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Who is talking? 

Dr. Klaus Schuch, Scientific Director of the 
Centre for Social Innovation 
ÅExpertise is in the field of techno-

globalisation; research, technology and 
innovation (RTI) policies; as well as 
evaluation 
ÅManaging Director of the Austrian Platform 

for Research and Technology Policy 
Evaluation 
ÅAdvisor to the European Commission and 

several Austrian agencies and ministries 
dealing with higher education and RTI 
ÅAustrian delegate to the European RTD 

Evaluation Network 
ÅMember of the COST Scientific Committee 
ÅLecturer on “Evaluation” and “techno-

globalisation” at the University of Vienna 
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Two main strands of SI in 
Theory and Practice 

1. Social Innovation as normative  approach 

2. Social Innovation as analytical approach 

 

 

 

• Terminological precision is required as regards the 
definition of the concept of social innovation (Pole 
and Ville (2009) 
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Normative Definition  

“SI is the process of designing, developing and growing 
new ideas that work to meet pressing unmet needs. 
Social innovations are innovations that are social both 
in their ends and in their means. They are new ideas 
(products, services and models) that simultaneously 
meet social needs (more effectively than alternatives) 
and create new social relationships or collaborations. 
They are innovations that are not only good for society 
but also enhance society‘s capacity to act“ “. 

 

BEPA definition (Young foundation)  
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Analytical definition of SI 
SI = a combination or figuration of practices in areas 
of social action, prompted by certain actors or 
constellations of actors with the goal of better coping 
with needs and problems than is possible by use of 
existing practices. An innovation is therefore social to 
the extent that it varies social actions, and is socially 
accepted and diffused in society (or parts of it).  

 

SI-DRIVE definition 
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Orientation (1) 
1. Analytical  approach focuses on transformations of 

social practices, which can happen in all fields of 
social action, and which usually have advantages, 
but also disadvantages. 

Å Example: mobile communication 
 

2. Normative  approach focuses on the intention of 
“doing good”, often related to social policy issues, 
provision of social services and social 
entrepreneurship (social business) or 
transformative agendas (grand challenges) 

Å Example: street newspaper 
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Orientation (2) 

1. Analytical approach is more academic and 
addresses several facets of sociology and socio-
economic research. 

2. Normative approach is more practice-oriented 
with elements of action-research, participatory 
approaches, evaluation etc. 

 

Both approaches are dealing with intentional 
approaches towards social needs and/or social wants 
– not social change per se! 
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Example of a Street Paper 

1. It is sold by homeless individuals 

2. It creates income for them (“good in 
its ends”) 

3. It transforms beggars into vendors 
through integration and 
participation (“good in its means”) 

4. It makes problems more visible and 
creates awareness 

5. Homelessness is an issue of social 
policy. 



9 

Example of mobile 
communications 

1. It changed our economic acting, 
social behaviour, life-style and 
communication. 

2. It created more disparities in our 
society (“those who have and the 
have-nots”). 

3. It also provides new 
opportunities; also for deprived 
societies (e.g. mobile banking in 
Africa). 
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Social Innovation in RTI Policies 
• In mission oriented RTI policies (e.g. “grand challenges”), SI is 

perceived as important component of a transformative agenda 
= intentional and normative 

• SI is often seen in connection with new technologies (“all 
innovations are socially relevant”), but broadens the perspective 
of innovation to non-technological spheres (procedural and 
organisational innovation, policy innovation, inclusive 
innovation, sustainable innovation, new business models etc.) 

• SI is said to have a transformative potential towards socially and 
ecologically sustainable production and consumption 
behaviours, patterns and systems (e.g. sharing economy; non-
carbon society; resilient societies) 



Two normative approaches 

Social Policy Approach 
 

× Social need is in the focus 

× Oriented towards specific 
group within society (from 
grassroots to top-down) 

× Technology is secondary 
(assisted living) 

× Focus on inclusion and 
empowerment  

× Non-profit and social business 

Transformative Approach 
 

× Grand challenges are in the focus 

× Objectives are often top-down defined 
(e.g. climate protection) 

× Technology often perceived as part of 
the solution and social impact of 
ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ όΰƎŀƳŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǊΨύ 

× Focus on sustainability, social 
acceptance 

× αǇǊƛǾŀǘƛǎŜŘά ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 
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!ÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ȵÓÏÃÉÁÌȰ ÉÎ 3)ȩ 

• Since all innovations are social processes of interaction, “social” in SI 
means the directedness at and the prioritisation of social needs, wants, 
problems and values in innovation  

• SI is reflexively assessing all stages/processes of innovation vis-à-vis 
these needs, wants, problems and values 

• Intensified awareness of the societal context of innovation: How and by 
whom are needs, problems and values voiced, defined, promoted, etc.?  

• SI is intentional and refers to key words such as participation, inclusion, 
empowerment, transformation, resilience, ownership etc. 

• SI discovers new resources through user participation and broad 
stakeholder involvement 

• SI is monitoring impacts more extensively and includes negative 
impacts that economy still externalises to a large degree  
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Synthesising attempt (1) 
ÅSI= 

• Is rather a new paradigm for research, innovation 
management, and assessment than being a distinct form of 
innovation in itself 

• should not be restricted to “purely social (policy)” activities 
which only include direct human-to-human interaction and 
should not be isolated from technological and economic 
innovation per se 

• Can comprise many “hybrid” forms of innovation that can 
include human interaction as well as human-technology 
interaction, combine different business models (e.g. sharing 
economy, open source) or create new cross-sector 
cooperation (e.g. open innovation or public-private 
partnerships for addressing “quasi-markets through social 
business). 
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• SI consists in the implementation of “new social practices”. 
These practices are the outcome of intentional innovation 
processes but may also be implemented in the innovation 
process. 

• The social practices as outcomes are aimed at solving societal 
problems and/or meeting social needs, wants or values.  

• SI is intentionally  implemented by a group of agents (individuals, 
groups, organisations, companies, policy)  

• Social innovation by definition creates indented advantages for 
certain groups which might be accompanied by disadvantages 
for other groups (resource transfer from one group to another). 
Unintended positive and negative side-effects have to be 
considered. 

Synthesising attempt (2) 
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The Social Innovation Cycle 

Excursion (1) 
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• Social innovation is a process which encompasses 
three main stages: invention  (a new idea), 
intervention  (a social action which diverges from 
institutionalised routine behaviour) and 
institutionalisation  (the new social practice 
manifests itself through norms, rules, roles and 
organisational structures) 

Social Innovation Cycle (1) 
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• SI is however not necessarily a linear process.  

• Institutionalisation builds on the process of diffusion  and the 
acceptance and evaluation of the impacts of the innovation 
by relevant “stakeholders”  

• The distribution of resources (economic, cultural and social 
capital) and the power relations between different social 
groups influence the process of institutionalisation at all 
stages 

• The impact of social innovation has to be critically analysed 
and assessed for different dimensions of the reproduction of 
societal structures: social, cultural, individual, ecologic, 
economic. 

Social Innovation Cycle (2) 
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