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ABSTRACT

Thereisanincreasingrecognitionthatdealingwithsustainabledevelopmentneedtoaddressthesocial
structuresthatencourageunsustainableeconomicandenvironmentalpractices.Universitiesrepresent
importantsourcesofknowledgeforaddressingsustainabledevelopment,buttherehasbeenrelatively
limitedconsiderationoftheircontributionstothesesocialelements.Drawingonrecentinterestin
socialinnovationastoconceptualisesocialchangeandcommunitydevelopment,thispaperaimsto
understanduniversities’involvementintheprocessofsocialinnovation,fortheparticularcaseofa
Brazilianhighereducationinstitution.Byexploringhowuniversitiescancontributetothedifferent
stagesofthesocialinnovationprocess,ithighlightsthecapacitiesthatuniversitieshavetoaddress
thesocialsustainabledevelopmentchallenge.Thepaperidentifiesfivecharacteristicsofuniversities
contributionstosocialinnovationandsetsoutanagendaforfutureresearchnecessarytounderstand
universities’widercontributionstosustainabledevelopment.
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1. INTRoDUCTIoN

Oneofthemosturgentcontemporarydebatesconcernstheachievementofthesustainabledevelopment
goals (Moore, 2015), covering economic growth, environmental protection and social progress.
However,thesocialdimensionisoftenoverlookedinfavourofthemoreurgenteconomicdimensions
orthemorevisibleenvironmentaldimension.Understandingthesocialdimensionisvitaltoachieving
truesustainabledevelopmentgivenan increasingsenseofcrisis inmanyareasofcontemporary
socialdevelopmentatthemomentwhereafterdecadesofprogress,therearestartingtobegrowing
intractableproblemsaroundurbansustainability,climatechange,foodsecurity,energysecurityand
poverty/inequality(Cunha&Benneworth,2013).Thesocialdimensionofsustainabilityconcerns
protectingsociety’svulnerablegroups,respectingsocialdiversityandensuringsocialcapitalformation
(Cunha&Benneworth,2013;Rinkinen,Oikarinen&Melkas,2016).Deliveringsustainability’ssocial
dimensiondemandsextensiveinnovationtoreshapesocietyinwaysthatdelivertheseprotections
andpotentials(Schmidpeter,2013).Sociallyinnovativepracticesofferaresponsetotheunfulfilled
needsofcommunitiestoimprovesocialrelationsandfostersocio-politicalemancipation(Mehmood,
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2016).Thispaper thereforeconsiders thisprocessofsocial innovationasadriverofsustainable
development,heredefinedas innovationprimarilydrivenby the intentofbenefiting the society
(Bhattacharya,2013).

Thispaperseekstoconsidertherolesplayedbyuniversitiesindrivingthesesocialinnovations
necessary todeliver sustain sustainabledevelopment, and specifically thegap that has arisen in
contemporaryunderstandingsofuniversitycontributionstosocialinnovation.Todatethediscussion
hasmainlyfocusedontwokindsofuniversitycontribution(OECD,2007),firstlyuniversitiesas
sourcesoftechnologiesthatcansolvetheparticularenvironmentalproblemsthatbecomeevident
duringunsustainabledevelopmentpractices,andsecondly inuniversities’ownpracticesas large
institutions.Thispaperseekstoextendthisdiscussiontowhereweidentifyapotentialgap,proposing
a third role that universities can play, namely in developing new kinds of social practices and
organisations.Thesenewsocialpracticesandorganisationscanpotentiallyaddressthesocialexclusion
problemsthatareincreasinglyevidentinthechallengesofsustainabledevelopment.Butatthesame
time,weacknowledgethatuniversitiesdonothavespecificallysocialinnovationmissions,andthis
cancreatebarriersforuniversitiesinseekingtocreatethesenewsocialpracticesandorganisations.
Toaddressthisissue,thepaperasksthespecificresearchquestionofhowcanuniversitiescontribute
towiderprocessesof social transformation thatarenecessary todelivercoherentand integrated
sustainabledevelopment?

Any consideration of the roles of universities in social innovation need be mindful of the
shortcomingsofuniversitiesasdriversofinstitutionalchange.Benneworth(2013)concludedthat
university contributions to dealing with social exclusion is hindered by the wider institutional
environmentsforhighereducationemphasisingresearchexcellenceandteachingqualityoverplace
basedcontributions.Belyaeva&Kazakov(2014)claimthatsustainabilityisnotstronglyintegrated
inmajoritybusinesspracticesinfirmsinleastdeveloped(oremerging)countries,contrarytoEurope
countries(Crets&Celer,2013),andsimilarclaimsmightbeexpectedforuniversities.However,in
manyofthesecountries,notablySouthAmerica,universitiesareexpectedtomakestrongsocietal
contributions (Tapia,2008;Ramirez,2011).Thisplacespracticalexpectationsonuniversities to
supportandfacilitatesocialinnovationinitiativesandtherefore,contributingtosocialdevelopment.
Thisinturnrequirestheeffectiveintegrationofsocialinnovationfocusontheirstrategicplanning
andeverydaypractices, todrive forwardsocialdevelopmentandcontribute tosocial sustainable
development.Weseeforexamplethatuniversitiesinvariouscountrieshavebeguncreatinglearning
environment thatbothallows“regular” students toacquireknowledgeand skillsneeded in their
particularsubjectareawhilstalsoallowingstudentsfromdisadvantagedsocialgroupstoacquirethe
knowledgeandskillsnecessarytoovercometheirpracticalsocialexclusion(Russo&Muller,2013).

The paper adopts the process model for universities’ involvement in the process of social
innovationproposedbyBenneworthandCunha(2015)andappliesittoanexamplefromaBrazilian
university.Thepaperprovidesinsightsintothepracticalitiesofhowuniversitiesmaycontributeto
differentstagesofsocialinnovationprocessesandwhatpreciselyarethevariousuniversities’inputs
thatmaybecomeinvolvedinsocialinnovationprocess,andtherebycontributetowiderprocessesof
socialchangeanddevelopment.Thepaperhighlightsthegreatpotentialthatexistsforuniversities
tocontributetosolvingtheGrandChallengesofthe21stcentury,particularlythroughcollaboration
betweensectorsanddifferentstakeholdersandfocusingonsocialsustainability(Rinkinenetal.,2016).
Atthesametime,universitiesoperatewithinwiderpolitical-economiccontexts,andthecapacities
thatuniversitieshavetorealisethispotentialareconstrainedbythesewidercontextualfactors.

2. SoCIAL INNoVATIoN CoNTRIBUTING To SUSTAINABLE DEVELoPMENT

The most common definition of sustainable development is provided in the Brundtland Report:
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generationstomeettheirownneeds”(WCED,1987).Definitionsofsustainabledevelopmenthave
focusedonthreemaindimensions(Hopwoodetal.,2005):economic,environmentalandsocial.As
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