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How can social innovation create opportunities for citizens, business and 
public sectors in Europe?

Social innovation rides the wave of 
a significant mind-shift. In the past, 
social challenges such as popula­
tion ageing, migration, social 
exclusion and sustainability were 
primarily perceived as problems. To­
day, these societal trends are seen 
as opportunities for innovation by 
the public sector and the business 
community. For example, health 
already represents a large – and 
growing – share of GDP in most 
countries. 

A new generation of entrepreneurs 
is pushing the boundaries further 
to develop innovative answers to 
social issues. And they go about it 

in a very entrepreneurial way: new 
business models, new ways to de­
liver public services, and new ways 
to work with local markets. 

Social innovation is underex-
ploited in Europe
Although there is no shortage of 
innovative ideas and projects in 
Europe, in some cases successful in­
novations have spread only slowly 
beyond local or national levels, if 
at all. 

This is precisely where the EU has 
a key role to play. At a European 
level, actions have focused mainly 
on (1) developing and disseminat­

ing good practices across national 
boundaries, (2) facilitating network­
ing, and (3) helping to up-scale and 
mainstream successful initiatives 
into new accepted practices for 
public and private sector organisa­
tions. Social innovation is a theme 
that runs through almost all the 
Commission’s key initiatives under­
pinning the Europe 2020 Strategy; 
from ‘smart growth’ through 
projects in the Innovation Union 
and in the Digital Agenda, to the 
New Skills agenda and the Euro­
pean Platform against Poverty in 
the ‘inclusive’ pillar.

Concrete opportunities for 
social innovation can be  
found in:
1. �Creating new products and 

services for unmet social needs 
(e. g. in home care, transport or 
education)

Policy involvement could focus on 
actions that promote up-scaling of 
social innovations. 

We need to transfer the lessons 
learnt from three decades of sup­
porting technology-based innova­
tion to supporting social innova­
tion. To name a few: in finance, in 
incubation (of spin-out companies, 
technology-transfer, and by pro­
viding seed finance and business 
development assistance) and in 
impact measurement. In March 
2012, the European Commission 
organised a workshop on ‘how to 
grow social innovation in Europe 
through incubation’. This attracted 
huge interest from regional policy-
makers, social enterprises, finan­
ciers and business incubators. The 
Framework Programme (FP) for Re­
search and Technological Develop­
ment supports networking between 
social innovation incubators.
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Social Innovation Europe (SIE)
Social Innovation Europe is a pilot 
initiative of the European Commis­
sion (DG Enterprise and Industry) 
that was initiated in January 2011 
and will run until December 2012. 
It is implemented by a consortium 
consisting of Social Innovation 
Exchange (lead partner), Young 
Foundation (research), the Euclid 
Network (events), the Danish Tech­
nology Institute (strategy consult­
ing), and a European network of 
partners.

Past and present activities of the pi­
lot initiative include the creation of 
a website (www.social-innovatione­
urope.eu) to give stakeholders a 
common platform and present so­
cial innovation projects, awareness-
raising activities, networking, train­
ing and the preparation of studies. 
A particular focus of the initiative 
is to link networks, open access 
channels and offer new forms of 
support. The initiative also hopes to 
give the topic of social innovation 
a more concrete form and to pro­
mote cooperation between policy 
makers, academics, businesses and 
representatives of the third sector.

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.socialinnova­
tioneurope.eu 

Social Innovation Exchange 
(SIX)
Social Innovation Exchange (SIX) is 
a global community of over 3,000 
individuals and organisations – 
including NGOs and small global 
companies, public institutions and 
academics – for the promotion of 
social innovation and the growth 
capacity of this field. Their goal is 
networking and helping people on 
the road to their development as 
social innovators.

To achieve this goal, SIX runs a 
number of activities, including glo­
bal networking of social innovators 
via telephone conferences (TelePre­
sence) and the regular organisation 
of exchange events (Spring and 
Summer Schools). TelePresence dis­
cussions cover a wide range of top­
ics, from funding social innovation 
and European innovation policy all 
the way to the theoretical founda­
tions of the field. 

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.socialinnova­
tionexchange.org/home 

InnoServ
The InnoServ project (“Social 
Platform for Innovative Social Serv­
ices”) has two aims: to identify key 
factors for innovation in the field 
of social services, and to find out 

what innovations will be crucial for 
the advancement of social services 
(project duration: 2012–2014). The 
specific objective of this project 
is to build a social platform that 
brings together key representa­
tives from research, practice and 
policy in the field of planning and 
implementing social services. Their 
concern is to spot relevant current 
trends in science, practice and poli­
cy, to identify knowledge gaps and 
stimulate research issues that try 
to fill them. The project hopes in 
particular to highlight framework 
conditions, mechanisms, structures, 
and financing forms that promote 
innovation, to present examples of 
professional approach and co-pro­
ductions of various stakeholders. 

The project consortium consists of 
eleven European partners led by 
the Institute for the Study of Chris­
tian Social Service of the University 
of Heidelberg. 

As a first result of its work, a report 
was published in May 2012 review­
ing the literature on innovation in 
social services in Europe (sectors: 
health, education and welfare).

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.dwi.uni-hei­
delberg.de/innoserv/innoserv_start.
html

WILCO 
The WILCO project (“Welfare Inno­
vations at the Local Level in favour 
of Cohesion”), which is funded by 
the European Commission and 
involves eleven European universi­
ties, focuses on the exploration of 
innovation in local social policy 
(project duration: 2010–2013). 
The main interest of the project is 
how to successfully combat social 
inequality in European cities and 
what examples are suitable for 
implementation in other cities. The 
focus is on comparison of practices 
in the areas of housing and labour 
market policy and childcare. In ad­
dition to the aspect of control by 
policy-makers and administrative 
authorities, the project devotes spe­
cial attention to the perspectives of 
young people, migrants and single 
parents. The results are expected to 
lead to policy recommendations for 
local stakeholders in government, 
politics and civil society.

The website gives access to 18 city  
reports and to reports on the 
organisation of local services of 
general interest in ten European 
countries.

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.wilcoproject.
eu/ 

Sabrina Stula, Letitia Türk
Observatory for Sociopolitical  
Developments in Europe 

the debate about social services 
of general interest such issues as 
efficiency, greater involvement of 
private stakeholders and private 
capital, and evidence-based impact 
analysis. Faced with multiple crises 
– the financial markets, sovereign 
debt, economic and currency 
problems – Brussels is taking note 
of the fact that there are growth 
and employment reserves in the 
health and social sector. The po­
tential for sustainable, crisis-proof 
and “integrative” growth is seen to 
be greater here than in other sec­
tors. The Commission believes that 
this is in perfect keeping with its 
long-term growth strategy, Europe 
2020, the objective of which is not 
only intelligent and lasting but 
also integrative growth.

The Commission’s proposals de­
fine the key terms no more than 
very vaguely. For instance, the 
“Social Change and Innovation” 
programme describes social enter­
prises as being enterprises whose 
primary objective is to achieve 
social impact, as operating in 
the market in an entrepreneurial 
and innovative way and as us­
ing surpluses mainly to achieve 
social goals. This is a very broad 
definition. Non-profit provid­
ers in Germany fully meet these 
requirements. Nevertheless, this 
understanding of social entrepre­
neurship can also be interpreted 
in a less stringent manner, for 
instance regarding profit-making 
and use of surpluses. How are we 
to understand the terms “primary” 
and “mainly” when it comes to the 
social objective and use of profits? 
And what constitutes innovation 
remains entirely unclear. Contrary 
to superficial statements, evidence-
based measurement of social add­
ed value and sustainable impact 
do not seem to be at the top of the 
list of the Commission’s priorities. 
A transparent and uniform de­
scription of what constitutes social 
added value would be welcome, 
not least from the perspective of 
potential investors who entrust 
their money to an investment 
fund for distribution to social 
enterprises. According to the DG 
Internal Market unit responsible 
for funds for social enterprises, 
there are still no plans for this; 
priority being given to building up 
the market. All of these inconsist­
encies, but also the explicit argu­
mentation of the European Com­
mission, speak for themselves: the 
main motives of the Brussels initia­
tives are cost effectiveness, growth 
and employment. These goals can 
potentially compete with genuine 
social objectives such as the reali­
sation of basic human rights, user 

orientation, or non-discriminatory 
and low-threshold access to serv­
ices of general interest.

Non-statutory welfare providers are 
doing their best to meet the chal­
lenge of developing social services 
and finding innovative answers to 
new social problems. They do this 
– not only since social innovation 
has become politically “en vogue” 
– at local and associational levels, 
in partnership with municipalities 
and regions. They do so in all areas 
of social work – including areas 
that can be funded only by public 
funds or the organisation’s own 
resources, where market-based 
provision is just as impossible as a 
return on social investment capi­
tal. A key concept for innovation in 
public services is guaranteed right 
of choice. This requires a variety 
of providers, as encouraged by the 
three-way relationship under Ger­
man social law. As this three-way 
relationship under German social 
law also meets requirements of EU 
primary law in respect of transpar­
ency, equal treatment and non-
discrimination, it should be fully 
recognised under European law. 

Two issues will gain importance 
for non-statutory welfare associa­

tions and municipalities: firstly, 
the measurement of social added 
value and the sustainable impact 
of innovations in the social sector, 
and secondly, the efficiency de­
bate, i.e. the issue of optimisation 
of use of funds and of results. This 
is an area where concepts must be 
developed and carried into prac­
tice by joint efforts. At the same 
time, providers must operate in a 
context characterised by reliability, 
transparency and availability of 
personnel, legal and financial re­
sources. The EU also bears respon­
sibility for this – far beyond the 
realm of social innovation.

Documents
•  �Deutscher Verein’s Opinion on 

the Proposal for a Regulation of 
the European Parliament and 
of the Council on a European 
Union Programme for Social 
Change and Innovation 
http://www.deutscher-verein.
de/01-wir_ueber_uns/ge­
schaeftsstelle/arbeitsfelder/
stab/pdf-1/EN%20DV%2009%20
12%20Sozialer%20Wandel%20
16%2004%202012.pdf

•  �Documentation: Social, entre­
preneurial, innovative? Social 
entrepreneurship and social 
innovation in the EU [only avail­

able in German]  
http://www.deutscher-verein.
de/03-events/2012/materialien/
dokumentation-p-601-12/PDF_
Soziales_Unternehmertum_web.
pdf

•  �Main principles of the German 
Caritas Federation: Social in­
novations [only available in 
German] 
http://www.caritas.de/cms/
contents/caritasde/medien/
dokumente/stellungnahmen/
sozialinnovationen/soziale_in­
novationen_caritas_eckpunkte­
papier.pdf

Johannes Eisenbarth
Department of International  
Affairs, German Association for 
Public and Private Welfare 
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Social innovation has become a 
key concept at the very centre 
of current political and aca-
demic debate. This article will 
introduce a few European ini-
tiatives and projects that deal 
with this issue. 
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New on our website at 
www.sociopolitical- 
observatory.eu

Living in Old Age in Europe – 
Current Developments and 
Challenges,
Working Paper no. 7, Sabrina  
Stula, June 2012

Eldercare Services – Lessons 
from a European Comparison, 
Working Paper no. 6, Annette 
Angermann, June 2012

Conference papers for the follow­
ing events are also available:
International conference on 
“Active Ageing in Europe – 
Senior Citizens and Volunteer­
ing” in the context of a meeting 
of experts to exchange views 
on innovative policies for senior 
citizens and generations, January 
2012

“Eldercare Services in Europe – 
Home Care, Family Support and 
Domestic Services for Older Peo­
ple”, December 2011

Invitation to the European 
conference: 
New opportunities or new 
restrictions? Social innovation 
and providers of social services 
in Europe on 17–18 December 
2012 in Berlin

You can find more details of the 
event on our website!

In times of economic uncertainty, social innovation has become 
more important than ever in confronting two pressing challenges: 
driving growth and addressing social problems. Social innovation 
brings together charities, businesses, social entrepreneurs, policy-
makers, researchers and care providers. Europe has a proud tradi-
tion of social innovation, from the first charities in the Middle Ages 
to the cooperative movement, social experimentation in policy-
making, and social innovation at the workplace. 
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How can social innovation create opportunities for citizens, business and 
public sectors in Europe?

Social innovation rides the wave of 
a significant mind-shift. In the past, 
social challenges such as popula­
tion ageing, migration, social 
exclusion and sustainability were 
primarily perceived as problems. To­
day, these societal trends are seen 
as opportunities for innovation by 
the public sector and the business 
community. For example, health 
already represents a large – and 
growing – share of GDP in most 
countries. 

A new generation of entrepreneurs 
is pushing the boundaries further 
to develop innovative answers to 
social issues. And they go about it 

in a very entrepreneurial way: new 
business models, new ways to de­
liver public services, and new ways 
to work with local markets. 

Social innovation is underex-
ploited in Europe
Although there is no shortage of 
innovative ideas and projects in 
Europe, in some cases successful in­
novations have spread only slowly 
beyond local or national levels, if 
at all. 

This is precisely where the EU has 
a key role to play. At a European 
level, actions have focused mainly 
on (1) developing and disseminat­

ing good practices across national 
boundaries, (2) facilitating network­
ing, and (3) helping to up-scale and 
mainstream successful initiatives 
into new accepted practices for 
public and private sector organisa­
tions. Social innovation is a theme 
that runs through almost all the 
Commission’s key initiatives under­
pinning the Europe 2020 Strategy; 
from ‘smart growth’ through 
projects in the Innovation Union 
and in the Digital Agenda, to the 
New Skills agenda and the Euro­
pean Platform against Poverty in 
the ‘inclusive’ pillar.

Concrete opportunities for 
social innovation can be  
found in:
1. �Creating new products and 

services for unmet social needs 
(e. g. in home care, transport or 
education)

Policy involvement could focus on 
actions that promote up-scaling of 
social innovations. 

We need to transfer the lessons 
learnt from three decades of sup­
porting technology-based innova­
tion to supporting social innova­
tion. To name a few: in finance, in 
incubation (of spin-out companies, 
technology-transfer, and by pro­
viding seed finance and business 
development assistance) and in 
impact measurement. In March 
2012, the European Commission 
organised a workshop on ‘how to 
grow social innovation in Europe 
through incubation’. This attracted 
huge interest from regional policy-
makers, social enterprises, finan­
ciers and business incubators. The 
Framework Programme (FP) for Re­
search and Technological Develop­
ment supports networking between 
social innovation incubators.
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Social Innovation Europe (SIE)
Social Innovation Europe is a pilot 
initiative of the European Commis­
sion (DG Enterprise and Industry) 
that was initiated in January 2011 
and will run until December 2012. 
It is implemented by a consortium 
consisting of Social Innovation 
Exchange (lead partner), Young 
Foundation (research), the Euclid 
Network (events), the Danish Tech­
nology Institute (strategy consult­
ing), and a European network of 
partners.

Past and present activities of the pi­
lot initiative include the creation of 
a website (www.social-innovatione­
urope.eu) to give stakeholders a 
common platform and present so­
cial innovation projects, awareness-
raising activities, networking, train­
ing and the preparation of studies. 
A particular focus of the initiative 
is to link networks, open access 
channels and offer new forms of 
support. The initiative also hopes to 
give the topic of social innovation 
a more concrete form and to pro­
mote cooperation between policy 
makers, academics, businesses and 
representatives of the third sector.

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.socialinnova­
tioneurope.eu 

Social Innovation Exchange 
(SIX)
Social Innovation Exchange (SIX) is 
a global community of over 3,000 
individuals and organisations – 
including NGOs and small global 
companies, public institutions and 
academics – for the promotion of 
social innovation and the growth 
capacity of this field. Their goal is 
networking and helping people on 
the road to their development as 
social innovators.

To achieve this goal, SIX runs a 
number of activities, including glo­
bal networking of social innovators 
via telephone conferences (TelePre­
sence) and the regular organisation 
of exchange events (Spring and 
Summer Schools). TelePresence dis­
cussions cover a wide range of top­
ics, from funding social innovation 
and European innovation policy all 
the way to the theoretical founda­
tions of the field. 

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.socialinnova­
tionexchange.org/home 

InnoServ
The InnoServ project (“Social 
Platform for Innovative Social Serv­
ices”) has two aims: to identify key 
factors for innovation in the field 
of social services, and to find out 

what innovations will be crucial for 
the advancement of social services 
(project duration: 2012–2014). The 
specific objective of this project 
is to build a social platform that 
brings together key representa­
tives from research, practice and 
policy in the field of planning and 
implementing social services. Their 
concern is to spot relevant current 
trends in science, practice and poli­
cy, to identify knowledge gaps and 
stimulate research issues that try 
to fill them. The project hopes in 
particular to highlight framework 
conditions, mechanisms, structures, 
and financing forms that promote 
innovation, to present examples of 
professional approach and co-pro­
ductions of various stakeholders. 

The project consortium consists of 
eleven European partners led by 
the Institute for the Study of Chris­
tian Social Service of the University 
of Heidelberg. 

As a first result of its work, a report 
was published in May 2012 review­
ing the literature on innovation in 
social services in Europe (sectors: 
health, education and welfare).

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.dwi.uni-hei­
delberg.de/innoserv/innoserv_start.
html

WILCO 
The WILCO project (“Welfare Inno­
vations at the Local Level in favour 
of Cohesion”), which is funded by 
the European Commission and 
involves eleven European universi­
ties, focuses on the exploration of 
innovation in local social policy 
(project duration: 2010–2013). 
The main interest of the project is 
how to successfully combat social 
inequality in European cities and 
what examples are suitable for 
implementation in other cities. The 
focus is on comparison of practices 
in the areas of housing and labour 
market policy and childcare. In ad­
dition to the aspect of control by 
policy-makers and administrative 
authorities, the project devotes spe­
cial attention to the perspectives of 
young people, migrants and single 
parents. The results are expected to 
lead to policy recommendations for 
local stakeholders in government, 
politics and civil society.

The website gives access to 18 city  
reports and to reports on the 
organisation of local services of 
general interest in ten European 
countries.

Additional information can be 
found at http://www.wilcoproject.
eu/ 
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the debate about social services 
of general interest such issues as 
efficiency, greater involvement of 
private stakeholders and private 
capital, and evidence-based impact 
analysis. Faced with multiple crises 
– the financial markets, sovereign 
debt, economic and currency 
problems – Brussels is taking note 
of the fact that there are growth 
and employment reserves in the 
health and social sector. The po­
tential for sustainable, crisis-proof 
and “integrative” growth is seen to 
be greater here than in other sec­
tors. The Commission believes that 
this is in perfect keeping with its 
long-term growth strategy, Europe 
2020, the objective of which is not 
only intelligent and lasting but 
also integrative growth.

The Commission’s proposals de­
fine the key terms no more than 
very vaguely. For instance, the 
“Social Change and Innovation” 
programme describes social enter­
prises as being enterprises whose 
primary objective is to achieve 
social impact, as operating in 
the market in an entrepreneurial 
and innovative way and as us­
ing surpluses mainly to achieve 
social goals. This is a very broad 
definition. Non-profit provid­
ers in Germany fully meet these 
requirements. Nevertheless, this 
understanding of social entrepre­
neurship can also be interpreted 
in a less stringent manner, for 
instance regarding profit-making 
and use of surpluses. How are we 
to understand the terms “primary” 
and “mainly” when it comes to the 
social objective and use of profits? 
And what constitutes innovation 
remains entirely unclear. Contrary 
to superficial statements, evidence-
based measurement of social add­
ed value and sustainable impact 
do not seem to be at the top of the 
list of the Commission’s priorities. 
A transparent and uniform de­
scription of what constitutes social 
added value would be welcome, 
not least from the perspective of 
potential investors who entrust 
their money to an investment 
fund for distribution to social 
enterprises. According to the DG 
Internal Market unit responsible 
for funds for social enterprises, 
there are still no plans for this; 
priority being given to building up 
the market. All of these inconsist­
encies, but also the explicit argu­
mentation of the European Com­
mission, speak for themselves: the 
main motives of the Brussels initia­
tives are cost effectiveness, growth 
and employment. These goals can 
potentially compete with genuine 
social objectives such as the reali­
sation of basic human rights, user 

orientation, or non-discriminatory 
and low-threshold access to serv­
ices of general interest.

Non-statutory welfare providers are 
doing their best to meet the chal­
lenge of developing social services 
and finding innovative answers to 
new social problems. They do this 
– not only since social innovation 
has become politically “en vogue” 
– at local and associational levels, 
in partnership with municipalities 
and regions. They do so in all areas 
of social work – including areas 
that can be funded only by public 
funds or the organisation’s own 
resources, where market-based 
provision is just as impossible as a 
return on social investment capi­
tal. A key concept for innovation in 
public services is guaranteed right 
of choice. This requires a variety 
of providers, as encouraged by the 
three-way relationship under Ger­
man social law. As this three-way 
relationship under German social 
law also meets requirements of EU 
primary law in respect of transpar­
ency, equal treatment and non-
discrimination, it should be fully 
recognised under European law. 

Two issues will gain importance 
for non-statutory welfare associa­

tions and municipalities: firstly, 
the measurement of social added 
value and the sustainable impact 
of innovations in the social sector, 
and secondly, the efficiency de­
bate, i.e. the issue of optimisation 
of use of funds and of results. This 
is an area where concepts must be 
developed and carried into prac­
tice by joint efforts. At the same 
time, providers must operate in a 
context characterised by reliability, 
transparency and availability of 
personnel, legal and financial re­
sources. The EU also bears respon­
sibility for this – far beyond the 
realm of social innovation.

Documents
•  �Deutscher Verein’s Opinion on 

the Proposal for a Regulation of 
the European Parliament and 
of the Council on a European 
Union Programme for Social 
Change and Innovation 
http://www.deutscher-verein.
de/01-wir_ueber_uns/ge­
schaeftsstelle/arbeitsfelder/
stab/pdf-1/EN%20DV%2009%20
12%20Sozialer%20Wandel%20
16%2004%202012.pdf

•  �Documentation: Social, entre­
preneurial, innovative? Social 
entrepreneurship and social 
innovation in the EU [only avail­

able in German]  
http://www.deutscher-verein.
de/03-events/2012/materialien/
dokumentation-p-601-12/PDF_
Soziales_Unternehmertum_web.
pdf

•  �Main principles of the German 
Caritas Federation: Social in­
novations [only available in 
German] 
http://www.caritas.de/cms/
contents/caritasde/medien/
dokumente/stellungnahmen/
sozialinnovationen/soziale_in­
novationen_caritas_eckpunkte­
papier.pdf

Johannes Eisenbarth
Department of International  
Affairs, German Association for 
Public and Private Welfare 

B a c k g r o u n d
S o c i a l  i n n o v a t i o n

Social innovation has become a 
key concept at the very centre 
of current political and aca-
demic debate. This article will 
introduce a few European ini-
tiatives and projects that deal 
with this issue. 
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P l e a s e  N o t e

New on our website at 
www.sociopolitical- 
observatory.eu

Living in Old Age in Europe – 
Current Developments and 
Challenges,
Working Paper no. 7, Sabrina  
Stula, June 2012

Eldercare Services – Lessons 
from a European Comparison, 
Working Paper no. 6, Annette 
Angermann, June 2012

Conference papers for the follow­
ing events are also available:
International conference on 
“Active Ageing in Europe – 
Senior Citizens and Volunteer­
ing” in the context of a meeting 
of experts to exchange views 
on innovative policies for senior 
citizens and generations, January 
2012

“Eldercare Services in Europe – 
Home Care, Family Support and 
Domestic Services for Older Peo­
ple”, December 2011

Invitation to the European 
conference: 
New opportunities or new 
restrictions? Social innovation 
and providers of social services 
in Europe on 17–18 December 
2012 in Berlin

You can find more details of the 
event on our website!

In times of economic uncertainty, social innovation has become 
more important than ever in confronting two pressing challenges: 
driving growth and addressing social problems. Social innovation 
brings together charities, businesses, social entrepreneurs, policy-
makers, researchers and care providers. Europe has a proud tradi-
tion of social innovation, from the first charities in the Middle Ages 
to the cooperative movement, social experimentation in policy-
making, and social innovation at the workplace. 
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