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Abstract 

 
Objective: To propose a model for analyzing the elements which influence the 

expansion’s trajectory of social innovation initiatives. These initiatives have the 

purpose of generating new social responses, based on activities developed by a 

collective of actors. 

Methodology: This research has a qualitative approach, using Adaptive Theory. It 

was conducted bibliographic research, questionnaires and semi-structured 

interviews for researchers’ groups and two study cases. 

Originality/relevance: The analytical model is presented suggesting that the 

expansion of a social innovation could be analyzed by its dissemination stage 

and/or by its systemic change stage. The model still presents the stages of decline 

and reinvention that can occur at any time of social innovation initiatives route. 

Main results: It was developed a framework with dimensions, analysis categories 

and indicators that accomplish the expansion path of social innovation initiatives. 

Theoretical/methodological contributions: The results obtained through the 

literature review, when confronted with the various phases of empirical research, 

will allow for advancing discussions on social innovation initiatives. 

Social/management contributions: The multiple possibilities of paths presented 

in the model provides an analytical framework for reflection, designed so that it 

can be applied in different contexts, representing a perspective of evaluation and 

analysis of other social innovation initiatives, and can be used in the development 

of new public policies. 
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Resumo 

 

Expansão de iniciativas de inovação social: Uma proposição para análise de trajetória 

 

Objetivo: Propor um modelo para analisar os elementos que influenciam a trajetória de expansão 

de iniciativas de inovação social. Essas iniciativas têm o propósito de gerar novas respostas sociais, 

com base em atividades desenvolvidas por um coletivo de atores. 

Metodologia: Esta pesquisa tem uma abordagem qualitativa, utilizando a Teoria Adaptativa. 

Foram realizadas pesquisas bibliográficas, aplicação de questionários e entrevistas 

semiestruturadas a grupos de pesquisadores e dois estudos de caso. 

Originalidade/relevância: O modelo analítico é apresentado sugerindo que a expansão de uma 

inovação social pode ser analisada pela sua fase de disseminação e/ou pela sua fase de mudança 

sistêmica. O modelo ainda apresenta as fases de declínio e reinvenção que podem ocorrer em 

qualquer momento da trajetória de iniciativas de inovação social. 

Principais resultados: Foi desenvolvido um framework com dimensões, categorias de análise e 

indicadores que elucidam o caminho de expansão de iniciativas de inovação social. 

Contribuições teóricas/metodológicas: Os resultados obtidos por meio da revisão de literatura, 

confrontados com as diversas fases da pesquisa empírica, permitirão avançar nas discussões sobre 

iniciativas de inovação social. 

Contribuições sociais/gerenciais: As múltiplas possibilidades de caminhos apresentadas no 

modelo proporcionam um framework analítico para reflexão, projetado para ser aplicado em 

diferentes contextos, representando uma perspectiva de avaliação e análise de outras iniciativas de 

inovação social, e pode ser usado no desenvolvimento de novas políticas públicas. 

 

Palavras-chave: inovação social, teoria adaptativa, política pública 

 

Resumen 

 

Expansión de iniciativas de innovación social: Una propuesta para el análisis de trayectoria 

 

Objetivo: Proponer un modelo para analizar los elementos que influyen en la trayectoria de 

expansión de iniciativas de innovación social. Estas iniciativas tienen el propósito de generar 

nuevas respuestas sociales, basadas en actividades desarrolladas por un colectivo de actores. 

Metodología: Esta investigación tiene un enfoque cualitativo, utilizando la Teoría Adaptativa. Se 

realizaron investigaciones bibliográficas, aplicación de cuestionarios y entrevistas 

semiestructuradas a grupos de investigadores y dos estudios de caso. 

Originalidad/relevancia: Se presenta el modelo analítico sugiriendo que la expansión de una 

innovación social puede ser analizada por su fase de diseminación y/o por su fase de cambio 

sistémico. El modelo también presenta las etapas de declive y reinvención que pueden ocurrir en 

cualquier momento de la trayectoria de iniciativas de innovación social. 

Resultados principales: Se desarrolló un framework con dimensiones, categorías de análisis e 

indicadores que ilustran el camino de expansión de iniciativas de innovación social. 

Contribuciones teóricas/metodológicas: Los resultados obtenidos a través de la revisión de 

literatura, confrontados con las diversas fases de la investigación empírica, permitirán avanzar en 

las discusiones sobre iniciativas de innovación social. 
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Contribuciones sociales/de gestión: Las múltiples posibilidades de caminos presentadas en el 

modelo proporcionan un framework analítico para reflexión, diseñado para ser aplicado en 

diferentes contextos, representando una perspectiva de evaluación y análisis de otras iniciativas de 

innovación social, y puede ser utilizado en el desarrollo de nuevas políticas públicas. 

 

Palabras clave: innovación social, teoría adaptativa, política pública 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Social innovations (SI) emerge to produce results that seek to benefit the community, 

differentiating themselves from traditional economic conceptions regarding the concept of 

innovation. These types of initiatives have been presented as viable alternatives to solve local 

demands as well as major global challenges, and also to stimulate systemic changes (changes in 

attitudes and core values; strategies and policies; organizational structures and processes) (Gentil, 

Guimarães, Pereira, Diniz, & Ckagnazaroff, 2019; Repo & Matschoss, 2020; Senent-Bailach & 

Rey-Martí, 2017) from a sustainability perspective, in its triple dimension (social, environmental 

and economic). The social economy and social innovation actively address socio-economic and 

environmental challenges and contribute to a just twin transition by aiming for marginalised groups 

to not be left behind and that the benefits of these transitions are shared equitably (OECD, 2022). 

In this way, social innovation can be defined as innovations that generate social value or as 

vectors to induce positive social changes (Bureau of European Policy Advisers – Bepa, 2010; 

Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010; Choi & Majumdar, 2015) in search of responses to 

society's problems. These initiatives can also involve the government, businesses and, above all, 

civil society (Bozic, 2020; Tracey & Stott, 2017).  

Being conceived under a democratic perspective, social innovation works as an instrument 

and, if distributed horizontally, will promote community participation as an alternative to politicize 

urban spaces (Monteiro, 2019). Recent research indicates that social entrepreneurship and 

innovation are rapidly moving from the margins to the mainstream (World Economic Forum, 

2025). 

Social innovation initiatives translate into alternative ways of governance (Galego, 

Moulaert, Brans, & Santinha, 2021) and/or corporate structures, which aim at social change 

(Portales, 2019). It should be noted that these initiatives are considered as actions and solutions 
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which can be a product, service, process, or methodology connected to the most diverse areas of 

social intervention, suggesting a polysemic subject (Monteiro, 2019). Contemporary studies 

emphasize that a "social innovation trap," resulting from disciplinary silos, has limited our 

inquiries thus far (Kramer, Choi, & Baek, 2022). 

The possibility that they can be deployed or "exported" to other contexts is essential for 

their scope to be broadened and strengthened to gain inputs from quantitative (social innovation 

dissemination to other contexts) and qualitative (institutionalization of practices) perspectives. In 

this direction, actors' participation is the most important element, especially because of the roles 

that can be assumed (Biggeri, Testi, & Bellucci, 2017). These actors are not only seen as 

beneficiaries, but as effective participants along the expansion trajectory of these initiatives (Tardif 

& Harrisson, 2005; André & Abreu, 2006; Rollin & Vincent, 2007; Codini, 2015) in each stage. 

However, in the social innovation path there are more elements that interfere and enhance 

its expansion, suggesting new approaches to understand it. Recent academic research has focused 

on exploring the trajectory of academic research on social innovation and identifying potential 

research opportunities (Popescu & Diaconu, 2023). In this sense, Mulgan (2006) designed a 

framework of social innovation stages range, starting in the stage of the new idea creation in which 

there is a recognition of the problem (1st stage), to the testing of this new idea in practice, which 

refers to a development and prototype stage (2nd stage), verification of the replicability attribute 

of the prototype obtained for other realities, with the objective of diffusion of innovation in society 

(3rd stage) and a final stage (4th), which would be a kind of continuous improvement of 

innovation, adding new attributes in order to achieve the objectives initially proposed. 

Researchers from National Endowment for Science Technology and Arts [Nesta] (2008), 

in England, developed a proposal called the social innovation life cycle model as a way to analyze 

and monitor the four stages of the process of social innovation. Those are related to the (a) 

generation of solutions, which involves specific contributions from creative skills to (b) the 

identification of opportunities and the development of ideas for the (c) implementation of solutions 

and the strategies used to expand them, to (d) generate their impact in the social context (Pulford, 

Hacket & Daste, 2014). 

Murray, Caulier-Grice and Mulgan (2010, p. 11) designed a model to analyze the process 

of social innovation including the importance of expansion and systemic change as evidence of 

the consolidation of social innovation. The authors point to six stages for the path of social 
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innovation: 1) Prompts; 2) Proposals; 3) Prototypes; 4) Sustaining; 5) Scaling; 6) Systemic 

Change. 

The main evolution from the model proposed by Mulgan (2006) to a proposal of social 

innovation expansion was presented by Murray, Caulier-Grice and Mulgan (2010). This model 

established new stages in which the social innovation initiative, after its prototype and sustaining 

stages, becomes a daily practice. This difference is expressed in the fifth stage of the model, called 

Scaling, which characterizes two possible situations for the diffusion of innovation, referring to 

those solutions that can be "exported" and the propagation of innovation, dealing with the 

availability of knowledge through individuals and their networks, illustrating what the authors 

consider "a more adaptive and organic form of growth" (Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan 2010, 

p.13). 

Bepa researchers (2010) propose to analyze the entire process of developing a social 

innovation over time, passing through the stages of dissemination and systemic change, as an 

implemented solution, and then following the movements of its desirable evolution, by spreading 

knowledge, process and/or product to other locations, with a view to institutionalization. Recent 

studies have focused on assessing the trajectory of change and evaluating transformative 

innovation policies (Paunov, Planes-Satorra, & Sandström, 2022). 

Thus, the same social innovation initiative can behave in different ways: at certain times, 

it can be configured as a bottom-up social innovation initiative and at other times, it can become a 

top-down social innovation, which is now governed by procedures established by external agents, 

but which can continue to expand. Contemporary research emphasizes the importance of 

understanding social innovation in sustainability transitions and the need for exploring processes, 

politics, and policies for accelerating transitions (Avelino, Dumitru, Cipolla, Kunze & Wittmayer, 

2023). 

These diverse possibilities experienced for the expansion of social innovation initiatives 

classify it as a non-linear phenomenon, encompassing complexity, dynamism and uncertainty, as 

well as what is observed in other innovation phenomena, which results from many divergent and 

not fully established components. In this context, the different paths taken by innovations, 

combined with different interactions with actors who can adapt them according to their needs, can 

either change the path of innovations or transform them (Latour, 2012). Recent studies have 

https://periodicos.uninove.br/index.php?journal=innovation&page=index
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explored building an integrative analytical framework to study goal-orientated transformative 

change (GOTC) processes (Wittmayer, Avelino, van Steenbergen & Loorbach, 2023). 

On the other hand, although it is desirable that a social innovation initiative that presents 

satisfactory responses to society can be consolidated as a practice, to the point of becoming 

institutionalized, the initiatives attempt to go through other stages in their trajectory (Bepa, 2010; 

Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010; Caulier-Grice, Davies, Patrick & Norman, 2012). 

Contemporary approaches highlight the need for conceptualizing the role of social innovation in 

transformational innovation policy (Schütz, Heidingsfelder, & Schraudner, 2023). 

Considering that not all social innovation initiatives take the same path of development and 

expansion, but they share the common role of promoting social value, this paper proposes a model 

for analyzing the elements that influence the expansion trajectory of these initiatives. 

Initially, it was assumed that studying the expansion stages of social innovation initiatives 

allows a clearer understanding of their trajectories, which may bring significant results to the 

territories where these initiatives were established.  

Thus, the approach chosen for this research came from the premise that an in-depth analysis 

of how these initiatives expand can contribute to understanding existing dynamics and promoting 

new ones. Recent research has emphasized the importance of investigating the institutional 

embedding of social innovation within academic and organizational contexts (Hagen-Zanker, 

Penha, Bouwman, & Ravesteijn, 2024). 

The main premises that guided this proposal for the development of the social innovation 

initiatives expansion model are based on approaches that consider collaboration and participation 

(process) and social purpose (result). 

The first premise establishes that social innovation initiatives should: generate social value 

in an induced way (Bepa, 2010; Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010); consider tangible 

(products and services) and intangible (knowledge and interventions) operational formats for 

achieving their goals; and comprehend the active participation of actors during the expansion 

process (Oeij, Torre, Vaas & Dhondt, 2019).  

The second premise establishes that the expansion stage can only be considered when the 

actors in the territorial context appropriate the new strategy through social practice (André & 

Abreu, 2006; Rollin & Vincent, 2007; Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010; Bepa, 2010; Oeij, 

Torre, Vaas & Dhondt, 2019). 
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Literature Review 

 

Initially, it was assumed that studying the stages of expansion of social innovation 

initiatives allows a clearer understanding of their paths, which may bring significant results to the 

territories where these initiatives were established. Thus, the approach chosen for this research 

came from the premise that an in-depth analysis of how these initiatives expand can contribute to 

understanding existing dynamics and promoting new ones (Avelino et al., 2023; Wittmayer, 

Avelino, van Steenbergen, & Loorbach, 2023). 

In this way, the discussion can provide theoretical and practical support for the actors 

involved, as well as for organizational studies to revisit their epistemological and ontological bases 

that involve the cross-cutting themes of social innovation (Govigli, Alkhaled, Arnesen,  Barlagne, 

Bjerck, Burlando, Melnykovych, Fernandez-Blanco, Sfeir & Górriz-Mifsud, 2020; Kramer, Choi, 

& Baek, 2022; Popescu & Diaconu, 2023). 

The first premise for the framework establishes that social innovation initiatives should: 

generate social value in an induced way (Bureau of European Policy Advisers [BEPA], 2010; 

Murray, Caulier-Grice, & Mulgan, 2010); consider tangible (products and services) and intangible 

(knowledge and interventions) operational formats for achieving their goals; and comprehend the 

active participation of actors during the expansion process (Oeij, Torre, Vaas & Dhondt, 2019; 

Belayutham, Ibrahim, Zulkifli, & Ibrahim, 2019). 

The second premise establishes that the expansion stage can only be considered when the 

actors in the territorial context appropriate the new strategy through social practice (André & 

Abreu, 2006; Rollin & Vincent, 2007; Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010; BEPA, 2010; Oeij, 

Torre, Vaas & Dhondt,2019). The main dimensions that guided this proposal of the framework of 

social innovation initiatives expansion development are based on approaches that consider 

collaboration and participation (process) and social purpose (result) (BEPA, 2010; Murray, 

Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Freire, Del Gaudio, & Franzato, 2017; 

Hagen-Zanker, Penha, Bouwman, & Ravesteijn, 2024). 

The Process dimension consists of three initial categories, obtained from the literature: 

“Coordination of Activities,” “Conditions of Evolution” and “Mobilization of Actors,” based on 

Tardif and Harrisson (2005), Rollin and Vincent (2007), BEPA (2010), Murray, Caulier-Grice & 

Mulgan (2010), Cajaiba-Santana (2014), and Freire, Del Gaudio, & Franzato (2017). 

“Coordination of Activities” refers to the management of activities directly involved in the SI 

https://periodicos.uninove.br/index.php?journal=innovation&page=index
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initiative, considering that the path of expansion of SI initiatives includes a set of interaction 

processes between different actors, making them complex and difficult to analyze in their entirety. 

These innovation processes mainly affect the coordination methods and ways of ensuring that this 

coordination is effective (Tardif & Harrisson, 2005). 

“Conditions of Evolution” refers to the elements that can potentially impact the dynamic 

of a SI initiative, which can be internal and external forces. The process evaluation shows which 

factors can cause restrictions to the expansion of SI initiatives (Tardif & Harrisson, 2005). 

“Actors Mobilization” is concerned with actors’ participation involved in SI initiatives. In 

this sense, the SI initiatives present themselves as the result of an open expansion path, in which 

many different actors collaborate (Freire, Del Gaudio, & Franzato, 2017; Avelino et al., 2023). 

Tardif and Harrisson (2005) consider as actors those of a social nature, representing civil society 

(individuals, associations, unions, social movements); of an organizational nature (companies, 

non-governmental organizations, and social enterprises); and of an institutional nature (state, 

institutions). The role and conditions for the participation of these social actors in the development 

and implementation of innovative projects, alongside other organizational actors and institutional 

actors, is the greatest challenge for these paths of innovation (Tardif & Harrisson, 2005). 

The setting for SI initiatives expansion is made of interactions between social actors, their 

relationships with peers and other actors, in addition to the meanings given by them to different 

situations, which can generate new social relationships, even though this process is sensitive to 

institutional circumstances (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Paunov, Planes-Satorra, & Sandström, 2022).  

This scenario may involve a process of democratic demonstration of negotiation and 

commitment, culminating in the appropriation of SI by the local community. 

A permanent challenge for expanding SI initiatives is that actors should be able to maintain a 

significant level of collaboration between them, in which the boundaries between social, 

organizational, and institutional actors are not clearly defined. This reinforces the richness of the 

interactions during the path. These would be the requirements for establishing a commitment 

formulation, a kind of adjustment among actors, seeking reconciliation of interests and 

mobilization. 

The Result dimension of the framework is constituted initially by the categories Social 

Transformation and Socio-political Gains, which are based on the works of Murray, Caulier-Grice 

& Mulgan (2010) and Correia, Oliveira, and Gómez (2016).  

https://periodicos.uninove.br/index.php?journal=innovation&page=index
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“Social Transformation” deals with aspects directly related to the permanent and long-

lasting social changes (João-Roland & Granados, 2020; Van Wijk, Zietsma, Dorado, De Bakker, 

& Martí, 2019) that result from the expansion of SI initiatives (Schütz, Heidingsfelder, & 

Schraudner, 2023). 

Social innovation definitions cover a variety of interpretations, but a common aspect 

among them is the importance attributed to the development of innovative solutions that can 

promote improvement in living conditions of individuals and confront social issues. In this context, 

SI initiatives could facilitate the implementation of services, standards, procedures, and programs, 

contributing to better health, education and income conditions for social actors who benefit from 

them (Correia, Oliveira & Gómez, 2019). 

“Socio-political Gains” are results not directly related to the initiatives’ original objectives. 

This category states that SI initiatives come to be perceived as a political emancipation of social 

groups, which become more autonomous and involved in collective thinking, and the quality of 

relationships between the actors, to create opportunities for the population (Correia, Oliveira & 

Gómez, 2016; Kramer, Choi, & Baek, 2022).  

Analysis indicators mentioned in the categories assumes that SI initiatives should be 

regarded as local processes, initiated by different actors that seek to change their relationships, 

influencing the local context. They also should be analyzed taking into perspective their possibility 

to expand to other contexts, through the stages presented in the framework. This is the set of 

analyses that this study provides.  

The analysis proposed in the framework appears as a possibility to bring new knowledge 

to the managers of social innovation initiatives, through the proposition of indicators, which can 

contribute to the measurement of social performances, since there is little support for 

methodological development and little theoretical conceptualization for the measurement of these 

performances in the literature. 

The description of the expansion path stages in the framework is based mainly on 

frameworks of BEPA (2010) and Caulier-Grice, Davies, Patrick, and Norman (2012), considering, 

in this proposal, that the expansion starts when the innovation is appropriated by the actors 

involved and begins to spread. 

The design framework shows (Figure 1) the first stage for expansion of social innovation 

initiatives, “dissemination,” where the social innovation initiative has already been appropriated 

https://periodicos.uninove.br/index.php?journal=innovation&page=index
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Dissemination 

process + result 

Systemic change 

process + result 

by the actors involved and begins to spread (BEPA, 2010), covering the two ways of expanding 

social innovation: 1) the scaling of the solution, referring to those solutions that can be “exported,” 

as in the case of social innovation linked to products and services, and 2) the diffusion of the 

novelty, dealing with the availability of knowledge or intervention through individuals and their 

networks (Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010).  

At this stage, there may be a series of strategies to grow and spread an innovation (Caulier-

Grice, Davies, Patrick & Norman, 2012). It is important to note that these stages are not exactly 

defined, however, through case studies they can present their historical perspective, characteristics, 

and typical configurations, so that it is possible to analyze them in greater depth. 

 

Figure 1 

Social Innovation Initiatives Expansion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Research data (2024). 

 

The second stage is called “systemic change” shows institutionalization of social 

innovation, causing systemic changes in society (Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010; Bepa, 

2010; Vézina, Ben Selma & Malo, 2019), when new ways of thinking and acting become 

institutions, challenging the status quo (João-Roland & Granados, 2020; Van Wijk et al., 2019).  

Reinvention 

Decline 
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The unprecedented character of framework proposed in this paper, in relation to the others 

that address the paths taken by social innovation initiatives, is in the presentation of the stages of 

decline and reinvention, as possible steps to be taken by the initiatives. These stages are not part 

of the social innovation expansion process but are pointed out in the   framework as paths that can 

occur, so that it can be pointed out when an innovation can reinvent itself and become other 

innovations that emerge as innovations marginal to the main (André & Abreu, 2006) or decline. 

Reinvention of a social innovation starts to follow a new path, changing its scope and 

starting a new wave of innovation (André & Abreu, 2006), although it is not always easy to 

distinguish between the main innovation and its consequences. In this case, reinvention is 

considered the stage in which there is a new configuration for the objectives of the innovation; it 

is dependent on the previous process to exist; and the practices and behaviors are associated with 

the actors and objects (Latour, 2012). 

Decline stage can be found in several cases in literature for organizational phenomena. 

These cases include   frameworks studied for technological innovations (Dao & Zmud, 2013), 

products (Cao & Folan, 2011) and organizations (Senent-Bailach & Rey-Martí, 2017). Concerning 

social innovation, André and Abreu (2006) also consider decline as a stage in its trajectory. It 

should be noticed that other authors prefer not to include the decline stage in their frameworks, 

because decline could occur from any stage and does not follow a linear sequence (Hanks, Watson, 

Jansen, & Chandler (1994). From another point of view, in our proposal, presented in Figure 1, it 

was decided to present the stage of decline in framework, to draw attention to the reasons for a 

possible failure of the social innovation initiatives under analysis. 

 

Methods 

 

To design the model for analyzing the elements which influence the expansion’s trajectory 

of social innovation initiatives, the methodological procedures were based on the Adaptive Theory 

(Layder, 1998), which provides an articulation between the empirical findings in the field research 

and the basis used to construct (Table 1). In this way, Adaptive Theory led to a reflection on the 

relations between theory and primary and secondary data, which were, in a way, modifying the 

previous conceptual framework, when this change had influences on sequential collection (Layder, 

1998). This method is suitable for this type of exploratory research, which combines qualitative 

approaches with non-participant observation. 
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Table 1 

Study design 

Steps Step objective Chosen Method Detailing 

Step 1 Definition of research 

problem 

- Ideation 

- Discussions in the research 

group 

- Definition of main bibliographic contribution 

- Prior definition of methodological procedures  

Step 2 Initial model version - Bibliographic research and   

articulations  

- Qualitative analysis (data categorization) 

Step 3 New model version 

validation by senior 

brazilian specialists in 

social innovation 

 

- Application of questionnaires 

and semi-structured interviews 

- Matching emerging data with 

theory 

- New bibliographic research and   

articulations  

- Senior especialists are leaders of research 

groups in social innovation 

- The questionnaire was sent by e-mail, along 

with a letter explaining the content of the 

research, and was answered by 21 specialists 

- Eight interviews were conducted with senior 

specialists who had responded to the 

questionnaire 

- Qualitative analysis (data categorization) 

Step 4 New model version 

validation by junior 

brazilian specialists in 

social innovation 

- Application of questionnaires 

and semi-structured interviews 

- New bibliographic research and   

articulations  

- Matching emerging data with 

theory 

- Junior brazilian specialists, authors of 

dissertations and theses about the subject 

- Judgmental Sampling technique, with which 20 

valid responses were obtained 

- The sampling does not have intersections with 

the group of experts from step 3  

- Eight interviews were conducted with junior 

specialists who had responded the questionnaire  

- Qualitative analysis (data categorization) 

Step 5 New model version 

validation by two 

Brazilian social 

innovation initiatives, in 

different stages of 

expansion, chosen by 

convenience 

- Application of semi-structured 

interviews, non-participant 

observation and document 

collection 

- Snowball technique  

- Data analysis using categorical 

content analysis 

 New bibliographic research and   

articulations  

- Matching emerging data with 

theory 

- Interviews with actors directly involved in 

social innovation initiatives 

- Visits to the headquarters of the SI initiatives for 

observation purposes 

- Informal conversations, participation in 

meetings and events promoted by the initiative 

- Secondary data obtained from reports, 

documents, social networks 

- Six interviews were conducted in each of the 

two case studies 

- Qualitative analysis (data categorization) 

Step 6 Conclusions Data triangulation Final model version and considerations 

Source: Research data (2024). 

 

After initial proposition (Step 2), two sequential rounds of consultation to Brazilian 

specialists in SI were proceeded (Step 3 and Step 4).  
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Adjustments to the framework were proceeded, which resulted in a new version that was 

subsequently validated with two case studies (Step 5), in different stages of path expansion. The 

option of choosing cases in different stages of expansion was made to confront their similarities 

and differences, carrying out an in-depth investigation to reveal the main characteristics of each 

stage. In both cases, six actors involved with the initiatives were interviewed. Primary data were 

also collected through observation. 

Data collected in the questionnaires were analyzed through the concept of mode, regarding 

the questionnaire’s propositions and through categorical content analysis regarding the comments. 

The analysis of the data collected in the interviews was performed through categorical content 

analysis, which works by breaking down the text into categories according to analogical groupings, 

with the purpose of interpreting these communications (Bardin, 2011). So, after the conclusion of 

those procedures to validate the model, it was concluded and explained. 

After analysis process, all categories listed in the framework were validated for both 

dimensions, Process and Result (Step 6), in accordance with the assumptions presented in the 

initial version of framework. Analysis indicators were discussed in both case studies and some 

observations regarding them emerged to improve the framework.  

 

Results 

 

In Step 3 (mentioned in Table1), senior specialists answered questions about   framework 

indicators. After conducting the interviews and questionnaires in this Step, and methodological 

contributions of the interviewees were verified as a remarkable characteristic of this round. After 

data analysis, the   framework was reviewed and there were modifications in all categories, 

validated by theory: 12 indicators were changed, and 1 indicator was deleted. In summary, the 

contributions of senior experts allowed the   framework to be refined, in the expectation of 

obtaining a better analysis of the expansion path of IS initiatives.  

Following the orientation of Adaptive Theory to the dimensions, categories and indicators, 

adjusted after the application of questionnaires and interviews with senior specialists and based on 

a new   contribution to each of the indicated changes, the evaluation of the model was performed 

with junior specialists, as described in the chapter of methodological procedures. 

With a new version to the categories and indicators, in Step 4, junior specialists answered 

questions about   framework indicators, too. After data analysis, the   framework was reviewed and 
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there were modifications, validated by theory, in one indicator. In summary, it was verified as a 

remarkable characteristic of this round the reports of experiences lived in practice by the 

interviewees, where these reports were analyzed in the context of the framework. 

These analysis after primary data collecting in Steps 3 and 4, interviews made with 

specialists, reached a consensus that social innovation initiatives emerge to change an 

unsatisfactory situation, being directly related to social actors protagonism, providing social value, 

which is different from social transformation. The latter concept presupposes profound changes in 

society and was present in the first proposed version of the   framework.  

From this new configuration of indicators for the   framework, the research was carried out 

in its Step 5, considering the two case studies chosen for this study, to discuss and promote 

contributions to the framework, following the guiding thread of Adaptive Theory. 

In Step 5, the main purpose of data collecting and analysis was validating the stages of 

social innovation initiatives expansion proposed in the framework: the first case chosen was Angel 

Mothers Union (AMU), a social innovation initiative in dissemination stage; and the second case, 

One Million of Cisterns Program (P1MC), a social innovation initiative in systemic change stage.  

Both SI initiatives were developed with the purpose of generating social value, initially by 

groups of individuals who sought to solve unresolved local problems. From this perspective, the 

two cases present SI initiatives that were developed by a collective of actors, based on the 

understanding and projection of demands pointed out by these groups of individuals.  

Angel Mothers Union (AMU) is based in Recife (Pernambuco, Brazil), and it is a pioneer 

SI initiative in an initial stage of expansion, already very important for the region it is located at. 

AMU deals specifically with public policies for babies affected by cerebral malformations 

resulting from the diseases associated with Zika virus, contracted by their mothers during 

pregnancy. 

AMU was founded in December 2015 and operates primarily in Recife, but it is currently 

expanding for other cities in Pernambuco and neighboring states. The association has been 

concerned with including these infants in society, providing knowledge about the families’ rights 

regarding the children’s health care and development, as well as psychological support for 

caregivers, exchange of information and experiences.  

After collecting data, the specificities observed through the analysis of this case confirm 

the bottom-up character of this SI initiative, since the dissemination of activities arises from the 
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mobilization of social actors, who go through a continuous process of collaboration and collective 

learning for dissemination of new practices and results. These actors present two roles in the 

dissemination of the initiative at the same time: beneficiary social actors and organizational actors, 

the latter responsible for the management of the initiative at the present time and planning its 

expansion, since they are leadership references between the beneficiary social actors, the other 

actors involved and society. 

The second case, One Million of Cisterns Program (P1MC), was created in 1999. After 

being disseminated in its region, as an innovation based on policies for water storage, it became a 

public policy formalized by federal law. Initially, it was developed by Brazilian Semi-Arid 

Articulation – ASA network, which reunites more than three thousand civil society organizations. 

After being institutionalized, it started being developed through public bids launched by the 

Federal Government to local executing units. In this way, it has served families that still need 

technical, physical, and economic support to store water, to make life possible in the Semi-arid 

environment. 

After collecting data, the attributes observed in the analysis validate the top-down character 

of this SI initiative, since the grant and determination of the management of public policy activities 

come from guidelines formalized in law by the State (institutional actor). On the other hand, there 

is an expressive participation of organizational actors regarding the execution of public policy and 

discussion of operational procedures, since, when interacting with social actors in the execution of 

activities, these organizational actors absorb new practices for improvements in the execution of 

the program and grant this return in tacit learning format to institutional actors. 

The expectation of movement expansion path of P1MC initiative is that there will be the 

improvement of its social practices by the interaction between the beneficiary actors and the 

organizational actors and that the initiative continues to expand, since the program has been 

causing systemic changes in society (Murray, Caulier-Grice & Mulgan, 2010; Bepa, 2010) by 

presenting a new way to deal with the problem, challenging the status quo. However, considering 

that the path of SI initiatives is non-linear, the continuity of the initiative is not completely 

guaranteed, since the hypothesis of deinstitutionalization cannot be disregarded, which can be 

caused by a change in the environment, in which groups of interagency actors can owe the structure 

under discussion (Tolbert & Zucker, 1999). 
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Finally, after data triangulation (Step 6), the framework was designed including the 

configuration to process' dimension and result dimension, as shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 

Dimensions of Social Innovation Initiatives Expansion  

Dimension Category Indicator Analysis Criteria 

Process Coordination  

of Activities 

Leadership 

References 

Actors who assume leadership positions, working to coordinate 

the activities related to the initiative 

New Forms of Labor 

Organization 

Innovative forms of division and coordination of work, which 

results in the generation of new social practices 

Actors Learning Participation and interaction of the actors involved who now 

acquire the necessary knowledge for the intended actions 

Circumstances  

of Evolution 

Normative Structure Informal agreements, rules and existing laws that may relate to 

the context in which a social innovation is being developed 

Available Resources Skills of actors, physical structure, economic resources, among 

others 

Diverse Interests Diverse views of the actors involved in the dynamics of a 

social innovation 

Mobilization 

 of Actors 

Participation of 

Social Actors 

The participation of individual groups, cooperatives, 

associations, unions and social movements takes place 

Participation of 

Organizational 

Actors 

The participation of companies, non-governmental 

organizations, and social enterprises 

Participation of 

Institutional Actors 

The participation of state, university, and other institutions 

New Social 

Relationships 

New types of relationships based on collaboration networks 

Result Social Value Change in 

Environment 

The environment can incorporate new components resulting 

from the emerging social practices of the initiative 

Improvements in 

Living Conditions 

Improvements in living conditions observed for social actors 

involved 

Collective Interests Attendance to the collective interests of the actors involved 

Sociopolitical 

Returns 

Social 

Empowerment 

A consequence of the actors' own actions that, due to the 

learning network and acquired knowledge, go through a 

process of social empowerment and that can be reflected in 

similar contexts 

Adjacent Responses Responses to society related to new practices 

Source: Research data (2024) 
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This framework is a analysis component to verify how a social innovation initiative can be 

expanded and the main indicators of this process, highlighted in two groups: process and result.  

 

Discussion 

 

Some particularities of the framework deserve to be highlighted due to their innovative 

character, both in the process dimension and in the result dimension and are discussed below. 

In “process dimension”, the category “coordination of activities” refers to activities directly 

involved with social innovation initiatives. The findings related to the indicator “leadership 

references” allow concluding that leaders are important for expanding social innovation initiatives, 

but the main factor for their growth is the innovation’s content, which begins to be recognized and 

applied by other people, in different contexts, regardless of their leaders. 

In this context, it is important to give special attention to the matters related to the indicator 

“new forms of labor organization”. There is a clear need to formalize activities related to the social 

innovation initiatives as they expand, in a way to make work more independent from the people. 

The indicator “Actors Learning” shows an upward curve as the growth of the social 

innovation initiatives occur. The learning process is causally related to the forms of labor 

organization within these initiatives, in a convergence of new dynamics among the various roles 

assumed by the actors during their expansion. The category “Circumstances of Evolution” is made 

up of indicators that refer to the circumstantial elements around the management of the activities 

involved in the social innovation initiatives, which can either boost or prevent these initiatives. 

The indicator “Available Resources” is crucial for the expansion of social innovation 

initiatives in the case of innovations related to services or products are essential for maintaining 

the organization’s physical structure and development. 

“Diverse Interests” is an indicator that must consider that expansion is often a process filled 

with obstacles that need to be transposed. On the other hand, as conflicts of different natures arise 

along the initiatives’ path of expansion, they can act as propellants for the expansion, by involving 

more discussions and thoughts on the subject, looking for a “Normative Structure”. 

The category “Mobilization of Actors” refers to the actors involved in social innovation 

initiatives. It is noticeable that the initiatives would not have expanded without the “Participation 

of Social Actors”, so, an indicator that reveals these protagonists’ actors, a fundamental element 

for any social innovation initiative. 
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“Participation of Organizational Actors” and “Participation of Institutional Actors” may 

not occur in the first moment of expansion, but as time goes by and new relationships develop, 

their participation becomes more important.  

In the “Result Dimension”, the category “Social Value” refers to the direct results achieved 

by social innovation initiatives for social actors (Correia, Oliveira & Gómez, 2019).These results 

could be verified in the aspects related to the indicator “Change in Environment” from the 

perception of change is mainly related to the decrease of prejudice suffered, also considering the 

indicator “improvements in living conditions” to contribute positively and effectively to improving 

the welfare of beneficiary actors, as a result of “Collective Interests”. 

Finally, there is the category “Sociopolitical Returns” which refers to the indirect results 

obtained for all actors (Correia, Oliveira & Gómez, 2019). The first indicator, which is about 

“Social Empowerment”, shows a result that comes from the social strengthening generated by new 

practices. These practices involve sharing information about citizenship, which has had a direct 

influence on their expansion paths. In this context, social actors express their abilities to debate 

and claim rights in a broader scenario, involving actors from new social relationships. 

To complete the framework, the indicator “Adjacent Responses” suggests analyzing new 

initiatives derived from the main social innovation initiative. One can assume that as the initiative 

continues to grow, new projects of innovation related to new social innovation initiatives are being 

developed. 

After understanding about framework's detail is possible considering the main differences 

between the two essential stages showed: “Dissemination Stage” and “Systemic Change Stage”. 

Some important points in the analysis between these two stages: the capacity of the 

initiatives to reinvent themselves (André & Abreu, 2006; Moulaert & Mehmood, 2020), assuming 

other areas, in both stages; and the empowerment of society (Cajaiba-Santana,  2014), enabling 

actions of change and social transformation (Moulaert & Mehmood, 2020), as it develops new 

technical and relational capacities in the beneficiary actors (social actors) involved, reinforcing 

their self - esteem. 

 

Final Considerations 

 

It should be concluded that social innovation initiatives are local, but extensible, 

maximizing their global impact when they reach different realities that present the same demands. 
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Therefore, expansion empowers the actors involved in the process and provokes changes in the 

relational axis of the territorial contexts between society, market, and state. It stands out the 

importance of expanding social innovation initiatives to developing peripheral countries, which 

should be directly proportional to the need to solve problems related to the fundamental rights of 

citizens. 

If a social innovation initiatives expansion framework was applied in practical case studies, 

it would be also possible to conclude that social innovation initiatives have a high potential for 

expansion due to their networking and can be accelerated through partnerships with organizational 

and institutional actors.  

As practical result of this framework of social innovation initiatives expansion, it can be 

inferred that in “process dimension”, the categories cover a set of indicators that interact to confirm 

organizational actor’s protagonist participation in “dissemination stage” and “system change 

stage”. Besides, there is an important role of institutional actors when formalizing the social 

innovation initiative in the sense of obtain systemic change. 

When looking into the trajectory of the studied social innovation initiatives, it is possible 

to notice that they both were first developed in a bottom-up approach and followed a path like that 

described for the journey of innovation in organizations: the course of these innovations starts 

randomly and continues to point to ordered behavior patterns, since they tend to spread through 

the mobilization of social actors. In this sense, some alternative perspectives have gained more 

prominence in recent decades by addressing how some agents can change institutions in bottom-

up movement (Hallett & Hawbaker, 2021). 

Following the framework, “Process Dimension” also suffers from the external 

environmental forces present where the social innovation initiative is expanding. They can be 

considered indirectly influence factors on the expansion path, since there is no control over these 

exogenous events, such as crises, ruptures, and discontinuities. There is no definition of how the 

expansion trajectory will be, suggesting that not only leadership references can control the success 

of expansion. They really can only improve their chances by developing and practicing skills to 

overcome the obstacles along the path. 

Actors intervene in the process assuming roles that may overlap, either as beneficiaries 

(social actors) or as benefactors (organizational and institutional actors). They can be influenced 

by the circumstances along the trajectory and by the elements that make up the management of a 
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social innovation initiative (André & Abreu, 2006) and can act to delimit resources and restructure 

ideas and strategies (Van de Ven, 2017). 

“Result dimension” presents responses that may be obtained in different contexts with the 

same demands, but it should be noticed that the results depend on local specificities, an intrinsic 

feature of social innovation actions. 

The analysis approach presents a feedback system: from the process, social responses 

emerge, interacting with territory and actors. Depending on these social responses, social 

innovation initiatives may or may not expand. In the case of expansion, these social responses 

directly influence the behavior of process-related actions and so on. 

In conclusion, the importance of expanding social innovation initiatives to improve quality 

of life and well-being in developing countries should be emphasized. It is understood that, from 

local initiatives, promoted by actors who are aware of their real problems, the proposed framework 

can contribute to the expansion of these practical cases, since it presupposes that there should be 

network configurations for social innovation initiatives, presented by through partnerships with 

organizational and institutional actors.  

It is also noteworthy that the results of these expanding initiatives, when they have 

measurable responses and are in convergence with the interests of institutional actors, can be 

transformed into public policies, strengthening their concept, and further enhancing their 

expansion. 
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