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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Innovation is believed to be a key driver of societal and economic well-being. In many
cases, it has also led to more sustainable lifestyles and a more efficient use of natural
resources. But despite the relevance of innovation as a tool to support sustainable devel
opment, there is a need for research that analyses current trends in order to guide future
efforts. The present paper addresses this research need. It examines existing methods and
tools for fostering social innovation in matters related to sustainable development, within
the framework of the SDGs. By means of an online survey undertaken among sustainability
and innovation experts in a sample of industrialised and developing nations, this study has
identified some of the means via which social innovation is being pursued, along with its
applications and limitations. A number of case studies showing examples of sustainable
innovation have been mapped to demonstrate its usefulness. A causal loop diagram, which
links the factors associated with social innovation within the context of the UN Sustainable
Development Goals, is also presented, offering a greater understanding of their intercon
nections. The paper concludes by outlining some measures that may help to take better
advantage of the many opportunities offered by social innovation that put the principles of
sustainable development into practice.
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1. Introduction
In the literature, the discussion on the definition of
innovation concerns originality (an idea new to the
world or imitated, but new to an organisation), the
scope (product and business process innovation),
and its relevance to technological, economic or
social spheres. The concept of innovation was
introduced to the scientific literature by Joseph
Schumpeter (1939), who defined it as the first
application of a given solution, i.e., the introduc
tion of new products, processes, technologies,
resources, and a new combination of production
factors. These revolutionary new ideas emerge as
a result of a creative destruction, which could dis
rupt the existing state of economic equilibrium
and boost economic development (Schumpeter
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1934, 1939). The Schumpeterian approach has
been widely accepted in the literature, but the
concept of innovation has evolved and new defini
tions have emerged.
Percy Ronald Whitfield promoted a broad definition
of innovation and argued that innovation is a series of
complex actions related to solving problems, which
result in the creation of a comprehensively developed
novelty (Whitfield 1975). Such an approach was also
supported by Philip Kotler and Everett Rogers, who
claimed that innovation is any product, service or
idea perceived by an individual as new (Kotler 2000,
p. 355; Rogers 2003, p. 12).
A narrow definition of innovation was proposed by
Christopher Freeman, who similarly to Schumpeter,
defined innovation as the first commercial use of

Federal University of Paraíba, João Pessoa, Brazil

2

W. LEAL FILHO ET AL.

a new product, system, device or process (Freeman
1982, p. 57). The concept of innovation was expanded
by Peter Drucker, who not only claimed to treat all
novelties as innovations (including finding new users
for an already existing product), but also noted that
innovation can refer to social phenomena. In his opi
nion, economic and social innovations are as valuable
as technological innovations (Drucker 1993, 2004).
With this in mind, Michael Porter analysed innovation
from both perspectives – technical and social – and
linked innovation with the gaining of competitive
advantage by states and enterprises (Porter 2008).
Innovation can be analysed from various perspectives
with regards to their outcomes and impacts. These
include the business sector, the general government
sector, non-profit institutions, households and indivi
duals, with the business sector being the most com
mon one (OECD, 2018).
Innovation drives economic development, but the
socio-economic relevance of innovations depends on
their diffusion and uptake (Ziegler 2017; OECD, 2018,
p. 44). By definition, innovation does not need to be
beneficial for the firm or bring a positive value to
society. It can lead to better financial performance,
improvements in market position of a company, sales
increases, or benefits to customers. It can also solve
environmental, safety or health problems, which may
not increase a firm’s sales but will bring benefits to
users (OECD, 2018, p. 69). Thus, innovation should not
only be perceived by looking at its outputs and out
comes, but also by seeing it in the context of the
accompanying social processes (Ziegler 2017, p. 2).
Due to contemporary trends related to citizen
engagement in innovation, co-creation, and coproduction, the focus of innovation solutions shifted
to both cutting edge technologies and solving social
problems. Therefore, social innovation has received
a growing interest during the last decade (CajaibaSantana 2014; Voorberg et al. 2015; van der Have,
Rubalcaba, 2016; Yan et al. 2019; Foroudi et al. 2020).
In principle, social innovations aim to improve the
welfare of communities or individuals (Young
Foundation 2012; Mulgan et al. 2013). These are
also seen as new approaches to dealing with
a problem or addressing a social need (Nicholls,
Dees, 2015), as new, goal-oriented social practices
aimed at stimulating the macro-quality of life
(Periac et al. 2018), as innovations that meet the
yet unmet social needs and create new models of
social relations and cooperation (Manzini 2015), and
as products and services that facilitate the develop
ment of more sustainable, cohesive and inclusive
societies (Grimm et al. 2013). Social innovations are
also considered to be a suitable way to solve chal
lenging problems faced by contemporary society
(Eichler, Schwarz, 2019; Cuntz et al. 2020).

Since the definitions allow for a broad interpretation
of social innovations, there is the need to research and
describe the means via which social innovation is
being pursued and its applications and limitations in
order to characterise current trends and guide future
efforts. This research aimed to explore social innova
tion practices by carrying out a survey and collecting
a sample of case studies from 36 countries.
This paper is organised as follows. Section 2 pre
sents an overall recognition of the concept of social
innovation from a sustainable perspective. Section 3
describes the applied research methods and the ana
lysed sources. The findings are discussed in Section 4.
Finally, Section 5 highlights some final remarks, includ
ing contributions and limitations of this analysis as well
as further developments for future research.

2. Innovation in a sustainable development
context
Change is a crucial element for organisations, commu
nities, and stakeholder networks in order to progress
towards sustainable development (Silvestre and Ţîrcă
2019). Sustainability trajectories are the specific paths
taken by organisations, communities and stakeholder
networks to change and progress towards sustainable
development (Silvestre 2015). Sustainability trajec
tories are defined by contextual, historical aspects
and related decisions made by groups and individuals
(Martin and Sunley 2006). Therefore, contextual and
historical aspects are crucial for the implementation
and study of innovations for sustainable development
(Silvestre and Ţîrcă 2019). The academic literature
helps in the understanding of these contextual and
historical aspects.
One of the most recent and perhaps comprehensive
literature reviews that focuses on innovation for sus
tainable development suggests that there are three
key periods in the literature, and each period is char
acterised by specific keywords (Vatananan-Thesenvitz
et al. 2019):
1985 to 2005, keywords: industrial ecology, sustain
able cities, and city planning.
2005 to 2012, keywords: environmental manage
ment, cleaner production, competitiveness, corporate
social responsibility, and eco-efficiency
2012 to 2018, keywords: Sustainable Development
Goals, Eco-Innovation, Social-Innovation, CSR, and
Entrepreneurship
The three periods show a shift from cities and indus
try to environmental management and social respon
sibility and then to sustainable development. This
movement shows a progressive integration of social,
environmental and economic aspects in the area of
innovation for sustainable development.
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The top 5 countries in terms of total academic pub
lications are: the United Kingdom, China, the United
States, the Netherlands, and Germany (VatanananThesenvitz et al. 2019). Also, there is evidence of colla
borative research between different countries, espe
cially between the top countries with more
publications (Vatananan-Thesenvitz et al. 2019). These
characteristics of the literature suggest that the litera
ture on innovation for sustainable development has
been mainly published by authors based in industria
lised and developed countries.
The diversity of publications and journals where the
literature on innovation in sustainable development is
published shows the different facets of this topic
(Vatananan-Thesenvitz et al. 2019). The topic is focused
on areas such as sustainability, business and manage
ment, education management, management and strat
egy, as well as innovation and natural science
(Vatananan-Thesenvitz et al. 2019). The top types of
journals for innovation in sustainable development are
journals in the general business and management field
and journals in the ecology and environment sector, as
well as in general energy consumption, followed by
journals covering education and sustainability, and
technology and research policy journals. Most papers
are written in the sustainable development business
context (Vatananan-Thesenvitz et al. 2019).
The most co-occurring keywords in journal articles
that are focused on innovation for sustainable develop
ment are: planning, education, environmental protection,
environmental management, economics, decisionmaking, economic growth, and climate change
(Vatananan-Thesenvitz et al. 2019). These keywords
represent the conceptual space of innovation for sustain
able development in the academic literature (VatanananThesenvitz et al. 2019). The high co-occurrence of the
keyword planning shows the importance of this concept
in innovation (Vatananan-Thesenvitz et al. 2019).
Therefore, the aspects of the literature discussed above
show the emphasis of research with an environmental
and economic focus in the context of organisations.
Furthermore, this suggests that the focus on social inno
vation and less formal communities could be developed
further in the literature.
In order to yield the expected benefits, innovation
requires willingness from staff, senior management
and communities as well as mind-set changes and
planning in order to be implemented (Silvestre and
Ţîrcă 2019). The UN has recognised that the delivery
of sustainable development relies on social innovation
(Millard 2018). The academic literature has focused
mainly on the technological innovations in the context
of sustainable development, rather than those orien
tated by people (Adams et al. 2016). In addition, the
main SDG that focuses on innovation – SDG 9: Build
resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustain
able industrialization and foster innovation (UN,
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2015) – has a strong technological focus. However,
the literature on innovation for sustainable develop
ment has recently started to shift its focus towards
socio-technical lenses (Adams et al. 2016). These lenses
provide a more people-centred perspective.
Moreover, innovations have been traditionally driven
by economic rather than social and environmental con
siderations (Silvestre and Ţîrcă 2019). Social innovations
have the societal aspects as the primary focus, whereas
green innovations focus primarily on the environment
(Silvestre and Ţîrcă 2019). An innovation for sustainable
development requires the social, environmental and
economic dimensions to be considered simultaneously
and in balance (Silvestre and Ţîrcă 2019).
Innovations for sustainable development have also
been conceptualised as sustainability-oriented innova
tion (e.g., Altenburg and Pegels 2012; Adams et al.
2016; Goodman et al. 2017).
Sustainability-oriented innovation involves making
intentional changes to an organization’s philosophy
and values, as well as to its products, processes or
practices to serve the specific purpose of creating
and realizing social and environmental value in addi
tion to economic returns. (Adams et al. 2016, p. 1)

As well as the balance between societal, environmen
tal and economic considerations, sustainabilityorientated innovations can have an impact within
and beyond organisations (Adams et al. 2016). Within
organisations, it is possible to find stand-alone innova
tive interventions for sustainable development
(Abernathy and Utterback 1978; Adams et al. 2016).
This can take place within specific teams, departments,
functions, products or services. Recently, however,
innovation for sustainable development is becoming
a more strategic aspect in organisations (OECD 2009).
The more strategic approach can become integrated
throughout organisations, such as through environ
mental management systems (Adams et al. 2016).
These can aid behaviour change and transformational
processes towards sustainable development (Adams
et al. 2016). Figure 1 introduces some of the dimen
sions of social innovation for sustainable development
to illustrate the complexity of this topic.
Another dimension of innovation for sustainable
development relates to an organisation’s view of itself
as embedded within a network of other actors, or if the
organisation tends to act while focusing on itself
(Adams et al. 2016). When innovation for sustainable
development is orientated mainly inwards, it is
referred to as insular (Adams et al. 2016). On the con
trary, if an organisation is working on innovation for
sustainable development in a systemic way, the orga
nisation will try to positively affect social, environmen
tal and economic systems beyond its organisational
boundaries (Adams et al. 2016). Organisations can
therefore contribute towards sustainable development
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Figure 1. Some of the dimensions of social innovation for sustainable development. Source: the authors

through systems building innovation beyond their
regions and countries. For instance, the concept of
social innovation is starting to be used in the context
of sustainable development both in developing and
developed countries (Millard 2018).
The engagement between different actors in
respect of innovation for sustainable development
has been conceptualised in the literature through
the ‘triple helix’ model. The ‘triple helix’ model of
innovation includes three interconnected sources of
innovation: government, the private sector and
research institutions (Millard 2018). The ‘triple helix’
explicitly acknowledges the importance of knowledge
production through academia (Carayannis et al.
2012). Due to this, some argue that it is compatible
with the knowledge economy (Carayannis et al. 2012).
Therefore, the model has been developed to include
civil society and is called ‘the quadruple helix’ (Millard
2018). The ‘quadruple helix’ highlights the need for
an integrated development of knowledge economy
and knowledge society in the context of sustainable
development (Carayannis et al. 2012). Civil society as
a source of innovation in the model has been emer
ging in parallel with the development in academic
discourse and use in policy frameworks of the con
cept of social innovation (Millard 2018). The most
recent iteration of the innovation model is the ‘quin
tuple helix’ (Carayannis et al. 2012). The ‘quintuple
helix’ includes biological and ecological systems as
another source of innovation in the model
(Carayannis et al. 2012). This model thus includes
the socio-ecological perspective and is likely to be
the most appropriate to address sustainability chal
lenges and contribute towards sustainable develop
ment (Carayannis et al. 2012).

In conclusion, social innovation for sustainable
development is an area of the literature that could be
further developed. Particular areas that could be
further studied include the stakeholder engagement
in innovation within and outside organisations and
communities, the role of engagement in systems build
ing innovation for sustainable development (i.e.
society, environment and economy equally consid
ered), and tools and methods to foster social innova
tion for sustainable development.

3. Methodology
This work aimed to examine the existing methods and
tools for fostering social innovation in matters related
to sustainable development, within the framework of
the SDGs. To address the established goal, an extensive
literature review was followed by cross-sectional
descriptive research carried out through the quantita
tive method approach, by means of a survey applied to
a sample of social innovation practitioners and
scholars.
As stated by Fisch and Block (2018), a literature
review is a basic component of every scientific research
study, insofar as it is considered essential for advancing
knowledge, facilitating theory development and
understanding specificities on mature or novel
research areas. This phase provided insights about
the dynamic of social innovation and its core
determinants.
According to Saunders, et al. (2009), the purpose of
descriptive research is to portray an accurate profile of
studied events or situations in order to describe the
research domain accurately and thoroughly.
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Table 1. Sections of the survey.
Part 1 -respondent Background Composed of 5 variables related to demographic characteristics (country, age, gender, level of education, and
position in respondent’s university)
Part 2 – involvement in social Composed of 4 variables (role played; type of involvement; period working on social innovation; and citizen profile of
innovation
the respondent)
Part 3 – Pursuing Social
Composed of 6 variables (type of work on social innovation; the main beneficiaries; type of empowerment; outcomes;
Innovation
how social innovations address challenges of SD; connection with SDGs)
Part 4 – Challenges and
Composed of 3 variables (hinder elements; driver elements; interest in collaborating with a case of social innovation)
potentialities
Source: The authors

To accomplish the objective of this work, after the
literature review the following four steps were under
taken to design a survey and to collect and analyse the
data.
(1) Design of data collection instrument: a survey
was designed to identify the main initiatives
employed to foster social innovation on matters
related to sustainable development and its rela
tions with the SDGs. The survey was divided into
four sections, as summarised in Table 1. These
sections covered the more important social
innovation initiatives described in the literature
review topics.

4. Results and discussion
The survey collected 105 responses between
September and November 2020, and it was mostly
answered by researchers and professors who are famil
iar with the subject. Regarding the sample character
istics, the respondents represented 36 different
countries, as shown in Figure 2. Among these, Brazil
(27.62%), Italy (11.43%), Portugal (11.57%), Spain
(3.81%), United Kingdom (3.81%) and Ghana (3.81%)
had with the highest number of respondents. There
was a balanced representation of developed (n = 52)
and developing countries (n = 53) in this study.
This sample is adequate for two main reasons.
Firstly, it has a broad geographical distribution, being
one of the most comprehensive studies on the topic,
whereby insights from many countries are gathered.
Secondly, it entails countries from where very little
information is usually available, and this has brought
evidence from these nations to light. Finally, the
respondents are those familiar with the topic, which
adds a degree of robustness to the responses
provided.
Regarding the respondents´ age, 40% were over
50 years old, 45% were between 36 and 50 years old,
12% were between 26 and 35 years old, and 3% were
between 18 and 25 years old. Additionally, 94% of the
sample had completed a post-graduate level of educa
tion. Considering the experience in social innovation,

30% of the sample have been working for more than
five years in the topic, followed by 19% and 18% of
respondents with between 3–5 and 1–3 years of
experience, respectively. Only 4% of the sample indi
cated that they have been working within the social
innovation context for less than one year. Even though
they have had contact with the topic, 29% of the
respondents do not work directly with social
innovation.
When questioned about the role their institution
plays in social innovation, the respondents could indi
cate more than one activity. The European School of
Social Innovation assumes that academia has multiple
and overlapping roles in the practice of social innova
tion (ESSI, 2019). Most parts of the sample indicated
the supporting role (77%), and the same number of
respondents indicated the enabling and transforming
role (47%). A few respondents (3%) indicated other
roles: analysing, criticizing, and a combination of pro
moting, orchestrating, and coordinating. Supporting
and promoting innovation are expected key roles of
academia (Ankrah and Al-Tabbaa 2015), developing,
for instance, participatory research to create knowl
edge and new possibilities for innovation (Cohen
et al. 2002; Reichert 2019). Reichert (2019) mentions
that academia has the role of orchestrating and coor
dinating multi-actor innovation networks.
Almost half of the sample (44%) described their
citizen profile regarding social innovation as someone
who ‘observes, collects, reports and analyses informa
tion’. Angelidou and Psaltoglou (2017) classified this
type of citizen profile as a ‘sensor citizen’, who con
tributes by ‘crowdsourcing, collecting and sharing
environmental data and helping detect problems and
challenges, through theoretical and empirical investi
gation’. Considering that most of the sample is com
posed of professors and researchers, it was expected
that the respondents would identify this type of profile
to represent them regarding social innovation. The
profile of one who ‘participates in open communities
to interact with citizens’ was selected by 27% of the
sample. ‘The collaborative citizen’ contributes to sus
tainability by discussing, finding and testing solutions
in open communities (Angelidou and Psaltoglou 2017).
‘Entrepreneurial citizen’ was indicated by 14% of the
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respondents, as someone who ‘creates a business that
makes more efficient use of resources and is socially
inclusive’. 12% selected ‘offers goods and/or services
no longer needed’, and 3% indicated ‘other’ actions.
Regarding the type of innovation mechanism linked
to the respondents’ work, the options were based on
five broad uses of the term social innovation, accord
ing to The Young Foundation (2012): societal transfor
mation,
organisational
management,
social
entrepreneurship, governance and capacity building,
and new product, services or social development pro
grammes. The respondents were allowed to assign
more than one option, and this is the reason for the
sum of percentages to be higher than 100%. More than
half of the sample (53%) indicated ‘societal transforma
tion’, which refers to the ‘role of civil society in social
change and the role of the social economy and social
entrepreneurs in delivering economic growth and
social inclusion’ (The Young Foundation 2012).
Several studies have been investigating the transfor
mative potential of the practice of social innovation
(Wittmayer et al. 2019; Pel et al. 2020; Krlev et al. 2020).
Both ‘organisational management’ and ‘governance
model for decision-making’ were mentioned by 36%
of the sample. Considering the respondents who
assigned ‘societal transformation’, 34% mentioned
also ‘organisational management’ and 32% indicated
‘governance model for decision-making’ as another
option. It is worth highlighting that the respondents
consider that, besides the transformation of society as
a whole, they are promoting ‘changes in human, insti
tutional and social capitals that lead business strategy’
and are enabling ‘interrelationships between actors
and their skills, competencies, assets and social capital’
(The Young Foundation 2012). The mechanisms of

‘new product, service or social development pro
grammes’ and ‘social entrepreneurship’ were indicated
by 28% and 25% of the respondents, respectively. In
addition to the options presented for the respondents,
five other mechanisms were identified by 5% of them:
‘measuring effects of social innovation’, ‘encouraging
innovation and knowledge transfer to provide transfer
able skills’, ‘community capacity building’, ‘civic educa
tion’ and ‘empowering grassroots-based communities’.
Based on studies by Bria et al. (2015) and HostickBoakye (2014), Angelidou and Psaltoglou (2017) iden
tified the beneficiaries of initiatives who increased
autonomy, power and influence capacity by means of
social innovation: academia/research, business, citi
zens, foundation/charity, grass roots organisations,
government/public sector, and social enterprise. As
presented in Figure 3, for most of the respondents
(74%), the main beneficiaries of their actions/work on
social innovation are represented by ‘academia/
research’, followed by ‘citizens (community of inter
est/practice)’ (67%) and ‘government/public sector’
(32%). Considering this question was multiple choice,
63% of the sample assigned both ‘academia/research’
and ‘citizens (community of interest/practice)’ as ben
eficiaries. Considering ‘academia/research’ and ‘gov
ernment/public sector’, 37% pinpointed both
beneficiaries, and 36% chose ‘citizens (community of
interest/practice)’ and ‘government/public sector’.
In relation to the empowerment generated by social
innovation, most of the respondents (73%) indicated
‘sharing information and resources’, which is in line
with their answers about the main beneficiaries of
their actions (‘academia/research’) and important for
citizen engagement in social innovation (Davies and
Simon 2012). ‘Identifying and/or solving problems’ was

Figure 2. Characterisation of the sample in terms of respondent locations.
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Figure 3. Main beneficiaries of respondents’ work on social innovation.

the second most mentioned type, indicated by 67% of
the respondents, followed by ‘shaping and influencing
decision making and policy design’, indicated by 46%.
‘A sense of possible’ and ‘education for sustainable
development’ were also mentioned.
These findings are aligned with the action/work
social innovation outcomes, since most of the respon
dents (68%) identified the ‘new knowledge/idea’.
‘Service’ (40%), ‘collaboration platform’ (35%), ‘process’
(31%), ‘social movement’ (25%), and ‘institutions’ (23%)
were also expressed. ‘Business model’ (16%), ‘technol
ogy’ (14%), ‘organisational form’ (14%), and product
(13%) were other social innovation outcomes men
tioned. ‘Piece of legislation’ and ‘raising awareness’
were mentioned in the option ‘others’. These responses

reinforce the view of Cajaiba-Santana (2014), supporting
a broader view of social innovation that does not focus
exclusively on an instrumental or material view.
When asked about the social innovation content
addressing sustainability challenges in their respective
institutions, several initiatives/applications were men
tioned, as illustrated in a VOSViewer map (Figure 4; to
set the map, full counting was used with 5 minimum
occurrences), following the 20 subjects indicated. As it
is shown in Figure 4, two clusters were established.
Cluster 1 comprises the subjects ‘air’, ‘biodiversity’,
‘economy’, ‘educational action’, ‘energy efficiency’,
‘human nature relationship’, ‘nutrition security’,
‘resource efficiency’, ‘spur food’, ‘waste collection’,
and ‘water pollution control’. Cluster 2 encompasses

Figure 4. Spatial map of the initiatives performed and respective subjects.
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the subjects ‘health product’, ‘human nature relation
ship’, ‘income generation’, ‘interculturality’, ‘multicul
turality’, ‘service’, ‘social protection’, ‘urban life quality’,
and ‘vulnerable person’. Analysing these clusters, it is
possible to establish that Cluster 1 is more closely
related to SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 7
(Affordable and Clean Energy), SDG 12 (Responsible
Production and Consumption), SDG 15 (Life on Land),
SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 6 (Clean Water and
Sanitation), and SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being),
while Cluster 2 is more related to SDG 1 (No Poverty),
SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 10
(Reduced Inequalities), SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and
Communities), SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) and
also SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being). Another
interesting aspect in the map is that almost all subjects
are connected with each other, which discloses that
many initiatives are performed in an integrated man
ner by institutions.
There are three elements mentioned above that
mirror the historical progression and current trends of
the academic literature focused on innovation for sus
tainable development (Vatananan-Thesenvitz et al.
2019). Firstly, this study shows that there is a wide
range of subject foci of social innovation initiatives
and applications. Secondly, the subject foci of these
initiatives and applications provides coverage across
the SDGs. Finally, there is integration in the implemen
tation of initiatives and applications between the dif
ferent subjects. These results therefore provide further
evidence of the implementation of sustainable devel
opment and the SDGs through social innovation, as
well as the links between social innovation and inte
grative approaches to sustainable development imple
mentation. This is important, because one of the key
issues in the implementation of sustainable develop
ment is the lack of integration between social, envir
onmental and economic aspects and the difficulties
associated to the range of issues related to these
(WCED 1987; Baker et al. 1997; UN, 2015; Kravchenko
et al. 2020). Therefore, this study, in conjunction with
others, suggests that social innovation is a unique and

Figure 5. Number of occurrences for each SDG.

important tool to address sustainable development
implementation issues. More research is required to
develop insights into why and how this occurs.
Respondents were also asked whether the initia
tives have connection with the SDGs. Just two
responses indicated no connection, while all others
indicated one or more goals, as shown in Figure 5.
The Sustainable Development Goal on Quality
Education (SDG 4) was the most cited one, indicated
by 66% of the respondents. The second most cited
goal was SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and
Communities), indicated by 61%, followed by SDG 13
(Climate Action), indicated by 48%, and SDG 3 (Good
Health and Well-being), indicated by 47%, while SDG
14 (Life below Water) was the goal with the least
number of indications (16%). For Eichler and Schwarz
(2019), a systematic literature review indicated that the
SDGs most frequently connected to social innovation
are SDG 3, SDG 17 and SDG 8, so this study expands
the list by highlighting quality education, sustainable
cities and climate change as other important subjects
in the practice of social innovation.
The reason for SDG 4 being the most cited goal can
be easily understood, since most of the sample is
composed by academics. When analysing SDG 4, it is
possible to verify that besides considering the need to
ensure ‘inclusive and equitable quality education and
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’ (UN,
2015, p. 19), this goal also considers the need of estab
lishing Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)
(UN, 2015). In this sense, SDG 4 presents a central role
in the 2030 Agenda, preparing new generations to
work towards the other goals (Vladimirova and Le
Blanc 2016; UNESCO 2017). Considering the cognitive,
socio-emotional, and behavioural domains of the
learning objectives, UNESCO (2017) highlights relevant
connections of these learning objectives with all SDGs.
An interesting finding about elements that hin
der the efforts of social innovation for sustainable
development at universities (Figure 6) was that the
‘lack of funding/financing instruments’ presented
the highest rate of response (69%), which shows
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Figure 6. Elements that hinder the efforts of social innovation for sustainable development at universities.

Figure 7. Drivers for the implementation of social innovation for sustainable development at universities.

the need for more investment in this area.
The second most indicated challenge was ‘admin
istrative and bureaucratic barriers’, indicated by
54%, followed by ‘lack of administration/political
support’ (52%), and ‘lack of understanding about
the concept of social innovation’ (47%). Just 4% of
the respondents indicated ‘no challenges’ for the
practice of social innovation.

Where drivers of social innovation for sustainable
development at universities are concerned, the
aspects of education, research and commitment
(‘academy’) were indicated, in Figure 7, by most of
the respondents (87%). ‘Funding/financing instru
ments’ was the second driver most cited (50%), and
‘support opportunities (incubators, accelerators, pro
grams, scientific parks, among others)’ was indicated
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by 49% of the respondents. These findings also show
the relevance of the universities’ alignment with
social innovation for sustainable development, com
bining ‘interdisciplinarity’ and ‘transdisciplinarity’
(Bammer et al. 2020) as well as responsiveness to
current problems with the ability to engage in longterm research and education (Reichert 2019), reinfor
cing their role in the quadruple innovation helix with
society, government, and business (Monteiro and
Carayannis 2017).
According to the sample, it is evident that funding
and financing are important factors for social innova
tion, since their lack may be a threat or a challenge, in
the same way that instruments for funding and finan
cing may enable and/or enhance the initiatives, foster
ing social innovation in the analysed context.

5. Conclusions
This research paper has examined appropriate
methods, tools and factors that can play a critical
role in shaping the relationship between social
innovation, sustainable development and the
SDGs. To achieve this, an online survey was con
ducted among experts in social innovation and
sustainable development endorsement. In this
respect, a number of case studies were examined
in a sample of 36 industrialised and less developed
countries. The experts comprising the sample have
considerable experience in social innovation and
sustainability-focused issues (i.e. >3 years).
Our findings indicate some considerable manage
ment and policy development implications, which con
tribute to the relative literature of social innovation
and sustainable development (Eichler and Schwarz
2019). A primary insight gained from the survey
implies that the majority of the respondents place
emphasis on the key role and unique position of their
institutions to create enabling conditions for develop
ing social innovation structures and/or productsservices. Thus, they have analysed various key features
regarding the role of their institutions in creating social
innovation, as they are involved in the supporting and
transforming procedures. Crucially, they analysed the
suitable context provided by their institutions to pro
duce new knowledge and innovation. Another signifi
cant insight into the promotion of social innovation
that emerged from the respondents’ profile pertains to
the concentration on mainly collecting and analysing
relative information by participating in open commu
nities and undertaking entrepreneurial efforts with
high social impacts. Likewise, the study’s outcomes
indicate that many of the respondents place relatively
more emphasis on innovation mechanisms through
civil society and social entrepreneurship activities for
creating social innovation. Moreover, the survey shows
that the main beneficiaries from social innovation

initiatives are academia-researchers as well as citizens
who obtain greater autonomy, power and/or influence
capacity. The majority of the respondents also pointed
out benefits that arise from creating social innovation
through procedures of information dissemination and
resources, as well as from solving pressing social
problems.
Other critical lessons learned from the survey refer
to the underlying nexus that describes social innova
tion and the promotion of sustainable development/
SDGs. Essentially, a number of initiatives have been
undertaken in the respondents’ institutions in an
attempt to respond to and address several sustain
ability management issues, such as biodiversity
decline, air quality, energy efficiency, resource effi
ciency, waste collection and pollution control. In this
context, a significant implication surrounding the
SDGs’ implementation is that the emphasis is placed
on the promotion of quality education, sustainable
urban and community planning and development,
climate mitigation-adaptation, and human health
and well-being for modern societies. Lastly, another
point that emerged from the relative efforts of
higher education institutions to promote social inno
vation and sustainable development are that there
are some important barriers, such as the lack of
funding resources and related instruments, the
large administrative and bureaucratic requirements,
a lack of strong political support, and the absence of
an overarching definition regarding social innovation.
Moreover, findings suggest that academic institutions
also face considerable barriers to stimulating certain
interactions between social innovation and sustain
able development due to the lack of suitable support
opportunities from decision-makers and market
actors.
Like other similar studies, our research has some
limitations. One of them is the fact that it was under
taken over a pre-defined period of time, so it could not
capture the opinions of people not available during the
time the survey was undertaken. Also, respondents
were associated with some sustainability networks, so
it could not gather opinions from persons not asso
ciated with them. Another limitation refers to the struc
ture of the sample, which consists mostly of academics,
and as to be expected, their responses place relatively
more emphasis on specific social innovation, educa
tional and/or sustainable development issues. Despite
these constraints, the study provides a welcome addi
tion to the literature, in the sense that it sheds light on
the strategically important subject matter of social inno
vation for sustainable development and has a wide
geographical representation. Also, the study provides
a set of insights into how innovation and sustainable
development are perceived, synthesised from respon
dents in multiple scientific areas from 36 countries with
different socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds.
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As to the future, this study provides fertile ground
for future research, which could identify further fea
tures of innovation in a sustainable development con
text and describe some of the tools that may be
deployed in order to better capitalise from its potential
in building a more sustainable world.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the
author(s).

ORCID
Walter Leal Filho
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1241-5225
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0346-1270
Barbara Fritzen
Valeria Ruiz Vargas
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0008-0747
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2806-4247
Arminda Paço
Claudio R. P. Vasconcelos
http://orcid.org/0000-00018353-6406
Antonis Skouloudis
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-33636692
Rosley Anholon
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3163-6119
Izabella Rampasso
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1633-6628
Osvaldo Quelhas
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6816-1677
Amanda Lange Salvia
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-45497685
Sara Moggi
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8400-2772
Yenchun Jim Wu
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5479-2873

References
Abernathy WJ, Utterback JM. 1978. Patterns of industrial
innovation. Technol Rev. 80(7):40–47.
Adams R, Jeanrenaud S, Bessant J, Denyer D, Overy P. 2016.
Sustainability-oriented innovation: a systematic review.
Int J Manage Rev. 18(2):180–205. doi:10.1111/ijmr.12068.
Altenburg T, Pegels A. 2012. Sustainability-oriented innova
tion systems–managing the green transformation.
Innovation
Dev.
2(1):5–22.
doi:10.1080/
2157930X.2012.664037.
Angelidou M, Psaltoglou A. 2017. An empirical investigation
of social innovation initiatives for sustainable urban
development. Sustainable Cities Soc. 33:113–125.
doi:10.1016/j.scs.2017.05.016.
Ankrah S, Al-Tabbaa O. 2015. Universities–industry collabora
tion: a systematic review. Scand J Manage. 31(3):387–408.
doi:10.1016/j.scaman.2015.02.003.
Baker S, Kousis M, Young S, and Richardson D, Eds. 1997. The
politics of sustainable development: theory, policy and prac
tice within the European Union. London: Psychology Press.
Bammer G, O’Rourke M, O’Connell D, Neuhauser L,
Midgley G, Klein JT, Grigg NJ, Gadlin H, Elsum IR,
Bursztyn M, et al. 2020. Expertise in research integration
and implementation for tackling complex problems: when
is it needed, where can it be found and how can it be
strengthened? Palgrave Commun. 6(5). doi:10.1057/
s41599-019-0380-0.
Bria Francesca, , et al. 2015. Growing a digital social innova
tion ecosystem for Europe. London: Nesta. 978-92-7945603-9. https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/pub
lication/3d227085-2884-11e6-b616-01aa75ed71a1/lan
guage-en

11

Cajaiba-Santana G. 2014. Social innovation: moving the
field forward. A conceptual framework. Technol
Forecast Soc Change. 82(1):42–51. doi:10.1016/j.
techfore.2013.05.008.
Carayannis EG, Barth TD, Campbell DF. 2012. The Quintuple
Helix innovation model: global warming as a challenge
and driver for innovation. J Innovation Entrepreneurship. 1
(1):1–12. doi:10.1186/2192-5372-1-1.
Cohen WM, Nelson RR, Walsh JP. 2002. Links and Impacts: the
Influence of Public Research on Industrial R&D. Manage
Sci. 48(1):1–23. doi:10.1287/mnsc.48.1.1.14273.
Cuntz A, Foray D, Mostovova E. 2020. On the economics of
social innovation–a conceptual framework and its policy
implications. Innovation Organ Manage. 22(4):469–487.
doi:10.1080/14479338.2020.1735394.
Davies A, Simon J. 2012. Citizen engagement in social inno
vation – a case study report’. A deliverable of the project:
“The theoretical, empirical and policy foundations for
building social innovation in Europe” (TEPSIE), European
Commission – 7 th Framework Programme, Brussels:
European Commission, DG Research.
Drucker PF. 1993. Management: tasks, responsibilities, prac
tices. New York: HarperBusiness.
Drucker PF. 2004. Natchnienie i fart czyli innowacja
i przedsiębiorczość. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo studio
Emka.
Eichler GM, Schwarz EJ. 2019. What sustainable development
goals do social innovations address? A systematic review
and content analysis of social innovation literature.
Sustainability. 11(2):522. doi:10.3390/su11020522.
European School of Social Innovation (ESSI). 2019. Social
innovaiton and Academia: how do we bridge the gap?
Retrieved at: https://www.essi-net.eu/?p=1104. Accessed
2020 Dec 18.
Fisch C and Block J. 2018. Six tips for your (systematic)
literature review in business and management research.
Manag Rev Q, 68(2): 103–106. doi:10.1007/s11301-0180142-x
Foroudi P, Akarsu TN, Marvi R, Balakrishnan J. 2020.
Intellectual evolution of social innovation: a bibliometric
analysis and avenues for future research trends. Ind
Marketing Manage. doi:10.1016/j.indmarman.2020.03.026
Freeman C. 1982. The economics of industrial innovation.
London: Pinter.
Goodman J, Korsunova A, Halme M. 2017. Our collaborative
future: activities and roles of stakeholders in sustainabilityoriented innovation. Bus Strategy Environ. 26(6):731–753.
doi:10.1002/bse.1941.
Grimm R, Fox C, Baines S, Albertson K. 2013. Social innova
tion, an answer to contemporary societal challenges?
Locating the concept in theory and practice. Innovation.
26(4):436–455. doi:10.1080/13511610.2013.848163.
Hostick-Boakye S. 2014. Turning up the dial: digital social
innovation in northern Ireland. Belfast: Young
Foundation on behalf of the Building Change Trust.
https://www.oecd.org/innovation/inno/43423689.pdf .
Kotler P. 2000. Marketing management. Boston: Pearson
Custom Publishing.
Kravchenko M, Pigosso DC, McAloone TC. 2020. A trade-off
navigation framework as a decision support for conflicting
sustainability indicators within circular economy imple
mentation in the manufacturing industry. Sustainability.
13(1):314. doi:10.3390/su13010314.
Krlev G, Mildenberger G, Anheier HK. 2020. Innovation and
societal transformation–what changes when the ‘social’
comes in? International Review of Applied Economics,
doi:10.1080/02692171.2020.1820247

12

W. LEAL FILHO ET AL.

Manzini E. 2015. Design, when everybody designs: an introduc
tion to design for social innovation. Cambridge MA: MIT Press.
Martin R, Sunley P. 2006. Path dependence and regional
economic evolution. Journal of Economic Geography. 6
(4):395–437. doi:10.1093/jeg/lbl012.
Millard J. 2018. How social innovation underpins sustainable
development. In: Howaldt J, Kaletka C, Schröder A, and
Zirngiebl M, editors. Atlas of social innovation: new prac
tices
for
a
better
future
(Dortmund:
Sozialforschungsstelle). p. 41–43.
Monteiro SPO, Carayannis EG. 2017. The Quadruple innova
tion Helix Nexus. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
doi:10.1057/978-1-137-55577-9.
Mulgan G, Joseph K, Norman W. 2013. Indicators for social
innovation. In: Gault, F, Handbook of innovation indicators
and measurement. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, p. 485.
Nicholls A, Dees J. 2015. Social innovation, international ency
clopedia of the social & behavioral sciences. 2nd
(Amsterdam: Elsevier). 355–361.
OECD/Eurostat. 2018. Oslo manual 2018: guidelines for col
lecting, reporting and using data on innovation, 4th. In:
The measurement of scientific, technological and innova
tion activities. Paris/ Eurostat (Luxembourg): OECD
Publishing, p. 254. doi:10.1787/9789264304604-en.
OECD. 2009. Sustainable manufacturing and eco-innovation:
framework, practices and measurement synthesis report.
Paris: OECD (Accessed on 2020 Sept 28)
Pel B, Haxeltine A, Avelino F, Dumitru A, Kemp R, Bauler T,
Kunze I, Dorland J, Wittmayer J, Jørgensen MS. 2020.
Towards a theory of transformative social innovation:
a relational framework and 12 propositions. Res Policy.
49(8):104080. doi:10.1016/j.respol.2020.104080.
Periac F, David A, Roberson Q. 2018. Clarifying the interplay
between social innovation and sustainable development:
a conceptual framework rooted in paradox management.
European Management Review. 15(1):19–35. doi:10.1111/
emre.12121.
Porter ME. 2008. On competition. Boston: Harvard Business
Review.
Reichert S. 2019. The role of universities in regional innova
tion ecosystems in European University Association (EUA)
study. Retrieved at: https://www.eua.eu/downloads/publi
cations/eua%20innovation%20ecosystem%20report_
final_digital.pdf. Accessed 2020 Dec 17.
Rogers EM. 2003. Diffusion of innovations. New York: The
Free Press.
Saunders, Mark, Lewis, Philip, and Thornhill, Adrian. 2009.
Research methods for business students, 5th ed. (Essex:
Pearson), p. 649. 978-0-273-71686-0.
Schumpeter JA. 1934. The theory of economic development: an
inquiry into profits, capital, credit, interest and the business
cycle. Cambridge (MA, US): Harvard University Press.
Schumpeter JA. 1939. Business cycles. New York (London):
McGraw Hill.
Silvestre BS. 2015. Sustainable supply chain management in
emerging economies: environmental turbulence, institu
tional voids and sustainability trajectories. Int J Prod Econ.
167:156–169. doi:10.1016/j.ijpe.2015.05.025.
Silvestre BS, Ţîrcă DM. 2019. Innovations for sustainable devel
opment: moving toward a sustainable future. J Clean Prod.
208:325–332. doi:10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.09.244.

The Young Foundation. 2012. Defining social innovation.
A deliverable of the project: The theoretical, empirical
and policy foundations for building social innovation in
Europe (TEPSIE), European Commission –7th Framework.
Programme, Brussels: European Commission, DG
Research.
UN (United Nation). 2015. Transforming our world: the 2030
Agenda for sustainable development, A/RES/70/L.1.
Resolution adopted by the General Assembly, United
Nations: New York (USA). Available online (Accessed on
2020 Sept 22): https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/
post2015/transformingourworld/publication
UNESCO. 2017. Education for sustainable development goals:
learning objectives. Paris: Education for Sustainable
Development. The Global Education 2030 Agenda, p. 68.
van der Have RP, Rubalcaba L. 2016. Social innovation
research: an emerging area of innovation studies? Res
Policy.
45(9):1923–1935.
doi:10.1016/j.
respol.2016.06.010.
van Eck NJ, Waltman L. 2014. Visualizing bibliometric net
works. In: Ding, Y, Rousseau, R, and Wolfram, D Measuring
scholarly impact. Cham: Springer International Publishing;
p. 285–320.
Vatananan-Thesenvitz R, Schaller AA, Shannon R. 2019.
A bibliometric review of the knowledge base for innovation
in sustainable development. Sustainability. 11(20):5783.
Vladimirova K, Le Blanc D. 2016. Exploring links between
education and sustainable development goals through
the lens of UN flagship reports. Sustainable Dev. 24
(4):254–271. doi:10.1002/sd.1626.
Voorberg WH, Bekkers VJJM, Tummers LG. 2015. A systematic
review of co-creation and co-production: embarking on
the social innovation journey. Public Manage Rev. 17
(9):1333–1357. doi:10.1080/14719037.2014.930505.
WCED. 1987. Brundtland report. Our common future: report
of the world commission on environment and
development. Retrieved at: http://www.un-documents.
net/wced-ocf. Accessed 2021 Oct 21
Whitfield PR. 1975. Creativity in Industry. London: Penguin
Books.
Wittmayer JM, Backhaus J, Avelino F, Pel B, Strasser T, Kunze I,
Zuijderwijk L. 2019. Narratives of change: how social inno
vation initiatives construct societal transformation.
Futures. 112:102433. doi:10.1016/j.futures.2019.06.005.
Yan W, Lei R, Keye L. 2019. Sustainability-oriented social
innovation design: the value of co-creation. Paper pre
sented at the Proceedings of 2019 IEEE Eurasia Conference
on Biomedical Engineering, Healthcare and Sustainability,
ECBIOS 2019, Okinawa, Japan, 162–165. doi:10.1109/
ECBIOS.2019.8807812
Young Foundation. 2012. Social innovation overview: part I –
Defining social innovation, a deliverable of the project The
theoretical, empirical and policy foundations for building
social innovation in Europe (TEPSIE). Brussels: European
Commission, http://youngfoundation.org/wpcontent/
uploads/2012/12/TEPSIE.D1.1.Report.
DefiningSocialInnovation.Part-1-definingsocialinnovation.pdf
Ziegler R. 2017. Social innovation as a collaborative concept.
Innovation.
30(4):388–405.
doi:10.1080/
13511610.2017.1348935.

