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This article conceptualizes the role of social innovation (Sl) in transformational innovation policy, identifies policy options, and points out potential
risks of mobilizing Sl for transformations. We illustrate our conceptual claims based on selected policy examples and propose a set of distinc-
tions about the basic role of policy for Sl in the context of transformation. We distinguish the importance of Sl for the two policy approaches:
transformative innovation policy and mission-oriented innovation policy. It follows that politics must differentiate between the various types of
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of the transformational effects of Sl and the policies that act on them must be developed and applied. It is crucial to accompany and promote
the diversity of Sls politically in such a way that they can constructively unfold their transformation potential.
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1. Introduction

It has been a commonplace for some time that multiple social
practices and value systems must change for the major socioe-
conomic and sociotechnical transformations to which we as a
society are committed and which we are trying to intention-
ally accelerate (Riickert-John et al. 2016; Schartinger et al.
2017; Hoppe and Vries 2018; Geels et al. 2019; Wunder et al.
2019). In this process, transformation and social behaviour
are interdependent: social practices need to change in order
to make transformation happen. The transformations to a
circular economy, to sustainable mobility or to CO,-neutral
energy production and use, to which we commit ourselves
as societies, are inconceivable without a change in consumer
behaviour and an increased and broadened societal willing-
ness to change. At the same time, the behavioural changes of
social groups often initiate and promote broader important
transformative developments.

The deliberate, intentional change in social practices is
widely referred to as social innovation (SI). In this article,
we understand SI as ‘an intentional, purposeful reconfigura-
tion of social practices in specific fields of action or social
contexts, emanating from actors or constellations of actors,
with the aim of solving or satisfying problems or needs better
than is possible on the basis of established practices’ (Howaldt
et al. 2010). This is intentionally a very general definition
that allows for further differentiation and different attribu-
tions of the meaning of SI, including in the context of policy
initiatives. It also includes for-profit and nonprofit initiatives.
At the same time, it contains what we consider to be the

necessary core elements, i.e. a deliberate introduction of a new
social practice, initiated by individuals or a group of actors,
including so-called social entrepreneurs.

Policymakers seeking to actively promote transformations
are now increasingly focusing on the fundamental importance
of SIs understood in this way to influence the speed and shape
of transformations. Two policy strands are coming together in
this regard. First, policies have been in place for many years
to support initiatives to change social practices that serve the
common good in various ways. This involves mobilizing soci-
ety’s creativity and initiative and—ideally—not only develop-
ing new practices that promote the common good but also
anchoring them more broadly in society (Aderhold et al. 2014;
Malakoff and Griffith 2016; Krlev et al. 2020; Koalition
2021). Second, a number of ambitious policy approaches have
been established in many countries and at different political
levels that aim to initiate or strengthen transformations by
mobilizing and diffusing innovation (Chataway et al. 2017;
Tirk et al. 2018; Larrue 2021).

If changing social practices is necessary for transforma-
tions, if there are a variety of policy approaches to support
SI in general, and if policies systematically want to promote
transformations, one simple but critical question arises: what
is the role of SI for an innovation policy that wants to pro-
mote sociotechnical transformations? This article cannot and
will not develop a final answer to this question. Rather, it
attempts to conceptualize the role of SI in transformation-
oriented innovation policy, to identify policy options based
on this, and to point out the difficulties and possible dangers
of mobilizing SI for transformations.
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This article is organized as follows. In the next section, we
differentiate the various forms of SI and characterize related
innovation processes and impact mechanisms. This concep-
tual introduction is important for understanding the rele-
vance of SI for transformation-oriented policy. In Section 3,
we then relate the differentiations of SI to two forms of
transformation-oriented innovation policy, which, for the pur-
pose of this conceptualization, we present as simplified ideal
type: mission-oriented innovation policy (MOIP) and trans-
formative innovation policy (TIP). Each follows somewhat
different rationalities. To summarize and illustrate our con-
ceptualization, we end Section 3 with a morphological box
for SI policy initiatives, which serves to highlight the vari-
ety of combinations of different important features and their
possible specifications. To illustrate the value of this concep-
tualization, we then introduce in some detail two examples
of German policy interventions to support SI. They represent
different configurations of policy characteristics. We comple-
ment the two detailed illustrations with three further sketches
of German interventions to demonstrate the relevance of
the specifications and show their meaning to characterize
concrete cases. We then critically assess the potential and
possible pitfalls regarding the role of SI in the context of
transformation-oriented policy. A short concluding section
summarizes the benefit of our conceptualization of SI-related
policies in order to better understand and support SI in the
context of transformation-oriented policies.

2. Conceptual differentiations as a basis for
policy approaches

For understanding the possibilities, limits, and effects that
targeted political support for SI has on transformations or
dedicated missions, it is helpful to differentiate different
intervention logics with respect to SI in general. In the con-
text of this article, we define intervention logic as the basic
assumptions concerning the need for the state to get involved
in the development of the SI and the assumptions as to the

lever the state has when applying policy measures. A first
fundamental differentiation here is, if a policy intends to sup-
port SI for specific, clearly defined policy goals, i.e. that it is
directional or not (see ‘Directionality’ in Table 1). On the one
hand, policy can prescribe the areas and goals in which it pro-
motes SI. In this case, the policy owner would most likely be
a ministry or agency that is responsible for a certain transfor-
mation or policy problem. On the other hand, anticipating
manifold, ex ante often unforeseeable positive societal and
economic effects, it can promote SI across the board and in a
non-directed manner. In this case, the policy owner would be
a unit that is specialized in promoting SI in general. An exam-
ple of non-directed initiatives would be support for so-called
social enterprises that were founded to serve a social purpose
that hitherto is not adequately addressed by market-based
profit-oriented enterprises or by the state (Bureau of Euro-
pean Policy Advisers| European Commission (BEPA) 2014;
Skiera and Sieker 2020; Koalition 2021). A further example
would be the establishment of competence centres for SI, such
as the Competence Centre Social Innovation Sachsen-Anhalt
(a German Federal state), which contributes to networking
and knowledge transfer in the context of regional economic
development (See Landesportal Sachsen-Anhalt (2021)). In
contrast, there are political approaches that specify defined
societal goals. The thematic scope of these goals varies widely.
In many countries, these goals increasingly refer to selected
Sustainable Development Goals, but often remain relatively
non-binding (Wunder et al. 2019). Some initiatives set more
specific targets, narrow down the direction of the goals fur-
ther and formulate concrete expectations of success. For
example, the funding programme ‘Nachhaltiges Wirtschaften’
(doing business sustainably) of the German Ministry for
Education and Research Bundesmiiterium fiir Bildung und
Forschung (BMBF) promoted the development of new forms
of business and management that support a transformation
towards sustainability (Walz and Wilhelm 2019) (See also
Ludvig et al. (2021) for more examples from the forestry sec-
tor). While many SIs in undirected programmes can serve
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valuable transformations, these directed policy approaches
are mobilized for specifically selected transformational poli-
cies. Such SI policies may originate from policy fields differ-
ent from innovation policy—e.g. regional or environmental
policies (see ‘Primary policy field’ in Table 1).

A further differentiation of SI policies can be made
based on the incentive types employed (see ‘Incentive types’
in Table 1). With respect to the role of the state (Section 3),
the distinction between initiating new SI initiatives and sup-
porting existing initiatives is of particular interest. The first
approach is based on the assumption that there is a high
potential for initiative in society to bring about important
changes, but that a numbers of systemic and individual obsta-
cles impede the exploitation of this potential. A good example
here would be start-up support for new social enterprises (see
earlier) or our ‘Society of Ideas’ example in Box 1: ‘GdI—
Competition for Social Innovations’. The second approach
targets already existing SI initiatives and seeks to facilitate
their operation, increase their performance and broaden their
impact. There are many local and community social initia-
tives that strive for and implement sustainable innovations
and behavioural changes on the ground appropriate to the
respective contexts (Aderhold et al. 2014; Howaldt et al.
2019; Landesportal Sachsen-Anhalt 2021; Reith et al. 2021;
Technische Universitit Dortmund 2022). These initiatives
usually emerge ad hoc without political support, but once
started often receive political support through a variety of
mechanisms. This support is very varied and contextual. It
ranges from problem analysis and networking, financial sup-
port (e.g. tax breaks) to simplification of bureaucratic pro-
cesses, the creation of political commitment, the provision
of complementary assets such as technology, infrastructure
and premises or support for the marketing or diffusion of the
solutions emerging from social initiatives, etc. (cf. Aderhold
et al. 2014; Riickert-John, Jaeger-Erben, and Schifer 2014;
Ruckert-John et al. 2016).

The final differentiation, most relevant to our topic
of transformation-oriented innovation policy, concerns the
mechanisms by which individual SIs achieve system-wide
effects, i.e. effects beyond the immediate local and systemic
context of an initiative (see ‘Levers’ in Table 1). Here, we can
distinguish between a broadening or duplication of existing
approaches to other contexts on the one hand (scaling-up) and
system-wide learning and adaptation based on learning expe-
riences from specific local Sls (scaling-out) on the other hand
(cf. also Moore, Riddell, and Vocisano 2015) (Our framing
of SI dynamics focuses primarily on the concepts developed
in the SI literature. There are many valid and valuable con-
cepts on innovation diffusion and on expanding niches based
on other strands of research such as the literature on tech-
nological innovation systems, strategic niche management or
the multi-level perspective (for an overview, see, e.g. Kivi-
maa and Kern (2016), Ghosh et al. (2021)). However, these
were developed predominantly for the context of market-
driven, technological innovations. We show one possible link
to Multi Level Perspective further later below the wider appli-
cability and relevance for Sls deserve to be more carefully
assessed in future research. However, this is outside the scope
of this paper). SIs often start as initiatives of a group of
actors, frequently at a local level. Nevertheless, internet-based,
geographically distributed actor constellations are becoming
increasingly important, not least under the influence of the

COVID-19 pandemic (Scheidgen et al. 2021). However, these
initiatives only develop their transformative effect on entire
societies by diffusing more broadly. Depending on the initia-
tive, this can be an extension of the reach of a particular SI or
the diffusion of an SI via its multiplication in different places.

The starting assumption for political support of system-
wide diffusion and effects of SI is not only their social
desirability but also the recognition that expansion of Sls or
their duplication necessitates greater effort to mobilize new
activists, financial and infrastructural resources, and higher
transaction costs. Different initiatives have their own specific
obstacles when it comes to broaden their appeal and reach
(Westley et al. 2014). It has become increasingly clear in
recent years that the multiplication of local SIs to other con-
texts is usually very demanding and requires system-specific
adaptations.

As for the first mechanism of broadening SIs, multiplica-
tion to other places (scaling-up), policies supporting diffusion
must be flexible since the contextual conditions of the ini-
tial SI and the places where they may be taken up differ. For
this reason, experimental approaches and inter-local learn-
ing are becoming more numerous (Wittmayer et al. 2020),
including the provision of inter-local learning that reflects
local differences (see Box 2, Regional Network Centres for
Sustainability Strategies (RENN)). Other instruments for the
diffusion of SI include awareness—and nudging—campaigns,
government demonstration initiatives, public purchasing, or
demand subsidies for products of SI for profit.

The second mechanism for the system-wide impact of SI
potentially unfolds through learning at the system level—
scaling-out. This entails the adjustments of the framework
conditions for behavioural changes in the overall system
developed from individual examples or from the networking
of individual initiatives of SI. As a rule, these processes of
scaling-out must be proactively designed or supported. This
can be done by the initiators of the original SI, who then
become institutional entrepreneurs (Westley et al. 2014). It
may also be achieved by drawing (policy) lessons from local
experiments for the system level or by multi-local changes
exerting pressure for change on those. In the language of the
dominant conception of transformations in transformation
research (multi-level perspective), an SI initially applied in a
small, often local niche thus over time contributes to change
at the level of the regime. Those regimes are defined as a coher-
ent, highly inter-related and stable structure at the meso-level
characterized by established products and technologies, stocks
of knowledge, user practices, expectations, norms, regula-
tions, etc. (Geels and Schot 2007; Markard and Truffer 2008;
Geels 2011; Geels et al. 2019). The power of SI to contribute
to regime change is what makes them important levers for
transformational policies. In the process, local experiments
become a laboratory for system-wide adjustments (Wittmayer
et al. 2020). Empirical analyses have shown that provid-
ing experimental spaces and niches where SIs are facilitated,
tested, evaluated, and widely communicated is a key lever for
unfolding effects on whole systems. They demonstrate how
new practices serve transformational goals and help broaden
adoption (Wunder et al. 2019). Our RENN example (Box 2)
illustrates how the state contributes to collective learning and
the transfer of lessons learned from local to system levels
through SI networking combined with communication mea-
sures such as offering an award, highlighting good practice.
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Box 1. Gdl (German abbreviation for ‘Society of Ideas’)—competition for Sls.

The 'Society of Ideas’ is a BMBF funding measure (funding period: 2020-6 (See Bundesregierung 2021b; Bundesministerium fir Bildung
und Forschung (BMBF) 2020, Hassel et al. (2019) and Bundesministerium fur Bildung und Forschung (BMBF) 2022 Website of the funding
measure (https://www.gesellschaft-derideen.de/, last accessed 27 January 2022)) and part of the ‘Departmental Concept on Social Inno-
vation' (Bundesregierung 2021b). It is the first funding measure in Germany that is specifically and exclusively focused on Sl. Its goal is to
find solutions to specific social challenges, namely, exchanges between the virtual and the real world, between cities and rural areas, or
between young and old. In terms of the intervention logic, this is therefore a directed policy approach.

The funding measure begins with a very easily accessible competition of ideas (award for a total of thirteen selected projects: €12,000
each) that gradually leads to a testing (ten projects, each €200,000 over 2 years) and implementation phase for concrete projects (five
projects with planned follow-up funding for a duration of 3 years, for which the funding amount has not yet been defined). A wide range of
civil society actors can participate in the competition of ideas, for example not only non-governmental organizations such as associations,
initiatives, and cultural and educational institutions but also companies, especially microenterprises and freelancers and even natural
(individual) persons (Bundesministerium fir Bildung und Forschung (BMBF) 2020). Special attention is devoted to the matching of suitable
partners, including the twinning of scientific partners with Sl initiators. This open design supports the initiation of new SI.

The focus of the competition is explicitly on civil society actors and their project ideas because they are considered to be closest to
the societal challenges. In addition, the criterion of ‘significance for society’ plays a special role in the selection of eligible ideas and is
evaluated by citizens in a participatory online process. The ‘trial phase’ of Sl is understood as an ‘experimental space’ that serves, among
other things, to bring innovators and users together.

With regard to the design of the interaction with technology, the topic area ‘Sl for the exchange between the virtual and real world’ is
interesting. Digitization plays an important role here. It offers opportunities as an ‘enabling technology’. At the same time, it requires Sl
actors to develop competencies and ways of handling digital technologies in a way that reduces their risks, e.g. to privacy and data security.
For this reason, the funding measure promotes, e.g. Sl for the integration of people who feel disconnected from the digital world.
Classification: Gdl is targeted directional, as it favours certain topics and directs the focus of innovation efforts to selected societal
challenges. The funding measure aims to specifically initiate new ideas, involve new actors in innovation activities and stimulate new
innovation partnerships. In both respects, its approach can therefore be classified as MOIP, even though there is no explicit reference to the
missions of the German High-Tech Strategy. Its core is scaling-up, and as for incentives and resources, it provides infrastructure/consulting

as well as financial support.

3. Sl and transformative policies

The aforementioned discussion clearly demonstrates that the
unfolding of SI per se as well as the broadening of its impact to
the systemic level require, and in many cases, already experi-
ences, political support. In order to understand how SI can be
mobilized for transformation-oriented innovation policy, this
transformational policy itself must be differentiated in terms
of its aspiration and thrust. The following differentiation is
well established in innovation policy discourse and, for the
sake of conceptual argumentation, is simplified and stylized.
While both policies are directional, we highlight the differ-
ent intervention logics with regard to the role of the state in
helping to provide this directionality.

The first approach is TIP, which embraces and amplifies
socially desirable transformational dynamics and thus sup-
ports already ongoing directionality of innovation activities
(Steward 2012; Chataway et al. 2017; Schot and Steinmueller
2018; Diercks, Larsen, and Steward 2019). It identifies SIs in
their niche, creates space for bottom-up dynamics, and seeks
to improve the conditions for further development via scaling-
up or via system-wide learning and adaptation (scaling-out).
Politics must develop a radar for initiatives and create and
apply a normative filter to determine which approaches are
to be supported, i.e. which contribute to socially desired
transformations.

By contrast, the second approach—i.e. MOIP (European
Commission, Directorate-General for Research and Inno-
vation, and Mazzucato 2018; Larrue 2021)—defines very
specific goals (missions) in the political process, which then
translate into the directionality of innovations that are sup-
posed to support the mission. In MOIP, SIs must be specifically

initiated or selected to contribute as comprehensively as pos-
sible to achieving the mission objectives. MOIP goes beyond
the autonomous emergence of SIs and deliberately asks how
already ongoing behavioural change could be mobilized or
what new social practices could be initiated to achieve mis-
sion goals. However, in the mission approaches of the 2010s,
the initiation and mobilization of SI as an explicit, concep-
tual element of MOIP does not (yet) play a major role. For
example, Mazzucato does not explicitly address SI as a poten-
tial lever in her conceptual approach to MOIP (Mazzucato
2018). In a broad overview of MOIP approaches in various
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
countries, the term ‘SI’ is mentioned only twice (Larrue 2021).
While the German High-Tech Strategy generally ascribes a
high importance to SI for transformation (Bundesministerium
fur Bildung und Forschung (BMBF) 2020), they are not an
integral part of the mission strategy in any of the twelve
missions (Hassel et al. 2019).

In both approaches, the challenge is to unfold the effec-
tiveness of SI for transformation at the desired system level.
The distinction between the policy approaches, which is often
not very explicit in policy practice and discourse, is concep-
tually important, especially with regard to the role of the
state and the question of how policymakers and politicians
perceive the broader value of SI. Put simply, a MOIP clearly
assigns SI an instrumental character. SIs, and in extreme cases
their initiation, can be an explicit means to achieve politi-
cally defined goals. While TIP is also selective, choosing which
emergent social dynamics to support remains more strongly
within the logic of bottom-up emergence rather than initiating
SI for a specific purpose.
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Box 2. ‘RENN—Regional Network Centres for Sustainability Strategies”.

(Funding measure of the Federal Chancellery implemented by the German Council for Sustainable Development, funding period since
2016, currently second funding phase 2022-4 (RENN—Regionale Netzstellen Nachhaltigkeitsstrategien 2022)).

RENN is part of the ‘Gemeinschaftswerk Nachhaltigkeit' (Joint Deed Sustainability), a component of the German Sustainability Strategy
(Bundesregierung 2021a), which aims to strengthen the commitment of all social actors, in particular citizens. The aim of RENN is to
promote the implementation of sustainable development across the whole of society. Since the seventeen sustainability goals of the
2030 Agenda (United Nations (UN) 2015) and their implementation in the German Sustainability Strategy are very comprehensive, the
programme is nevertheless thematically very broad. RENN is not limited to SI, but is designed to be Sl-friendly. For example, target
groups for the network activities are broad (including initiatives, associations, churches, trade unions, municipalities, and companies). The
network builds on existing regional structures and initiatives, so in terms of intervention logic, it tends to support existing initiatives.

As part of RENN's activities, the ‘Project Sustainability’ competition regularly honours initiatives and projects that contribute to sustain-
ability. With this seal of quality, they gain visibility and charisma as role models for imitation. In this way, RENN contributes to ‘scaling-up’.
The special category ‘Transformation Project’ highlights additional projects that have a particularly high potential to change society in the
direction of sustainability, have a special novelty character, and are regionally transferable. The four prizes awarded in this category are each
endowed with €10,000. Some of the 2020 transformation projects contain clear elements of Sl, for example, by concretizing principles of
the common good economy or promoting more cycling (inSPEYERed e.V. 2022) or by showing ways to avoid single-use plastic (plastikfreie
Stadt Rostock 2021). The dissemination activities, especially with regard to the transformation projects, aim—at least in terms of their
claim—at system-wide learning and thus at ‘scaling-out”.

RENN promotes the experimental approach, which is also reflected in the motto ‘just do it". The type of activities of the RENN network is
very heterogeneous. To a small extent, suppliers of new technologies are also involved with their products (e.g. thermal insulation systems
or packaging materials), but they do not seem to fill the role of enablers for Sls.

Classification: RENN is broadly directional, as it selects only those initiatives that are geared towards sustainability and it is not prescribing
concrete areas or sustainability goals. The core of RENN is scaling-up with some additional ambitions for scaling-out. It seeks to multiply
emergent, particularly effective approaches across the country and derive system-wide lessons learned. As for incentive types employed,
it relies on offering resources and provides, e.g. infrastructure, information and working materials and most importantly networking
opportunities. Through its special prize, it also creates broader awareness. Overall, by supporting the already existing initiatives in broad

areas of sustainability, RENN can largely be assigned to the logic of a TIP.

In conclusion, we can distinguish the role of SIs for these
two transformational policy approaches. SI can be

1. A reaction to transformation dynamics or political mis-
sion ambition (i.e. more or less self-motivated adap-
tation of practices, but often as a necessary condition
for transformation). This dynamic can unfold and be
promoted in both policy approaches;

2. Drivers, i.e. origin of a transformation dynamic, which
is then reinforced by policy, if necessary. This mecha-
nism is typical for TIP, but can also be mobilized for
smart mission policy;

3. Explicit levers for desired transformations; here, SIs are
used specifically by policymakers. This is compatible
with MOIP.

Table 1 finally summarizes the distinctions introduced
in Sections 2 and 3 and depicts the critical dimensions of
our concept in a morphological box (see the left column
‘Dimensions and characteristics’). We have chosen this mode
of illustrating the concept to highlight the multitude of pos-
sible combinations of different characteristics. Even in our
very simple framework, these combinations are numerous.
The morphological box can help analysts to understand the
role of policy as well as policy-making institutions to reflect
upon the value and form of policy support for Sl in the context
of transformational policy.

To illustrate the features and specifications of SI policy
tools and show the use and benefit of the morphological box
more concretely, we choose two exemplary policy instruments

representing rather different poles. These two examples—
GdI and RENN—are presented more in depth in Boxes 1
and 2.

In addition, we very briefly sketch out three further policy
examples to test the relevance of our conceptual differentia-
tions, show their meaning in concrete cases, and illustrate the
variety of policy intervention mechanisms:

1. Special use permits for car-sharing (KEA Klimaschutz-

und Energieagentur Baden-Wiirttemberg GmbH (KEA)
2022): in 2019, a new paragraph (section 16a) was
introduced into the Road Act of the German Federal
State of Baden-Wiirttemberg (‘LandesstrafSengesetz’). It
allows the dedication of public space along roads to
the exclusive use by car-sharing companies under spe-
cific conditions and procedures. Municipalities can use
this clause to foster station-based car-sharing and facil-
itate the provision of stations in proximity and easy
reach for the car-sharing users. Car-sharing is consid-
ered a SI in the literature (see e.g. Schartinger et al.
2020).
Classification: This regulatory measure is targeted
directional. Without referring to (social) innovation
policy, it emanates from the realm of transport policy.
By changing the ‘rules of the game’, it uses the leverage
of scaling-out on top of scaling-up activities. Due to
its directional orientation and its focus on reinforcing
already existing activities, we would rather classify it as
a TIP approach. It is characterized by using regulation
as an incentive mechanism.
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2. The civic innovation platform of the Federal Min-

istry of Labor and Social Affairs Bundesministerium
fur Arbeit und Soziales (BMAS) (Bundesministerium fiir
Arbeit und Soziales 2022) aims to support the collab-
orative and creative implementation of Artificial Intel-
ligence (Al)-based projects in a versatile and long-term
manner.
Classification: Being one of the measures of the German
Artificial Intelligence Strategy (Bundesregierung 2020),
the programme can be classified as targeted directional
towards an explicit overarching set of goals, which
are embedded in the German High-Tech Strategy of
the Federal Government (Bundesregierung 2018) and
hence in the innovation policy field. Its approach is
scaling-up, as many smaller examples are promoted. As
for incentives, it provides resources in terms of consult-
ing and financial resources. Through its special prize, it
also creates broader awareness. Overall, by promoting
something new with the clear mission to develop and
use Al ‘responsibly and for the common good’, it can
largely be assigned to MOIP.

3. The initiative Social Cooperatives was launched by the

Bavarian State Ministry for Family, Labour and Social
Affairs (Bayerisches Staatsministerium fiir Familie,
Arbeit und Soziales 2022) and is meant to support
the development of a sustainable society. Within social
cooperatives, social concerns should be solved collec-
tively, especially if larger investments or operating costs
are implied.
Classification: The programme‘s underlying goal of a
‘sustainable society’ is very broadly defined, even more
so as there is no explicit link to the German Sus-
tainability Strategy. Therefore, the social cooperatives
initiative is difficult to place with respect to direction-
ality: non-directionality can be argued just as well as
directionality in the (very) broad sense. The initia-
tive emanates from the Department of family, labour,
and social affairs and thus not primarily the realm
of innovation policy. The approach taken is scaling-
up by replication of behavioural patterns in different
places. In terms of incentives, both financial support
for exemplary projects and non-material support (i.e.
consulting) are provided. Through specific support of
role models and their public presentation, the aware-
ness of the society towards such forms of collaboration
is raised. Overall, by supporting already existing ini-
tiatives, the programme can largely be assigned to the
logic of a TIP.

4. Promoting Sl politically—a critical appraisal

What follows from the differentiation of policy approaches
to promote SI for its mobilization for transformations? Given
the critical importance of adaptations of behaviour and social
practices to transformations, it is reasonable to turn to SIs as
a policy lever and to create and improve the conditions for
those SIs that are conducive to desired transformations. Sls
are often small-scale experiments that test and demonstrate
the feasibility of new social practices. Social mobilization and
recursive improvement via trial and error ideally clarify ideas
about transformation pathways and their social and infras-
tructural conditions. By successively incorporating learning
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experiences, SIs can contribute to the step-wise improvement
of political mission definitions. SIs are then a possible mech-
anism not only for achieving mission goals or transformation
ambitions but also for shaping them in an evolutionary way
(similar to Ludvig et al. 2021).

However, there are a number of central challenges poten-
tially standing in the way of politically mobilizing and sup-
porting SI for desired transformations. If those challenges are
ignored in the political discourse, these can lead to major
implementation problems and even have a counterproductive
effect on the transformation itself.

The most fundamental point concerns the role of SI as a
lever for policy-making. Some critics see government support
to SI in some fields, particularly in the context of social pol-
icy, as a justification for the retreat of the state (Moulaert et al.
2017; Schartinger et al. 2017). In this view, promoting social
initiatives that are not—or not primarily—profit-oriented is
interpreted as a surrogate for the state’s comprehensive provi-
sion of services for the public, which, moreover, in the case of
the promotion of social entrepreneurs, often fails to meet the
requirement of systemic transformation (Lee et al. 2021). In
the context of the pan-European energy transition, some crit-
ics interpret the mobilization of SI for the ‘Energy Union’ as a
kind of repair store and a tool to fill the voids of the growth-
oriented neoliberal model (Fougere, Segercrantz, and Seeck
2017; Schartinger et al. 2017; Joy, Shields, and Cheng 2019;
Wittmayer et al. 2019; Wittmann et al. 2021). One example
for the latter is the analysis of Joy, Shields, and Cheng (2019)
of ‘Social Innovation Labs’ in Canada, which are interpreted
as solving societal problems that, in the interpretation of the
authors, are a result of the neoliberal economic model and for
which the state in this model fails to find solutions.

A complementary critique revolves around the nature of
SIs and questions whether and to what extent SI can be under-
stood as an object of policy design at all. In particular, Kropp
(2017) pointed out that any well-intended support is an intru-
sion into the self-conception and autonomy of the SI agents,
their networks, and their intentionality. The public support
changes the expectations with respect to the impact of the SI,
and it places SIs in a larger context and also under new pres-
sure. In contrast to technological innovations, SIs in this view
are not artefacts to be diffused via suitable measures, but they
are self-determined new social practices that are idiosyncratic
and often defy or override existing power and market struc-
tures (Kropp 2017) (This sceptical view of Kropp refers less
to SI by social enterprises, which are less characterized by col-
lective, interactive approaches and usually have professional
initiators and thus policy addressees).

Moreover, there is no single policy addressee or no singu-
lar person who dominates the control of innovation and who
alone can be activated (Howaldt and Schwarz 2017). SI as
a lever for policy rather means a broadening of addressees
of policy, especially of innovation policy, for example in the
form of new, diverse, often very little formalized alliances of
citizens, entrepreneurial individuals (‘social entrepreneurs’),
social institutions, scientific institutions, and diverse differ-
ent actors of the public sector (Skiera and Sieker 2020;
Wittmayer et al. 2020). This not only complicates the design
of instruments and the addressing of the target group but also
means that political intervention in SI makes political actors
themselves ‘part of the social arrangement that configures
social practices’ (Howaldt and Schwarz 2017).
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Another fundamental challenge in the political attempt to
make SIs meaningful at the system level is the potential trans-
fer of localized tensions of the initial SI to the systems level
where they are potentially met with resistance that is more
robust. SIs often not only fill the gaps of market logic but
also are often initiated precisely against the dominant market
logic. Social initiatives towards a culture of sharing and repair-
ing and towards an ethos of less rather than more, committed
to sustainability, ultimately reduce private demand for (i.e.
consumer) goods. As individual local initiatives, they are suc-
cessful in many cases, for example, when still edible food that
is no longer commercially marketed because of minor blem-
ishes is distributed for free or very cheaply. As a system-wide
SI, they pose challenges for sectors of the economy affected by
the decline in demand. System-level policy support that goes
beyond small-scale and symbolic assistance must address this
fundamental challenge and trade-off.

In addition, the interplay between SI and technological
innovations remains a largely unexplored field. The potential
role of technology as an enabler of SI has already been men-
tioned. One example is digital technologies that support the
implementation, networking, and scaling-up of an SI. How-
ever, Sls are also sometimes reduced to being an instrument
to support the absorption and dissemination of certain tech-
nological innovations, very often with a commercial interest
(Morrar and Arman 2017). Furthermore, it is conceivable that
SIs narrow the broad spectrum of possible impacts to a spe-
cific corridor. If specifically triggered, they could then serve
to favour more socially desirable developments or to limit the
risks of new technologies. The latter is one of the stated goals
of the ‘Society of Ideas’ funding measure (Box 1).

Finally, this discussion on policy challenges raises the very
fundamental question of whether SIs are sufficiently under-
stood for policy practice in terms of how they are initiated and
develop over time and thus also in terms of the conditions for
their broad, system-wide effects on transformations. Specifi-
cally, when SIs are politically initiated or supported, it is cru-
cial to subject them to ex ante and ex post impact assessment,
similar to what innovation policy has long been doing for
technical innovations with technology assessment (Walz et al.
2019; Mildenberger, Schimpf, and Streicher 2020; Bogner
2021). Activities of this type have recently been intensified
under a funding programme of the BMBF (Bundesministerium
fir Bildung und Forschung (BMBF) 2021).

However, the holistic impact assessment of SI and of the
policies that support them is still characterized by a high
degree of conceptual and operational uncertainties. Often,
the definition of what SI actually is, and why and how it
should be supported, is still unclear and controversial (Mason
et al. 2015). This situation is not trivial for the legitimization
of state action, especially when the impact measurement or
presumption of impact of SI on desired transformations, ex
ante, remains relatively undetermined. Very little theoretical
and conceptual consideration of the systemic transformative
impact of SI exists (Lee et al. 2021). This argument is often
made in relation to political support for social enterprises,
especially in the early stages of venture funding (Lee et al.
2021). But it is also generally true that measuring the impact
of SIs and their contribution to transformations or missions
is methodologically challenging (Baturina and Bezovan 2015;
Ludvig et al. 2021).

Against this background, there are first fruitful approaches
in this direction, for example the work on indicators for SI
(see, e.g. Krlev and Terstriep 2022, the impact assessment
of Walz et al. 2019, or the approach of Wunder et al. 2019
or Bienge et al. 2019), which determine the contribution
of different SIs to sustainability transformation or resource
efficiency. For example, Wunder et al. (2019) develop a frame-
work to measure (1) the sustainability effects of ‘civil society
initiatives’ and (2) their transformational potential. As for the
sustainability effects, they assess the contribution of an ini-
tiative to the Sustainable Development Goals of the United
Nation. As for the transformational impact, they develop a
concept based on the way in which broader discourses are ini-
tiated and structures for behavioural change are put in place,
and they define a set of assessment criteria in terms of orga-
nizational capabilities of the initiatives and the potential for
scalability. These are promising approaches that could be used
for the assessment of MOIP or TIP, in particular, if MOIP or
TIP claims to deliberately support SI.

5. Conclusions

Changing social practices, adapting individual behaviour and
initiatives developed from the breadth of civil society, and
working towards such changes within the framework of SI
are essential for the transformations we need and seek as soci-
eties. Unquestionably, countless SIs are important drivers and
catalysts for the transformations ahead. Fundamentally, it is
important to consider SI as part of shaping the transformation
needs of various social groups and thus as promoting democ-
racy and legitimacy. The greatest strength of SI is the initiative
of citizens.

In this article, we have tried to differentiate SI and link
it to different logics of intervention for transformation-
oriented policies and to develop a first conceptualization
of SI policy measures. It turns out that there are differ-
ent logics based on which the state can and should support
such initiatives that are conducive to socially desirable trans-
formations. The intervention rationale rests on the obser-
vation that, in general, the transformative potential of SI
is often not fulfilled and the potential willingness and ini-
tiative of citizens to change their behaviour are not being
exploited broadly enough. Often, SIs encounter obstacles
related to resources, infrastructure, regulation, or broader
visibility. Removing such obstacles can and should be a polit-
ical task if the impact of SI is conducive to the desired
transformations.

Transformation-oriented policy is then interested not only
in the success of individual SIs but also in their system-wide
impact. This is where the real challenge lies. As outlined
earlier, system-wide impact can happen through intelligent
support for diffusion and multiplication of approaches or
through experiential learning from local initiatives at the sys-
tem level. The point here is to identify the respective success
factors, incorporate them into a learning system, and thus
bring them into the field.

It follows from the various differentiations in this article
that functionally appropriate policy interventions and styles
must be developed in each case. Policy must differentiate
between the various types of SIs and their different signifi-
cance for missions and transformations. To decide whether
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and how policy intervenes, ex ante and ex post analyses of the
transformational effects of SI and the policies that act on them
should be developed and applied. It remains crucial, however,
that SIs themselves are not being misunderstood as simple
policy instruments or as ‘repair stores’ for missed state respon-
sibilities. SIs are complex, self-motivated changes in behaviour
and actor constellations, usually with strong normative con-
tent. The state must handle the valuable resource of citizens’
initiatives and their willingness to change behaviour with care.
In addition, any intervention in SI must take into account
the dual role of public actors, who are often participants in
SI and, at the same time, its potential supporters. An overly
exposed role of the state or the attempt to simply instrumen-
talize emergent SI runs the risk of weakening the normative,
self-initiating character of SI and thus its mobilizing effect.
This danger appears to be smaller in the case of the ‘targeted
initiation” of SI in the context of missions than in the case
of political support for already emergent SI through transfor-
mative politics. Finally, SIs are by definition always complex
social experiments, and the state would do well to provide
space and support for such ventures without counteracting the
dynamics of social mobilization through well-meaning inter-
ventions. It is crucial to find the right balance here and to
accompany and promote the diversity of SI politically in such
a way that they can constructively unfold their transforma-
tion potential. This is the reason why we see this article as a
starting point for a systematic stock-taking and analysis of SI
policies. The morphological box and its differentiation may
serve to characterize policies and start a joint learning process
in terms of the benefits, mechanisms, and potential pitfalls of
state intervention.
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