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Vision and Purpose

The Vancouver Island Social Innovation Zone's vision is to enhance the quality of life
throughout Vancouver Island by encouraging and supporting a culture of social innovation
that strives to build an economy of blended economic value and social equity. In a rapidly
changing region, new collaborations, thinking and approaches are required to address
ongoing social, environmental and economic issues.
VISIZ provides an opportunity for Vancouver Island stakeholders to align eﬀorts and
collaborate to achieve this vision and create change together.
In 2015/2016, a number of post-secondary and community partners collaborated to:
• map the assets for social innovation, social enterprise and social finance on
Vancouver Island;
• identify gaps;
• consult with Vancouver Island residents as to ways to address gaps; and
• recommend ways to move forward together
This report is one of several that describe the assets, gaps and community feedback to guide
our collective direction forward.
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Abstract
The Vancouver Island Social Innovation Zone (VISIZ) came together in part to create a
collaborative, cross-sector framework for social innovation on Vancouver Island. As part of
the early stages of this initiative, this literature review was conducted to learn about the
‘whys’ and ‘hows’ of social innovation from emergent experts in the field. Theoretical
frameworks are presented and summarized to enrich an understanding of why social
innovation takes place, and under what conditions. This is foundation is built upon by a
summary of applied approaches to social innovation that broadly cover the aspects of how
social innovation frameworks and their components work. The synthesis of this literature
review, in conjunction with a concurrent local mapping project, informed a proposed social
innovation framework for the Vancouver Island Social Innovation Zone.
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The Vancouver Island Social Innovation Zone
The Vancouver Island Social Innovation Zone (VISIZ) formed with the vision “to
enhance the quality of life throughout Vancouver Island by encouraging and
supporting a culture of social innovation that strives to build an economy of blended
economic value and social equity” (VISIZ, 2015). Social innovation is an emergent
concept in Canada that has received enthusiasm to establish its roots on the west
coast of Vancouver Island.
One of the aspirations of VISIZ is to develop a collaborative framework to support
social innovation, namely by coordinating and developing a pipeline of tools,
resources and activities to expand social enterprise, social ventures and social
innovations (VISIZ, 2015). The purpose of this literature review is to oﬀer an
overview of social innovation frameworks from researchers around the world who
have specialized in the area, both as theorists and practitioners, to inform VISIZ’s
beginnings of establishing a collaborative framework.
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Methods

An in-depth literature review for scholarly, full-text journal articles was conducted to
assess the information and current thinking available on social innovation
frameworks using a combination of the Royal Roads University online journal access
system and Google Scholar.
With a focus on ‘frameworks’ the scope was limited to articles that best informed a
holistic framework approach, and does not include literature that primarily focused
on social innovation definitions or incremental components of social innovation
systems (for example, incubator labs), without a wider contextual lens.
The basic search terms were:
• Social innovation island
• Social innovation regional
• Social innovation systems(s)

• Social innovation framework(s)
• Social innovation infrastructure
• Social innovation ecosystem

The most relevant articles were found under the terminology of ‘systems’ and
‘frameworks’. In addition, articles were harvested from the reference lists of the
most relevant articles and authors. In total, forty-four articles were reviewed and
approximately fifty percent informed the majority of this literature review.
The articles were read through the lens of informing a collaborative social
innovation framework for VISIZ. After synthesizing the literature and summarizing
emergent themes, challenges and gaps, a social innovation framework for VISIZ was
drafted.
This proposed ‘VISIZ’ social innovation framework was then circulated among local
experts (either by email, by phone or meeting in person) to obtain their feedback.
Their input was incorporated into a second revision of the social innovation
framework, the final draft of which is presented at the end of this paper.
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Working Definitions of Social Innovation
Social innovation is not new. Throughout history, social innovations – such as driving
cars, kindergartens, and free health care - have moved from the margins to the
mainstream, yet the process of social innovation remains poorly understood
(Mulgan, 2006). Examples of exemplar social innovations in Canada include PLAN,
an organization that ensures continuing care to adults with disabilities beyond
parental support, and Vibrant Communities, a ten-year program to engage citizens in
eliminating poverty (Brodhead, 2011).
Definitions of social innovation abound, and in working through the application of
various definitions, VISIZ crafted a working definition for the purpose of supporting
our vision. The resulting working definition provides common terminology for the
group, frames the research, and is intended to be publicly accessible (avoiding
academic jargon).

VISIZ Working definition:
Social innovation is a new way of thinking about how we approach
persistent problems faced by society. At the heart, social innovation
involves collaboration between governments, institutions, businesses,
nonprofit organizations and communities. By working and thinking
together, these groups can creatively re-mix ideas, expertise and resources
to build new solutions that inspire lasting social change.
As an extended supplement to the working definition, VISIZ added clarifying criteria
to further bound what is, and what is not, social innovation.
VISIZ More Detailed Definition:
Social Innovation is both the process and the outcome of re-thinking the
systems that have kept many of our social problems in place for so many
years. Social innovation demonstrates the following:
System-Changing
Allowing for new models, roles, processes and partnerships that
emerge from intentional cross-sector collaborations that foster the
sharing of knowledge, new sources of funding and resources, and
joint initiatives.
SOCIAL INNOVATION FRAMEWORKS 2015
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Transformative
Seeking innovative or new ideas made possible by re-thinking typical
or conventional approaches to persistent social challenges.
Community-Focused
Working at the local level to realize the deeply-routed nature of
today’s complex problems and being inclusive of the voices and
contributions of those aﬀected by them as part of the solution,
building resilience in our local communities.
Sustainable/Enduring
Engaging all aspects of the social, environmental, economical and
local factors in the pursuit of enduring solutions.
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Social Innovation Frameworks

A social innovation framework is a conceptual tool to understand how social innovation can
be a driver for social change. Conceptual frameworks help to bound phenomena, discerning
what is and is not included, and focus attention to key details within the bounded
phenomena that are of interest. Although social innovation has arguably been around for as
long as human kind, as a discipline of study it has a relatively short history (Mulgan, 2012).
Researchers that have worked on social innovation frameworks tend to fall into two camps.
The first camp seeks explanation, reflecting on cases of social innovation to find alignment
with well-developed theories to more robustly develop the theoretical foundations that will
allow the field to progress. Their theoretical approaches help to conceptualize the ‘why’ of
social innovation.
The second camp is more focused on the practical and the ‘how’ of social innovation. They
take a systemic view to identify the systems, networks, tools, processes and actors that occur
along the pathway of social change, seeking patterns to determine how to enable more
social innovation.
The relationship between theory and practice is cyclical. Stronger theoretical foundations
are required for the field to progress, but at the same time, much progress has been made
through mapping the many methods of social innovation in hindsight and searching for
patterns (Mulgan, 2012). This identification of patterns reinforces theoretical development.
In the following two sections, distinction is made between dominantly theoretical
approaches (the ‘why’) and applied approaches (the ‘how’) of conceptualizing social
innovation frameworks.
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Theoretical Approaches to Social Innovation Frameworks

The ‘Why’ of Social Innovation
In Social Innovation Theories: Can Theory Catch Up with Practice?, Mulgan (2012) provides a
handful of theories that may contribute to an understanding of social innovation, including
but not limited to entrepreneurial theories, techno-economic paradigms and historical
contexts, and complexity theory.
Entrepreneurial Theories
Entrepreneurial theories position the entrepreneur as the vector for social change. The
Schumpeterian view of economics champions entrepreneurs as those who spot
opportunities and under-served markets, borrowing funds from investors to take risks. The
Schumpeterian entrepreneur operates intuitively, navigating unpredictable environments
and creating solutions (Schumpeter, 1934 in Mulgan, 2012). By contrast, the
entrepreneurial theories of Kirzner view the entrepreneur as the creator of equilibrium,
taking advantage of disequilibrium to push the economy back in place (Kirzner, 1973 in
Mulgan, 2012). Through both perspectives, entrepreneurs thrive in uncertainty with the
desire to manifest change.
The drawback of considering entrepreneurship theories with respect to social innovation is
the weighing of the spotlight on the characteristics of ‘heroic’ entrepreneurs. Social
innovation is more closely associated with the myriad of contributions from networks of
actors and the institutions that surround them, but these theories can contribute to the
development of the social entrepreneurship domain, which is part of social innovation
(Mulgan, 2012).
Techno-Economic Paradigms and Historical Contexts
Techno-economic paradigms and historical contexts provide insight into how prevailing
technologies, institutions and mentalities determine the possibility of social innovation.
Booms and busts in the economy, accompanied by major technological advancements (in
transportation, infrastructure, communications, or biotech, for example), reframe the
desires of society (Mulgan, 2012). Economic depressions become breeding grounds for
social innovation, with outcomes such as emergent welfare states for unmet needs.
Klein et al. (2012) also provided a historical context to demonstrate how the evolving
relationship between society and state influenced the development of ‘the social innovation
system of Quebec,’ which has brought about social transformation in the Province. Quebec
has the most plural economy in North America, with the highest level of unionization, high

SOCIAL INNOVATION FRAMEWORKS 2015

10

number of associations and well-developed social economy. Social innovation is attributed
to a context of crisis or the incapability of the institutional framework to find satisfactory
answers (Klein et al., 2012).
Complexity Theory
Complexity theory figures prominently in discussions of social innovation. Complexity
theory is a cross-disciplinary theory concerned with evolving and changing non-linear
systems and the inability to totally understand the whole system through studying the parts
alone (Phelps, 2014). Complexity theory fits social innovation concepts such as organic
development, trial and error, dispersed power, and self-organizing systems that make use of
horizontal links to solve problems (Mulgan, 2012, p. 28). Complexity theory draws
attention to the connections between things and an appreciation for feedback loops. As the
name implies, it is a complex set of ideas to realize in practical applications.
Resilience Theory
A variant of complexity theory is resilience theory, which adopts the adaptive cycle of
adaptation and transformation as a heuristic to understand resilient systems (Moore,
Westley & Nicholls, 2012). Resilience theory provides an informative conceptual
framework for social innovation because in order to be resilient, society must perpetually
innovate, with the potential to transform systems (Westley, 2013). The adaptive cycle is
represented by an infinity loop with four stages: release, reorganization, growth, and
conservation, which provides a way to understand the dynamics that drive continuity and
change (Figure 1). The system enters the back loop of the adaptive cycle (release, reorganize)
when a tipping point is reached and a breakdown occurs, which prompts the re-formation
of resources and creates space for the emergence of new ideas. This stage is both creative and
vulnerable (Moore and Westley, 2011).

Figure 1: The adaptive cycle (SiG, no date)
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Of course there is more than one system or adaptive loop. Panarchy is a concept used by
resilience theorists to understand systems of linked ecological, economic and institutional
processes, identifying the interplay between change and resistance and the predictable and
the unpredictable (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Scale crossing may occur at any stage of
any system’s adaptive cycle, and can be linked to other systems (Moore and Westley, 2011).
Network Theory
The challenge of applying complexity theory to social innovation is the accounting of
human agency and reflexivity in the system (Mulgan, 2012). Network theory can be used to
apply an additional lens to explore the potential of network structures (i.e. relationships) to
facilitate the transformation of social innovations across scales through tipping points
(Westley & Moore, 2011). This invites the consideration of the role of agency within
networks, and, in particular, innovators and institutional entrepreneurs (Moore and
Westley, 2011). Whereas innovators are associated with social entrepreneurship (going back
to theory of entrepreneurs as agents of change), institutional entrepreneurs are the actors or
group of actors that manage complexity to allow social innovation to flourish and transform
institutions or create new ones (Moore and Westley, 2011).
Institutional Theory and Structuration Theory
Other theoretical frames have also been proposed to understand social innovation
frameworks. Cajaiba-Santana (2014) merges institutional theory and structuration theory
to account for the ongoing dynamic process of social innovation.
The premise of structuration theory is that agents aﬀect the structures in which they
operate, and that in turn these structures enable and constrain the agents (Giddens, 1984).
The premise of institutional theory is that institutional elements (including norms, rules,
conventions and values) can strongly influence the development and reinforcement of
formal structures within an organization (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).
In order for social innovation to occur, an agent proposing change within the structure may
have diﬃculty gaining legitimacy for innovative ideas against the backdrop of deeply
enforced institutional norms. Social innovation occurs as a result of interrelationships
between agents, the structures in which they operate, and their navigation of institutional
forces (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014). The schematic below (Figure 2) bounds the phenomena of
social innovation by combining structuration theory and institutional theory. Central to the
framework, is whether a social innovation occurs at an intra, inter or extra social group
level, which aﬀects the degree of social change as an outcome.
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Figure 2: A schematic conceptual model of the social innovation process (from Cajaiba-Santana,
2014, p. 48)

In this conceptual framework, social change is reliant on the legitimization of social
practices aiming at social change. It raises important questions about the relationship
between agency (changemakers) and the structures and institutional environments that they
work within. It also helps to illuminate institutions as both an enabling and constraining
force. Consistent with criticisms of entrepreneurial theories, there is no direct route from
‘heroic’ agent to social change. Ideas must go through institutional processes before they are
legitimized and gain potential for social change. This mechanistic framework diﬀers from
the continuous flow of the adaptive cycle, but both consider the role of inter-relationships
in driving social innovation.
All of these theories are complimentary in their abilities to shed insight on the ‘why’
of social innovation. Structuration theory, institutional theory, historical context and
complexity theory highlight a dense arrangement of structures and norms that
perpetuate the status quo. Entrepreneurial theories and network theories speak to
the human element and process of agency that bends the structures, creates horizontal
linkages and cross-scales in both predictable and non-predictable ways to drive social
change.
These theoretical insights, often gleaned by studying patterns of social innovation in
practice continue to build the theoretical foundation of the domain, which will yield greater
testing propositions for the future. As of yet, no unified theory or framework of social
innovation exists.
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Applied Approaches to Social Innovation Frameworks

The ‘How’ of Social Innovation
The practice of social innovation has well out-paced theoretical development of the field
(Mulgan, 2012). The following section summarizes applied approaches to conceptualizing
social innovation frameworks. Although theory may be implicit in some of the examples,
the emphasis is on the systems, tools, processes, actors and ‘how’ of social innovation.
Visually, the reader may imagine zooming in on various components.
Systems and Networks
Drawing on ideas from complexity theory, some view an ecosystem-like structure of
supports for social innovation. The task is then to determine weak points or connections
within the ecosystem to bring it to life.
Networks have the ability to support social innovation; however, they are often poorly
supported or do not exist (Westley & Moore, 2011 in Phillips et al., 2014). This
observation is true of Vancouver Island (and specifically around Victoria). While
many examples of social enterprises exist, as well as occasional supports such as workshops
or grants, there is no formal system to develop and realize the potential of social enterprises
in the region (Colussi, 2014). The local social innovation system is fragmented and underfunctioning as a result.
In Europe, social enterprises have demonstrated increased success when they are embedded
in support structures that are flexible to their distinct needs (Daniele, Johnson & Zandonai,
2009). These support structures play key roles in visibility and reputation, interconnection
with public and private institutional players, consolidation of the entrepreneurial
component, and the ability to define and report on the social mission. It is, therefore,
integral that these support structures also have support to fulfill their purpose (Daniele,
Johnson & Zandonai, 2009).
Several examples of support networks for social enterprises in Europe include (summarized
from Daniele, Johnson & Zandonai, 2009):
1. The UK Social Enterprise Strategy - social enterprises are recognized and
supported by government with dedicated departments.
2. The Italian Consortias – membership-based support structures that support social
enterprises.
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3. French Business and Employment Cooperatives (BECs) - incubators that allow
would-be entrepreneurs some income security while developing their ideas.
4. Swedish Co-operative Development Agencies or ‘Coompanion’ - a loose and
flexible organization to support local social enterprises.
Colussi (2014) recommends several avenues to explore the potential of building stronger
support networks to the Victoria region (which may have potential for the larger Vancouver
Island region):
1. Adapt or expand the services of an existing organization (such as chambers, for
example)
2. Develop new nonprofit to deliver social enterprise support services
3. Create a coalition of existing providers
Another approach would be to use the ‘systems of innovations’ analytic framework put
forth by Phillips et al. (2014). This framework positions both social entrepreneurs and
social enterprises within social innovation systems, which also include communities of other
practitioners and institutions jointly addressing social issues (Phillips et al., 2014).
Emphasis is placed on the role of interactive and collective learning that occurs within social
innovation networks, shaping innovation through the diﬀusion and sharing of knowledge
(Phillips et al., 2014). In this sense, interactive learning through networks is the vector of
social innovation. Arguably, in weak networks, interactive and collective learning is
underdeveloped.
Tools & Processes
Tools and processes form parts of systems, and may be either the inputs or outputs
of social innovation initiatives.
Institutional Tools
Huddart (2012) proposes a definition of social innovation systems and then examines
how system-level tools foster cross-sector collaboration. The focus is mainly on institutions,
promoting a need for disruptive interventions for “maladaptive institutions” and “obsolete
policy frameworks” (Huddart, 2012, p. 5).
“A social innovation system then, refers to institutional arrangements designed to produce
that “steady flow of social innovations … to address complex problems from multiple
perspectives, using a range of means over time and at diﬀerent levels of scale, so as to
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transform problems and their contexts into matrices for new understanding, new
approaches, and potentially, the emergence of new systems” (Huddart, 2012, p. 6)
Several examples are provided of the leadership roles that institutions play in these systems;
for example, Vancity Credit Union partnered with the BC Government and the Vancouver
Foundation to create a $15M dollar impact-investment fund called Resilient Capital
(Huddart, 2012).
Some of the other institutional tools include impact investing, open data platform and
change labs, with an emphasis on making these tools available to community organizations,
government and business partners (Huddart, 2012).
Community Tools
The Development Wheel is a community economic development tool that that provides a
framework for community members to participate in economic development (CCCR, no
date). The Development Wheel was employed to consider the potential of a common
framework for regional capacity building for social enterprises in the Province of British
Columbia and among Francophone communities in Ontario (Colussi, 2008).
Over a two-year timeframe, the researchers found more acceptance of The Development
Wheel among their Ontario participants, with higher levels of engagement with and
reference to the tool, and double the amount of participating representing organizations
(Colussi, 2008). This helps to illustrate how tool can be context dependent.
Processes
Mulgan (2006), already recognized for his ability to apply theoretical principles to social
innovation (Mulgan, 2012), is also a practitioner in the field and oﬀers a linear framework
for the social innovation process. According to Mulgan (2006), social innovation occurs in
the gaps between unmet needs and future solutions, and spreads in an S-curve fashion
(Mulgan, 2006).
The S-curve begins with an early stage of slow growth among a small group of supporters,
then a phase of rapid takeoﬀ, followed by a slowing down phase as saturation and maturity
are achieved (Mulgan, 2006, p. 149). Unlike the adaptive cycle, presented by Moore and
Westley (2011), the process is not presented as an infinite loop, but rather a trajectory with
a start and end point.
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The linear framework proposed by Mulgan (2006) for the process of social innovation is
captured in four phases, noting the phases are not always consecutive (p. 149-153):
1. Generating ideas
2. Developing, prototyping and piloting ideas
3. Assessing, scaling up and diﬀusing good ideas
4. Learning and evolving
The process of social innovation can be accelerated by seed funds supported by collaborative
teams, public service experimentation zones and social innovation incubators (Mulgan.
2006). This four-step process resonates with the pathways that many post secondaries and
social innovation hubs are following to embrace social innovation.
Conversely, El-Haddadeh et al. (2014) propose an inductive methodology to be used as a
process for developing a framework from scratch.
The first phase of the methodology involves mapping social innovation based on a general
scan across the regions and policy areas of interests and collecting this information in a
database. This produces an empirical benchmark of data and begins to form a framework
for case studies. The second phase involves an in-depth analysis of selected cases to discover
prototypes or typologies of social innovations (El-Haddedeh et al., 2014).
Unlike other approaches to conceptualizing social innovation frameworks, the inductive
process allows the framework to emerge as an outcome rather than be used as a starting
point of reference.
Relationship and Partnerships
Both Siqueira et al. (2014) and Risso (2012) considered the interplay between diﬀerent
groups of actors to as a framework for understanding the process of social innovation.
Siqueira et al. (2014) focused on social enterprises and their relationships with three
diﬀerent groups – suppliers, customers and complementors (defined as organizations that
create complementary services or innovations that facilitate the work of the social
enterprise). Considering social enterprises as part of an innovation ecosystem, they used
three microfinance case studies from Brazil to collect data and analyze the nature of
relationships between social enterprises and their suppliers, customers and complementors.
It was concluded that social enterprises could modify or intensify their production of
social value by influencing the entire local innovation ecosystem rather than by
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working independently (Siqueira et al., 2014). The interrelationships with complementary,
suppliers and customers helped the micro finance organizations to improve their services,
manage financial capital and understand and educate customers, respectively (Siqueira et
al., 2014).
The strength of this approach is that using social enterprises as a focal point to understand
interactions with other agents facilitates the understanding of the interactions that are
necessary for social enterprises to intensify their impact in the community and clarifies their
role in the innovation ecosystem. It is less clear, however, how other actors may benefit or
participate in the innovation ecosystem, which could be a possibility for future research
(Siqueira et al., 2014).
Risso (2012) used the framework of tripartite partnerships to explore potential for social
innovation, namely looking at how nonprofit organizations, profit organizations and public
institutions can collaborate for sustainable business solutions and social innovations.

Figure 3: Profit-non-profit-public partnership for social innovation (from Risso, 2014, p. 28)

Specifically, Risso (2014) considers how large retailers are going beyond corporate social
responsibility (CSR) to shape new approaches to enhance their impact on local
communities. These partnerships may facilitate social innovation in a process that is
articulated as win-win: “
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Through such collaborative initiatives, social operators benefit from the managerial skills to
improve the eﬃciency of their project while business companies integrate ethical and social
values into their corporate culture and maximize positive impact associated with their corebusiness” (Risso, 2014, p. 32).
The ‘solidarity convenience stores’ in France are an example of this process. Lower income
people are able to purchase foods that have been discarded by retail stores for various
reasons, but are still safe, good and have nutritional value. Non-profit associations, such as
food banks, ensure food distribution from the retail stores to the solidarity stores (Risso,
2014). This very simple model frames complex and practical applications.
Roles of Other Actors
Although much of this literature review has sought to highlight the complex and tightly
networked configurations that yield social innovation, there are a few typologies of roles
that are commonly featured in the literature. The list below highlights a few of these
diﬀerent roles, but is not intended to be complete.
Changemakers
Changemakers are both intimately attached to their causes and the complicated
environments they need to navigate to pursue change. In their quest to learn “how did they
pull it oﬀ?” (Cels, De Jong & Nauta, 2012, p. 5) follow the actions of successful social
innovators through eight case studies.
Three key issues emerged from their research that aﬀect the roles of changemakers
(summarized from Cels, De Jong & Nauta, 2012, p. 216):
1. Innovation is as much about designing and managing a process as it is about
implementing an idea, often the lines between the innovation and the innovation
process are blurred
2. Innovation is intended to produce positive outcomes, but also results in losses, and
acknowledging loss is important to gaining innovation acceptance
3. Innovation requires exceptional situational awareness, political and managerial skills,
and strategic and tactical insight
Changemakers cannot succeed alone. Either they are social entrepreneurs embedded in
social innovation systems (Phillips et al., 2014), institutional entrepreneurs managing
complexity (Moore & Westley, 2011) or social enterprises as part of a much larger network
of agents and institutions (Siqueira et al., 2014).
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Social Scientists
While natural scientists have contributed greatly the general field of innovation, social
scientists may find themselves well positioned for a growing contribution to the field of
social innovation. Specifically, social scientists can contribute to conceptually processing the
social prerequisites for innovation and the social character of innovation processes (Howaldt
& Kopp, 2012, p. 48).
Theories that have already been mentioned in the earlier ‘theoretical approach’ section –
structuration theory, network theory, institution theory and historical context, for example
– are deeply rooted in the social science discipline. Transdisciplinary and interdisciplinary
research are also social science competencies that can aid in successful communications and
knowledge integration between stakeholders (Howaldt & Kopp, 2012). Many social science
methodologies and methods are already in alignment with the thinking on complex systems
and societies.
Designers (and other Professionals)
Design methods and tools are often applied in new fields, especially where systemic
thinking, prototyping and visualizing may be useful tools (Hillgren, Seravalli &
Emilson, 2011). The design point of view on social innovation is to consider each case
as a solution, "achieved through a designerly way of knowing and doing, or through
design ability" (Cipolla & Moura, 2012, p. 49).
Designers are human problem-solvers and design strategy has the potential to play
four diﬀerent roles in the social innovation process (summarized from Cipolla &
Moura, 2012, p. 44):
1. Design as empowerer (of existing social innovations)
2. Design as multiplier
3. Design as envisioner
4. Design as connector
All four approaches begin with an understanding of local contexts, behaviours, needs and
motivations, and move from insight, through systemic analysis, synthesis, and problem
solving to idea generation (Cipolla & Moura, 2012).
Designers may play diverse roles such as that of facilitators, to conversation triggers, to
collaborators to activists. Engagement of designers allows them to make use of their specific
capabilities and sensitivities in order to make things happen (Manzini,
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2013). Yet, it is acknowledged that design thinking alone cannot solve social problems.
Criticism of the stereotypical design approach include lack of economic and organizational
skills, inability to drive the implementation process, the high cost of design consultants
without long-term commitments, and the tendency to reinvent wheels (Mulgan, 2009 in
Hillgren, Seravalli & Emilson, 2011).
The same may be said of other professional disciplines entwined with social change engineering, medicine, planning, forestry, etc. – that all have well defined problem-solving
strategies and institutional norms. Borrowing from the earlier theoretical insights, eﬀective
cross-sector collaboration and immersion in context are necessary criteria to drive social
change.
Universities
Relatively little formal research exists on the emergent practice of embedding social
innovation in universities or other post secondaries; however, it is summarized briefly here
because of the special interest VISIZ has in pursuing post secondary engagement.
Jackson (2008) suggests that universities can maximize social innovation when they engage
with the local, geographic communities in which they are based, as well as specific
communities of interest. This includes meeting five pre-conditions (from Jackson, 2008,
para. 10):
1. A high-level strategic policy commitment to social innovation by the institution as a
whole.
2. An inclusive, institutionalized process for mobilizing faculties and disciplines,
individually and collectively, to advance social innovation.
3. A robust, diversified, and eﬀectively co-ordinated approach to community
engagement through serious learning, field practica, co-operative placements,
community-based research, continuing education and volunteering.
4. A university-wide commitment to employing F/LOSS (Free/Libre Open Source
Software) strategies to the research and the innovation-transfer process.
5. Mobilization of significant internal and external resources for funding the design,
testing and replication of social-purpose technologies, products and services
Jackson (2008) implies that these criteria can be met through community university
engagement. In addition, Matheson (2008) suggest that these five pre-conditions may
provide a framework for universities to track their progress towards enabling social
innovation, requiring a cultural shift. These mandates may be inspirational, but lack the
‘how’ to implement them.
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An ambitious group of faculty researchers as the University of Northampton in the United
Kingdom tried to do exactly that. Having recently acquired the badge of Ashoka U
Changemaker Campus, they devised phenomenological study to understand various
conceptions of the term ‘changemaker’ among other faculty (Alden Rivers, Nie, &
Armellini, 2015). This was done in alignment with Ashoka U’s ultimate goal of ‘making
everyone a changemaker’ and unifying individuals with common principles of social
innovation.
The researchers' premise was that while the discourse of ‘changemaker’ was being shared,
faculty would inherently interpret the term in diﬀerent ways, which would have
implications for embedding social innovation institution-wide. They learned that
‘changemaker’ was interpreted several diﬀerent ways, ranging from an institutional strategy,
to critical thinking, to employability, to social betterment, to personal transformation. From
these conceptions, a pedagogical framework was developed as a first step towards informing
how future programs would embed a changemaker agenda across the university (Alden
Rivers, Nie, & Armellini, 2015).
In Canada, much post-secondary involvement in social innovation was partially spurred
around the announcement of the J.W. McConnell Family Foundation RECODE Program,
which “provides social innovation and entrepreneurship opportunities for colleges and
universities, their students, and the communities in which they reside” (VISIZ, 2015, p. 1).
In a scan of the forty publicly available responses to the RECODE request for proposals,
several themes emerged consistently:
• Incubation hubs or labs - often with mention of accelerator programs for new studentled social ventures (includes setting them up and/or reenforcing existing ones)
• Fostering cross-sectoral networks (industry, nonprofits, institutions, etc.) - with
reference to the university being part of a larger social innovation zone
• Interdisciplinary initiatives on campus - considering campuses to be their own social
innovation zones
• Seed funding for student social ventures
• Programs and courses with a social entrepreneurship orientation
• Student-community engagement initiatives
These trends are consistent with social innovation trends on other campuses, based on a
preliminary scan of social innovation activities occurring on other Ashoka U Changemaker
campuses.
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Synthesizing Social Innovation Frameworks
Emergent Themes
Throughout the literature review, strong themes emerged.
Theme 1: Social innovation is deeply aﬀected by context
The context of any given place is cultural, economical, political and structural, the product
of many years of systems created by actors and networks. The context is the both the source
and captor of social problems:
“While numerous breakthroughs can be cited, experience has taught the McConnell Family
Foundation and its grantee partners that the political, economic, and social context within
which a problem occurs is often invested in maintaining the status quo and thus resists
change” (Huddart, 2010, p. 5-6).
This is why social innovators need to think outside of existing systems, disrupting the status
quo through cross-sector collaboration, cross-scale activity and interactive learning.
Context also presents challenging scope issues for developing case studies or conducting
project work. How much background information is enough to thoroughly appreciate the
context in which social problems emerge in order to develop socially innovative solutions? A
secondary challenge is that the information may be sensitive or not readily available.
Theme 2: Social innovation is motivated by unmet social needs
This theme was most prevalent in the theoretical approaches to social innovation
frameworks, which often entailed a hindsight perspective of various cases. Social enterprises
and social entrepreneurs are also believed to have emerged in response to unmet needs
(Daniele, Johnson & Zandonai, 2009; Phillips et al., 2014). Even the phrase, “unmet
needs” features in some definitions of social innovation: “Most simply, social innovation is
about new ideas that work to address pressing unmet needs” (Cahill, 2010, p. 259). Mulgan
(2006) asserts that social innovation movements are rooted in ideas grown from discontent
(p. 149).
Conversely, unmet needs are not mentioned as much in the literature on applied
approaches to social innovation frameworks. Emphasis leans more towards the
infrastructure and systems that support social change. The selection of social issues often
appears as an afterthought to developing the social innovation framework.
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Theme 3: Social innovation is a systemic process.
Social innovation is often understood as an iterative process within a system, whether that
system is conceptualized as the adaptation loop of resilience theory (Moore & Westley,
2011), the interplay between agents, structure and institutions (Caijaba-Santana, 2014) or
an ecosystem-like web of supports (Colussi, 2014; Phillips et al., 2014). All systems capture
social innovation as a process in motion, assuming inputs and outputs in the pursuit of
social change. Advanced systems have the potential to become networks of support for
social enterprising activities, and these systems also require support to function eﬀectively
(Daniele, Johnson & Zandonai, 2009).
Theme 4: Agency and the role of actors figure prominently in social innovation systems.
For an applied field aimed at driving social change, it is evident that agency and the role of
actors figure prominently in social innovation systems. Humans dramatically aﬀect the
outcomes of systems (as demonstrated by entrepreneurial theory, structuration theory,
resilience theory and network theory, for example). They may be disruptors or equilibrators
that aﬀect the structures and networks that they are part of. Without agency, cross
collaboration and inter-learning could not occur. Actors may also play stereotypical roles;
for example, institutions oﬀer financial support, designers bring user-centred solutions, and
universities provide learning platforms. The challenge of social innovation is to mobilize
cross-sectoral relationships that are unified by a particular social vision to co-create
solutions.
Theme 5: Social innovation tools and processes are diverse, and an area for further
exploration and experimentation.
A wide variety of tools and processes have been explored. They range from support (seed
funding) to facilitation mechanisms (Collusi’s (2008) Development Wheel). Since social
innovation is a process in itself, it is sometimes diﬃcult to discern whether tools and
processes are a component in the system, or an outcome of the system. For example, a social
innovation incubator may be the outcome of seed funding or collaborative discussions, but
then also becomes a tool to further perpetuate more social innovations. As the domain of
social innovation progresses, tools and processes may become more mainstream, but as of
yet are unproven and exploratory in nature.
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Emergent Challenges
Several key challenges, or gaps, also emerged in the literature review.
Challenge 1: Social innovation is complex.
Social innovation is arguably complex, and both complexity theory and resilience theory
oﬀer compelling lenses to understand the intricacies of evolving system and human
interaction. Yet, the infinite scope of complexity also makes it a diﬃcult concept to put into
practice when applying a framework. This raises questions about the boundaries of social
innovation frameworks and how complexity is accounted for in creating social innovation
systems.
Challenge 2: Integration of social impact measurements with social innovation
frameworks lacks clarity and direction.
The end goal of social innovation is social change, yet the topic of measuring social
impact does not significantly overlap the literature on social innovation frameworks.
According to Mulgan (2012), “…the important issue for social innovation is that
rapid progress is being made in measurement of outcomes that until recently were thought
to be unmeasurable” (p. 38). The requirement to measure social impact is well
acknowledged and in the process of being developed by others - such as the Blended Value
initiative led by Jed Emerson or various attempts to measure Social Returns on Investment
(SROI) – but with respect to social innovation frameworks there appears to be a missing
link as to where and how social impact measurement fits in.
In Funding social innovation: How do we know what to grow, Antadze & Westley (2010)
further highlight the inadequacies of the typical ‘supply and demand’ market model to
measure the intricate and complex nature of social innovation. Governments, foundations,
media and think tanks introduce distortions to market relationships when they act as proxy
buyers for end-users (beneficiaries) of social innovations, aﬀecting traditional notions of
supply and demand (Antadze & Westley, 2010, p. 347).
An inability to measure impact carries funding and resource implications for social
innovation initiatives.
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Challenge 3: Social innovation has unclear roles for engagement.
Social innovation is an emergent process, requiring the re-thinking of systems and
collaboration of disparate actors and institutions. There is no ‘how to’ manual for
engagement, requiring openness, patience and empathy on behalf of participants. More
research on cross-sector collaboration and how it specifically applies to social innovation
may be helpful for actors to see their potential in the process. In particular, there seems to
be a gap in the literature on how large institutions and corporations can play an integrated
role in social innovation processes, beyond their own programs and interests.
Challenge 4: The language of social innovation is thinly rooted.
Definitions of social innovation appear to be convening in the literature, but it is still a
relatively new term to describe an old idea. Social innovation is not a common term in
public or media discourse, even though the concept implicitly relates to the public. Related
concepts such as social entrepreneurship and social enterprises also seem to require ongoing
re-aﬃrmations of definitions, which can make these domains of study ambiguous. In
addition, the language is often blurred; for example, ‘a web of support for social enterprises’
may be considered a social innovation framework without being explicitly defined as such.
Lastly, emergent terminology suggests a definitive starting point to a movement; specifically,
social innovation is understood as an evolutionary process running alongside humanity,
which has been called diﬀerent things (or gone undefined) at diﬀerent times. Language was
an ongoing challenge in bounding this literature review.
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A Proposed Social Innovation Framework for VISIZ

After reviewing the ‘whys’ and ‘hows’ of social innovation frameworks available in the
literature review, a social innovation framework was drafted by the Vancouver Island Social
Innovation Zone. This early draft was also informed by a concurrent mapping project that
helped the team more clearly understand the context of social innovation on Vancouver
Island. The draft was refined by early attempts to apply it to particular case studies,
especially examples related to post-secondary involvement with social innovation.
It was intended that components of the framework could comprehensively bound cases,
illuminating the process of social change from the current context to a future desired state
of change. The original draft received feedback from local, informed experts, and was
presented publicly for further feedback. As an emergent process, it should still be
considered in ‘draft’ stage; however, the schematic below represents a comprehensive first
attempt.

Figure 4: Proposed VISIZ Social Innovation Framework
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A walkthrough of the schematic would be explained as such, incorporating the emergent
themes that were highlighted as part of the literature review synthesis:
Social innovation occurs against a backdrop of complexity. Existing social problems exist
because they are entangled in a network of existing systems developed throughout history,
which paradoxically, keep those problems in place (the left sphere). On the right, a future
state of desired social change is envisioned where social problems are resolved. In this
representation, social change is driven from left to right.
The top arrow represents a theoretical approach. Social innovation is initiated through some
sort of motivation for social change – possibly the crisis of unmet needs, an enterprising
idea, or an opportunity such as funding. Once this happens, a network of actors and
resources get together, forming a system for social innovation. Within this system, tools and
processes become available and outcomes are realized. The system fosters crosscollaboration, inter-learning, innovation and forms of governance. The outcomes may then
add more tools and processes (or bring more actors and resources into the system). Social
impact occurs as a result, realizing social change.
The second arrow is proposed as VISIZ’s applied approach according to what has been
observed in this space on Vancouver Island. The approach focuses on enterprising solutions
through cross-sector collaboration, which occurs in four stages: Generate, Incubate and
Accelerate, followed by options to Sustain, Strengthen or Scale. The relationship between
the theoretical approach and the applied approach is that the components of the social
innovation system are present and active at each stage of implementation. The bottom
arrow simply represents that there are other ways, and non-enterprising ways, to approach
social change.
This proposed framework could be used to develop snapshots of social innovation case
studies, identifying all the components from the motivation for change, to the actors,
resources, tools, and outcomes through to social impacts. As a framework, it is intended to
represent a fairly broad level of understanding. Any of the various components of the
framework could be unpicked in great detail to fully appreciate the complexity of social
innovation.
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