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Abstract: The state is facing turbulent times. Financial and economic turmoil, growing inequalities,
disinvestment in public and social services, and political disenchantment are but a few problems
that contemporary society is facing, while traditional policies are failing to deliver the desired results.
Social innovation is a possible approach to deal with emergent social needs. Research and policy
experimentation on social innovation increased in the last decade, but many questions remain open.
One key interrogation regards the relation of social innovation with the state. How can the state,
considering the multi-level interactions that necessarily exist between different stakeholders, promote
these practices? Using the case of Portugal, and the recent implementation of a pioneer public
programmed dedicated to social innovation—Portugal Social Innovation—, this article contributes
to the understanding of the role the state in the promotion of social innovation and the challenges,
tensions, and difficulties experienced by those involved in the sector, whether as practitioners of
social innovation or as heads of public institutions responsible for assisting in the development and
implementation of social innovations. The article presents data gathered from a focus group involving
the representatives from key third sector associations and officials responsible for public institutions
that support the implementation of social innovation at the relevant levels of government (national,
regional, local). Results show opportunities and tensions between the third sector and the different
levels of the state, and a difficulty to adapt the processes and practices of public administration to the
dynamic and creative nature of social innovation.

Keywords: social innovation; state; public policy; transformative change

1. Introduction

Social innovation is a fashionable term these days. Permeating public policies, transna-
tional institutions and governance designs, this notion quickly outgrew scientific fora,
becoming a phenomenon in itself [1]. Yet, for all the buzz around the term, it still has
several weaknesses and known limitations, being quite far from maturity as a scientific
concept [2].

Different definitions, descriptions and interpretations of social innovation have been
presented over the last two decades or so, with few often agreeing on even what the “social”
or the “innovation” parts of it mean, let alone the concept itself [3], while others questioned
if the term should be abandoned altogether [4].

Indeed, many cautionary remarks have been made about social innovation, how can
be (better) used, how it should be employed, and how one can avoid contributing to the
degradation of the scientific project behind social innovation research [5]. Nonetheless,
there have been considerable advances, both theoretical and methodological [6]. While
some weaknesses remain, we have a better grasp of what constitutes social innovation
today than we did some years ago and the contribution it has had in shaping policies and
investment programs, particularly in the EU, in such a short time span cannot be denied [7].
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What we can safely say is that social innovation can provide tremendous contribu-
tions to public policies and new approaches to deal with social issue—something that is
direly needed, while states struggle to fund social services and regain the trust of citizens
disenchanted with current trends of government. Social innovation can serve both as an
alternative approach to funding and maintaining public services and social sector initia-
tives [8], while promoting the participation and inclusion of individuals in its process and
effectively empowering them [9].

Nevertheless, one of the several questions that requires more attention is the role of
the state in promoting social innovation. While there is some fundamental agreement on
generic aspects, deeper questions remain unanswered and it is not hard to figure why.
Social innovation has only been seriously researched over the last two decades. Before that,
there were some pioneer works, but widespread empirical research is still in its infancy [10].
Even with considerable funding from both national and supranational institutions [11],
not enough time has passed for the results of many policies and initiatives to be fully
understood and appreciated.

From the moment an idea is thought to the moment it is put into practice, months or
perhaps even years might pass. However, for that initiative to provide knowledge that
can inform social policies, there is a slow process behind it. This is especially the case of
initiatives that deal with complex social issues [12,13] and suffer a long process from project
to implementation and then evaluation, before that experience is ready to be assimilated by
policies and the state. For this reason, it has been quite difficult to study how isolated social
initiatives might inform social policies and how the state can learn from such experiences
and upscale social innovations.

One of the difficulties in addressing this issue is that there are different perspectives
involved when one talks about the role of the state in the promotion social innovation.
Someone who holds an administrative office in the central state likely has a different view
of the process of social innovation of someone who works on the field. Local public insti-
tutions also might have different understandings as well. A deeper understanding of the
multi-level role of the state in social innovation is relevant for designing and implementing
better policies. Since social innovation has become such an integral aspect of social policies
over the last few years, detecting the differences in understanding and the issues that
both practitioners and policy-makers or financing entities have when dealing with social
innovation is paramount to assure that social innovation is explored to its full potential.

This idea applies to the Portuguese case with particular relevance. Portugal was one
of the first countries in Europe to create, in 2014, a program using European Structural
and Investment Funds (ESIF) to promote social innovation and social entrepreneurship:
the Portugal Social Innovation program (Portugal Inovação Social) [14]. Not only that, but
recent legal changes have been introduced in the social sector, such as the creation of the
Framework Law on the Social Economy in 2013 [15]. These major events, as well as other
smaller ones, have changed how the country deals with social innovation.

The goal of this article is to contribute to the understanding of the role of the state in the
promotion of social innovation by exploring the different perspective of key stakeholders
in the Portuguese social innovation scene. We present the major conclusions of a focus
group conducted with key figures of public institutions responsible for the funding and
coordination of social innovation initiatives, as well as with representatives from the major
third sector organizations that work with social innovation in Portugal. The participants
are principal figures in the national social innovation landscape and have influenced much
of what has transpired in regard to this subject over the last few years. This article is an
exploratory attempt to highlight avenues for the research on social innovation, the role of
the state and the multi-level interactions.

The article is organized as follows. It starts by discussing the theoretical underpinnings
of social innovation and the role of the state in its promotion. Then it delves into the EU
and Portuguese social innovation contexts, stressing major transformations that affected
the subject. After that, it presents the key findings from the focus group, highlighting key
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differences between practitioners and actors from different levels of the state. The article
ends with some conclusions and future research directions.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Social Innovation: An Overview

Social innovation is difficult to describe, given the many connotations of the term. It
can refer to a process, a research field, a concept, or a phenomenon, to name but a few [16].
The definitions of social innovation are also remarkably flexible, often being shaped to suit
whatever the goal is at any given time, even in research.

Social innovation origins can be traced back to the late XIX century social revolutions
that occurred in the awake of events such as the Liberal Revolutions, the Industrial Revolu-
tion or the rise of worker’s movements. The late XIX century and early XX century saw the
term innovation and spin-offs such as social innovation and social invention be used to
designate social transformations or social reforms, always in a descriptive manner, seldom
being defined or used conceptually [17].

In the late 1930s, the term would go out of fashion for a few decades and return in
the 1960s and 1970s. While innovation eventually became associated with technology and
businesses, social innovation turned into a more obscure notion [18]. Today, it is often
assumed that social innovation is a subproduct of innovation, when historically, innovation
was first used to designate social processes and transformations and only later became
eponymous with technology [19].

By the 1980s, there was a growing awareness of several issues that have since then
become defining of our time: climate change, sustainability, new forms of migration, human
trafficking, the crisis of the welfare state, the cyclical crisis of capitalism, the growth of
anti-systemic movements, among others. Many of these problems have proven extremely
difficult to solve or even to mitigate and have since then received a great deal of attention
by the scientific community and policy-making.

It would not be until the end of the 20th century that social innovation would become
a subject of interest in academia, as the notion held the promise of being able to assist in the
resolution of some of the pressing issues of the time [20]. It is by no means coincidence that
social innovation is associated with sustainability or the improvement of individual lives:
it grew in this particular context and developed with the goal of being a problem-solving
tool [21].

Since the 2000s, a prolific literature on social innovation has been developed, which
warrants some caution when working with the different disciplinary traditions that pervade
the field. Still, social innovation is nothing if not an interdisciplinary concept and field
of research [3], given that it is often conducted by teams of individuals with different
disciplinary backgrounds, integrating different perspectives, techniques, and data-sources
of two or more specialized knowledge fields [22].

It is noticed that there was an evolution of the concept over time. Some authors and
academics worked in order to answer the challenge of defining the concept hermeneutically
and methodologically, putting it on the social, academic, and political agendas. Authors
such as Mulgan et al. [23] prioritize social innovation as a new idea, working in order to
respond to unmet social needs. However, the evolution of the concept led to considerations
that it uses shared and co-produced knowledge, which can be innovative both in its ends
and in its means [24], culminating in a process that stimulates change in social relationships
involving new ways of doing, organizing, knowing, and framing social needs [25], in turn,
giving rise to processes or programs that alters the basic routines and the beliefs of the
social system [26].

However, while social innovation is often seen and discussed for its potential to promote
inclusion, development and sustainability, as with any tool, it can be misused. There have
several cautionary remarks about the potential for social innovation to support the ever-
growing trend of public withdrawal from social services [3,27–29]. As social innovation is
often used as a policy design tool to find new means to fund and support alternatives to
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public services, there has been a growing number of authors questioning if social innovation
is not furthering neoliberal interests [30]. This side of social innovation—and, indeed, of
innovation in general—is often overlooked, as the discourse on social innovation tends
to stress the positive dimensions and hide the less desirable outputs [31] which has been
called the pro-innovation bias of innovation [32].

The article takes the contributions of the different traditions of social innovation
research and combined these perspectives, with the operationalization of the concept
in mind. Social innovation is understood by the authors of this article as an idea that
deliberately attempts to better satisfy explicit or latent social needs and problems, resulting
in new or improved capabilities, and in the transformation of social and power relations,
aiming at social change and the establishment of new social practices that positively affect
the lives of individuals [1,5,33,34]. This is by no means a definitive definition of social
innovation, assuming that such an ambition is even possible. Instead, it is broad enough
to encompass most case studies of social innovation, while attempting to underline what
the “social” part of social innovation actually means. It also does not imply that all social
innovations are successful or have only positive consequences. This article is centered on
the challenges of the state in the promotion of social innovation.

2.2. The Role of the State in the Promotion of Social Innovation

Social innovation was rapidly appropriated by political discourses and transnational
institutions that saw its potential to deal with pressing social issues. Becoming something
of a buzz-word over the last decade [35], social innovation has, nonetheless, become a
staple of contemporary social policies that seek to employ sustainable and ground-breaking
approaches to deal with complex social problems [10].

Some authors have also questioned if this growth in popularity within political spheres
and transnational institutions is not due to its potential to promote alternatives to the state
and public social services, becoming a sort of compensatory mechanism that serves as a
form of “caring liberalism” [30,35,36], an argument that gained attention following the
2008 crisis and ensuing austerity measures employed in the European Union and many
other countries, as reducing the weight of the state has been frequently pointed as the path
to entrepreneurship and innovation [33].

Regardless of whether we subscribe to this argument or not, social innovation has
proven to be a reliable approach to find alternatives to the state funded social services. It is
particularly effective due to its flexibility and ability to involve multiple actors, at different
levels, to provide a specific answer to local issues, hence why social innovation is often
labelled as being at its best at a territorial level [25] rather than being attempted at a macro,
more abstract level.

If social innovation’s goal is social change through the transformation of social and
power relations at multiple levels, it is still, in itself, dependent on the larger political,
social and cultural context, with the state often playing a key role in promoting, diffusing,
integrating or hindering social innovation [2]. This was the case when welfare states were
established in the aftermath of the Second World War, with great emphasis put on the
defamiliarization and decommodification of public services [37].

There are different perspectives on the role of the state regarding social innovation.
While some argue that social innovation is very much driven by individuals or organiza-
tions that work in the field, rather than by systemic factors determined by the state and
governance [38], others argue that without a favorable political and legal context, social
innovations are not only sparse, but can be actually hindered [39].

Nevertheless, this articulation is far from being reduced to a dichotomy between
agency and structure. Often, articulation is possible through multiple formats. Hulgård and
Ferreira [40] distinguish four different ways of relating public policy to social innovation:
the volunteerism discourse that emphasizes the role of agents in the process of social
innovation; social movement discourse, anchored on the same principles as the previous
one, but where the state must create a nurturing environment so that collective action
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can arise; the new public management discourse seeks to fill the bureaucratic and vertical
tendencies of the state through the creation of mechanisms that are oriented towards a
social rationality of the markets; and the new public governance discourse that seeks to
reform the state towards shared governance through inter-organizational networks.

Others emphasize the question of power and the difference between using that power
to change/create something new or to reproduce what already exists [41]. A distinction
is, thus, made between different types of power. The power that is reinforcive and that
underlines the capacity of the structures to reproduce, the one that is innovative and that
refers to the ability to create something new, and finally, the transformative power, which
implies the ability to change structures and institutions.

These distinctions, however, continue to mark a tight reading and the definition of
concrete roles that the state and social innovation actors are not always able to assume.
Social innovation, as mentioned, must be understood as a multi-actor and multi-level pro-
cess and not a static, unidimensional phenomenon. This also means that social innovation
does not only depends on the will of the actors who develop and implement it, but on
institutional conditions that support it. Van Wijk and colleagues [13] propose a model in
three dimensions: a micro level that refers to the agents of the field, a meso level that refers
to the way they articulate with others, and a macro level that refers to the institutional
contexts that guide, or even discipline the dynamics of the micro and meso cycles.

This shows that, in fact, assessing the role of the state in social innovation is not an
easy or immediate task. The role of the state itself depends on a historical path dependence.
Different types of state assume different stances on what can and should be made to support
social innovation. Post-war governments were interested in promoting welfare services,
following Keynesian principles, but this changed greatly after the 70s, prompting what
has been called the “crisis of the Welfare State” [42]. Since then, a trend of reducing public
expenditure on social services has lived side-by-side with local bottom-up movements [37].
More recently, realizing the need to find lasting solutions, governments began working
towards creating structural conditions for growing the social sector, aiming at finding
alternatives to public social services.

Issues such as power [41], empowerment [43], and risk [44] gain particular prominence
in this discussion because it is the actors’ perception of these dimensions that will shape the
role they are predisposed to assume. The argument that the state should not only play an
active role in the promotion of social innovation, but be itself an entrepreneurial state, [44]
such as the idea of hybrid organizations that combine multiple organizational formats [45],
has resounded well with researchers, practitioners and even with policy-makers over the
last few years. This discussion is centered around the notion of the state taking risks
in the promotion of social innovative approaches to deal with complex problems and
fostering cooperation with private and third sector organization [46]. The difficulty of
the state assuming an entrepreneurial mindset lies in the inherent risk-taking aspect of
entrepreneurship [44], something that the state avoids by design.

For this reason, and also in our exploratory case study, policies that govern social
innovation and social entrepreneurship tend to be rather conservative in both risk-taking
and uncertainty management. This often hinders the process of innovation, forcing organi-
zations to opt for more conventional solutions instead of novel ideas: something that is
the antithesis of social innovation. It is in this sense that the third sector gains prominence,
since they have the ability to function as an intermediary institutional space between the
state, the market, and civil society [43], working as actors pushing for public policy design.

3. Social Innovation and Public Policy in Europe and Portugal
3.1. Social Innovation in the EU

Social innovation has taken on an increasingly relevant role in contemporary societies,
which is also reflected in the European Union’s (EU) public policies and agendas. Since the
early 2000s, the European Commission (EC) has sought to introduce the ideas underlying
the concept of social innovation in its strategic documents. The Lisbon Strategy (2000)
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represented a milestone in the attempt to convert the European economy into growth
based on cohesion. Subsequently, the Renewed Social Agenda (2008) sought to reconcile
Europe’s productivity and economic recovery, with a focus on innovation, social and
environmental renewal.

However, it was from the 2014–2020 programmatic framework that the notion of social
innovation started to assume a central role in European strategic documents as a crucial
dimension for social development and economic growth. This programming period was
marked by the need to address the consequences of the economic crisis of 2008, mainly at
the level of the social sector, due to the severe austerity policies that some member-states
suffered (as was the case with Portugal). Thus, social innovation began to be seen as a
tool for public policies and the Bureau of European Policy Advisors (BEPA) [47] report
contributed to give form to this vision. This importance was consolidated by the Europe
2020 Strategy, underlining a multidimensional and integrated growth that is simultaneously
smart, sustainable, and inclusive [48].

Among a set of key initiatives on this agenda, the Innovation Union stands out. This
initiative, together with the Social Investment Package, has largely influenced the social
innovation actions of the EC. The Innovation Union, with more than 30 actions, has as
its main objective to redirect the research and development (R&D) and innovation policy
to respond to Europe’s pressing challenges, namely, climate change, efficiency in energy
consumption and resources use, health, and demographic aging. Horizon 2020 (H2020)
is one of the most relevant instruments which emerges as a cornerstone of the Europe
2020 Strategy. This EU’s research and innovation program, in addition to the lines of
scientific excellence and industrial leadership, is highly oriented towards overcoming
social challenges, supporting innovation in its different stages of development, namely,
modalities of innovation in the public sector, and social innovation [48,49].

This trajectory shows that support instruments represent the key in the promotion,
diffusion, and integration of social innovation. This turned out to be successful in several
ways. On the one hand, these initiatives made it possible for new ideas, practices and
projects to become achievable, contributing to the maximum objective of social innovation,
(i.e., that of introducing social change), on the other hand, they contributed to an opening
to new perspectives and the relevance of the subject.

3.2. The Portuguese Case

The evolution of social innovation in Portugal can be understood through one overar-
ching trend in the Portuguese State and on key event in recent years. The first concerns
Portugal joining the European Union in 1986 and, since then, concentrating efforts into
modernizing public administration, the state apparatus and enacting specific policies to
deal with the social issues that stemmed from nearly five decades of dictatorship that lasted
until 1974 [50].

One aspect of this process that has been the subject of interest over the last decade
has been the growing trend of Europeanization of social policies adopted by Portugal [51],
which explains, in part, why Portugal was one of the first countries to heed the recommen-
dations of the EU regarding social innovation. It also contributes to understanding the key
event that triggered the implementation of social innovation in Portugal: the 2008 finan-
cial crisis and the ensuing bail-out program enacted by the International Monetary Fund,
European Central Bank, and European Commission, the lasted between 2011 and 2014.

The bail-out deal included several austerity measures that severely crippled the
country’s capacity to provide social assistance to the population struggling with the effects
of the recession and record unemployment values. The social sector was also affected, as
public financing lines and contracts suffered cuts [44,52]. As the situation escalated, the
sector began searching for alternative means of funding. Social innovation stood as the
possible alternative and it is no coincidence that the Portugal Social Innovation program
was launched in 2014, as the social problems caused by the recession and the bail-out deal
were still felt [53].
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Since 2014, the Portuguese social sector rebounded and a new generation of social
policies were enacted since then, relying heavily on social innovation as a necessary
component for third sector organizations to obtain funding for their activities. Furthermore,
while there were several cases of social innovations promoted before 2008, the crisis served
as a catalyst for the social innovation paradigm of social policies and funding for social
and third sector organizations, something also demonstrated by the Framework Law of the
Social Economy enacted in 2013 [27,54].

Being one of the countries most affected by the consequences of the 2008 economic
crisis and by the ensuing austerity policies, it was important in Portugal to foster a social
sector that was sustainable and that responded effectively to social needs. It was in this
context that Portugal Social Innovation program (PIS) was created. The main objective
of this initiative was to develop and stimulate the social investment market to support
entrepreneurship and social innovation initiatives in Portugal, approaching the New Public
Management Discourse model [40].

One of the great assets of Portugal Social Innovation, in addition to financing, is
to provide a partnership relationship between investors and social entrepreneurs, also
enabling direct or indirect influence on public policies. Mobilizing around 150 million
euros from the European Social Fund, within the scope of the Portugal 2020 Partnership
Agreement. More specifically, the mission of Portugal Social Innovation is the promotion
of entrepreneurship and social innovation to generate complementary responses to solve
social problems; the animation of the social investment market, through the creation of
financing instruments adapted to the specific needs of the sector of the social economy
and projects of innovation and social entrepreneurship; and the training of actors in
the innovation and social entrepreneurship system, contributing to its economic and
financial sustainability.

To achieve these objectives, the PIS was organized into four financing instruments:
capacity building for social investment (oriented towards the development of skills re-
lated to effective project management); partnerships for impact (intends to offer support
through the partnership, in the form of co-financing with investors regarding the creation,
implementation and growth of projects); social impact titles (for projects in priority areas of
public policy, such as employment, social protection, education, health, justice and digital
inclusion); and the fund for social innovation (allows easier access to credit and co-invests
in organizations with projects undergoing consolidation or expansion).

Although still recent, this policy experimentation has shown interesting results. Data
available from Portugal Social Innovation (https://inovacaosocial.Portugal2020.pt) sums
that there are currently 465 social innovation projects financed by Portugal Social Innova-
tion, with a social investment of 21,713,177 EUR and a total of 59,061,972 EUR from Portugal
2020. These projects are distributed across the regions of Norte, Centro, Alentejo, Algarve,
and multi-region, and fall into one of the following areas of intervention: citizenship and
community, education, employment, social inclusion, social innovation incubators, and/or
justice and health.

The Portuguese social innovation landscape has changed a great deal over the past
few years. There is still a great potential to continue this process of change, mainly using
this type of formal mechanisms. With the impacts of the crisis, there is a need to rethink
the social sector arose and the debate on social innovation and the social economy grew
in importance.

The Portuguese social and solidarity economy sector has become more significant to
the national economy over the last few years as well and encompasses several types of
organizations. These organizations have worked with the state in assuring the provision of
welfare services, both during the late monarchy days in the 19th century and before the
democratic revolution of 1974 [27]. This is more so the case of older legal forms, such as
mercy houses, charitable foundations, social cooperatives, and welfare associations, which
assumed a more important role after 1974.

https://inovacaosocial.Portugal2020.pt
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As usual, in times of crisis, the social sector tends to renew itself and gain relevance.
This was the case after the 1974 revolution and again in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis.
These organizations gained a renewed interest due to political attention devoted to the so-
cial economy and the cutbacks on public spending and social services in general dictated by
the financial assistance program negotiated with the European Central Bank, International
Monetary Fund and European Commission [30].

Recent data provided by the Satellite Account of the Social Economy (INE/CASES,
2019) shows that the social economy sector, in 2016, represented 3% of the Portuguese Gross
Value Added (GVA), 5.3% of remunerations and total jobs, and 6.1% of paid jobs. If we
analyze the period between 2013 and 2016, this growth in importance becomes even clearer.
The report highlights that there was an increase of 17.3% in the number of entities that
comprise the social economy sector in relation to 2013, as well as increases in GVA (14.6%),
total jobs (8.5%), and paid jobs (8.8%). These values grew above the national average
during this period and show a clear positive evolution of the social economy sector in the
country and its importance to the economy, despite the cries that the solidarity sector is in
financial trouble. Health and social services were the largest contributors to these results,
representing 48.89% of the sector’s GVA. Education follows as a distant third, representing
13.92%, as Table 1 shows.

Table 1. Types of organizations in the social and solidarity economy in Portugal.

Types of Entities
Units Remunerated

Jobs GVA Remuneration GVA/FTE Average
Income

No. ECT 103 Euros 103 Euros 103 Euros per Remunerated FTE

Cooperatives 2343 24,402 604,241 572,240 24.8 23.5
Mutualist

associations 97 4842 387,971 212,094 80.1 43.8

Mercy houses 387 39,445 596,630 555,267 15.1 14.1
Foundations 619 14,113 332,321 304,296 23.5 21.6

Community and
self-managed

subsectors
1678 305 1174 3795 3.9 12.4

Associations with
altruistic ends 66,761 151,779 2,896,871 2,673,894 19.1 17.6

Social economy 71,885 234,886 4,819,210 4,321,587 20.5 18.4
National economy – 3,839,523 162,226,133 81,854,147 42.3 21.3
% of the national

economy – 6.1% 3.0% 5.3% 48.6% 86.3%

Source: INE (2019).

The data show the evolution of the Portuguese context. Moments of crisis also repre-
sent moments of rethinking models and paradigms, as well as providing an opportunity
for deeper transformations. Europe in general and Portugal in particular have been able
to make this conversion. However, this has not happened without some tensions. In fact,
new contexts, new models, and new opportunities, also represent a new role that different
stakeholders are asked for. In crystallized structures, with a certain path dependence,
taking on and developing these roles can be a challenge.

4. Social Innovation and the Role of State
4.1. Methodological Considerations

To explore the understandings of different stakeholders about the role of the state in
the promotion of social innovation, a focus group was held (Coimbra, Portugal, 9 May
2019) with several key-actors from the Portuguese social innovation landscape.

This method was chosen for two particular reasons. On the one hand, the focus
group allows easier access to groups with very specific characteristics, in a relatively closed
context [55] On the other hand, it is a technique that allows to understand the collective
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perspectives, with the objective of sharing their experiences and also allows to dilute the
power imbalance between the researcher and the interviewees [56].

The selection of the group participants must follow previously defined criterion that
should keep in mind that the main objective of focus group is to stimulate discussion and
provide comparison between different types of actors. This is paramount to assure diversity
from which contrasting experiences result, thus fostering conversation and discussion
between the participants. Ideally, the researcher should seek sufficient diversity within the
group to stimulate discussion and sufficient homogeneity to facilitate comparison between
types of actors [57].

With these considerations in mind, three types of participants were selected: national
and regional governance bodies, municipal bodies, and third sector organizations that
develop social innovation projects in their territories. The participant organizations are
listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Description of the Participants.

Organization Organization Description

Portugal Social Innovation (PIS)

National public initiative created in 2014 within the framework
of Portugal 2020, which aims to contribute to the promotion of
Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship Initiatives (IIES) in
Portugal, as well as to create practices of investment that bring
new actors (public and private) and greater scale to the
financing of social innovations, stimulating
impact philanthropy.

CCDR Centro

A decentralized agency of the Ministry of Planning, with joint
responsibility with the Ministry of the Environment. It has the
mission of executing environmental, territorial planning and
cities policies and regional development at NUTS II Centro,
promoting the coordinated action of regional decentralized
services and technically support local authorities and
their associations.

Ave Intermunicipal Community (CIM Ave)

An association of public law of municipalities whose purpose is
to promote the management of inter-municipal projects. It
covers territories of three hydrographic basins (Douro, Ave and
Cávado) and two districts (Braga and Vila Real).

Microninho

A social innovation incubator with a multidisciplinary team that
promotes the creation of alternative and sustainable life projects
for families in situations of vulnerability, through the path of
inclusive micro-entrepreneurship, anchored in the territory and
governance, with physical and distance incubation, aiming at
sustainable local development.

A3S Association

A non-profit Research and Development association. Its mission
is to promote social entrepreneurship and the development of
the social and solidarity economy, seeking to contribute to the
consolidation of sustainable, fairer, equitable, participative and
inclusive development alternatives.

Source: Own elaboration.

A3S and Microninho are two of the most prominent social sector organizations that
work with social innovation, having vast experience in the sector and having hundreds of
experiences with specific projects, initiatives and other social and solidarity sector organi-
zations. CCDR-Centro is one of the five CCDR that exist in the Portuguese territory, one by
each mainland NUTS II, standing as autonomous sections of the state and playing major
role in the implementation of European funds and working with local public, private and
third sector organizations to promote development, investment and sustainability in the
Centro region. CIM Ave is an intermunicipal community that represents 9 municipalities,
with a population of 425,000. Often associated to NUTS III level, intermunicipal communi-
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ties play an important role in the coordination of policies and pooling of resources from
the partner municipalities, who use this forum to promote partnerships and territorial
development strategies. PIS is the principal funding mechanism for social innovation
and social entrepreneurship in Portugal, created for that sole reason in 2014 and being
responsible for financing and evaluating the vast majority of social innovation initiatives in
Portugal, thus being the nexus of social innovation in Portugal.

The focus group was designed in order to provide answers to three specific questions:
(1) how is the sustainability of social innovation achieved? (2) how successful have been
the efforts to establish networks of cooperation and coordinate between public, private and
social sector organizations, that contribute to social innovation initiatives? and (3) what
territorial-related restrictions have been found when promoting these initiatives?

These questions, in turn, allowed the moderation to steer the focus group in the appro-
priate direction, as so to keep the conversation topical and maximize relevant contributions
to the subjects at hand. Still, the focus group took on a flexible character to make the par-
ticipants feel comfortable, something imperative as they represented often opposite roles
in the implementation of social innovation. For this reason, it was necessary to proceed
with caution to avoid tensions and confrontations that could undermine the process. The
focus group was carried without any issues and in a fertile climate of dialogue and mutual
understanding for the different roles and responsibilities that all the participants had.

The participants were previously aware of all the questions in order to prepare their
answers beforehand. Direct interpolation between the participants was allowed. The an-
swers were transcribed and analyzed in order to identify significant differences between the
perspectives of the representatives from state institutions and those of social organizations.
We contrasted these differences with the theoretical underpinnings of social innovation
and selected the most relevant for this article, in the awake of the Portuguese experience.
Consolidation of the results was done with documental analysis. The considerations herein
contained are the reflexive summary of the discussion that took place during the session.

4.2. Main Findings

The debate started from the central argument that one of the advantages of the
notion of social innovation is its ability to stimulate reflection on new ways to shape and
reorder state-society-market relations. However, this reorganization is embedded in a
set of problems deeper than they appear. The focus group was a participatory moment
around three main points, relevant to reflect on the role of the state in social innovation:
sustainability, networks, and territory.

4.2.1. Sustainability

It is important to clarify that the “sustainability” dimension was mainly understood
by that participants as the financial sustainability of the organizations to operate in the field.
In this sense, it sought to reflect on the sustainability of practices, dynamics and activities
of social innovation. Far from being an exclusive phenomenon of the business sector, social
innovation, in its practical dimension, is widely conducted and operated by third sector
organizations. These organizations often assume economic models based on the social
economy. However, today it is possible to perceive that the social economy approach tends
to fail, incapable to fulfil its initial purpose of being an economic alternative demarcated
from the market and autonomous logics vis-à-vis the state. Third sector organizations tend
to be overly state-dependent, reliant in public transfers, as in the case of cooperatives, and,
more recently, social enterprises.

In this sense, the discussion tried to explore, on one hand, how governance actors can
help social innovation to move away from this logic and function as a form of empow-
erment and means to promote sustainability, and on the other hand, what is the role of
governments, at different territorial levels, in the internalization of the responsibility for
promoting social innovation. These issues are particularly important as one of the main
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social innovation purposes is, precisely, the restructuring of social and power relations,
and the empowerment not only of its beneficiaries but of its promoters as well [58].

One of the first conclusions of the discussion was a dichotomous understanding
between the actors in the organizations that intervene in the field (Microninho and A3S)
and the actors who take on more formal positions of orientation, coordination, or financing
of social innovation projects (as Portugal Social Innovation and CCDR Centro). CIM Ave
took a more intermediate position, mostly due to the characteristics of the entity itself, also
serving as the moderating actor and bridging the two opposing perspectives. This factor
may indicate that although the literature suggests that third sector organizations often
are the most qualified to function as bridges [43], in this case, it is the local governance
organizations that may play this role, mediating what is being the actors in the field and
macro-level bodies.

The debate focused on the “push” of financial sustainability. This means that organiza-
tions are often required to develop social innovation projects to ensure their own financial
stability. This has risks and distorts the mission of organizations that must respond to
the challenges of their territories and let innovation emerge from the bottom-up actors,
but also feel pressured by financial constraints. This prevents the process from occurring
in an articulated manner. Another risk highlighted was the gap between the “time” of
public policies and the “time” of social innovation. Social innovation is dynamic, and it
is therefore untenable to expect public policy to be socially innovative. While this is the
perception, one participant (P1) affirmed that “( . . . ) true financial sustainability does not
exist. This argument starts with the uncertainty, the dynamism of social innovation and
with the gap in the involvement of various actors. Social innovation can only be done in a
quadruple helix logic”.

However, this view brings another known limitation. There is a growing wave of
social enterprises and social innovation strategic documents that stress its multi-actor
characteristic, that must have a business component and an explicit economic value,
while solving a social need [47]. In fact, one of the purposes of PIS is to promote social
innovation and boost the social investment market in Portugal. However, these actors
suggest that there is a confusion between what is an association and what is a social
enterprise. In fact, they argue that social enterprises and associations are different things
that are not at the same level, since, although both work on a logic of satisfying social needs,
social enterprises seek profit and associations do not. According to a representative of a
practitioner organization: “When these mixtures are generated, when all this is shuffled,
it becomes a very complicated and difficult to manage climate”. These mercantile logics
not only hinder the development of social innovation, but reshape its meaning altogether,
paving the way for social innovation becoming a tool for public spending cutbacks and the
commercialization of welfare services [26].

Conversely, the actors representing the governance sector highlight the importance
of articulation and the involvement of private partners. To this end, they argue that the
crucial to social innovation is to boost the social investment market and to bring about
inter-sector partnerships between public and private partners. Partners such as the state,
the social economy and the private sector cannot be seen only as funders, but as partners
in mobilizing resources that allow a more structured bet on these initiatives.

Sustainability of the state itself was also evoked. The challenge of economic sustain-
ability the state faces is transversal to all areas, as are the limited public funds. That is the
reality public workers and administrators must face. This challenge is directly associated
with evaluation and metrics. As the CCDR Centro representative underlined “On the side
of those who are managing funds there are two alternatives: gaining scale, gaining size,
relevance and involving different agents to work on common projects”. Furthermore, often,
this articulation is neither flexible nor possible. For the Portugal Social Innovation repre-
sentative, this issue of sustainability is immersed in a set of misunderstandings. Thinking
only of sustainability as a financial need corrupts the very purpose of social innovation:
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“what is important to be sustainable is the result of the innovation that has taken place, not
the organizations that have developed it.”

4.2.2. Networks

These reflections highlight another set of dimensions, directly related to cooperation
and the creation of networks. It is latent that, although a series of articulation efforts have
been made, in which Portugal Social Innovation serves as a reference, coordination between
the different levels that constitute the social innovation landscape is still far from being
easily achieved. Social innovation advocates coordination and cooperation between actors
to reach its ultimate goal: the creation of social and economic value and the introduction of
systemic changes. In order to achieve this goal, the state has to evolve beyond funding,
particularly in promoting the introduction of systemic change or scalability of social
innovation practices.

In this way, the actors on the field posed social innovation as a process of “financial-
ization” of social policy [59]. This argument is based on the idea that innovation is more
focused on specialists and metrics, and less on the people whose lives it tries to improve.
This question of metrics was fundamental in the discussion and intersects with the dimen-
sion of the time gap between the public policies and the social innovation. This is because
there is pressure, notably on funded programs and governance bodies, for measuring
the impact of interventions in a timely manner. According to a representative of a social
innovation field player: “measuring impacts is fallacious and from the methodological
point of view there is no consensus on the part of the scientific community on how to
measure social impacts”. Stakeholders argue that indicators of achievement are often
confused with impact indicators. Public policy is responsible for giving a time window to
include criteria, such as co-responsibility and participation, because, “what we see on the
ground are hybrid and plural things and public policy has to go look for them”.

However, the governance sector argued around the risk of innovation. What is new
and innovative has always associated risks and this is something that has also been debated
as an embarrassing element of the more articulated relationship between governance bod-
ies and social innovation initiatives. This happens because Portuguese funding structures
tend to be conservative and bureaucratic, and despite these characteristics they still have
to finance innovation that involves both risk and error. This represents a great paradox be-
cause it is not often possible that the financial flows respect the timings of the organizations
and even if a social innovation initiative has the potential to be successful in the long run,
the metrics stress more immediate results, that can demonstrate that success in a timeframe
often incompatible with complex initiatives that deal with structural social issues and take
years to show results, way beyond the timeframe of the financing programs.

4.2.3. Territories

Practices of social innovation are generally territorialized, of local and community
origin, operating in a micro logic of responding to needs. This means that there is a high
diversity of social innovation practices, as diverse as the number of social issues that can
be found in any given territory. How can different levels of governance account for this
diversity? Does it require more decentralization of public policies or a new way of looking
at the territory and building bridges between “local” and “universal”?

The municipality is, according to all participants, the privileged place for social
innovation. However, it was noticeable in the debate that there is a tension between the
top-down and the bottom-up perspectives. According to the participants, a formal way of
reducing this tension is to view the municipality as a space that could (and should) function
as a bridge between the field and policy-making, contributing to its implementation. It
is more effective to work locally than centrally, given that the needs of the territories are
individual and localized. In this way, for municipalities, more important than to act as
funders is to align partners and promote networking: “internalizing the role of a paradigm
shift, compelling the community to reflect on what is social innovation, forms of financing
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are functions that CIMs (Intermunicipal Communities) have to assume” (as refereed by
the CIM Ave representative). This, however, presents two main challenges: to work the
innovative capacity of the people who manage the municipalities and to respond to the
heterogeneity of the territories themselves.

On one the one hand, there is a set of non-governmental organizations that develop
their work with the ultimate objective of meeting the needs of the territories. These
associations recognize the importance of public policies, but underline that they are not on
in synch with the actors and territories that must be taken into account in future discussions.
On the other hand, there is the position of representatives of governance bodies and the
formal instruments of support for social innovation. The major argument common to
these participants is the difficulty inherent in supporting and promoting social innovation.
These difficulties are mainly reflected in the fact that we are facing a new framework,
a concept and a process that implies a new way of looking at territories, problems and
the way we solve them. The CCDR Centro representative illustrated this difficulty in
stating that “social innovation issues were consolidated in this programming period and
even now, there are things we do not know how to implement. We have more familiarity
working with municipalities in a traditional logic of supporting infrastructure, economy,
exportations, companies”.

However, both acknowledge that while there are such misconceptions, sustainability
is important so that organizations can organize themselves for the future and continue to
develop their function because, as already mentioned, innovation and public policy work
in different time-frames. It is in this sense that the importance of partnerships between the
third sector and private companies is strengthened. This is because “it is wrong to think that
the state has money and skills for all problems, as it is wrong to think that all social problems
are solved with non-lucrative projects” (Portugal Social Innovation representative).

4.3. Discussion

The literature review and the results from the focus group suggest that social inno-
vation can lead to economic growth, improved well-being and the “transformation” of
societies; however, as a concept and practice, it has not been exempted from criticisms
and its social, economic and institutional value varies according to the perspectives of the
social actors. Despite growing attention from public strategies and policies, much of the
discussion on social innovation remains vague and with some level of discrepancy, and its
vision is “congested” according to the “gaze” that the different actors who intervene on the
field use. For many, it is simply a new term for the study of non-profit organizations; for
others, it can include almost everything, from new forms of democratic participation to the
design of products accessible to low-income consumers. For a wide range of practitioners,
it is nothing more than a (disguised) attempt to commercialize activities that were in the
sphere of the social and solidarity economy or under the responsibility of the state. In
the perspective of this article, social innovation was deconstructed and demonstrated as
a willingness to transform ideas into action to respond to social needs. Thus, it can be
a purely incremental solution, but it can also cause systemic change, which alters the
fundamental foundations of society by reshaping social and power relations, resulting in
transformative social innovation [2].

The interpretation of the exploratory investigation and the relevance and “place”
that it is intended to give to social innovation within the state suggests the relevance
of a hypothesis of social innovation as a possible driving force of an Entrepreneurial
and Smart State [44] and vice-versa (Figure 1). Thus, it can and should be a driving
force in the emergence of an Entrepreneurial and Smart state, as well as the state should
play a fundamental role in the dissemination and support of social innovation projects
that will lead to economic, social and technological growth. The diagram below shows
the perspective and direction in which this article intends to direct future research. As
suggested throughout the text the classic and old-fashioned view of the state must be
open to entrepreneurial discovery [60], culminating in a new type of approach, working
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directly on social and economic well-being from risk-taking and innovative perspectives,
where social innovation can play a prominent role. We suggest the possibility of a “Social
Innovator State”.
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However, the results revealed that social innovation in policy and practice also brings
more as well as new challenges. The tension resulting from the “lag of the time” between
the process itself and the organizations, and governance bodies and public policies is
crucial to address. The great challenge that has remained latent in this discussion is the
inexistence of public mechanisms that allow the transfer of social innovation projects and
outputs to public policies.

Neither social innovation nor the phenomena we describe as such are really new.
Innovation refers not only to novelty, but also to the reinvention of things and/or the
recombination and reframing of old things in new contexts and frameworks. The added
value of social innovation is not only its outputs nor its objectives: societies have always
sought to satisfy social needs, namely, through the third sector, often analyzed in the light of
the social and solidarity economy. The differentiating issue is the process. Social innovation
must be social in its ends and in its means (participatory, inclusive methods, with horizontal
structures and representativeness). How are we ensuring, in our investigations, that the
means are really innovative? Furthermore, to what extent is this a necessary condition to
describe and classify a practice as social innovation?

Social innovation is described as a process, product, technology, that satisfies a social
need and that ultimately leads to social transformation, to systemic change, but this
change is not without risks. In this sense, to understand the transformative potential of
social innovation, we must look closely at power relations. How and to what extent are
problematic power relationships (inequality, oppression, exploitation, exclusion, injustice)
really being challenged or reproduced by new forms of social innovation?

Furthermore, finally, the question of systemic change and social transformation that
arises not only in the context of social innovation, but in the context of transformative
social innovation as well. We know that the systems are diverse and can assume different
scales, but what systemic change are we talking about? These questions can only be
answered when this articulation between the state and social innovation obtains more
definition. There is a pathway—for social innovation—that is still in its infancy and
needs better understanding of its own “time”. This is a time that must be respected and
internalized by all actors, in particular, to achieve the great purpose of achieving a real
systemic transformative social change.
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While Portugal has developed specific instruments for the purpose of fostering social
innovation, notably the Portugal Social Innovation program [14], it remains to ascertain
how successful the country has been in this endeavor. Portugal Social Innovation has yet
to be evaluated and while the figures are seen as positive, the actors that have made use of
this and other programs, both national and European, maintain contrasting perspective.

5. Conclusions
5.1. Conclusive Remarks

While social innovation research has come a long way, it still far from being the
useful scientific concept academia desires or providing a clear framework for public
policies and transformative change. These frailties were apparent in the opinions of the
key-actors that participated in the focus group. That created an opportunity to start a
conversation between key-stakeholders from the micro, meso, and macro level [13] and
identify if there were, indeed, notable differences and discrepancies in how they saw
and understood social innovation. The perspective from the representatives of the state
differed considerably from that of representatives from third sector organizations and
public institutions, which operate on the field and deal with the social problems in a more
direct manner. However, this also shows internal discrepancies as different levels of the
state have different perceptions about social innovation.

To begin with, how social innovation is understood varies greatly as we go from top
level institutions to actors working on the field. While some degree of difference is to
be expected, given the different sensibilities that different institutions and organizations
have when working with social innovation, when this distance increases significantly, it
becomes more difficult to find a common ground with which people can work. This, in
turn, translates into different priorities and approaches to how social innovation initiatives
should be implemented, measured and incorporated into legislation or scaled up.

Organizations that operate at a micro-level also find themselves depending on projects
to ensure financial stability, which can lead to a dependency on specific financial deter-
minants. If a crisis strikes, for example, implementation of national and EU programs
might be affected, resulting in an overall disinvestment on funds for social innovation.
This debility was acknowledged during the focus group, with the actors admitting that
this might distort how organizations meet the challenges in their territories, undermining
the idea that social innovation emerges in a bottom-up context.

The financial aspect becomes more relevant when we consider that strategic docu-
ments on social innovation are emphasizing the business component. The economic value
aspects of social innovation projects and initiatives, fuels the argument that it is being
growing closely tight with neoliberal visions of the role of the state in the promotion of
welfare and wellbeing [3,25,30], in what has been described as “caring liberalism” [3].

Another aspect of interest is the measurement of the success of social innovation
initiatives. Public institutions and financing bodies have very limiting time windows for
evaluating initiatives, which often requires organizations to show results at several stages
during the financing program and more consistent data by their end. Social change is a
slow process and can hardly be fully understood in a two- or three-year interval. This is
more so the case in areas that show results over long time spans, not far from one or two
decades in some cases. In turn, this can lead to some social problems being neglected over
others, depending on how difficult it is to present results over a short time span, which
result in social innovation financing policies targeting more common and easier problems
than the more wicked issues to which social innovation theory so commonly refers [46].

If defining social innovation is difficult, measuring its success is far more so. It is a
deeply embedded complex social process that addresses equally complex problems. Not
only that, but agreement on what or how it should be measured also greatly varies accord-
ing to the point of view of the interested party, i.e., macro perspective (governing bodies,
public institutions, transnational organizations, etc.), micro perspective (associations, social
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enterprises, local initiatives, etc.) or meso (regional institutions, local governing bodies,
territories, etc.) [61].

Finally, the article discussed how social innovation understandings greatly differ
between bottom-up and top-down approaches. As we argued before, both perspectives are
not mutually exclusive. However, social innovation can be better understood at a meso
level, understood as the local/municipal, a point made clear by all the participants of the
focus group. While legislative framework is vital to support social innovation initiatives, a
macro approach to social innovation can lead to some of the side effects we have been dis-
cussing. Social innovation is based on meeting specific issues and those issues are spatially
bounded. In other words, we can only fully comprehend a specific social innovation by
putting it into context on a specific territory, which makes the local and regional scales the
favored units of analysis of this process, more specifically, the municipalities.

Considering the Portuguese case, not only do municipalities possess the greater un-
derstanding of the local territory, but they can also bridge the organizations that operate on
the field with the decision-makers and national institutions that create the legislation and fi-
nancing programs. This relationship should be fostered. Networking around municipalities
is the key to successfully implement social innovation in response to social problems.

In conclusion, the state can assume different roles at different levels. While the top
level will always be the controlling party, an overly centralized approach is not only
undesirable, but counterproductive as well. Organizations working in social innovation
require a different kind of resources that often go beyond financial support. Municipalities
and regional institutions (like the Intermunicipal Communities in the Portuguese case) can
and should assume a more active role in fostering social innovation and bridging the gap
between organizations that operate in the social field, governing institutions, and private
investment and support.

5.2. Future Research Directions and Policy Implications

While advances have been made regarding what role the state plays in promoting
social innovation, the specificities of this process are not fully understood. Between
obtaining knowledge provided by social innovation initiatives and drafting legislation
that uses that knowledge there is a complex bureaucratic process. Not only that, but even
after legislation takes effect, there are issues pertaining to what kind of organizations and
initiatives are eligible or affected, not to mention the requirements that often imply financial
or manpower resources that many organizations lack.

As this article shows, even when actors from multiple levels agree on specific issues,
they disagree on the approach chosen. This was the case of the sustainability of social
innovation. The state requires initiatives to have a degree of financial sustainability, but
organizations tend to be more focused on their own sustainability, rather on that of the
initiatives themselves. This translates into an over reliance on social innovation financing
lines, which, in turn, makes social innovation initiatives not a novel approach to deal with
complex issues, but rather the go-to approach, in order to obtain financial support for the
social organizations themselves.

The Portugal Social Innovation program has had this side-effect that requires more
research, as well as how social innovation has changed social sector organizations. While
our article identifies some of these issues, the results are particularly useful to countries with
similar institutional architectures. More research about the roles of state in social innovation
taking into consideration the variety of socioeconomic profiles is vital to inform future
financing programs and make sure that social innovation remains a creative approach that
uses novel solutions, instead of the standard procedure on day-to-day operations of the
social sector.

Another standout aspect is the difficulties in establishing cooperation networks. The
participants of the focus group admitted that the existing policy focuses solely on financial
sustainability and neglects the networking aspect, with the state not being a proactive actor
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in promoting cooperation practices and communication amongst organizations, whether
they be from the public, private or third sector.

Researching to what amount these difficulties and what possible solutions could be
found would also contribute to a greater understanding of how social innovation can be
effectively improved. This would also affect the territorial dimension, since even within
the state, several public entities have a hard time communicating with each other. A more
effective approach to overcome these problems would improve how social innovation is
implemented and how successful it becomes.
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