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1. Commitment 24/25: Improve the use of structural 

funds for research and innovation 
 

by Sandor Richter, wiiw 

 

1.1 Introduction 
 

In its critically important document, European Commission (2014), about the state of the Innovation 

Union the European Commission shortly summarized its targets for Commitment 24/25: “Future 

regulations governing the operation of the European Regional Development Fund should further 

commit substantial financial resources to support innovation initiatives within the regions of the 

European Union.“…. “Member States should considerably improve their use of existing Structural 

Funds for research and innovation projects, ….implementing smart specialisation strategies…. The 

Commission stands ready to assist…and will establish a smart specialisation platform.“ The message 

shortly: allocate more EU money to research and innovation and spend it more efficiently. While 

the question of proper allocation of resources to cohesion policy in general and to the ERDF in 

particular has been a decades old issue, the really innovative element in Commitment 24/25 is the 

discussion and fostering of the Smart Specialization Strategy.  

 

As best described in Foray, D., Goddard, J., Beldarrain, X. B. and  Landabaso, M. et al.( 2012) smart 

Specialization Strategy is an integrated, place-based economic transformation agenda, which 

provides policy support on key national/regional priorities, builds on each country‘s/region‘s 

strengths, competitive advantages and potential for excellence, supports innovation, gets 

stakeholders fully involved, is evidence-based and include sound monitoring and evaluation 

systems.  

 

Next follows an overview addressing the concept of smart specialisation, the question how it 

appears in economic strategies and policy considerations and what the various fields of 

applications are. 

 

1.2 Concept and definitions  
 

The European Commission initiated the establishment of the smart specialisation platform in 2010. 

Since then a series of document were published which provide general guidance for readers about 

smart specialisation. Foray, D., Goddard, J., Beldarrain, X. B. and  Landabaso, M. et al.( 2012) is a 

guide to be used as methodological assistance for policy-makers and involved institutions on how 

to prepare for and how to design, draft and implement a national or regional research and 

innovation strategy for smart specialisation. It is thought to become a general orientation 

document. Midtkandal and Sörvik (2012) explain smart specialisation strategy and discuss its new 

features compared to previous and currently existing comparable strategies. European Commission 

(2012a) is designed for practical application with concrete recommendations and examples of 

good practice with alternative solutions. It also fosters exchange of views between public 

authorities and stakeholders. Foray, D., David, P.A. and Hall, B.H. (2011) expose and explain the 
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minimal set of arguments and statements that have created the situation of smart specialisation 

having “political salience” which makes policy makers eager to “do it” in spite of a modest 

theoretical framework to guide its application or an adequate evidence base to help regulate its 

implementation. It also puts forward a research agenda addressing issues important for the proper 

assessment of potential for smart specialisation and the means to realize the potential of the 

concept.  

 

European Commission (2011a) is largely based on the European Commission Communication 

“Regional Policy contributing to smart growth in Europe 2020” and sets out the key innovation 

tools relevant for regions. It introduces the Commission’s proposed smart specialisation strategy 

for regions. This should help policy-makers and stakeholders to identify and enhance regional 

innovation potentials, invest in smart growth, leverage private R&I investments. It also addresses 

the more effective and complementary use of EU, national and regional funds. OECD (2012) 

displays innovation driven growth in regions. It demonstrates the identification and development 

of indicators and metrics for smart specialisation strategies, introduces an enquiry of governance 

and priority setting processes. It also provides case studies of country and regional experience in 

designing and implementing smart specialisation strategies. European Commission (2012b) is a 

compact feature on Smart Specialisation strategies as drivers of regional economic growth. It 

addresses definitions and possibilities for smart specialisation and the support provided by the S3 

Platform. 

 

1.3 Regional strategy 
 

Arancegui, Querejeta and Montero (2012) discuss what a territorial strategy should include and also 

what the main characteristics that present the development process of territorial strategies should 

look like. Castillo, Barroeta and Paton (2011) deal with the history of the concept of smart 

specialization and provides a summary of the key issues and the strategies for application at 

regional level. Iacobucci (2012) provides a theoretical underpinning of the S3 strategy, limiting the 

investigation to three concepts: embeddedness, relatedness and connectivity. The paper analysis 

the early proposals developed by some European regions. Sturesson, Galal and Probst (2012) 

describe how urban centres are growing in both size and as key drivers of regional and Member 

State level economic growth. The difference between cities is determined by their ability to manage 

their potential for development effectively and sustainably. This is to be coupled with strategic 

positioning, what ought to be achieved through smart specialisation. 

 

Mariussen, Midtkandal and Rakhmatullin (2014) discuss a typology of S3 strategies, distinguishing 

five different drivers of change: deindustrialization, innovation system inefficiency, entrepreneurial 

discoveries, new paradigm creation and transnational inter-regional co-specialisation. This 

typology is intended to demonstrate the ways how in S3 policymaking transnational learning 

different roles plays. 

 

Comparing homogeneous regions is an important requirement of the ability to learn from regional 

benchmarking. If regions for comparison are chosen based on their high performance, overlooking 

their regional context or structural conditions, the requirement is not fulfilled. Navarro et al. (2014) 

provide a new methodology for the identification of homogeneous regions for regional 

benchmarking: the authors identify groups of homogeneous regions using variables that are 
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similar in nature; they focus exclusively on structural conditions, thus overcoming the flaws caused 

by mixing variables of a different nature, e.g. comparing structural indicators with performance or 

behavioural indicators. Regional benchmarking can be of great help in making strategic decisions 

within the process of the design and implementation of regional Research and Innovation 

Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3), taking into account the relative position of the region to 

other regions in Europe. 

 

Inter-regional collaboration is an important concern and a challenge for smart specialisation. 

Uyarra, Sörvik and Midtkandal (2014) looked at the rationale for inter-regional collaboration within 

the framework of RIS3 in order to better understand its multiple dimensions. Inter-regional 

collaboration for research and innovation can pursue multiple goals, take multiple forms, involve a 

variety of actors, and utilise a range of instruments that range from short term projects to long 

term strategic partnerships. Each option has different risks and preconditions, including different 

forms of proximity, differences in national regulations and institutional systems, trust and political 

commitment. Regional actors need to consider the trade-offs of each option to their needs. 

 

Gianelle et al. (2014) demonstrated the potential of a methodology for providing a new family of 

indicators of the external connectivity of regional economies. These can be used by regions wishing 

to develop their own RIS3 for 2014-2020, as required by the EU in the context of the new cohesion 

policy framework. With the data from the PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency 

database the authors measured several structural characteristics of the networks, both global 

properties and centrality indicators describing the position of individual regions within the system. 

Strengths and weaknesses of individual regions were discussed based on rankings obtained from 

network centrality indicators. Specific policy implications in the context of RIS3 were derived in the 

case of Andalusia (Spain).  

 

Radosevic and Ciampi Stancova (2015) have the ambition to contribute to a better understanding 

of inter-regional and trans-regional cooperation in the NMS-13 in the context of smart 

specialisation. The authors suggest that internationalization should become the sixth principle of 

smart specialisation strategies in addition to: (1) the level (‘granularity’) at which priorities are 

identified and supported; (2) the entrepreneurial discovery process; (3) the temporary nature of 

actions; (4) inclusiveness; (5) the need for continuous evaluation. The key feature of a sixth principle 

is that learning and technology upgrading should follow from intensive international leveraging 

and linking involving all the relevant actors. The authors are on the opinion that R&D in the NMS-

13 is collaborative in nature and growth at firm level is closely related to exports, FDI and vertical 

specialisation. They considered several major policy areas which are an indispensable part of the 

policy mix for ‘internationalized’ smart specialisation. They pointed out to the need to foster 

demand (as opposed to supply) driven FDI in R&D&I; to focus on the ‘quality’ of FDI and global 

value chains (GVC); to integrate FDI and innovation policy; to develop a strategic approach to the 

internationalization of R&D; and to strengthen and improve horizontal links in the innovation 

system. 

 

1.4 Policy issues 
 

The results of Rodríguez-Pose, di Cataldo, and Rainoldi (2014) underline the importance of the 

capacity of a regional government in promoting public policies and minimising corruption for the 
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effectiveness of strategies aimed at improving innovation. An empirical study displays that 

institutional reforms are the most necessary in contexts where the quality of legal, political, and 

regulatory administrative structures is low and corruption is intense. Regions with poor institutional 

settings can achieve significant gains in terms of innovative performance as a result of relatively 

minor improvements in the quality of their governance systems. Well- functioning institutions are a 

significant pre-condition for the development of the innovative potential of regions and for making 

innovation strategies such as RIS3 work, especially in the periphery of Europe. The authors 

underline that reforms are not generalizable and should be appropriately designed and tailored 

with regard to the specific institutional weaknesses of the various EU regions. The set of formal and 

informal institutions in a given place is unique and cannot be transferred to other contexts. 

 

How technological relatedness may provide an input for effective policy making? Boschma and 

Gianelle (2014) propose that public policy should avoid picking winners that do not fit into the 

regional industrial space (now or in the future) and should also prevent the support of ailing 

industries which are in a peripheral position in the industry space of a region. The authors discuss 

various mechanisms through which new industries at the regional level may be stimulated to 

connect to technologically related industries. 

 

Important recommendations are made in Nauwelaers, Forte and Midtkandal (2014) for building 

RIS3 policy mixes: i) include policy tools with both a direct and indirect contribution to RIS3 goals 

and adopt a wide approach for the policy mix, across policy domains and governance levels; ii) 

scrutinize interactions between the policy mix components and identify a variety of sources of 

tension among the tools; iii)  bring in an outward-looking dimension while designing the polices 

and treat the region as a local node in global networks; and iiii) develop and use policy intelligence 

tools for better strategic management of RIS3-relevant policy mixes. 

 

Sörvik and Kleibrink (2015) present original data on innovation strategies for smart specialisation in 

the EU regions and the Member States. Their data are from the Eye@RIS3 open data tool for 

sharing information on the areas identified as priority areas in 198 innovation strategies. The most 

common RIS3 priority areas in the EU are energy, health, information and communication 

technologies, food, advanced materials, services, tourism, sustainable innovation, advanced 

manufacturing systems, and the cultural and creative industries. The authors studied how policy 

makers are creating unique portfolios of priorities or, just contrary, are imitating one another. The 

authors found that only a few regions developed similar combinations of priorities. They point out 

to the risk of making decisions on priority mainly on future potential. This bears the danger  that 

regional and national policy makers opt for priorities that are not backed up by local capabilities. 

This will be related with the ways how priorities are aligned in subsequent steps and put into 

practice with the help of regional stakeholders engaged in an entrepreneurial process of discovery. 

In the future too broadly defined priorities will have to be made more specific and application 

oriented. This is the discernible tendency of many Action Plans agreed for the fulfilment of the RIS3 

ex ante conditionality. 

 

Concerning cohesion policy, McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2011) explain the challenges involved in 

applying the fundamentally sectoral concept of smart specialisation to an explicitly spatial regional 

setting. They propose methods through which this might be achieved and which allow for the 

concept to become suitable as a building block of a reformed EU Cohesion Policy. Charles, Gross 
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and Bachtler (2012) argue that the smart specialisation approach offers opportunities for all regions 

by challenging assumptions that regional innovation should be somehow connected with high 

technology and research and development. The 2012 Regions for Economic Change conference 

discussed the challenges, benefits and possible limitations of implementing the smart 

specialisation conditionality through EU Structural Funds and how to best tailor smart 

specialisation to different Member State and regional frameworks and contexts, European 

Commission (2012c) Suggestions how to better implement governance mechanisms of 

transnational R&I cooperation are in the focus of Gnamus, Hegyi and Perez (2014). The authors 

underline the relevance of synergies between EU funding sources that may be exploited to 

facilitate transnational R&I cooperation in the Danube macro-region. Synergies arising from the 

two major EU funding sources, the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) and Horizon 

2020, is the topic of Perez, Conte and Harrap (2014). The topic is centred on the provision of 

assistance to New Member States in using innovation funding under ESIF via the early and effective 

implementation of RIS3. The aim is to close the innovation gap and promote scientific and 

technological excellence. A diverse set of experiences from five EU countries show  that there is a 

need to have the appropriate governance structures, a feasible strategy, coordination between 

different actors and support for implementation. 

 

1.5 Special areas of application 

 
1.5.1 Universities 

 

European Commission (2011b) is a guide designed to help Managing Authorities responsible for 

programmes financed from the ERDF to improve the involvement of universities in regional 

development. It also promotes the active engagement of universities and other higher education 

institutions in regional innovation strategies for smart specialisation, in cooperation with research 

centres, businesses and other partners in the civil society. Introduction of best practices in 

universities’ regional engagement is provided by Serbănică (2012). In Saublens (2011) the concept 

of smart specialisation strategies is linked to sector policies that need to be rooted in a regional 

context. Universities are thought to have a key role to play in translating newly-developed or 

recently-captured knowledge for the benefit of regional stakeholders. Universities are often crucial 

institutions in regional innovation systems, especially in those with an absence of a dynamic, 

research led private sector. However, with the new smart specialisation agenda, which differs in 

emphasis and design from previous regional innovation policies, universities have a potentially 

pivotal role to play in its delivery. Kempton et al. (2013) make concrete suggestions on how 

universities can be integrated into S3 to deliver desired economic and social outcomes. 

 

1.5.2 Science and technology parks (STP) 

 

In Nauwelaers, Kleibrink and Stancova (2014) three key roles are proposed in the design and 

implementation of smart specialisation strategies: (1) STPs may provide an adequate innovation 

ecosystem for the development of pilot innovation initiatives,  in accord with the entrepreneurial 

discovery process that is to drive regional economies towards new, distinctive and competitive 

areas of activities. (2) STPs can play an important role as one of the relevant stakeholders forming 

the quadruple helix of innovation actors shaping smart specialisation strategies. (3) STPs can add 
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the required but still neglected external and outward-looking dimension to smart specialisation 

strategies. 

 

1.5.3 Rural areas 

 

The rural dimension of innovation has often been neglected, affecting its contribution to economic 

growth and regional development related to rural resources and actors. da Rosa Pires et al. (2014) 

analyse to what extent the main novelties of S3 are able to overcome the urban bias of past 

innovation policies. Opportunities are offered via increasing demand for quality and healthy food, 

changes in tourism and residential patterns, new rural policies supporting the evolution of 

agriculture towards multi-functionality and increasing demand for bio-economy. 

 

1.5.4 Digital growth strategies 

 

In order to develop successful digital growth strategies, policy makers ought to begin by 

developing a proper analysis of regional capabilities, needs and future potential. As demonstrated 

in Kleibrink, Sörvik, and Stancova (2014) the key issues, processes and instruments vary strongly 

across regions given their different preconditions for innovation. Common challenges concerning 

digital growth strategies and ICT innovation include a proper digital infrastructure, inclusive 

governance and stakeholder involvement, inter-regional collaboration and policy mix.  

 

1.5.5 Entrepreneurial process of discovery (EPD) 

 

The real core of the smart specialisation approach is the EPD, the main novelty of this innovative 

policy framework. A successful EPD requires a relevant involvement of stakeholders, but this 

demands a careful actors' selection. Martinez and Palazuelos-Martinez (2014) propose an analytical 

method for the selection of private business stakeholders, based on a transparent and measurable 

criterion.  

 

1.6 Case studies 
 

National level case studies include Sandu (2012), a paper addressing the application of theoretical 

and methodological elements of smart specialisation in Romania with an assessment of 

implementation opportunities and of necessary instruments, according to the Innovation Union 

objectives. Lindqvist et al. (2013) explore the impact and early implementation of the “smart 

specialisation” concept in regional policy of the Nordic Countries. The authors point out that even 

if the concept as such is new, many of the elements of strategies for “smart specialisation” have 

already been implemented in the Nordic countries. This indicates that there is a strong potential for 

Nordic regions, building on existing strategies and policy delivery instruments, although there are 

some aspects which may further enhance regional development processes in the coming years.  

 

Other case studies are devoted to individual regions. Vanthillo and Verhetsel (2012) try to answer 

three important questions about recent changes in regional policy focusing on Flandria. (i) what are 

the fundamental characteristics of the “old” regional policies ? (ii) did the “old” paradigm evolve 

into a new paradigm of regional policy, and if the answer is yes, then how these changes 

materialized and what characteristics where affected? In Baier, Kroll and Zenker (2013) different 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/


 

D6.1 | Literature Review and Data Collection 
Commitment 24/25 

 

www.i3u-innovationunion.eu Page 10 of 38 This project has received funding from the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant agreement No 645884.    

 

case study regions in Germany and Austria are analysed, the focus is on the interconnection 

between the concept of smart specialisation and the ‘regional systems of innovation’ approach. The 

authors suggest that innovation is going to be a key issue in the next structural funding period and 

demonstrate that the principles of smart specialisation have already been implicitly applied in 

certain European regions for years in form of future-oriented transformation processes. A paper of 

the Technopolis Group Belgium (2011) addresses strategic anchoring mechanisms and regional 

branching policies, with the view to contribute to the ongoing discussion on developing smart 

specialisation strategies.  It displays in detail the prevailing policies in Madeira, Île de France, 

Navarra, Noord-Brabant and other 12 different EU regions and additionally includes three case 

studies.  

 

The bottom-up identification of a limited set of priorities for which regions think they have 

potential to obtain a comparative advantage is a core issue of regional RIS3. For setting such 

priorities entrepreneurs are in a good position through identifying business opportunities together 

with other research and innovation actors. This process, also referred to as EDP, has been widely 

described in theory, but reported experiences on its implementation are scarce. Boden et al. (2015) 

report about a recent experience in implementing an EDP process in the Greek region of Eastern 

Macedonia and Thrace.  

 

1.7 Cohesion Policy and the synergies with the research and 

development funds 
 

In 2014 the Commission launched in the "Cohesion Policy and the synergies with the research and 

development funds: the STAIRWAY TO EXCELLENCE (S2E)" project within its Smart Specialisation 

Platform (S3P). This project aims to support NMS regions and countries in developing and 

exploiting the synergies between European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF), Horizon 2020 

(H2020) and other EU funding programmes via assisting them to close the innovation gap and 

stimulating the implementation of national and regional Smart Specialisation Strategies. 

 

Quantitative and qualitative information is published online for the NMS 13 and their regions. The 

section National and Regional Fact & Figures aim to map the European profile of a country/ region 

with statistical and financial information coming from the EU's 7th Framework Programme and 

Structural Funds allocated to research and innovation in European Commission (2015a). Country 

reports provide further analysis on selected policy issues that foster the effective use and the 

combination of key EU funds for R&I, further offer country-specific policy recommendations for 

tackling the problems identified in the analysis European Commission (2015b). In European 

Commission (2015c) synergies examples are described in which SF/ ESIF and FP7/ H2020 funds 

have been combined in order to amplify the impact of R&I investments via either using different 

forms of innovation and competitiveness relief or pushing innovative ideas through the innovation 

cycle or value chain for helping them to reach the market. 

 

1.8 Conclusions 
 

The implementation of the European cohesion policy requires a considerable cross-Member State 

redistribution of the GDP produced in the EU. The efficient use of resources made available for 
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regions/Member States with developments levels being under the EU average has been a justified 

wish by Member States paying more to the EU budget than they receive from there. The promotion 

of smart specialisation, parallel to the ex ante conditionality for using European Strategic 

Investment Fund resources, can be evaluated as an important breakthrough achieved by the 

European Commission into the proper direction. As the list of references shows, a rich pool of 

publications has emerged from virtually nothing since 2010, which addresses both larger scale 

strategic and policy issues and special fields of applications or individual case studies. All signs 

point to that direction, that it is only the beginning: smart specialisation will remain a subject of 

vivid discussions and thorough analysis. 
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2. Commitment 26: Launch a social innovation pilot; 

promote social innovation in European Social Fund 
 

by Anette Scopetta 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

The purpose of D6.1 is to contribute to the policy commitment 26 “European Social Innovation 

Pilot” by providing a state of the art literature review on social innovation theory and practice. The 

deliverable is part of the project “I3U-Investigating the Impact of the Innovation Union”, in which a 

system for the assessment of the 34 policy commitments of the Innovation Union is delivered.  

 

Commitment 26, the European Social Innovation pilot, informs that "The Commission will launch a 

European Social Innovation pilot which will provide expertise and a networked 'virtual hub' for social 

entrepreneurs and the public and third sectors. It will promote social innovation through the 

European Social Fund (ESF) building on the significant investments in social innovation which the ESF 

has made over the last ten years, all along the innovation cycle. This will be complemented by 

support to innovative social experiments to be developed in the framework of the European Platform 

against Poverty. Social innovation should become a mainstream focus in the next generation of 

European Social Fund programmes. Member States are encouraged to already step up efforts to 

promote social innovation through the ESF” (European Commission 2015a). 

 

In order to contribute the commitment, a literature review on social innovation theory and practice 

was conducted that consists of five chapters: chapter 1 informs on current developments with 

regard to the social innovation theory. This is followed by providing insights into why social 

innovations are needed (chapter 2) and the discussions regarding the definition of social 

innovation (chapter 3). Chapter 4 focusses on recent information regarding social innovation 

practice research. Current discussions such as the contribution of social innovations to social 

change (or vice versa) are provided in chapter 5. Finally, the review concludes by informing on 

recent developments in measuring social innovations’ impacts and the need for an ecosystem of 

social innovation that comprises social innovation friendly policies (chapter 6). 

 

2.2 The concept of social innovation 
 

Although social innovation is a term increasingly used in recent times, especially within the 

European Union, social innovations have already been in place since centuries. Social innovations 

can have various shapes, address several policy fields (from the policy field of employment to 

education, health and energy) and involve multiple stakeholders; thereby responding to social 

needs and/or societal challenges. Historic examples encompass the introduction of compulsory 

education and the intergenerational contract in the EU countries.  Recent social innovations include 

the introduction of minimum wage income into the governance systems and projects on a smaller 

scale addressing social needs such as social economic enterprises. Many social innovation practices 

thus are in place (even if they are not labelled ‘social innovation’). 
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Though many vivid practices exist, research is lagging behind: since a theory on social innovation is 

still missing, available social innovation research papers and reports build the ground for the recent 

concept of social innovation (see, for instance, Howaldt et al. 2014a, Franz et al. 2012). Among the 

latest contributions to a ‘Theory on social innovation’ is the comprehensive SI-DRIVE1 report 

“Theoretical approaches to Social Innovation – A Critical Literature Review” (Howaldt et al. 2014b). 

It delivers a comprehensive overview on the state of the art of theoretically relevant building blocks 

for advancing a theoretical understanding of social innovation by collecting different theoretical 

approaches, which are conducive to a deeper understanding of social innovation such as social 

theory (e.g. social practice theory), development theory and social innovation studies as well as 

innovation and management studies.  

 

Next to a missing theory of social innovation, various definitions of social innovations are apparent 

(see chapter 3). These factors result in the fact that the concept of social innovation is often still 

unknown. This refers in particular to policy papers and documents in policy fields such as 

education, energy supply and environment (Scoppetta 2015). In addition, the concept of social 

innovation is often not clearly understood or not used in the same manner in the different world 

regions. As said before, this, however, does not mean that social innovations do not exist: initiatives 

simply often do not call their practices social innovations (see chapter 4). 

 

2.3 Why social innovation? 
 

Social innovations, even if used in different meanings, are designed and implemented to respond 

to the social needs and/or societal challenges the world is facing. Social needs are manifold in type 

and can comprise youth unemployment in a particular locality, the lack of resources (funding and 

knowledge) in an urban region or the out-migration of (social) capital from a deprived territory. 

Societal challenges mainly refer to climate change, demographic change and ageing population, 

health and well-being and others more2. 

 

Due to the economic crisis in 2008+ and the austerity measures that followed, new ways to 

overcome these challenges were searched within the European Union. The attention paid to social 

innovation and the resources involved in the promotion, research and implementation of social 

innovation increased, most remarkably after 2008, when the concept became the subject of 

mainstream policies in high places. In 2009, President Barroso of the European Commission (EC) 

declared social innovation a top priority.  

 

Nevertheless, the growth of social innovation in Europe is hampered by: 

 

 “insufficient knowledge of the needs of the sector: grass roots organisations, social enterprise 

and social entrepreneurship activities, public sector organisations; 

 fragmentation of efforts and resources, lack of transparency and visibility, limited financial 

support and insufficient technical skills that can support organisations to develop and deliver 

social innovation; 

                                                 
1 See http://www.si-drive.eu/ 
2 See https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/societal-challenges 
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 poor evaluation and diffusion, and little scale-up of good practices; 

 poor methods of impact evaluation of actions and policies” (European Commission, 2015a).  

 

The EC thus supports research and implementation of social innovation by various means since 

2010+, respectively. This, for instance, concerns studies on the impact of social innovations and the 

role of social innovation pilot actions.  

 

For more than five years, the EC - via the Progress programme (now EaSI)  - funds pilots in the 

framework of social (policy) experimentation in order to test the validity of new innovative policies 

by collecting evidence about the real impact of measures on people.3 The EC, furthermore, asked 

for research on social innovation in their FP7 calls in 2013/2014, launched a European Social 

Innovation Competition4 and demanded supporting social innovation in the ESF programmes of 

the EU member states during the Structural fond period 2014-2020.  

 

Social innovations, driven by various actors (such as the public sector, the private sector and the 

civil society), seemed to offer an opportunity. Social innovations thus are regarded to assist in 

finding sound ways to overcome the problems faced under the new conditions. 

 

2.4 Defining social innovation 
 

A frequently chosen approach in defining social innovation is to use examples and point out the 

social objectives or social processes involved (Hochgerner 2013a). Most common in European 

Commission reports and other publications is the following: “Social innovations are new ideas that 

meet social needs, create social relationships and form new collaborations. These innovations can be 

products, services or models addressing unmet needs more effectively” (European Commission 

2015b). Social innovation thus can be regarded as a new combination or figuration of social 

practices (Howaldt and Kopp 2012). 

 

Other definitions include those of the Stanford Graduate School of Business (“A social innovation is 

a novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable, or just than current 

solutions. The value created accrues primarily to society rather than to private individuals”5). The ZSI-

definition on social innovation is as follows: “Social innovations are novel or more effective practices 

that prove capable to tackle societal issues and are adopted and successfully utilised by individuals, 

groups and organisations concerned”.6 Thus, social innovation is commonly defined as new ideas 

(products, services and models) that simultaneously meet social needs and create new social 

relationships or collaborations (Grisolia and Ferragina 2015; Moulaert et al. 2013). Murray et al. 

(2010) further consider innovations both good for society and capable of enacting greater societal 

involvement in the provision of social services.  

 

A paper that explores different definitional approaches or intentions –legitimating, theoretical, 

action-reflection, broad and distinctive– is written by Tara Anderson et al. (2014). It also considers 

why a definition of social innovation is important and what the crucial ingredients, informed more 

                                                 
3 See http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1022 
4 See http://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/policy/social/competition/ 
5 See https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/centers-initiatives/csi/defining-social-innovation 
6 See https://www.zsi.at/en/competence/58 
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by practice than theory, might be. The authors finally arrive at a definition that is value-laden, 

distinctive and focused -from inception to impact -on equality, justice and empowerment: “New 

solutions to social challenges that have the intent and effect of equality, justice and empowerment” 

(Anderson et al. 2014, p26). 

 

Josef Hochgerner (2013b) informs that other approaches on defining social innovations aim at the 

analytical and scientific differentiation of social innovation from common types of innovation 

known as commercially successful new products, processes, marketing and organizational 

novelties. The latter are clearly defined, identified and measured according to the so-called Oslo 

Manual (OECD & EUROSTAT 2005), enabling reliable and accountable classification and 

comparison of types of innovation among enterprises and business sectors. Their economic impact 

on GDP, regional development, countries, EU or NAFTA etc. can be measured. Such methods have 

not yet been established likewise to identify and analyse social innovations with the appropriate 

accuracy. 

 

2.5 Social innovation practices 
 

The practice, however, does not care on the varying definitions but on the context in which social 

innovations evolve: innovations are embedded in basic cultural patterns and processes of social 

change, and depend on historical, regional, and political conditions (Hochgerner, 2013a). 

 

Many research projects, social innovation databases and policy papers are already available 

capturing, show-casting and describing social innovations across the world (European Commission 

2014a, European Union 2010, the SIE site7, SI-Drive database screening report: Scoppetta & Ecker 

2014 and others more). The phases of social innovations, for instance, can be described in the so-

called ‘4-i process’, whereas the fourth ‘i’ stands for impact (Hochgerner 2013c). The area of 

concern in this latest stage are the process of generating impact as well as the contribution to 

change (Please see Scoppetta 2012 - critical questions for analysing social innovations in the field 

of labour market and social policy). 

 

It is also already clear that the social needs, societal challenges and systemic changes (BEPA 2010) 

social innovations are addressing frequently are cross-policy challenges. However, “the policy field’s 

governance systems are often centralised and hierarchically organised with the central state as the 

main actor. Thus, government actors play an important role. Even more than that, social innovations 

addressing specific challenges in the policy fields often depend on the governmental structures” 

(Scoppetta 2015, p28). Preliminary SI-Drive research results suggest that governments are both a 

driver (e.g. via funding social innovations) and a barrier (e.g. legislation, regulation) for social 

innovations. Thus, many social innovations are hindered by the traditional approaches of public 

policies. But, as discussed by Bourgon, also public officials serve in an expanded public space that 

is being reshaped by the rise of social networking and modern information and communication 

technologies (Bourgon 2011). 

 

Other insights are still to be generated: further understandings are expected within the European 

and global mapping of social innovations that is undertaken within the SI-Drive project, with the 

                                                 
7 See https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/socialinnovationeurope/en/ 
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help of which different social, economic, cultural, historical and religious contexts in eight major 

world regions are addressed. Further research on social innovation is necessary, confirms the EC: 

“Although social innovations pop up in many areas and policies and in many disguises, and social 

innovation is researched from a number of theoretical and methodological angles, the conditions 

under which social innovations develop, flourish and sustain and finally lead to societal change are 

not yet fully understood both in political and academic circles” (European Commission 2013). 

 

With the implementation of the social (policy) experiments insights are also gained from measuring 

social innovations impacts via this specific evaluation method (mainly by proving or disproving the 

causal relationship between the interventions and the outcome measured via randomised control 

groups). Social policy experimentation thus clearly provides evidence on the efficacy of pilots 

before upscaling the actions (see methodological guide: European Commission 2011). By 

supporting the setting up of social innovation experiments the EC (since 2009) provides both 

funding for pilots and an evaluation method. This action clearly assists in solving the problem of 

poor evaluation and poor methods of impact evaluation of actions as defined by the EC within 

Commitment 26 / Social innovation pilot (see chapter 2 above). 

 

In order to gain further insights and better link the various social innovation initiatives on the 

ground in the diverse areas (from social economy to digital social innovation initiatives and 

collaborative and sharing economy) within Europe, the EC commissioned within its H2020 

programme the building up a Social Innovation Community (project start expected in February 

2016). It is expected that the community will strongly contribute to the ongoing policy debate on 

social innovation (see below). 

 

2.6 Current discussions in the SI research community 
 

Beside contributions to theory and the definition of social innovation (e.g. are social innovations 

always good per se?), current discussions frequently still seem to be dominated by the question on 

how to upscale social innovations in order to reach impact (see also conclusions). In addition, the 

debate about the role of business in social innovation dominates. This is due to the fact that social 

innovation is still linked to social entrepreneurship and the social economy even though this is only 

one of the potential areas of social innovation. 

 

The debates within the SI research community are manifold and encompass, for instance, 

transformative social change and the interdependency of social innovation and social change. 

Transformative social change, as argued by the Transit-project8, is about renewing social relations. 

When unpacking the social context, first research results show that “narratives of change” (i.e. 

societal discourses on change and innovation, such as sets of ideas, concepts, metaphors, and/or 

story-lines about change and innovation) co-evolve with “game-changers” (macro-developments, 

events or trends that are framed as/ perceived to change the (rules, field, players in the) ‘game’ of 

societal interaction such as ‘globalisation’, ‘climate change’, ‘economic crisis’); whereas social 

innovation initiatives play into that ‘discursive dynamic’. 

 

Current social innovation research results also show the importance of the local/regional level for 

                                                 
8 See http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/ 
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social innovations to grow as well as the requirement of cooperation between the various partners 

(partnerships, networks, umbrella organisations; see Avelino 2015; Scoppetta 2015). Furthermore, 

preliminary research results of SI-Drive suggest that ethics, technology shocks, frustration and 

policy dilemmas are drivers and/or motivators of social innovations (Dhondt & Weber 2015). 

Nevertheless, discussions on these issues are continuing until final research results are offered. 

 

The list of the above mentioned points of discussion is not exhaustive. Yet, they provide some 

insight into current debates in the SI research community which were discussed, for instance, 

during the Social innovation Conference 2015: “Pathways to Social Change” (18.-18.November 

2015, Vienna).9 

 

2.7 Conclusions 
 

Although research already has been concluded in the field of social innovation, much still remains 

to be done: measuring the impact of social innovation, for instance, is highly in demand. Indices 

and metrics for social innovation, however, are far less developed (European Union/The Young 

Foundation 2010). Many projects in this regard are still underway. In order to measure workplace 

innovation within the Innovation Union Scoreboard (IUS), the EC, for instance, commissioned an 

exploratory report on workplace innovation (concepts and indicators) in 2014. The findings suggest 

that either indicators of the IUS would have to be adapted or new indicators derived from the 

Community Innovation Survey, the European Working Condition Survey or the European Company 

Survey would have to be introduced since the IUS currently provides no direct indicator for 

workplace innovation (European Commission 2014b). 

 

With social policy experimentation, the EC proposed a successful evaluation method that can be 

applied in “all areas of social innovation – and the field is large if we take into account new social 

needs poorly addressed by current policies  –  and all policy mechanisms (financial incentives, 

guidance and advice, penalties)“Jouen, M. (2008). Nevertheless, still much remains to be done for 

stimulating the demand for social impact assessments by policy makers within Europe, as 

suggested by the De Vet et al. (2010). 

 

There is still a need for social innovations to respond to the challenges: “The European Commission 

should act as a catalyst to make innovation happen, as well as facilitating the growth and scaling of 

innovation. It can do this by establishing a comprehensive ecology of finance capable of supporting 

(…) However, finance is not the only area of support needed. There is also a need for access to skills, 

to key relationships and to new knowledge” (European Union 2012). This is also confirmed by 

currently running social innovation research projects (SI-Drive, Transit, Simpact10, Cressi11, etc.): 

although social innovations are found in various policy fields, the SI-Drive policy field reports still 

inform on the need for (further) social innovations in their domains (Scoppetta 2015). Thus, 

research findings indicate that “social innovation friendly policy environments” still have to be built 

in Europe as well as globally (Scoppetta 2015, p32). 

 

                                                 
9 See http://www.si-drive.eu/?page_id=1135 
10 See http://www.simpact-project.eu/ 
11 See http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/faculty-research/research-projects/cressi 
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Preliminary results of the ‘Foresight and Policy Workshops’ of SI-Drive suggest future scenarios in 

the seven policy fields (Dhondt & Weber 2015). In the policy field of employment, for instance, a 

human-centred economy model (high road) and a paradise lost (low road) are discussed. To 

provide another example, in education, the scenarios are a social innovation system change (slow 

change) next to a social innovation revolutionary model (radical new education model). 

 

In order to contribute to social change, thus, further testing and experimenting of actions is 

required. “What Europe really needs is an experimental approach to policy”, informs NESTA.12 Only 

by piloting, assessing and upscaling actions, information can be gained within the EU on what 

works and what does not in a specific context. The promotion of social innovation through the 

European Social Fund is thereby of great importance. This can also assist in preparing for necessary 

reforms of the governance systems. 

 

Hence, still much needs to be done in order to promote social innovations and to enable social 

innovations to grow and together build social innovative environments that respond to the 

challenges Europe is facing. The work comprises the implementation of social innovative actions 

that are proved to work on the ground, proving the evidence of their success, show-casting of best 

practices (e.g. via awards), stimulating policy makers on social policy experimentation and 

conducting in-depth research on social innovations, their contribution to social change and on the 

framework conditions for social innovation policy friendly environments. 
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3. Commitment 27: Support a research programme on 

public sector and social innovation; pilot a European 

Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard  
 

by Marta Mackiewicz, WERI 

 

3.1 Introduction  
 

The purpose of the literature review is to show evidence for the causal relationships between the 

actions undertaken within commitment 27 -  Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard / Research 

Programme on Public Sector and Social Innovation and the expected results. In other words, the 

goal is to link activities undertaken within the commitment with its outcomes. The literature (both 

theory and empirical evidence) serve to explain HOW and WHY the desired change is expected to 

come about. The theory of change is presented in diagram 1. 

 

Diagram 1. Causal relationships reflecting the impact of commitment 27 - theoretical approach 

 
The literature review will help to verify a hypothesis that financing research on social innovation 

and public sector innovation will facilitate the dissemination of know-how and good practice. The 

use of good practice and benchmarking will result in a better performance of institutions and 

organisations.  In order to provide evidence for the existence of cause-and-effect linkages 

(diagram 1), the study is structured as follows. First, the identified problems are presented: limited 

understanding of the importance of public sector innovation related with insufficient quantitative 

evidence and insufficient culture and practice of ex-post and ex-ante evaluation of social 

innovation initiatives in Europe.  In the second part some solutions to the identified problems are 

discussed. The third part focuses on the main impact channels which have been identified within a 

process of a comprehensive structured literature review. Relevant articles touching on the subject 

of innovation in the public sector in journals focused on the fields of Innovation, Organizational 

Management and Theory, and Public Administration were selected and critically analysed. Finally, 

the expected results of commitment implementation are reviewed and discussed. 

 

3.2 Commitment's rationale and definitions 
 

In order to provide the theoretical framework for Commitment 27 social innovation and public 

sector innovation must be defined. 

limited 
understanding of
the importance of
social and public 
sector innovation

financing research 
on social and public 

innovation

dissemination of 
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Social innovation 

 

Social innovation is a relatively new concept and varying definitions of social innovation are 

plentiful in the literature. As the concept evolves over time, there is no agreement about cause-

and-effect relationships or about the specific policies which foster social innovation (OECD, 2005). 

 

Social innovation is now used to describe a very broad range of activities. This includes: the 

development of new products, services and programmes; social entrepreneurship and the activity 

of social enterprises; a reconfiguration of social relations and power structures; workplace 

innovation; new models of local economic development; societal transformation and system 

change; non-profit management; and enterprise-led sustainable development. From this list some 

common, basic characteristics of social innovations can be inferred. Social innovations are new 

solutions that simultaneously meet a social need and lead to new or improved capabilities and 

relationships and better use of assets and resources. Murray et al. (2010) define social innovations 

as new ideas (products, services and models) that simultaneously meet social needs and create new 

social relationships or collaborations. Not only improve the well-being of the society but also 

enhance society’s capacity to act (Caulier-Grice et al., 2012). 

 

Public sector innovation 

 

Public sector innovation can be defined as a process of generating new ideas, and implementing 

them to create value for society (Mulgan, 2007). Public sector innovation can be both internal, 

focusing on improved processes and external, focusing on public services (Rivera Leon et al., 2012). 

According to the OECD, the goal of public sector innovation is to use new approaches, from policy 

design to service delivery, for a high performing, more responsive public sector (OECD, 2011). 

Public-sector innovation involves significant improvements in the services that government has a 

responsibility to provide, including those delivered by third parties (OECD, 2012). Innovation in the 

public sector has often been viewed as an oxymoron, with many academics showing some 

scepticism about its existence, due to a risk-averse attitude of senior managers in public 

organisations. The public sector was considered as providing a regulatory framework for innovation 

in the private sector, and as a passive recipient of innovations from the private sector (Windrum, 

2008). However large-scale surveys in Europe (Arundel and Hollanders, 2010; Bugge et al, 2011) 

provided evidence that innovation in the public sector occurs (Arundel, Huber, 2013). 

 

It is hard to distinguish the extent of public sector innovation within the concept of social 

innovation. Conceptually social innovations are situated between private and public sector 

innovations – their origins can be in both sectors – but social innovation as a concept can 

legitimize socially oriented and solidarity based political economy and some of public sector 

innovation falls into the category of social innovation (Fraisse, 2013). Another challenge is to 

identify the incentives for implementing innovations in the public sector. 

 

3.2.1 Understanding the role of social innovation 

 

The rationale behind the implementation of the Commitment 27 (Public Sector Innovation 

Scoreboard / Research Programme on Public Sector and Social Innovation) is the increasing 
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demand for quality of public services and the social challenges resulting from the socio-economic 

development. There is a strong need for efficiency gains in the public sector in order to address the 

rising demand for services related to social problems and the "silver economy". Governments are 

under pressure from the society to increase their effectiveness and quality with fewer resources 

(Keating and Weller, 2001; McAdam and Reid, 2000). Moreover, governments are expected to 

demonstrate greater accountability and transparency. In particular, insufficient information on 

legislation, barriers and public procurement linked to social innovation and the role of social 

entrepreneurship need to be addressed. 

 

Recently, the pressure on the public sector to increase efficiency and improve performance has 

shifted towards a more challenging task; to develop and offer ‘personalized’ public services (Alves, 

2013; Albury, 2005; Du Gay, 1993). The public sector is expected to offer services that are 

responsive to the individuals’, as well as communities’ needs and aspirations. Innovation in the 

public sector affects multiple aspects of the society and that is why providing more information is 

fundamentally important (Alves, 2013). 

 

While academics focus on the role of entrepreneurs, partnerships with private actors and non-

profit organizations and the support of social networks in generating social innovations (e.g., 

Austin et al., 2006; Mair and Marti, 2006; Shaw and Carter, 2007; Thompson, 2002), the research on 

the role of public policy and governments needs to be further developed. As governments don't 

have enough evidence, they often choose to promote the “production” of innovation, with funding 

for research and development, specifically for the technology sectors. Funding technological 

innovations can be an useful option, but it neglects the role of social innovations in creating the 

context for technical innovations to arise (Collins, 1997). Therefore, the understanding of the role of 

social innovation, on the one hand, and the importance of broad system change to support both 

social and technical innovations on the other, is very important for policy makers. Policy 

instruments’ impact on social innovation will vary across stages in the process. Recognition of the 

distinct phases of social innovation is central to understand which policy will be most suitable; that 

is, different policies are appropriate for the generation, selection, adoption, and institutionalization 

processes that any social innovation will need to undergo. 

 

3.2.2 Lack of measurement framework for social innovation and 

public sector innovation 

 

The governments of the member states need a sound measurement framework and internationally 

comparable indicators in the field of social innovations and public sector innovations to be able to 

compare the efficiency and effectiveness of implemented solutions and be informed about the 

possible shifts in the policy and measures supporting innovation. It is an important issue, as public 

sector innovation has a great impact on business sector performance in many ways (through 

business services, public procurement, physical infrastructure, IT infrastructure, etc.) (Bloch, 2013) 

and promotes investment and growth (Fisman, Werker 2011). 
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3.3 Addressing the problems under Commitment 27 
 

3.3.1 Financing research on social innovation and its role in the 

society and economy 

 

The economic literature provides a number of reasons for financing research on social innovation. 

Financing research on social innovation and dissemination of research results, together with 

providing a framework for measurement of social innovation, including innovation in the public 

sector, is a good way to improve the innovative performance. Evidence exists confirming that the 

knowledge sharing network upgrades skills and knowledge more quickly (Cooke, 2002). Fast, 

widespread diffusion of knowledge advances common wealth in the society. Public policy is more 

effective when stakeholders are able to participate effectively (Riege, Lindsay, 2006). In addition, 

governments face significant challenges in developing effective stakeholder partnerships when 

there are imbalances in knowledge sharing capability, which are perhaps most evident in 

marginalized groups that are frequently excluded from public debate on policy issues (Barnes et al., 

2003; Deakin, 2002). This is one of the reasons for supporting research on social innovation. The 

more involved the society and various groups of stakeholders and governments, the more 

successful the public policy. Financing research on social innovation may serve the need to 

approach stakeholders in a heuristic manner with a view to learning rather than adopting quick fix 

solutions (Adams and Hess, 2001). 

 

Another reason for financing research on social innovation is the concept of open innovation. 

Whereas innovation in the private sector is usually protected from copying by others, for the public 

sector it may be the opposite. Here diffusion of innovation across the public (and private) sector 

may ensure a better use of public resources (Moore, 1995; Mulgan and Albury, 2003; Rolfstam et 

al., 2011). 

 

It must be emphasized that the demand from policymakers and practitioners for a new research on 

social innovation is increasing (Jenson, 2013). Research in social innovation is – by nature – mainly 

empirical and its primary field of development is the local level, where stakeholders can more easily 

be mobilised on concrete issues (European Commission, 2014). 

 

The empirical studies show, that one of the most important barriers reducing the number of social 

innovations is a lack of stable and sustainable funds as well as the tendency for grants to be short 

term making long-term planning difficult. Organisations that implement social innovations 

complain about high costs associated with securing funds – as senior management’s energies are 

often focused on obtaining funds rather than managing their organisations (Murray, 2010). These 

organisations require also considerable non-financial support (research, consultancy services, 

knowledge of methods, including what works best). These conclusions arising from empirical 

studies also justify a need for financing research on social innovation. 

 

By promoting and facilitating social innovation the public sector can address some social needs 

and challenges, both through its own services and through encouraging various stakeholders to 

provide or complement public service. 
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3.3.2 European Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard as a basis for 

further work to benchmark public sector innovation 

 

The European Commission launched a pilot European Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard (EPSIS) 

with a view to improving its ability to benchmark the innovation performance of the public sector 

in Europe. The objective was to present public sector innovation in a similar way to the innovation 

performance rating of countries in the Innovation Union Scoreboard and thereby encourage and 

facilitate innovation activity across the public sector. 

 

In respect to beneficial outcomes from innovation, it is impossible to predict the types of 

innovation methods that lead to better outcomes because there has been very little research on 

this topic (Arundel et al., 2015). Arundel identifies three different methods that agencies use to 

innovate: ‘bottom-up’, ‘knowledge-scanning’, and ‘policy-dependent’ methods. The prevalence of 

the first two methods varies consistently across European countries, while there is no consistent 

difference for policy-dependent innovation. The results of research indicate that the ‘bottom-up’ 

and ‘knowledge-scanning’ methods are correlated with better outcomes than the ‘policy-

dependent’ approach (Arundel et al., 2015). 

 

European Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard can be considered as a tool of knowledge sharing, 

presenting good practice and a kind of award for the countries placed on the top of the list (or a 

stick to those on its end). There is some empirical evidence that using innovation awards results in 

a higher rate of cooperation among public agencies (Borins, 2001). The literature provides a few 

suggestions that collaboration (Pärna and von Tunzelmann, 2007) and the use of external 

knowledge sources (Torugsa and Arundel, 2015) has an impact on the number of implemented 

innovations. 

 

A main driver for the adoption of diverse knowledge management initiatives in public services is 

the change of organizational culture. This can be achieved by “naming and shaming” public 

administration of the low-ranked countries. That is why benchmarking and tools like Public Sector 

Innovation Scoreboard can be used to improve the performance of public administration, and 

capitalize on a broader, more integrated and easier accessible knowledge base. It can also be used 

to improve accountability and mitigate risk by making informed decisions and resolve issues faster, 

supported by access to integrated, transparent information across all organizational boundaries 

(West, 2005). 

 

3.4 Theoretical background for analysing impact of 

Commitment 27 
 

The possible impact channels of solutions described in the previous chapter have been analysed 

with the use of the new institutional economy, based on the dimensions proposed by Williamson 

(2000). The dimensions relevant for commitment 27 are: Governance, Resource allocation and 

Embeddedness. 

 

Governance is related to dissemination of know-how and good practice. This solution results in 

easier learning and helps to avoid failures in implementing public policies (Keehley, Medlin,  
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MacBride, Longmire, 1997). Resource allocation is related to mobilizing and pooling of financial 

resources in order to support research on social innovation and public sector innovation.  

Embeddedness is related to a benchmarking tool, or in other words - naming and shaming - that 

can be used by the European Commission to challenge the member states to implement 

innovations in the public administration. The European Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard will 

allow comparisons between countries; therefore it will rise competition between countries and 

inspire or motivate countries having poor results in the areas covered by the Scoreboard (Kouzmin, 

Loffler, Klages, Korac-Kakabadse, 1999, Jeffrey, Dorsch, Mahmoud, Yasin, 1998). 

 

These three dimensions refer to economic theories that help to assess the impact of Commitment 

27: knowledge management theory, knowledge economy theory and innovation systems theory. 

 

3.4.1 Knowledge management theory 

 

The reviewed literature presents evidence that societal responsibilities for the common good 

enhance the importance of effective knowledge management in public services (Wiig, 2002). Whilst 

knowledge has been recognized as a core strategic asset in increasingly dynamic public business 

environments and communities, more effective governing and public policy development depends 

on a more systematic and effective capture, dissemination, transfer and application of knowledge 

(Riege, Lindsay, 2006). Therefore, the cause-and-effect relations are further analysed with the use of 

knowledge management theory. 

 

One of many approaches to classify knowledge management process is the approach presented by 

McAdam and Reid which refers to four core interrelated phases, each of which has an underlying 

factual or scientific and social dimension (McAdam and Reid, 2000): 

 

1. Knowledge construction. 

2. Knowledge embodiment. 

3. Knowledge dissemination. 

4. The application of knowledge. 

 

This approach underlines the importance of facilitation of effective transfer of scientific - and 

socially-based knowledge. This knowledge then needs to be effectively captured and embodied 

within the government in practice, disseminated, and applied to create public policy. Due to the 

fact that public sector organisations are often constrained in their decision making, a benchmark 

along with good practices is a useful tool facilitating the implementation of new solutions. 

 

Improvements in knowledge management promote those 'factors that lead to superior 

performance: organizational creativity, operational effectiveness and quality of products and 

services' (Wiig, 1993). Knowledge management is closely linked with various concepts such as 

organizational learning, innovation, tacit knowledge, and core competencies. These concepts led to 

a knowledge-based theory of strategy (Eisenhardt & Santos, 2002). Technical knowledge and 

innovation research should be distinguished from tacit knowledge, personal skill, and 

organizational routine (Tordoir, 1995) and tacit knowledge from articulated knowledge (Hedlund, 

1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), useful for separating the various management processes for 

enabling the transfer of knowledge. Organizational learning is also a form of knowledge creation 
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that is closely tuned to the shared value system of people in a social setting, and is often only truly 

effective when there is an action orientation that motivates this learning (Argyris, 2004). 

 

Knowledge economy theory describes the need for 'professional support' in organizations. The 

basic functions of professional support include communication with the environment, reduction of 

complexity and risk, coordination of the routine tasks issuing from reduced complexity, and 

standardization, adaptation, and improvement of such routines (Tordoir, 1995). These elements can 

be addressed by a process of benchmarking. 

 

Benchmarking is an element of a comprehensive knowledge management strategy. Internal and 

external benchmarking provide an opportunity for public sector organizations to simultaneously 

improve productivity, the quality, level and breadth of services to constituents, as well as strategic 

effectiveness. An improvement in effectiveness is a consequence of a shift from a narrow 

operational focus to a broader strategic focus. 

 

Benchmarking is a tool to identify best practices. Research provides examples that benchmarking 

led to superior performance (Drew, 1997). It helps to develop an inter-organizational synergy, to 

increase the ability of organizations to improve their knowledge competencies, offsetting their 

knowledge deficiencies, enabling new knowledge creation and diffusion processes (Inkpen, 1996). 

According to Lundvall, processes of ‘learning by comparing’ can be seen as a useful policy learning 

tool (Lundvall, Tomlinson, 2002). 

 

3.4.2 Innovation systems concept 

 

Another theoretical approach that is relevant for analysing linkages between the elements of the 

logic model applied for commitment 27 is a concept of innovation systems. 

 

Literature on the nature of innovation, its sources and drivers, presents various concepts such as 

the learning economy (Lundvall and Johnson, 1994), national innovation systems (Lundvall, 1992; 

Nelson, 1993), regional innovation systems (Cooke, 1992; Asheim and Isaksen, 1997), technological 

innovation systems (Teece,1996), triple helix (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 2000), open innovation 

(Chesbrough, 2003), and user-driven innovation (von Hippel, 2005). 

 

The systems of innovation approach allows for the inclusion not only of economic factors 

influencing innovation but also of institutional, organizational, social, and political factors. However 

the systems of innovation approach is not considered a formal theory - its development has been 

influenced by different theories of innovation such as interactive learning theories and evolutionary 

theories. The concept of innovation systems is compatible with the notion that processes of 

innovation are, to a large extent, characterized by interactive learning (Edquist, 1997), so it 

complements the knowledge management theory. 

 

Foray argues that an efficient system of distribution and access to knowledge increases the social 

value of knowledge that is produced by experience-based learning and by organized research, as 

well as the knowledge acquired and assimilated from external sources. This is the reason why a 

system of innovation must be characterized as much by its 'distribution power' as by its capabilities 

for generating new knowledge - that is by the system's ability to support and improve the efficient 
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functioning of procedures for distributing and utilizing knowledge. The activity of diffusing 

economically relevant knowledge is not happening by itself. Rather, it is socially constructed 

through the creation of appropriate institutions and conventions such as open science (Foray, 

1997). 

 

Innovation systems approach stresses that innovation does not occur in isolation, but depends 

upon the interplay between many different types of actors that take part in and play various roles 

in an innovation process. It is often in the relations between actors and their respective knowledge 

bases that innovation occurs, through combination and adaptation of existing knowledge 

(Schumpeter, 1934 (1959); Weitzman, 1998; Johansson, 2004). There are several factors in the 

institutional surroundings of the innovation system that shape the conditions for innovation within 

it (North, 1990). These institutions may be either formal or informal and include elements such as 

laws, regulations, cultural norms, social rules and technical standards (Edquist, 2005). One of such 

informal elements is a benchmarking tool which encourages institutions to catch-up with the best 

performing ones. 

 

Due to the growing attention and awareness of the need for public sector innovation, there is a 

potential for expanding the roles of the public sector in these approaches. More recent theoretical 

work on the systemic characteristics of innovation in the public sector includes networked 

governance (Hartley, 2006), community governance (Hessand, Adams, 2007) and collaborative 

innovation (Bommert, 2010; Sørensen and Torfing, 2011), and is primarily oriented at societal 

outcomes (Hess and Adams, 2007). Knowledge openness is a critical factor of efficiency in these 

concepts. For a knowledge system as a whole, the pace of innovation may be sped up if 

competitors are able to build on other innovators' advances, rather than being allowed to block the 

progress of others. To use a concept developed by Klein (1988), knowledge openness generates 

positive-sum games: there will be winners and losers during every round of the game, but owing to 

the economic properties of openness, the gains will exceed the losses (Foray, 1995). 

 

The innovation system theory leads to a conclusion that financing research on social innovation 

may result in creating knowledge that produces positive externalities. Financing research and 

distributing knowledge by for example publishing Scoreboard on public sector innovation may 

increase the probability of creating useful new products, processes, and ideas arising from novel 

and unanticipated combinations and facilitate replication of findings as well as rise the social value 

of knowledge by lowering the chance that it will reside with persons and groups who lack the 

resources and ability to exploit it (Foray, 1995). 

 

According to the research carried out by Arundel the implemented innovations in the public sector 

resulted in: 

 

 simplification of administrative procedures, 

 cost reduction of providing services,  

 faster delivery of services,  

 improvement of employee satisfaction related to working conditions (Arundel et al. 2015). 

 

In addition to cost reduction as a result of innovation in the public sector, other benefits such as 

increased citizen satisfaction, improved image of the public sector and innovation boost in the 
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private sector can follow (Alves, 2013). 

 

3.5 Conclusions 
 

In the case of Commitment 27 the impact channels analysed with the use of Williamson’s 

dimensions are closely linked to each other. That is why both the knowledge management theory 

and the concept of innovation systems may be used for explaining the interlinkages between the 

actions under commitment 27 and their expected results. 

 

The literature review and search for the relevant economic theories explaining the interlinkages in 

the logic model brings about a conclusion that the further research should be focused on the 

impact of knowledge dissemination and benchmarking on the performance of institutions (public 

institutions and other organisations that supply some kind of public services). 

 

The knowledge management theory provides justification for benchmarking being a valuable tool. 

In the public sector, which in general is risk-averse, an example of an innovation that brings 

positive effects can encourage organisations to implement new solutions. Similarly, the concept of 

innovation system explains the results of financing research on social innovation. Financing 

research leads to creating new knowledge which can be disseminated (because it is financed with 

this assumption that the research results will be distributed). Sharing new knowledge and research 

results increase the probability of creating new ideas useful for the society. 

 

In order to identify the factors responsible for improvements in the public sector innovation and 

increased social innovation, a case study method will be applied. A detailed qualitative analysis 

within case studies will shed light on innovation processes in public sector organisations and show 

how the PSIS can help governments implement innovations. Case studies will provide a descriptive 

analysis with contextual information which will complement the qualitative data. Case studies will 

also be used to verify the causal relationships between knowledge dissemination and/or 

benchmarking and the innovative performance of institutions. 
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4. Commitment 28: Consult social partners on 

interaction between the knowledge economy and the 

labour market 
 

by Hermine Vidovic, wiiw 

 

4.1 Introduction 
 

Commitment 28 emphasizes the role of social partners in implementing the Innovation Union. As 

stated in the document: “The Commission will consult the social partners to examine how the 

knowledge economy can be spread to all occupational levels and all sectors. It will ask the social 

partners for proposals on how to develop a sectoral labour market strategy for the caring sector.” 

 

Literature on the involvement of the social partners in the innovation union is scarce or almost 

non-existent. Most of the publications available, deal with social innovation, but not with the role 

of social partners in order to support the implementation of the knowledge economy at all sectoral 

and educational levels. Thus, for the purpose of this project we shall have a look only at a few 

publications at least touching the possible involvement of social partners with regard to innovation. 

 

The European Commission (2002) emphasized in its communication - The European social dialogue, 

a force for innovation and change - the crucial role of social dialogue and the quality of industrial 

relations as centrepiece of the European social model. Examples of calls on social partners related  

to innovation included - in terms of employment - the invitation of the social partners ‘to conclude, 

where appropriate, agreements at all relevant levels on lifelong learning to facilitate adaptability 

and innovation’ (Employment guidelines). With regard to training, social partners were invited to 

conclude agreements between the social partners on innovation and lifelong learning (Lisbon 

European Council). 

 

4.2 Social partners’ work programmes 
 

So far the European social partners13 have adopted five joint work programmes. Their commitment 

to innovation has been mentioned first in the ETUC, UNICE, UEAPME and CEEP (2006) work 

programme for the 2006-2008 period, where social partners emphasized their support for the 

Lisbon Strategy ‘aimed at turning Europe into the most competitive knowledge-based economy in 

the world, capable of sustainable economic growth, with more and better jobs and greater social 

cohesion’. In particular they highlighted to address the challenges of demographic change, 

globalisation and the technological innovation. In order to raise employment in Europe social 

                                                 
13 Euroepan social partners: ETUC – European Trade Union Confederation; UNICE - Union of Industrial and 

Employers' Confederation of Europe, from 2007 Businesseurope; UEAPME - Union Européenne de l’Artisanat 

et des Petites et Moyennes Entreprises (European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises); 

CEEP – European Centre of Employers and Enterprises Providing Public Services. 
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partners announced to carry out an analysis of the major challenges facing the European labour 

market. Apart from the economic and labour market policies, demography in all facets, undeclared 

work, lifelong learning, competitiveness, the integration of disadvantaged groups on the labour 

market also innovation represented a major theme of the envisaged analyses. The ETUC, 

Businesseurope, UEAPME and CEEP (2012) work programme for the period 2012-2014 stresses 

under the heading ‘education and lifelong learning’ the importance of a skilled workforce for 

enterprises as one of the conditions for innovation and competitiveness. 

 

In their analysis on the key challenges facing European labour markets ETUC, Businesseurope, 

UEAPME and CEEP (2007) argued more generally that Member States and EU institutions ‘must 

combine forces to pursue an ambitious research and innovation agenda’, in order to reach the 

target for R&D spending. In addition they urged ‘for a strengthening of the innovation capacity of 

SMEs by facilitating access to technology and finance, providing innovation support services and 

supporting the development of networks and clusters’. 

 

ETUC, Businesseurope, UEAPME and CEEP (2010) emphasize in their Joint Statement on the Europe 

2020 Strategy that the ‘European economy has to move up the ladder of innovation, technology 

and productivity’ (Lisbon Strategy) and underlines ‘the importance of fostering productivity 

through amongst others greater emphasis on the knowledge triangle’ (research, education, 

innovation). It was urged in this context to widen the notion of innovation to all kind of non-

technological innovation including social innovation. The importance of the knowledge triangle as 

to increase productivity was repeated again in the in-depth employment analysis’ report published 

by ETUC, Businesseurope, UEAPME and CEEP (2015). By examining the developments in the period 

after the crisis the European social partners have developed joint recommendations, which are 

directed towards EU institutions, Member States and to the social partners themselves. With regard 

to innovation – a single chapter of the report is devoted to productivity, R&D, innovation, 

education and training – social partners conclude that the education and training schemes need to 

be adjusted to the expectations of the people and the demand of the labour market. This would 

require investments by governments in high quality education, improving quality on all levels of 

education, lifelong learning and ‘enhancing  pathways  between  higher education  and  vocational  

training systems,  including  tertiary  VET  is important  to  ensure  that  the  content of  training  

provided  to  the  workforce  is embedded in R&D activities and quality teaching; 

 

4.3 Workplace Innovation (WPI) 
 

According to a recent definition by the European Commission (2014) Workplace Innovation drawing 

from existing ones and attempting to taking into account all relevant factors is ‘a social process 

which shapes work organisation and working life, combining their human, organisational and 

technological dimensions. Examples include participative job design, self-organised teams, 

continuous improvement, high involvement innovation and employee involvement in corporate 

decision making. Such interventions are highly participatory, integrating the knowledge, experience 

and creativity of management and employees at all levels of the organisation in a process of co-

creation and co-design. This simultaneously results in improved organisational performance and 

enhanced quality of working life.  It is important to see Workplace Innovation not as an end state 
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but as a dynamic, reflexive process in which all stakeholders are continually engaged in reflecting 

on, learning about and transforming work processes and employment practices in response to 

both internal and external drivers.’ Overall, there is a strong emphasis on cooperation and 

dialogue, the latter including e.g. worker’s committees social partnership institutions. 

 

A recent study by Eurofound (2015) exploring workplace innovation (WPI) practices across selected 

EU Member States emphasizes among others the role of social partners for the purpose of 

workplace innovation.14 The study based on qualitative follow-up interviews of the third European 

Company Survey - recommends defining a WPI policy agenda at European level as part of the 

European Workplace Innovation Network (EUWIN) initiative. It should foster and guide actions by 

governments and social partners with the purpose of increasing the implementation of WPI 

practices within enterprises. Awareness should be raised about the opportunities that WPI offers 

through the communication channels of policy, industrial sectors and social partners etc. Member 

States should stimulate the participation of employees which should be introduced within social 

dialogue at both national and EU levels so that social partners include elements related to WPI in 

collective agreements. And finally it was stated that social partners, policymakers and sector 

organisations could draw some lessons from successful WPI companies, developing employment 

relationships that have translated into engaged partnerships. 

 

4.4 Sectoral studies 
 

In the context of commitment 28, the final report on the European Retail Sector Innovation by the 

European Commission (2013) is the most often quoted study, approaching the topic from a sectoral 

perspective. It identifies five obstacles to innovation: (i) the lack of awareness, (ii) costs, (iii) 

availability of human resources, (iv) risks and (v) regulatory constraints. Recommendations to 

overcome these barriers are addressed to the Commission, but also to other stakeholders. While 

most of the recommendations focus on building better awareness amongst policy makers of the 

sector’s potential contribution to competitiveness as well as the better participation by all retail 

firms in European innovation funding projects, a few  recommendations are explicitly directed 

towards the social partners. They are aiming to identify, stimulate and support relevant investment 

in retail skills and education in order to enhance the sector’s potential for innovation and growth. 

Here the Committee for the Retail Sector Social Dialogue and the EU Retail Sector Skills Council 

should have an important coordination role to support innovation related skill training and 

recruitment activity. Universities, research institutes, training institutions and Member State 

research councils should be more encouraged to offer education that includes retail sector and 

technology-specific skills. It urges also to establish voucher schemes for training and education and 

social networks for information sharing. 

 

4.5 Conclusions 
 

The social partner’s involvement in implementing the Innovation Union has not been subject to 

                                                 
14 The European Commission considers WPI as a driving force of innovation and competitiveness and as a 

way to transform workplaces to make use of human talents and skills.  

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/
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research so far. This is also reflected by the fact that commitment 28 is still in the early stage of 

implementation. Overall it seems that the whole process is very complex due to the huge number 

of potential actors involved. 
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