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1. Issue Statement: 
Frame 

Social innovation has evolved from an opportunity to a necessity. In the words of 
the EC’s Commissioner for Research and Innovation, social innovation is the fu-
ture of innovation. Social and technological innovations are closely intercon-
nected - gains from fast-developing technological innovations cannot be fully re-
alized without complementary social innovations that allow their successful soci-
etal adoption. In the face of accelerating technological change, societal change 
has become the next frontier for innovation. 

The Fourth Industrial Revolution requires a Fourth Social Revolution if it is to be 
beneficial to society as a whole. Previous industrial revolutions have been accom-
panied by radical transformations in society and social structures. New systems 
and partnerships were designed to ease the transition from one socio-economic 
order to the next. The new industrial revolution is happening much faster than 
those earlier in history and will not be successful without social innovations that 
change social practices and lead to new forms of social and institutional organi-
zation. Unprecedented social engagement is needed to not only ensure the suc-
cessful adoption and acceptance of technology but also that ethical and moral 
principles are not determined only by those developing the technology.   
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Definition 

From the perspective of Research and Technology Organization (RTOs), social in-
novation can broadly be defined as a concept which recognizes the interdepend-
ence of technological and social change. Changing social practices and behav-
iours can be harnessed as innovation drivers for research and technology devel-
opment; successful technological innovation can drive societal change. The ca-
pacity of social innovation to change societal practices makes it both a driver and 
a result of technological innovation.  

Social innovation meets a social need in a new way which is more effective or 
efficient than existing ways and, importantly, empowers those in need by im-
proving their access to power and resources, rather than only acting on their 
behalf1. Social innovations are social both in their ends and in their means2. By 
opening up research, development and innovation processes to those affected 
by technological developments, and being sensitive to societal changes along the 
whole Research & Development & Innovation (R&D&I) process, RTOs have the 
capacity to harness and impact social innovation. Taking into account the inter-
dependence of social and technological innovation thus opens up particular op-
portunities for RTOs and industry to contribute to societal changes. As illustrated 
in Graphic 1, social and technological innovation should go hand-in-hand. 

Graphic 1: interconnected processes of social and technological innovation; © CeRRI, Fraunhofer IAO 

 
1 Millard J., Lauritzen J.R.K. and Simon J. (2014): Doing Social Innovation. A Guide for Practitioners (Funded 

by EC, TEPSIE Research Project); Passani A., Bellini F. and Vanobberghen W. (Eds.) (2016): Exploring Impacts 
of Collective Awareness Platforms for Sustainability and Social Innovation, Rome: Eurokleis Press (Funded by 
EC, IA4SI Project). 

2 Dro I., European Commission, and Bureau of European Policy Advisers (2011): Empowering People, Driving 
Change - Social Innovation in the European Union, Luxembourg: Publications Office; Murray R., Cauli-er-
Grice J., and Mulgan G. (2010): The Open Book of Social Innovation: Ways to Design, Develop and Grow 
Social Innovation, London: NESTA. 
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• Social and technological innovations are closely interconnected. 

• Their capacity to change societal practices makes social innovations 
a prerequisite and concomitant phenomenon as both a driver and a 
result of technological innovation. 

• RTOs have the capacity to harness and impact social innovation by 
aligning R&D&I processes to societal needs. 

 

New Perspectives on Innovation 

Although the interdependence of social and technological innovations is not a 
novel phenomenon, awareness has only recently become widespread. Innovation 
systems have developed from triple helix, to quadruple helix and most recently 
to quintuple helix models, whilst the benefits of open innovation involving all 
relevant actors have become clear. From the perspective of RTOs, as well as of 
industry more broadly, recognizing the need for the full integration of social, 
technological, environmental and business insights to innovation is essential. The 
tools and methods of each approach need to be widely understood and used. 
This will enable successful societal and commercial adoption of new technologies 
with the potential to transform civil society, the economy, politics, industry and 
the environment in alignment with shared societal values.  

For innovations to become adopted and to realize their full potential, social needs 
and behaviors are often more important than merely economic, political or tech-
nological aspects. However, technological innovation is essential in giving people 
the tools to shape and transform societies by dramatically increasing their 
knowledge, capacities and reach. 

Social innovation also has importance for technological innovation by leading to 
the social acceptance and use of new technologies. This includes embedding the 
values and ethics of Responsible Research and Innovation into technology devel-
opment though promoting social inclusion and empowerment. Social innovation 
can ensure that human factors are fully taken into account, thereby optimising 
the use of technology in tackling societal challenges, particularly those embedded 
in European policies, such as Horizon Europe’s Pillar 2, ´global challenges and 
industrial competiveness’, as well as the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. 

• For innovations to become adopted and to realize their full poten-
tial, social needs and behaviors are often more important than 
merely economic, political or technological aspects. 

• Social innovation also has importance for technological innovation 
by leading to the social acceptance and use of new technologies. 

• Social innovation optimizes the use of technologies in tackling so-
cietal challenges, particularly those embedded in European policies 
and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

Impact of SI:  
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There is ample evidence as to how social innovation tools and methods can re-
sult in better outcomes and impacts for RTOs and industry in tackling European 
and global challenges and in enhancing societal prosperity and welfare. For as-
sessing the impact of social innovation as well as highlighting the particular role 
of RTOs, three different perspectives can be applied:  

 Changing the overall technology paradigm: The incorporation of so-
cial innovation tools and methods changes the technology innovation 
paradigm. The previously assumed linearity of innovation processes gives 
way to an iterative approach to technology innovation, so the paradigm 
shifts from `technology push` to `society push`, reflecting the recognition 
that the success of technology innovations is no longer determined by 
the technology itself but by its ability to address societal needs and pro-
mote public value. 

 Bottom-Up: RTOs can support and nurture bottom-up social innovation 
processes or movements by providing enabling research, technology, 
methods and forums. For example, digital social innovation develops and 
deploys open-source, user-friendly ICT tools for social good, typically at 
community level through a neighborhood time-share platform, or using 
hand-held sensors to measure air pollution at street level.  

 Top-Down: RTOs can assess and co-opt SI processes when shaping and 
implementing top-down technological innovation. Both large- and small-
scale technological innovation can benefit greatly from deploying social 
innovation processes that are open, co-creative and inclusive, for example 
by crowdsourcing not only so-called ‘expert’ inputs but also the 
knowledge of customers, employees and ordinary people, as well as en-
suring that value is widely shared amongst all stakeholders. 

A new impact approach relevant for RTOs and industry are the nine Societal 
Readiness Levels (SRLs) designed to match and be used together with Technol-
ogy Readiness Levels (TRLs), as illustrated in Graphic 2.  

 

Graphic 2: Societal and technological readiness hand-in-hand; © Danish Technological Institute 

The purpose of SRLs is to help technology innovators to be less research-driven 
and more end-user-driven, and to measure the gap between a given TRL and 
SRL for the purpose of seeing how the gap might be closed. Both SRLs and TRLs 
should be designed into an innovation process from the beginning.  
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• Social innovation tools and methods can successfully address soci-
etal challenges. 

• Social innovation works at different levels and RTOs can shape its 
impact both from a top-down as well as from a bottom-up per-
spective. 

• Assessing the impact of social innovation is challenging, however, 
Societal Readiness Levels (SRLs) depict an important measure for 
social innovation capacities. 

 

Challenges and Opportunities for RTOs and Industry: 

Challenges and opportunities related to SI can be seen at three different levels:  

At a macro level, there is systemic failure to appreciate that social innovation is 
inextricably linked with technological innovation, and this has become a blind 
spot in research policy and funding. However, this is slowly changing so, for ex-
ample, within Horizon Europe, there will be a opportunity for RTOs and industry 
to deploy social innovation in the program’s second pillar linking global chal-
lenges with industrial competitiveness.  

At a meso level, RTOs and industries engaging in R&D still often lack awareness 
of the fundamental need for social innovation in order for technological innova-
tion to succeed. This means that investments in social innovation instruments and 
competences are not given priority which results, in turn, in a lack of organiza-
tional capacity within RTOs and industry more generally. The synchronization of 
social and technological innovation activities is thereby hampered, leaving them 
both inadequately prepared to diffuse the results of their technological advances 
across society. 

At the micro level, the ability of social innovation to unfold its full potential is 
limited due to a lack of awareness and agency at the level of the individual. Rais-
ing awareness among researchers as well as R&D personnel within industry and 
pointing out the important role of social innovation for technological innovation 
processes, remains a long way off. Besides raising awareness, the necessary ca-
pacities among individuals working in R&D must be built in order to enable them 
to directly use social innovation tools and methods in their daily work.  

• The linkage between social and technological innovation is often 
not recognized in research policy and funding criteria. 

• RTOs and industries lack awareness and capacities to systemati-
cally include the social innovation within their R&D activities. 

• Individual researchers are not equipped to use social innovation 
tools and methods in their daily work. 
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2. Policy Recommendations: 
For the Horizon Europe proposal, the following recommendations will suport 
the full potential of social innovations for welfare, prosperity and sustainability:  

Policy & Governance 

• Use all available policy instruments to design an overarching structure in 
which the importance, tools, methods and approaches of social innova-
tion are noticed, valued and fully integrated into all innovation systems. 

• In Horizon Europe (especially Pillar 2), strengthen the role of RTOs and 
industry within social innovation actions against the backdrop of their key 
role in linking technological knowledge with possible (social) applications. 

• Establish new governance systems to support multi-stakeholder dialogues 
between RTOs, industrialists, social innovators and the broader ecosys-
tem, and encourage new R&I processes such as responsible research and 
innovation (RRI) in RTOs and industry. 

• Use the Multiannual Financial Framework budget and its key instruments 
to create longer-term investment and strategic support for social innova-
tion across all Commission services, and as part of this specifically ensure 
that social innovation supports industrial competitiveness. 

Capacity building: 

• Encourage capacity building in the area of social innovation among RTOs, 
technology developers and industry. Specific actions should include de-
veloping tailored social innovation guidance modules and bootstrapping 
initiatives for non-social innovation actors and programmes. 

• Ensure access to suitable resources in terms of human resources, funding, 
and organizational capabilities for social innovations. 

• Promote social innovation as a fundamental cross-cutting approach to 
industrial and business development, not an add-on. An integrated un-
derstanding of research, innovation and implementation activities for the 
public good should be incorporated into the mainstream EU agenda.  

• Encourage the implementation of new R&I processes such as responsible 
research and innovation (RRI) in RTOs and industry. 

Impact: 

• Support the development of the evidence ecosystem for social innovation 
through robust and practical impact frameworks, such as SRLs, and 
strongly integrate these into more mainstream industry, business and pol-
icy. 

• In public procurement policy, at European, national and local levels, 
strengthen the links between business services and social innovation, in-
cluding the deployment of appropriate impact frameworks. 

• Set up a strategic initiative to better enable micro enterprises and SMEs 
to access EU funding for social innovation support to maximize the ben-
eficial impacts of social innovation on Europe's industrial competitiveness.  
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