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Research Aim

To develop a theory of transformative social innovation

that is grounded and tested in empirical data,

and useful to policy-makers, activists, entrepreneurs, 

critical intellectuals and researchers.

#l4csi @TransitSI
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‘Reinventing’ cooperatives
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High Expectations of Social Innovation

Former EU commission president José Manuel 
Barroso: 

“If encouraged and valued, social 
innovation can bring immediate 
solutions to the pressing social 
issues that citizens are confronted 
with.”

BEPA:

“At a time of major budgetary 
constraints, social innovation is an 
effective way of responding to social 
challenges, by mobilising people’s 
creativity to develop solutions and make 
better use of scarce resources”.
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Research Questions

• how, to what extent and under which conditions does 
social innovation contribute to transformative change?

• how are people empowered (or disempowered) to 
contribute to such processes?

• how do we conceptualise and study transformative 
social innovation?  

#l4csi @TransitSI



Transformative social innovation?
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Unpacking the social context

Game-changers = 
• Macro-developments, events or trends that are framed as/ perceived to 

change the (rules, field, players in the) ‘game’ of societal interaction 

• e.g. (economic) ‘crisis’, national policy interventions, climate change, ….



Agency for transformative social innovation
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Integrating dimensions & theoretical perspectives

Institutional theory

Relational theory

Structuration theory

Transition research

Science & Technology studies

Innovation studies

Political theory 

Political psychology



http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/deliverables

A middle-range theory of TSI
Conceptual framework & 20 theoretical propositions on TSI 







Sintomer et al. 2012



https://oidp.net/en/









http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/discover-our-cases-2

Embedded case-study approach

20 translocal networks

100+ local manifestations
25+ countries 
EU, Latin-America, other

interviews, participant observation, 
document reviews, comparative meta-analysis



http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/sii



http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/sii



http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/downloads

Comparative analysis
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Narratives of change

Societal discourses on change and innovation, i.e.
sets of ideas, concepts, metaphors, and/or story-lines
about change and innovation

>> Diagnosis of the social context:

Rationale, Actors, Process



4 clusters of narratives on alternative economies

“living in local, resilient 

communities”
“incubating social entrepreneurs”

“political institutional 

reform”

“sharing & redesigning goods”

social entrepreneurship & social 

economy degrowth & relocalisation

collaborative economy solidarity economy
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Playing with/into discursive dynamics

• Express counter-culture

• Trigger imagination

• Resource for empowerment 

• Guide action (-strategies)

 Continuously changing and adapting

 Co-evolve with game-changers: Social innovation
initiatives play into that ‘discursive dynamic’
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Experimenting with social relations

• Physical and mental space for learning and 
experimentation.

• Renewing social relations & relational values. 
trust, reciprocity, equality, collectiveness, cooperation, 

sharing, solidarity, inclusion, transparency, 
openness, connectedness etc. 

• Community-building and transparent, cooperative and 
inclusive forms of decision-making.
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Challenging institutional logics

• Initiatives challenge existing institutional logics and (re)-
negotiate new / adapted institutional logics

• SI-initiatives lack an ‘institutional home’ > ‘institutional 
nomadism’ = both barrier & opportunity for transformative 
impact.

• Hybrid organizational forms instead of ‘stretch & 
conform’.
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http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/working-papers



Findhorn (UK)

Tamera (Portugal)



• WhiteWashing
• GreenWashing
• WeWashing?

• AirBnB, Uber, etc.
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Dialectics of TSI politics

• Social innovations have a 
dialectic relation with 
established institutions - they 
both challenge them and 
reproduce them.

• To be transformative, inclusive 
& accessible, some sort of  
mainstreaming is needed 
(marketization, formalization, 
bureaucratization, normalization). 

A dialectical perspective 
on innovation ‘capture’

(Bonno Pel 2016)
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Paradoxical political strategies

• Translating (new ways of doing, 
knowing, framing & organizing) to 
mainstream context, while also 
maintaining one’s radical core 

• SI-initiatives need flexible 
portfolio of different - often 
paradoxical - strategies towards 
institutional change (supplementing, 
lobbying, protesting, compromising, 
complying, circumventing, avoiding,  
seducing, negotiating, imitating, 
surprising… etc.)

Translation & radical core 
(Adrian Smith 2006, 2007)
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Thank you. 

Dr. Julia Wittmayer

DRIFT 

Erasmus University Rotterdam 

wittmayer@drift.eur.nl


