
SOCIAL INNOVATION IN THE EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVE

OVERALL AIM: 
Gaining knowledge of the position of the European Commission in recognizing 

and fostering social innovation at different levels



What is social innovation?

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G51ap6QO8zg

• The Social Innovation Dialogues - Focus on the 
European Union

• Duration: 5,07 min

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G51ap6QO8zg


What is social innovation?

• Social innovation can be defined as the development 
and implementation of new ideas (products, services 
and models) to meet social needs and create new social 
relationships or collaborations. 
• It represents new responses to pressing social 

demands, which affect the process of social 
interactions. It is aimed at improving human well-being. 
• Social innovations are innovations that are social in 

both their ends and their means. 
• They are innovations that are not only good for society 

but also enhance individuals’ capacity to act)



What is social innovation?

• They rely on the inventiveness of citizens, civil 
society organisations, local communities, 
businesses and public servants and services. They 
are an opportunity both for the public sector and 
for the markets, so that the products and services 
better satisfy individual but also collective 
aspirations.
• Stimulating innovation, entrepreneurship and the 

knowledge-based society is at the core of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy



What is social innovation?

• Social innovation describes the entire process by 
which new responses to social needs are developed 
in order to deliver better social outcomes. This 
process is composed of four main elements:
• Identification of new/unmet/inadequately met social 

needs;
• Development of new solutions in response to these 

social needs;
• Evaluation of the effectiveness of new solutions in 

meeting social needs;
• Scaling up of effective social innovations



three key approaches to social 
innovation
• Social demand innovations which respond to social 

demands that are traditionally not addressed by 
the market or existing institutions and are directed 
towards vulnerable groups in society. They have 
developed new approaches to tackling problems 
affecting youth, migrants, the elderly, socially 
excluded etc. 
• The European Social Fund and initiatives like 

PROGRESS traditionally link to this. 



three key approaches to social 
innovation
• The societal challenge perspective focuses on 

innovations for society as a whole through the 
integration of the social, the economic and the 
environmental. 
• Many of the integrated approaches seen in the 

ERDF’s URBAN programmes as well as the URBACT 
programme fall into this societal challenge 
approach.



three key approaches to social 
innovation
• The systemic change focus, the most ambitious of 

the three and to an extent encompassing the other 
two, is achieved through a process of organizational 
development and changes in relations between 
institutions and stakeholders. 
• Many EU approaches that involve ‘stakeholders’ are 

attempting to move in this direction such as the 
EQUAL programme (driven by the idea of changing 
the balance of power between users and providers) 
and LEADER



Common approaches

In general, social innovation approaches are:
• Open rather than closed when it comes to knowledge-

sharing and the ownership of knowledge;
• Multi-disciplinary and more integrated to problem 

solving than the single department or single profession 
solutions of the past;
• Participative and empowering of citizens and users 

rather than ‘top down’ and expert-led.
• Demand-led rather than supply-driven;
• Tailored rather than mass-produced, as most solutions 

have to be adapted to local circumstances and 
personalised to individuals.



Types of SI

• Compared to mainstream innovations, ‘social 
innovations’ are critically driven by an extra motive: a 
social mission, and the value they create is necessarily 
shared value, at once economic and social
• Many social innovations have to do with service 

innovation. This includes innovation in services and in 
service products, new or improved ways of designing 
and producing services, and Innovation in service firms, 
organisations, and industries – organisational
innovations and the management of innovation 
processes, within service organisations. 
• Social design is also used as a term to describe 

particular approaches to social innovation.



Types of SI

• Social design is also meant to empower people at local level 
to invent together solutions to economic and social 
problems. 
• It contributes to offer new values to guide public 

administrations’ actions through collaborative working, 
experimentations and prototyping. 
• While the techniques being developed vary considerably 

they rarely resemble the more traditional forms of service-
planning in the public sector in which either formal 
meetings are the dominant form or where experts arrive at 
solutions by linear analysis. 



Types of SI

• Social innovation practices tend to be looser, involve more 
people, feature more animation techniques, are more 
interdisciplinary, find new ways of involving users and 
citizens and encourage thinking out of the box. 
• They deploy evidence based methods and often use 

techniques like benchmarking to identify good practices in 
the specific fields.
• There are growing numbers of examples of co-production 

and co-creation8 in which users are directly
• involved in design and delivery. In the context of cohesion 

policy, these approaches nearly always involve widening the 
range of stakeholders and deepening their engagement in 
deliberative planning.



A stage model of social innovation

• Social innovations typically go through stages. 
• They start as ideas, which may then be piloted or 

prototyped. If successful there is a process of sustaining 
the new model in the implementation stage – perhaps 
as a new venture or as a new policy within an existing 
institution. 
• The final stage is to scale up so that the new approach 

makes a real impact and becomes part of the norm.
• The challenge for policy makers is to identify which 

ideas are the most promising to take to the pilot stage, 
and to identify which pilots are best able to improve on 
existing models of practice. 



A stage model of social innovation
• Then selecting from among those pilots, the projects that 

should be implemented to become sustainable ventures 
and the ventures that should be scaled up to achieve 
systemic changes. 
• It is important that regional authorities design programmes

that stimulate a pipeline of projects at each stage which can 
then be promoted to the next.

Source: Butzin et al. (2014), https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309241238_Theoretical_Approaches_to_Social_Innovation



The added value of social 
innovation in EU policies
• In the past, societal challenges such as the ageing of Europe, 

migration waves, social exclusion or sustainability were 
primarily perceived as problems that constrained the 
behaviour of economic actors. 
• Individuals wishing to tackle them turned to traditional non-

profit models as the vehicle through which to channel their 
energies. 
• These activities have often been highly dependent on 

government subsidies or private donations and faced the 
difficulty of realising a long-lasting, sustainable difference.
• Today, societal trends are increasingly perceived as 

opportunities for innovation. 



The added value of social 
innovation in EU policies
• What’s more, trends in demography, community and social 

media, poverty, the environment, health and wellbeing, or 
ethical goods and services are more and more understood 
as growth markets.
• Just think of the growing shelf space that green (organic) 

and fair trade products have conquered. In addition, there is 
a real excitement around new entrepreneurial answers and 
solutions to the rapidly changing challenges that these 
trends raise. 
• Moreover, there are a lot of business model 

experimentation – the emergence of hybrid organisational
models, horizontal business models designed to create at 
once economic and social value.



The added value of social 
innovation in EU policies
• There is also a great need and potential for social innovation 

in the public sector. As social needs are evolving because of 
structural trends like demography and ageing, it is necessary 
to adapt social policies and find economic solution in times 
of “growthsterity”.
• Europe has a head-start. It is ideally placed to take a lead 

and capture first-mover benefits when it comes to 
implementing social innovations by pro-actively and 
effectively trying to fully (and fairly) realise both economic 
and societal benefits. 
• With its strong legacy in social democracy, solidarity, civic 

participation, justice and fairness, Europe arguably 
constitutes especially fertile grounds when it comes to 
sustainably enabling and growing social innovation.



The added value of social 
innovation in EU policies
• Europe 2020, the EU's leading strategy, aims at a smart, 

sustainable and inclusive economy. It also points to social 
innovation as one of the avenues to explore to attain its 
targets. In the flagship initiatives “Innovation Union, 
"European Platform against poverty", "A Digital Agenda for 
Europe“ and the "Active and healthy ageing" innovation 
partnership, social innovation figures prominently. 
• It does also in the HORIZON 2020 framework programme for 

research and in the new Cohesion Policy proposal.
• Four years into the crisis, Europe is facing unprecedented 

problems that have put in jeopardy its currency, economy 
and social model. Perhaps at no time since the 1940s has 
social innovation been so urgently needed.



The added value of social 
innovation in EU policies
• In the Europe 2020 Strategy the European Union has 

identified targets in five areas:
1. Employment: 75% of the 20-64 year-olds to be employed
2. R&D/innovation: 3% of the EU's GDP (public and private 

combined) to be invested in R&D/innovation
3. Climate change / energy: greenhouse gas emissions 20% (or even 

30%, if the conditions are right) lower than 1990; 20% of energy 
from renewables ; 20% increase in energy efficiency

4. Education: Reducing school drop-out rates below 10% ; at least 
40% of 30-34–yearolds completing third level education

5. Poverty / social exclusion: at least 20 million fewer people in or at 
risk of poverty and social exclusion



The added value of social 
innovation in EU policies
• Regional level
• As the regional level is close to the local and regional 

economy and social tissue, with its place-based 
particularities, it is a good level to start to tackle these social 
and societal needs, and try to create blended value.
• However, if innovation at the policy level is aimed for, the 

regional level will often not be the last step. A lot depends 
on who is responsible for various policies and 
implementation levels (e.g. in education or health), and this 
varies across Member States.



The added value of social 
innovation in EU policies
• Public authorities at various levels need to consider a 

number of questions when looking at social innovation in 
this context:
• How can they capitalise on the collective learning processes that 

social innovation engenders?
• How can they capitalise on the transformative promise that social 

innovation holds for publicse ctor service provision?
• How can they ensure the local embeddedness of social 

innovations?
• How can they promote better collaborations with the many 

different civic and economic agents – mainstream businesses, civil 
society organisations and government bodies – to harness social 
innovation?

• How can they evaluate the value added of a social innovation?
• How can social innovations be up-scaled / reproduced?



Six societal trends



Six societal trends



Ten practical steps to implement
Social Innovation

Source: European Commission (2013) Guide to Social Innovation, http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/20182/84453/Guide_to_Social_Innovation.pdf



Ten practical steps to implement
Social Innovation
Although all the steps are important, five are crucial:

Step 1: Learn about Social Innovation and put the pieces together 

(Crash course, Idea Jams)

Step 4: Develop a Smart Specialisation Strategy and Plan including SI

Step 6: Transition Innovation platform

Step 7: Incubation Trajectory specifically targeted at Social Innovation

Step 8: Social Innovation Cluster/ Park

These steps can help regions to tackle existing problems, such as how 

to create employment for

youth, how to integrate migration communities into economic life, 

how to provide health solutions

through new ICT solutions to all population, or how to tackle poverty.
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