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 ‘innovations that are social both in their ends and in their means’.  

 New ideas (products, services and models) that simultaneously meet 
socially recognised social needs (more effectively than alternatives)  and
create new social relationships, capital or collaborations, that are both 
good for society and enhance society’s capacity to act.    

 Theoretical literature about means as well as ends, about notions of value 
as well as the values that are expressed in the pursuit of value, and about 
capacities as well as products and services. 

 The definition  internalises within itself the conflict that is inevitable in the 
use of the word ‘social’: what counts as good, or a socially recognised 
need, is constantly contested, and this very contest provides some of the 
dynamic energy that drives the field



Social 
entrepreneurs

Policy makers 

Design advocates

Service design companies 

User groups/NGOs

Public sector managers 

Consultancies

Contributors to the field 

IT/egovernment

Professions

Politicians 

Web entrepreneurs. innovators 

Mutuals, coops



Social ...
Innovation parks
Innovation camps
Innovation funds
Innovation incubators
Innovation offices
Venture intermediaries
Impact bonds
Entrepreneurs in residence
Value metrics
Returns on investment

…. all applying systematic methods to addressing social 
challenges, but early stage,  little theory, analysis, datasets







 Pressures for innovation and productivity 
improvement in public sectors

 Evolution of civil society and its economic roles
 Growth of social economy – 11m jobs in Europe, 

growing numbers of social enterprises
 Growth of socially oriented commercial 

economy: US Congressional Budget Office: 
projections forecast total spending on health 
care will rise from 16% of GDP in 2007 to 25% in 
2025, 37% in 2050 and 49% in 2082. 

 Visible exemplars: Grameen/BRAC, Pratham, 
Mondragon
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Investment in fixed and intangible assets as a share of GDP, 2006

Source: OECD (2010), Measuring Innovation: A New Perspective, OECD, Paris based on COINVEST 
[www.coinvest.org.uk], national estimates by researchers, EU KLEMS database and OECD, Annual National Accounts 
Database.
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Beginning to connect to broader debates on innovation and intangibles
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1 Prompts

2 Proposals

3 Prototypes

4 Sustaining

5 Scaling

6 Systemic 
change

Mutation, 
creativity

Selection     
Replication and 

growth



1. prompts and triggers
diagnosisethnography

political mandates

critical walking

failure demand

data and evidence

cost escalation

petitions, campaigns

complaints choirs

new technology

user feedback

reviewing extremes, positive deviance

surveys and sousveys
needs mapping

new paradigms

visits

crisis 

rights to time 
for ideas



Percentage responses to questions on emotional support



2. proposals and ideas
inspiration Idea marketplaces

Hybridisation, recombination

Design tools

collaborative networks

User led design

A teams
brainstorms

creative meeting methods

Competitions and prizes

Artists in residence Creativity methods

incubation

Living Labs

reflection

crowdsourcing

SI Camps

Skunkworks

Staged prizes
TRIZ





http://www.sicamp.org/


DEMOCRATIC SOCIAL DESIGN TOOLS ™ –

^ inversion (peasants become bankers, patients become doctors)

∫ integration (personal advisers, one stop shops, portals, speeding flow)

x extension (extended schools, outreach)

∂ differentiation (segmenting services by groups,  or personalisation)

+ addition (getting GPs to do a new test, libraries running speech therapy)

- subtraction (no frills, cutting targets, decluttering)

t translation (airport management into hospitals, business planning into 
families)

g grafting an element from one field into another, creating a new fusion 
(coaching into a secondary school)

∞ creative extremism – pushing ideas and methods to their  furthest 
boundaries



3. prototypes and tests
trials beta testing

proof of concept

Randomised control trials

pathfinders

rapid prototyping

trailblazers

simulations

pilots

experimental zones
test marketing 

open testing



Social Entrepreneur in Residence (SEiR) – in 
Birmingham



4. sustaining
embedding

Professional 
development

policy commitment

Organisational forms 
(CICs etc)

grants for growth

loans, equity, quasi-equity

Commissioner 
commitment

Incremental improvement

Crowd-funding

Public share issues

formation

programme funding

Refining business 
models

formal validation





5. scaling and growth
diffusion

Strategies for diffusion and adoption

licensing

Brands

franchises

investment for growth – loans, equity, quasi-equity

commissioning

federations

National policy directives

professional networks

growth through people takeover

policy and programme funding

consumer advocacy



Growth patterns



Organisational Form Choices

What sort of boundaries are placed around the innovation, who’s involved, how much 
control etc.











6. systemic change
new mentalities

regulation

recalibrated markets

changed scripts whole system demonstrators

technical diffusion through supply chains

fast colleges

finance for 
outcomes

changed power relationships

new metrics

law

coalitions for change



Masdar City, Abu Dhabi. Foster & Partners







Roberto Mangabeira Unger

The idea of plasticity;  working against the present; critique of 
social sciences; advocating constant experiment  as political 
strategy and social  ethos.

‘we can do more than innovate in the content of our social 

and cultural contexts: we can innovate as well in the 

character of our relation to them: we can change the 
extent to which they imprison us.



 Mutation, creativity
 Selection
 Replication  and growth   



 “..the success of everything depends on intuition, the capacity of 
seeing things in a way which afterwards proves to be true, even 
though it cannot be established at the moment, and of grasping 
the essential fact, discarding the unessential, even though one can 
give no account of the principles by which this is done.’

 ‘In the breast of one who wishes to do something new, the forces 
of habit rise up and bear witness against the embryonic project. A 
new and another kind of effort of will is therefore necessary in 
order to wrest, amidst the work and care of the daily round, scope 
and time for conceiving and working out the new combination… 
This mental freedom presupposes a great surplus force over the 
everyday demand and is something peculiar and by nature rare.” 



 Dialectics of synthesis, antithesis 
and synthesis;  inversion of power 
and recreation

 Dynamics of externalisation and 
internalisation – of social 
innovations and knowledge about 
social innovation



Georg Simmel on the view of life:  creating 
forms that then conflict with fluidity of 
creation



Jane Jacobs and others seeing social 
change as organic, trial and 
error,bricolage from bottom up



Brian Arthur and other theorists of 
complexity:  feedback; attractors;  
emergence; edge of chaos; simple elements 
generating complexity;  the logic of 
technological evolution.



Rosabeth Moss Kanter and other business 
theorists – Christenson, Von Hippel,  
Chesbrough – for example on disruptive 
innovation,  failure on the way to success, 
open innovation



Carlota Perez, Chris Freeman, Luc Soete, on 
techno-economic paradigms explaining 
why particular innovations thrive at 
particular times



 ‘ideas are not out there waiting to be 
discovered but are tools that people 
devise to cope with the world in which 
they find themselves... ideas are 
produced not by individuals but are 
social… ideas do not develop according 
to some inner logic of their own but are 
entirely dependent, like germs, on 
human careers and environment... and 
since ideas are provisional responses to 
particular situations their survival 
depends on not on their immutability 
but on their adaptability.’



Social innovations tend to originate in contradictions, tensions and 

dissatisfactions that are caused by new knowledge, new demands and 

new needs, that make the transition from being personal to being 

recognised as social in their causes and solutions.  The philosophical 

roots lie in a view of societies as plastic, and a view of humans as 

impelled to ‘resist the present’.

They then depend on a wide array of actors, including social 

entrepreneurs, movements, governments, foundations, teams, networks, 

businesses and political organisations, each with different ways of 

working, motivations and capacities, but united by a belief in plasticity and 

what I call (drawing on Albert Hirschman), the ‘rhetorics of progress’;

Innovations gain traction only when they can attract vital resources, that 

include money, time, attention and power (the diversity of these resources 

explains why particular disciplines, from economics to political science, 

have struggled to generate useful theories);

A tentative synthesis:



The processes whereby innovations develop have strong analogies 

with a much wider family of evolutionary processes, that multiply 

options, select and then grow those best suited to changing 

environments;

Innovations gain impact through being formalised, as pilots, ventures 

and programmes, and through dynamic processes of externalisation 

and internalisation (that may often leave their creators redundant and 

alienated);

Innovations gain resonance, and wider impact, when they achieve a fit 

with wider patterns of historical change, including techno-economic 

paradigms and situations of political hegemony;

The fundamental goals of social innovation include the creation of 

socially recognised value, the promotion of greater wellbeing, and the 

cultivation of capabilities, and that these provide increasingly rigorous 

tests to judge what works and what doesn’t.   

Most of the knowledge created through social innovation is historically 

and spatially contextual, specific and liable to decay. 





 Attention to measurement, metrics, decision- tools
 More developed ecologies of support and links to innovation 

systems work
 Beginnings of formal theory, testable hypotheses
 Clarity on relationships with neighbouring fields
 Better orchestration of knowledge



 How much is social change driven by entrepreneurial 
individuals, social movements , networks or teams?  Why do 
some ideas travel well and others poorly?   Should we expect 
any common patterns as to where the most influential ideas 
come from?   Do social innovations scale in the same way as 
business innovations? Is it possible to measure the 
innovative capacity of an organisation or a nation?  Is it 
possible to show that at particular times and places 
innovation slows down?






