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Abstract: Current research provides evidence that traditional business and public sector organizations are not the 
only structures that encourage development through innovation. A more recent form of organization known under 
the name of “social enterprise “ has a great potential to innovate services, products and processes which can create 
social value. We have reviewed an array of social economy literature incorporating into it the concept of 
innovation. Following the grounded theory procedure we have analysed 59 papers in the field of social economy 
published between 1990 and 2014 so as to see the current state of knowledge regarding the innovative dimension of 
social enterprises. The innovative dimension of the social enterprise has been found to have been rather neglected 
by the research field, which tend to adhere to a more theoretical rather than empirical direction. A future research 
agenda is proposed here, so as to address this issue. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The fact that the borderline between the private, public and the third sector has increasingly become more 
difficult to draw is no news. Partly, it is because these three sectors have begun collaborating, both 
formally and unofficially, in order to deliver services or products for the general public or target groups. 
Concepts such as “social entrepreneurship “ or “social enterprises “ are often wrongly associated with the 
non-profit sector, which is thought to have intended to complement the public sector in addressing certain 
social needs. 

Luke (2013) notes that while actually different, the concepts “social entrepreneurship “ and “social 
enterprise “ are often mistaken for one another, failing to take into account that not every enterprise is 
also entrepreneurial. He also highlights the difference between social enterprises and the traditional non-
profit organizations reflected by the business type approach to social problems that characterise social 
enterprises. 
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Social entrepreneurship is regarded as a sub-discipline of entrepreneurship and its definition by Certo 
(2008) argues that social entrepreneurship consists of “identification, assessment and exploitation of 
opportunities resulting in social value “. 

Austin et al. (2006) add the innovative feature of social entrepreneurship activities and refer to the 
diversity of the social environments in which it can materialise: the public, the private or the non-profit 
setting. Hence, social entrepreneurship is not solely destined for the non-profit sector.  

The social enterprise is an operator within the social economy, whose main objective is rather having a 
social impact than making a profit for shareholders or other stakeholders. It provides the market with 
certain goods and services, doing so in an entrepreneurial and innovative manner, using the gained profit 
primarily for the achieving social goals. The social enterprise operates in an open and accountable way 
and it is particularly characterised by the involvement of its employees, consumers and stakeholders who 
are affected by its commercial activities (European Commission, Social Business Initiative 2011). 

Defined as the implementation of non-governmental approaches and based on market economy in order to 
meet social problems, social enterprises can take various forms as a result of the particular needs and the 
institutional structure of each country (Kerlin 2009). 

Social entrepreneurship can be identified in social enterprises when a particular person or a group of 
people (Peredo 2006): (1) aspire to offer social value exclusively or in a prominent way and pursue this 
goal through a combination of (2) recognition and exploitation of opportunities in order to create value; 
(3) engagement of innovation; (4) risk tolerance; and (5) refusal to accept the limitations of available 
resources. 

Therefore, innovation is a part of social entrepreneurship and it has an important place within social 
enterprises. The present paper systematically analyses the concept of innovation within the body literature 
pertaining to social economy and purports to set a research agenda that would provide practitioners with 
relevant contributions in the field as well as required research efforts so as to better understand innovation 
in such organizational structures. 

 

2. The concept of innovation  
 

In simple terms, innovation is about doing something different (Costello and Prohaska 2013). An 
innovation can be a product, a service or a process (Brynteson 2010; Union 2013). Kao (2007) defines 
innovation as “the ability of individuals, companies and entire nations to continuously create their desired 
future”.  

Thus, innovation has three dimensions: individual, organizational (e.g., private companies, public 
companies, NGOs) and also territorial facets (e.g., local level, regional level, national level, global level). 
Our main concern is organizational innovation with emphasis on social ventures.  

The European Commission through Innovation Union supports innovation due to its capacity to (Union 
2013) create job opportunities for all, especially the young; get the economy back on track; make 
companies more competitive in the global market; solve the challenges of an ageing population; secure 
resources like food and fuel; fight global warming; and improve smart and green transport. 

Brynteson (2010) asserts that innovation leads to individual wealth in any economy and creates 
opportunities to new economic growth. He argues that human resource is the real competitive advantage 
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of a company in the process of innovation, by means of motivating that “processes, technologies, capital 
and products can all be duplicated” (Bryteson 2010). 

Reference to innovation in organizations whose primary purpose is social can be found in specialized 
literature, under the name of “social innovation”. Social innovation regards innovation activities and 
services that aim to meet social needs, in contrast with business innovation, the primary focus of which is 
the maximisation of profit (Mulgan 2006; Brown and Wyatt 2010).  

The second step in the process of social innovation focuses on generating ideas – ideation. Solutions 
should be generated according to results obtained in previous steps which would be construed favourable 
to change (Brown and Wyatt 2010). 

The implementation phase refers to selection of best ideas from the ideation phase and transforming them 
into an objective, complete action plan that involves its testing in practice (Bryan and Wyatt 2010; 
Mulgan 2006). Mulgan (2006) explains that few plans succeed in reality, although they may be supported 
by market research and desk analysis. He concludes that the recipe for progress involves prototyping or 
piloting of the idea and stimulating enthusiasm for it. 

 

3. The Methodology of Review 
 

The current paper, entitled “The concept of innovation in social economy” aims at identifying the 
innovative perspective in social economy by means of content analysis of most influential publications in 
the field. 

In order to approach innovation in social economy we analyse content published in social economy (SE) 
studies. The goal is to examine how innovation is perceived in relation to social economy and to identify 
the direction towards where it moves. In the following sections details of methods employed to identify 
and analyse published works in the field are provided.  

We have performed a systematic review according to a predefined search strategy respecting the process 
stages as suggested by Kitchenham (2004): (1) planning – justification and protocol; (2) conducting the 
review - identification of research, selection of primary studies, study quality assessment, data extraction 
& monitoring and data synthesis; and the final stage (3) reporting the review. The selection procedure is 
similar to that followed by Mainela et al. (2014) in their review and research agenda pertaining to the 
concept of international opportunity in entrepreneurship. We propose the following protocol for relevant 
literature identification.  

 

Table 1: Protocol for SE literature identification 

Criteria Reasons 

(1) Publications 
in the field of SE 

We search ISI Web of Science databases for papers on social economy;  

We select works in social economy related subject categories such as: business 
economics, public administration, social science, sociology, government law, social 
work and social issues. 

We add industry related subject categories (engineering, science technology, 
computer science, material science, robotics etc.) so as to examine the role of social 
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economy in industry. 

We search for works with the following keywords in their title: social economy/ 
non-profit organizations/ non-governmental organizations/ social enterprise/ social 
entrepreneurship, to ensure a wider approach of the concept. 

(2) Publications 
between 1990-
2014 

We set the starting point of our research so it correspond with the rise of social 
economy institutions in Eastern Europe (Noya and Clarence 2007) as a 
consequence of totalitarian states collapse (1990); 

(3) Publications 
in peer-reviewed 
journals  

We select only the works published in journals with an ISI-impact factor over 1.000 
in 2013 ranking; 

 

(4) Publication at 
full-length 
journal article or 
review 

We exclude book reviews and conference proceedings papers; 

(5) Incorporation 
of innovation 
concept 

We record the occurrence of innovation concept in abstracts, keywords and/or 
content of papers; We analyse the contexts of the concept 

 

In the early phase all the works related to social economy published between 1990 and 2014 have been 
identified in ISI Web of Science. Secondly, we have selected from them only such materials published in 
journals with ISI-impact factor of over 1.000 in the 2013 ranking, so as to ensure the quality of materials 
and of the review process. Out of 116 works matching the impact factor criterion, only 59 were 
approaching the concept of innovation within their content and therefore they were retained for further 
analysis. 

We have deliberately chosen to select only articles, refraining from extending our search to books and 
book chapters, as a wider literature area would affect the quality of the content analysis and also, because 
of accessibility of the articles published in journals. 

For the content analysis we propose three types of coding: (1) open coding; (2) axial coding; and (3) 
selective coding to construct our theories. Firstly, we have identified and sorted the relevant literature in 
the field. Secondly, we have extracted innovation-directly-related paragraphs from the materials to be 
coded according to typical methodology. Finally, we have formulated a research agenda for the future. 

The analysis was developed using the content analysis procedure that belongs in grounded theory (Strauss 
and Corbin 1990). As noted, we have analysed our materials using three types of coding: open coding, 
axial coding and selective coding.  

Open coding allowed us to break the data into pieces and label all relevant data regarding our subject. We 
have discovered codes describing specific phenomena (properties) that were gathered under a category.  

The next step has been axial coding, aimed at refining and differentiating categories which had resulted 
from the open coding (Flick 2009). The methodology used is that originated by Strauss and Corbin (1990) 
as it allowed us to discover and establish structures and relationships between all types of data labels 
(phenomena, concepts and categories). The coding paradigm model is represented in the figure below. 
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Fig. 1: Axial coding model 

 

We continued our coding procedure with selective coding. Selective coding represents a prosecution of 
axial coding at a higher level of abstraction. At this point, the development and integration of axial coding 
is compared to other groups that focus on possible concepts or variables of interest. It might imply search 
for further examples and evidence for core categories that will help at the development of case stories 
(Flick 2009). 

 

4. Results of the review 
 

The analysis reveals that early stage of social economy literature tends to approach innovation as it had 
been referred to before 2003, when the concept of innovation or social innovation was absent in high 
impact journals. Out of 59 selected articles, 21 were published between 2003 and 2009, followed by the 
rest of 38 which had been published between 2010 and 2014. The year with the highest number of works 
in the field of social economy incorporating the concept of innovation had been, by far, 2012, with 13 
articles. The reviewed works and their research focus are presented in Table 2 below.  

 

 Table 2: The reviewed studies on innovation in social enterprises 

Study Method Research focus 

Allen et al. (2010) Case study Using the social entrepreneurship approach to create 
innovative and sustainable applied health research 
outcomes 

Bahmani, Galindo and 
Mendez (2012) 

Secondary 
data,;quantitative 

Effect of NGOs, human capital and entrepreneurship 
on economic growth 

PHENOMENON 

CONTEXT AND 
CONDITIONS 

 
STRATEGIES 

 
CONSEQUENCES 

 
CAUSES 
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Barr, Fafchamps and 
Owens (2005) 

Survey Activities, resources and governance; structure of 
NGOs in Uganda  

Cardoso, Meireles and 
Peralta (2012)  

Survey Conceptual model for social economy organizations 

Chell (2007) Conceptual The nature of social enterprise 
Chesbrought (2006) Case study The role of NGOs in development of innovative and 

successful business models 
Choi and Majumdar 
(2014) 

Conceptual Novel conceptual understanding of social 
entrepreneurship 

Cornelius et al. (2008) Conceptual Corporate relationship between social enterprises, 
social awareness and action related to corporate 
social responsibility 

Corner and Ho (2010) Interviews, 
secondary data 

Opportunity identification in social Entrepreneurship 

Coule and Patmore 
(2013) 

Interviews, 
document analysis 

Conceptualization of non-profit innovation 

Datta and Gailey (2012) Case study Women entrepreneurship in India 
Dees (2012) Conceptual The two cultures of social entrepreneurship 
Dempsey (2010) Conceptual Assessment of social entrepreneurship practices and 

effects 
Desa and Basu (2012) Secondary data, 

quantitative 
Approaches used by social ventures to mobilize 
critical resources: optimization and bricolage 

Desa (2011)  Effects of regulatory, political and technological 
institutions on resource-mobilization 

DiDomenico, Tracey 
and Haugh2 (2009) 

Conceptual Social economy involvement in public service 
delivery 

Felicio, Gonçalves and 
Gonçalves (2013) 

Survey, interviews Roles of social entrepreneurship and transformational 
leadership in explaining the social value and the 
organizational performance of non-profit social 
organizations 

Hemingway (2005) Conceptual Personal values as drivers of entrepreneurs’ 
behaviour 

Herranz, Council and 
McKay (2011) 

Case study Government’s financial role in a tri-value social 
enterprise 

Kerlin (2012) Case study Conceptual framework for social enterprises based on 
institutional factors 

Kong (2008) Conceptual Strategic management in non-profit organizations 
Korosec (2006) Survey, Interviews Support of public administration for social 

enterprises 
Kourula (2010) Case study Engagement with non-governmental organizations 
Lasprogata and Cotton 
(2003) 

Conceptual Business and legal boundaries in social 
entrepreneurship 

Lepoutre et al. (2013) Survey Measuring population-based social entrepreneurship 
activity 

Liu and Ko (2011) Case study Learning mechanisms in developing marketing 
capability to deploy social enterprises’ resources in 
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the marketplace 
Luke and Chu (2013 Interviews Distinctions between social enterprise and social 

entrepreneurship 
Mair and Marti (2006) Conceptual Social entrepreneurship research 
Martin and Novicevic 
(2010) 

Case study  The role of social entrepreneurship, servant 
leadership, and acculturation in reducing the 
problems of poverty in Kenya 

Mayer and Ganahl 
(2014) 

Conceptual Offering non-profit-like tax benefits to hybrid entities 

Maclean, Harvey and 
Shaw (2012) 

Case study The role of sites and spaces of socially innovative 
philanthropic in their success 

Miller et al. (2012) Conceptual Mechanisms that transform compassion into social 
entrepreneurship and institutional conditions under 
which they are most likely to do so 

Montgomery, Dacin and 
Dacin (2012) 

Case study The role of collective social entrepreneurship 

Neck, Brush and Allen 
(2009) 

Conceptual The concept of social entrepreneurship 

Nga and 
Shamuganathan (2010) 

Survey The influence of Big Five Personality Traits on social 
entrepreneurship dimensions 

Nicholls (2009) Case study Reporting practices used by social entrepreneurs in 
terms of their institutional settings and strategic 
objectives 

Nicholls1 (2010) Case study Analysis of the regulatory space within which the 
reporting and disclosure practices for Community 
Interest Companies were negotiated 

Nicholls2 (2010) Conceptual Conceptualizing social entrepreneurship as a field of 
action in a pre-paradigmatic state 

Nicolaescu (2012) Conceptual Initiatives and methodologies to evaluate the good 
practices in social economy 

Nisar (2013) Case study Implementation constraints in social enterprise and 
community public private partnerships 

Squazzoni (2009) Case study The role of social entrepreneurs and social capital as 
drivers of economic development initiatives at a 
regional level 

Peredo and McLean 
(2006) 

Conceptual Review of the concept of social entrepreneurship 

Popoviciu I. and 
Popoviciu S. A. (2011) 

Conceptual Conceptualization and specific components of 
entrepreneurship 

Reinhardt et al. (2009) Case study Description of world environment within which 
NGOs that address health issues have to operate 

Ridley-Duff (2007) Conceptual Differences between individualist and communitarian 
views of social organization explaining the effects of 
beliefs about social identity, consensus and diversity 
on corporate governance  

Ruebottom (2013) Case study Rhetorical strategy that overcome the difficulties in 
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building legitimacy in social entrepreneurship 
Sakarya (2012) Case study Inputs, outcomes and social transformation of social 

alliances 
Santos (2012) Conceptual Advancing scholarly research in social 

entrepreneurship 
Short, Moss and 
Lumpkin (2009) 

Secondary data, 
quantitative 

Social entrepreneurship research 

Sud, VanSandt 
and Baugous (2009) 

Conceptual Ability of social entrepreneurship to provide 
solutions on large-scale social issues 

Tremblay, Gutberlet and 
Peredo (2010) 

Case study Socioeconomic aspects of resource recovery, 
capacity of social entrepreneurship for community 
development, and policy framework  

Tucker et al. (2012) Conceptual Social entrepreneurship for sexual health approach 
for at risk populations 

VanSandt, Sud and 
Marme (2009) 

Case study Alternate methods of expansion, scaling and 
replication, and examination of potential catalysts  
enabling social entrepreneurs to attain social 
improvement 

Weber (2012) Interview Frances Westley: social innovation and social 
enterprise in the classroom 

Weerawardena and 
Mort (2006) 

Case study A multidimensional model of social entrepreneurship 
 

Wright, Marston and 
McDonald (2011) 

Case study Development of welfare-to-work policies and 
comparison of delivery traditions in the UK and 
Australia 

Yiu et al. (2014) Case study Sentimental motivation for engaging in social 
entrepreneurial activities 

Zahra et al.(2008) Conceptual Forces leading to the globalization of social 
entrepreneurial activities 

Zahra, Newey and Li 
(2013) 

Conceptual Extending the field of international entrepreneurship 
through social entrepreneurship 

  

Social and environmental problems that describe current society (Neck, Brush and Allen 2009) are often 
avoided by the profit seeking business sector, leaving room for those whose mission is not just to gain 
economic advantages, but also to solve social problems through the creating of social innovation 
(Popoviciu I. and Popoviciu S. A., 2011; Tucker et al. 2012). Social entrepreneurships as it is called, 
combines social and economic drivers aimed at creating new technology and innovation that will, in turn, 
generate income for disadvantaged people, providing solutions for poverty-stricken areas (Corner and Ho 
2010). Its key role concerns the innovation of welfare and environmental policies, restoring economic 
activity and responding to global crisis (Nicholls 2009) as it is easier to introduce radical innovation in 
social new ventures rather than in welfare organizations (Zahra et al. 2008).  

These markets, neglected by the for-profit sector, are even more present in developing countries where 
the way of living and changes are characterized by less variation and slower movement than would be the 
case in developed countries (Chesbrought et al. 2006) and they foster innovative processes, technologies 
and sustainable socio-economic development opportunities (Nga and Shamuganathan 2010). In contrast, 
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social economy in developing countries is considered in more complex and diverse terms (Barr, 
Fafchamps and Owens 2005), leaving space for further innovation process (Bahmani, Galindo and 
Mendez 2012) and technology (Nga and Shamuganathan 2010) which, in turn, results in people’s 
empowerment, creation of new social relations and collaboration patterns (Nicolaescu 2012). 

Innovative environment is characterized by uncertainty and limited resources (Cardoso, Meireles and 
Peralta 2012) coupled with individual passion to be an agent of social change (Nga and Shamuganathan 
2010). Social innovation barriers concerns difficulty in (Dees 2012): attracting sufficient skilled 
personnel; attracting affordable skilled personnel; retaining sufficient skilled personnel; and retaining 
affordable skilled personnel. 

Apart from skills, personnel’s characteristics such as attitude, competencies, experience, tacit knowledge, 
innovativeness and talent play an essential role in innovation and strategic renewal that lead to social 
innovation (Kong 2008; Choo and Bontis 2002; Guerrero 2003; Roos and Jacobsen 1999). Knowledge 
sharing mechanisms are important where the personnel have a major role in achieving the organizational 
objectives such as social innovation. Liu and Ko (2011) had identified two main mechanisms for 
knowledge sharing in social enterprises, namely, recruitment of experience staff from other social 
enterprises; and knowledge exchange through formal associations and informal social networks. The 
social entrepreneurial framework is presented in the table below. 

 

Table 3: Social entrepreneurial framework 

 
 

Mission To create and sustain social value (Allen et al. 2010; Cardoso, Meireles and Peralta 2012; 
Lasprogata and Cotton 2003; Nga and Shamuganathan 2010; Nicholls 2009; Peredo and 
McLean 2006; Choi and Majumdar 2014).   

Means � Continuously recognizing and pursuing new opportunities (Allen et al. 2010; 
Lasprogata and Cotton 2003; Luke and Chu 2013; Peredo and McLean 2006; Corner 
and Ho 2010); 

� Acting boldly (Allen et al. 2010); 

� Innovation (Peredo and McLean 2006); 

� Adaptation and learning (Allen et al. 2010; Lasprogata and Cotton 2003; Luke and Chu 
2013) 

� Demonstrating a heightened sense of accountability (Allen et al. 2010; Lasprogata and 
Cotton 2003; Peredo and McLean 2006); 

� Involvement of disadvantaged groups, e.g., handicapped, aged, underprivileged, 
children at risk, young people at risk (Cardoso Meireles and Peralta 2012); 

� Profit reinvestment (Cardoso, Meireles and Peralta 2012; Nga and Shamuganathan 
2010; Nicholls 2009); 

� Risk toleration (Peredo and McLean 2006); 

� Overcoming financial limitations by means such as dependency on public and private 
funds (Cardoso, Meireles and Peralta 2012; Peredo and McLean 2006). 
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Social innovation requires resource mobilization (Desa and Basu 2013). A combination of resources 
might be needed; opportunities must be exploited and social needs have to be satisfied (Felicio, 
Gonçalves and Gonçalves 2013; Nicolaescu 2012; Yiu et al. 2014) through the development of social 
goods or services (Felicio, Gonçalves and Gonçalves 2013). Therefore, social innovation has social means 
and social ends and it enhances society’s capacity to act (Zahra, Newey and Li 2014).  

 
 

Fig. 2: The process of social innovation

The organizational structure that fosters the achievement of social values is referred to as “social 
enterprise”, which, in actual terms, is a hybrid organization with both business and social duties (Liu and 
Ko 2011). The aim of social enterprise is to identify solutions for social problems in the fields of 
education, healthcare, poverty, hunger and environmental problems related to energy, water, climate 
change, etc. (Neck, Brush and Allan 2009). The social enterprise has a social goal that can be achieved 
through a combination of social entrepreneurship and business (Nga and Shamuganathan 2010; Weber 
2012).  

Social enterprises differ from non-profit organizations in such areas as strategies, structures, norms, 
values, innovation and opportunities (Dart 2004) which are used to create social impact (Sud 2009). The 
social enterprise would normally consist of people (or groups of people) that have the entrepreneurial 
skills and resources to achieve social goals through process that favours analysis, integration, 
reconfiguration, rejection, adaptation and implementation of solutions that would result in social 
innovation (Popoviciu I. and Popoviciu S. A., 2011). Generally, initiative and innovation are the two main 
pillars of social value creation (Felicio, Gonçalves and Gonçalves 2013) which, in turn, can be translated 
into income for the economically disadvantaged or for delivering needed goods, e.g., medical supplies, to 
poverty-stricken areas (Corner and Ho 2010) where the initiative is the driver while the innovation is the 
means. Practical skills practice, possession of resources, cooperation, active understanding and practical 
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skills discovery are conditions that need to be met by teams operating in social enterprises (Popoviciu I. 
and Popoviciu S. A., 2011). 

Innovation rises mostly from collaboration between initiatives which are translated into horizontal social 
alliances, mixed partnerships and inter-sectorial enterprises (Squazzoni 2008; Squazzoni 2009; Austin 
2000). Reasons behind such collaborations generally might be found in the need for tapping resources, 
knowledge and expertise (Montgomery, Dacin and Dacin 2012). 

Social alliances are described as “voluntary collaborations between business and social enterprises 
addressing social problems” that cannot be solved through the action of a single organization (Sakarya et 
al. 2012). For the business partner this type of collaboration can provide a means for leveraging resources 
outsides organization’s control in the search of innovation and new competences and opportunities 
(Austin 2000; Austin and Reficco 2009; Kanter1999).  

The United Kingdom Government (2014) in “Partnerships: A review of two aspects of the tax rules” 
asserts that mixed partnerships include individual and non-individual partners such as companies and 
trustees. Inter-sectorial initiatives involve formal engagement of business, government and/or non-profit 
organizations in achieving common goals. Two specific partnerships can be singled out: public-private 
partnerships and business-non-profit partnerships. Projects that developed as inter-sectorial partnerships 
must promote best value through improvements in service and innovation. This goal can be achieved 
through a strategic framework that would allow for opportunities to boost delivery of goods and services 
and to augment the value for money (Nisar 2013). 

Irrespective of the type of collaboration, there are three major phases in establishing a functional 
partnership (Montgomery, Dacin and Dacin 2012): 

Phase 1: Outreach. This involves identification of issues, goal establishment and communication flow; 

Phase 2: The process of collective learning. In this phase, trust building has been found to have a major 
impact for social networking and innovation relationship (Chen and Wang 2008) with networking 
relationships being essential for facilitating innovation (Sanchez-Famoso, Maseda and Iturralde 2014).  
Also, the teams involved must share intellectual capital and understanding of issues (Montgomery, Dacin 
and Dacin 2012; Nga 2010); 

Phase 3: Innovation/Co-creation/Joint action. 

We have noted that the literature in the field of social economy approaches the concept of innovation 
mainly at the descriptive level, leaving room for further research that would provide a more in-depth view 
of practical results in the field. With regard to our research design approach, we have identified some 
general disadvantages in using the grounded theory, particularly in three main aspects (Offredy and 
Vickers 2013): 

• The subjectivity of the data leads to difficulties in establishing reliability and validity of 
approaches and information. 

• It is difficult to detect or to prevent researcher-built-in bias. 

• The presentation of results - the highly qualitative nature of the results can make them difficult to 
present in a manner that can actually be used by practitioners 

Our review has certain limitations that need to be mentioned. The review was limited to the period 1990-
2015. From the available research materials consisting of books, book chapters, reviews, editorials and 
articles, only the latter were selected for further analysis. Also, the process of selection was based on 
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relative criteria based on authors’ rationale which might have led to a certain bias, whereas the 
researchers involved followed a carefully built assessment structure. We have only selected the articles on 
social economy that explicitly used innovation as a theoretical or empirical concept in their content and 
did not look for alternative options.  

 

5. Agenda for future research 
Our research agenda recommends that more innovative focus should be placed on research in social 
economy as it seems to be an insufficiently exploited field in the reviewed literature. Innovation is a broad 
international concept that can be applied into nearly all sectors and all domains. Moreover, different 
forms of collaboration are created to support development of innovations with high level impact. All these 
aspects call for a multitude of research subjects and approaches to innovation that can develop and further 
elaborated. 

The primary research concerns regarding specific types of innovation that can be found in social 
organizations point at social innovation. In this context, we propose the following research framework 
vis-à-vis social innovation, based on organizational form and type of innovation, presented in fig.3. 

 
Fig. 3 A general research framework on social innovation 

Innovation can be regarded as (i) activity leading to an output in terms of new product success, time to 
enter the market and number of new services; and (ii) activity leading to an output such as research and 
development investments and efforts to bring innovations to market (Jaw and Law 2010). Traditional 
social innovation is understood as social innovation developed by a single social organization irrespective 
of its legal form. In this context, we distinguish between three types of innovations: service innovation, 
product innovation and process innovation. 

We recommend that further research on service innovation is pursued, so as to enable the creating of 
social value. Such research can go into comparative studies between services and their different 
responding fashion to the same social needs; exploration of the relationship between the successful social 
innovative services and user implication in the process of their development; and research into different 
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aspects of the organizational structure (decision making, organizational culture, communication 
strategies, human resource etc.) and their influence on the construction of social innovative services. 

Alongside research into the role of human capital (see Carmona-Lavado, Cuevas-Rodríguez and Cabello-
Medina 2010; Dakhli and De Clercq 2004; Lee, Florida and Gates 2010) and product cycle of innovative 
products, further marketing research is called for, which would focus on innovative social products, while 
also considering the role of practitioners. Studying the specifics of the manner in which products address 
social requires assessment of the socio-economic life cycle of the product so as to determine its social and 
economic aspects and their possible positive (or negative) impact throughout their life cycle (see Unep 
Setac Life Cycle Initiative 2009). 

Furthermore, research focusing on specific process innovations (case studies) within social organizations 
and their background can contribute to more efficient social services provided by social entrepreneurs. 

Generally, collaboration aimed at producing social value must always generate value for both parties and 
the society at large (Perrini and Vurro 2006). In this regard, several types of collaboration that requires 
further research can be initiated: 

• Service/product/process innovation in business-social organizations partnerships 

• Service/product/process innovation in public-social organizations partnerships 

• Service/product/process innovation in partnerships between social organizations 

We consider that in the case of intra-sector partnerships, both partners should have the interest to innovate 
a similar process that works in their organization. Therefore, the research interest is to identify and 
analyse the drivers of involvement in process innovation partnerships for social value creation. 

More complex forms of collaboration for social value creation are tri-sector partnerships (Perrini and 
Vurro 2006) that, in our case, involve the association of business, social organizations and public sector. 
This type of partnership was not examined separately within our research framework, but we consider it 
important to mention as is implies more complex dynamics. But since the present research literature 
examined lacks empirical studies on the basics forms of collaboration for the creation of social value, it 
seems to be not, as yet, ripe to properly approach this subject. 
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