to statistical 
analyses. For example at CRISES, trained researchers have to go through 
and code each case study using the conceptual thesaurus on social inno-
vation. Thus, the database can perform multidimensional comparative 
analyses on social innovation using both descriptive and explanatory 
statistical methods. For the corpus of existing case studies, the codi-
fication process occurs a posteriori but will in the future be implanted 
a priori, in the case study research design. In this sense, this project will 
impact future case study research on social innovation at CRISES, and 
potentially that of other researchers who adopt a similar view.

The CRISES Database on Social Innovations will enable the measure-
ment of innovation from three spatial-temporal components, namely 
location, time and theme (Sinton, 1978). To study a phenomenon, one 
of these components is fixed, the second is varied in a controlled man-
ner and the third is measured. Given the structural framework of the 
data, the relational data model allows for quantitative analyses that can 
capture all of these types of profiles to be performed. Multidimensional 
comparative analysis opens up the possibility of studying social inno-
vation in a systematic way and to spot or confirm trends that were 
difficult to identify using the case study method. However, the results 
generated by this systematic quantitative analysis may also be counter-
intuitive or run counter to prevailing ideas in the field of social innova-
tion and social transformation.

The challenges of database design

Given the nature of the sources – namely case studies based on non-
probabilistic sampling and not designed for integration into a database – 
a hybrid approach that was both inductive and deductive was adopted 
to identify, define and operationalise the key concepts relevant to the 
study of social innovation. This approach made it possible to base the 
conceptual model on theories mobilised in the framework of CRISES 
research4 (deductive approach) and to delimit the data that was effec-
tively provided by the case studies (inductive approach).

This approach raised the challenge of building, a posteriori, a coherent 
conceptual model. Despite their convergence and complementarity, the 



A Relational Database for Social Innovation 73

conceptual tools used in CRISES studies had not been fully integrated 
into a common framework (Tardif, 2005). Building the conceptual 
model of the database thus strengthened this theoretical integra-
tion. Building the conceptual model prompted CRISES researchers to 
reflect more deeply on notions they had used in previous research 
and to address points of divergence between different approaches. 
Nevertheless, many challenges remained with regard to the definition 
of concepts and their operationalisation using attributes allowing the 
retrieval and correlation of data from case studies.

One of the difficulties was the polysemic nature of certain concepts 
that had more than one meaning (e.g., market can mean an actual place 
where goods are sold, and it can also mean a group of consumers for an 
organisation’s products, or the meeting of the offer and demand forces 
within the economy). The meaning of concepts also can depend on 
context (e.g., democratic control has a different significance in a consum-
ers’ cooperative than is has in the workplace or in the public sphere). 
Some concepts, such as social innovation or social economy, still have 
an open-ended theoretical basis. Research has also advanced conceptu-
ally, such as by developing the notion of regressive social innovation, 
which emerged more recently in some CRISES work (Hodgson and 
Briand, 2013). Other concepts have multiple theoretical anchor points, 
such as the concept of governance, used in the standard economic and 
financial approaches as well as in institutional sociology and social 
geography. Here as well, more recent studies have contributed differ-
ent meanings of the concept (Cornforth, 2004; Bernier, Bouchard and 
Lévesque, 2002). One impact of building a relational database was the 
clarification of the scope and limits of the conceptual field of CRISES. 
In the process, the conceptual approach to social innovation at CRISES 
became more rigorous and in depth (Bélanger and Lévesque, 1992; 
Favreau and Lévesque 1995; Favreau, 1995; Lapointe 2000a; 2000b; 
Comeau et al., 2001; Klein and Champagne, 2011; Bouchard and 
Lévesque, 2013). 

Concepts associated with social innovation are diverse, ranging 
from collective action to public policy, beliefs and cognitive scheme, inter-
organisational relationships, and many more. A further task concerned 
determining the relationships between concepts such that these are 
clear and unambiguous. Here, some concepts may have some degree of 
redundancy, albeit without lending themselves to be classified into cat-
egories and subcategories. For example, the concept of partnership could 
be synonymous with the concept of network in the case of public policy 
networks that involve the participation of civil society organisations in 
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the delivery or co-production of services (White et al., 1992). However, 
partnership may also be conceived of as a system of governance for a ter-
ritory or sector that engages government and non-governmental actors 
in the co-design and co-construction of public policies, or alternatively 
as hierarchical, community-based, corporate or competitive types of 
governance systems (Enjolras, 2008). Some concepts may also appear as 
sub-categories of more than one concept (or category). Thus, a network 
might be a form of organisation (e.g., the Desjardins Movement, a large 
cooperative federation) or a form of governance (distributed power 
networks). Choices must, therefore, be made such that the conceptual 
model permits a continuous and coherent analysis of the data without 
a critical loss of their analytical significance. 

Finally, each of the categories used in codifying data must be 
described with attributes that are sufficiently accurate to be unambigu-
ously identifiable in the data, as well as mutually exclusive so that their 
classification is done uniformly, irrespective of the person who did the 
codifying. This requires specifying the concrete factual and observable 
dimensions of the mobilised concepts rather than attributing them to a 
single concept. For example, when codifying ‘triggers of social innova-
tion’, a researcher may choose to group problems that were perceived 
or experienced at a collective level (e.g., decay of a territory or the high 
school dropout rate) into the ‘problems’ category; problems experi-
enced by people (such as need for housing or employment) into the 
‘needs’ category; and wishes for change at the values scale (such as self-
management), self-realisation (empowerment) or social demands (e.g., 
justice or fairness) into the ‘aspiration’ category. These choices must be 
coherent throughout the operationalisation of the database and comply 
with the principle of relevance, calling for coherence with the original 
nature of the material analysed, from the case studies. Training the 
researchers on the codification manual and asking different researchers 
to codify the same text in order to reach interrater agreement helped to 
ensure consistency.

While the work of creating the CRISES Database on Social Innovation 
is not yet completed, it is already clear that this approach will have an 
impact on the renewal of the conceptual, analytical and programmatic 
framework of CRISES, not only by clarifying and refining it but also by 
expanding its analytical potential. The methodology, rendered available 
to researchers outside CRISES, will also potentially impact social innova-
tion research at a larger scale. For example, the conceptual thesaurus, being 
(to the authors’ knowledge) the first extensive repertoire of concepts on 
social innovation, will be available as a reference to be used – criticised 
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and extended – in new case studies and in other database projects. The 
utilisation of CRISES’ relational database model will also permit research 
teams in other regions to populate their own databases in a similar fash-
ion, enabling cross-territorial comparison.

The database also has limitations that must be taken into account. The 
first concerns the source of the data. The case studies were conducted 
according to analytical frameworks that, although sharing a common 
basis, often varied from one research team to another or evolved over 
time (three to four data collection templates have been used in the 
various research programmes at CRISES over time). As indicated earlier, 
the conceptual model of the database reflected the many meanings and 
notions associated with the nature of social innovation (such as ‘new 
governance’) as well as the evolution of the overall analytical frame-
work (e.g., the economic ‘crisis’ of the 1980s was experienced at the 
time as economic recession and institutional reforms but is interpreted 
today as a global phenomenon). A second limitation concerns the fact 
that the data, largely based on interviews and organisational docu-
ment analysis, had already been filtered and codified by researchers. In 
other words, the database on social innovations is populated with ‘real 
world’ data that has been selected and filtered on the basis of a specific 
research objective. This systematic data analysis reveals the subtle evo-
lution of the CRISES research programme since its creation in the 1980s. 
That said, the CRISES research programme has led to the development 
of a set of analytical tools that enable social innovation to be studied 
in a variety of ways (manufacturing companies, social economy, public 
policy networks, etc.).

In addition, the majority of case studies developed by CRISES were 
based on non-probabilistic sampling of social innovations. Essentially, 
the cases were composed of a series of non-random samples based on 
criteria that varied depending on the research programme. Hence, 
serious caution needs to be taken in the interpretation of the data, 
considering the sample and coding biases inherent to this methodol-
ogy (see Biernaki, 2012). Given this limitation, care must be taken in 
interpreting the comparative analyses, the results of which cannot be 
generalised to all social innovations produced in Québec (or indeed 
beyond Québec). However, this does not detract from the ability of 
comparative analyses to identify trends, which, as spatial, temporal or 
sector phenomena, could not be detected otherwise. The comparative 
analyses will enable typologies, possibly even models, to be built and 
tested with a hypothetical-deductive method. In this way, the generalis-
ability of results is increased relative to the case study method.
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Potential contributions: from micro to meso and macro

The concept of social innovation has a variety of meanings, from new 
social relations, to solutions, to complex social and environmental 
problems (Nicholls and Murdoch, 2012). Research studies conducted by 
CRISES have been inspired by different approaches to social innovation 
that highlight organisational (Schumpeter, 1932), institutional (North, 
1990; Scott, 1995) and governance-related (Enjolras, 2008) innovations, 
national systems (Freeman, 1991; Lundvall, 1992; Nelson, 1993) and 
innovation regimes (Nelson and Winter, 1982), as well as social entre-
preneurs (Caulier-Grice et al., 2010; Young, 1983) and social enterprises 
(Defourny and Nyssens, 2013), in particular within social (Vienney, 
1994) and solidarity-based (Laville, 1994) economies. Moreover, inno-
vations are identified as social based on their purpose (responding to 
aspirations and to social, cultural territorial needs), their processes (new 
social relations, new combinations) and their reach (having been taken 
up within institutions). Lastly, studies conducted by CRISES on social 
innovations are correlated to development paths or paradigms. In other 
words, social innovation is conceived of with the view towards social 
transformation (Klein et al., 2013). 

The link between social innovation and social change or social 
transformation is explained either as a pattern of dissemination and 
growth supported by inter-organisational relations (e.g., Dees et al., 
2004; Mulgan et al., 2007) or by the capacity to connect to societal 
challenges and dynamics (Howaldt and Schwarz, 2010), suggesting 
new institutional frameworks or development paradigms (Klein, Laville 
and Moulaert, 2014). New methods for researching social innovation 
are needed to explore how social innovation and transformation are 
related, leading to strengthening the theoretical foundation of social 
innovation. CRISES’ approach proposes that social innovations and 
social transformations take shape along three dimensions – method 
of organisation, institutional form and social relationships – and that 
within these dimensions, the three levels of analysis, macro, micro and 
meso, are correlated. The macro level pertains to social structures 
and regulations; micro to social agency, identity rationales and action; 
and meso to organisations and networks.

These three dimensions are usually analysed in a contingent man-
ner, with social innovation (micro or meso) being driven by social 
movements in times of crisis (macro) in a given territorial, sectoral 
and historical context (meso or macro). The CRISES case studies have, 
indeed, been conducted mainly at the local level on organisations that 
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implement innovations. According to Tardif (2005, p. 25), the approach 
is based on the notion of the emergence of social innovation:

As a localized process initiated by different actors who seek to change 
the interactions taking place between themselves as well as with their 
organizational and institutional environment – the whole with the 
aim to counteract the impact of crises while attempting to reconcile 
the different levels of individual interest, public interest and com-
mon good.

The statistical analysis of data will make it possible to move from a 
micro to a meso and macro approach to studying social innovation. The 
assumption is that there are objects of study of relevance for social inno-
vation that are not observable at the micro scale. At the meso level of 
analysis, such a database will allow for a new reading of social innova-
tions in terms of the mechanisms, configurations, evolution and modes 
of dissemination in time and across locations and sectors of activity. 
The approach will, moreover, make it possible to focus on phenomena 
hitherto little studied in the Québec context, such as the emergence and 
dissemination of innovation clusters, including their patterns and paths 
of institutionalisation or even their configuration into an innovation 
system, and to examine their impacts on social transformation, in par-
ticular with regard to the Québec development model. This framework, 
once applied to Québec, may be extended to other areas in order to 
conduct international comparisons.

There are, indeed, times and territories where social innovations 
tend to multiply, taking the form of innovation clusters, especially at 
the onset of crises or in economies with plural tendencies (Klein et al., 
2013). Innovations are, then, oriented along emerging socio-technical 
paradigms, such as new representations of problems and possible solu-
tions or experiments that were successfully carried out in organisations 
and local communities. For example, during the 1980s and 1990s in 
Québec, when the crisis of Fordism and the welfare state became appar-
ent, social innovations arose in the areas of labour, people services, 
collective enterprises, public policies and local development (the 
areas that CRISES focuses on). Using the CRISES Database on Social 
Innovations, it will be possible to trace the dynamics of the emergence 
of these innovations as well as their spread into clusters and their wider 
impacts on society. For example, a researcher might study the proximity 
effect, which is a phenomenon that promotes collective dynamics with 
the potential to modulate or reject the dominant forms of social control or 
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even to propose innovative institutional solutions for a given organisa-
tion, industry or territory (Gilly and Pecqueur, 1995).

Using the database it will be possible to study the processes leading 
to the institutionalisation of social innovations. These issues have been 
addressed through various approaches, including institutionalist and 
neo-institutionalist theories, theories of regulation as well as economic 
sociology inspired by theories of conventions and social movements 
(Lévesque et al., 2001). The idea of an innovation system draws from 
the institutionalist approach to building national and regional innova-
tion systems (see Lundvall, 1992). The neo-institutionalist approach 
places emphasis on the effects of dependencies that limit institutional 
changes (path dependency), explaining institutionalisation as adapta-
tion and diffusion (Nelson and Winter, 1982; 2002; Schumpeter, 1932; 
Porter, 1990). However, the notion of path-building, that refers to the 
ability of collective actors to break up the regulatory framework in order 
to create a new one, can complement the notion of dependency. Path-
building also reveals how social innovations can serve as tools for social 
transformation (Klein et al., 2013, p. 382; Fontan et al., 2008). Theories 
of regulation, for their part, have insisted on the deterministic rela-
tion between institutions and innovations at the organisational level, 
albeit characterising institutions as historical and political organisations 
that result from contingent conflicts between social actors (Aglietta, 
1998; Boyer, 1986). The theories on social movements have taken into 
account the effects of institutions on collective mobilisation and con-
flict. Among these are the political opportunity structure (McAdam, 
1982), the repertoire of collective action (Tilly, 1976; 1986), the agency 
of social actors and actionalist approaches (Touraine, 1997; Mellucci, 
1985) and the resource mobilisation theory (McCarthy and Zald, 1973). 
Finally, theories on conventions have studied the dynamics of build-
ing compromises that lead to the institutionalisation of innovations 
(Boltanski and Chiapello, 1999; Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991). These 
theoretical approaches, thereby, offer a variety of explanations of the 
institutionalisation process of social innovations, ranging from adapta-
tion to institutional constraints, changes in the face of conflict dynam-
ics, to the compromises between actors on the basis of conventions. 
The statistical analysis of a large amount of data will reveal patterns 
in the processes of institutionalising innovations and the relationships 
between these patterns and different governance regimes.

Finally, at the macro-analytical level, the relations between social 
innovation and the Québec development model can be examined. Often 
referred to as an ‘innovation system’, the Québec model is characterised 
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by partnership governance, civil society’s participation in the design and 
implementation of public policies, and the establishment of a plural, 
mixed, economy (Klein et al., 2013). This analysis would lead to a more 
in-depth understanding of the characteristics of this model, including its 
evolution over time, as well as the effects of social innovations on social 
transformation. Social innovation could even be examined with regard 
to its possible capacity to influence or transform the development model 
itself (Lipietz, 1989), and conversely, the effects of such a modified model 
on social innovation. It would also be possible to study regional innova-
tion systems in the context of smaller territories or sector-based innovation 
systems (Lévesque, 2011).

There are many other possible lines of research that could be 
addressed by the CRISES Database on Social Innovation, including:

• To what extent does the state-institutional framework (public policy, 
governance schemes, etc.) influence the means – collective action 
and social innovations – used by organisations to respond to civil 
society’s needs and aspirations? An answer to this question might be 
found in the analysis, for a given territorial context, of the relation-
ships between the legal and regulatory framework in which organi-
sations operate; the public policies and government programmes 
that apply to organisations; and the factors of emergence of social 
innovations, in particular the needs and aspirations leading to col-
lective action. 

• How does geographic proximity influence the development of social 
innovation clusters and which sectors of activity are the most con-
ducive to the development of such clusters?

• To what extent do the different types of interactions between 
organisations have an influence on the development of certain types 
of social innovation? This pertains to the question of networking 
between organisations, and a network analysis calls for a spatio-
temporal analysis of data. More concretely, the composition and 
structure of networks, as manifested in interactions, can be studied 
by means of visualisations and associated analytical methods. In fact, 
graphs are the most widely used theoretical tool for modelling and 
identification of properties of structured sets (Beauquier et al., 1992). 
They are essential to anyone wishing to study and represent a set 
of links between elements of a finite set of objects (Xuong, 1992). 
In the CRISES Database on Social Innovations, a detailed analysis 
of networks of organisations will be realised on the basis of spatio-
temporal measurements of the density, eccentricity and centrality of 
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these networks. The characteristics of organisations and interactions 
(relations) will serve as discriminating factors for providing a better 
understanding of certain types of social innovations.

Thus, by expanding the level of analysis and by allowing for compara-
tive analyses, the database can strengthen and build the existing links 
between social innovation and social transformation. In this way, it will 
allow for a thorough examination of a central assumption of CRISES, 
namely that room for innovation and experimentation widens when 
the macro-social regulations (market, state, collective agreements) are in 
flux. In such a context, micro-systems can serve as places from which 
to identify the processes in which new social patterns emerge. By build-
ing clusters (Schumpeter, 1932; Porter, 1990) and by institutionalising 
along different logics, they can form systems and eventually shape new 
national trajectories of growth (Hollingsworth and Boyer, 1997; Strange, 
1996; Crouch and Streeck, 1996).

Conclusion

The decision to develop a database on social innovation was prompted 
by the limitations of the case study method in terms of the systematisa-
tion and generalisation of the knowledge produced on social innovation 
at the micro-analytical level. In particular this concerned the local emer-
gence of innovations within organisations.

At the methodological level, the purpose of building the relational 
database was to allow the transformation of qualitative data on social 
innovation into quantifiable data in one information system, in order to 
facilitate the structuring and management of a large volume of data and 
the creation of multiple data sets. The systematic and formal organisation 
of data allows for rigorous multidimensional and comparative statisti-
cal analyses and, therefore, enhances the generalisability of results. The 
implementation of such an approach at CRISES calls for a more in-depth 
conceptual examination, if not a re-conceptualisation, of social innova-
tion in order to expand the scope of study to new objects. The transition 
to a meso-level of analysis would allow social innovation phenomena to 
be studied that are in the process of emerging or spreading, particularly in 
the form of clusters, alongside their institutionalisation in the context of 
differentiated governance regimes. Finally, the expansion of analysis to the 
macro-level would make it possible to explore social innovation systems, 
be they regional, sectoral or national and, thereby, the impact of innova-
tions on the social transformations of the Québec model of development. 
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To conclude, three epistemological issues raised by the development 
of the CRISES Database on Social Innovations should be mentioned. 
These relate to the nature, validity and interpretation of data. The case 
studies included in the database so far are mainly based on qualitative 
research methods that take into account the (inter)subjective interpreta-
tion of the phenomena under study (Anadón and Guillemette, 2007). 
This is reflected in the dominance of interviews as a way of learning 
about the point of view of key actors. To deal with this issue, the pro-
posed database is designed to allow for a transition to a quantitative 
analysis of data, namely by reducing and formalising the information. 
Yet, how can it be ensured that their intended meaning does not get lost 
in the process? On the other hand, the creation of a database of case 
studies raises the question of the triple interpretation of data: that of the 
interviewees who provided the information to the researchers conduct-
ing the case studies; that of the researchers who collected, organised, 
analysed and published the data; and the interpretation of the team of 
researchers who re-conceptualised and organised the information from 
the case studies for the creation of the database. Given these multiple 
interpretations, what reading can be given of the results of the com-
parative analyses generated by the database? Finally, faced with these 
multiple levels of interpretation, how can the codification of normative 
evaluations be prevented, in other words, those comprising value judg-
ments rather than facts?

Nonetheless, the case studies all have a common focus: social innova-
tion. Moreover, the three to four data collection templates used in the 
various research programmes at CRISES through time share many com-
mon concepts and dimensions of analysis. The case studies concerned 
observations that were relatively limited in time (thirty years) and space 
(Québec). A number of contextual (institutional, demographic, socio-
political, etc.) variables are, therefore, common to many of them. In 
short, the many case studies produced by CRISES constitute a source of 
knowledge and information that has been underutilised to date. Aside 
from representing a unique opportunity for research of its kind, the 
project to create a relational database requires formalising a conceptual 
framework of social innovation to advance the theoretical analysis 
underlying its work.

To create a quantitative approach and a relational database is a novel 
way to research social innovation. It is a new way of gathering data 
in order to develop theories about the generation, emergence and life 
cycle of social innovations. Should other researchers in the world opt 
for a similar conceptual framework and relational database model, 
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international comparison would be possible; this would represent a 
completely innovative way to research social innovation.
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Notes

1. Examples include the Welfare Innovations at the Local Level in Favour of 
Cohesion (WILCO) and TRANsformative Social Innovation Theory (TRANSIT) 
projects, both of which make extensive use of case studies. See http://sire
search.eu/social-innovation/research-projects [Accessed 23 September 2014].

2. Idiographic studies aim at understanding what is a particular activity or 
individual, in a given context and at a given moment, whereas nomographic 
studies aim to establish general causal laws of phenomena (Smith, Harré and 
Langenhove, 1995).

3. The work of formalisation must comply with the main methodological prin-
ciples, which are the relevance and the operationalisation principle (Flory and 
Laforest, 2005; Meier, 2006).

4. CRISES bases its work about social innovation on social movement theories, 
institutionalism theories (French regulation school, convention economy and 
sociology) and organisation theories. See Bouchard and Lévesque, 2013.
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Social Innovation: Redesigning the 
Welfare Diamond
Jane Jenson

Introduction

Decades of neoliberal economics and politics have resulted in major 
shifts in much of the world in the ways that policy and research 
communities now understand, shape and work to organise relations 
between civil society and the state and within civil society itself. Over 
the last fifteen years, as neoliberalism clearly revealed its limits, these 
communities began to deploy a range of new or reworked concepts to 
address ongoing challenges. Social innovation is one. Social cohesion, 
social inclusion and social investment are three other examples.

This chapter argues that one major contribution that the quasi-concept 
of social innovation has made to the world of the ‘socials’ is to provide a 
novel way to reconfigure market relations in support of social policy initia-
tives. This is, perhaps, not surprising since so much of the thinking about 
social innovation – as well as its practices – starts with reference to the work 
of Joseph Schumpeter (1983 [1934]). As an economist, and as the subtitle of 
his seminal work said, Schumpeter was most interested in ‘profits, capital, 
credit, interest and the business cycle’, the stuff of markets, in other words. 
Nonetheless, in his discussions of the creative destruction associated with 
innovation, Schumpeter was careful to consider social as well as economic 
and institutional factors. Nor does a gesture to Schumpeter mean that discus-
sion of social innovation and markets has to focus narrowly. One overview 
of the meanings of social innovation – and examples of its practices – 
that draws on Schumpeter includes the following: new products, new 
services, new processes, new markets, new platforms, new organisational 
forms and new business models (Caulier-Grice et al., 2012, pp. 24–5). The 
examples mentioned place a clear emphasis on market-making and market-
shaping activities, whether by private, public or non-profit actors.

OPEN



90 Jane Jenson

Diagnoses of social challenges and social policy agendas have been sig-
nificantly influenced by such understandings of social innovation. Much 
that is termed ‘social innovation’ or promoted by the social innovation 
community involves innovating in markets and with market actors to 
generate new well-being, even in areas usually seen as outside of the 
market. For example, sometimes services previously provided by govern-
ments are outsourced to not-for-profit actors such as non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) that operate as market actors. Such reconfigura-
tions also often, however, involve explicitly exposing and developing 
a reliance on non-market dimensions (such as community engagement 
and public policy) in the processes of market-making, as well as engag-
ing social entrepreneurs in service provision. Social innovation, thus, 
may involve altering the very goals of markets, turning them towards 
purposes such as social inclusion and social development, for example, 
as well as repositioning the profit principle in markets for goods and 
services or developing a new agenda for business (Nicholls and Murdock, 
2012, pp. 2–3 and passim; Osberg and Schmidpeter, 2013). 

This market-expanding effect is not the only focus that a study of 
social innovation may have, of course. The social innovation commu-
nity may also be concerned, for example, with remaking public policy 
instruments (see Evers et al., 2014) or with local community and grass-
roots efforts to remake urban space, with or without support from local 
government authorities (Moulaert et al., 2010). 

The goal of this chapter however is to examine some of the ways 
that social policy makers use social innovation and social entrepreneur-
ship to offer an alternative vision of market relations and, thereby, are 
engaged in redesigning the ‘welfare diamond’. It does so via a review of 
initiatives, policies and programmes developed and deployed over the 
last twenty years, primarily within the borders of the European Union 
at supranational, national and local levels. It also considers key interna-
tional actors, such as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) as well as national and local-level actors, both 
private and public. In doing so it provides one account of the blurred 
boundaries of governance.

New social risks and the welfare diamond

Social innovation is a ‘quasi-concept’ frequently characterised as hav-
ing multiple definitions and meanings (Osberg and Schmidpeter, 2013; 
European Commission, 2013). As such, it is an idea with ‘… some repu-
table intellectual basis … able to operate in both academia and policy 
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domains’ (McNeill, 2006, p. 335). A quasi-concept benefits from relying 
on academics’ research but is simultaneously indeterminate enough to 
make it adaptable to a variety of situations and flexible enough to fol-
low the twists and turns of policy and ideology that everyday politics 
sometimes makes necessary.1 Thus, as Bouchard puts it (2012, p. 50, 
emphasis added), social innovations may serve a variety of purposes: 
‘… social innovations are about challenging the way responsibilities are 
shared between the public and the private sectors, how the social and 
economic dimensions are considered independently from one another 
in public policies, or how the global economy is distanced from local 
communities’.

In recent years social innovation has been deployed alongside other 
‘socials’, all of which are quasi-concepts.2 Each has been developed in 
the search for ways of reordering state–society relations in the face of 
new social risks and new politics. Analytically, this reordering can be 
described as a reconfiguration of the ‘welfare diamond’, and in the case 
of the social innovation initiatives considered here, in particular the 
market corner of that diamond. 

The welfare diamond provides a metaphor for the mixed sources of 
well-being experienced by everyone.3 Each corner of the diamond is a 
potential source of well-being and provides instruments for risk-sharing. 
For the majority of people, by far their major source of well-being is 
the market, both because of what is earned by themselves or by some-
one in their family, such as a spouse or a parent and because so much 
needed for well-being is purchased in markets (Esping-Andersen et al., 
2002, p. 11). But welfare is also derived from non-market benefits and 
services provided within the family. Access to welfare also comes from 
states or other public authorities, via public services that do not require 
the payment of full market prices as well as by income transfers. The 
fourth source is the community, whose volunteers and less than fully 
marketised exchanges generate welfare by providing a range of services 
and support, some of which are publicly financed and some of which 
are privately supported. These four sources of well-being can be repre-
sented in the shape of a diamond.

This conceptualisation of a welfare diamond should not be confused 
with notions of ‘sectors’ of activity, usually termed the ‘private’, ‘public’ 
and ‘third or not-for-profit’ sectors. The basis of that typology is the sta-
tus of the actor, whether a private firm, a not-for-profit organisation or a 
public agency. The welfare diamond, in contrast, distinguishes activity 
by its location. Thus, for example, both a public agency and a not-for-
profit association may engage in market activity by charging a fee for 
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products or services, albeit perhaps without seeking a profit. A private 
firm may be active in the state’s portion of the welfare diamond, con-
tracting to buy or sell a product or service. Similarly, the state may shape 
other parts of the diamond. Nicholls (2012, pp. 230–33), for example, 
describes in more detail the role of public policy and foundations in 
building social entrepreneurship and market-making, while Sørensen 
and Torfing (this volume) describe the co-constitution of innovation by 
public, private and third-sector social innovators. According to our ana-
lytic terminology, they are describing the generation of new activities in 
the market or community corners of the welfare diamond. 

Jurisdictions make their own choices about the content of the welfare 
diamond and, therefore, about the relationships across the diamond.4 
It is, in fact, the intersecting relational spaces that are often the most 
interesting to analyse. It is important to look, for example, at how mar-
ketised relations are imported into publicly financed social services or 
the ways that labour markets are structured by the activities of commu-
nity-based agencies (from the social economy, for example), as well as 
by the demand of firms.

If each jurisdiction makes choices about the welfare diamond, it also uses 
a variety of public and private instruments to achieve their goals. For exam-
ple, even if the labour market is relied on as a primary source of income, 
many jurisdictions are reluctant to allow markets to distribute access to 
all goods and services (such as health care, post-secondary education 
or housing) and rely on actors in the state, family and community corners 
of the diamond to make a contribution to well-being. While all countries 
assume that parents have primary responsibility for ensuring the well-
being of their children, some countries leave parents on their own to 
purchase what they can afford in the private market while others provide 
or subsidise low-cost or free services (childcare and housing, for example) 
and ensure that parents have adequate income to meet the needs of their 
children (whether via family allowances or other income supplements). 
While all countries assume that the community is the place that volun-
teerism will be located, some rely almost exclusively on voluntary workers, 
while others maintain and oversee not-for-profit groups that provide 
good wages and working conditions.

The economic environment around the world has changed over the 
last thirty years, with significant consequences for the capacity of all 
corners of the welfare diamond to contribute to well-being (Hall and 
Lamont, 2013, especially Part I). One significant development is that 
inequality is on the rise virtually everywhere.5 Another is that even hav-
ing a job is not always a reliable source of adequate income. There are 
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many people who are ‘working poor’, while the labour market fails to 
absorb vast numbers of work-seekers (Fraser, Gutierrez and Peña-Casas, 
2011). The Global South is both experiencing phenomenal development 
in some places (with the attendant environmental and social challenges) 
and still facing deep poverty and hunger. Some of this is, in turn, partly 
but never exclusively related to socio-demographic changes, including 
ageing societies virtually everywhere around the world, and increases in 
lone-parent families (ILO, 2011). Global population flows, whether from 
the Global South northward or within the European Union from poorer 
to richer member states (whether from east to west or north to south), 
are also creating new wealth for some and precariousness, poverty and 
even misery for others (Dustmann and Frattini, 2011). Historically mar-
ginalised groups facing prejudice – Aboriginal peoples in many countries 
and Roma almost everywhere they live – find their lives increasingly 
difficult (UN, 2009; European Commission, 2011a). 

Many of these changes can be summarised under the label of ‘new 
social risks’ (Bonoli and Natali, 2012). The structure of these new risks 
challenges previous configurations of the welfare diamond and associ-
ated social policy programmes, practices and ideas about the proper and 
possible balance of spaces for markets, states, families and communities. 
In effect, the market corner of the welfare diamond is being exhorted by 
social policy communities to expand, by recognising the contributions 
of – and contributing towards – the social economy and social entrepre-
neurship more generally. But often practices of social innovation also 
include reworking both the responsibilities of the community corner of 
the diamond and aligning it in ground-breaking ways with respect to 
the market. As it does so, social innovation’s status as a quasi-concept 
is very clear. Numerous ways of understanding it co-exist as markets are 
re-imagined.

Redesigning social and labour market policies 
by promoting social innovations 

The new social risks have provoked a variety of policy responses, and 
these often result in blurred boundaries. Many call for social innovators 
to address new social risks by expanding markets as well as by shifting 
relationships among markets, the community and state.6 This blurring 
of boundaries can happen in two ways. In some cases, while states and 
other public authorities continue to finance interventions to address 
risk, they are much less willing to design policy that involves them 
directly in delivery. Instead, they may turn to other actors operating 
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in the market sector of the welfare diamond to form partnerships or to 
deliver the service according to a contract with public authorities. The 
second way that the market corner of the welfare diamond is bolstered 
is by supporting social enterprises of many types, because they are seen 
as more capable of meeting current needs than either the state or pri-
vate sector firms. Several policy areas illustrate this direction of change. 
However, labour markets are probably the key domain in which market-
building with the support of social policy has occurred. 

The drivers behind policy interest in social innovation within labour 
markets rests on the recognition that it is no longer possible to count 
on traditional firms and labour markets to provide an adequate supply 
of jobs and to match supply to demand for workers. After 1945, the 
labour market appeared to operate more smoothly, seeming to create an 
adequate supply of jobs and absorbing most (male) jobseekers. Public 
policy makers could confine their market-shaping role to regulations 
about hiring and working conditions, as well as unemployment insur-
ance for those without a job for a short while. The market also provided 
an expanding array of goods and services. Now and for the last few 
decades, however, growing needs for many kinds of new services as well 
as job creation and job-matching, as labour markets have tightened, 
have become major preoccupations within social policy communities. 
The previous seemingly smooth operation of the labour market and of 
service provision can no longer be assumed. This is due to the combined 
effects of technological change, which has reduced demand for workers 
in many firms and industries, and the new social risks generated by large-
scale social trends such as increased inequality, social exclusion, ageing 
populations and demographic change. In addition, austerity-driven pub-
lic policies have brought cutbacks in public-sector employment, a major 
source of jobs in the post-1945 years. Faced with these challenges, policy 
makers have turned to fostering and supporting market actors such as 
social enterprises and a social economy that they hope can simultane-
ously achieve three objectives: to help to train and prepare workers 
touched by the social risks to enter paid employment (supply) and to 
increase the labour market’s need for workers (demand) by expanding 
and better organising markets for goods and services (supply) that the 
traditional firm in the private sector does not adequately offer. This third 
contribution is often associated with ‘green’ products or welfare services, 
but many types of services might be provided in these new markets.

Policy makers concerned with the levels and rates of employment in 
contemporary societies have seen social enterprises as job creators as well 
as ‘work integration enterprises’ (Evers et al., 2014, pp. 15–16). Initiatives 
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often coming from the community sector of the welfare diamond may 
seek to shape either – and sometimes both – the supply and demand 
structures of labour markets, increasingly with the support of public 
authorities. On the supply side, and usually as part of an agenda around 
social inclusion, social enterprises can work to enable young people, 
women, immigrants and the long-term unemployed to enter the labour 
market. Such efforts rely on a variety of legal forms and can be seen as 
‘new expressions of organized civil society’ (Vidal, 2005, p. 807). These 
enterprises can be an instrument for the achievement of the ‘activa-
tion’ commitment of European social and economic policy (Evers and 
Guillemard, 2012, Chapter 7). On the demand side, social enterprises – 
and the social economy more generally – are often tasked with filling gaps 
in services that do not attract investment by traditional private-sector 
firms. These new service providers meet growing societal needs and, in 
the process, create employment. In this context, social innovation can 
address existing gaps in the market corner of the welfare diamond and, 
particularly, its failure adequately to provide work, income and inclusion 
as well as products and services. In these ways, social innovation can also 
invoke other quasi-concepts, such as social inclusion or social cohesion. 

Some examples serve to illustrate various perspectives on social and 
labour market policy. The OECD has long been concerned with pro-
moting higher employment rates but has also increasingly become 
cognisant of market imperfections (Mahon and McBride, 2008). It has 
been actively constructing an analysis of how to address social chal-
lenges around employment by relying on social innovation (Noya, 
2011). Since its 2005 edition, the OECD’s Oslo Manual has recognised 
a social dimension to innovation. While its Innovation Strategy still 
primarily focuses on standard approaches and measures of innovation, 
social innovation has received some attention when ‘global and social 
challenges’ are raised, while social enterprises have been discussed as an 
instrument of response to such challenges (OECD, 2010a: 182ff; 2010b: 
Chapter 5). Deployment of the quasi-concept is, in other words, an 
alternative way of doing entrepreneurship, management and finance. 
This can be interpreted as a call for greater interaction across the market 
and community corners of the welfare diamond – perhaps including a 
blurring of boundary distinctions. 

This turn to social innovation is evident in the OECD’s efforts to foster 
development of labour markets and its analysis of the failure of these 
markets to provide sufficient well-being for all. An analysis of policy 
documents and initiatives shows that, while there is a range of ideas 
about social innovation, one strategy in which the OECD has invested 
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significantly, as part of its concern with the levels and conditions of 
employment, involves emphasising community-based actions to ensure 
greater inclusion via local partnerships that innovate in economic 
governance and employment creation.7 For example, the OECD’s Local 
Economic and Employment Development (LEED) programme has as 
its mission to contribute to the creation of more and better jobs via 
innovative policy as well as effective implementation and coordinated 
strategies.8 

In 2000, the programme launched its Forum on Social Innovations, 
framed explicitly around the notion of improving well-being,9 and 
developed an officially legitimated definition of social innovation that 
extended that of the Oslo Manual.10 In this definition, social innovation 
involves ‘conceptual, process or product change, organisational change 
and changes in financing, and new relationships with stakeholders 
and territories’. The value added by social innovations is that they 
can, according to the Forum on Social Innovations, both innovate in 
services and help in ‘identifying and implementing new labour market 
integration processes, new competencies, new jobs, and new forms of 
participation, as diverse elements that each contribute to improving the 
position of individuals in the workforce’. Concretely, this has supported 
the promotion of social entrepreneurship and social economy organisa-
tions, by identifying and celebrating their potential for job creation.11 
LEED provides expert teams of advisors to jurisdictions seeking to put 
such innovations into place.

Of course the OECD is not alone in seeing social entrepreneurs and 
their market behaviour as significant within the wider economy. The 
European Union has also been moving in this direction particularly 
since the 2008 economic crisis. The European Union launched its 
Social Business Initiative (SBI) in 2011 (European Commission, 2011b). 
Initially, the potential for ‘social business’ was broadly cast to include 
all types of firms from multinationals to social enterprises.12 Quickly, 
however, the SBI narrowed down13 to focus only on social entrepreneurs 
and their businesses, valued because ‘social enterprises seek to serve 
the community’s interest (social, societal, environmental objectives) 
rather than profit maximisation. They often have an innovative nature, 
through the goods or services they offer, and through the organisa-
tion or production methods they resort to …’.14 The promise of social 
innovations and social enterprise was incorporated into the European 
Union’s Europe 2020 strategy.15 Moreover, a series of high-profile inter-
ventions have signalled that the European Union shares the views of 
those who see a greater role for social enterprises in achieving its targets 
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for social inclusion and poverty reduction via their potential for job 
creation and new innovative services. It contributes to encouraging and 
supporting such new market actors via actions such as the 2014 con-
ference on ‘Empowering social entrepreneurs for innovation, inclusive 
growth and jobs’. At that event, workshops focused on the ‘potential of 
social enterprises for job creation and green economy’ as well as on the 
ways that the European Union could use its structural funds to support 
and foster social enterprises.16 Leverage for jobs, social inclusion and 
green initiatives were all identified as necessary because they are inad-
equately addressed by traditional firms.

Nor is it only international or supranational organisations that engage 
in behaviour meant to structure labour markets, both on the supply and 
demand sides. The major cross-national study of social cohesion and 
innovation reported in Evers et al. (2014) documented that ‘work inte-
gration enterprises’ were the most common innovation in local welfare 
systems. These kinds of businesses exist at the blurry boundary between 
market and community, often difficult to distinguish from the kinds of 
community groups, third-sector providers and associations that engage 
in social development projects, frequently at the local level (Moulaert 
et al., 2010). 

Social policy communities’ enthusiasm for the market participation 
of social entrepreneurs and the social economy has had to go beyond 
cheer-leading and publicising best practices, of course. The reconfigura-
tion of the welfare diamond has necessitated attention to how social 
innovations will be financed. This need has resulted in blurring of 
boundaries between public and private governance as public funds flow 
into the market corner of the welfare diamond to finance, in whole or 
in part, services that are no longer public services in the classic meaning 
of the term, that is provided by public employees at no cost (or little 
cost) to users. ‘Many if not most of the SIs [social innovations] we dealt 
with rely on a multiplicity of resources and their combination; the mix 
may vary and state financing may often be the most important compo-
nent, but in most cases there is a degree of (financial) co-responsibility 
of other organizations from the civil society or the business sector’ 
(Evers et al., 2014, p. 22). In other words, local, regional, national or 
European public authorities were actively using their available funds 
to foster local innovations in labour markets and for services. They 
were engaged in market-making and in blurring traditional boundaries 
between public and other forms of services.

Developments in childcare services provide another good example 
of this blurring, which has intensified as the ‘social investment 
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perspective’ has taken over more and more of social policy discourse.17 
Where the social investment perspective has been implemented, new 
public spending has been made and services have been expanded. And 
indeed, these social investment interventions continued even during 
the first five years of the economic crisis (Kvist, 2013). However, much 
of this growth has been achieved via reliance on social enterprises, con-
sidered to be most innovative. 

The social investment perspective on modernising social policy18 
diagnoses the challenges facing families with children and prescribes 
strategies to increase parental employment as well as to provide ser-
vices focussed on the human capital of children in order to ‘break the 
intergenerational cycle of disadvantage’.19 The social policy analysis 
underpinning the social investment perspective rests on two main 
themes (Esping-Andersen et al., 2002; Jenson, 2012). The first is that 
it is better for children that their parents are employed than that the 
family is workless. Following from this perspective, lone mothers and 
underemployed mothers are a prime target for integration into the 
labour force and, therefore, as clients of the work integration enterprises 
described above. The second theme is that the emerging knowledge-
based economy requires significant investment in human capital and 
that this must begin with the youngest children and early childhood 
education. This focus is examined here.

Childcare services have expanded significantly across Europe, with 
stable or greater public financing of childcare services between 1998 
and 2009 in every European country except Luxembourg (OECD, 2014, 
PF3.1). Nonetheless, while spending increased or remained at least stable, 
many jurisdictions reduced or limited their own direct service provision 
and provided incentives to social enterprises to organise services. Thus, 
public funding has gone to non-public actors to develop services needed 
to implement the social investment perspective. 

For example, Sweden is a country often identified as an early adopter 
of the social investment perspective (Esping-Andersen et al., 2002). In 
the 1980s it began to innovate in forms of service provision in the name 
of ‘choice’ (Blomqvist, 2004).20 With respect to services for children, 
this involved reducing the dominant position of the municipal child-
care centre, which had been virtually the only form of service provision 
used when the system expanded from the 1960s.21 In the 1980s, Sweden 
turned to parental and personnel cooperatives to broaden the variety of 
childcare (Duane-Richard and Mahon, 2001). By the 1990s, the range 
of providers widened again. Changes to legislation at the time meant 
that most municipalities would continue to provide services directly, 
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but they would also be responsible for overseeing the conditions and 
quality of non-municipal services and non-public providers, both com-
mercial and non-profit (OECD, 2005, p. 96). 

Permission to establish private pre-schools (as childcare centres are 
called in Sweden) that would receive public funding similar to that of 
municipal centres was instituted in 1984. The form of private provision 
that inspired this social innovation was the parental cooperative. Since 
that time, reliance on publicly funded pre-school provided by institu-
tions other than the municipal childcare centre has expanded signifi-
cantly. A market in childcare grew slowly but steadily.22 By 2006, across 
Sweden the number of children attending a private preschool was 17%; 
the parental cooperative remained the most usual form (Korpi, 2007, 
p. 55). However, the share of service provided by private pre-schools 
ranged from 0% to 47%, depending on the municipality. The higher 
share was concentrated in urban areas and better-off neighbourhoods 
(Blomqvist, 2004, p. 150). 

The United Kingdom, after 1997, was a convert to the social investment 
perspective (Dobrowolsky and Jenson, 2005). The pattern of social innova-
tions in the childcare domain has differed from that of Sweden, however, 
because the United Kingdom has historically been one of the European 
countries that relied most on private forms of financing services as well 
as for providing them (OECD, 2005, p. 93). The 1998 National Childcare 
Strategy extended an entitlement to free part-time provision for three- and 
four-year-olds. Funding for childcare provision was increased, and there 
was recognition of the need to expand the number of spaces available, 
via both public provision and private and voluntary sectors and via social 
enterprises. The new funds could be used to finance state, private and 
not-for-profit providers, and there was an emphasis on cross-sector plan-
ning and cooperation. While local authorities in England were ‘expected 
to develop, plan and coordinate childcare and early years services’, there 
was a specific emphasis on working with partners across sectors, ‘including 
local community representatives, Jobcentre Plus, schools, health agencies, 
NGOs and commercial private childcare providers’ (OECD, 2005, p. 99). 
Several incentives provided support for the development of the childcare 
market via social enterprises such as worker or parent cooperatives, ser-
vice cooperatives, community nurseries, and so on (SEL, 2002). Lyon and 
Fernandez (2012, p. 4) found that in 2009, ‘73% of the 15,600 full day 
care nurseries in the UK [were] in the private sector, 15% in the voluntary 
sector and 12% in the public sector’. Other research suggested that ‘within 
the private childcare sector, there are many small businesses with a well-
developed social ethic and purpose’ (Capacity, 2008, p. 4). 
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These two examples reflect the recognition that social entrepre-
neurs hoping to operate social enterprises may have difficulty obtain-
ing adequate financing. In addition to the transfer of public funds 
described for both Sweden and Britain, other institutions, particularly 
banks, can be tapped to finance social innovations in these policy 
domains. For example, a stakeholder for EU consultations on these 
issues is the Fédération européenne des banques éthiques et alternatives 
(FEBEA – European Federation of Ethical and Alternative Banks), a 
network of banks, savings and loan cooperatives, investment compa-
nies and foundations, sharing information about their innovations in 
financial instruments.23 Cooperatives and other forms of alternative 
banking have a long history, often arising in the late 19th century 
to meet the needs of local communities without access to services or 
groups, such as farmers, whose pooling of risk was complicated. Now 
the form is often used to provide ‘socially responsible investing’ (an 
overview is given in Geobey et al., 2012). Such rejigging of the market 
relations of investment managers – whether in banks or in other firms – 
is one way of growing the funding for social innovation. Among 
other things, they may provide help to social entrepreneurs with 
their business plans. For example, Babies and Bosses (OECD, 2005, 
p. 23) pointed to a problem in the British childcare system. Providers 
would ‘… too often close down after start-up funds run out, as busi-
ness plans were based on unrealistic expectations about demand or 
over-optimistic cost assumptions’. Advice from a banking institution 
knowledgeable about social enterprises and the social economy could 
be of great help.

All these strategies are responses to the recognition that, in many 
situations, traditional market practices and institutions have proven 
themselves inadequate to the task of financing social innovation while 
public funding is one of the possible sources of finance for the enter-
prises working within the market corner of the welfare diamond. 

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that social policy communities across Europe 
have participated in the reconfiguration of the welfare diamond. They 
have faced a set of challenges laid down by the appearance of new 
social risks among which are rising poverty rates, changing family 
norms and lone-parenthood, an inadequate supply of jobs and prob-
lems of labour market integration. Seeking to improve social inclu-
sion and social cohesion, social policy communities have adopted 
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strategies for prompting, promoting and supporting social innova-
tions in the market. They have turned to social entrepreneurs to alter 
patterns of demand and supply in labour markets. The hope is to 
improve labour supply by funding and promoting social enterprises 
engaged in training and retraining the hard-to-employ, those excluded 
from the labour market or those without the necessary skills. Social 
policy communities have also sought to increase demand for workers 
by supporting the creation of many types of social enterprises that 
provide, often in the welfare and environmental sectors, for needs 
that go unmet or services that are not equally accessible when only 
commercial firms are active in their provision. They have also turned 
to social entrepreneurs to provide the key services identified by the 
social investment perspective for modern social policy. These are not 
only employment services but also childcare that serves the double 
function of enabling parental labour market participation and, even 
more importantly from this perspective, adequate investments in 
human capital from the pre-school years onwards via accessible and 
high-quality early education and care.

Social innovations, especially social entrepreneurship and quasi-
markets, are now and increasingly presented as positive ways to do social 
interventions, avoiding the limits of both ‘big business’ driven by profit-
seeking and ‘big government’ driven by the practices and controls of 
Weberian-style public administrations. Thus, as the claims increasingly 
go, effective social investments will be more likely, at least to be iden-
tified and first implemented, if they are left to these market-making 
and market-modelled innovators. A range of mechanisms and policy 
instruments have been deployed across different jurisdictions, but 
many share the characteristic that they allow the market corner of the 
welfare diamond to expand by becoming more active in the provision 
of services. One key way that this move has been undertaken – usually 
at the local level – is by providing public funds for provision of what 
might have been or used to be public services. Thus, community-based 
social entrepreneurs have increasingly provided employment integra-
tion services or immigration integration services which in the past – if 
provided – were usually public. Similarly, as childcare services have 
increased significantly in number and the amount of public spending 
on them has risen concomitantly, the dominant position of public pro-
vision has given way to a multitude of market-based actors often oper-
ating as social enterprises in many countries. Such changes constitute 
significant change in the relations between state and civil society and 
within civil society itself.
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Notes

1. Linguists focus on these same dimensions. They recognise quasi-concepts’ 
polysemy and describe such concepts as those which are not yet stabilised 
or are in the process of being destabilised (Bartsch, 2002, p. 50). For a more 
elaborate presentation of social innovation as a quasi-concept, see European 
Commission (2013). 

2. In this group are other useful notions such as social cohesion (Jenson, 2010a; 
Bernard, 1999), social investment (Jenson, 2010b), social inclusion (Levitas, 
2005) and social capital (McNeill, 2006). 

3. The notion of welfare diamond presented here is clearly an extension of 
Gøsta Esping-Andersen’s popular ‘welfare triangle’, which identifies the state, 
market and family as the three sources of well-being. I believe that it is a 
mistake and misleading to try, as he did, to subsume the welfare-generating 
community sector under the family corner of the triangle and to restrict the 
production of welfare to ‘markets (purchased welfare), families (the reciproc-
ity of kin) and government (solidarity)’ (Esping-Andersen, et al., 2002, p. 4). 
Hence I propose a welfare mix with four corners that make a diamond. For 
this representation, see also Evers, Pijl and Ungerson (1994) as well as Evers 
and Guillemard (2012). 

4. The recognition that there is no single form led, among other conceptual 
exercises, to the large literature on welfare regimes (e.g., Esping-Andersen 
et al., 2002) and welfare mix (e.g., Evers and Guillemard, 2012). For a recent 
review of the results of such choices in local welfare systems, see Evers, Ewert 
and Brandsen (2014).

5. The OECD has been tracking mounting inequalities both in the OECD world 
and in the Global South for almost a decade. See, for example, OECD (2011, 
p. 22).

6. For one recent discussion of such examples, see Nicholls and Murdock (2012, 
especially Chapters 3, 5, 6). 

7. It is interesting to note than an early precursor was Piore and Sabel’s Second 
Industrial Divide (1984), which argued that innovation for the late 20th 
century could come not from firms organised around the social relations 
of Fordism but from those harking back to the 19th century’s personalised 
social relations of craft production. A decade later, Charles Sabel led the team 
assessing the potential for social innovation of the Irish Government’s experi-
mental ‘creation of urban and rural area-based partnerships to address issues 
of social exclusion in a more flexible, decentralised and participative way’ 
(OECD, 1996, p. 5). This assessment of partnerships with various civil society 
groups as well as local authorities concentrated in disadvantaged areas was 
quickly followed by a number of OECD studies of the innovation potential of 
local partnerships for local development (OECD, 2001).

8. See http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/buildingmoreandbetterjobs.htm [Accessed 
22 August 2014]. 

9. For this Forum, ‘Social innovation deals with improving the welfare of indi-
viduals and community through employment, consumption or participation, 
its expressed purpose being therefore to provide solutions for individual 
and community problems’. http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/socialinnovation 
[Accessed 22 August 2014].
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10. This definition received the imprimatur of the LEED Directing Committee 
(Noya, 2011). It is now consistently used as the OECD’s definition of social 
innovation, sometimes with the claim that it is the first definition gener-
ated by an intergovernmental organisation and one of the first ever (OECD, 
2010b, p. 196). 

11. See the activities listed at http://www.oecd.org/employment/leed/leedforu-
monsocialinnovations.htm#Activities [Accessed 22 August 2014].

12. http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/social_business/index_en.htm 
[Accessed 30 September 2013]. This was intended to be a broad initiative. 
Other targets were multinationals and SMEs, including their involvement 
with environmental protection and acceptance of corporate responsibility. 
See the press release at http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-1238_
en.htm?locale=en [Accessed 22 August 2014]. 

13. A Google search (22 August 2014) on ‘social business initiative’ led to a web 
page titled ‘social entrepreneurship’. The MNC and SME were nowhere to be 
found. 

14. http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/social_business/index_en.htm. This 
attention to social business with innovative potential is not to be confused 
with Innovation Union (http://ec.europa.eu/research/innovation-union/
index_en.cfm) which focuses on technological innovation and whose new 
‘innovation indicator’ has nothing ‘social’ about it. See http://europa.eu/
rapid/press-release_IP-13-831_en.htm [All accessed 22 August 2014].

15. Given that social businesses, according to the European Union’s conceptuali-
sation, may contribute to smart, sustainable or inclusive growth, ‘their key 
aim is to effect social and economic transformation that contributes to the 
objectives of the Europe 2020 Strategy’ (European Commission, nd [2012], 
no page).

16. See the conference report at http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/conferences/
2014/0116-social-entrepreneurs/workshops/index_en.htm [Accessed 
22 August 2014].

17. Sometimes this approach to social policy is termed the ‘social invest-
ment state’, following Giddens’ (1998, Chapter 4) original formulation 
(e.g., Cantillon, 2011). I prefer the label ‘social investment perspective’ 
(Dobrowolsky and Jenson, 2005; Jenson 2010b) precisely because, as is 
argued here, more than the state corner of the welfare diamond and more 
than public authorities are involved in its promotion and implementation. 

18. The social investment perspective should not be confused with the notion 
of ‘social investments’, one that has a long history and another meaning. 

19. The European Union committed itself explicitly to the social investment 
perspective in 2012 and thus provided a succinct summary of the principles 
that had been in circulation for more than 15 years. See http://ec.europa.eu/
social/main.jsp?catId=1060&langId=en, consulted 22 August 2014. See also 
Kvist (2013, pp. 91–2).

20. Similar innovations to incite the mobilisation of non-public providers were 
developed in the health and education domains (Blomqvist, 2004).

21. Family daycare providers were also part of the system, but they provided 
very little of the service (OECD, 2005).

22. The pace of growth was affected by the ongoing debates in Sweden over 
how to treat commercial childcare providers. The centre-right governments 
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tended to want to allow them to receive public funds from both the central 
and municipal governments as any non-profit alternative form of care 
would, while the Swedish Social Democrats wanted to reserve public funding 
for non-profits. Korpi (2007) reviews these debates in detail.

23. http://www.ethicalbankingeurope.com/febea/legal/febea [Accessed 22 August 
2014].
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5
Social Innovation for Social 
Cohesion
Adalbert Evers and Benjamin Ewert

Introduction

In light of the major challenges facing societies and political and social 
systems in Europe, there is an increasing focus on micro-scale social 
innovations. But what can such innovations contribute? How can they 
best be understood? And how can a positive interaction between these 
forms of social innovation and public policies for reform be ensured? 
The EU-funded international research project, ‘Welfare Innovations at 
the Local Level in Favour of Cohesion’ (WILCO) aimed to explore how 
social innovations can help political actors as well as organisations and 
movements from civil society in finding better coping strategies with 
respect to social inclusion. The project analysed both specific social 
innovations and the ways in which they are taken up by established 
local welfare systems. This remit implied studying both sides of the 
social innovation phenomenon: first the projects that represent social 
innovation; second, the developments that have been set in train 
within established welfare systems as a consequence. 

This chapter, however, focuses on the former of these aspects only: 
the nature of social innovation itself. It is based on case studies involv-
ing seventy-five social innovations1 in twenty cities and ten countries 
across Europe.2 The chapter describes and analyses the approaches and 
instruments used in these local projects, which all have a strong inno-
vative dimension. By doing this, the aim is to bridge the gap between 
social innovation debates, on the one hand, and wider discussions 
about public policy and welfare system reform on the other.

The phenomenon of social innovation (and its various promoters, 
agents of change and social entrepreneurs) is seen as distinct from social 
movements that theorise new ‘utopias’ as solutions to social problems. 

OPEN
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The effects of social innovation typically work ‘in the here and now’ in 
the places in which they are operating, but they also contain wider mes-
sages concerning values, hopes and assumptions. Social innovations are 
practical devices, but they can also act as larger symbols of hopes and 
aspirations. Other actors, such as the political-administrative system, 
can then engage with and react to social innovation in various ways. 
They can borrow successful instruments, adapting them to their own 
administrative and policy frameworks. But equally, these other actors 
may also feel challenged by the underlying hopes and aspirations of the 
innovators themselves. There is, then, a significant difference, as well as 
significant room for variation, between making use of social innovations, 
their methods and instruments, and actually learning from them and 
the background of aspirations and convictions that motivates them. 

The analysis of the social innovations included in the WILCO research 
aims to facilitate such a broader concept of policy learning that goes 
beyond making (greater) use of some instruments and devices alone.

This chapter, first, outlines definitions and methods used in the 
WILCO research into social innovation. It then presents a number of 
approaches and instruments that public policy could use and learn from 
and, finally, a series of questions are raised about learning and change 
in welfare systems and related public policies.

Definitions and methodology 

For the purposes of the WILCO project, social innovation was defined 
in terms of both products and processes, namely new ideas translated 
into practical approaches that were also new in the context where they 
appeared. However, the problem with defining social innovation resides 
less in innovation and more in the meaning of ‘social’. Studying the 
current literature on conceptualising and defining social innovation, it 
is clear that ‘social’ is mainly equated with ‘improvement’ (Phills, 2008), 
finding a better answer to basic social needs and improving social rela-
tions (Moulaert, 2010), amongst other ‘good things’.

However, while most analyses apply this broad consensus on the 
positive definition of the social aspect of social innovation (see BEPA, 
2010, and Mulgan, 2006), the values, actions and outcomes of social 
innovations will, in fact, be widely contested. By definition, innova-
tions differ from prevailing routines, forms of thinking and acting. It is 
possible that they may become a mainstream practice, but this is never 
the case at the outset. They can be linked with a diverse range of goals 
and come to take on different meanings over time. Just as important 
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as the initial goals of social innovation are the wider political concepts 
and institutional systems in which they become embedded (see e.g., 
Osborne and Brown, 2011): how the social and economic environment 
reacts to them in terms of the better strategies and solutions that they 
advance. Hence, social innovations are, over the course of their devel-
opment, marked by a high degree of risk and uncertainty. 

For these reasons, the definition used here seeks to avoid objectivis-
ing what is ‘social’ or ‘better’, since this is a normative issue, subject to 
widespread debate and an evolving area of study that remains subject 
to a great deal of uncertainty. The simple criterion was applied: social 
innovations are those that, at any given moment, raise the hope and expec-
tations of progress towards something ‘better’ (a more socially sustainable/
democratic/effective society). Whether or not these hopes and expecta-
tions come to fruition is harder to ascertain, depending on the values 
and strategies of the observer and the impact of the social innovation, 
which can often only be fully understood in retrospect.

Since the dynamics of social innovation were examined as part of the 
project, only projects that had progressed past the initial start-up stage 
were selected for analysis. Each innovation that was selected involved 
a practical project that had been realised. This project could take the 
form of an organisation or an organisational subunit with new services 
that clearly differed from the services already on offer in the field. It 
could also include legislative measures or interventions such as a new 
economic transfer, tax or resource arrangement. Innovations could be 
manifested in a local network rather than a single organisational unit, 
or they could be experimental models and units found in plural forms 
in a local setting (e.g., new family centres). So, within the WILCO 
project, ‘social innovation’ may refer not only to a large project but 
also to a cluster of smaller, similar projects. One requirement was that 
in each of the twenty cities under scrutiny, a minimum of three and a 
maximum of six innovations had to be featured and analysed by each 
team. The actual number of cases chosen in a city depended largely on 
the complexity of the respective cases. 

When selecting case studies, each team had to include three policy 
fields (child care, employment and housing) and three target groups 
(single mothers, young people and migrants) that had been agreed 
by the WILCO project team. For the purposes of comparison, every 
innovation had to cover a specific field. However, this was challenging 
since, in practice, innovations can cut across several fields and groups 
at once. Therefore, as a general guideline, it was agreed to make sure 
that all fields and groups were at least somehow covered when selecting 
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innovations. As well as reviewing documents and programmes, inter-
views formed another key source when analysing social innovations. 
The number of interviews carried out was linked to the number of 
innovations selected. On average more than three interviews were con-
ducted for each case.

The main aim of the WILCO research was to look at common inter-
national innovatory trends that were manifesting themselves despite 
otherwise diverging national trajectories. The project was not con-
cerned with whether innovations make a difference to a particular type 
of national welfare culture or regime (liberal, conservative or social 
democratic) or, indeed, to its form of governance (such as corporatist). 
It was concerned with the differences across shared patterns of welfare 
and governance in the European region. Two elements can be seen as 
widely shared across welfare regimes: 

• The commonalities of post-war welfarism (Wagner, 1994), such as 
standardisation and the search for uniform regulations in welfare 
institutions, which corresponds to the minor role of participa-
tive elements and civil society in welfare systems and democratic 
decision-making; and

• The influence of new public management, neoliberal economic 
policy and associated managerial concepts, with their desire to 
rationalise welfare agencies and cut costs, both using concepts of 
governance that originated in the business sector.

Interestingly, the social innovations that were recommended by local 
experts to WILCO interviewers as ‘socially useful’ and ‘promising’ 
were consistently characterised by their difference from the practices, 
services and regulations that are part of the two welfare traditions men-
tioned above. 

When it came to singling out these differences, this also showed that 
quite a number of the characteristic patterns of these social innovations 
relied on something that is shared in positive terms – with each other 
and in relation to the context in which they have developed. This dem-
onstrates the existence and impact of a third element: of cultural and 
social aspirations and social movements that have developed since the 
1970s and continue to develop today. All European countries have, in 
some form or another, gone through phases when cultural and social 
movements have revitalised elements of self-organisation and created 
new forms of social solidarity. These range from the social movements 
of the early 1970s and the democratic revolutions in Central and Eastern 
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Europe, through to a new wave of movements linked with the issues of 
economic growth, the environment, sustainability and participation as 
they have emerged at the beginning of the new century (Evers, 2009). 

Moreover, the first field visits and the later process of selecting 
innovations confirmed a difference between the sample and the kinds 
of social innovations that have typically been portrayed in the main-
stream literature. The latter usually looks at social innovations with a 
focus on social service innovations (see, e.g., Mulgan, 2006; BEPA, 2010; 
Osborne and Brown, 2011). What was discovered during the first city 
surveys and international meetings of the WILCO teams, however, was 
that innovations touch on more than services and the organisation of 
service provision. Changes in rules and regulations (e.g., concerning 
access to financial benefits), in governance (new forms of democratic 
participation, how decisions on priorities in welfare are taken, and so 
on) and in modes of working and financing are all equally important 
fields for social innovation. 

The central task and mandate of the WILCO research project was to 
look at the impact of social innovations on local welfare systems, that is, 
the pluralism of the ‘welfare mix’ or mixed economy of welfare as it is 
constituted by contributions and actors from the state/public authori-
ties, the market sector, the third sector of various associations and the 
community sector, including families and various informal networks (see 
Evers and Wintersberger, 1990, and Jenson in this book). For this reason, 
the findings are presented with an eye to the constitutive elements of 
welfare systems and not along the lines of separate policy fields. 

This factor also had an impact on the research concept used here and 
the dimensions of innovation that were explored, as shown in Table 
5.1. Organising the findings into various dimensions should mean that 
they can be integrated not only into current debates within the commu-
nity of researchers on welfare and social policy, on urbanism and local 
policy, but also on public policy research more generally. 

When analysing the case studies of innovation it was the aim to find 
out whether there are recurring features that give them a distinctive 
profile. It has already been said that together they represent forms of 
acting and thinking that can be defined first of all in disruptive terms – 
breaking with the traditions of both ‘industrial welfare’ and the more 
recent wave of managerial and neoliberal reforms. However, these inno-
vations can also be defined in more creative terms. Recurring features of 
them point to a style of doing things, a shared culture and perspective 
of thinking and acting across national borders that brings about posi-
tive change. Table 5.1 sketches out the types of innovation found in 
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the cases that will be explained and illustrated further in this chapter. 
Some of the cases of innovation illustrated only one of the dimensions 
or merely one of the sub-categories listed in the table. Others were inter-
esting with respect to several of the five dimensions, in different ways 
and to different degrees. 

The innovative dimensions and hallmarks synthesised in the table 
above do not represent a kind of social or political programme. Rather, 
they represent a loose assemblage of elements of a kind of ‘cultural turn’ 
in dealing with issues of welfare and, more specifically, with social inclu-
sion. Different political actors and parties may take up the concerns and 

Table 5.1 Five dimensions of recurring innovative features

Dimension Recurring innovative features

Innovations in services and 
how they address users

Investing in capabilities
Approaches that avoid stigmatisation
Bridging the gap between professional services 
and people’s lives
Developing personalised support packages

Innovations in regulations 
and rights

Creating flexible forms of ad hoc support that 
meet newly emerging risks
‘Social contracts’ with individuals and groups

Innovations in governance Fostering units and types of organisation that 
operate in a more embedded and networked way
Giving a voice in the public domain to new 
concerns and groups 
Building issue-related coalitions and 
partnerships

Innovations in methods of 
working and financing

Various working collectives
Professionalism that combines previously 
fragmented knowledge
Short-term and time-limited funding: 
combining resources from different 
stakeholders

Innovations that concern 
the whole of (local) welfare 
systems

Reaching out to all sectors of local welfare 
systems
Aiming for less standardisation, more diversity 
and more localisation in welfare arrangements
Upgrading the community component in 
mixed welfare systems
Integrating economic and social logics
Integrating welfare and urban politics

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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aspirations of a social innovation and direct it towards different uses and 
ends. Therefore, the real impacts and meanings of the categories listed in 
the table may only become clear over time, according to the way the wider 
social and policy context integrates them in its discourses and actions 
(Schmidt, 2010). For example, linking social and economic concerns or 
striving for more flexibility and personalisation can end up with quite dif-
ferent meanings and implications. This point about the importance of (dis-
cursive) contexts and the different faces of mainstreaming innovations will 
be discussed later in the chapter. Each category is now discussed in turn.

Innovations in services and how they address users

The majority of the social innovations that were chosen for inclu-
sion in the study were service innovations. Since services are generally 
organised along less closed and standardised lines than – for example – 
pensions systems, it is little wonder that they have provided more ground 
for small-scale innovations. Four features characterise the differences 
between social innovations and service systems as these have developed 
in tandem with the main post-war welfare traditions and the more recent 
trend towards managerialism in public and private services. These fea-
tures play a role not only in the specific field of social inclusion policy but 
also more generally across the field of personalised social services.

Investing in capabilities 

The characteristic of ‘investing in capabilities’ was found in most of the 
social innovations in this study. These services were less about filling 
gaps in provision and were more oriented towards establishing the kind 
of relationships that reduce the dependency of users by opening up new 
opportunities for them or enhancing their skills. This aspect was linked 
with the ‘activation’ and ‘empowerment’ rhetoric familiar in the debate 
on public welfare. Different discourses on these subjects produced ser-
vice innovations that aimed to strengthen capabilities in various ways. 
A telling example in this respect was the project called ‘Her Second 
Chance’ from Varazdin, Croatia, which aimed to support women and 
mothers who encountered special difficulties in acquiring skills, seeking 
to enhance their employability and self-esteem in a way that led them 
back to paid work (Evers et al., 2014, p. 53). 

Approaches that avoid stigmatisation 

Most of the occupational and social integration programmes provided 
as part of ‘workfare’ policies (unemployment policy that links benefits 
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to active engagement with the job market: Handler, 2004) employed 
strict targeting that clearly indicated who was ‘in’ and ‘out’, along with 
detailed rules and requirements governing the process of admissions 
and integration. Thus, being entitled or forced to take part in a special 
programme for the long-term unemployed was linked with various 
forms of categorising, classification and control. This carried a high risk 
of stigmatisation. By contrast, many of the innovations that addressed 
issues such as occupational and social integration took a looser and 
more open approach that did not impose admission requirements on 
(potential) users and did not prescribe in detail how re-integration 
should proceed and which stages it should include. While personal 
help and advice played an important role, the whole approach was less 
top-down and less prescriptive. An illustrative example was the Family 
Office in Münster, Germany (Evers et al., 2014, p. 143), which provided 
support in a way that was open to all – even though some families 
would need it much more than others.

Bridging the gap between professional services and people’s lives

Cultural and ethnic diversity and the problems of poverty and social 
exclusion have increased in the age of large-scale migration, unemploy-
ment and growing inequality. This makes it increasingly difficult for ser-
vices and professionals to reach the groups that might need their help 
most, often because the services offered are simply not known about, 
are too hard to understand or are not taken up due to a lack of trust. As 
such, bridging the gap between professional services and real people’s 
lives has become ever more challenging. One example from the sample 
that related to this problem was ‘Neighbourhood Mothers’ from Berlin, 
Germany (Evers et al., 2014, p. 124). This project engaged as mentors 
women from Turkish families who were well connected and trusted in 
their communities but who were – after a short special training course – 
also experienced in dealing with welfare administrators and the services 
and entitlements that they could offer.

Developing personalised support packages

While public administration and welfare bureaucracies have, during the 
course of their development, sought to differentiate between groups and 
their needs, specialisation has made it hard to address the complex and 
sometimes unique needs of clients within a highly segmented welfare 
system. Bundling existing support measures tends to be complicated 
and discouraging. However, among the selection of innovations that 
were studied here, there were a number of organisations that provided 
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service-offerings that allowed access to otherwise separate, siloed, forms 
of support. Various schemes included in the study operated with per-
sonal advisers, care- and case-managers and various forms of ‘one-stop 
entry-points’. A good example of this was in Nantes, France (Evers et al., 
2014, p. 96), where a scheme offered joint assessments of the needs of 
families in terms of linking access to jobs and day care, something that 
was especially important for single-parent families.

Innovations in regulations and rights 

Creating flexible forms of ad hoc support that meet newly emerg-
ing risks

Increasingly, patterns of working and living are changing and becom-
ing less continuous, and the zones of transition between life situations 
and life stages are becoming more complicated (Bovenberg, 2008). 
Traditional services cannot always cope with these complexities. This 
may mean being out of school but not yet in a job or on the track 
back to employment but without access to somewhere to live. Often 
this coincides with other acute problems that may require immediate 
help. What some have called ‘new social risks’ (Bonoli, 2005) cannot be 
dealt with using the manual of standard risks that typically shape the 
range of social services and transfer-systems of post-war welfare states. 
Innovative ways of offering a quick fix, often provisionally, may well be 
the critical missing link when it comes to providing living and working 
arrangements that keep people ‘in the game’. Quite a number of the 
social innovations studied in the WILCO project involved establishing 
this kind of short-term, time-limited, ad hoc support. One telling exam-
ple was the ‘Welfare Foundation Ambrosiano’ in Milan, Italy (Evers et al., 
2014, p. 182), that aimed to support individuals and families with a 
quick supply of credit who were temporarily in need for various reasons 
(redundancy, illness, and so on), regardless of their previous or current 
type of employment contract and country of origin.

‘Social contracts’ with individuals and groups

Traditionally, most public welfare services have the status of rights that 
are unconditional insofar as they usually simply require a set of mate-
rial preconditions to be fulfilled. A new tendency in welfare arrange-
ments, particularly in the field of workfare, has been for clients to enter 
a form of contractual relationship where the preconditions for support 
concern their future behaviour. These types of contractual relation-
ship involve the clients taking exclusive responsibility for themselves. 
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Among the set of innovations studied here, there were also other types 
of contracts, that defined the notion of ‘giving something back for 
what one gets from society’: more broadly, people got access to some 
goods and services once they committed to doing something for oth-
ers in the form of volunteer work or providing clearly defined personal 
support for vulnerable people in the community. One example of this 
phenomenon was ‘Time for a Roof’, an inter-generational home-share 
service in Nantes, France (Evers et al., 2014, p. 93), that offered cheap 
accommodation to students who entered into an inter-generational 
co-habitation arrangement.

Innovations in governance

The social innovations that were studied all represented a combination 
of new social ‘products’ and new social ‘processes’, the latter term refer-
ring to the internal organisation of decision-making and interaction 
with the environment, the public, various stakeholders, social partners 
and political and administrative authorities. Many social innovations 
that sought to develop new kinds of services also had a novel gov-
ernance dimension. However, for some innovations, influencing and 
changing the system of governance was found to be their core focus. 
This was the case, for example, in Bern, Switzerland (Evers et al., 2014, 
p. 355), where new integration guidelines that became mandatory for 
public stakeholders were worked out in a cooperative process by a group 
of administrators, experts and representatives of local NGOs.

Fostering units and types of organisation that operate in a more 
embedded and networked way

Traditional service organisations and systems focus very much on 
their respective special tasks, effectively functioning in silos (Boyle et 
al., 2010). This limited degree of cooperation and sharing also applies, 
however, in those parts of the service landscape that have been shaped 
by managerial reforms. Social innovations, by contrast, are character-
ised by bringing together what is usually separate, whether this is ideas, 
concerns or practices. Since the social innovations that were studied 
have a highly localised character, they were much more embedded 
than organisations that were part of a hierarchical system, whether in 
business or in centralised welfare administrations. A good example of 
an unconventional form of networking was the ‘Neighbourhood Stores 
for Education, Research, and Talent Development’ in Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands (Evers et al., 2014, p. 208), where teachers and students 
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from universities cooperated with activists in a community develop-
ment programme that linked governmental, not-for-profit and business 
organisations together. 

Giving a voice in the public domain to new concerns and groups 

Innovation also means addressing issues, concerns and related forms of 
self-organisation in a way that is more up-to-date in terms of emerging 
challenges and pressures. Conventional methods of presenting and organ-
ising concerns are often no longer effective (Westall, 2011). When it came 
to women’s concerns, both the ‘MaMa Foundation’ in Warsaw, Poland, 
and the ‘RODA’ initiative, Zagreb (Evers et al., 2014, p. 246; p. 37) had 
overcome the traditional restrictions placed on women in a labour market 
designed for men. They highlighted other concerns that had previously 
been seen simply as private issues, exposing local systems that, both under 
socialism and post-socialism, displayed little interest in the manifold chal-
lenges of childcare, and then raising awareness of new ways of working 
and family life on the public policy agenda. These, and other, innovative 
projects and initiatives had been eager to discover new ways of organising 
debates, deliberation processes and publicity in order to set agendas and 
establish a new consensus on priorities. A related project from the Western 
context was the ‘Maggio 12 Initiative’ in Milan, Italy (Evers et al., 2014, 
p. 187). This project aimed to bring together concerned citizens, experts, 
politicians, professionals and administrators as part of an organised con-
sultation process on a new agenda in the field of children and childhood.

Building issue-related coalitions and partnerships

Coalitions, partnerships and alliances can be seen as denser forms of net-
working that are often concerned with raising awareness of a particular 
issue. Establishing these kinds of partnerships, which are both unified and 
plural, can be seen as an important and innovative aspect of policy mak-
ing, fostering participating in governance. As well as examples from the 
field of urban housing and neighbourhood regeneration, the ‘Foundation 
Ambrosiano’ in Milan, Italy (Evers et al., 2014, p. 182), provided a good 
example of bringing together stakeholders from quite diverse social and 
political arenas and binding them into a coherent alliance. 

Innovations in methods of working and financing 

When innovation means dealing differently with a given challenge or 
pressure, this often needs to involve a way of accepting and living with 
worsening material conditions. This tends to increase the imbalance 
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between ambitions on the one hand and conditions and means on 
the other hand. Innovative projects and organisations with precarious 
funding may then be marked even more by those negative trends to be 
observed in today’s labour markets, such as time-limited working con-
tracts that offer no job security. This may be counterbalanced by the fact 
that people working in innovative projects and earning their money 
there may enjoy an atmosphere of creativity and cooperation and more 
‘positive’ stress than the negative type that comes from hierarchies 
and lack of appreciation. Trust-based relationships may cause many 
contributors to participate for short periods and accept short-term 
contracts, secure in the knowledge that a new contract is a possibility 
once circumstances allow. Innovative elements such as building trust, 
cooperation and unwritten rules of respect are part of the working cli-
mate. However, they can hardly be seen as an adequate antidote to low 
levels of job security. Making them part of the working conditions in 
innovative projects is, therefore, essential but not sufficient.

Various working collectives 

Models for individual engagement in social innovation projects were 
typically much more diverse than in the public or business sector, since 
they included not only various forms of (casual) paid employment but 
also many forms of voluntary and civic contributions. The latter ranged 
from short-term activism to regular, unpaid, volunteering over the long 
term or from hands-on volunteer work to regular contributions in the 
form of civic engagement on a board of management. Various working 
fields were taking shape that linked paid work, volunteering and civic 
engagement. It was remarkable how blurred the boundaries were becom-
ing between those who operated inside organisations and those that were 
considered as ‘co-producers’. An illustrative example, which is representa-
tive of many other similar instances, was an initiative named ‘Bimbo 
Chiama Bimbo’ (Child Calls Child) in Brescia, Italy (Evers et al., 2014, 
p. 164). This project offered various forms of support for households with 
children through collaboration with neighbourhood and municipality 
stakeholders. For the organisational network and the profile of its activi-
ties, both professional and lay contributions were indispensable. About 
400 volunteers were active in addition to full-time staff within the core 
organisation and supporters from other cooperating local organisations. 

Professionalism that combines previously fragmented knowledge

The kind of professional found in many innovative projects and initia-
tives typically had to manage tasks that often fell outside the limits of 
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traditional professions and the divisions of labour that these imply. 
Professionals working within social innovations may have to learn to 
converse with various kinds of users, clients, co-citizens and volunteers: 
they were sometimes specialists, entrepreneurs and managers simulta-
neously. Many of them needed both technical and social knowledge. 
This kind of ‘re-professionalisation’ process may, for example, involve 
co-operators that were professionals by training but worked simulta-
neously as community organisers and mediators. The social innova-
tion based in Lille, France (Evers et al., 2014, p. 73), that supported 
those renovating their own houses called ‘Companion Builders’ (Les 
Compagnons Bâtisseurs) is a good example here. It managed, trained 
and supervised activities that were mostly confined to the margins and 
not seen as part of the professional field of architecture. 

Short-term and time-limited funding: Combining resources from 
different stakeholders 

Many, if not the majority, of the social innovations that were studied 
were based on combining multiple sources of funding. The mix varied 
and often state financing remained the most important component, 
but usually there was a degree of (financial) co-responsibility on the 
part of other organisations from civil society or the business sector. 
Furthermore, funding arrangements were very often precarious and 
time-limited. Here, once again, innovative elements were combined 
with difficulties that would ideally be reduced or prevented completely. 
An interesting example of such possibilities and limitations can be 
found in the social innovation ‘Job Explorers’ in Berlin, Germany 
(Evers et al., 2014, p. 119), an initiative that matched money from the 
local Chambers of Industry and Commerce with the local labour mar-
ket office through programmes that built links between schools, their 
young apprentices and local employers. 

Innovations that concern the whole of (local) welfare 
systems

The WILCO project sought to examine the possible contributions of 
social innovation in terms of changes and developments in local wel-
fare systems. It was understood that this label meant that more was 
being addressed than just local welfare-state institutions. Referring to 
a welfare system usually means including – in addition to the local 
welfare state and municipal welfare – welfare-related activities and 
responsibilities from the third sector, the market sector and the spheres 
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of community and family. The cases of social innovations that were 
examined demonstrated the mutual relationships that exist between all 
of these four components of a (local) welfare system – (local) state, busi-
ness sector, third sector organisations and the, often informal, networks 
of community and family life. 

Reaching out to all sectors of local welfare systems

Even though there was considerable variation in the level and impact 
of state funding and support for the social innovations that were stud-
ied, overall it could be stated that these initiatives were concerned with 
establishing links with all sectors and that the organisations involved 
thereby often took on a hybrid character. It could be argued that most 
social innovations would have liked to receive more state and munici-
pal support, but equally it can also be assumed that they would not 
have wished to be incorporated into the public sector. It can be sug-
gested, therefore, that social innovations could best be captured by con-
cepts of welfare that were based on a deliberate mixing and pluralism 
among actors, resources and responsibilities. Needless to say, the share 
of state-public welfare contributions of various kinds of third-sector 
organisations, ranging from associations to social enterprises, from 
NGOs to community networks and, finally, the level of corporate social 
responsibility was a matter that involved some controversy and conflict. 
Such conflicts not only concerned ideas and finances but also power.

Aiming for less standardisation, more diversity and more 
localisation in welfare arrangements

Innovation became difficult, if not impossible, wherever the right to 
act, organise or provide differently was denied. This could be the case 
in both large private-sector business organisations, which were man-
aged centrally, and in certain market sectors that were controlled by 
private sector oligopolies. This means that those who wanted a more 
important role for social innovation would have to secure a degree of 
decentralisation, diversity, difference and, moreover, the possibility of 
unconventional mergers between elements that were usually separate. 
What is more, supporting innovation meant opting for arrangements 
that allowed for a new balance between guaranteed universality 
and diversity in localised arrangements. A good example of what is 
involved in combining and balancing concerns with universalism 
and diversity could be found in those municipalities that had worked 
to secure the right to develop their own options for occupational 
integration strategies, such as the ‘Optionskommune’ in Münster, 
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Germany (Evers et al., 2014, p. 137). This is an example of one of 
many municipalities in Germany that had opted for local responsibi-
lity rather than being part of an integrated centralised service system. 

Upgrading the community component in mixed welfare systems 

Given that the community sphere was often subsumed within the third 
sector of voluntary associations in society, excluding family relationships 
and informal neighbourhood-communities, it was all the more impor-
tant to see that a major aspect of many social innovations was develop-
ing innovative forms of community. A good example of combining the 
public and community spheres and sharing the responsibility for care 
between these two was the ‘Children Cafés’ in Lille, France, which opened 
up the tasks and concerns of family life to the community. Another 
example was from Amsterdam (the Netherlands), where a housing cor-
poration decided to support community organisations (‘Neighbourhood 
Management Companies’) in their housing as it was being reconstructed 
(Evers et al., 2014, p. 80; p. 203). It should certainly be noted that many 
social innovations were, in various ways, challenging traditional interpre-
tations of welfare, in which community, building on a shared sense of 
duty, was seen as a rather parochial element to be gradually substituted by 
more state-public, professionalised and completely voluntary elements.

Integrating economic and social logics 

In contrast to the previous point, the integration of social and economic 
logics is much better established as a concern in the debates on the pro-
file of future welfare systems. The creeping economisation of all spheres 
of life, and an increasingly productivist attitude that evaluates all social 
actions and relationships primarily with respect to their quantifiable eco-
nomic effect, is just one side of the coin. The other side can be found in 
the debate on the welfare state as a ‘social investment state’ (Morel et al., 
2012) that advocates modernising public welfare through an approach 
that stresses the positive economic effects of social policy interventions 
in education, family support, and occupational and social integration. 
In urban regeneration, those social innovations that sought to combine 
the active participation of people as co-producers and co-decision-makers 
with public and private investment could be seen as part of this perspec-
tive on social investment as a means of societal development. 

Integrating welfare and urban politics 

Policy fields that are usually excluded from the welfare system, such as 
environmental policy or cultural activities, played an important role in 
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socially innovative developments. The two examples of innovations in 
the sample that were linked with the urban gardening movement, the 
‘Gardens of Life’ from Varazdin, Croatia, and the ‘Princesses Gardens’ 
from Berlin, Germany (Evers et al., 2014, p. 57; p. 116), showed the role 
of this urban element in environmental politics. This led to the impor-
tant policy field of spatial planning and development – whether on 
the level of regions, cities or neighbourhoods. The innovative element 
here consisted of linking urban transformation and social intervention, 
something quite new in local politics, based on combining knowledge 
and professionals from a range of fields (architects, economists, educa-
tors and social workers). A good example was the ‘Omradesprogrammet’ 
which aimed to regenerate several districts in Malmö, Sweden (Evers 
et al., 2014, p. 338), using the cooperation of ‘resource groups’ in fields 
such as city development, the elderly, young people, culture and recrea-
tion and the labour market and economic growth. It is no coincidence 
that the collection of social innovations considered in this study was 
in large part located at the intersection of welfare and urban develop-
ment. Traditionally, local and urban politics have been less prominent 
in the system of public policy making. This may change, as Barber 
(2013) has argued. He asserted that cities, and the mayors who run 
them, are the primary incubators of the cultural, social and political 
innovations that shape our lives, offering in many ways the best new 
forces of good governance.

Conclusion

This chapter has presented some of the research findings of the WILCO 
project regarding recurring patterns in the approaches and instruments 
of localised social innovation. This has been done in a way that suggests 
that such patterns may well become useful tools within established 
welfare systems themselves. Public welfare policies could do more than 
just use social innovations – they could learn from them. To conceive 
a form of interplay between social innovation and welfare politics that 
could grow and develop, broader issues such as the impact of given 
welfare discourses (Schmidt, 2010) are very important – that is, the way 
in which key actors and the public understand the nature and tasks of 
welfare policies and what this means for the place occupied by social 
innovation. However, so far there is a considerable gap between the 
established perceptions of social change by ‘welfare reform’ and think-
ing in terms of social change by social innovation. So far the latter 
has hardly found yet a place in welfare discourses. When it comes to 
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bridging the gap between welfare politics and social innovation, four 
points are of particular importance. 

First of all, it should be taken into account that many social policy 
textbooks have a narrow focus on just state policies, debates and deci-
sions on reforms within state institutions, whereby societal actors are 
brought in through their role within social movements and pressure 
groups that try to influence the nature of state decisions on welfare – in 
other words by protest, negotiation and deliberation. However, when it 
comes to welfare provision (i.e., socio-economic contributions), organ-
ised societal actors often get little attention in mainstream textbooks. It 
is usual to find the state, the market and the family cited as the three 
pillars of welfare provision (e.g., Esping-Andersen, 2002). Civil society 
and the third sector, which contribute to new and innovative welfare 
arrangements not only through participation in the decision-making 
process but also by creating and preserving all kind of social services, 
are typically not mentioned. There is, therefore, a need to learn more 
about the history of welfare as a history of social innovations – a feature 
of a civil society. There has always been an important role for many 
social movements and organisations in inventing and creating welfare 
arrangements of their own – mutual organisations in the field of social 
security, co-operatives as early social enterprises and voluntary asso-
ciations that have run all kind of services. This rich history of a social 
economy of invention, innovation and creation throughout Europe 
(Evers and Laville, 2004) was not simply a forerunner of the ‘real thing’ 
in the form of state-based social security and service system; rather, it 
entailed a voluntary, not-for-profit and community sector that has, 
right up until the present day, included an important role for social 
innovation. Therefore, when discussing potential links between social 
innovation and welfare, welfare systems and welfare mixes (Evers and 
Wintersberger, 1990; Evers and Guillemard, 2012; Jenson, 2012 and in 
this volume) that encompass this third sector should be seen as the 
framework of reference and not just state action alone.

Second, strategies that want to give more space for social innovation 
have to rethink the balance between equality and diversity. In various ways, 
historical welfare policies have sought to ensure greater equality in soci-
ety. It is generally agreed that all people should have access to the same 
institutions and facilities, whether in health, social support services or 
education. Standards should be guaranteed in both urban and rural 
areas, and the same quality and procedural standards should ensure that 
this is always the case. This idea of equal provision was primarily linked 
with hierarchical systems of decision-making and administration. 



124 Adalbert Evers and Benjamin Ewert

However, uniform and centralised school and health systems, as well 
as centrally regulated workfare services and the attitudes of their pro-
fessionals typically allow little space for social innovation. The latter 
needs, by definition, institutional space to do things differently; it often 
builds on the specificity of local contexts and traditions, something 
that is frequently viewed with mistrust from a conventional welfare 
perspective, as well as by system managers. How can the need for stand-
ardised and uniform regulations be balanced with the space to experi-
ment with something new and different? To what degree should – for 
example – different and new forms of schooling and education be 
allowed to grow and receive state support? How can innovation and 
diversity be combined with reliability and equality? These are questions 
that the community of welfare researchers is only just beginning to 
reflect on (see, e.g., Anttonen et al., 2012).

Third, dealing with social innovation calls for a new balance between 
change by comprehensive reforms and a policy of democratic experimental-
ism (Sabel, 2012). Much policy making has traditionally been guided 
by the concept of building comprehensive institutions and regulations 
top-down. To be effective, therefore, socially innovative concepts either 
have to make it to the top of political and professional elites that design 
far-reaching reforms or have to find a niche at the margins. However, 
there has always been a second tradition in policy making that has 
gained in influence over the last decade, especially at the local level: 
initiating change and paving the way for reform through time-limited 
programmes that take up an innovation, support it for a limited time-
span, evaluate the results and then decide on whether to roll out the 
reform in a longer-term and more far-reaching design. Among the social 
innovations that have been studied, many have formed part of such 
programmes: trying out new methods of urban regeneration, family 
support, or occupational and social integration. A great many social 
innovations may become mainstreamed in this way. However, not all 
programmes succeed, different schemes reflect different concepts and 
priorities, and changes often remain incomplete. But does this diversity 
and incompleteness not in some ways reflect the needs of society bet-
ter than the dream of an ultimate ‘grand design’? A metaphor may be 
found in the history of urban planning and its often rather frightening 
attempts to construct completely new cities by following a single design 
logic throughout. 

All that has been argued before points finally to the need for think-
ing of the current politics of welfare reform and policies for social innovation 
together, even if they mostly do not go together well. Each of the overarching 
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discourses on the future economic and societal priorities that currently 
coexist in our societies attributes different meanings, roles and incen-
tives to social innovation. How credible is, then, a policy discourse that 
promises an effective alliance between support for innovations and their 
intentions and the established priorities in modernising societies? At a 
time of economic turmoil and crisis – with widespread calls for the fur-
ther slimming-down of the welfare state, particularly in welfare benefits 
and services that can be seen as consumptive and protective rather than 
productive (expenses for social protection, elderly care, etc.) – a focus 
on social innovation and its support by public authorities may well be a 
difficult proposition. The combined effects of less labour market regula-
tion, rising levels of in-work poverty, the increased difficulty of being 
employed, less old age security, and so on probably cause more social dis-
integration than could ever be addressed by socially innovative services 
that try to empower people and communities. When it comes to social 
cohesion, there is a need to think about the net-balance of the current 
scaling-back of basic welfare systems and regulations of protection, on 
the one hand, and the diversity of attempts to innovate services and local 
networks, on the other. How do EU policies for economic and welfare 
modernisation (European Commission, 2010) and the planned special 
programmes for stimulating social innovation (European Commission, 
2013) go together? To avoid the rather cynical conclusion that local social 
innovation essentially represents – in light of the massive structural prob-
lems that welfare democracies are suffering – a ‘mission impossible’, it is 
crucial to think about the links and tensions between policies for welfare 
reform and policies for upscaling social innovation. Are social policy 
researchers and social innovation researchers prepared for that?

Notes

1. All cases of social innovations are available as an e-book, edited by Adalbert 
Evers, Benjamin Ewert and Taco Brandsen (Evers et al., 2014).

2. The sample included the following cities: Zagreb and Varazdin (Croatia), Nantes 
and Lille (France), Berlin and Münster (Germany), Milan and Brescia (Italy), 
Warsaw and Plock (Poland), Barcelona and Pamplona (Spain), Stockholm and 
Malmö (Sweden), Berne and Geneva (Switzerland), Amsterdam and Nijmegen 
(the Netherlands) and Birmingham and Dover (United Kingdom).
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6
Collaborative Services in Informal 
Settlements: Social Innovation in a 
Pacified Favela in Rio de Janeiro
Carla Cipolla, Patricia Melo and Ezio Manzini

Introduction

Informal settlements, such as favelas (slums), are complex social 
ecosystems, characterised by their lack of basic services  and by their 
particular social ties. Favelas in Rio de Janeiro are undergoing rapid 
changes, and new organisations and relationships are beginning to 
appear. This is largely as a result of the Rio de Janeiro government’s 
policy of ‘pacification’ – a strategy to occupy the favelas formerly con-
trolled by drug dealers, aimed at extending citizens’ rights (and duties) 
in these areas (Fleury, 2012). 

This chapter discusses these transformations, considering in particu-
lar if and how new services are emerging. This discussion is based on 
one significant case study – Light Recicla. Light Recicla, in Favela Santa 
Marta, Rio de Janeiro, is a service operated by the city’s energy company 
that seeks to reduce the electricity bills of local residents by exchanging 
recyclable materials for energy credits, helping them to adjust to the 
new reality brought by pacification. 

Under the framework of the pacification strategy, commercial com-
panies and favela residents are establishing new relationships. Light 
Recicla aims to define a new mode of collaboration between the energy 
company, Light, and its customers that addresses this new set of social 
relations. Light’s initiative is considered in this chapter as an example 
that highlights specific issues related to social innovation, particularly 
in terms of new social relations. The focus here is on social innova-
tion ‘as new ideas (products, services and models) that simultaneously 
meet social needs and create new social relationships or collabora-
tions’ (Murray et al., 2010, p. 3). In the context of the emergence of 
new market-based relations within the pacification process, the Light 

OPEN
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Recicla service is examined as a type of service that meets the demands 
of informal settlements via new, hybrid and collaborative services. It is 
also argued that the effectiveness of these new types of services is based 
on specific socio-cultural qualities.

In analysing informal settlements, this chapter draws on the work of 
the DESIS1 Thematic Cluster,2 ‘Formal, Informal, Collaborative (IFC)’, 
which sets out a typology of actions based on two main issues:

• Underserved communities. Informal settlements are complex social 
ecosystems, characterised by their lack of basic services (which has 
led to them being described as ‘underserved’ communities) and by 
the (relative) density of specific forms of social ties – from traditional 
ones, such as those of family, clan and village, to new ones that have 
emerged in the particular context of informal settlements, including 
those imposed by criminal gangs.

• Informal settlements in transformation. Driven by different factors, 
several informal settlements have recently entered a phase of rapid 
change (Echeverri and Orsini, 2011). In this changing environment, 
new organisations and forms of relationships, both inside the settle-
ments and between them and the rest of the city, are appearing. In 
some places, such as Brazil, the starting point of this transformation 
has been the set of actions known as ‘pacification’ – the effects of 
which are still being evaluated (Fleury, 2012). 

The working hypothesis presented in this chapter is aligned with a 
planning approach that, although not new, has only been widely 
adopted in the last decade.3 This hypothesis can be summarised in the 
following way: 

• informal settlements can and must be improved;
• these improvements must make best possible use of existing physical 

and social resources;
• they should be enhanced by a set of local projects (at different scales) 

promoted and coordinated within a broader framework; and
• these local projects should be driven by and, in turn generate, social 

innovation.

Therefore, in the context of this chapter, pacification is not only seen as 
a public security project but also as a public policy enabling a myriad of 
projects to flourish, either in the favelas or in the neighbouring areas. 
The focus here is on one such project.
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To explore the development of new services in informal settlements, 
this chapter draws on a conceptual framework formulated in previous 
research, in which the notions of collaborative services and experiential 
versus relational interactions were developed. 

The first notion came to light when research on design for social inno-
vation (Manzini, 2007) identified types of service interactions that have 
been called collaborative services in social innovation cases (Manzini, 2008). 
The term ‘collaborative’ emerged from the fact that the qualities of inter-
personal interactions were far removed from those of a delivery approach 
to services in which participants, including frontline employees (repre-
senting the organisation) and clients/users, have predefined roles (i.e., 
employees are active; clients are passive). These social innovations decon-
structed the delivery approach to services, creating new collaborations 
and transforming all participants into active co-producers of commonly 
recognised benefits. They also gave rise to a special form of interpersonal 
interaction in services known as relational services (Cipolla and Manzini, 
2009; Cipolla, 2012), where participants needed not only to be operation-
ally  active and collaborative, but also intentioned and willing to relate to, 
and interact with, one another in an intensely interpersonal way. 

Based on Buber’s (1996; 2006) theoretical framework, these findings 
led to the definition of experiential versus relational services as polarities 
by which to identify the interpersonal qualities of services (Cipolla, 
2004). Those relating to clearly designed roles and procedures for ser-
vice actors, which predefine the range of possibilities for interpersonal 
encounters, are experiential, and those that increase the possibilities for 
(or even favour) unexpected interpersonal encounters, whether inten-
tionally or otherwise, are relational.

On this basis, this chapter assumes two further working hypotheses. 
Given that informal settlements are underserved, it is proposed that:

• services in which all the people involved actively participate in 
achieving the final result are more likely to be successfully imple-
mented in informal settlements than traditional delivery services; and

• collaboration can be both ‘vertical’ between service provider and 
service users/co-producers, and ‘horizontal’ between service users/
co-producers themselves.

This chapter presents the possibility of building on existing and new 
social ties to create a new generation of services – collaborative services – 
able to involve resident communities in solving concrete problems of 
everyday life and in promoting the evolution of the existing mesh of 
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social ties towards more open, flexible and transparent social networks. 
It does so with reference to a ‘pacified’ favela in Rio de Janeiro, and aims 
to understand better the features and socio-cultural qualities of a service 
recently introduced there. To address this objective, this chapter focuses 
on the following questions: 

• What is the nature of the collaborations between service users and 
service provider and between service users themselves? How collabo-
rative is the service overall?

• What are the features of core service encounters, the character of 
interpersonal interactions in the service and the interpersonal quali-
ties of the service?

• What is the relationship between effectiveness and socio-cultural 
qualities, and what is the role played by social-cultural qualities in 
achieving the outcomes desired by the promoters and the users/
co-producers?

Field research was carried out on a service developed by the Electricity 
Company of Rio de Janeiro in pacified favelas, called ‘Light Recicla’. 
Investigations were undertaken in all five favelas where the service was 
installed (Santa Marta, Rocinha, Chácara do Céu, Babilônia e Chapéu 
Mangueira and Cruzada S. Sebastião), while in-depth research was car-
ried out in the Santa Marta favela, which was the first one to be pacified. 
To achieve the research objectives,4 a single case study in Santa Marta 
was completed. The qualitative research, carried out between March and 
August 2013, included: 

• desk research, that examined news reports, reviews and official com-
munication, including company reports;

• semi-structured interviews, which included talking to the company 
representative responsible for developing and implementing the 
project, and to those involved in the core service encounter (clients 
and agents); and

• observational research with direct observation of the service in its 
‘natural’ setting (with particular focus on the characteristics of the ser-
vice encounters), that included taking photographs (when allowed).

The Light Recicla project

Light Recicla was designed to support people living in pacified favelas 
in Rio de Janeiro who were in the process of obtaining legal access 
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to energy. Light Recicla was designed as a complex service resulting 
from the combination of two services: delivery of electricity and collec-
tion of recyclable materials. The parent company – Light – itself man-
aged the delivery of electricity. Meanwhile, a Light partner operated 
the collection of recyclable materials. Electricity was delivered in the 
standard way except for the payment system: citizens were requested 
to bring recyclable materials to dedicated collection points, where the 
value of these materials was converted into credits towards a discount 
in their next electricity bill. 

Customers played an active role in the Light Recicla service: they 
collected the rubbish, washed it, separated it and brought it to the 
Collection Point, where the rubbish was weighed and the appropriate 
discount calculated and recorded in the system to appear on the next bill. 
Every consumer had a card with a user number that was used to record 
the discount. To participate in the project the user just needed to bring 
an energy bill to the Collection Point and to sign in. On the same day 
they could obtain a project card and could start bringing their rubbish 
to recycle, getting credits in their next monthly bill. Through the Light 

Figure 6.1 A Light Recicla collection point
Source: Photograph © Patricia Melo.
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Figure 6.2 Recyclable materials separated at a Light Recicla collection point
Source: Photograph © Patricia Melo.

Recicla service, the company got paid for the energy it provided (even 
though the bills were paid in a way that was far from conventional). 

Background to the project

Before the pacification process, heavily armed drug dealers dominated 
the favelas, making it difficult for the energy company to get access to the 
area and control how people were using the service. This resulted in 
only a few people paying their energy bills, creating a lose-lose situa-
tion: the energy company was losing because the energy it was provid-
ing was not being paid for and the favela residents were losing because 
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the service they were receiving was low quality. Moreover, since they 
were not paying for the service, they could not complain about any 
problems they encountered. 

When the government permanently occupied the favelas with special 
police units that sought to establish a close and friendly relationship 
with locals, the energy company, Light, was able to offer services in a 
formal and legal way. This chapter will not discuss the pros and cons of 
the pacification model – rather it is assumed here that, as a result, the 
favelas are now more accessible and, as far as electricity delivery and 
consumption is concerned, this process brought about many changes 
in the consumer–provider relationship. This greater openness allowed 
Light to renew the power grid in favelas, to put new light meters in 
houses and to charge for electricity consumption in these communities. 
As a consequence of this formalisation of energy delivery, it was possible 
for people in the favelas to have a better quality energy service.

In turn, consumers were expected to start paying their bills regularly. 
However, in practice, this proved difficult. The cost of electricity was a 
new expense added to consumers’ monthly budgets and, since they had 
no additional income, many found the payments a huge problem. An 
additional, related problem was that since they were not used to paying 
energy bills, consumers often had no concept of responsible consump-
tion or of using energy in a way that they could ultimately afford.

Electricity theft was, therefore, a considerable problem for energy 
suppliers and providers. Aware of these issues, Light decided to try a 
different approach in pacified favelas, one based on dialogue and col-
laboration rather than punishing consumers. 

Light’s approach to tackling this problem through the Light Recicla 
project was aligned with research in the energy provision field that 
increasingly focussed on rethinking the relationship between energy 
suppliers/providers and users/customers. For example, on the basis of 
sixteen months of ethnographic fieldwork stretching over fifteen years 
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Figure 6.3 Light Recicla service process
Source: Drawn by the authors.
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in countries such as Zanzibar, Winther (2012) proposed that electricity 
theft is a relational issue. Her research aimed to show:

The merits of applying a grounded, socio-technical and relational 
analysis for understanding and addressing electricity theft in particu-
lar, and for realising sustainable energy systems in general. (p. 111)

Citing a previous study, she described how: 

Conventional, top-down approaches to the problem tend to centre on 
either technical innovations such as smarter meters; managerial meth-
ods, for example, inspection, control and audits; or system changes, 
typically through privatisation of public energy companies. [However,] 
Experience shows that, taken alone, neither of these methods provides 
blueprint solutions to the problem. Broader and more contextually 
sensitive approaches are called for (Winther, 2012, p. 112). 

Design process

Dialogue between Light and favela residents developed into a concrete 
project – Light Recicla – via an open exchange of experiences and ideas. 
Once the pacification process started, Light sent some of its employees 
into the communities to talk about how the company was going to 
formalise the electricity delivering process. In these visits the company 
started a dialogue with members of the community in order to make 
the transition from an informal to formal situation easier. One of the 
points raised was the amount of rubbish in favelas, much of which was 
recyclable. 

This observation led the Light team to focus on a previous experience 
in the State of Ceará (Brazil) – developed by an electricity company 
called COELCE – where people exchanged recyclable materials for cred-
its towards their electricity bill. This scheme was introduced to reduce 
waste in some areas of the state, using the reduction in energy bills as 
an incentive. Light Recicla was inspired by the Ceará project, but with 
a shift in focus from an environmental gain to a social gain. It was, 
therefore, an adaptation with a different focus, in a different context. 
Light’s team realised that, if the Ceará project could be adapted to the 
pacified favelas in Rio de Janeiro, it would have a big impact given the 
new social demands brought by pacification. Waste, a huge problem in 
these areas, could become the solution that helped people pay their bills 
just as they were starting to gain legal access to an energy service. Thus, 
the project was also able to meet the demand for contextually sensitive 
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approaches (Winther, 2012) in relationships with consumers, constituting 
a marked change to conventional company strategy. 

Project stakeholders and their motivations

The main stakeholders in the project included the energy company, 
Light, energy users – the residents of the favela, and a range of other 
companies that acted as partners in the project.

Light believed that the best way to introduce a formal service in the 
previously informal settlement was to adopt a strategy that avoided 
being punitive and that embraced a more dialogical form of interaction. 
The company also believed that by building a good relationship with its 
customers, it would be able to reduce energy theft and bad debt overall, 
which would lead ultimately to a better economic result. An additional 
motivation for Light was that it was obliged by the terms of its contract 
with ANEEL (the National Electricity Agency in Brazil) to dedicate at 
least 0.5% of its net operating revenues each year to actions that aimed 
to combat electricity waste. Light Recicla helped fulfil this requirement. 
It also enhanced the brand value of Light, as it is could be presented as 
a project focussed on social benefit, enhancing the company’s image 
within the pacification process.

Users’ motivations within the project were of different kinds. 
Economic motivations were the most apparent – collecting recyclable 
materials in exchange for a reduction in their electricity bills. This was 
particularly true for users who were able to integrate the collection of 
recyclable materials into their own everyday work: for example, owners 
of local bars, food kiosk workers and janitors. These groups could collect 
large quantities of recyclables, allowing them to have large discounts or 
even offset their entire energy bill. However, deeper observation indi-
cated that some domestic users considered the economic gains from the 
exchange too low and, therefore, engaged with the project because of 
the socio-cultural value of doing something good for themselves and 
for their community. In other words, some domestic users valued the 
environmental benefits brought by the project beyond the discount in 
their own bills, and this motivation appeared to be a meaningful driver 
for their active participation. 

To operate the project, Light promoted a partnership with other com-
panies: 3E Engenharia, which provided the ICT system through which 
the credits were recorded and managed the infrastructure of the collec-
tion points; Doe Seu Lixo, which received the waste from customers and 
took it to be recycled, while also managing the employees involved; and 
the Coopama, which was responsible for the collection and recycling 
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of cooking oil. These companies were technically and economically 
involved in the project. The local government also cooperated with 
Light, granting the space and legal conditions for the project to func-
tion and recognising its potential benefit to the success of pacification.

Findings and discussion

The Light Recicla project has garnered some notable successes. In 2011, in 
its first year of operation, Light reported that Light Recicla gave an aver-
age discount per month of 22 reals per user (£5.79; Light, 2011, p. 82). 
The report noted that in 2012, the average discount per month was 40 
reals per user (£10.52), an increase of almost 82% compared to 2011, and 
the project had 1715 registered customers (Light, 2012, p. 36). 

According to the company, Light Recicla had 4,898 registered cus-
tomers by June 2013, about 60% of whom were active – meaning they 
were collecting recyclable materials regularly. Light had granted Light 
Recicla’s customers a total of 183,891.17 reals (£48,373.77) of credit 
against electricity bills. On average, between January and May 2013, 
160,115.87 kg per month of material and 458.3 litres of cooking oil was 
collected across all collection points. Light reported that the company 
aimed to increase the number of beneficiary communities and users 
benefitting from the project.

In terms of the framework outlined above, research undertaken as 
part of this case study showed that Light Recicla could be considered 
a collaborative service, at least regarding the collection of recyclable 
material. It included both vertical and horizontal collaboration.

Vertical collaboration took place between service users (favela 
inhabitants) and the service provider (Light). This collaboration was a 
required condition for the collection of recyclable materials. Therefore, 
this component was necessarily a co-produced service: a service in 
which results could be achieved only if people actively participated and 
were motivated to engage in the service. Light Recicla aimed to open 
up a new relationship between the energy company and its users. The 
company–customer relationship in the favelas had historically been 
difficult and had led to distrust by both parties. The power company 
faced default and electricity theft, whilst customers were afraid of being 
overcharged, believing companies were benefitting to their detriment. 
Such feelings were particularly strong during the transition process, 
where users had no real idea of the value of their monthly consumption 
since it had not been formalised before. Despite residents being wary of 
their monthly bills, many users reported that Light Recicla was helping to 
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build a more positive image of the company. Besides that, the company 
was also promoting consumer education concerning energy usage.

Horizontal collaboration is a form of collaboration between service 
users themselves. In the Light Recicla project, this kind of collabora-
tion was not foreseen. Nevertheless, observation undertaken as part of 
this research showed that it was starting to take place in spontaneous, 
self-organised initiatives, when neighbours and family members helped 
each other. It could occur without payment or – as in one case observed – 
by payment. In this case, a user called Benedito, who owned a bar near 
the collection point, observed that other users were not motivated to 
separate, clean and take their recyclable materials to the collection 
points. He started to collect other citizens’ recyclables in exchange for 
half the value obtained in credits, developing a small business that 
increased his monthly income while helping others to lower their bills. 

Moving on to consider the types of interactions or service encounters 
within the project, this research has shown that the Light Recicla service 
was conceived and implemented in such a way that personal interac-
tions tended to happen following predefined procedures (in Buber´s lan-
guage, it was a collaborative service based on experiential interactions: 
1996; 2006). Nevertheless, in practice, relational interactions appeared 
too. They were created in two main kinds of service encounter:

• encounters between service users and service frontline employees at 
the collection point, where the formalised interactions (in exchanging 
waste for electricity credits) were often surrounded by conversations 
of a more personal character. Here the frontline employees became 
personally involved with the users, despite the fact that they were 
not locals. Users brought their complaints to the frontline employees, 
since they represented the human face of the company; and

• encounters between peers, aimed at mutual help in collecting waste 
and delivering the material to the collection points, where some 
form of relational interactions were always needed. One of the users 
said he brought the waste of ‘the grandmother of his girlfriend’, who 
had time to clean up and organise the waste, but was not easily able 
to bring it to the collection point. In the case of Benedito and his 
small business, the social ties between him and his peers enabled his 
activity, as it was based also on trust. He prepared and delivered the 
recyclable materials of other users and discounts were credited to 
their accounts. Only later, and informally, by presenting the ticket 
showing the registered discount obtained, was he paid half the over-
all discount in cash for his contribution.
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Finally, the relationship between effectiveness and socio-cultural 
qualities was considered. Both service provider and service users had a 
clear economic motivation for taking part in the Light Recicla project 
and its success was mainly based on its practical effectiveness. The 
reduction of defaults on energy bills in the favelas can be considered 
an objective measure of effectiveness for both the company and its 
consumers. People in these areas were gradually required to act like any 
other citizen in Rio de Janeiro, where citizenship presupposes rights, 
but also duties. As regards electricity, regular bill payment also required 
an adequate connection to the power grid, which increased both the 
quality and safety of provision. With this in mind, it was reported by a 
company representative that the default rate fell to as little as 2% in the 
communities where the Light Recicla service was running. 

This research suggests that the socio-cultural qualities expressed in 
the way the Light Recicla service was designed played an important role 
in making the service effective, although in different ways. These quali-
ties can be summarised as follows: 

• Openness: the service was based on an agreement in which different roles 
and procedures were clearly defined and could be easily communicated.

• Transparency: the whole service, and in particular the transaction of 
‘credits-for-recyclables’, was visible and immediate, being directly 
related to the way service touch points were designed. The key items 
were the devices that weighed the recyclables, calculated their value, 
sent the information to the administration and printed, immedi-
ately, a receipt indicating the credit/discount obtained by the user. 
This is a key point since users in the favelas were typically wary of 
public service providers.

• Dignity: the service dealt with waste, but it was designed and man-
aged to be clean, hospitable and friendly. This was clearly manifested 
in the nature of the service touch points and collection points, where 
staff were very well presented and efficient.

• Collaboration: the service introduced a complex idea of collaboration: 
formalised, vertical collaboration with the company, based on the 
previous three socio-cultural qualities, and more flexible, freer and 
more informal, horizontal collaboration on a personal–local scale.

Conclusion

The service analysed here was conceived as a collaborative service, 
based on vertical collaboration between service deliverers and service 
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users/co-producers. In turn, this vertical collaboration, and the ena-
bling systems on which it was based, enabled the users/co-producers 
to establish forms of horizontal collaboration with micro-businesses 
and/or mutual help activities through both experiential and rela-
tional interactions. The viability of the service was based on two main 
characteristics:

• a blend of vertical and horizontal collaboration, top-down and 
bottom-up initiatives, experiential and relational interactions. 
This blend was crucial to give the service the necessary transpar-
ency – through clear norms and procedures proposed by a legiti-
mate, trustworthy authority – and embedded it in the local social 
fabric through horizontal collaboration and relational interac-
tion; and

• a double link between its effectiveness and the socio-cultural quali-
ties it generated, such as openness, transparency, dignity and col-
laboration. These qualities were fundamental for the success of the 
whole service. In turn, in practical terms, its success demonstrated 
and spread these qualities, that were essential in the situation facing 
the favelas.

The service was based on vertical, experiential interactions that, in 
turn, enabled horizontal, self-organised (often relational) ones. It can be 
defined as a hybrid collaborative service based on three pillars: 

• structural features in terms of economic gains, effectiveness and the 
friendliness of its functioning;

• recognition of the positive meanings it conveyed and the socio-
cultural qualities that gave sense to active citizen participation; and

• the potential to enrich vertical collaboration with horizontal peer-
to-peer cooperation. 

Given these empirical observations on a hybrid collaborative service 
model in an informal setting, the following lines of future research 
emerge. First, is this format viable in different contexts and appli-
cation fields and, if so, with what limits? Second, can it contribute 
to improving the service levels in these settlements, because such 
services can be cheaper and/or more appropriate to their particular 
characteristics? Finally, can it contribute to creating a new kind of 
public space (and therefore open these settlements to other resi-
dents of the city)? 
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Notes

1. DESIS – Design for Social Innovation for Sustainability – is a network of 
design labs based in design schools (or in other design-oriented universities) 
promoting social innovation towards sustainability. DESIS Labs are teams of 
professors, researchers and students who orient their didactic and research 
activities towards starting and/or facilitating social innovation processes. 

2. Thematic Clusters are initiatives promoted by groups of DESIS Labs that have 
found a theme of common interest, and agreed to align and systemise their 
ongoing, programmed activities, with the aim of creating the most favourable 
conditions to conceive and enhance, locally and/or internationally, new and 
stronger outcomes. More about IFC thematic cluster on: <http://www.desis-
ifc.org> [Accessed 1 August 2013].

3. A well-known example in the United Kingdom of use of this approach in the 
design field has been promoted by the British Design Council in two projects: 
Design of the Time 2007 (Dott07) and Design of the Time Cornwall. These 
projects, addressing the social and economic dynamisation of regions in dif-
ficulty, have been pursued through a series of local projects emerging from 
careful attention to local demands and existing social capital (in terms of 
existing associations and enterprises already active on those topics). In Rio de 
Janeiro, an example of this approach – not related strictly to the design field – 
is given in ‘pacification’: ‘The strategy of pacification encompasses a first 
moment of military occupation, a second moment of installing a permanent 
police unity in the territory and a third one that aims to establish a dialogue 
among social actors in the territory and convey their demands to a policy 
network’ (Fleury, 2012, p. 198).

4. ‘A single case, meeting all of the conditions for testing the theory, can con-
firm, challenge, or extend the theory. The single case can then be used to 
determine whether a theory’s propositions are correct or whether some alter-
native set of explanations might be more relevant’ (Yin, 2013, p. 47).
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7
Enhancing Public Innovation 
through Collaboration, Leadership 
and New Public Governance
Eva Sørensen and Jacob Torfing

Introduction

Innovation aiming to develop and implement new public policies, ser-
vices and organisational designs is frequently praised as an intelligent 
alternative to across-the-board cuts in times of shrinking budgets. It is 
also seen as a promising tool for breaking policy deadlocks and adjust-
ing welfare services and delivery systems to new and changing demands 
(Bason, 2010). At the same time, there is growing evidence that multi-
actor collaboration in networks, partnerships and inter-organisational 
teams can spur public innovation (Sørensen and Torfing, 2011; Ansell 
and Torfing, 2014). The involvement of different public and private 
actors in public innovation processes may improve the understanding 
of the problem or challenge at hand, bring forth new ideas and pro-
posals, and build joint ownership of new and bold solutions (Hartley, 
Sørensen and Torfing, 2013). It may also ensure that the needs of users, 
citizens and civil society organisations are fully taken into account 
(Bason, 2010). 

Public innovation continues to be driven largely by the managers 
and employees of particular public agencies (FTF, 2013). The ‘silo trap’ 
often prevents collaboration across public agencies, and profession-
ally trained public employees’ reliance on their own expertise tends to 
prevent them from tapping into the knowledge and ideas of lay actors 
(Eggers and O’Leary, 2009). Nevertheless, there seems to be significant 
growth in collaborative forms of innovation that cut across the institu-
tional and organisational boundaries within the public sector and that 
also, frequently, involve a host of private actors equipped with relevant 
innovation ‘assets’. A recent study from North America compared the 
semi-finalists in the competition for the Innovations in American 

OPEN
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Government Awards from 1990 to 1994 with all the 2010 applications 
and found that the proportion of innovation projects based on external, 
inter-organisational collaboration had increased from 28% to 65%, and 
the proportion of innovation projects based on intra-organisational col-
laboration within the US government had increased from 21% to 58% 
(Borins, 2014). Indeed, the enhancement of collaborative innovation 
has become a key aspiration of public organisations in many Western 
countries (HM Government, 2010; Sunstein, 2012). National campaign 
organisations such as MindLab, Nesta and the Government Innovators 
Network tend to recommend collaboration as a strategy for enhancing 
public innovation. 

Despite the inherent risks and frequent failures of public innova-
tion projects, the innovation agenda is rapidly gaining momentum 
in the public sector. Such efforts to develop and implement new and 
bold ideas in government often bring together a plethora of public 
and private actors. However, the recent attempt to turn collaborative 
innovation into a permanent, systematic and pervasive focus of public 
agencies remains poorly institutionalised. Hence, unless a more precise 
and sophisticated understanding of the concepts of ‘innovation’ and 
‘collaboration’ is developed, there is a risk that both terms are reduced 
to buzzwords and gain little traction with key stakeholders. Moreover, 
in reality, collaborative and innovative processes are difficult to trigger 
and sustain in the public sector without proper innovation manage-
ment and a supportive cultural and institutional environment. So, in 
order to realise fully the opportunities offered by collaborative innova-
tion, there is a need for further reflection on the role of public sector 
leaders and managers and for a transformation of the entire system of 
public governance. 

This chapter aims to spur collaborative innovation in the public sec-
tor by clarifying the basic terms of debate and by exploring how new 
forms of innovation management and new forms of public governance 
can enhance collaborative innovation. To this end, it defines the basic 
notions of innovation and public innovation and discusses the relation-
ship between public innovation and social innovation in order to under-
stand better the purposes of different forms of innovation. The chapter 
then seeks to clarify the notion of collaboration and pinpoint why, how 
and under which conditions collaboration enhances public innovation. 
Next, it offers some theoretical and practical reflections about how pub-
lic sector leaders and managers can advance collaborative innovation. 
Finally, the chapter argues that the enhancement of collaborative forms 
of social innovation calls for a transformation of the entire system of 
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public governance that shifts the balance from New Public Management 
towards New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006, 2010; Ansell and 
Torfing, 2014).

Innovation, public innovation and social innovation

Developing a new and promising idea through a heuristic process based 
on intuition, brainstorming and a pragmatic recombination of old 
and new elements is a manifestation of creativity, but creativity only 
becomes innovation when a new idea is implemented and makes a dif-
ference (Mulgan and Albury, 2003). As such, innovation is defined here 
as the development and practical realisation of new and creative ideas 
in order to produce some added value (Hartley, 2005). Innovation may 
or may not be successful in terms of added value. Nevertheless, it tends 
to be driven by the ambition to outperform existing products or prac-
tices and generate solutions that are better than the status quo. 

Innovation involves change, but not all forms of change qualify 
as innovation. Only step-changes that disrupt existing practices and 
common wisdom in a particular area are innovations (Sørensen and 
Torfing, 2011). The disruptive character of innovation means that it is 
very different from continuous improvement that aims to enhance the 
quality of public services through marginal adjustments (Hartley, 2011; 
Osborne and Brown, 2005). Step-changes can be small and incremental 
and merely change the form and content of particular products and 
practices, or they can be large and radical and transform both the goals 
and operational logic of an entire system of commodity or service pro-
duction or a whole regulatory regime. However, step-changes always 
involve some degree of discontinuous change and that is precisely the 
essence of innovation: to develop and implement new and creative 
solutions that somehow break with the past. 

Innovative solutions can be either the result of the invention of some-
thing entirely new or the result of the imitation of innovative solutions 
from elsewhere through a process of adoption and adaptation. Hence, 
it is not the source of innovation but the local context that determines 
whether something is an innovation or not (Roberts and King, 1996).

Since Marx and Schumpeter, innovation has been regarded as a key 
driver of economic growth and a necessary condition for ensuring the 
competitiveness and profitability of private firms (Hagedoorn, 1996). 
Market competition forces private enterprises to develop and successfully 
adopt innovative products, production methods and marketing strategies 
in order to stay in business. The role of individual entrepreneurs – or, in 
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larger firms, well-organised research and development departments – is 
to produce a sufficient amount of innovation to build sustainable 
competitive advantage and to beat rivals in the market place.

For a long time innovation was perceived as driven by the intense 
competition found in private markets. As a result, innovation was 
not considered relevant and necessary in the public sector, in which 
competition is replaced by hierarchical command and control (Hartley, 
Sørensen and Torfing, 2013). Public innovation was considered an 
oxymoron as innovation was assumed to be incompatible with institu-
tional inertia and the bureaucratic ‘red tape’ of the public sector. Hence, 
despite the fact that policy problems seem to drive ongoing policy 
reforms (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004) and that small teams of profes-
sionally trained public employees tend to respond to emerging prob-
lems by creating innovative solutions (Swan, Scarbrough and Robertson, 
2002), it has been a persistent myth that the public sector – due to the 
lack of competition and the absence of a profit motive – is much less 
innovative than the market-based private sector (Borins, 2001; Moore 
and Hartley, 2008; Hartley, Sørensen and Torfing, 2013). As such, the 
interest in public innovation as a tool for improvement in the public 
sector is a recent one, dating back to the ‘Reinventing Government’ 
movement in the early 1990s (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992).

The idea that innovation is more relevant to the private than the public 
sector is inherently problematic because it underestimates the ability of 
the public sector to innovate and exaggerates the innovative capacity of 
the private sector. First, it fails to recognise that political and professional 
ambitions, policy problems and changing demands often replace competi-
tion as a trigger of innovation in the public sector (Rittel and Webber, 1973; 
Polsby, 1984; Koch and Hauknes, 2005). Second, it forgets that, although 
competition incentivises private firms to innovate, it does not provide 
a method for innovation in and of itself (Hartley, Sørensen and Torfing, 
2013). Hence, when private firms of a certain size seek to respond to com-
petitive pressures by innovating their products and production systems, 
they tend to face many of the same barriers as public organisations because 
they are also organised as bureaucracies with hierarchical command struc-
tures, an internal division of labour, cultural boundaries between different 
professions, rule-governed behaviour and a tendency towards institutional 
isolation that means that innovation is often produced in-house by 
research and development departments or through separate ‘skunk works’ 
outside of the main firm (Halvorsen et al., 2005).

The public sector also has some sector-specific barriers due to the fact 
that it is politically governed, lacks economic incentives and produces 
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regulations and services that are extremely complex and often based on 
legal rights and entitlements. However, these specific barriers are partly 
offset by sector-specific drivers in terms of the large public budgets that 
make it possible to absorb the costs of failures; well-educated and pro-
fessionally trained staff who possess relevant competencies; relatively 
easy access to scientific knowledge from public universities and research 
institutions; favourable conditions for getting inputs from citizens and 
users who are often directly involved in the production of public ser-
vices; and the absence of competition between public agencies, giving 
the possibility of interagency learning, policy transfer and innovation 
diffusion (Rashman and Hartley, 2002; Halvorsen et al., 2005).

With these drivers in mind, it comes as no surprise that the public 
sector is far more dynamic and innovative than its reputation suggests. 
Contrary to classical public administration theory – from Max Weber, 
to Anthony Downs and Charles Lindblom – the public sector seems to 
create a lot of innovation (Borins, 2001; Hartley, Sørensen and Torfing, 
2013). This becomes clear when we compare the public sector in today’s 
advanced industrial economies with that of thirty years ago. Within 
that short time span, new policy areas such as preventative care, active 
employment policy and climate change mitigation have emerged. 
A whole range of innovative services have been developed, such as 
online education, neighbourhood renewal programmes based on the 
empowerment of local citizens, training of chronically ill patients to 
master the management of their own illness and the possibility of serv-
ing prison sentences at home with an electronic tag. Public organisa-
tions have been transformed by the introduction of systems of strategic 
management, performance-related wage systems and quasi-markets. 
Innovations in service delivery processes have seen the creation of one-
stop service agencies, public–private partnerships and digital services. 
Finally, the role and position of the public sector has been subject to inno-
vation due to the recent emphasis on active citizenship, co-production 
and volunteering that shifts the balance from state to society by giving 
citizens and civil society organisations a much more active role in relation 
to the public sector and the provision of welfare services (Bovaird and 
Löffler, 2012).

 Historical studies of the development of social policies (Ehrenreich, 
1985; Dean, 1991) confirm that the public sector has always produced 
a considerable amount of policy and service innovation. However, it is 
only recently that researchers and policy makers have begun to talk about 
public innovation and discuss how it can be stimulated in response to 
globalisation, fiscal and demographic pressures and the rising service 
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expectations of citizens and private companies. In the last decade, public 
innovation has moved up the public sector agenda in many countries in 
Europe, America and the Asia-Pacific region, but it seems that the action 
still falls short of broader aims and aspirations. The rhetoric about how 
public innovation can help to get ‘more with less’ has become stronger, 
but public innovation as a tool for changing policies and services remains 
underexplored and underexploited and is far from constituting a perma-
nent, systematic or pervasive endeavour in the public sector. 

The notion of social innovation has played an important role in the 
recent expansion of the public innovation agenda. When, in the 1980s, 
innovation was first discussed in relation to the public sector, the focus 
was primarily on how the public sector could contribute to innovation 
and growth in the private sector through scientific research, knowledge 
transfer, technology policy and participation in national innovation 
systems that brought together relevant public and private actors to 
stimulate the growth of clusters and networks (Porter, 1985; Lundvall, 
1992). The public sector was merely seen as a ‘midwife’ for innovation 
and growth in the private sector. 

The Reinventing Government movement (Osborne and Gaebler, 
1992) – that emerged in the United States at the beginning of the 1990s 
and later came to be associated with the advancement of New Public 
Management in Europe (see Hood, 1991) – changed the focus. This was 
based on the premise that a combination of public entrepreneurship, 
strategic leadership, performance management, contracting out and 
increased user orientation would help the public sector to become more 
dynamic and innovative in order to increase its efficiency and enhance 
user satisfaction. Although the attempt to make the public sector more 
efficient would eventually make it possible to reduce public expenditure, 
cut taxes and stimulate private sector growth, the purpose of the inno-
vative public sector reforms proposed by the Reinventing Government 
movement and the supporters of New Public Management was, primar-
ily, to improve the public sector rather than the private sector. 

The attempt to improve the public sector and make it more efficient 
could be supported by new technologies. Hence, whereas the public sec-
tor was initially seen as a driver of competitiveness in the private sector, 
private sector innovation – in terms of new computer technologies – was 
increasingly seen as a driver of public sector improvement. As such, an 
expanding stream of research from the 1980s onwards focussed on the 
conditions for introducing and exploiting new technologies into the pub-
lic sector (Perry and Danzinger, 1980; Perry and Kraemer, 1980; Kraemer 
and Perry, 1989; Perry et al., 1993).
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Whereas both the Reinventing Government movement and the 
attempt to spur technological innovation in the public sector focussed 
on a combination of organisational and process innovation, the recent 
emphasis on social innovation has shifted the innovation agenda in the 
direction of service and policy innovation. Social innovation emerged 
as a concept in British and French debates in the 1960s and 1970s 
but was only recently embraced by the European Commission, which 
described it as ‘innovations that are both social in their ends and in 
their means’ (European Commission, 2010). The scholarly definition of 
social innovation varies, but one of the authoritative sources defined it 
as ‘innovative activities and services that are motivated by the goal of 
meeting a social need and that are predominantly developed and dif-
fused through organisations whose primary purpose are social’ (Mulgan 
et al., 2007, p. 8). There are two important novelties in this definition 
of social innovation. First, the purpose of innovating is not merely to 
make the public sector more efficient but rather to develop new pro-
grammes and services that aim to meet unmet social needs. Second, 
innovation is not created merely by actors and processes internal to the 
public sector but involves deliberative attempts to tap into the creativity 
of charities, associations and social entrepreneurs in order to find new 
ways of meeting pressing social needs.

The notion of ‘social innovation’ has not caught on to the same 
extent in all Western countries, and the discourse on social innovation 
appears to be stronger in the Anglo-Saxon countries than in continental 
Europe, despite the attempts of the European Commission to promote 
social innovation as an important response to the economic and social 
crisis in Europe (European Commission, 2010; 2013a; 2013b; BEPA, 
2010). However, the underlying idea that public innovation should 
both seek to make the public sector more efficient by reforming admin-
istrative processes and organisational designs and serve a social purpose 
by fostering new and better policies and services is shared by policy 
makers, public managers and public employees in many European 
countries (European Commission, 2013b). As such, the key question 
is no longer whether the public sector should aim to spur innovation 
in policy, services and organisational designs in order to enhance the 
production of social and public value but, rather, how this can be done.

The case for collaborative innovation

It is often assumed that innovation in the private sector is generated 
by forward-looking business leaders, risk-taking entrepreneurs and 
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creative inventors (Schumpeter, 1976; Drucker, 1985; Knight, 2005). 
However, the truth is that most innovations in private enterprises are 
created either by large R&D departments or by strategic alliances with 
other firms (Teece, 1992; Nambisan, 2008). Nevertheless, the myth 
about the individual innovation ‘heroes’ that allegedly drive innova-
tion in the private sector has inspired the public sector to look for its 
own innovators (Doig and Hargrove, 1987). Some highlighted the role 
of elected politicians in bringing new ideas to the table in order to gain 
support from the voters (Polsby, 1984). The Reinventing Government 
movement celebrated the entrepreneurial spirit of public managers 
engaged in strategic management as well as private contractors who 
were competing for tenders in newly created quasi-markets (Osborne 
and Gaebler, 1992). More recently, there has been a growing interest in 
employee-driven and user-driven innovation in the public sector (LO, 
2008; Bogers, Afuah and Bastian, 2010). 

This search for public innovation heroes fails to recognise that 
innovation is seldom the result of the efforts of a single actor 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). In fact, it is often in the meeting between 
different public and/or private actors that new ideas are developed, pro-
cesses of mutual learning are accelerated, and joint ownership of new 
and bold solutions is built. 

Research suggests that multi-actor collaboration strengthens and 
improves all phases in the innovation process (Roberts and Bradley, 
1991; Roberts and King, 1996; Hartley, 2005; Nambisan, 2008; Eggers 
and Singh, 2009; Sørensen and Torfing, 2011). The first phase – generating 
understanding of problems and challenges – is improved when the experi-
ences and knowledge of different public and private actors are taken into 
account. Hence, the experiences of particular user groups can fundamen-
tally change the way that problems in public service delivery systems are 
perceived and can prevent public actors from wasting money, time and 
energy on solving the ‘wrong’ problem.

Meanwhile, the development of new ideas (the next stage in the process) 
is strengthened when actors with different perspectives and opinions 
are brought together. Inter-organisational exchange and the involve-
ment of lay actors may bring forth new ideas that the lead agency 
would never have thought about. For example, collaboration between 
the chief of the fire and rescue department and the leader of municipal 
eldercare services in Greve Municipality in Denmark fostered an inno-
vative solution to the deaths by fires caused by elderly people falling 
asleep while smoking in bed: when elderly people applied for municipal 
care, the social worker who visited the elderly person to assess their 
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needs would from now on be accompanied by a fire and rescue worker 
who would give advice about fire safety. This innovative solution led to 
a drastic decline in the number of elderly deaths by fire. 

The selection and testing of the most promising solutions is enriched if 
actors with different backgrounds and concerns participate in the nego-
tiation of gains and risks as well as in the real-life testing of new solu-
tions. As such, patients participating in trials and experiments provide 
invaluable insights that help to adapt innovative solutions before they 
are rolled out in the entire public sector.

Meanwhile, implementation of innovative solutions is promoted when 
the relevant actors coordinate their actions and have joint ownership 
of the new solution. Exchange and pooling resources in the implemen-
tation phase helps to avoid overlaps and create synergies, and broad 
participation by different actors, including employees and user groups, 
fosters a common understanding of the motives for adopting an inno-
vative solution, which in turn will often help to reduce implementation 
resistance. 

Last but not least, the diffusion of successful innovations is enhanced by 
collaboration because the participants will act as ambassadors and dis-
seminate information concerning both the content and the advantages 
of the innovative practices. As such, it is well established that innovation 
diffusion is propelled by collaboration in inter-organisational networks 
(Rogers, 1995).

Bommert (2010) captured the core of the argument for collabora-
tive innovation when he claimed that collaborative innovation is the 
only innovation method that ensures that the possession of relevant 
innovation assets such as creative ideas, courage, venture capital and 
implementation capacity – rather than organisational and institutional 
boundaries – determine who contributes to the production of public 
innovation. Both competitive markets and hierarchical forms of govern-
ment tend to create innovation processes that are trapped within the 
narrow confines of a single organisation. As a consequence, they fail to 
reap the fruits of collaboration with relevant actors who can provide 
important inputs to the innovation process. 

The literature on social innovation also tends to emphasise the col-
laborative aspect of innovation processes. It is frequently asserted that 
end users, vulnerable groups and community organisations in particular 
should participate in initiating, designing and implementing innova-
tive policies and services, because their input to the innovation process 
is critical to its success (Von Hippel, 2005; 2007; European Commission, 
2013a). However, this chapter argues that collaborative innovation 
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should not privilege a specific group of actors but aim to include all the 
relevant actors who can somehow contribute to the different phases of 
public innovation processes. End users, disadvantaged citizens and civil 
society organisations may prove to be important for creating innovative 
solutions that enhance social justice, but experts, private firms, consul-
tancy houses, interest groups, politicians, and so on may also provide 
insights, ideas and resources that spur the creation of innovative solu-
tions in the public sector.

The notion of collaborative innovation resonates well with the grow-
ing interest in ‘collaborative governance’ through networks, partner-
ships and inter-organisational communities of practice (Agranoff, 2007; 
Ansell and Gash, 2008; O’Leary and Bingham, 2009). ‘Governance’ is 
defined as the formal and informal processes through which society and 
the economy are steered and problems are solved in accordance with 
common objectives (Torfing et al., 2012). However, it is not always clear 
how ‘collaboration’ is conceptualised. 

One approach is to distinguish between cooperation, coordination 
and collaboration (Keast, Brown and Mandell, 2007). Cooperation 
involves the exchange of relevant information and knowledge across 
organisational and sectoral boundaries, while coordination involves 
conscious efforts to create synergies and prevent overlaps in public 
regulation and service delivery. Collaboration, meanwhile, is based on 
a sustained interaction through which a plethora of actors aim to find 
common solutions to shared problems. Nevertheless, collaboration 
involves more than sustained interagency communication and more 
than pragmatic attempts to escape the silo trap by pooling resources 
and facilitating joint action. Collaboration is based on a mutual com-
mitment of two or more actors to work together towards a common 
end that can only be reached through the transformation of materials, 
ideas and/or social relations (Roberts and Bradley, 1991). In collabora-
tive processes social and political actors work on a shared problem 
in order to find mutually acceptable ways to conceptualise and solve 
them. In the course of interaction the actors may not only transform 
their shared objective in terms of a particular policy, service, process or 
organisational design. They may also change their roles and identities 
and the logic of appropriate action that guides their actions (March and 
Olsen, 1995; Engeström, 2008). 

Collaboration is sometimes associated with deliberation that fosters 
‘unanimous consent’ (Straus, 2002). However, reaching a total consensus 
can be extremely demanding in terms of time and resources. It is also 
detrimental to innovation because problematising conventional wisdom 
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is an important driver of innovation and because total consensus is 
often achieved by getting everybody to agree on the lowest common 
denominator. As a method, this favours incremental adjustments rather 
than more discontinuous change and disruptive innovation (Gorman, 
2013). In contrast to the predominant view that consensus is obtained 
through deliberation in a power-free space of communicative reason 
governed by the force of the better argument that leaves no space for 
dissent (Habermas, 1987), this chapter follows Gray (1989) in defining 
collaboration as involving the constructive management of differences 
in order to find joint solutions to shared problems. People collaborate 
because they are different and expect that their different experiences and 
perspectives will provide a more complex and nuanced understanding 
of the world, challenge and disturb tacit knowledge, and produce new 
and creative ideas through passionate debates based on joint aspirations, 
constructive contestation and mutual respect.

Collaboration breaks down if the participants develop antagonistic 
relationships with each other, but if the differences between the actors 
are managed in a constructive way, they will be able to reach agree-
ment about the content and character of the innovative solution that 
they aim to realise (Gray, 1989; Mouffe, 2005). The agreement will 
be provisional, contested and involve compromise, but a majority of 
the actors will rally behind it, despite their potential reservations and 
concerns (Norval, 2007). The advantage of this way of conceptualising 
collaboration – as a conflict-ridden attempt to find joint solutions to 
shared problems through provisional and disputed agreements – is that 
it makes room for the differences and passions that fuel the processes of 
creativity and innovation.

Rethinking public leadership in the face of 
collaborative innovation

The attempt to enhance collaborative innovation in the public sec-
tor requires the development of a new kind of public leadership and 
management. In the last few decades public leaders and managers have 
been trained and encouraged to focus on inputs – in terms of the use of 
different public resources – and outputs – in terms of the performance 
of their staff and department (Osborne, 2006). However, this limited 
focus on resource consumption and performance can neither help drive 
innovation nor initiate and orchestrate collaborative processes. 

Leading and managing innovation requires the ability to manage 
‘emergence’ in the sense of the future development and realisation of 
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new and creative solutions that break with and, perhaps, outperform 
existing practices. To manage emergence, it is not enough to recruit, 
instruct and correct public employees through what is commonly 
referred to as ‘transactional leadership’, nor is it sufficient to inspire, 
motivate and incentivise staff through what has been referred to as 
‘transformational leadership’ (Parry and Bryman, 2006). Transactional 
and transformational leadership continue to be important to ensure an 
efficient implementation of predefined goals through well-described 
bureaucratic practices, but they have limited value when it comes to 
rethinking goals and practices and changing the way that problems 
and challenges are reframed and new practices are designed, tested and 
adjusted. Rather, the promotion of public innovation requires a combi-
nation of ‘adaptive’ and ‘pragmatic’ leadership. 

Adaptive leadership aims to determine which public activities to main-
tain and which to adapt and transform. It then seeks to develop new 
practices by crafting and testing prototypes and by aligning people 
across an organisation in order to ensure effective execution and to 
facilitate the integration of new activities with old ones (Heifetz, Linsky 
and Grashow, 2009). Pragmatic leadership aims to transform the culture 
of public organisations in ways that enhance double loop learning and 
use existing tools to solve problems by changing established practices – 
including transformative learning that develops new metaphors and narra-
tives that help frame what is difficult to comprehend, expand knowledge 
and toolboxes and change identities and roles (Argyris and Schön, 1978; 
Mezirow et al., 2000). 

Leading and managing collaboration, meanwhile, also poses a huge 
challenge to public leaders and managers who in the last decades have 
been told to focus on the performance of the staff, agency or depart-
ment that they are in charge of (Christensen and Lægreid, 2006). In the 
1980s many people thought that the public sector was in need of more 
charismatic and visionary leadership that was capable of redefining 
public sector objectives, inspiring the workforce and turning around 
ossified and run-down public organisations. In hindsight it can be seen 
that this kind of ‘change leadership’ was only relevant for executive 
managers, who often failed to connect to the rest of their organisation 
and its external stakeholders and failed to generate sustainable and 
long-lasting transformation of public organisations (Parry and Bryman, 
2006). The efforts of public leaders and managers to enhance public 
innovation through multi-actor collaboration call for a new type of 
leadership and management that is more ‘distributive’, ‘horizontal’, 
‘collaborative’ and ‘integrative’.



Enhancing Public Innovation 157

Distributive leadership encourages public leaders and managers to lead 
others in ways that enable them to lead themselves (Pearce and Conger, 
2003; Parry and Bryman, 2006). In order to spur collaboration, leaders 
and managers at different levels of an organisation must distribute and 
disperse leadership functions within their organisation by facilitating the 
empowerment of their employees and the creation of self-managing pro-
jects, teams and networks (Wart, 2013). People who possess the compe-
tences and knowledge to develop and implement new and bold solutions 
need support from sponsors and champions at the executive level, but 
most of all, they need decentralised day-to-day leadership within their 
organisation. For example, they need project and team leaders and net-
work managers who can help them to focus their attention, search for new 
ideas and test the most promising ones in the course of daily operations. 
Middle managers must find ways of recruiting, training and empowering 
employees who can exercise innovation leadership, even though they do 
not have a formal leadership role. In addition, they must support and 
coach those employees who take on dispersed leadership functions and 
act as innovation managers in concrete innovation projects. The ultimate 
goal of distributive leadership is to facilitate self-regulation. 

Horizontal leadership aims to support and enhance interactive and 
collaborative processes among peers. Horizontal leadership of projects, 
teams and networks enables different professions to engage in creative 
problem solving, based on dialogue and collaboration (Denis, Langley 
and Sergi, 2012). However, horizontal leadership can also help to 
facilitate collaboration with, and between, private actors such as service 
users, citizens, NGOs and private firms that can bring new ideas to 
the innovation process. To illustrate, some Danish municipalities have 
begun to recruit and train local ‘playmakers’ – public employees who 
are given the task of initiating and supporting cooperation between 
public and private actors – in order to spur the development of new 
and better public solutions. Public facilitators dedicated to stimulating 
horizontal interaction between public and private actors are likely to 
play an important role in opening up the public sector to new ideas. 
Unfortunately, public authorities are not always committed to collabo-
ration with private actors because they think that it is too complicated 
and time-consuming and because they do not think that collaboration 
will generate inputs that match the ideas of the trained professionals 
in the public sector. This is confirmed in a Danish survey that showed 
that, although a majority of the public managers who responded 
claimed that they made efforts to involve users and citizens in collabo-
rative innovation, they also stated that they seldom used the inputs 
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and ideas from users and citizens when designing new and innovative 
solutions (FTF, 2013). 

Horizontal leadership is sometimes referred to as collaborative leader-
ship. The task of collaborative leadership is to design appropriate insti-
tutional arenas for collaborative governance and facilitate collaborative 
processes by emphasising the mutual interdependence of public and 
private actors, building trust, developing a shared understanding of the 
overall mission and encouraging the production of intermediate out-
comes (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Archer and Cameron, 2008). A crucial 
challenge for collaborative leadership is to drive the process onwards 
from problem definition, direction setting and policy development 
to decision-making and implementation. Making bold decisions and 
implementing them in practice is the sine qua non for innovation but 
often presents a challenge to leaders of collaboration since the choice 
of one solution over another may give rise to conflicts and antagonism. 
This makes conflict mediation a key part of collaborative leadership 
(Gray, 1989; Ansell and Gash, 2008).

Integrative leadership also focuses on collaboration in horizontal are-
nas. As such, the key ambition of integrative public leadership is to 
bring diverse groups and organisations together in semi-permanent 
ways, and typically across sector boundaries, to solve complex problems 
by developing a new set of solutions that help to achieve common goals 
(Crosby and Bryson, 2010). According to Crosby and Bryson (2010), 
the research on integrative public leadership has shown that leaders 
are most likely to have success with creating cross-sector collaboration 
in turbulent environments and when separate efforts by several actors 
from different sectors have failed. Their research indicated that success-
ful leaders aimed to form an initial agreement about a problem and 
sought to design the collaborative process in ways that involved the 
creation of boundary objects, experiences and groups. They drew on 
the competences of the collaborators, were responsive to key stakehold-
ers and made a point of avoiding imposed solutions. Integrative lead-
ers ensured that trust-building activities were continuous and that the 
structure of collaboration was flexible and open to new actors, as well as 
for leader succession. Integrative leaders were prepared to commit time 
and energy to mitigate power imbalances and deal with shocks, and 
they managed to reframe conflicts and disputes in ways that had appeal 
across sectors. Finally, such leaders focused on building accountability 
systems that track inputs, processes and outcomes and on developing 
methods for gathering, interpreting and using data in processes of crea-
tive problem solving. Nevertheless, Crosby and Bryson cautioned not 
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to exaggerate the impact of integrative leadership by insisting that ‘the 
normal expectation ought to be that success will be very difficult to 
achieve in cross-sector collaborations, regardless of leadership effective-
ness’ (Crosby and Bryson, 2010, p. 227).

The challenge of integrative leadership is to design and govern 
institutional arenas for collaborative governance while mobilising 
the knowledge, resources and energies of relevant actors and to facil-
itate self-regulated processes of collaboration based on the recogni-
tion of a mutual interdependency among public and private actors. 
According to recent theories of ‘governance networks’ (Jessop, 
2002; Kooiman, 2003; Meuleman, 2008), this challenge can be met 
by the exercise of ‘meta-governance’. Meta-governance is defined as 
the ‘governance of governance’ and can be seen as an attempt to 
influence collaborative governance processes without reverting to 
traditional forms of command and control – it is exercised by means 
of creating and framing interactive arenas and facilitating and man-
aging processes of multi-actor collaboration (Sørensen and Torfing, 
2009). The tools of meta-governance are network design, goal and 
framework steering, process management and direct participation in 
interactive arenas. 

In order to enhance collaborative innovation, these abstract ideas 
about leadership and management need to be translated into more 
concrete recommendations. In order to do so, this chapter proposes 
that the barriers to collaborative innovation in the public sector can be 
mitigated or overcome by public leaders and managers who assume the 
role of ‘conveners’, ‘facilitators’ and ‘catalysts’ (Straus, 2002; Crosby and 
Bryson, 2010; Morse, 2010; Page, 2010; Ansell and Gash, 2012).

The role of the convener is to bring together relevant actors and spur 
interaction and the exchange of information, views and ideas. Tasks for 
conveners include: 

• Selecting teams of innovators by identifying people with relevant 
innovation assets in terms of knowledge, practical experience, crea-
tive ideas, resources, formal power and so on, and motivating them 
to participate in the innovation process;

• Clarifying the roles of different actors and drawing up a process map 
that delineates who participates, when and how in the different 
phases of the innovation process;

• Encouraging interaction and exchange between participating actors 
by stimulating the recognition of their mutual dependence on each 
other’s resources;
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• Securing political support for the search for innovative solutions and 
protecting the integrity of the collaborative arena; and

• Giving direction to the joint search for innovative solutions and 
aligning the goals and expectations of the actors.

The role of the facilitator is to get the actors to collaborate by constructively 
managing their differences and engaging in processes of mutual learning 
that bring them beyond the common denominator. Facilitators can:

• Lower the transaction costs of collaborating by arranging good and 
effective meetings, ensuring smooth communication and activat-
ing those actors who are not contributing as much as they could by 
motivating and empowering them;

• Enhance and sustain trust between actors by creating opportunities for 
informal social interaction, encouraging the development of common 
rules and procedures for interaction and triggering a virtuous cycle of 
trust-creation through a unilateral display of trust in the other actors;

• Develop a common frame of understanding by creating a common 
knowledge base through knowledge exchange and joint fact find-
ing missions and developing a common language based on jointly 
accepted definitions of key terms and ideas;

• Resolve or mediate conflicts so that they become constructive rather 
than destructive and ensure that irresolvable conflicts are de-personalised 
and conceived as joint puzzles rather than road blocks; and

• Remove obstacles to collaboration by securing support from the execu-
tive leaders in the participating organisations and negotiating how the 
costs and gains of innovative solutions are distributed among the actors.

The role of the catalyst is to create appropriate disturbances that bring 
the actors out of their comfort zone and force them to think creatively 
and develop and implement new and bold solutions. As such, the cata-
lyst can:

• Construct a sense of urgency either by referring to the presence of a 
‘burning platform’ in the sense of a situation that demands immedi-
ate and radical change due to dire circumstances or by demonstrat-
ing the presence of a ‘window of opportunity’ that creates a unique 
chance to change established practices;

• Prevent tunnel vision by encouraging actors to change their per-
spectives where necessary, including new and different actors in the 
team, or bringing new and inspiring knowledge into play;
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• Create open and creative search processes by changing the venue for 
meetings and the way that actors interact and collaborate when they 
are together;

• Facilitate the management and negotiation of the risks associated 
with innovative solutions and coordinate implementation processes 
to enhance synergy and avoid overlap; and

• Ensure that participating actors assume the role of ‘ambassadors’ and 
use their strong and weak ties to diffuse explicit and tacit knowledge 
about the innovative solution. 

The deliberate attempt of public leaders and managers to convene the 
relevant actors, facilitate collaboration and co-creation and catalyse the 
development and realisation of innovative ideas needs to be supple-
mented with persistent attempts to build a strong ‘innovation culture’ 
in public organisations (Dobni, 2008). Creating an innovation culture 
involves recruiting and nurturing creative talent, enhancing diversity 
and mobility, and encouraging staff members to use their professional 
knowledge to generate and test new ideas. It also involves challenging 
a zero-error culture, the detailed rules and regulations and demotivat-
ing performance measurement systems that prevent innovation (Ansell 
and Torfing, 2014). Finally, it involves attempts to create flatter and 
more flexible organisations with clear mission objectives and strong 
leadership to breach administrative silos and create more borderless 
organisations with flexible and permeable boundaries. What is called 
for is a cultural revolution in the public sector that requires a complete 
rethinking of the way that the public sector is organised, governed and 
led in terms of its relation to society. In short, there is a need to trans-
form governance in order to enhance innovation.

Transforming governance

The public sector has traditionally been organised as a Weberian bureau-
cracy, but the mounting critique of public bureaucracies for being too 
ineffective and inefficient (Downs, 1967) stimulated the adoption of 
governance reforms inspired by the concept of New Public Management 
(Hood, 1991; Osborne and Gaebler, 1992). According to this school of 
thought, the performance of the public sector could be enhanced if 
some public services were privatised or contracted out and the remaining 
public service organisations were subjected to competitive pressures from 
private contractors who were operating in new quasi-markets, or from 
the creation of internal markets in the public sector. In the market-driven 
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public sector, service users were re-cast as ‘customers’ and given the right 
to choose freely between competing public and private service providers. 
In order to be able to deal with these competitive pressures, New Public 
Management thinking asserted that the public sector should import a 
number of strategic management tools from the private sector, such as 
contract steering of private providers and special purpose agencies, fixed 
budget frames with internal flexibility and management by objectives, 
performance measurement and performance-based pay systems.

New Public Management has not been systematically implemented 
in all countries, but most Western democracies have been influenced 
by at least some of its core ideas (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). The 
total effects of New Public Management are difficult, if not impos-
sible, to assess. However, while the public sector in some countries 
has benefitted from a stronger emphasis on policy goals, evaluation 
and public leadership, there are also critical reports about increasing 
fragmentation, growing distrust and the excessive costs and distorting 
effects of performance measurement (Dent, Chandler and Barry, 2004; 
Christensen and Lægreid, 2007).

Most importantly, however, New Public Management does not seem 
to have fulfilled its promise of enhancing public innovation (Ansell and 
Torfing, 2014). Contrary to expectations, performance management has 
tended to create a zero-error culture that prevents innovation; competi-
tion has tended to prevent the exchange of new ideas that are treated 
as business secrets; and free consumer choice has turned citizens into 
demanding and complaining users who do not feel part of the solution 
(Hartley, Sørensen and Torfing, 2013). New Public Management may 
have succeeded in spurring public innovation through a combination 
of an increased focus on results, competitive tendering and procure-
ment and an emphasis on public entrepreneurship, but it has failed to 
stimulate collaboration across organisational and sectoral boundaries.

 Consequently, the enhancement of collaborative innovation in the 
public sector requires a shift from New Public Management to what is 
increasingly referred to as New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006; 2010; 
Torfing and Triantafillou, 2013; Morgan and Cook, 2014). The contrast 
between the two paradigmatic ways of governing the public sector and 
their relation to the external environment is shown in Table 7.1.

The comparison of these two conceptual paradigms brings out the 
defining features of New Public Governance. These features tend to 
enhance and sustain collaborative innovation. Trust-based manage-
ment resting on co-leadership, mutual feedback and empowerment 
tends to enhance the motivation of public employees to help solve 
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social problems, and creates a space for collaboration that can produce 
innovative solutions (Nyhan, 2006). Focusing on complex problems and 
challenges can stimulate a cross-disciplinary and inter-organisational 
search for new and bold solutions, and the turn from product- to 
service-orientation may open the eyes of public administrators to 
the active and creative role of citizens in co-production (Osborne, 
Radnor and Nasi, 2013). The emphasis on collaboration rather than 
competition is bound to enhance the exchange of knowledge, ideas 
and resources, and to stimulate mutual learning processes and gener-
ate support for new and innovative strategies (Sørensen and Torfing, 
2011). Collaborative leadership aiming to create effective and construc-
tive processes may help to overcome organisational and professional 
boundaries and stimulate mutual and transformative learning processes 
(Wart, 2013). Turning citizens from passive consumers to active citizens 
enhances co-production and co-creation that can harness the experi-
ences, competencies and energies of end users to renew public services 
(Bovaird and Loeffler, 2012). Lastly, the transgression of the narrow 
confines of ‘lean-based’ rationalisation technologies, that merely aim 
to cut slack within a given process of service production, opens up 

Table 7.1 Comparison of New Public Management and New Public Governance

New Public Management New Public Governance

Self-interested public employees must 
be subjected to tight monitoring and 
control

Self-interest is combined with a 
strong public service motivation that 
calls for trust-based management

The problem is the public monopoly 
over service production that makes 
services too poor and too expensive 

The problem is the growing 
complexity and wickedness of the 
problems and challenges that are 
facing public service production

The solution is to enhance competition 
through privatisation and contracting 
out

The solution is public–private 
collaboration through networks and 
partnerships

Intra-organisational management should 
focus on resources and performance

Inter-organisational leadership 
should focus on processes and results

Citizens are customers with free service 
choice

Citizens are co-producers and 
co-creators of welfare services

The goal is the enhancement of 
efficiency through rationalisation based 
on LEAN technologies that aim to cut 
slack

The goal is the enhancement of 
efficiency, effectiveness and quality 
through resource mobilisation and 
innovation

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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opportunities for creative processes that aim to re-cast the systems of 
public service production – as well as the underlying perception of the 
problems, goals and causalities – in the search for disruptive innova-
tions that can provide more and better services for less (Radnor and 
Osborne, 2013).

New Public Governance is likely to stimulate collaborative innova-
tion and, for those seeking to reap the fruits of this potent innovation 
method, it is encouraging to see that the ideas and practices associ-
ated with New Public Governance are gaining momentum in public 
sectors throughout Europe (Torfing and Triantafillou, 2013) and in 
North America (Morgan and Cook, 2014). However, just as New Public 
Management did not replace bureaucratic forms of government, it 
seems likely that New Public Governance will co-exist with remnants 
of former public administration paradigms, thus adding a new layer 
of institutional practice to existing systems. The co-existence of differ-
ent governing paradigms will no doubt give rise to the formation of 
hybrid forms of governance with unforeseen and ambiguous effects on 
the innovative capacity of the public sector (Christensen and Lægreid, 
2011). Nevertheless, the more hegemonic the New Public Governance 
paradigm becomes, the greater the chances that public innovation will 
flourish and help improve public policies and services in the face of 
present and future challenges. 

Conclusion

This chapter has explained how the notion of social innovation has 
helped to create a new focus on service and policy innovation in the 
public sector and has shown how collaboration – defined as the con-
structive management of difference – can drive public innovation. It has 
also explored the challenges that collaborative innovation poses to pub-
lic leadership and management and delineated three important roles for 
public leaders and managers aiming to enhance collaborative innova-
tion. Finally, it has shown that the further advancement of collaborative 
innovation is predicated on a shift from New Public Management to 
New Public Governance.

Despite its importance and promise, the research on collaborative 
innovation is only in its infancy and further research is needed. Five top 
priorities for this future research agenda are clear. First, a combination of 
qualitative case studies and quantitative research is needed in order fur-
ther to document the causal relationships between multi-actor collabora-
tion and public innovation. Second, research should seek to explain why 
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the involvement of private stakeholders in the implementation phase 
tends to be stronger and more frequent than participation in the initia-
tion and design phases, and also aim to explore how this imbalance can 
be corrected. Third, a detailed mapping of the political and institutional 
barriers and drivers of collaborative innovation is needed, so that the bar-
riers can be removed and the drivers can be further sustained. Fourth, the 
dilemmas associated with the exercise of innovation management need 
to be identified. Finally, the political conditions for a transition to New 
Public Governance must be assessed.
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Seoul City’s Social Innovation 
Strategy: New Models of 
Communication to Strengthen 
Citizen Engagement
Jungwon Kim, Sojung Rim, Sunkyung Han and Ahyoung Park

Introduction 

Social innovation is attracting considerable interest from public policy 
makers all around the world and South Korea is no exception. Since 
October 2011, when a well-known civil society leader, Wonsoon Park, 
became mayor, Seoul City has been going through rapid change. Led 
by the mayor on a mission to bring about change from the ground up, 
Seoul Metropolitan Government (SMG) has embraced citizen engage-
ment and open dialogue in its policy-making processes.

One of the core mechanisms SMG has used to embed openness in the 
city’s administration and to enable citizen participation is new models 
of communication, both online and offline. This chapter examines 
whether and how SMG’s multi-channel communication has strength-
ened citizen engagement in Seoul. It aims to answer the following 
questions: 

• How has SMG’s multi-channel communication strategy helped foster 
citizen engagement? 

• Has citizen engagement been strengthened by SMG’s multi-channel 
communication approach and has this supported and sustained 
social innovation in Seoul? 

• What challenges did SMG’s use of multi-channel communication to 
strengthen citizen engagement face? 

This chapter draws together information and insights from various 
reports, academic literature and public data on Seoul City’s social inno-
vation and citizen communication agenda. Eleven in-depth interviews 

OPEN
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were conducted with city officers in key departments to examine the 
new multi-channel communication tools introduced by SMG. The first 
part of this chapter introduces the ‘social innovation mayor’ in Seoul 
and places his social innovation plans in the South Korean context. 
Definitions of social innovation and citizen engagement employed 
within SMG are then provided. This is followed by an overview of 
SMG’s citizen engagement strategy and an introduction to its major 
communication tools and programmes. The chapter then explores a 
case study that shows how multi-channel communication tools were 
employed to solve a specific social problem. The chapter concludes with 
a discussion of the challenges faced by SMG in using these new com-
munication channels. 

The ‘Social Innovation Mayor’

When Wonsoon Park took office as the Mayor of Seoul City, many 
regarded him as the ‘social innovation mayor’. While previous mayors 
had mainly focused on leaving a physical legacy after their mayoral 
terms, for example, by removing local street vendors and commission-
ing various landmark construction projects, Mayor Park declared that 
his legacy for Seoul City would be different. He would not leave behind 
a ‘physical’ legacy (Ryu and Kwon, 2014) but rather focus on changing 
the culture and the relationship between SMG and Seoul City’s citizens. 

Mayor Park had no previous experience in politics before running 
as the independent candidate in the mayoral by-election in 2011.1 
Park’s election slogan in 2011 was to become ‘the mayor who changes 
the everyday lives of citizens’. He declared, ‘citizens are mayors’ and 
encouraged citizen engagement as a principle, underpinning the work 
of the new city administration. Mayor Park’s philosophy and practice of 
listening to and acting on citizens’ concerns was evident from early 
on in his election campaign. He met and talked with citizens on the 
street2 and used various social media tools to communicate and listen 
to the needs of voters. His election campaign team was able to raise 
3.9 billion won (US$ 3.3 million) just three days into his official cam-
paign, fundraising mainly through small donations made online from 
5,778 supporters, who were mobilised through Twitter and Facebook 
(Seok, 2011).

During his first term between 2011 and 2014, Mayor Park led SMG to 
use many of the communication tools introduced in this chapter and to 
‘listen until citizens open their hearts’. His core philosophy and strategy 
during this period aimed at closing the distance between politics and 
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citizens’ everyday lives, giving citizens the confidence to voice their 
concerns and needs (Yoon, 2014). Throughout his term, Mayor Park 
was committed to making Seoul City a more ‘liveable’ human-centred 
city by restoring a sense of local well-being in communities (SMG, 
2013d). He also envisioned Seoul City as a ‘platform for collaboration 
and sharing’, opening up and sharing the city’s underutilised spaces, 
information and data with its citizens (Park, 2014). Park’s vision and 
action gained support from citizens, especially the young, which led to 
a landslide victory for the Mayor for his second term.3 

Many Koreans found Mayor Park’s human-centred approach to city 
planning and design refreshing. South Korea is well known for its 
remarkable economic growth. In the aftermath of the Korean War, the 
country transformed itself from one of the poorest in Asia to one of the 
wealthiest countries in the world.4 Yet these rapid changes came at a 
cost. The decades of economic growth came about under authoritarian 
governments, which encouraged the growth of family-owned business 
conglomerates, known as ‘chaebol’, but stifled the vitality and diver-
sity of civil society. The strong focus on materialistic abundance and 
hypercompetition, as well as rapid urbanisation, contributed to the 
breakdown of family and community relationships that were previously 
the safety net of traditional Korean society (Noland, 2014). South Korea 
has experienced growing income inequality (Oh, 2014). Among OECD 
countries, it has one of the highest suicide rates and one of the highest 
average numbers of hours worked annually per worker (OECD, 2014). 
South Korea also has the unhappiest children in the world (Phillips, 
2013). Mayor Park’s human-centred approaches were an attempt to 
restore social capital that was lost or forgotten during the fifty years 
of relentless economic growth. Cynics may view Park’s citizen-focused 
strategy merely as a vote-winning tactic or a PR stunt. However, by 
translating the rhetoric into real action and change, new possibilities 
emerged. 

SMG’s definitions of social innovation and 
citizen engagement 

The term ‘social innovation’ has been widely used in many different 
ways (Kim and Han, 2011). This study follows the definition introduced 
by The Young Foundation (2012). The main reason for following this 
definition is that it brings together the perspectives of both social inno-
vation practitioners and academic researchers. As this study is focused on 
analysing a real case and aims to ensure that the lessons and conclusions 
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are useful for practitioners and municipal administrations, it avoids a 
definition that is specific to certain academic subjects or fields. 

The Young Foundation (2012) defines ‘social innovation’ as ‘new solu-
tions (products, services, models, markets, processes, etc.) that simulta-
neously meet a social need (more effectively than existing solutions) and 
lead to new or improved capabilities and relationships and better use of 
assets and resources. In other words, social innovations are both good 
for society and enhance society’s capacity to act’. Within this definition, 
The Young Foundation (2012) suggests five core elements that need to 
be present in social innovation practices. These are: novelty; a focus on 
moving from ideas to implementation; a focus on meeting a social need; 
effectiveness; and evidence of enhancing society’s capacity to act. 

In comparison, SMG’s definition of social innovation is much looser. 
SMG defined social innovation as ‘a new way of solving social prob-
lems that either have been previously unsolved or have newly emerged’ 
(SMG, 2013d, p. 305). This definition appears to focus on social prob-
lems (a deficit-based approach), rather than social needs (a less stigma-
tising approach) and capabilities (an asset-based approach). However, 
a study of SMG’s practices and approaches (explored in the following 
sections) indicates that SMG in fact aimed to ‘meet a social need’ and 
to ‘enhance society’s capacity to act’ by placing citizen engagement at 
the heart of SMG’s strategy to catalyse social innovation.

SMG has developed new policies and solutions that meet social needs 
by listening to citizen voices directly through new models of communi-
cation. Furthermore, these approaches have forged new collaborations 
and interactions between citizens, civil servants and policy makers, 
going beyond usual working processes. In this way, SMG can be said to 
have enhanced society’s capacity to act, empowering ‘beneficiaries by 
creating new roles and relationships, developing assets and capabilities 
and/or better use of assets and resources’ (The Young Foundation, 2012).

In the context of social innovation, citizen engagement is increas-
ingly considered as the critical attribute that allows more diverse actors 
to be brought into the process of developing and then sustaining new 
answers to meeting social needs (Davies and Simon, 2013; Brodie 
et al., 2009). Westley argued that re-engaging populations and ideas that 
are excluded and disenfranchised from resources can enhance social 
innovation capacity and add to the resilience of the system in question 
(Westley, 2008). Citizen engagement is also important in identifying 
and better understanding social needs and challenges. Citizens have 
first-hand experience and tacit knowledge that is critical to the social 
innovation process (Davis et al., 2012).
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SMG regarded citizen engagement as one of the core strategies driving 
social innovation across Seoul. Citizen engagement was used as a 
mechanism that empowered Seoul citizens to express what they needed, 
explore how these needs could be met and decide what could be done 
in response. In this way, SMG was able to understand citizens’ needs 
better, collect unexpected but working solutions, and create opportuni-
ties to resolve conflicting issues among different stakeholders (Y. Kim, 
2013; T. Kim, 2013). 

One way of conceptualising citizen engagement is to use the Spectrum 
of Public Participation developed by the International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2, 2014). This sets out different public participa-
tion goals (from the perspective of the state) in order of increasing level 
of public impact, from ‘inform’ to ‘consult’, ‘involve’, ‘collaborate’ and 
finally, ‘empower’. Prior to Mayor Park’s administration, SMG used citi-
zen engagement activities such as public hearings and citizen surveys to 
implement new city policies. However, these programmes were limited 
to the ‘informing’ and ‘consulting’ types of engagement. In contrast, 
many new tools and programmes developed and operated by SMG 
under Mayor Park’s leadership specifically centred around ‘involving’, 
‘collaborating with’ and ‘empowering’ citizens in decision-making activ-
ities. The next section will explore these tools and programmes together 
with the principles underpinning SMG’s citizen engagement strategy.

Citizen engagement strategy, principles and 
tools driven by SMG

SMG is a large organisation, consisting of thirty departments and 
employing roughly 17,000 people (J. Ryu, 2013). The two departments 
primarily involved in developing and implementing social innova-
tion activities were the Social Innovation Bureau (SIB) and the Public 
Communication Bureau (PCB) (Y. Kim, 2013; T. Kim, 2013). These two 
bureaus sat directly under the Mayor’s Office, reflecting his determina-
tion to embed social innovation and citizen engagement as the core 
principles of city administration. While the SIB was set up to plan the 
city’s social innovation strategy and support social innovation activities 
in Seoul, PCB was reorganised to develop ways in which citizens could be 
better engaged in the city’s policy-making process. This chapter focuses 
primarily on the innovative communication strategy, principles and 
tools that were developed by the PCB to encourage citizen engagement.

The Mayor was a leading proponent of Seoul City’s so-called ‘Big Ear 
Policy’, which put listening to citizens’ voices at the heart of all the city 
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administration’s activities. The objective of these ‘listening policies’ 
was to enable citizens to express their own ideas and opinions, and to 
change the mindset of Seoul City officers to make them regard citizen 
voices as a valuable input for city policies. 

Although the importance of citizen engagement in driving social 
innovation was recognised by the Mayor, it was difficult to shift the 
overall culture surrounding Seoul citizens and civil officers to embrace 
active and productive citizen engagement. Accepting diversity of ideas 
and viewpoints in the city administration was a new process for citi-
zens as well as for the city government. Civil servants associated citizen 
voices with pickets, rallies and vigils and viewed them as an obstacle 
to their work. Citizens themselves had no experience of using other 
ways to make their voices heard. In the past, the process of receiving 
ideas and suggestions had been limited to only select groups of experts 
(J. Ryu, 2013; K. Ryu, 2013). 

The Big Ear Policy aimed to build the foundations for initiating and 
fostering citizen engagement by breaking away from the entrenched 
culture within SMG. In order to reach the stage where citizens and 
SMG officers could develop innovative policies together, SMG ini-
tially focused on developing a new culture of citizen participation. 
It created symbols and spaces that reinforced the idea of a ‘listening’ 
culture. For instance, a large sculpture, the ‘Big Ear’, was installed 
outside the City Hall. When a person spoke into this object, his or her 
voice was recorded and broadcast live through speakers installed in 
the basement of the City Hall. Some messages were saved and passed 
to city officers for consideration. The Big Ear sculpture symbolised the 
city’s commitment to listen to citizens more carefully and was one of 
many examples of attempts to create a listening culture within the 
city administration.5 A diverse range of tools, programmes, events, 
spaces, artefacts and banners were placed around Seoul to remind 
citizens of the Big Ear Policy. These were backed up with a series of 
opportunities for citizens to take part in engagement activities (see 
Tables 8.1 and 8.2).

To develop communication tools and programmes to implement 
the Big Ear Policy, the PCB, which was in charge of communication 
between SMG and Seoul citizens, defined three principles. These prin-
ciples were set out to ensure that SMG’s listening activities encouraged 
citizen engagement and the creation of policies that better met citizen 
needs. These three principles were: (1) an appreciation of two-way dia-
logue between SMG and Seoul citizens (in particular, this suggested a 
constant exchange of input and feedback between SMG and citizens, 
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rather than seeing communication simply as one-time notifications); 
(2) making SMG’s policy-making processes more transparent and open-
ing up related information to citizens so that citizens could provide 
constructive input for the city’s administration; and (3) sharing SMG’s 
communication media with citizens (H. Kim, 2013; D. Kim, 2013). SMG 
encouraged citizens to express their opinions via its communication 
channels (including websites, radio stations, billboards and subway/
bus advertisement spaces), which were previously used exclusively to 
inform and promote SMG’s work to citizens. In 2013, around 30% of 
these media outlets could be used by citizens to promote their own 
social activities.6 There were also increased opportunities for citizens to 
contribute their own writing, photographs or videos on websites such 
as WOW Seoul and Seoul Talk Talk. 

These three communication principles underpinned the imple-
mentation of new communication tools and programmes developed 
and operated primarily by the PCB. Two types of new communica-
tion channels – online and offline – were designed to serve different 
purposes. 

The main goals of the online communication tools were to achieve 
real-time communication, fast responses and feedback, to reach out to 
diverse groups of citizens and to open up policy-making processes (see 
Table 8.1). Several online broadcasting channels showed live SMG meet-
ings and events, and multiple social media tools were used to help engage 
and listen to citizen voices on a real-time basis (PCB, 2012; PCB, 2013). 

Table 8.1 SMG’s online communication tools

Name Description Features

Hope Seoul
(www.seoul.go.kr)

Official SMG 
website

‘Electronic Petition’; SMG 
public data and meeting 
minutes; participatory budget 
programme reports; SMG 
administration news.

WOW Seoul
(wow.seoul.go.kr) 

Website showing 
User Created 
Content (UCC)

Video and photo sharing 
platform and webtoon 
(web+cartoon) services.

Live Seoul
(tv.seoul.go.kr)

Online live 
broadcasting 
platform

Real-time streaming of SMG 
meetings and events, e.g., 
Mayor Park’s Seoul Story, 
Cheong-Chek forums. Citizens 
can add feedback.

(continued)
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Seoul Talk Talk
(inews.seoul.go.kr) 

Citizen news News on issues such as welfare, 
job openings and cultural events. 
Regularly publishes newsletters 
in which citizens create content 
as ‘Citizen Reporters’.

Social Media 
Center
(social.seoul.go.kr) 

Central location 
for SMG social-
networking tools

Official social media platform 
integrating forty-four social 
media accounts run by various 
SMG departments.

Online Dasan Call 
Center 
(120dasan.seoul.
go.kr)

Online citizen 
petition platform 

The 120 Dasan Call Center 
is a 24-hour call centre that 
Seoul citizens can ask any 
question related to city life. The 
Online Dasan Call Centre is 
the extended online platform 
providing the same service.

Online Mayor’s 
Office
(mayor.seoul.go.kr)

Official website of 
Seoul city Mayor

Information on the Mayor’s 
activities and core SMG 
policies, including the Mayor’s 
personal blog, online channel 
streaming MMOs, the Mayor’s 
daily schedule, and citizen 
feedback pages linked to various 
social media accounts.

Ten Million 
Imagination Oasis 
(oasis.seoul.go.kr)

Online platform 
for gathering 
policy ideas 

Seoul citizens can post 
suggestions for policies. The 
process starts from ideation to 
policy adoption and promotes 
collective intelligence and 
communication among citizens, 
experts and public officials. 

Seoul Smart 
Complaint Report 
App

Mobile 
application for 
processing citizen 
complaints 

Citizens can report complaints 
on public facilities, traffic, 
environment and many more 
by using the web and mobile 
application. Users can upload 
text complaints with photo and 
geographic information, and 
also track SMG’s responses to 
their complaints. 

Seoul Safety 
Keeper App

Mobile 
application 
for disaster 
prevention and 
notification

Mobile app for reporting 
disasters such as heavy rain, 
storms, heavy snowfalls, etc., 
with photos and geographic 
information.

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Table 8.1 Continued
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Meanwhile, SMG’s offline communication activities typically involved 
discussions with different stakeholders in order to better understand 
complex issues and build consensus among diverse citizen groups with 
conflicting opinions. The range of offline communication activities 
used is summarised in Table 8.2.

Figure 8.1 illustrates the range of online and offline communication 
tools typically used at different stages of policy making, from problem 
identification and agenda setting to policy formulation, selection and 
approval. However, it is important to note that not all communica-
tion tools were used chronologically to develop each policy, nor did 
SMG’s policy-making process follow a structured linear path. The early 
stages of the policy-making process featured SMG’s multi-channel 
communication tools including the Cheong-Chek Forum (CCF), Suk-Ui, 
the Mobile Mayoral Office (MMO) and social media platforms. Social 
media was used continuously throughout the entire process (including 
implementation and evaluation stages), so that citizens could receive 
information about ongoing progress and give real-time feedback and 
comments.

Table 8.2 SMG’s offline communication tools

Tools Description

Cheong-Chek (Policy by Listening) 
Forum (CCF)

Town hall meeting designed to develop new 
policies or programmes

Suk-Ui (Deliberation) Meeting to formulate and approve policies 

Honorary Deputy Mayor Following Mayor Park’s slogan, ‘The citizens are 
the Mayor’, citizens act as an honorary deputy 
Mayor for a year

One Day Honorary Mayor Citizens from a variety of fields become 
honorary Mayor for a day

Citizen Speakers’ Corner Speech podium located at Seoul City Hall, 
based on Speakers’ Corner at Hyde Park in 
London

Mobile Mayoral Office (MMO) The Mayor, SMG directors and managers 
visit places and listen to citizen voices

Policy Expo Annual event promoting citizen participation 
in policy-making processes

Seoul Citizen Hall Public space located at the basement of the 
Seoul City Hall

Source: Authors’ compilation.



Seoul City’s Social Innovation Strategy 179

Three tools for engagement and communication

This section introduces three major communication tools and pro-
grammes used by SMG.

The Social Media Centre (SMC)

SMG started its blog service in 2008, and since then, it has actively 
used social media tools – such as Twitter, Facebook and MeToday7 – 
to communicate with citizens. SMG also set up several websites to 
inform citizens of the activities it was undertaking. Under the so-called 
‘SNS administration’ communication approach, SMG provided interac-
tive information to citizens in real time and encouraged citizens to add 
and share content (J. Kim, 2013; SMG, 2013a).

Citizens, Experts and Civic Groups

Citizens, Experts and Civic Groups

User Created
Content

WOW Seoul

Seoul
Talk Talk

SMG Official
Website

Public
information
of SMG

Policy
Monitoring

Policy
Implementation

Policy
Approval

Policy
Formulation

Problem
Identification and
Agenda Setting

Policy Making
Process of SMG

Online
Communication
Tools

SNS

Mobile
Apps

Live Seoul Live Mayor Office
Online
Broadcasting

Seoul Smart
Complaint
Report App

Online Suggestions
and Petitions

Ten Millions
Imagination
Oasis

Online
Dasan Call
Centre

Policy Expo

One Day
Honorary
Mayor

Honorary
Deputy
Mayor

Offline
Communication
Programmes

Mobile Mayoral Office

Suk-Ui
(Deliberation)

Policy Expo

Citizen
Speakers’
Corner

Honorary
Deputy
Mayor

One Day
Honorary
Mayor

New Governance Committees

Citizen
Speakers’
Corner

Cheong
Chek
Forum

Social Media Center

Seoul Safety
Keeper App

Figure 8.1 Overview of SMG online and offline communication tools and 
programmes
Source: Drawn by the authors.
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The Social Media Centre (SMC) took on the responsibility of 
centralising and coordinating information sent by citizens through 
diverse routes, ensuring quicker and more efficient communication. 
The SMC automatically gathered all messages received through SMG’s 
forty-four social media accounts.8 It operated as a centralised system 
channelling relevant messages to appropriate teams, receiving feedback 
from those teams and sending feedback to the public through various 
accounts owned by the relevant teams and the Mayor. With this cen-
tralised approach, SMG was able to handle the large volume of citizen 
messages received through its social media accounts. Mayor Park’s per-
sonal Twitter and Facebook accounts functioned as the most important 
direct communication channels between the Mayor and the citizens 
of Seoul. Between January and October 2012, a total of 29,976 sugges-
tions (an average of 105 suggestions per day) were made to the Mayor 
through his social media accounts. Using a centralised system signifi-
cantly reduced message processing time and enabled SMG to handle 
more citizen suggestions per day. Between November 2012 and March 
2013, a total of 18,807 messages were received, and on average 125 
messages were processed per day, an increase of twenty messages per 
day compared with the period January to October 2012 (J. Kim, 2013; 
SMG, 2013a). 

The SMC was particularly useful when unforeseen disasters or emer-
gency situations occurred, as it enabled SMG to send out urgent mes-
sages through its many accounts at the same time. For instance, when 
Seoul’s public bus system was affected by strikes, Seoul citizens were 
informed of alternative routes on a real-time basis (C. Kim, 2012; SMG, 
2013c). Citizen comments passed to the SMC covered a broad range of 
issues, from small problems that could be fixed quickly to long-standing 
issues requiring innovative solutions. Social media communication was 
also helpful in gathering citizen feedback on pilot services. For instance, 
when Seoul City announced new night bus routes through its Facebook 
account, an instant online debate started, with 3,000 replies and 50,000 
‘likes’ (SMG, 2013c). Citizens’ comments were reviewed when nine new 
night bus routes were changed. 

The Cheong-Chek (Policy by Listening) Forum 

The Cheong-Chek Forum (CCF), a town hall meeting, has become a core 
part of Seoul City’s policy development process (H. Kim, 2013; K. Ryu, 
2013; J. Ryu, 2013). Cheong-Chek was a new word made by combining 
two Korean words ‘listening’ and ‘policy’. By engaging with citizens 
through these forums, SMG aimed to understand local needs, find 
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better ways to handle these issues and understand the views of the main 
beneficiaries of a policy. 

In the past, consultation meetings with citizens had been carried out 
at the final stages of the policy-making process, where additional com-
ments and suggestions from citizens made little or no difference to the 
major direction or content of a new policy (K. Ryu, 2013; J. Ryu, 2013). 
In contrast, CCFs took place at the early stages of the policy-making 
process and provided a space for citizens to propose and suggest new 
ideas, giving them more influence in terms of setting the agenda and 
making decisions. This was an innovative approach for Korean public 
administration, which had often regarded citizen engagement in a per-
functory manner (K. Ryu, 2013).

After the first forum was held in November 2011, CCFs took place 
on average once a week. The subjects discussed ranged from the local 
economy, education, welfare, homelessness and health to other issues 
that affect the daily lives of citizens. The topics for these forums were 
determined by reviewing diverse citizen opinions collected from multi-
communication channels. After the review, the Attentive Listening Team 
within the PCB – which was in charge of running the CCFs – selected 
a subject for discussion and contacted relevant civic groups and experts 
working in the field. The team held several meetings with different 
groups to discuss the agenda and format of the CCF and whom to invite. 

The CCFs were open to every citizen, but motivating citizens to par-
ticipate was hard work. The Attentive Listening Team put substantial 
effort into advertising them through various online communication 
channels and also directly invited relevant groups of citizens. The entire 
process was broadcast live through the ‘Live Seoul’ site, SMG’s Twitter 
account and Facebook page. A CCF usually lasted for 100 minutes 
and could be run in various formats, such as World Café or TED-style 
presentations followed by a question-and-answer session. The Mayor 
typically sat with the citizens, listening to their ideas and suggestions 
and sharing his thoughts at the end of each CCF. When each forum 
finished, the Attentive Listening Team compiled the suggestions made 
from the CCF and established an action committee comprised of city 
officers in relevant departments, representatives from civic groups and 
other experts. This committee continued to hold official discussions 
until the suggestions made by citizens were implemented. Usually it 
took between two months and a year for suggestions to be realised. 
During this period of time, SMG officers published a progress report 
every two weeks on the CCF website and shared updates with CCF 
participants through a text messaging service. 
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Between November 2011 and November 2012, forty-one CCFs were 
held, with a total of 5,456 citizens in attendance. The forty-one forums 
produced 717 citizen suggestions and 538 suggestions (75%) were 
subsequently implemented. The remaining 166 suggestions were to be 
included in SMG’s long-term plans. The 717 suggestions can be cat-
egorised into three groups: development of new programmes (84.1%); 
improvement of existing systems such as youth employment and 
homelessness policies (13%); and allocation of new budgets (2.9%). 

A key outcome of the CCF after its first year of operation was the 
creation of new public-citizen governance bodies that aimed to develop 
and support public policies. One of the biggest tasks was to report on 
the progress being made while SMG implemented the citizen proposals 
made at the CCF. This required SMG to set up public–civic groups to 
gather feedback and to ask these bodies to take some responsibility in 
implementing citizen ideas. One example of a programme implemented 
as a result of the CCF is the Seoul Library Network, which was created 
after discussing new policies supporting libraries in Seoul.

The Mobile Mayoral Office 

The Mobile Mayoral Office (MMO) was designed to identify the root 
causes of unresolved issues or hidden problems and suggest pos-
sible solutions. To achieve this goal, key decision-makers, including 
the Mayor, two deputy Mayors, the head of a borough, Members of 
Parliament, and city and local councillors, visited local sites where there 
were long-standing issues and met residents affected by those issues. 
The MMO employed multi-channel communication tools (the CCF, 
Suk-Ui and other online communication tools) during the course of its 
operation.

SMG ran two types of MMO: an MMO for boroughs in Seoul and an 
MMO for selected issues.9 Borough-level MMOs took place regularly 
while MMOs for selected issues only took place when a certain issue 
became pressing. 

Borough-level MMOs typically ran for two days. A preparation team, 
which usually consisted of officers from the Local Authority Team at 
SMG and from a borough office, selected ten major issues within the 
borough. The team also set out a visiting plan and arranged citizen 
meetings. The MMO started with a briefing for decision-makers on the 
issues, followed by visits to key places and meetings with local repre-
sentatives. During the first day, key decision-makers and their working 
teams often came across new issues that they felt should be added to the 
list of critical issues to be discussed. In the evening of the same day, key 
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decision-makers and their working teams had an internal meeting to 
review what they had experienced and heard during the day. Their dis-
cussion typically ended with some conclusions on immediate actions, 
mid to long-term plans and who should be assigned ownership of these 
actions and plans. On the second day, the Mayor presented the sugges-
tions agreed from the previous night’s meeting and followed this with 
an open town hall meeting with citizens. The whole process was broad-
cast through the ‘Live Mobile Mayoral Office’10 website and reported 
live on Twitter and Facebook. As a final step, a new governance commit-
tee was set up to monitor and discuss agreed actions after the comple-
tion of the MMO. The committee members included the directors of 
the Local Authority Team in SMG, managers of relevant SMG teams, 
directors of relevant borough divisions and citizen representatives. 

The second type of MMO was run to solve specific high-profile issues. 
For instance, in 2013, SMG ran an MMO to invigorate traditional markets, 
which were rapidly losing their customer base to big supermarket chains. 
This MMO lasted for four days and included visiting four traditional mar-
kets and having various citizen meetings including a Cheong-Chek Forum. 
The committee continued to monitor whether the action items that came 
out of the process were implemented. 

Between 2012 and 2014, Seoul City organised nineteen MMOs. SMG’s 
Local Authority Team summarised four key outcomes: providing solu-
tions to collective petitions or problems causing serious conflict among 
diverse stakeholders; setting out next steps and clear directions for 
projects under long-standing review; solving unexpected problems and 
providing additional resources and clear decisions for prolonged pro-
jects; and offering an opportunity for close collaboration between SMG 
and local boroughs. The more detailed outcomes of an MMO are dis-
cussed in the next section through a case study.

Case study: unsold apartments in EunPyeong Newtown

The unsold apartments in the EunPyeong New Town development had 
been a long-standing problem for Seoul City’s administration that put 
a significant burden on city finances (SH Corporation, 2013). The SH 
Corporation, the public housing company owned by SMG, had 618 
unsold apartments remaining at EunPyeong New Town three years after 
the completion of the apartment buildings (SMG, 2012). These unsold 
apartments were worth around 493 billion won (US$ 467 million), 
and it was crucial to sell them to address one of the biggest problems 
faced by SMG – a large amount of debt.11 Local residents were also 
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concerned about security, as a large number of apartments had been 
left empty for more than four years (Song, 2013). However, in January 
2013, SMG announced that all 618 apartments were to be sold, within 
seventeen days of establishing a task force to address this problem (SH 
Corporation, 2013). This case study examines how SMG’s various forms 
of communication made this possible. 

SMG’s overall communication strategy helped it to identify invisible 
and unexpected needs and to understand the nature of these needs. 
When the Mayor heard about the EunPyeong New Town problem, he 
wanted to understand the nature of this problem, analyse why these 
apartments had failed to attract buyers in Seoul and find a way to sell 
them. He asked his team to relocate his office to one of the unsold 
apartments and stayed there with SMG officers for ten days, listening 
to residents and identifying their needs (Song, 2013; J.E. Lee, 2013; 
Hwang, 2013). From this first MMO, SMG and SH Corporation started 
to discover hidden problems and get more insight into the severity of 
known problems. Residents’ major complaints concerned infrastructure 
problems such as a shortage of nurseries, libraries and public transporta-
tion, and complaints about the existence of an army base near the com-
plex. Through mechanisms such as the Cheong-Chek Forum and social 
media platforms, residents made a total of 146 suggestions to rectify 
these issues (MMO, 2012; SH Corporation, 2013). SMG and SH corpo-
ration made new attempts to attract homebuyers based on residents’ 
suggestions. All key decision-makers visited the site to understand first-
hand citizens’ concerns.

SMG was then able to create innovative solutions through diverse 
types of collaboration. All of the people interviewed for this chapter 
repeatedly commented that the creation of new types of collaboration 
had been a key outcome of SMG’s communication approach (J. Ryu, 
2013; Hwang, 2013; J.E. Lee, 2013; K. Ryu, 2013). New forms of col-
laboration were made between SMG and other civic groups – including 
individual citizens – and between SMG and other public parties such 
as boroughs, councillors, MPs and other public organisations. This was 
because SMG’s communication strategy aimed to strengthen citizen 
engagement; the end results of various communications were, there-
fore, the creation of policies or programmes that implemented citizens’ 
proposals. To achieve this, SMG had to collaborate with actors that had 
close relationships with citizens. 

In the case of EunPyeong, these new forms of collaboration were cru-
cial in solving the problem of unsold apartments. By inviting a range of 
key decision-makers from a number of departments into the same space, 
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silos that existed between departments and organisations were removed 
and a new way of thinking started. The power of the EunPyeong case 
lay in creating a space for key decision-makers to gather in one place to 
work together within a limited period of time. Furthermore, the limited 
time frame intensified the pressure on decision-makers and their work-
ing teams to compromise on difficult areas of dispute and find shared 
solutions. The fact that they were making a promise to the citizens face-
to-face (rather than announcing it on a webpage) added weight to the 
commitment they were making (J.E. Lee, 2013; J.S. Lee, 2013; Hwang, 
2013; K. Kim, 2013). Solutions suggested were reviewed within 24 hours 
by the public through a Cheong-Chek Forum and various social media 
platforms, including live Internet broadcasting. 

The open and participatory nature of SMG’s communication approach 
helped to provide legitimacy to its new policy decisions. The people 
interviewed for this chapter, mainly SMG officers, reported that Seoul 
citizens, especially those living in deprived and underserved areas, felt 
that their voices were being properly heard by the authorities for the 
first time (J. Ryu, 2013; K. Ryu, 2013; Hwang, 2013). According to SMG, 
citizens started to trust civil servants and this, in turn, led them to coop-
erate with SMG and accept its suggestions, even if they were unpopular. 
Interviewees also commented that opportunities to watch the Mayor’s 
face-to-face promises at a CCF or live broadcast, and the Mayor’s per-
sonal briefings via SNS, contributed to growing trust among citizens. 
One interviewee explained that: 

The ultimate goal of public administration is efficient and effective 
delivery of public services. In this sense, SMG’s new communication 
exercising openness and citizen engagement has certainly contrib-
uted to the achievement of such a goal. Whereas communication 
with citizens might have delayed the whole process of SMG’s admin-
istration, it offered the most valuable opportunity for SMG to gather 
very different, sometimes conflicting and contrasting, opinions 
among citizens and let citizens and SMG express their thoughts 
openly and come up with agreeable new solutions. By doing so, citi-
zens could accept SMG’s decisions and enjoyed the public services 
delivered by SMG. (J. Ryu, 2013)

Challenges

SMG’s new communication strategy has faced several challenges. First, 
it became clear that new communication tools and programmes – 
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including online and offline channels – did not guarantee access to a 
wide range of people’s voices. Given the high usage rate of the Internet 
and smart phones in Seoul,12 SMG’s online communication tools cer-
tainly increased its opportunities to listen to citizens’ views. However, 
the main groups who actively used these tools to express their views 
were younger generations or certain outspoken groups. Offline com-
munication activities mainly attracted citizens who were already active 
participants in public discourses or had close relationships with civic 
groups invited to a CCF or MMO.

Second, the new communication tools and programmes contributed 
to solving only a limited range of problems. Each communication chan-
nel had strong features that helped to solve certain issues. However, it 
was not clear that these new channels were good at handling all types 
of social issues. 

Third, new communication tools and programmes required larger 
resources to operate and it was hard to provide sufficient resources 
under conditions of public sector austerity. This was particularly true for 
offline programmes, because most of these led to ongoing conversations 
within committees that lasted until ideas and solutions were realised. 
This follow-up procedure13 demanded almost one full-time SMG officer 
to resource it (K. Ryu, 2013; K. Kim, 2013). However, this was a new 
type of role within SMG and the scale of SMG’s debt made it hard to 
recruit new staff. 

Fourth, trust between SMG, civic groups and individual citizens was 
required to obtain positive results from citizen engagement. Although 
distrust between SMG, civic groups and individual citizens had started 
to diminish, there had not previously been many opportunities for 
professionals in different sectors to co-create successful solutions 
together. The new communication channels brought a shift towards a 
collaborative culture based on stronger bonds of trust between different 
sectors. However, many interviewees felt that SMG needed to continue 
to strengthen trust and bonding relationships with civil society and 
individual citizens.

Finally, strong leadership was required to make new communication 
work. The core principles of SMG’s new communication strategy were 
dialogue, openness and sharing. These principles required SMG to give 
up some of its power, focus more effort on citizen engagement and 
be monitored by over 10 million Seoul citizens at any time. On the 
surface, these requirements imposed extra burdens on SMG officers. 
Under these circumstances, the power of a strong leader who truly 
understood these principles and was able to communicate them cannot 
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be underestimated. Such strong leadership was needed to positively 
influence not only SMG officers but also many different stakeholders 
outside SMG. This study has observed Mayor Park’s strong leadership 
and its impact on the success of the EunPyung case using an MMO. 
However, this in itself became a challenging point since strong leader-
ship meant that new communication models greatly depended on one 
individual. Interviewees felt that SMG needed to build a system and 
a culture to sustain and stabilise new communication tools and pro-
grammes fostering citizen engagement. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the link between citizen engagement and 
social innovation in the context of Seoul City. SMG was going through 
a rapid change in the way it worked with citizens under the leadership 
of Mayor Wonsoon Park. The motto ‘citizens are mayors’ was embed-
ded in the new models of communication and citizen engagement was 
seen as one of the core elements that could catalyse social innovation. 

SMG was starting to understand that citizens were ‘experts in their 
own lives’ (The Young Foundation, 2012) and that citizen involve-
ment in the policy-making process helped to draw out social needs 
and identify potential solutions (Bason, 2010). In particular, the 
EunPyeoung Mobile Mayoral Office showed that bringing together key 
decision-makers with residents brought about deeper insights into the 
problem at hand. Furthermore, this type of engagement forged new 
collaborations and interactions between citizens, civil servants and 
policy makers, going beyond usual working partners, ‘creating new roles 
and relationships, developing assets and capabilities’ and ‘better using 
assets and resources’ (The Young Foundation, 2012), thereby enhancing 
society’s resilience and capacity to act. 

There were challenges to SMG’s citizen engagement and communi-
cation strategies. Due to the nature of the tools, there may have been 
limited representation of diverse voices. These tools may have been ade-
quate for only a limited range of problems and were resource-intensive 
to administer. There was a need to ensure that long-term sustainability 
of these engagement approaches did not depend on one leader. Perhaps 
the biggest challenge lay in encouraging trust between citizens, public 
officers, civic groups and experts to work together and co-create new 
solutions. Past experiences led many South Koreans to think that citizen 
engagement processes were a waste of time and this created a sense of 
apathy towards citizen engagement activities.
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Nevertheless, Seoul City was attempting to build the confidence of 
its citizens by providing them with new – positive – experiences of 
engagement. SMG’s multi-channel communication approach offers 
valuable lessons to other cities that are ambitiously planning to initiate 
and drive social innovation.

Notes

Spreadi (www.spreadi.org), for further information, contact: jungwon@spreadi.
org or sojung@spreadi.org.

 1. Prior to the election in 2011, Mayor Park was a human rights lawyer and 
social justice activist and founder of the non-profit watchdog organisation 
People’s Solidarity for Participatory Democracy; the Beautiful Foundation 
and the Beautiful Store, Oxfam-inspired models aimed at growing culture of 
giving; and the Hope Institute, a social innovation think and do tank.

 2. For the 2014 election campaign for his second-term mayorship, Mayor Park 
carried a GPS tracker in his rucksack, so that citizens could track his wherea-
bouts by using ‘findwonsoon’ webpage and find him to have a conversation 
with him. The campaign camp, which was called ‘honeybee camp’, had a 
non-hierarchical structure and was open to citizens who wanted to use the 
space (Chosun Biz, 2014). 

 3. In 2014, Wonsoon Park won 56.12% of the 4.9 million votes cast (National 
Election Commission, 2014). 

 4. South Korea’s GNI per capita rose from to $110 in 1962 to $25,920 in 2013. 
GNI per capita (formerly GNP per capita) is the gross national income, 
converted to US dollars using the World Bank Atlas method, divided by the 
midyear population (World DataBank, 2014). 

 5. Another good example is the Citizen Hall. The basement areas of the Seoul 
City Hall covering two floors, named as the ‘Citizen Hall’, were provided for 
citizens’ use. The Citizen Hall had an exhibition hall, gallery space, open 
lounge, event space available for hire, café and more. These efforts were 
made with the goal of enabling citizens to feel ownership of the City Hall.

 6. Seoul-based social enterprises have used this media to advertise their prod-
ucts or programmes, supported by donations from major advertisement 
agencies. Around 60 enterprises benefited from this scheme between January 
and July 2013 (PCB, 2013).

 7. MeToday (me2day.net) is a popular Korean social media platform, similar to 
Twitter, run by Korean company Naver.

 8. SMG runs thirty-three Twitter accounts, six Facebook accounts, four 
MeToday accounts and two blogs. The Mayor uses his own Twitter account, 
@wonsoonpark, with 736,519 followers and Facebook account, www.face-
book.com/wonsoonpark, with 170,894 followers. 

 9. Seoul has twenty-five boroughs. However, their budgets are quite small and 
many hope to get some financial support from SMG to solve daily issues of 
Seoul citizens together. In order to provide a programme directly beneficial 
to citizens, SMG runs the MMO with each local borough. 

10. www.seoul.go.kr/runningmayor/
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11. The city’s debts stood at 20 trillion won (around US$ 19 billion) when Mr. 
Park was elected as Mayor. The debt decreased to 18.861 trillion won (around 
US$ 17.6 billion) at the end of May 2013 (SMG 2013b). 

12. South Korean high-speed wireless Internet penetration rate reached 100.6% 
in 2012, according to the OECD (Moran, 2012). 

13. These procedures include arranging committee meetings, providing feed-
back to committee members and citizens and coordinating them to agree 
on one finalised policy or programme (K. Ryu, 2013; Hwang, 2013; K. Kim, 
2013). 
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9
Can Collective Intelligence 
Produce Social Innovation?
Ola Tjornbo

Introduction

The development of modern information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) has led to a renewed interest in the phenomenon of 
‘collective intelligence’ (also described as the ‘wisdom of the crowds’, 
Surowiecki, 2005). Collective intelligence refers to the capacity to mobi-
lise and coordinate the expertise and creativity possessed by large groups 
of individuals in order to solve problems and create new knowledge. 
Although this can be done offline, ICTs make it far easier for large groups 
of individuals to work collectively on common tasks, for example by 
removing the need for physical proximity, allowing for asynchronous 
communication and making it possible for single individuals to transmit 
information to very large groups (Wellman, 1997). These advantages 
have allowed online networks to solve iconic mathematics problems 
(Polymath, 2009; Gowers and Nielsen, 2009), create the world’s largest 
reference work, Wikipedia (Almeida, 2007), and even challenge grand-
master Garry Kasparov to a game of chess (Nielsen, 2011). 

In the light of these developments, scholars have suggested that by 
harnessing collective intelligence, it may be possible dramatically to 
improve society’s ability to tackle seemingly intractable social problems 
(e.g., Rushkoff, 2003; Howe, 2006; Tapscott and Williams, 2006; 2010). 
Theoretically, it is clear that there are certain types of tasks that groups 
perform better than individuals. For example, large groups are good at 
predicting the outcomes of elections or guessing the number of beans in 
a jar (Sunstein, 2006). However, these types of problems have concrete 
‘right’ answers, whereas the answers to social problems are rarely so 
clear cut (Funtowicz, 1993; Head, 2008). 

OPEN
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As Homer-Dixon (2001) and Westley et al. (2007) have argued, it 
may be possible to address some of the most pressing social problems 
by producing social innovations – new approaches to tackling familiar 
problems when established answers and responses have proven inef-
fective. But are collective intelligence tools valuable to the production 
of social innovation? On the one hand, there are some promising 
indicators. Online networks are typically made up of diverse nodes 
that are weakly tied, exactly the sort of networks that should be 
effective at mobilising knowledge and resources (Granovetter, 1973). 
Furthermore, they tend to have relatively flat hierarchies and high 
degrees of autonomy for individual nodes, which is characteristic of 
innovative organisations (Mintzberg, 1991). Finally, because online 
networks are potentially open to anyone who has access to the inter-
net, they encourage a sharing of diverse knowledge sets that has been 
identified as critical to innovation, both technical (Arthur, 2009) and 
social (Mumford and Moertl, 2003; Mumford and Licuanan, 2004). On 
the other hand, it is becoming increasingly clear that online collective 
intelligence has serious limitations. For example, online groups tend to 
become polarised between opposing opinions when it comes to dealing 
with complex problems that are politically contested (Sunstein, 2006). 
Moreover, online groups struggle with tasks that require careful coor-
dination (Nielsen, 2012; Kittur, Lee, and Kraut, 2009). These factors 
suggest limitations in terms of how far collective intelligence may be 
able to drive social innovation, which typically aims to address prob-
lems that are the consequence of complex systems and that require 
changes in the flow of resources, authority and beliefs if they are to be 
addressed (Westley et al., 2007). 

This chapter draws on the work of Arthur (2009) and a number of 
social innovation scholars (Mulgan et al., 2007; Westley et al., 2007; 
Mumford, 2002), to provide a framework for examining how col-
lective intelligence can support social innovation. It divides social 
innovation into phases and mechanisms. It then explores how three 
existing collective intelligence platforms have promoted social inno-
vation. These three cases illustrate the different models that exist 
for tapping into collective intelligence online, with each one hav-
ing different strengths and weaknesses in terms of generating social 
innovation. This analysis suggests that using collective intelligence 
to produce social innovation is possible, but that no single collec-
tive intelligence platform is likely to be useful throughout the whole 
social innovation process. 



194 Ola Tjornbo

The challenge of using collective intelligence 
to drive social innovation

Social innovation has been defined as ‘an initiative, product, process 
or program that profoundly changes the basic routines, resource and 
authority flows or beliefs of any social system’.1 Although this is just 
one definition, it shares much in common with those used by other 
authors working in this field (Mumford, 2002; Wheatley and Frieze, 
2006). What is particular about this perspective on social innovation 
is that it is ‘systemic’, meaning that it is concerned with the impact 
an innovation has on a whole social system, not just in the context 
of a particular organisation or industry. This kind of systemic change 
inevitably involves conflicts of interests, different perspectives on 
the system and the nature of the social problem, and unanticipated 
consequences due to unpredictable relations of cause and effect. In 
short, and using the language of systems perspectives, social innova-
tion is ‘complex’ (Westley et al., 2007; Duit and Galaz, 2008; Pierre 
and Peters, 2005).

So, from this viewpoint, complexity is inevitable when dealing 
with social innovation. This is a problem for collective intelligence 
(Nielsen, 2011; Sunstein, 2006; Sunstein, 2007). In order to mobilise 
collective intelligence, participants must be able to share and commu-
nicate information in such a way that the specialised knowledge that 
each individual possesses can be combined into a coherent whole or 
‘answer’. There are two characteristics that a problem can have that 
make this easier. 

Collective intelligence is easier to apply when the amount of coor-
dination between participants required to solve a problem is minimal 
(Kittur, 2008; Kittur et al., 2009). In some applications of collective 
intelligence, each individual only needs to supply their best answer to a 
problem, with the collective answer being determined by the average of 
all the responses. This is called a ‘low coordination’ problem. Collective 
intelligence is more difficult to apply when new contributions only 
make sense in relation to what has gone before. A famous example of 
such a ‘high coordination’ project was the publishing house Penguin’s 
attempt to write a book using an online collaboration platform, which 
largely failed (Kittur et al., 2009; Pulinger, 2007).

Collective intelligence is also easier to apply when a problem has a 
definite answer, one that is clearly recognisable when it is found, and 
where the method for finding it is known and agreed on by the group 
(Nielsen, 2011). This is also called an ‘intellective’, as opposed to a 
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‘judgmental’, task (see Laughlin and Adamopoulos, 1982). Typically, the 
former condition holds in fields like mathematics where it is possible 
to distinguish clearly between a correct and a wrong answer, and there 
is a common praxis shared by those working in the field for arriving 
at problem solutions. However, this may not be the case when dealing 
with social problems where the difference between right and wrong 
may be based on value judgements not shared by all involved, and 
where there is a lot of uncertainty surrounding what is known about 
a problem (Funtowicz, 1993). Collective intelligence becomes increas-
ingly difficult to employ when incorporating knowledge from different 
academic disciplines or non-scientific knowledge based in traditional 
cultures (Berkes, 2008) or unarticulated lay practices. It is almost 
impossible when the knowledge that one party professes to possess is 
dismissed as worthless by other parties, such as is common in highly 
politicised or value-laden debates (Head, 2008).

Social innovation meets neither of these conditions. It is complex, 
with high coordination requirements, and requires judgmental evalu-
ations. As such, it is tempting to say that social innovation is simply 
not a good arena to use collective intelligence. However, a deeper look 
at how social innovation happens makes this conclusion appear less 
certain.

The process of social innovation

Social innovation is still an emerging field of study and, thus, there are 
still relatively few papers dealing with how social innovation happens 
from a systemic perspective (Mumford and Moertl, 2003). However, 
there are other disciplines that look at innovation in complex systems – 
especially research into socio-technical systems – that can offer use-
ful conceptual frameworks for understanding this phenomenon. This 
chapter describes the process of social innovation with reference to 
social innovation theory (Wheatley and Frieze, 2006; Westley et al., 
2007; Westley and Antadze, 2010; Mumford, 2002), as well as work on 
socio-technical systems (e.g., Geels and Schot, 2007; Geels, 2005; Smith, 
Stirling and Berkhout, 2005), and especially the work of Arthur (2009).

Scholars of innovation in complex systems tend to break the pro-
cess into three (Mumford, 2002; Arthur, 2009) or four phases (Westley 
et al., 2013). Table 9.1 presents three phases of social innovation. At 
each phase there are crucial mechanisms for making the innovation 
successful. These mechanisms are described in greater detail in the 
paragraphs below.
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The ‘invention’ stage is when a new innovation is first born. Most 
theorists propose that innovations are born out of new combinations 
or recombinations of existing ideas, practices, technologies and other 
elements, to produce new and surprising outcomes. Mumford notes 
that social innovation seems to emerge most often when modes of rea-
soning that are common in one domain are applied to surprising effect 
in another domain (Mumford and Moertl, 2003). The invention phase 
can be encouraged by fostering the exchange of ideas and information 
between individuals working in different domains. Arthur (2009) argues 
that the greater the number of existing technologies, the more potential 
re-combinations there are – so the faster innovation happens. 

Invention is followed by ‘development’, in which the initial idea is 
adapted to its purpose. In some cases this involves finding a previously 
unexplored application for an existing technology or idea (Cohen et al., 
1972; Arthur, 2009). Often this stage of development involves linking 
the invention to other ideas that help to refine it. As both Westley et 
al. (2007) and Arthur (2009) have noted, successful innovations often 
consist of clusters of products, programmes and processes that come 
together to allow the invention to fulfil its purpose. 

Developing an innovation requires an investment of time and, usu-
ally, both human and financial capital. Finding resources for fledgling 
ideas is difficult. Innovation scholars have noted the importance of 
‘niches’ in protecting innovations during this growth period (Schot 
and Geels, 2007; Smith, 2006; Kemp et al., 1998). Such niches may be 
housed within larger organisations and institutions, as spaces reserved 
for radical innovation, or they can be small markets where the innova-
tion has a limited application that does not reflect its systems changing 
potential. Related to the concept of a niche is the concept of a ‘shadow 
network’ (Olsson et al., 2006). Shadow networks are groups of indi-
viduals who work together to develop an innovation, often without 

Table 9.1 Phases and mechanisms of social innovation

Phase of social innovation Associated mechanisms

Invention (Re-)combination; exchange of information 
and ideas between different domains

Development Matching problems and solutions; 
clustering; niches; shadow networks

Implementation Cross-scale networks; institutional 
entrepreneurship

Source: Author’s compilation.
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compensation, in order to create an alternative to the existing way of 
doing things. Sometimes shadow networks can exist for a long time, 
developing and utilising an idea before it ever enters the mainstream. 
For example, in Chile, artisanal fishers had to wait sixteen years before 
the collapse of the dictatorial regime allowed them to replace existing 
fisheries policy with their own ideas (Gelcich et al., 2010).

The third stage is institutionalisation and ‘regime shift’. As Westley 
et al. noted (Westley et al., 2007; Westley and Antadze, 2010), in order 
to establish themselves, innovations often need to access resources and 
opportunities that are located outside the system in which they are 
operating. While resistance to change within a system may be high, 
there may be opportunities at other levels to build support for the inno-
vation. This means that an actor trying to achieve change within a local 
context may find it necessary to look outside the system they are trying 
to change in order to find support. Just as within the legal system a rul-
ing may be appealed and overturned in a higher court, a social innova-
tor may be able to approach national or international organisations for 
help. In the example of the Great Bear Rainforest in Western Canada, 
environmental organisations were able to put pressure on logging com-
panies acting in the region by targeting the international buyers of their 
timber products (Tjornbo et al., 2010). The ability to reach outside the 
system in this way is greatly facilitated by the creation of networks that 
span administrative and geographic boundaries. These can be created 
by both formal partnerships and informal connections (Moore and 
Westley, 2011; Slaughter, 2004).

An innovation may have to wait before it has an opportunity to estab-
lish itself, but agents can work actively to look for opportunities to find 
resources at other scales. Throughout the innovation process, but par-
ticularly at the institutionalisation phase, the success of the innovation 
is heavily dependent on the support and skills of agents, often called 
institutional entrepreneurs, who are skilled at finding these kinds of 
opportunities (Dorado, 2005; Levy and Scully, 2007; Child et al., 2007). 
Institutional entrepreneurs help innovations to secure resources to grow 
and are adept at finding opportunities to establish them in systems 
(Westley et al., 2013, Mumford, 2002). 

According to the definition of social innovation provided above, a 
social innovation can only be described as such if it moves through 
all of these three stages (although not necessarily consecutively – since 
they can occur simultaneously or even out of order on occasion). 
Thus, all of the mechanisms described above are important to a social 
innovation’s progress. However, no single organisation or institution 
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has to carry out all of these activities. Westley et al. (2013) argued that 
agency in social innovation processes is best understood as a distributed 
quality, where many different actors are involved in making a social 
innovation happen, contributing different skills at different times. 
Collective intelligence platforms are not agents in themselves, rather 
they are mechanisms that can help to mobilise and coordinate agency. 
Moreover, different types of platform might provide support to social 
innovation at one phase, without being useful throughout the whole 
process. 

The role of collective intelligence platforms in social 
innovation: Three case studies

Collective intelligence platforms are virtual spaces, usually websites – 
though they can also take the form of mobile applications – that are set 
up in order to allow people to come together to work on common prob-
lems in ways that require the mobilisation of knowledge and creativity. 
A recent study identified three main types of collective intelligence plat-
form (Tjornbo, 2013): challenge grants, innovation communities and 
open innovation platforms. This chapter explores, qualitatively, what 
role each of these different kinds of platform might play in promoting 
social innovation and to what extent they have been successful in doing 
so. This chapter examines one leading example of each of these types 
of collective intelligence platform. Platforms were selected on the basis 
that they had large memberships, had attracted financial resources and 
had achieved recognition in the media (measured by the number of hits 
generated by a Google ‘news’ search). The aim of looking at these sites 
was to answer two questions: 

1. To what extent are these innovation platforms already producing 
social innovations?

2. How well are these three different types of online innovation plat-
forms adapted to the task of stimulating social innovation and to 
what extent do they represent mechanisms of social innovation in 
action?

Each case is now considered in turn.

Challenge grants: Innocentive

Challenge grants are perhaps the most established model for regularly 
accessing the innovative capacity of virtual social networks. A challenge 
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grant allows those facing a problem to put out an open call for potential 
solutions. Anyone who thinks they have a solution to the challenge 
can submit a proposal and they typically compete with other ‘solv-
ers’ to win a cash prize for the best solution, either determined by the 
‘challenger’ or by an independent jury. Challenge grants require some 
coordination since ‘solvers’ have to meet the expectations of the ‘chal-
lengers’. This becomes more difficult depending on the nature of the 
challenge issued. However, as the example of Innocentive illustrates, 
while the challenge grant approach is most easily applicable to simpler, 
technical challenges, it does still have some application for complex 
social challenges. 

Operational since 2001, Innocentive is undoubtedly one of the larg-
est open innovation platforms. Over 1,650 challenges, worth over 
$40,000,000 in total, have been posted on the site, and Innocentive can 
boast some notable successes. For example, it has produced breakthroughs 
in oil spill clean-up and in treating Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS).2 
Like most challenge grants, the principal aim of Innocentive is to connect 
people with a problem to those who think they might have an answer. 

The majority of challenges posted on Innocentive are purely techni-
cal in nature. However, some of the challenges concern social problems 
and could potentially produce social innovation. To identify such 
challenges, three criteria were set out based on the definition of social 
innovation above: challenges could be defined as potentially producing 
social innovation if they concerned a social problem; took a holistic/
systemic view of the problem; and invited solutions with a potentially 
radical impact on the way that problem was tackled, that is, they did 
not constrain problem solvers to work within an existing mode of prac-
tice. Challenges listed on Innocentive were then evaluated to identify 
those that met the criteria. As well as the author, a second researcher 
performed the same evaluation in order to reduce the subjectivity of the 
judgement. Based on these criteria, four Innocentive challenges out of 
the 138 challenges active at the time of the research were identified as 
supporting social innovation.

These 138 challenges only present a snapshot of the activities of 
Innocentive. However, using the same criteria to look at the most suc-
cessful problem solvers involved in Innocentive over the last five years 
also gives an indication of the primary activities of the site. Between 
2007 and 2011 not one ‘top solver’ was involved in challenges that 
could be described as socially innovative.3 

While Innocentive indulges in some social innovation, the data does 
not tell us how successful the platform is in this arena. Innocentive’s 
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general measure of success is that 85% of challenges find winning 
solutions, but there is no such figure that focuses solely on social inno-
vations. Nevertheless, two of Innocentive’s high-profile success stories 
involve social innovation. The first was a challenge to find new ways of 
providing education to populations in poor and developing countries4 
and the second was a challenge to find a means of measuring ‘human 
potential’.5 Thus, although social innovation is just a small part of 
Innocentive’s activities, it is possible to use the Innocentive model to 
stimulate social innovation.

Innocentive’s success seems to hinge on its ability to leverage two 
of the core mechanisms of social innovation: matching problems and 
solutions and exchanging information across domains. The challenge 
grant structure is also suited to innovation in that it opens problems up 
to a wide audience of potential solvers. A typical way for an organisa-
tion or individual to attempt to find a solution to a problem might be 
to hire a consultant or other experts in the particular field it is operat-
ing in, but these people are often too committed to existing ways of 
operating or established best practices to generate truly innovative ideas 
(Nielsen, 2011). As the literature on social innovation suggests, innova-
tion is usually the product of the novel combination of adjacent fields 
of knowledge (Arthur, 2009). This certainly holds true for Innocentive, 
where many winning solutions have come from experts in fields differ-
ent from that of the challenger (Nielsen, 2011).

However, while Innocentive might be good at stimulating new inven-
tions, it seems to be poor at supporting innovations through to implemen-
tation (Tjornbo and Westley, 2012). Once a solution has been matched to 
a problem, there is not much more support available from Innocentive 
in terms of developing the idea. The section of the site entitled ‘Solver 
Resources’ mostly contains a few brief articles on the basics of how to 
answer challenges. There are built-in supports for people hoping to partner 
with others in designing their solution and an online forum where mem-
bers of Innocentive can chat about a broad range of topics, but these tools 
seem to have limited impact. The global forum, for example, sees a new 
topic opened at most once or twice a month and most of these receive two 
or fewer replies. At the time of writing, the first three posts in this forum 
were all observations about how difficult it is to form a team.6 Based on 
a sample of twenty randomly selected challenges, the average number of 
public comments in the public project rooms is less than three. This sug-
gests that Innocentive is not effective in building shadow networks. 

In addition, Innocentive does not have built-in tools to help inno-
vations establish themselves in broader systems. Once a solution is 
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accepted by a challenger, then the role of the site, and possibly of the 
innovator, may be over. There is no systematic attempt to encour-
age the involvement of institutional entrepreneurs, to develop such 
skills, or to look for cross-scale opportunities. All of this is left up to 
the challenger or innovator. Thus innovations may fail because of a 
lack of resources or because the innovator is not able to help tailor 
the innovation to its particular application. The two successful social 
innovations profiled on the site were achieved in partnership with 
The Economist magazine, which may have helped to raise the profile 
of the competitions. 

Innovation communities: Open Source Ecology

Innovation communities do not promote innovation generally; rather, 
they focus on a single problem and attempt to find solutions to it. The 
emphasis in these groups is not on generating ideas but on fine-tuning 
them and seeing them successfully implemented. Unlike the other types 
of innovation platform, therefore, innovation communities rely heav-
ily on their ability to coordinate action. This can be accomplished in a 
number of different ways. For example, although it is not an innova-
tion community per se, Wikipedia has been very successful at coordi-
nating large numbers of individuals in accomplishing a shared project 
by developing an elaborate set of rules and guidelines for evaluating 
articles, with a dedicated group of volunteer moderators who do most 
of the work of editing articles (Butler et al., 2008). In order to succeed, 
it needs to keep volunteers motivated and prevent fragmentation of the 
project (Hertel et al., 2003; Mustonen, 2003). 

Open Source Ecology (OSE) was born from the frustration experienced 
by one man: farmer, technologist and physicist Marcin Jakubowski. 
When he was unable to repair his brand tractor that broke down fre-
quently, he designed a cheap, robust and easily repairable alternative 
that could be built entirely using locally available materials. He then 
made the blueprint for this new tractor available to the public. His work 
attracted outside attention and supporters and soon expanded into the 
vision of the Global Village Construction Set (GVCS), a set of blueprints 
for 50 machines that could be built and maintained locally on a small 
scale. Jakubowski’s farm became the site of a community dedicated to 
producing blueprints and prototypes of these machines, and their work 
attracted the interest of others, like TED, who gave Jakubowski a plat-
form to share his idea. Jakubowski’s TED talk describing Open Source 
Ecology has had over a million views at the time of writing7 and helped 
launch a community on the global stage.
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The OSE project is a social innovation in itself as it is a radical 
reconceptualisation of manufacturing that turns its back on the cen-
tralisation and global supply chains of the mainstream economy and 
is a direct response to concerns about the social and environmental 
impacts of globalisation and the consumer economy. In order to make 
this possible it relies on many different types of community support. 
Some of this is financial, as provided by the hundreds of ‘True Fans’ 
who contribute ten dollars a month to the project,8 but much of it relies 
on collective intelligence. The blueprints for the GVCS machines are 
open source and have been developed by a virtual network of contribu-
tors as well as those working on the farm. A few early adopters have also 
created these machines and provided feedback on how they need to be 
improved.9 Although it is still in its infancy, OSE has been developing a 
coherent alternative to a society based on centralised industrial produc-
tion and demonstrates that innovation communities can play a role in 
social innovation. 

The idea for OSE was generated by Marcin Jakubowski and, as such, 
people who become involved in the OSE project are attracted by the 
idea of the Global Village Construction Set and share at least some of 
Jakubowski’s values. This reduces a lot of the complexity inherent in 
using collective intelligence for social innovation and is, perhaps, what 
allows OSE to work as a social innovation platform. 

Web platforms like OSE make use of collective intelligence during the 
‘development’ phase of social innovation. The farm became a ‘niche’ 
that attracted resources, both financial and in the shape of talented 
volunteers, who came to work at the farm, as well as those who con-
tributed to development online. These resources soon saw the produc-
tion of a cluster of innovations (different prototypes of Global Village 
Construction Set machines). OSE became the focus of one of the early 
crowdfunding campaigns (online platforms that allow members of the 
public to support projects with small donations), with 500 support-
ers creating a small monthly revenue for Jakubowski (Thomson and 
Jakubowski, 2012). One of the volunteers at the farm won a Thiel ‘20 
Under 20’ Fellowship of $100,000 to allow him to continue his work on 
the farm. By using crowdfunding, OSE explored ideas that would not 
be supported by mainstream funding organisations, whether private or 
philanthropic (Thomson and Jakubowski, 2012). However, its success 
depended entirely upon its ability to build a committed ‘shadow net-
work’ of supporters.

The lesson from other similar online projects is that these ini-
tiatives must attract both casual volunteers and a core group of very 
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committed enthusiasts (Howe, 2006). In the case of Wikipedia, while 
casual volunteers create the bulk of new material, it is a small group of 
‘moderators’ who ensure that articles abide by Wikipedia’s standards 
and maintain a consistent style (Kittur et al., 2007). 

In the case of OSE, the project received a big boost after Jakubowski 
was invited to make a presentation at TED. This brought a significant 
amount of interest to the project and an infusion of extra investment 
and resources (Thomson and Jakubowski, 2012). The central premise 
of the OSE project caught on and led to an expansion of the idea into 
new locations, a process social innovation scholars sometimes refer to 
as ‘scaling out’ (Westley and Antadze, 2010). A shadow network grew 
up around the OSE project, through the OSE forums and wiki. Most 
significantly, this included a German OSE node with its own OSE Wiki 
and active forums.10

However, the core OSE community has not been consistently strong. 
Recently, the OSE fora have not been particularly active.11 Even more 
significantly, the OSE farm has gone through periods of inactivity, with 
the last of the initial volunteers having departed in February 2013. The 
reasons for this collapse appear to be partly related to the leadership of 
Jakubowski.12 The problems associated with a charismatic leader who is 
at first instrumental to the growth of a new initiative, but later comes 
to limit it, are well known and documented in the management litera-
ture (Westley et al., 2007). Such leaders are often able to attract support 
because of the strength of their vision but may be reluctant to adapt their 
ideas to specific contexts, tend to stifle creativity in their followers and 
can ultimately strangle the innovation they championed. From other 
open source projects it is clear that a horizontal and non-hierarchical 
leadership style is essential to maintaining such communities. 

Despite a lack of more recent activity, the OSE project is not a failure. 
The central idea has been considerably developed since Jakubowski first 
invented it, and a network has grown up around it so that work is now 
being continued in other locations. However, there may be a tension 
between maintaining the kind of intense community needed to sustain 
a project like the OSE and the activities associated with institutionalis-
ing an innovation, such as identifying opportunities for cross-scale 
interactions. 

Open innovation platforms: TED

Open innovation platforms are platforms that publicise people’s good 
ideas. At their simplest, they are open message boards where anyone 
is free to submit their proposals for public scrutiny. More typically 
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however, they also encourage visitors to comment on ideas and to vote 
for those they like, thus giving the ‘best’ ideas greatest prominence. 
Open innovation platforms do not draw much use from collective 
intelligence directly, since most ideas are the product of a single mind 
or a small team rather than a large group. However, in allowing for 
comments on ideas, they create opportunities for collaboration. More 
importantly, by spreading ideas effectively, they may open people up to 
a greater diversity of ideas, invigorating recombination processes. 

TED is the largest open innovation platform in terms of visitors. It 
started in 1984 as an organisation that put on conferences bringing 
together speakers from the worlds of technology, entertainment and 
design. Today, it is mostly famous for the videos of its talks available 
online through its website. It currently hosts over 19,000 talks, and 
some of the most popular have over 20 million views.13 TED differs 
from standard open innovation platforms in that only specially selected 
invitees are able to share their ideas, which are carefully curated to fit 
the TED format. It also has an unusually sophisticated multimedia dis-
tribution platform. 

TED works well as a social innovation platform. Several of the talks 
on the site promote ideas that are intended to tackle social problems, 
take a holistic, systemic approach and have potentially radical implica-
tions, such as Ken Robinson’s14 proposal to reform education systems 
in the West to put more emphasis on creativity or George Papandreou’s 
proposal for a Europe without political borders.15 This is not to say 
that TED is exclusively or even mainly a social innovation platform. 
The most common talk topics on TED are those related to its core areas – 
technology (558 talks), entertainment (272) and design (326), with the 
only exceptions being science (421) and business (278). Topics like poli-
tics (146), health (124) and poverty (44) lag far behind.16 

The greatest strength of TED is its ability to communicate ideas. 
The most popular TED talks garner huge audiences, while talks with 
hundreds of thousands of viewers are fairly commonplace. At the most 
fundamental level, simply exposing people to a variety of ideas makes 
them more likely to come up with innovative recombinations (Arthur, 
2009). Moreover, exposure often brings additional resources, as shown 
in the OSE example. 

Although originally, TED’s design was not directed at harnessing col-
lective intelligence to spur social innovation, over time, it has evolved 
and added tools to develop ideas beyond the talks. One such tool is 
the forum, which allows for commentary on the talks. Of the three 
case studies here, TED has the most active forum, with the number of 
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comments on a talk often numbering tens or hundreds (as opposed to 
OSE and Innocentive, which often only had a few comments). There is 
scope through these discussions to develop ideas further and to create 
clusters. However, so far, this activity has not been typically systematic, 
nor carried out with a particular end goal in mind.

Another development has been the TED Prize. The Prize is essentially 
a form of challenge grant where one individual is awarded $1 million 
for a plan that proposes a solution to a problem that will ‘change 
the world’ for the better. To date there have been nineteen TED Prize 
Winners, tackling topics such as nutrition in schools and marine pro-
tected areas.17 Yet another innovation promoting development is the 
TED Fellows Programme, which is focused on supporting the work of 
young innovators.18 

Largely, the impetus for these kinds of developments has come from 
the TED community. At the time of writing this online network had 
149,441 members and its own forum. Moreover, TED receives feedback 
from the participants at its physical conferences. Much of this feedback 
concerns a desire to see the ideas at TED put into action with the sup-
port of the talented people in the room and the resources they have 
access to. A striking example of this potential came in the form of the 
Mission Blue project. This began with a TED talk from Sylvia Earle, who 
argued for the creation of a series of marine-protected areas to help 
build the resilience of ocean ecosystems around the globe. The speech 
garnered a huge amount of support, including a $1,000,000 pledge from 
philanthropist Addison Fischer. It also led to a voyage, with passengers 
made up of scientists, philanthropists and celebrities, which raised over 
$15 million.19

These examples show that TED has a potentially powerful ability to 
build cross-scale networks able to advocate strongly for social innova-
tion. Another example of this came in the form of the TED Challenge 
(part of TED 2013), where small interdisciplinary groups worked 
together, with notable successes, to create action on a range of issues 
from vaccination to sex trafficking. 

Thus far though, the kinds of deliberate activities described here are 
the exception rather than the rule. At its core, TED remains an idea 
promoter, not an advocacy organisation. Most of the attendees at TED 
conferences are scientists and business people rather than politicians, 
and TED remains committed to a politically neutral perspective. In fact, 
perhaps, there is a tension between TED’s role as a promoter of ideas 
and as a place of community building and its potential role as an agent 
of institutional entrepreneurship and advocacy. 
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Conclusion

Despite the complex nature of social innovation processes and the lim-
ited theoretical literature exploring the phenomenon, it is clear from 
the case studies presented here that collective intelligence has a role to 
play in promoting social innovation, both directly and indirectly. All 
three of the web platforms examined here promoted social innovation 
to some extent. Innocentive – the challenge grant example – featured 
a small sample of social innovation challenges and at least two exam-
ples of successfully launched social innovations. OSE – the innovation 
community example – took a radically alternative model of produc-
tion and self-sustainability and not only considerably developed the 
idea with several prototypes, but also created a global shadow network 
dedicated to taking it further. Finally, TED – the open innovation plat-
form example – publicised several social innovations and helped them 
to gain greater prominence and resources. TED also created an online 
community dedicated to seeing some of these socially innovative ideas 
realised in practice. It has occasionally helped to build cross-scale net-
works to support the realisation process. 

At the same time, no single platform seems to be able to support a 
social innovation from invention through to implementation. In fact, 
each of these different types of platform seems particularly strong in 
one particular phase: invention in the case of TED and Innocentive, 
and development in the case of OSE. Moreover, none of these platforms 
utilised all of the mechanisms associated with any one phase and none 
were particularly active in the implementation phase, although TED 
seems to have the greatest potential in this area.

In many ways this reflects the strengths and limitations suggested by 
the theoretical literature in the introduction to this chapter. Collective 
intelligence platforms are indeed good at mobilising resources and 
sharing knowledge and creativity (e.g., TED and OSE); they can help 
realise the benefits of applying diverse knowledge sets to a single prob-
lem (Innocentive); and they are places where truly radical innovation 
can thrive (OSE). However, they have yet to demonstrate a capacity to 
be effective in the implementation phase where the ability to navigate 
complex political environments and form cross-scale networks com-
posed of diverse interest groups becomes crucial. It is interesting to 
note how successful OSE was at attracting a truly committed group of 
volunteers willing to invest a significant amount of time and resources 
into a shared vision. This is contrary to the expectation that online 
models are best at forming loose networks and this may be linked to the 
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hybrid nature of this platform which includes both online and offline 
components. 

All of the networks have weaknesses that could be addressed to help 
them become more successful engines of social innovation. Innocentive 
could become better at building the kind of community observed in 
OSE, which might lead to a greater degree of collaboration in develop-
ing innovations past the initial idea. OSE might benefit from becoming 
less reliant on the leadership of Marcin Jakubowski and the relatively 
insular OSE community, perhaps by promoting its ability to share ideas 
as widely as TED has done (and indeed its success is in part due to 
TED) and by finding new ways to attract resources (as Innocentive did). 
Finally, TED could, perhaps, benefit from finding concrete applications 
for ideas and forming a community willing to help make ideas a reality 
(there are signs that this is happening). However, in each of these cases 
the platform in question risks losing something by expanding its remit. 
Innocentive might become less diverse by building a stronger and more 
committed community; OSE might become fragmented by turning 
away from the vision that drives it; and a more action-oriented TED 
might come to be seen as a political actor rather than a neutral reposi-
tory of knowledge, reducing the breadth of its appeal.

Ultimately, perhaps it is very difficult for any single platform to be 
effective in all stages of the development of a social innovation. As might 
be expected, based on network theory, there are trade-offs involved in 
choosing to support either the formation of a strongly bonded com-
munity or shadow network or the formation of more loosely coupled 
cross-scale communities. Equally though, there are opportunities to draw 
on mechanisms that the platforms themselves were not doing enough to 
exploit, such as Innocentive’s failure to promote greater use of its forums 
or TED’s hesitation around mobilising its potential as a network organisa-
tion. Ultimately, this study suggests that those interested in promoting 
social innovation should make greater use of the full range of collective 
intelligence platforms in order best to use the strengths of each. However, 
it is acknowledged here that more work is needed to investigate further 
the patterns suggested by this exploratory study.

Notes

1. http://sig.uwaterloo.ca/about-the-waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-
and-resilience-wisir#About%20SI. Accessed 25 September 2014.

2. http://www.innocentive.com/about-innocentive/innovation-solutions-of-
note and see also Nielsen (2011).
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2014.

 4. http://www.innocentive.com/for-solvers/winning-solutions/21st-century-
cyber-schools-challenge. Accessed 26 November 2014.

 5. http://www.innocentive.com/for-solvers/winning-solutions/human-poten-
tial-index-challenge. Accessed 26 November 2014.

 6. https://www.innocentive.com/ar/board/solver. Accessed 1 June 2013.
 7. https://www.ted.com/talks/marcin_jakubowski. Accessed 26 November 2014.
 8. http://opensourceecology.org/wiki/True_fans. Accessed 26 November 2014.
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10. http://opensourceecology.org/wiki/Germany. Accessed 26 November 2014.
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lately. Accessed 26 November 2014.
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2014.
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Accessed 25 September 2014.
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democracy_without_borders.html. Accessed 25 September 2014.
16. https://www.ted.com/topics. Accessed 24 November 2014.
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10
The Usefulness of Networks: 
A Study of Social Innovation 
in India
Lina Sonne

Introduction

India has seen a recent and rapid emergence of social enterprise as a 
potential alternative development channel. Social enterprises, defined 
in this chapter as organisations that combine a focus on financial sus-
tainability with an explicit commitment to social impact through their 
products and/or employment and sourcing strategies, offer new and 
innovative ways of providing goods, services and livelihood opportuni-
ties for the poor. In other words, social enterprise is a hybrid – operat-
ing with the social impact objectives of an NGO and the market-driven 
financial aims of a for-profit firm. Social enterprise, therefore, involves 
the reconfiguring of social relations between the private sector market 
and civil society (Allen et al., 2012; Koh et al., 2012).

Innovation is central in social enterprises in emerging markets because 
many are creating new products and services, as well as accessing and, at 
times, creating new markets and value chains (Koh et al., 2014; Rajan, 
2013). However, to innovate and grow their social enterprises, entrepre-
neurs need to interact with other actors, including fellow entrepreneurs, 
suppliers, wholesalers, investors and incubators. They do so to access 
new information and knowledge, new sources of finance, new business 
connections along the value chain and new markets and customers. 

Social enterprises in and around India’s major cities (including 
Mumbai, Bangalore and Delhi) can increasingly rely on a range of sup-
port organisations to help them grow and flourish, including investors, 
incubators and networking platforms, as highlighted in a number of 
recent reports (Saltuk et al., 2011; Allen et al., 2012). However, accessing 
such financial and non-financial support can be difficult, especially out-
side of the large cities, as there are few formal mechanisms to connect 

OPEN
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with support or, even, information about the support that is actually 
available (Sonne, 2014). 

Who the entrepreneur knows, therefore, becomes important for his 
or her ability to find suitable support to develop and grow a social 
enterprise. Networks, in other words, are central. In a country such as 
India, with multiple hierarchies, vast geographies and a large number 
of communities and religions, who you know and where you belong 
has historically been important. Today, while not as important as it has 
been, much of the activity in the economy still relies on trust, espe-
cially in the informal sector (Harris, 2002). Networks, and social ties, 
therefore, are particularly important not only to access new knowledge 
and financial and non-financial support but also because of the social 
capital that can be built. 

This chapter1 sets out to look at two interrelated areas: the role of 
networks for individual (social) entrepreneurs and the impact of these 
individual networks on social innovation at the system level. It does so 
by providing case studies of three social entrepreneurs and their organi-
sations: Amit of Rose Computer Academy, Naveen of SMV Wheels and 
Vijaya of Under the Mango Tree. The case studies detail the kind of 
stakeholders on whom the three social entrepreneurs rely within their 
networks, as well as how those networks have evolved over time. 

Social entrepreneurs and innovation

Social enterprises have attracted particular attention over the last dec-
ade or so (EU, 2013; OECD, 2011; Koh et al., 2012; 2014). As agile, often 
self-sustaining non-state actors, they are particularly important as driv-
ers of social innovation in the early stages when it often remains weakly 
institutionalised (OECD, 2011). 

Social entrepreneurship and innovation are intricately intertwined 
since successful social entrepreneurs are continuously innovating when 
starting, growing and scaling their enterprises. Given the nascent stage 
of the social enterprise sector and the difficulty in balancing social 
needs with commercial requirements, many of the challenges social 
entrepreneurs face are innovation challenges (Sonne, 2014). These 
include the creation of a new product or service, building demand for a 
new product or service, reaching the market or accessing inputs. 

Innovation – here defined as the continuous process of upgrading 
using new knowledge or a new combination of existing knowledge – 
can be seen to emerge from actors whose interactions, behaviour and 
patterns of learning are conditioned by institutions (Freeman, 1987; 
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Lundvall, 1992; Edquist, 1997). The institutions that facilitate the flow 
of information between various actors are, as a consequence, particu-
larly important for the innovation ecosystem.

The importance of networks

Actors within the social enterprise ecosystem – the individuals or 
groups of individuals (or organisations) who are able to influence 
outcomes and cause change – are in many ways the repositories of 
knowledge and skills for social innovation in a fast-changing environ-
ment where there is limited codified information. Because knowledge 
is spread across actors, interaction is required for the different knowl-
edge types to mix. It follows that collaborative knowledge accumula-
tion and learning processes are essential bases for (socially) innovative 
activity (Arora, 2009). In other words, the performance of a social 
innovation process is a function of the structure of its knowledge-
sharing network. Most information flows through informal channels, 
including word of mouth and an actor’s social network (Cowan and 
Kamath, 2013).

An effective network structure – characterised as wide (a range of 
different sources of knowledge types, including geographical, sectoral 
and professional) and open (ensuring access to knowledge both within 
the network and outside it) – helps knowledge and information flow 
between different actors (Sonne, 2011; Castilla et al., 2001). The size, 
positioning2 and relationship structures of a network matter in its effi-
ciency to generate new knowledge and support innovation.

The relationship between network characteristics and innovation 
outcomes is often complex. Dense network ties, for example, are likely 
to result in trust among actors since they sanction against opportun-
ism (Coleman, 1988). Such trust is important because actors are likely 
to cooperate with those whom they trust and with whom they share 
stronger ties (Dakhli and Clerq, 2004). 

Dense ties have their limits, however: social embeddedness helps 
build trust, but after a point it constrains actors in a network because 
the expected reciprocal behaviour may stop actors from seeking new 
knowledge, information and collaboration outside their network 
(Cowan and Kamath, 2012). Since dense networks can hinder innova-
tion, Burt (1992) argued that, for innovation, the spaces between sepa-
rate unconnected networks – ‘structural holes’ – are particularly useful 
since they allow actors to connect different knowledge networks. While 
strong ties build trust and coherence, weak ties are likely to provide the 
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most opportunities for new knowledge to emerge (Cowan and Jonard, 
2004). An ideal ecosystem would have both. 

Furthermore, networks provide actors with social capital or ‘the ability 
of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks 
or other social structures’ (Cowan and Kamath, 2012). The quality of an 
actor’s contacts and his or her network as a whole indirectly affects his 
or her standing and, in turn, the ability to access resources. 

For social entrepreneurs, networks are important in order to access 
new business opportunities and contacts, finance, suppliers, markets 
and customers, technology, knowledge and credibility (Partanen et al., 
2011; Semrau and Wernes, 2013). Credibility, through social capital, 
is especially important in the early stages of a venture to attract good 
senior management, employees and government support, for instance 
(Partanen et al., 2011).

Entrepreneurs may rely on a number of different sources of connec-
tions. Gebreyeeus and Mohnen (2013) found that, in the Ethiopian 
footwear cluster, small entrepreneurs relied mostly on family and busi-
ness contacts, such as suppliers and fellow entrepreneurs, for new infor-
mation and knowledge. However, they also found that family, while 
trusted, was not primarily used for innovative activities. Rather, business 
and knowledge interactions occurred with the same contacts, so business 
networks doubled up as knowledge networks.

According to Gebreyeeus and Mohnen (2013), the most common 
reasons for entrepreneurs to collaborate were to exchange information 
and experiences. Ebbers (2013) noted that entrepreneurs emphasis-
ing networking were more likely to know of business or collaboration 
opportunities. Strong ties such as friends and family and former busi-
ness associates are especially important in the early stages of a social 
enterprise, because they are low-cost and critical resources (Ebbers, 
2013; Partanen et al., 2011). Family ties also help to test the business in 
the early stages (Greve and Salaff, 2003). Further, according to Allinson 
et al. (2011), most networks are geographically close, especially for 
smaller and newer enterprises. Larger social enterprises may have a 
more international network. 

When networks do not emerge spontaneously, agents acting as catalysts 
can facilitate their emergence (Ceglie and Dini, 1999). A study on social 
enterprise in the United Kingdom noted that network brokers, regional 
catalysts and entrepreneurship support organisations (Kimmel and Hull, 
2012) helped galvanise networks within the sector. In the Indian social 
enterprise ecosystem, there are several such agents and recent years 
have seen the emergence of network platforms (Unconvention, Sankalp 
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Forum, Artha Platform), facilitators (Dasra, Idobro) and incubators 
(Villgro, UnLtd India). However, a separate study on entrepreneurs and 
incubators noted that, on the whole, incubators, while expected to act 
as facilitators or brokers, often did not do so and, even when they did 
link entrepreneurs to external partners, the success rate was very small 
(Ebbers, 2013). In fact, Allinson et al. (2011) noted that the social entre-
preneurs found interaction with fellow social entrepreneurs to be more 
helpful than that with incubators.

Research methodology

In order to explore the role of networks for social entrepreneurs in 
India, primary and secondary data were collected and analysed. To 
study networks, an ego-centred method for data collection and analysis 
was employed (Greve and Salaff, 2003; Knoke and Kuklinski, 1982). This 
method looks at an individual’s network of actors rather than the total 
system-level network. Respondents provided information on actors 
in their networks and on the nature of those relations. Ego-centred 
network methods are appropriate when data on the whole population 
is not available or only a small sample of the population is available 
(Greve and Salaff, 2003; Knoke and Kuklinski, 1982). 

Interviews and visits to three social enterprises were undertaken to:

• Learn about each social entrepreneur’s individual network in detail 
(such as the strong and the weak ties) and the roles that different 
actors play during the innovation process and the process of starting 
and growing a social enterprise;

• Learn how their networks evolved over time and how the use of net-
works had changed over time; and

• Understand the role of social enterprise support organisations.

The unit of analysis used was the social enterprise itself, and to select 
the three case studies, purposeful sampling was used. By using multiple 
cases, it is possible to study patterns, similarities and differences across 
cases while reducing the chance of coincidental occurrences (Eisenhardt, 
1991; Yin, 2003). The criteria to select the three case studies were based 
on finding social entrepreneurs from a range of backgrounds (which 
means a different set of personal networks when starting out as social 
entrepreneurs), operating in different sectors and working in rural, 
peri-urban and urban areas across India. Since the aim was to under-
stand the trajectory of relatively experienced social entrepreneurs from 
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different backgrounds, this study focussed on entrepreneurs that had 
each received incubation support from UnLtd India. 

Interviews were semi-structured and followed ‘a conversation with a 
purpose’ (Burgess, 1991) approach, which allowed interviewees to vary 
the detail of their answers and the order of the questions. The analysis 
followed a grounded and iterative process (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). 
Each case is now considered in turn.

SMV Wheels

SMV Wheels, started by Naveen Krishna in Varanasi in 2010, offers 
rickshaw pullers the opportunity to become members of the SMV 
Wheels Cooperative and to apply for a loan to buy a cycle rick-
shaw. There are four different types of rickshaws: regular rickshaw 
(Rs 15,500; £155), rickshaw with double seating (Rs 15,500; £155), 
trolley (Rs 11,500; £112) and push cart (Rs 9,000; £90). Following 
the loan application and due diligence, SMV provides the rickshaw 
upfront and it is subsequently paid off in fifty-two instalments over 
one year, at Rs 200–300 (£2–£3) per week. The weekly payments are 
registered against the rickshaw puller’s ID, providing him with a 
proven credit and payment record that can be used to access other 
loans or government schemes later. At the time of writing, there were 
1,300 rickshaw pullers in the cooperative.

Naveen spent several years working for a government agency, set-
ting up local rickshaw organisations through a government-funded 
programme and relied on this experience when setting up SMV Wheels: 

I knew everything about this business, I had learnt about this 
business – I spent four to five years working with different models, so 
SMV Wheels was the outcome of all the interactions I had.

Table 10.1 Case study selection

Enterprise Sector Rural/Urban Entrepreneur’s background

SMV Wheels Cycle 
Rickshaw

Urban: 
Varanasi

Ran rickshaw organisation

Under the 
Mango Tree

Honey/
farming

Rural to 
Urban

Formerly World Bank

Rose Computer 
Academy

Education Village/
peri-urban

Graduate/local IT teacher

Source: Author’s compilation.
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For example, a common issue with the government programme was 
that once project grant funding ended, the rickshaw organisation had 
to close. Naveen, therefore, chose to set up SMV Wheels as a for-profit 
entity. While Naveen had the knowledge and experience to set up an 
organisation supporting rickshaw pullers, he believed that the social 
enterprise idea came not from him but from rickshaw pullers: five rick-
shaw pullers he met when moving back to Varanasi co-funded his first 
rickshaw purchase so that he could start SMV Wheels. 

Naveen’s network

Naveen made a distinction between local networks that he needed to 
run his business day-to-day – including insurance and hospital partners, 
local government and customers – and the pan-Indian network that he 
used to attract funding and to learn how to grow and scale the enterprise. 

Naveen relied on his social network a lot, especially when he started 
SMV Wheels. The most important person in this respect was a friend of 
his who was also his chartered accountant (CA) and one of his original 
investors. The CA helped register the company and took care of the 
legal formalities, turning it into a private limited company. 

Naveen applied to business plan competitions through which he 
received initial funding as well as exposure and key contacts. The first 
competition he won was Village Capital with First Light Ventures. He 
then caught the attention of the founders of the KL Felicitas Foundation 
and First Light Ventures. This early interest led to a syndicate of five 
investors coming on board in 2012. 

Naveen went on to participate in Dasra’s accelerator programme 
through which he formed a good network of fellow social entrepre-
neurs. In addition, UnLtd India helped with capacity building, and a 
friend and mentor from UnLtd India was a central figure when it came 
to business strategy and advice. SMV Wheels also used networking plat-
forms TiE Delhi and Action for India. 

To gather information about the most useful rickshaw technol-
ogy, Naveen and his team tapped into two sources: first, the rickshaw 
pullers themselves; and second, volunteer designers through a Dutch 
exchange programme and a collaboration with an Indian university, IIT-
Guwahati. The SMV Rickshaw was a collaboration between the America-
India Foundation and students at IIT-Guwahati. 

Once Naveen knew which rickshaws and carts he wanted to offer to the 
rickshaw pullers, he set about searching for the best local manufacturers:

We did market research for that, and we identified three market 
vendors in the beginning who were giving us good quality and 
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good price and then we started working with them. Finally we 
ended up working with only two vendors because of the qual-
ity. … And that is how we arrived at the price and quality of the 
rickshaws.

To ensure their supply of rickshaws and materials was of a high stand-
ard, SMV Wheels closely interacted with suppliers and assemblers, even 
training manufacturers in how best to carry out their work, using engi-
neering experts within their network. 

Local stakeholders such as insurance companies and hospitals were 
important parts of the business network, as were local authorities. 
Naveen first approached the Municipal Corporation ‘because you need 
the legal licenses first if you want to drive a rickshaw’.

Simultaneously, Naveen established partnerships with local hospitals 
and the insurance companies that reimburse hospital bills. SMV Wheels 
worked with a couple of other social enterprises to provide health-
related services: 

We have collaborated with Dove Foundation which works with HIV/
AIDS. They train our rickshaw pullers twice a month in HIV and 
other health and hygiene issues. We have also tied up with SEWA 
Mob in Lucknow to give them regular health insurance.

Banks were another local partner:

We send the rickshaw pullers’ credit history to the banks and other 
microfinance organisations in Varanasi and recommend them for the 
different social government schemes. 

Most of SMV Wheels’ members who have become owners have got no-
frills saving accounts in nationalised banks. Additionally, SMV Wheels 
introduced rickshaw pullers to government schemes, including hous-
ing, livelihood training and schooling for family members.

The customer network that SMV Wheels built up was used in sev-
eral ways: to gather management information on rickshaw pullers; to 
mobilise new customers; as part of the due diligence process that the 
team carried out prior to giving a loan; and for monitoring post-loan to 
reduce the risk of default: 

We don’t go with the [loan application] to the family. We first go 
to the local tea stall and the paan stall and we come to learn about 
them [the applicant], then we talk to the neighbours and then finally 
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we talk to the women members [of the family], tell them that this 
is the scheme your partner or husband is going to enter into. Just so 
that if the rickshaw pullers start drinking too much or gambling too 
much they can call us. The women help us in that, they say ‘see, he 
is gambling too much’.

Under the Mango Tree

Under the Mango Tree (UTMT), started by Vijaya Pastala in 2007, links 
beekeeping farmers with markets for honey in cities through local 
partner organisations in rural areas and builds connections with super-
markets and high-end retailers in urban areas. UTMT operates a hybrid 
for-profit and NGO model, with a for-profit business purchasing and 
marketing honey as one arm, and an NGO training and supporting 
farmers to take up beekeeping as the other arm.

UTMT started as a proprietorship3 in 2007, had its first sale in 2008, 
became a not-for-profit society in 2009 and registered as a private lim-
ited company in 2010. It is headquartered in Mumbai and operates 
across Western and Northern India. UTMT won the Village Capital busi-
ness plan competition in 2009, became an incubatee with UnLtd India 
in 2009, received incubation support and funding from Villgro in 2012 
and, at the time of writing, had recently been awarded the World Bank’s 
Development Marketplace award.

Vijaya grew up and studied in Mumbai before moving to the United 
States for undergraduate and postgraduate studies. When she returned 
to India, she took on roles specialising in creating sustainable liveli-
hoods for international foundations such as the Aga Khan Foundation, 
the KfW Bankengruppe and the World Bank. She based the business 
model of UTMT on this experience in working with livelihoods. 

Vijaya’s network

At UTMT, the wide range of networks and their central importance 
was striking, as Vijaya was a very active networker. The networks 
could be broadly and loosely divided between networks for access 
to marketing and retail based on Vijaya’s social network, networks 
based on contacts from the social enterprise ecosystem for funding 
and scaling the enterprise, and value chain networks mostly drawn 
from a decade’s worth of professional experience. Vijaya and UTMT 
spoke regularly to their contacts and continuously reenergised their 
most important networks.
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In the early days while starting up, Vijaya relied heavily on her existing 
social network: 

The first network I called on would have been friends … two people 
who were critical in my thinking were two friends I went to school 
with and then they followed me to Mount Holyoke College, US, and 
today they are on the board of the Society. One is a lawyer and one 
is a business woman.

Vijaya began contacting people who were doing similar work and she 
was, in turn, also contacted online by people interested in her work: 

One of the people I reach out to a lot is a guy who Googled me in 
2010 because he was interested in beekeeping and thought it would 
be a great thing to do in India. He reached out to us and since 2010 
he has been one of our patrons.

For fundraising Vijaya actively used her Board: 

There are a number of people on my board that are there for a reason. 
So I go to my board quite a lot now because they are people who 
have known me, who’ve seen the business, who understand.

The social enterprise ecosystem also connected her to mentors: 

When I got access to UnLtd India, I got access to a number of poten-
tial mentors and I reached out to all of them. 

Vijaya found that as UTMT grew, private sector organisations came on 
board to provide support through their CSR programmes: 

Eidelweiss was one of our funders and now they provide us a lot 
of input – free staff time, employee engagements and so on. So my 
entire HR manual and job descriptions were developed by them. If 
we are struggling with HR we know we can talk to Eidelweiss because 
their HR team is available to us.

In rural areas, Vijaya primarily worked with local partners with whom 
she had already collaborated or who had helped her set up in her 
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previous professional roles. The choice to work with large partners in 
rural areas was deliberate: 

We were very clear – we want to impact policy and for that objective 
it was important to work with partners that were well established. So 
we work with BIAF, BASIX, ATC, the Aga Khan Rural Support Program, 
Development Support Centre, the Taj Group of Hotels and so on.

While her local rural business partners were people that Vijaya had 
worked with in previous roles, her retail partners in urban centres in India 
were sourced from her wide Mumbai social network. When she wanted to 
make links with a premier retailer, she contacted a member of the owner 
family with whom she had gone to school. She received business advice 
early on from the founder of a retail brand whom she knew from school. 
She gained access to a large supermarket chain through one of her board 
members who knew the CEO. She was clear on using her social network: 
‘It is South Bombay, Cathedral School,4 that network. It is very much 
there and I milk it. I went to MIT and I go to all the MIT alumni events’.

Rose Computer Academy

Amit Kataria’s Rose Computer Academy in Haryana provides short com-
puter courses, such as basic computing, accounting and graphic design, 
for villagers with little formal education. It was set up in a village out-
side the National Capital Region in 2006, with a little funding from a 
cousin and a friend, and became operational in 2007. In the first year 
the school had 119 students and, by 2013, a total of 5,000 students had 
completed a course there. There was at this stage a head office and three 
branches within a 12km radius. The organisation started out as a sole 
proprietorship, registered as a partnership firm in 2008 and as a private 
limited company in 2012. In 2013, Rose Computer Academy received 
funding from UnLtd India as an incubatee.

While in his final year at Delhi University, Amit returned to his village 
to teach basic computing with Literacy India in the mornings. Within 
a year he had started an entrepreneurship course with Dhriiti, an NGO 
that supports the formation of micro enterprises. While at Dhriiti, Amit 
created a plan to start a computer-training organisation. 

Amit’s network

Amit used his networks for general queries and did not divide it 
between access to finance or access to non-financial support, such 
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as business advice and new information. Instead he distinguished 
between networks that he used to answer business, strategy and 
finance questions, for which his links were pan-Indian, and networks 
for customers (students) and suppliers (of IT infrastructure or teachers), 
which were local.

Amit’s sister had taken computer training with Literacy India when 
the NGO first opened a branch in their village and told Amit about 
it when he returned to look for work. Literacy India, in turn, was a 
partner of Dhriiti, and Amit was convinced by his Literacy India col-
leagues to apply for its entrepreneurship course. Dhriiti was the first 
entrepreneurship organisation that helped Amit write a basic business 
plan and provide training on business skills: ‘I didn’t have any exper-
tise but with Dhriiti I learned how you can start your business, how to 
create a budget and how you can create relationships with customers’. 
A key person at Dhriiti was one of the trainers who became a mentor: 
‘she was the first person to give me confidence and told me “Amit you 
can do it”’.

His mentor at Dhriiti brought Jagriti Yatra to Amit’s attention, and he 
joined the eighteen-day train journey visiting social enterprises across 
India (on sponsorship), in 2009. This was a real turning point: 

It was a great experience for me because I had lots of restrictions from 
my parents [because of a disability making walking difficult]. It was 
the first time I went by train, by bus, by cab. And today I am at a 
point where I can go anywhere.

The Jagriti Yatra built Amit’s confidence and provided him with his first 
major network platform, connecting him to key people who have since 
been vital in providing access to social enterprise support:

In our group we had 20 Yatris and they belonged to all parts of India 
and we shared our expertise. Even now we have about 1,000 people 
networking on Jagriti’s online [alumni] group. If I need anything, 
I can now get any kind of help from any part of India – I just write 
a message.

Amit used the online forum when he went to Bangalore, asking fellow 
alumni to put him in touch with Infosys. He was connected to Infosys, 
Yahoo and Dell. 

Another person he met at the Yatra was from Intellecap, and per-
suaded him to apply for the Sankalp Forum Award.5 A second person 
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from the Yatra was vital in helping him to capitalise on the doors that 
opened through Sankalp: 

One of the biggest changes in my life came when I met [my mentor]. 
We met on the train and he has spent the last one year [working] 
with me. That is why we are here now – I have learnt lots of things 
from him.

Amit’s mentor was a chartered accountant and he helped Amit to write 
application forms, undertake initial communication with the social 
enterprise support network, and fundraise: 

From Sankalp I got connected with UnLtd India and he helped me 
present our case to them and talked to them. One of the biggest 
problems is the language barrier as my English wasn’t good, so he 
handled everything.

UnLtd India subsequently invested in Rose Computer Academy in 2012. 
Two additional organisations that became part of Amit’s network 

through Sankalp were TiE Delhi and Dasra. Dasra’s accelerator pro-
gramme provided Amit with the opportunity to write, and present, a 
more detailed business plan. The other entrepreneurs who made up 
the Dasra cohort were a source of cheerleading, information and future 
collaborations.

To find qualified teachers to work in the Academy, Amit relied on 
three sets of networks: he picked bright graduates from his courses 
who were interested in teaching; he hired local people through word-
of-mouth or advertisement; and he hired students from nearby Amity 
College. Lastly, the infrastructure upon which Rose Computer Academy 
relied – its computers – was supported locally: 

I take help from two persons: one of the guys has a hardware store so 
he looks after hardware things. The other provides sales support on 
devices ensuring efficient electricity usage.

Discussion: Networks of social enterprises

The three social enterprises relied on networks to access new knowl-
edge, information and business strategy, access business partners along 
the value chain and access markets and customers, as summarised in 
Table 10.2.
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Table 10.2 Summary of case studies’ networks

SMV Wheels UTMT Rose Computer Academy

Information, 
business 
strategy

UnLtd India supported 
in developing strategy 
and building the 
business. Alumni 
from Dasra Impact 
Programme provided 
advice. New rickshaw 
technology was 
developed with a 
Dutch CSR skills 
exchange programme 
and students at 
IIT-Guwahati.

UnLtd India gave 
Vijaya access to 
mentors. Former 
colleagues and 
friends acted as a 
sounding board. 
Her board was 
important for 
strategy. She received 
support through 
CSR initiatives 
like finance firm 
Eidelweiss.

Dhriiti taught Amit 
business strategy and 
business planning. 
UnLtd India helped with 
management. A key 
advisor wrote funding 
applications. A network 
of social entrepreneurs 
provided information 
and contacts.

Finance Naveen first received 
finance via a Village 
Capital business plan 
competition. 
A syndicate later 
invested in SMV 
Wheels.

A business plan 
competition provided 
early funding, 
followed by incubator 
Villgro in 2012 and 
in 2013, World 
Bank’s Development 
Marketplace. 

Early on friends and 
family invested. UnLtd 
India provided finance 
to stabilise operations 
and expand.

Business 
partners along 
value chain

Naveen used local 
manufacturers and 
assemblers of rickshaws 
and partnered with 
local insurance firms 
and hospitals to offer 
medical cover. 

Local partners 
supplied honey. 
These were large local 
NGOs Vijaya worked 
with or set up in her 
previous jobs.

A local foundation (NIT) 
provided certificates on 
completion of computer 
courses. A local dealer 
provided computer 
infrastructure. 

Customers Naveen built a network 
of rickshaw pullers 
through personal 
interaction. Five 
rickshaw pullers 
supported him 
financially and helped 
build the network. 
When signing new 
pullers, SMV visited 
family and friends to 
reduce risk. 

Vijaya’s customer 
network included 
large supermarket 
chains in India’s 
main cities, accessed 
through Vijaya’s 
personal network as 
well as networks of 
board members.

Rose Computer 
Academy’s students 
were all based in local 
villages. He later found 
students through word-
of-mouth, and employed 
a campaign manager 
to increase student 
numbers.

Confidence 
and day-to-day 
support

UnLtd India helped 
Naveen increase his 
business confidence, 
and the fellow 
entrepreneurs he met 
through the Dasra 
programme were also 
helpful. 

Through Dasra 
and UnLtd India, 
Vijaya met social 
entrepreneurs and 
mentors that she 
relied on for day-to-
day queries.

Dhriiti boosted Amit’s 
confidence through 
mentoring. At Jagriti 
Yatra he met people who 
later supported him.

Source: Author’s compilation.
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The case studies showed that there was often no clear distinction 
between different kinds of networks. For example, often, key people 
were the same in networks for accessing new knowledge, advice and 
finance. Vijaya from UTMT, for instance, relied heavily on her board for 
advice on fundraising, but also for more general advice related to her 
expansion plans. Naveen of SMV Wheels relied on his friend and men-
tor at UnLtd India for both fundraising and knowledge connections.

However, networks used for fundraising, business strategy and new 
information were distinct from those used for business inputs along 
the value chain and for reaching customers. The value chain and mar-
ket networks tended to be considerably more local, while the advice, 
information and finance networks were usually pan-Indian and often 
based in India’s largest cities. Rose Computer Academy, for instance, 
had a highly localised business and customer network. SMV Wheels’ 
business network of stakeholders providing value-added services, 
or government officials, was also local, based in Varanasi. However, 
UTMT’s customer and business partner networks were not as local-
ised as those of Rose Computer Academy or SMV Wheels, as UTMT 
generally relied on Vijaya’s personal network, rather than contacts 
provided by the wider social enterprise support ecosystem. Having a 
personal network of contacts appeared, therefore, to be very important 
for the way in which social entrepreneurs were able to develop their 
businesses.

A less tangible area highlighted as important by all social entrepre-
neurs in the study was personal support and confidence boosting – 
being able to talk to somebody who understands what the social entre-
preneur is going through. Here, all case study entrepreneurs emphasised 
the vital role played by networks of fellow social entrepreneurs. 

Change: The evolutionary nature of networks

While each social entrepreneur’s networks varied, all relied on social 
networks (including professional networks built in previous jobs) when 
starting up their social enterprise. This meant that the social entrepre-
neur’s background mattered a great deal when it came to how useful 
his or her existing network was (see Table 10.3). For example, Vijaya 
was able to rely extensively on her social network from school, as well 
as on her professional network from previous roles, in building both the 
urban and rural parts of her business. Amit, on the other hand, relied 
considerably on the contacts that he made during various business plan 
competitions and social enterprise programmes.
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Table 10.3 Change in networks over time

SMV Wheels UTMT Rose Computer Academy

Starting 
out

Friends were 
important, especially 
the chartered 
accountant who 
helped register the 
company and process 
all legal formalities. 

Vijaya relied heavily 
on friends from 
college and former 
colleagues. She also 
searched online and 
contacted people 
working on similar 
issues. 

Amit relied on friends and 
key people, including his 
brother who co-funded, a 
friend and a cousin who 
invested, and a trainer 
from Dhriiti, who gave 
him confidence.

Now Incubators and 
investors became 
important advisors. 
Naveen still relied 
on his personal 
network (including 
old and new 
friends and fellow 
entrepreneurs). 
SMV’s network 
revolved around 
Naveen. 

UTMT expanded 
its network around 
growth, with the 
board playing 
an important 
role. Other social 
entrepreneurs 
provided peer 
support and advice. 
Networks became 
less centred around 
Vijaya, as senior 
staff had their own 
networks.

Amit’s brother was still 
important, as was the 
friend who invested. 
Other important people 
were his advisor and 
mentor, and peers from 
Jagriti, UnLtd India and 
Dasra. Rose’s networks 
still centred around Amit.

Change Personal networks 
and friends became 
less important 
compared with 
professional contacts, 
but for local hires, 
Naveen still relied on 
personal contacts. The 
contacts and advice 
he looked for became 
increasingly specific.

Vijaya estimated 
UTMT’s network 
had changed from 
70% social network 
when starting 
out to 40% at the 
time of writing. 
As the business 
grew, she sought 
more specialised or 
nuanced advice.

Amit’s network was family 
and friend-focussed at the 
start and he was not part 
of the social enterprise 
or start-up ecosystem. 
Through forums and 
programmes he made a lot 
of contacts that were now 
important for his business. 

Source: Author’s compilation.

In terms of progress in the network, Amit from Rose Computer 
Academy initially relied almost exclusively on his local social network, 
with his friend, brother and cousin helping him to launch the enter-
prise. However, as he progressed through different social enterprise sup-
port programmes, he made contacts who then became cornerstones of 
his networks. For example, while at the Jagriti Yatra, he met somebody 
who invited him to the Sankalp Awards; at Sankalp, he met UnLtd 
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India, which subsequently invested in him and Dasra, which took him 
on as a fellow and improved his business plan. He was able to take 
advantage of these opportunities because of meeting his partner and 
mentor at the Jagriti Yatra. 

Vijaya of UTMT had a very strong professional and social network 
prior to starting her enterprise, built during her studies in the United 
States, work experience with international foundations and the World 
Bank, and growing up in South Mumbai. Taken together, these put her 
in a unique position to use her network to further her enterprise from 
the start. Naveen of SMV Wheels also used his professional background 
extensively when starting his social enterprise, since he had previously 
worked with a government agency setting up rickshaw organisations. 

All the social entrepreneurs noted that their networks had become 
more heavily based on professional sources, reducing reliance on friends 
and family. Vijaya of UTMT pointed out that this was partly because 
the more her enterprise evolved, the more she needed specialist advice. 
Naveen of SMV Wheels also emphasised that targeted, specific and con-
crete help and advice was most useful now, while when starting out, he 
had found more general advice helpful. 

Lastly, it is noteworthy that in many cases there were specific key 
people or organisations acting as triggers for the social enterprises. 
For Naveen from SMV Wheels, meeting a member of UnLtd helped 
him create a viable business model, while taking part in the business 
plan competition led to him meeting the founders of the KL Felicitas 
Foundation and First Light Ventures, who later provided access to 
finance. Meanwhile, Amit of Rose Computer Academy found an advisor 
and mentor through the Jagriti Yatra. This individual was able to help 
Amit apply for Sankalp and UnLtd India’s incubation programme, since 
Amit did not speak English well at that point. 

Individual networks and system impact

The case studies show that support organisations have a clear role to 
play in creating networks, as seen by the example above of UnLtd India, 
the accelerator programme Dasra and the social enterprise tour Jagriti 
Yatra. Once created, these networks become powerful tools in their 
own right and appear to be managed more by the social entrepreneurs 
themselves, further strengthening the network. They have an impact on 
the social enterprise ecosystem as a whole in three ways: social entrepre-
neurs support each other and provide advice; they collaborate; and they 
expand their networks further across the country. 
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The importance of the support that social entrepreneurs provide to 
each other has been documented in the literature (Allinson et al., 2011), 
and this study found that social entrepreneurs often find the advice of 
fellow entrepreneurs the most useful. For instance, Vijaya from UTMT 
noted that she spoke to fellow social entrepreneurs on a very regular 
basis because they were the only ones that understood the journey she 
was taking. 

Lastly, all three entrepreneurs found the use of social enterprise 
networks very helpful for day-to-day advice and support. Amit in par-
ticular pointed out that the large alumni network of Jagriti Yatra was a 
very good source for contacts across India. In that sense, the network 
expanded individual networks to provide a much greater reach across 
India. This is especially important for social entrepreneurs working out 
of smaller cities and towns across India, who often miss out on the 
important networking, both formal and informal, that happens in the 
major Indian cities. 

Conclusion

This chapter set out to improve the understanding of how innovative 
social enterprises use networks. In spite of coming from very different 
backgrounds, all the social entrepreneurs found that their networks 
changed substantially over time. In the beginning they generally relied 
more heavily on family and friends, while later they had more profes-
sional contacts on board, whether as mentors, investors and/or Board 
members. It was striking how important the social entrepreneurs found 
the connection to other social entrepreneurs as a source of day-to-day 
support and best practice advice. The impact of individual networks 
went beyond the individual social entrepreneurs to affect the wider 
social enterprise ecosystem by multiplying through network platforms 
and creating large networks of actors within the social enterprise eco-
system, such as the Jagriti Yatra network or the Dasra cohort network. 

The case studies highlighted that entrepreneurs starting from very 
different backgrounds can gain access to support that enables them 
to become financially sustainable social enterprises. Nevertheless, the 
case studies also showed that it can be difficult to access support for 
those not based in one of India’s major cities, where the social enter-
prise support ecosystem is concentrated. Further, there is a bias towards 
the use of English among the organisations providing financial and 
non-financial support for social entrepreneurs (such as incubators and 
impact investors). Increasingly, programmes and application forms are 
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provided in Hindi and regional languages, but the fact that English 
remains the primary language is likely to make it difficult for some 
social entrepreneurs to access support, since the vast majority of people 
in India do not speak fluent English. 

Lastly, the case study organisations showed that innovation and 
innovating social enterprises do not grow in isolation but are depend-
ent on many different connections, knowledge flows and collaborative 
efforts. All three social enterprises collaborated extensively with not-for-
profit and for-profit organisations in order to execute their activities, as 
well as during the innovation process. 

Notes

1. This chapter is based on a project and longer chapter on networks of social 
enterprises for Villgro Innovation Foundations, financed by IDRC.

2. Actors include, for example, entrepreneurs, suppliers, traders, wholesalers, 
end users, investors, incubators, banks, self-help groups, cooperatives, com-
petitors, NGOs and government.

3. A sole trader for tax and legal purposes.
4. Cathedral School is a well-known private school in Mumbai, and South 

Mumbai is a well-to-do part of the city.
5. Sankalp is an annual social enterprise award and forum organised by Intellecap.
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Conclusion: The Task of the Social 
Innovation Movement*
Roberto Mangabeira Unger†

The social innovation movement: its defining impulse

Social innovation is a practice that is becoming a worldwide movement. 
I address it in its better nature and take it at its most ambi tious. In this 
spirit I consider in turn the circumstance, the work, the direction and 
the methods of the movement.

The shared impulse of all versions and understandings of social inno-
vation is the effort to design initiatives in a particular part of society – an 
organisation, a practice or an area of activity – that signal a promising 
path of wider social change even as they meet a pressing need. The 
innovations that the movement seeks to advance convert experiments 
designed to solve social problems into transformative ambition: the 
effort to change some part of the established arrangements and assump-
tions of society. The focus of the movement falls on problems that have 
not been solved by either the state or the market.

The hopeful truth, from which all versions of this practice begin, is 
that the established ways in which society provides for its own revision 
never exhaust the ways in which it can be changed. This truth, in turn, 
rests on two facts: one about society; the other about us.

The fact about society is that our social life contains more than the 
market and the state. Social experience is never just the sum of our eco-
nomic and political activities. Our conceptions of a market economy or 
of a political democracy are always wedded to flawed, relatively acciden-
tal institutional arrangements. We must occasionally resist and redesign 
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these arrangements for the sake of interests and ideals that they fail to 
satisfy. Meanwhile, we retain an inexhaustible reservoir of vision and of 
contrariness. Once this power of resistance enlists practical ingenuity and 
living social forces in its service, it can do more than may seem feasible.

The fact about us is that we are the beings who never entirely fit into 
the social and conceptual worlds that we build and inhabit. There is 
always more in us than in them. Although we can improve them, we 
can never improve them enough to lose reasons to resist them. We can – 
indeed we must – deny them the last word, and keep it for ourselves. We 
can – indeed we should – see, do and create more than they countenance.

Social innovation is the creation of a new way of acting and cooperat-
ing in some part of society. As society is divided into distinct domains that 
are arranged according to different rules and conceptions – the worlds of 
business, of politics, of social services, of the ‘third sector’, of the academy 
or of the media – the practice of social innovation must always begin in 
one of these areas. It must identify a problem that has not been solved 
in that corner of society and that cannot be solved by its conventional 
practices and established institutions. It must exemplify, through a practi-
cal initiative, a way of understanding the problem and of dealing with it.

It must do its work in such a way that the initiative does more than 
address the immediate problem. It must also suggest a path for the 
reform of the part of social life in which it began, with implications 
for the larger society. For example, if it begins as business it must be 
successful as business and yet effective as well in the advancement of a 
concern that business, as now organised, commonly fails to share. Its 
innovations must point beyond themselves.

Today the opportunity for such a practice is likely to be greatest in 
departments of social life that are orphaned by both the state and the 
market, or that lie in a netherworld between economic and political 
action, or that require initiatives that neither business firms nor politi-
cal parties seem capable of conceiving and promoting.

Such an activity cannot take place unless it has an agent. Social regimes 
are organised to reproduce themselves. If they allowed no room for their 
own reshaping, social innovation would be impossible – except through 
individual and collective rebellion, in the favouring circumstance of 
crisis. If they had done much more to open themselves to challenge 
and change than they have, social innovation might be unnecessary. 
It is in the real, intermediate situation that social innovation becomes 
both needed and possible as a practice bidding to become a movement. 
It takes its cue from the failure of political parties and of business firms, 
and more generally of all established organisations in society, to do what 
needs to be done to address the unresolved problems of society.
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Thus arises the figure of the social innovator or social entrepreneur, 
the civic activist – the missing and self-created agent of the social inno-
vation movement. He seizes on a role already established in business, 
politics or any other part of social life. However, in seizing on it, he uses 
this role incongruously. He bends and stretches it. He must be both an 
insider and an outsider, a practical visionary. He offers tangible down 
payments on another future. He envelops his tangible initiatives in a 
discourse promising more and anchors his promises of more in some-
thing that people can see and touch now.

It is a remarkable feature of a wide range of contemporary societies 
that they produce an unlimited stock of candidates for this role: men 
and women who are unresigned to ‘the long littleness of life’ and deter-
mined to place their practical powers at the disposal of a larger aspira-
tion. These people are the lifeblood of the social innovation movement. 
They exist as who they are before they have a programme or know what 
to do. Most of them come from a faction of the professional-business 
class in both richer and poorer countries. Their outlook combines 
unwillingness to spend their lives rising through the ranks of estab-
lished business and political organisations with disbelief in the dogmas 
that have served progressives and leftists in the past. Their public quarrel 
is with society. Their private quarrel is with the passage of time and the 
waste of life – of their own lives as well as of the lives of others.

As they struggle and search, they face two initial and connected prob-
lems. The first problem is that the empire will strike back. Their endeav-
ours will be either suppressed or accommodated, and, if accommodated, 
reconciled with the established regime, unless the small changes result 
over time in bigger changes and the many focused actions converge and 
cumulate. The second problem is that they require if not a programme, 
at least a direction. Ingenuity is indispensable. There is, however, no 
substitute for vision.

Minimalist and maximalist understandings of the social 
innovation movement

The minimalist view of the movement is that it is headquartered 
in civil society and deals with civil society. According to this view, 
society has three large spheres: business, politics, and the residual 
realm of civil society, influenced and supported, but also orphaned 
or victimised, by both politics and business. We should think of the 
social innovation movement as encased within this third world – 
sometimes called ‘the third sector’ – from which it emerges and to 
which it is addressed.
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A corollary of this minimalist conception of the setting and of the 
object of the movement is that it need have no comprehensive project 
for society. Its properly piecemeal changes are then best seen as a com-
plement to the limitations of both business and politics.

The label ‘third sector’ has a reference: it refers to the world of asso-
ciations and foundations, of philanthropy and do-gooding, of pro-bono 
activity, under secular or religious auspices, and of public and social 
services, insofar as they are organised from the bottom-up by society as 
well as provided top-down by the state. Its ideological affinity is with 
the traditions that are hostile to both statism and economism, to state 
socialism and to the established varieties of the market economy that 
we call capitalism. Its resonance is with solidarity and communitarian-
ism or, more generally, with a discourse critical of classical liberalism. 
It nevertheless has affinities with the tradition within classical liberal-
ism that prizes voluntary associations as well as with the strand within 
socialist thinking that proposes a non-statist socialism.

The minimalist view of the social innovation movement has the 
attraction of modesty. It is easy to mistake modesty for realism.

There is a fundamental objection to the minimalist view. Taken on its 
own terms, it represents both a failure of insight and a loss of opportunity.

It is a failure of insight because the truth that the powers of self-
reconstruction of society are not exhausted by the present practices 
of the market economy and party politics fails to tell the whole story. 
What those practices exclude is not some potential action narrowly 
cabined within a third sector of life that is neither market nor state. It 
is rather a penumbra of accessible insight and action surrounding every 
aspect of present social experience. To remain blind to that penumbra, 
and to accept the present political and economic arrangements as the 
unsurpassable horizon within which the social innovation movement 
must act, is to reduce the movement to the job of putting a human face 
on an unreconstructed world. Such is already the perspective of con-
ventional social democracy, of the fossilised forms of the confessional 
religions and of a secular humanism devoted to the political pieties of 
the day. For such work, we need no movement.

It is a loss of opportunity because there is now throughout much of 
the world a chance to do something more than to humanise a reality 
that we feel powerless to reimagine and remake: to develop institutions, 
practices and activities increasing our powers of agency, of individual 
and collective self-construction. Solidarity and community on such a 
basis mean something different from solidarity and community as com-
pensations for the lack of those goods.
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There is nevertheless a legitimate point to the minimalist view that 
we must salvage from the illusions surrounding it. It is that although 
the present arrangements of business and of politics help shape all 
social life, they do not shape all of it equally. There are aspects of our 
experience, including our political and economic experience, that bear 
this influence more lightly. Such is the netherworld between politics 
and business in which we are doing something other than seeking and 
wielding governmental power or making and spending money. It is in 
this netherworld that the movement has the best chance to advance.

I here defend a maximalist view of the work to be done. According to 
this view, in whatever sectors the movement may take its infant steps 
and whatever issues it may begin by addressing, its concern should be 
the whole of society, of its institutional arrangements and of its domi-
nant forms of consciousness. 

Taken at its maximalist best, the social innovation movement must 
undertake the small initiatives that have the greatest potential to fore-
shadow, by persuasive example, the transformation of those arrange-
ments and of that consciousness. It must launch such initiatives even 
as it seeks to redress recognised and immediate problems in a particular 
piece of society. Unless the horizon of transformative ambition expands 
to include the economic and political institutions, as well as the beliefs 
informing and sustaining them, the effort cannot succeed. It will be 
reduced to a minimalist role even if it began with maximalist aspira-
tions. The movement had better heed the perennial maxim of those 
who would change the world: break or be broken.

The circumstance

We live under a dictatorship of no alternatives: only a small and inad-
equate set of ways of organising different fields of social life is on offer 
in the world. The goal of the social innovation movement, under its 
maximalist understanding, is to help overthrow that dictatorship.

In this situation progressives come to believe that the preservation 
of the essentials of the social-democratic settlement of the mid-20th 
century is the best for which they can hope. They retreat to what they 
take to be their last line of defence: the preservation of a high level of 
social entitlements, paradoxically funded by the regressive and indirect 
taxation of consumption. The problem, however, is not the retreat from 
that settlement so much as it is the settlement itself. The historical 
achievement of European social democracy – the most widely admired 
model of social and economic organisation in the world – was massive 
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investment in people by the state. From the outset, the paramount 
limitation of social democracy has been that it abandoned any effort 
to reshape production and power: the institutional arrangements of the 
market and of democracy. 

Today, none of the major failings of contemporary societies, richer 
or poorer, can be redressed within the limits of the social-democratic 
compromise. Its institutional conservatism and its passive acceptance 
of the dominant forms of consciousness condemn that compromise to 
near impotence. The best to which it can aspire is to soften the realities 
that it is unable to change or even to defy. 

Among the problems that cannot be solved within the bounds of con-
temporary social democracy or social liberalism are all those besetting 
contemporary societies, including the advanced democracies of Western 
Europe and North America. Consider the following open list. First is the 
new form of the hierarchical segmentation of economies: the exclu-
sion of the major part of the labour force from the new vanguards of 
production – production as permanent innovation, as experimentalism 
incarnate – that increasingly take the place of traditional mass produc-
tion. The majority of workers are relegated to make-work. Second is the 
reorganisation of labour on a global scale on the basis of networks of 
decentralised contractual arrangements and the consequent consign-
ment of increasing parts of the labour force to a precarious status, for 
which trade unionism and collective bargaining serve as inadequate 
antidotes. Third is the disengagement of finance from service to the real 
economy, accompanied by its usurpation of the lion’s share of profit 
and talent. Rather than being a good servant, it becomes a bad master. 
Fourth is the ineffectiveness of using easy money and easy credit as a 
substitute for arrangements and policies that democratise the economy 
on the supply side, rather than just on the demand side. Such policies 
and arrangements would require an institutional redesign of the market 
economy, not simply its regulation by the state or the attenuation of its 
inequalities through retrospective, compensatory redistribution. Fifth is 
the failure of the present way of providing public services – the provision 
of low-quality, standardised services by a governmental bureaucracy – 
to distribute the public goods that the most advanced forms of pro-
duction and culture require. Sixth is the lack of any form of universal 
public education that would equip more than a meritocratic elite to 
thrive in the midst of permanent destabilisation and to reshape received 
knowledge. Seventh is the insufficiency of money transfers organised 
by the state as social entitlements to provide an adequate basis for 
social cohesion, especially in societies that can no longer lean on the 
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crutch of ethnic and cultural homogeneity. Eighth is the continuing 
dependence of the flawed, low-energy democracies of the present day 
on crisis as the condition of change and the consequent perpetuation of 
the rule of the dead over the living.

What these problems have in common is that they depend for their 
resolution on change – piecemeal and gradual in method but never-
theless radical in ambition – in the institutional structure of society. 
In particular, they depend on change in the way of organising produc-
tion and power. The relinquishment of any hope of changing both 
those arrangements and the ways of thinking with which they are 
associated was part of what defined the social-democratic settlement 
in the first place.

The reform programme embraced with either confident alacrity or 
sullen resignation by the governing elites of the advanced societies is 
no such attempt to overcome the limits of historical or chastened social 
democracy. It is simply the effort to make it more ‘flexible’ by enhanc-
ing the prerogatives of capital in the name of economic necessity.

To rebel against this circumstance and against this response is one of 
the starting points of the social innovation movement.

In its search for an alternative approach the movement confronts, 
however, a characteristic contemporary conundrum. Like the socialists 
and liberals of the 19th century, we contemporaries may recognise the 
need for structural solutions. Unlike them, however, we can no longer 
believe in structural dogmas: in definitive blueprints for the organisa-
tion of society. Our arrangements must, therefore, be corrigible in the 
light of experience; such corrigibility must become their most impor-
tant attribute. Our initiatives must be informed by structural vision 
without succumbing to structural dogmatism.

The work and its enabling conditions

The most important resource that the activists of the social innova-
tion movement have at their disposal is the multitude of small-scale 
experiments – the countless rebellions, discoveries and inventions – 
that abound throughout the world. Their task is to identify the most 
promising of these experiments as points of departure for the develop-
ment of more consequential alternatives: the kinds of alternatives that 
the servants of the dictatorship of no alternatives would rather not 
brook and seek preemptively to discredit.

The movement cannot perform this role without marking a direction 
for itself and for society. How it can reconcile the demarcation of a 
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direction with the repudiation of dogmatic institutional blueprints is a 
conundrum that I next address.

The first criterion of choice can be readily recognised because it has 
the closest affinity with the practices of the movement and with the 
motivations of its activists: the enhancement of agency – of the ability 
of ordinary men and women to reshape their world. Only one word can 
do justice to this ideal: freedom. Those innovations must have priority 
that contribute most to freedom – not the theoretical freedom of the 
philosophers but rather freedom in practice, expressed in the ability to 
turn the tables on one’s social and cultural setting.

The vast Brownian motion of the innovations already present in the 
world provides material for this pursuit. Three connected facts about 
society ensure that there is prospect of success.

A first enabling condition for the execution of the task of the social 
innovation movement is that all functional imperatives of social life – 
such as the use of new technologies to accelerate the pace of economic 
growth – can always be realised through alternative institutional 
pathways. There is never a one-to-one relation between a functional 
constraint or opportunity and a way of organising the economy and 
the polity. Look around you and you see in the contradictions of the 
established social order vestiges that may also be prophecies and small 
breakthroughs that may be turned into larger ones. 

The existing variations suggest different ways to deal with the con-
straints and take advantage of the opportunities. We can rarely know 
beforehand which will prove most beneficial. Some may be easier to 
implement in the short term; often, however, they will prove less fertile 
in the long term. Once you appreciate the range of possible response, 
and act on this recognition, the established regime of social life begins 
to lose its aura of naturalness.

A second enabling condition is that in dealing with the functional 
imperatives, in seizing the opportunities, in facing the constraints and 
in reckoning with what the economists call exogenous shocks, there 
always exists, in every historical circumstance, an alternative to the 
path of least resistance. The path of least resistance is the one minimis-
ing disturbance to the dominant interests and to the ruling preconcep-
tions. The path of least resistance will, by definition, be the easiest one 
to travel. To create alternatives to the path of least resistance is the point 
of transformative thought and practice. It is, thus, also the concern of 
the social innovation movement. Those who would create such alter-
natives must use existing variation – the crowd of little epiphanies – as 
their chief resource.
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Any view of society and of its present that disregards the existence of 
alternatives to the path of least resistance puts mystification in the place 
of insight. It is retrospective rationalisation, a right-wing Hegelianism, 
rationalising the real, and cannot serve as a guide to action. To under-
stand a state of affairs is to grasp what it can become under different 
provocations and interventions. By this criterion, it is mystification 
rather than insight that now prevails across the social sciences.

A third enabling condition is that there are always two main sets of 
ways of defining and defending group interests, including the interests 
of social classes or of segments of the labour force. It would do us no 
good for there to be alternatives in principle to the path of least resist-
ance if real people in real groups and classes lacked grounds to identify 
these alternatives with their interests.

Some ways of defining and defending a group or class interest are 
institutionally conservative and socially exclusive. They take existing 
arrangements – including both the social and the technical division of 
labour – for granted. They cling to the niche that a given group now 
occupies. They see other groups, neighbouring in social and economic 
space, as rivals.

Other ways of defining and defending a group or class interest are 
institutionally transformative and socially solidaristic. They see the 
interest advanced through a change of arrangements that may ulti-
mately result in its reinterpretation. They define as allies groups for-
merly seen as rivals. It is because group interests can be defined and 
defended in this way that alternatives to the path of least resistance 
have a fighting chance and that the social innovation movement can 
hope to find friends in the real forces of society.

The direction

A consequence of the maximalist understanding of the movement is 
that its initiatives and experiments should exemplify and foreshadow a 
direction for society. The movement need not and should not commit 
itself to a single programme for any of the societies in which the inno-
vators act, much less to a shared worldwide programme. The innovators 
must nevertheless have a direction. Their direction can result only from 
the path that they propose for society.

Each group of participants in the movement must therefore struggle 
to see the social experiments that it tries to develop as the foreshadow-
ing of such a direction. And each such direction must be defined, tenta-
tively, by a dialectic between the innovations in practical arrangements 



242 Roberto Mangabeira Unger

and in consciousness for which it fights and the vision animating those 
initiatives. Music, not architecture, and sequences, not blueprints, are 
the handiwork of the programmatic imagination.

The two most important attributes of the ideas from which it seeks 
guidance are that they mark a direction and that they select, in the 
circumstance of action, first steps by which to begin to move in that 
direction. Such steps are moves in the penumbra of the ‘adjacent pos-
sible’ surrounding every state of affairs: the ‘theres’ to which we can get 
from here, from where we are now, with the materials at hand. These 
materials include existing arrangements and practices, the established 
stock of institutional ideas, the active social forces and the received 
understanding of interests and ideals, subject to the duality on which I 
earlier remarked.

The target of transformative ambition is always some piece of the 
formative institutional and ideological structure of social life: the frame-
work of arrangements and assumptions shaping the routine contests 
and exchanges of a society, especially those over the control and use 
of the economic, political and cultural resources with which we create 
the future within the present. According to a prejudice resulting from 
the influence of necessitarian social theories, especially the theories of 
Karl Marx, the structures that we seek to change are indivisible systems. 
We must consequently choose between the revolutionary substitu-
tion of one such system by another and its reformist management. 
Fundamental change is wholesale; gradualism is reformist tinkering.

The truth is just the opposite: the formative institutional and ideo-
logical regimes of a society are recalcitrant to challenge and change, 
although we may design them to diminish this recalcitrance and to 
invite their own revision. However, they are not indivisible systems; 
they are contingent, ramshackle constructions. Change can be, and 
almost always is, fragmentary in scope and gradual, albeit discontinu-
ous, in pace. Fragmentary and gradual but discontinuous change can 
nevertheless have radical effects if pursued, cumulatively, in a particular 
direction. Only because the piecemeal can be the structural can the 
social innovation movement do its work.

Approached in the maximalist spirit that I advocate, the social inno-
vation movement offers a space for the experimental pursuit of a family 
of programmatic endeavours. The common theme – or the unifying 
thread – is the enhancement of agency. Such an enhancement is mani-
fest in our power to master and to change the institutional and ideo-
logical regimes in which we move. It is expressed, as well, in the design 
of regimes facilitating the development and the exercise of that power.



The Task of the Social Innovation Movement 243

Within this space, different orientations may coexist, clash and 
converge. I outline one such orientation, describing it as a series of 
overlapping and reciprocally reinforcing projects in the change of both 
institutions and sensibilities. A vision of who we are and can become 
animates them. The vision acquires clarity and authority only through 
its expression in projects such as those that I next outline.

The first project is the advancement of what one might call ‘van-
guardism outside the vanguard’. In every economy, or every moment 
in economic history, a sector of production will be the most advanced. 
In that sector production most closely resembles imagination: the 
aspect of the mind that is neither modular nor formulaic; that enjoys 
the power of recursive infinity – freely to recombine everything with 
everything else – and that exhibits the faculty that the poet named 
‘negative capability’, achieving insight and effect by transgressing its 
own methods and presuppositions.

Today the most advanced practice of production is the one that has 
emerged in the aftermath of mass production and its decline. It is often 
mistakenly equated with the high-technology industry, the terrain in 
which it has become best established. Its most important features go 
beyond the accumulation of capital, technology and knowledge. They 
are those that bind it to our imaginative experience: the attenuation 
of the contrast between conception and execution, the relativising of 
specialised work roles, the cultivation of common purpose and higher 
trust, and the development of methods of permanent innovation. 
When combined with their characteristic technologies, these arrange-
ments and practices make it possible to reconcile decentralised initiative 
with coordination and the variation (or ‘destandardisation’) of products 
with economies of scale.

Such traits should be applicable, with suitable adjustments, to almost 
any sector of the economy. They should be easier to disseminate than 
the attributes of the productive vanguard of an earlier age: the mecha-
nised manufacturing of the period following the Industrial Revolution. 
Just the opposite has happened. In the aftermath of the Industrial 
Revolution, every part of the economy, including agriculture, was 
reshaped on the model of mechanised manufacturing. The new ‘post-
Fordist’ vanguards tend, on the contrary, to remain only weakly linked to 
other sectors of each national economy: although the technologies that 
they produce are widely used, the advanced practices around which 
they are organised remain largely foreign to major parts of even the 
richest economies in the world. Most of the labour force remains locked 
out of these vanguards.
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There are two conventional ways to counteract inequalities in the 
rich North Atlantic societies, as well as in the many countries that have 
come under the spell of their established institutions and predominant 
beliefs: compensatory redistribution through tax-and-transfer and 
the defence of small business against big business. Neither of these 
approaches is adequate to the task of dealing with the consequences 
of the new hierarchical segmentation of the economy. Any effective 
response must begin in innovations that result in a sustained broad-
ening of economic and educational opportunity and that, therefore, 
influence the primary distribution of advantage and capability. Among 
such responses will be those that take the new vanguardism out of the 
islands to which it remains confined, and propagate its practices widely.

Today an increasing part of humanity finds itself in circumstances 
of precarious labour. Work is once again organised, as it was before the 
rise of mass production, in the form of decentralised networks of con-
tractual arrangements: now on a worldwide basis. Countless millions of 
people, whether thrown into radical economic insecurity or lifted above 
it, aspire to a modest prosperity and independence: the petty-bourgeois 
perspective demonised traditionally by the Left. By default, they often 
fix their sights on isolated family business. 

Here is a world in which the social innovation movement has a mis-
sion of immense importance: to show, by exemplary initiatives, how 
precarious labour and retrograde small business can be lifted up and 
transformed by the mastery of the new advanced practices of produc-
tion. Part of the task needs to be carried out from above, in the form 
of arrangements associating governments with small and medium-
sized firms in the advancement of vanguardism beyond the vanguard. 
Neither the American model of arm’s-length regulation of business by 
government nor the Northeast Asian model of imposition of unitary 
trade and industrial policy by the state can do this job. We require a 
form of coordination between governments and firms that is decen-
tralised, participatory and experimental. Its complement is cooperative 
competition – combining competition with pooling of resources – 
among advanced small and medium-sized firms. Such innovations can 
serve as the points of departure for alternative regimes of private and 
social property – different ways of arranging the decentralised allocation 
of access to productive resources – that would come to coexist experi-
mentally within the same market economy.

The cause of vanguardism outside the vanguard requires movement 
from the bottom up as well as well from the top down: directed to the 
circumstances of small business and of precarious labour and to the 
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dealings of such work and such firms with local governments and com-
munities. It is here that the social innovation movement may find some 
of its most rewarding endeavours.

Such initiatives in reimagining and in remaking the market economy 
have a horizon. They move towards an economic future in which 
decentralised economic activity will bear the marks of a greater free-
dom. Our economic arrangements will no longer radically restrict 
the ways in which we can cooperate across the lines of division and 
hierarchy in society. The market economy will cease to be fastened to 
a single version of itself, as alternative regimes for the access to produc-
tive resources – our systems of contract and property – come to share 
the same market order.

The individual worker and citizen must be and feel secure in a haven 
of protected immunities and capabilities – universal endowments 
assured by the state and unattached to particular jobs – so that the soci-
ety around him can be open to perpetual innovation. Work throughout 
the economy, as well as in the most advanced sectors, must come to 
exhibit the traits of the imagination; the technical division of labour 
becomes then a mirror of the imaginative side of the mind.

No human being should be condemned to do the work that a machine 
could execute. In Adam Smith’s pin factory or Henry Ford’s assembly 
line, the worker worked as if he were a machine. We have machines, 
however, so that they may do for us whatever we have learned to repeat 
and so that our time may be saved for the not yet repeatable. Then, the 
combination of worker and machine will achieve its greater potential.

It is unlikely to achieve it so long as economically dependent wage 
labour remains the principal form of free labour. It must, as both the lib-
erals and the socialists of the 19th century hoped, give way to the higher 
forms of free labour: self-employment and cooperation, combined with 
each other. This transition cannot take place unless we develop regimes 
of conditional and temporary property rights organising the coexistence 
of different kinds of stakeholders in the same productive resources, and 
thus enabling us to reconcile, to a greater extent than we now can, decen-
tralisation and scale.

These are distant goals. In the exercise of its prophetic task, the social 
innovation movement must nevertheless find or invent the initiatives 
that might prefigure them – the first steps in the penumbra of the 
nearby possibles. It cannot hope to invent or find them unless it has a 
view of what, farther ahead, it seeks. 

A second project is the reform of education and, through education, 
of consciousness. For the social innovation movement, the role of the 
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school under democracy is to serve as the voice of the future rather than 
as the tool of either the state or the family. It is not enough to make 
the student capable of moving within the present order; it is necessary 
to equip him to distance himself from that order, to resist it, and to 
reshape it bit-by-bit and step-by-step. The school must allow him to 
be both an insider and an outsider, an agent who participates without 
surrendering.

Such an education gives pride of place to the cultivation of powers of 
analysis and of recombination. It prefers selective depth in the marshal-
ling of information to encyclopaedic superficiality. It puts cooperation 
in teaching and learning in the place of the combination of individu-
alism and authoritarianism. It approaches every subject dialectically, 
from contrasting points of view. It combines such a form of general 
education with practical or vocational training that accords priority to 
generic conceptual and practical capabilities, to the meta-capabilities 
suitable to an age of flexible meta-machines, rather than to job-specific 
and machine-specific skills. For such an education to become prevalent, 
especially in countries that are large, very unequal, and federal in struc-
ture, we must forge the instruments needed to reconcile local manage-
ment of the schools with national standards of investment and quality.

Exemplary initiatives in education can begin at any point in this 
ambitious programme. They can start with the method and content, in 
schools providing models for the others or with the institutional set-
ting. Or they can focus first on the requirements for reconciling local 
management and national standards. The innovators outside govern-
ment lack the resources and powers of a state. They have, however, the 
advantage of their disadvantages: licence to experiment episodically, 
undeterred by the constraints of universal rules and vast scale.

A third project is innovation in the provision of public goods and 
public services beyond education. Public goods make people strong; 
public squalour, even when in the face of private affluence, weakens 
them. It inhibits the strengthening of agency that must represent the 
core concern of the social innovation movement.

We should not have to settle for what now exists by way of providing 
public services: an administrative Fordism – the provision of low-quality 
standardised services by a governmental bureaucracy. Nor should we 
need to accept the privatisation of public services in favour of profit-
driven firms as the sole alternative. There is another way, with promise 
for the central aims of the social innovation movement.

The state should ensure universal minimums. It should also take 
the lead in the development of the most complicated and expensive 
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services. In the broad middle range between the floor and the ceil-
ing, government should engage civil society in the competitive 
and experimental provision of public services not-for-profit – for 
example, through cooperatives. It should finance, train, prepare and 
coordinate civil society outside the state to take part in the work of 
building people: people with an enhanced power of initiative and 
creation, people equipped to change both their world and them-
selves. It is both the most reliable means to improve the quality of 
public services and the most effective inducement to the self-organ-
isation of civil society.

A fourth project is to energise and deepen democracy. A high-energy, 
deepened democracy meets a triple test, probing three aspects of the 
same advance. It increases our ability collectively to master the structure 
of society: its formative arrangements and assumptions. It overthrows 
the government of the living by the dead. It weakens the dependence 
of change on crisis.

Such a project requires a series of convergent institutional innova-
tions. Some would raise the temperature of politics: the level of organ-
ised popular engagement in political life. Others would hasten the 
pace of politics, resolving impasse among parts of the state quickly. 
Others would reconcile a capacity for decisive action at the centre of 
government with radical, experimentalist devolution in both federal 
and non-federal states, so that different parts of the country or even 
different sectors of the economy and society can offer counter-models 
of the national future. Others would establish in the state a power, or 
even a distinct branch of government, designed and equipped to come 
to the rescue of groups that cannot escape exclusion or subjugation by 
the means of collective action available to them. And others yet would 
enrich representative democracy with elements of direct and participa-
tory self-government.

The social innovation movement cannot change constitutional 
arrangements. It can, however, launch experiments and ideas in each 
of the areas covered by these needed institutional changes, experiments 
prefiguring the direction that it proposes. Or it can commit itself to 
initiatives that, by compensating for the omission or paralysis of gov-
ernment, evoke the missing agenda. True to character, it can show how 
not to wait for salvation from on high.

Both a practice and a purpose should inform and unify the pursuit 
of these four projects. The practice is democratic experimentalism: 
structural ambition cleansed of structural dogmatism and advanced 
through fragmentary initiatives that both mark a path and take initial 
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steps in travelling it. The purpose is not simply an attenuation of 
inequalities. It is the enactment of experiments that show how we can 
move towards giving the ordinary man and woman a better oppor-
tunity to live a larger life, with greater intensity, broader scope, and 
stronger capabilities.

No one conception of humanity and of the self can claim uniquely 
to guide such an endeavour. The social innovation movement can only 
gain by being a field hospitable to such clashing prophecies. There they 
will be received, developed and tested less as abstract doctrines than as 
messages that we read into actions the better to find directions.

For one such conception – the one that I take as my touchstone here – 
we are the beings who – formed in social and conceptual contexts – can 
nevertheless immeasurably transcend the regimes of society and of 
thought that we inhabit. Because there is always more in us than there 
is, or ever can be, in them, we can exceed them and remake them. 
We can reduce the extent to which they imprison us and deny or sup-
press our powers of defiance and reinvention.

The methods

There are two chief methods by which the social innovation movement 
can advance projects such as those that I have just sketched. These prac-
tices are not just means to the larger end of enhancing agency; they are 
also concentrated instances of that enhancement.

The first such practice is the method of foreshadowing – foreshadow-
ing a larger life for the ordinary man and woman. The localised and 
small-scale initiatives that are the province of the movement can be 
represented as anticipations of a trajectory under the light of a vision. 
Innovators can represent and develop their tangible, practical experi-
ments as down payments on the execution of a more distant promise. 
It is the method of the prophets, who must join visionary insight to 
exemplary action: action that is exemplary because it consists in deeds 
that point towards a form of experience in which we can increase our 
purchase on the traits that most make us human.

Schopenhauer wrote that a talented man is a marksman who hits 
a target that others cannot hit, whereas a genius is a marksman who 
hits a target that others cannot see. The prophet is not the one who 
thinks more cleverly. He is the one who sees more. What he sees is a 
greater life, a higher humanity, an increase of our share in some of the 
attributes – especially the attribute of transcendence – that we regard as 
divine and rightly or wrongly may attribute to God. That vision must 
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be translated into exemplary deeds, giving palpable signs – signs that we 
can experience now – of such an existence.

The inherited image of the prophet is that of an inspired individual 
conveying a message that is vouchsafed to him by virtue of his special 
proximity to the divine. He then gathers around himself a band of fol-
lowers who may reduce his teaching to writing. He and they have an 
ambivalent relation to the temporal authorities of the societies in which 
they emerge.

The core creed of democracy is faith in the constructive genius of 
ordinary men and women and therefore as well in the dissemination of 
prophetic powers among them. The democratic answer to the question 
‘Who is the prophet?’ must be: everyone. Everyone can and should act, 
according to his circumstance, in a prophetic spirit. Society and culture 
may be so organised that they either nurture or discourage the wide-
spread development and exercise of such powers.

The social innovation movement must be, in this sense, prophetic. It 
must both act in a prophetic spirit and use the instruments characteris-
tic of prophecy under democracy. Therein lies the larger meaning of the 
method of foreshadowing.

The second practice distinguishing the movement is the method of 
incursion – innovation in our economic and political arrangements, 
proposed and launched from a base outside both the economy and poli-
tics. The innovators have a seat in civil society outside both the state 
and the market. The powers of society are never reduced to the activities 
of market exchange or of governmental politics alone.

It is in society, insofar as it is not wholly shaped by our economic and 
political arrangements, that the social innovation movement finds the 
cradle in which it is nurtured. The category of the ‘third sector’ is inade-
quate to describe this reality; a set of ‘third-sector’ or non-governmental 
organisations is no more than a fragment of this vast part of social 
experience, which towers, as if it were a horizon, over both the market 
and the state.

It is from some place in those trans-political and trans-economic 
parts of society that the social innovators most often begin their work. 
(Social innovators may also take their point of departure from some 
place within either market action or governmental activity. Then they 
often have to face, at the outset, obstacles that the innovators who start 
outside the economy and the state would have to confront only when 
they later began to challenge economic or political arrangements.) 

Regardless of where the social innovators take their initial steps, they 
do not end where they began. Having started in one part of social life, 
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they push the chain of analogous experiments to another part. The 
divisions of social life, and the distinct criteria of success that are sup-
posed to apply to each – profits for corporations, votes for politicians – 
fail to impress and intimidate them. They see the deeper unity and 
discount the finality of the divisions. They reinvent a social initiative as 
an economic or a political one. To this transgression of boundaries and 
logics within society, I give the name ‘the method of incursion’.

There is no part of society that the social innovation movement 
cannot engage, including corporate enterprise, the media and popular 
culture, the provision of public services, and the activities of charitable 
organisations. What matters is that in engaging each of them it remain 
faithful to its prophetic vocation.

Constraint and opportunity

The barriers faced by the social innovation movement, pursued under 
its maximalist understanding, are many and formidable. Mankind 
remains almost everywhere bent under the yoke of the dictatorship 
of no alternatives. The hegemonic project in the rich North Atlantic 
region – the reconciliation of European-style social protection within 
American-style economic flexibility, undertaken as an accommoda-
tion of the mid-20th century institutional and ideological settlement 
to present economic realities – excludes more ambitious innovations 
even if advanced by fragmentary and gradualist means. Outside the 
North Atlantic region, the major emerging powers have little to show 
by way of alternatives other than state capitalism, combined with pieces 
of neoliberalism and compensatory social democracy. Their potential 
for spiritual rebellion and institutional invention continues to be sup-
pressed under the burdens of a mental colonialism that their increasing 
power makes all the more surprising.

The most insidious opposition, however, comes from the high aca-
demic culture, in which the social innovators might have expected 
to find friends. There, across the whole range of social and historical 
studies, tendencies of thought prevail that would, if they were to be 
believed, deny authority to what the innovators seek to accomplish.

In the hard, positive social sciences – beginning with the most influen-
tial, economics – rationalisation predominates: a way of explaining present 
arrangements that justifies their superiority or inevitability by suggesting 
that they are the outcome of a cumulative convergence to best practice. In 
the normative disciplines of political philosophy and legal theory, human-
isation takes over: an appeal to pseudo-philosophical justifications of the 
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ameliorative practices of compensatory and retrospective redistribution 
and of the systematic idealisation of law in the vocabulary of impersonal 
policy and principle. In the humanities, consciousness embarks on an 
adventurism of subjectivity detached from any disposition to reimagine 
and to remake the present regime of society.

The representatives of these three tendencies are practical allies in the 
disarmament of the transformative imagination and of the transformative 
will. The convergent and cumulative effect of their ways of thinking is to 
cut the connection – on which all insight depends – between the under-
standing of the present settlement and the imagination of its accessible 
transformations. The consequence for the social innovation movement 
is that it must develop its own social theory along the way, raiding the 
counter currents within the academy for whatever help they can provide.

No matter. The opportunity is enormous. The message has been carried 
throughout the world that ordinary men and women are not as ordinary 
as they appear to be and that every human being has a vocation for a 
higher life and contains infinities within him- or herself. Contemporary 
societies cannot solve, or even address, their fundamental problems 
within the restraints of the very limited stock of institutional options 
for the organisation of different parts of society that are now available. 
Meanwhile, most people remain condemned to live small and demean-
ing lives, even when they have escaped the extremes of poverty and 
oppression.

Humanity, however, seethes, churns and searches, everywhere gener-
ating a multitude of small-scale experiments from which larger changes 
might begin. The world chafes, restless, under the dictatorship of no 
alternatives. Let this restless world find an unexpected ally in the social 
innovation movement.

Except where otherwise noted, this work is licensed under a 
Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported License. To view 

a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
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