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Introduction

This paper by an international team 
around MaREI – the Science Foundation 
Ireland (SFI) national Research Centre 
for Energy, Climate and Marine research 
and innovation – builds on two previous 
papers.1 The underlying model of the 

1	 1st paper: I.  Hughes, E.  Byrne, M.  Glatz- 
-Schmallegger, C. Harris, W. Hynes, K. Ke-
ohane, B.  Ó Gallachóir, Deep Institutional 
Innovation for Sustainability and Human De­
velopment (to be published 2021). 2nd paper: 
C. Harris, I. Hughes, Reimagining Democracy 

“deep institutional innovation” (DIIS) – 
team posits that societal transformations 
occur at specific moments in history. It is 
the premise of the three papers that we 
are now at such a historical tipping point.

Climate change, environmental deg-
radation and a biodiversity crisis, marked 
increases in inequality, economic crises, 
the rise of populism, rising geo-political 
tensions, the effects of increased globali-
sation, and ongoing religious and ethnic 

in an Era of Deep Transition, “Irish Studies in 
International Affairs” (forthcoming).
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conflicts provide clear evidence that 
current social institutions are not opti-
mal, either for human flourishing or for 
addressing global challenges. Meta-in-
stitutions around economics, culture, re-
ligion, education, politics (to name just 
a few) need to be fundamentally re-im-
agined. The coronavirus pandemic has 
brought this dangerous reality into even 
starker relief, as it highlights the inter-
connectedness and the sheer fragility of 
our globalised socio-economic-environ-
mental system.

The authors draw on the models 
of Kellerman (2012) and Padilla et al. 
(2007). This triangular model of ‘lead-
ers-followers-context’ emphasises the 
critical influence of societal and organ-
isational context in affecting followers’ 
demands and expectations and in em-
powering particular types of leaders. 
They describe that underlying changes 
in the dynamics lead to tipping points 
that necessitate systemic change. At 
such historical moments  – and facing 
our present societal “wicked problems”2 
accelerates such a dynamic – the preva-
lence of particular sources of toxicity, if 
they are not constrained, can tip the bal-
ance of the transformation to outcomes 
that are severely detrimental to the pub-
lic good.

Based on specific essential functions, 
the team defines a “good” social institu-
tion that should be envisioned with its 
“re-imagining” as one that: (i) sets rules 
and norms of mass behaviour based pre-
dominantly on partnership values rather 

2	 H. Rittel, M. Webber, Dilemmas in a General 
Theory of Planning, “Policy Science” 1973, 
vol. 4, no. 2, pp. 155–169.

than dominance values (ii)  serves both 
to empower positive leaders (who are 
both ethical and effective), and con-
strain negative leadership, and (iii) en-
ables progressive change towards solv-
ing the grand societal challenges facing 
humanity.

This third paper of the team on Deep 
Institutional Innovation for Sustain
ability and Human Development (DIIS) 
especially focusses on the need not only 
to re-imagine these institutions, but also 
to transform, and re-build them and to 
initiate practical interventions to gain 
momentum for transition towards sus-
tainability. This paper especially builds 
on Hughes et al. (2020)3 to explore the 
interconnections between processes of 
thought leadership, such as the re-imag-
ining of social institutions, and emerging 
practices of social innovation that can 
have positive impact on the systemic 
architecture of those social institutions.

Sustainability transitions go well be-
yond mere technological change. Such 
transitions involve fundamental societal 
transformation processes, in which new 
technologies have to be combined with 
new forms of mobility, housing, work, 
economy, cooperation, and of time- and 
spatial-designs.4 In other words, social 
innovations of various kinds. This, in 

3	 I. Hughes, E. Byrne et al., Deep Institution­
al Innovation for Sustainability and Human 
Development, SFI MaREI Centre for Energy, 
Climate and Marine, Environmental Research 
Institute, University College Cork, Cork, Ire-
land 2020.

4	 D. Loorbach et al., Sustainability Transitions 
Research: Transforming Science and Practice 
for Societal Change, “Annual Review of En-
vironment and Resources” 2017, no. 42.
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turn, requires democratic legitimization 
of new and sustainable system architec-
tures that succeed in fostering well-be-
ing and human flourishing  – including 
the wellbeing of future generations.

This moment of deep transition,5 as 
well as being a time of danger, presents 
an opportunity for positive renewal. Or 
to put it like Carpenter et al.: “As fluc-
tuations grow and instabilities appear 
there are increasing possibilities for ma-
jor systemic transformations, not all of 
which are desirable.”6 For positive re-
newal to occur out of this confluence of 
major crises, however, existing social in-
stitutions must not only be critiqued but 
fundamentally re-imagined, and alterna-
tive narratives must be proposed.

Such re-imagining requires a  nor-
matively argued “positive” vision for 
sustainability,7 from which such criti-
cal thinking takes its qualitative judg-
ment. Like Ejderjan and others:8 “this 
normative dimension supposes an abil-
ity to define a  situation as undesirable 

5	 L. Kanger, J. Schot, Deep Transitions: Theo­
rizing the Long-term Patterns of Socio-tech­
nical Change, “Environmental Innovation and 
Societal Transitions” 2019, no. 32, pp. 7–21.

6	 S.R.  Carpenter, C.  Folke, M.  Scheffer, 
F.R. Westley, Dancing on the Volcano: Social 
Exploration in Times of Discontent, “Ecology 
and Society” 2019, no. 24(1), p. 23, https://
doi.org/10.5751/ES-10839-240123 (accessed: 
10.05.2021).

7	 In the sense of J. Ehrenfeld, Sustainability by 
Design: A Subversive Strategy for Transform­
ing Our Consumer Culture, Yale University 
Press, New Haven–London 2008.

8	 O. Ejderjan et al., How Social Sciences and 
Humanities Can Contribute to Transformative 
Science, “GAIA – Ecological Perspectives on 
Science and Society” 2019, no. 28(2), pp. 160–
162, 161.

(unsustainable) and propose ways of 
developing towards a  more desirable 
(sustainable) state.” Contra a siloed per-
spective emanating from either a  nar-
rowly focussed technoscience or from 
neo-classical economics, such a concep-
tion is thus never “blind to the notion of 
values,”9 but actively embraces same. 
We start with our normative position-
ings in the beginning of the following 
section. Then we build bridges from this 
foundation to socially innovative prac-
tices on different levels and in different 
sectors of society. Building on Giddens’ 
structuration theory10 which states that 
social practices themselves can impact 
social institutions – in our line towards 
their requested positive re-imagining.

Normative Framing for Deep 
Institutional Innovation

In the 21st century the confluence of cri-
ses including the climate and biodiversi-
ty emergency shows that many founda-
tional social institutions are suboptimal, 
either for the achievement of human 
flourishing or for addressing global 
challenges. This is the starting point for 
the effort to collect scholars from differ-
ent disciplines and countries in a  team 
on Deep Institutional Innovation for 

9	 G. Mullally et al., Disciplines, Perspectives 
and Conversations [in:] E. Byrne, G. Mullally, 
C. Sage (eds.), Transdisciplinary Perspectives 
on Transitions to Sustainability, Routledge, 
London–New York 2017, p. 36.

10	 A. Giddens, The Constitution of Society, Uni-
versity of California Press, Berkeley/Los An-
geles 1984.
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Sustainability and Human Development 
(DIIS11) around MaREI.12

The DIIS team has already produced 
in its short introductory phase 1 in 2020 
two foundational scientific papers and 
diverse conference presentations, vide-
os, articles and blogs.13 These last prod-
ucts represent the projects’ strategic 
goal to initiate a vivid public debate on 
transition towards sustainability. And 
the team already has far proceeded in 
constructing the foundation for a longer-
term project phase 2 with many addition-
al formats aiming at fostering the public 
discourse on sustainability and human 
development.

With the first foundational paper the 
team states that meta-institutions around 
economics, culture, religion, education, 
politics (to name just a few) need to be 
fundamentally re-imagined. Following 
Eisler and Fry (2019) Hughes, Byrne et 
al. (2021)14 argue that such re-imagining 
needs to be based on a  shift in the un-
derpinning values that animate the major 
social institutions that make up society: 
from dominance values of hierarchy, 
inequality, coercion and private gain, 
towards partnership values of equity, co-
operation, and public good. This is being 

11	 A full description of the project can be found 
on: https://www.marei.ie/project/diis/ (ac-
cessed: 6.05.2021).

12	 A short project-description can be found in 
a video, including a wording about the DIIS 
team by the President of the Republic of 
Ireland, Michael D.  Higgins: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=imGQZQeKFsI&fea-
ture=youtu.be (accessed: 6.05.2021).

13	 Most of them to be viewed at: https://www.
marei.ie/project/diis/ (accessed: 6.05.2021).

14	 I. Hughes, E. Byrne et al., Deep Institutional 
Innovation…, op. cit.

further elaborated in the second paper on 
democracy by Harris, Hughes (2020).15

In the context of today’s grand soci-
etal challenges, the team adopts in both 
papers an explicitly normative approach 
by considering ‘positive’ transformation 
to be in the direction of advancing to-
wards the goals of sustainability and hu-
man flourishing as reflected in the Paris 
Agreement on Climate Change and the  
United Nations Agenda 2030 with  
the Sustainable Development Goals. The 
papers’ normativity is thus also ground-
ed in well-established international 
agreements and laws.

The third paper of the DIIS team  – 
which is mainly discussed in this arti-
cle  – aims to supplement the perspec-
tive of Hughes, Harris, Byrne et al. by 
exploring the contribution that Sen’s 
capabilities approach16 can make to the 
normative basis of re-imagining social 
institutions. This is an approach with 
deep roots. According to Aristotle the 
ultimate purpose of ethics is to guide 
action. In his economic thoughts,17 for 
example, the end of ‘oikonomia’ is to 
provide material goods for a  succeed-
ing life and well-being as ethical goal. 
Prosperity is not to be maximised for its 

15	 C. Harris, I. Hughes, Reimagining Democra­
cy…, op. cit.

16	 A. Sen, Capability and Well-Being [in:] A. Sen, 
M. Nussbaum (eds.), The Quality of Life, Clar-
endon Press, Oxford 1993, pp. 30–53.

17	 For example: Aristoteles, Politik I, 1258b, 
zit. n. O.  Höffe, Aristoteles (2006). As in-
terpreted in: P.  Ulrich, Lebensdienliche 
Marktwirtschaft [in:] Th. Bausch, D. Böhler, 
H. Gronke, Th. Rusche, M. Stitzel, M. Werner 
(eds.), Zukunftsverantwortung in der Markt
wirtschaft. Festschrift für Hans Jonas, Lit, 
Münster 2000, p. 73.
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own sake (= ‘chrematistics’), but instead 
as a means to pursue an individually and 
socially valued “good” life.18

Economy and well-being

From Aristotle to Adam Smith, economy 
was framed as a  specific area of acting 
with the purpose to organize well-being. 
Today, a very vibrant debate reconfirms 
this line of thinking and states that econ-
omy should serve a  fundamental func-
tion for organizing well-being – and not 
the other way round: Well-being of the 
many  – including future generations  – 
cannot be sacrificed for the “normatively 
forcing necessities” of economic growth, 
which tends to serve unlimited “wants” 
of a  few, considering its “externalized” 
negative costs for environment, climate, 
justice and many other fundamental as-
pects of well-being.

Of the many concepts of well-being, 
we especially consider Amartya Sen and 
Martha Nussbaum. Sedmak for example 
qualifies, that Sen and Nussbaum coin-
cide in their core concept that a  “good 
life” is based on the fundamental free-
dom to choose from real agency op-
tions or “capabilities” and to act hereby 

18	 Sustainability by Design: A Subversive Strat­
egy for Transforming Our Consumer Culture, 
Yale University Press, New Haven–London 
2008. Glatz-Schmallegger, Soziale Innova­
tionen und ein „Gutes Leben“ für alle [in:] 
M. Glatz-Schmallegger, J. Eurich (eds.), So­
ziale Dienste entwickeln. Innovative Ansätze 
in Diakonie und Caritas. Ein Studien- und Ar­
beitsbuch, Ev. Verlagsanstalt, Leipzig 2019, 
pp. 15–43.

according to personally valued criteria.19 
Both are reflecting measures, values and 
principles to be applied to one’s own life. 
Here the basic advantages of the concept 
are lying, too: its multiple dimensional-
ities, commitment to pluralism, compat-
ibility to other actual discourses like the 
ones on human rights and resilience.

But the differences between Sen 
and Nussbaum are starting at this very 
point, too. Without space to discuss this 
more in detail here one could say that 
they have different viewpoints on how 
to come from individual to societally 
binding concepts of a “good life” and ac-
knowledging societies’ pluralism at the 
same time – one of the “grand” discours-
es in philosophy. In short Nussbaum ar-
gues for a  consensus on a  list of mate-
rially framed basic capabilities whereas 
Sen argues for a necessary public debate 
in which capabilities must be materially 
defined for a  certain context, setting or 
frame.20 Of course, there are many other 
concepts available, too.21

Sen and Nussbaum, following 
a  well-argued concept of “freedom” 
themselves,22 became engaged in an in-
tensive criticism of specific forms of lib-

19	 Sedmak in: G.  Graf et al., Der Capability 
Approach und seine Anwendung, Fähigkeiten 
von Kindern und Jugendlichen erkennen und 
fördern, VS Springer, Wiesbaden 2013, Ein
leitung: Zu „Enactment“ und Inkulturation des 
Fähigkeitenansatzes, p. 20.

20	 Leßmann in: ibidem, pp. 27–31.
21	 Leßmann here discusses Alkires’ and Robeyns’ 

answers to this fundamental question.
22	 A. Sen, Development as Freedom, 2nd ed., 

Oxford University Press, Oxford–New York 
2001; M. Nussbaum, Gerechtigkeit oder das 
gute Leben, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am Main 
1999.
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eralism. Their common critique is based 
on liberalism’s atomistic individualism 
and the way this has been woven into the 
neoliberal concepts of homo economicus 
and rational choice. Consumers are un-
derstood in this liberalist perspective as 
merely following rationalized self-inter-
ests against other self-interested individ-
uals in a  context of principally endless 
wants and limited resources. Other hu-
man needs do not gain relevance in this 
perspective.

In line with this, within energy and 
climate research to date, evidence of 
the dominance of this paradigm is also 
apparent. Van Vliet et al. found23 that in 
developing low carbon pathways, ex-
perts and academics tend to prioritize 
economic risks while other stakeholders 
consider political risks. This is further 
highlighted by the efforts to integrate so-
cial elements into what is a conventional 
technical field, having generally focused 
on behavioral aspects and individual en-
ergy choices. Sovacool et al. thus call for 
more research to reveal and understand 
how our existing social systems that per-
petuate inequities (such as race, income 
or gender) are connected to contempo-
rary sustainability challenges.24

Eisenstein25 proposes that the nec-
essary shift in values away from this 

23	 O. Van Vliet et al., Assessing Risks of Low-car­
bon Transition Pathways, “Environmental 
Innovation and Societal Transitions” 2020, 
no. 35, May.

24	 B.K. Sovacool et al., Sociotechnical Agendas: 
Reviewing Future Directions for Energy and 
Climate Research, “Energy Research & Social 
Science” 2020, vol. 70, p. 101617.

25	 C. Eisenstein, Sacred Economics: Money, Gift, 
and Society in the Age of Transition, Penguin/
Random House, Berkeley 2011, p. 149.

dominant economic paradigm that 
pushes us to focus on individual gain to 
a more collective society is akin to the 
maturing of an adolescent into an adult, 
noting that ‘Just as life does not end with 
adolescence, neither does civilization’s 
evolution stop with the end of growth. 
We are in the midst of a  transition par-
allel to an adolescent’s transition into 
adulthood’. As a young growing society 
our priorities are extrinsically (self-cen-
tered) orientated toward personal gain 
and growth. However, there is a  need 
for us to mature beyond this econom-
ic paradigm of continuous growth and 
consumption. Instead, we must orientate 
ourselves toward intrinsic (greater than 
self) values such as fulfilment through 
interactions with others or the legacy of 
our existence.

Orientating our society toward these 
re-imagined values or goals requires 
a means of monitoring and assessing our 
progress. As outlined by Raworth while 
our planetary boundaries set outer limits 
for our growth and the consumption of 
resources, there is a minimal social floor 
that all people deserve such as clean wa-
ter, access to education, food, etc.26

Thus, given the significant levels of 
inequality in our current society, the key 
focus for economic policy in the coming 
decades should be the redistribution of 
wealth as opposed to continuous growth, 
highlighting the need to perhaps con-
sider alternatives to the commonly used 
measure of a  country’s success: gross 
domestic profit (or GDP). This is not 

26	 K. Raworth, A Doughnut for the Anthropo­
cene: Humanity’s Compass in the 21st Cen­
tury, “The Lancet, Planetary Health” 2017, 
vol. 1, iss. 2, May 01, pp. E48–E49.
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to say we must do away with the use of 
GDP entirely but rather that it can no 
longer be the primary indicator to con-
sider. Porter et al. – to refer to only one 
prominent example  – have complied 
a series of well-being indicators (such as 
health, nutrition, inclusiveness, personal 
freedoms) that they call ‘The Social Pro-
gress Index’.27 It explores the compara-
tive strengths and weaknesses of a coun-
try against others with a similar GDP.

Positive freedom

Sen, Nussbaum and many other philoso-
phers like Taylor also criticize neoliber-
al economics for primarily focusing on 
‘negative’ freedom. For example, neg-
ative freedom as constraints from pres-
sure from outside “economy,” which is 
claimed to be following its own separate 
logic as a differentiated societal subsys-
tem. Such liberalist concepts of negative 
freedom are in their view primarily seek-
ing to enforce minimum regulation on 
economic actors.

Taylor28 argues on the contrary for 
a positive concept of freedom, which he 
sees in the potential to follow qualita-
tive goals for a flourishing life. Positive 
freedom in his understanding involves 
following qualitative goals of well-be-
ing and strengthening economic, soci-
etal and political institutions that fos-

27	 M.E. Porter et al., Social Progress Index 2014, 
Social Progress Imperative, Washington, 
D.C. 2014.

28	 C. Taylor, Negative Freiheit? Zur Kritik des 
neuzeitlichen Individualismus, Suhrkamp Ta-
schenbuch Wissenschaft, Frankfurt am Main 
1988.

ter a  conception of well-being that not 
merely equates with or emanates from 
quantitative growth.

This positive freedom to lead suc-
cessful and qualitatively “good” lives in 
mutual relationship – including positive 
civil and social rights  – is something 
Axel Honneth refers to in more detail.29 
He envisages a positive freedom to artic-
ulate needs and capacities. This freedom 
requires mutual social recognition at its 
core. Honneth’s view is less rooted in 
the rational interests of Kant, and more 
in socially and emotionally stabilized in-
terrelations of reciprocal recognition.

On the other side of this dynamic are 
normatively biased struggles for mutual-
ly denied recognition. Such struggles, if 
taken up by social groups against other 
groups, provide a frame for interpreting 
feelings of violation and lack of recogni-
tion and can be used to gain moral stand-
ing and social influence in wider areas of  
society. Which we see in actual forms 
of right-wing extremism, in authoritari-
anism30 or in similar phenomena – also 
in the center of western industrialized 
societies.

To foster the freedom for following 
positively and emotionally valued con-
cepts of well-being, without defining 
what the meaning of well-being has to 
be materially for the individual, is the 
basis of Amartya Sens conception of 
freedom. Sen focusses on what such 

29	 A. Honneth, Kampf um Anerkennung. Zur mo­
ralischen Grammatik sozialer Konflikte, Suhr
kamp Taschenbuch Wissenschaft, Frankfurt 
am Main 1994.

30	 O. Decker et al., Flucht ins Autoritäre: Rechts
extreme Dynamiken in der Mitte der Gesell­
schaft, Psychosozial Verlag, Gießen 2018.
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a supportive frame would look like and 
he defines a function of economy to fos-
ter well-being, too. Sen is very critical of 
defining a societies’ well-being or justice 
primarily in terms of its material wealth. 
Development needs a  by far broader 
base than just quantitative measures. 
While working for the UN and develop-
ing UN’s Human Development Index, 
Sen set about the task of measuring the 
various dimensions of well-being with 
appropriate indicators and key figures. 
He knew this requires an ethical-philo-
sophical concept of well-being as much 
as economic indices and methods. His 
concept acknowledges that factors like 
gender, age, ethnicity and many other 
assets massively co-determine the po-
tential that an individual can realize in 
a given context – even if all participants 
own the same material resources.

Freedom and capabilities

A realistic theory of justice should there-
fore focus on the real chances of individ-
uals in a specific societal context to re-
alize what they themselves value. Sen’s 
concept of well-being therefore explic-
itly acknowledges the options individu-
als can actually choose from. The most 
important goal of a just society, in Sen’s 
framing, is to provide real life-chances 
and options for persons in order to live 
a life they personally value and that they 
can reasonably expect to be socially ac-
knowledged. (And what “reasonably ex-
pect” and “socially acknowledge” means 
has to be democratically negotiated).

As Sen states, “Social and eco-
nomic factors such as basic education, 

elementary health care, and secure em-
ployment are important not only in their 
own, but also for the role they can play in 
giving people the opportunity to approach 
the world with courage and freedom. 
These considerations require a  broader 
informational base; focusing particular-
ly on people’s capabilities to choose the 
lives they have reason to value.”31

Sen’s framing also explicitly recog-
nizes that as well as differing from person 
to person, what is valued as a ‘good life’ 
is also culturally constructed and stabi-
lized by political institutions. In this way 
there doesn’t seem to be a  simple way 
to swap one measure (like GDP – which 
doesn’t even tell much about “well-be-
ing” as we saw) with other single meas-
ures. But there is good work going on for 
complexity-capable concepts that try to 
implement better measures that can tell 
us more about matters that really count 
for “well-being.”32

But up to now the path towards bet-
ter measures had been messy and con-
flictive, new concepts have either lacked 
political legitimation or simply been 
unwanted by states that would have lost 
their actual good position by new meas-
urements and new international rank-
ings. Sen therefore stresses the necessity 
to identify “capabilities” qualitatively 
in a  valuing dialogue, so that this con-
cept can be applied to a  specific prob-
lem and/or context and on this basis be 
framed into a  new measurement. Such 

31	 A. Sen, Inequality Re-examined, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, Oxford–New York 1992, p. 81.

32	 See the example of New Zealand, Netherlands 
as discussed in H. Lintsen et al., Well-being, 
Sustainability and Social Development. The 
Netherlands 1850–2050, Springer, Basel 2018.
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a  procedure in dialogue thus acknowl-
edges the plurality of legitimating pow-
er, values and lifestyles in modern differ-
entiated societies.

In summary, well-being can be en-
hanced by expanding the capabilities 
of individuals to lead the kinds of lives 
they value and have reason to value in 
a  certain social-economic and political 
context. The capabilities perspective fo-
cuses on the qualities of realization op-
portunities (“capabilities”) that specific 
social arrangements open up or close for 
certain persons and groups. In so far as 
true chances of realizing valued choices 
exist, justice exists, too. The state’s func-
tion is to empower citizens above a cul-
turally and politically defined societal 
threshold so that they have real chances 
to realize their envisioned good life.

Sen’s concept of well-being has 
been directly incorporated in the Human 
Development Index of the UN and has 
gained legitimated influence in the UN 
up to now. It has also been incorporat-
ed in the Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi  – report 
to the EU commission from 2010 in 
order to more accurately measure the 
success and failures of political and eco-
nomic programs. And it has become an 
indispensable basis for definitions of 
sustainable development, including the 
process that led to the U.N. Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). In this 
way, a broader concept of well-being has 
been declared as the fundamental basis 
for development than a merely linear and 
quantitative understanding of “wealth”, 
as measured by GDP. This is not to say 
we must do away with the use of GDP 
entirely but rather that it can no longer 
be considered in isolation and instead 

must be viewed in line with a  range of 
alternative indicators for well-being and 
social vibrancy.

Social Innovation and Deep 
Institutional Innovation

Addressing societal problems through 
transformation requires an integrated 
approach of different forms of knowl-
edge:33 orientation knowledge (in which 
direction transformation has to be ori-
ented, towards which “good” causes and 
goals); systemic knowledge (as for ex-
ample knowledge of the energy system 
and its interdependencies); as well as ac-
tion knowledge (measures for transfor-
mation and their envisioned outcomes/
impacts).

And besides the necessity to inte-
grate different forms of knowledge there 
is a  methodological need to define the 
interdependency of theory and practice. 
As we know for our project Giddens’ 
“structuration theory” works in both 
directions. This means for us, that we 
have to re-think social institutions that 
shape our behaviour on one hand, and at 
the same time work on “new,” “better” 
and “sustainable” practices that help to 
transform failing institutions practically 
on the other hand.

Therefore, embedded in the con-
cept of deep institutional innovation is 
an elaborated approach to “practices” 
framed here as “social innovations.” 
The concept of social innovations in this 

33	 For example, B. Elzen, F.W. Geels, K. Green, 
System Innovation and the Transition to Su­
stainability: Theory, Evidence and Policy, 
Elgar, Cheltenham 2004.
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section is focused on transition research 
and grounded in a reflective ethical per-
spective on values such as equity, coop-
eration and public good34 and as elabo-
rated with Sen/Nussbaum35 and based on 
Hughes, Byrne et al. (2021)36 above.

MLP and System Change

Our starting point are the research find-
ings on the genesis of technology and, in 
particular, those approaches that tackle 
questions of system transition and socio
technical system change (cf. Geels and 
Schot 2007).

Geels and Schot provide a multi-lev-
el approach to socio-technical system 
change which distinguishes between 
three levels: niche innovations, the so-
ciotechnical regime and the sociotech-
nical landscape. They view ‘transitions 
as outcomes of alignment between de-
velopments at multiple levels’ or ‘as 
changes from one sociotechnical regime 
to another.’37 At a conceptual level, how-
ever, the interlinkages of multiple levels 
of socio-technical structuration (such as 
the dynamic interplay of niches and re-
gimes) and multiple socio-spatial scales 
of governance (such as the interplay of 
regional, national and international gov-
ernance systems) are still the focus of re-
search aimed at providing a convincing 
integration.38

34	 Soziale Dienste entwickeln…, op. cit.
35	 Ibidem.
36	 Ibidem.
37	 F.W. Geels, J.W. Schot, Typology of Sociotech­

nical Transition Pathways, “Research Policy” 
2007, no. 36, p. 399.

38	 P. Späth, H. Rohracher, Local Demonstrations 
for Global Transitions  – Dynamics across 

The multi-level model is also con-
nected to an understanding of different 
temporal dimensions of change  – from 
short-term processes at micro-level to the 
“longue durée” of changes at the mac-
ro-level of sociotechnical landscapes. 
At the meso-level of a “socio-technical 
regime”, configurations are temporarily 
stabilized and supported by a rule set or 
“grammar” that structures the evolution-
ary process. “The regime incorporates 
the mutually reinforcing technological 
and institutional structures of specific 
domains, such as the energy system, and 
is characterized by a resistance to change 
(which, for example, may cause promis-
ing new technologies to fail).”39 

In this model, innovations that could 
potentially change the regime develop 
within niches. But transition can be orig-
inally initiated from all levels, niche, re-
gime or landscape changes. Of particular 
relevance in the present context is the lit-
erature which emphasises how changes 
at the landscape level might destabilise 
a system and create a window of oppor-
tunity for the spread of niche innova-
tions. This could lead to transformation 
and, ultimately, the institutionalisa-
tion of new social practices on all levels.

Governance Levels Fostering Socio-Techni­
cal Regime Change Towards Sustainability, 
“European Planning Studies” 2012, vol. 20, 
iss. 3: Places and Spaces of Sustainability 
Transitions: Geographical Contributions to an 
Emerging Research and Policy Field 461–479, 
p. 465.

39	 Ibidem.
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Defining Social Innovation

According to Turnheim, so called “social 
innovations” are increasingly discussed 
as practices to overcome lock-in and 
path dependencies that prevent effective 
climate change and its governance.40

Social change in a scientific sense (for 
example demographic change) merely 
takes place and can therefore only be qual-
ified ex post. But it is not necessarily the 
consequence of an intentional social pro-
cess that seeks to improve the conditions 
of a  group or population. By contrast, 
Howaldt and Schwarz41 define transform-
ative social change as something that can, 
in principle, be shaped by society – ‘by 
the actors and their innovations.’42 Thus, 
social innovation can become a  central 
driver of intended social transformation.

Social innovation as a  concept has 
gained high relevance within the agen-
das and programs of actors including 
the EU, national innovation programs, 
and private, social, educational actors, 
among others. Social innovation has be-
come a  key pillar of efforts to address 
the urgent need for solving social, eco-
nomic, environmental and institutional 

40	 B. Turnheim et al., Innovating Climate Govern­
ance: Moving Beyond Experiments, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge 2018, p. 17.

41	 J. Howaldt, R. Kopp, M. Schwarz, On the The­
ory of Social Innovations: Tarde’s Neglected 
Contribution to the Development of a Socio
logical Innovation Theory, Beltz Juventa, 
Weinheim 2015.

42	 Both referring to U. Schneidewind, Wandel 
verstehen – Auf dem Weg zu einer “Transform­
ative Literacy” [in:] H. Welzer, K. Wiegandt 
(eds.), Wege aus der Wachstumsgesellschaft, 
Fischer Taschenbuch, Frankfurt am Main 
2013, p. 123.

problems through fundamental transfor-
mation.

Social innovations aim for gaining 
societal impact and to become incentives 
for steering societal change in a direction 
that can be marked as a “positive” one. 
As stated above, this has to be grounded 
in a transparent normative concept, such 
as Sen’s concept of well-being through 
sustainable development.

Although there is not the one domi-
nant definition for social innovations be-
ing a relatively nascent scientific agenda, 
the Young Foundation provides the fol-
lowing definition that has gained institu-
tional influence, particularly within the 
EU Commission:

Social innovations are new solutions (pro
ducts, services, models, markets, process-
es, etc.) that, simultaneously, satisfy social 
needs (more effectively than existing solu-
tions). They create new or better capabili-
ties and relationships and make better use 
of assets and resources. In other words, 
social innovations are good for society and 
improve society’s capacity to act.43

Providing “better” answers and capa-
bilities needs to be qualified. This has two 
main dimensions. First, “better” is con-
nected to goals for societal development. 
In contrast to technological innovations, 
social innovations are directly connect-
ed to societal goals, towards which con-
crete innovations should help society to 
move. In our view, “better” in this paper 
refers to Amartya Sen’s understanding 

43	 R. Murray et al., The Open Book of Social In­
novation, ed. The Young Foundation, 2012, 
p. 18, https://youngfoundation.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2012/10/The-Open-Book-of-
Social-Innovationg.pdf (accessed: 6.05.2021).
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of well-being and development  – so-
cial innovations help to realize ca-
pabilities for well-being in a  society.

Second, “better” needs to be defined 
from the perspective of potential users. 
Social innovations have to prove to be 
better from the user’s perspective. This 
implies the need to include potential us-
ers from the beginning in the process of 
developing a  social innovation. Social 
innovations differ from prevailing rou-
tines, forms of thinking and acting and 
provide better answers to societal needs 
(first order). But they can also be framed 
as efforts to improve social relations and 
cooperation/institutionalization as part 
of how better answers to societal needs 
are being provided (second order).

For example, Rogge states that social 
innovation in the energy sector (SIE) 
means a  combination of ideas, objects 
and/or actions that change social rela-
tions and involve new ways of doing, 
thinking and/or organising energy. And 
she provides an example: organising un-
der cooperative principles the provision 
of renewable energy.44 Energy transition 
shall prove successful (and gaining ac-
ceptance), not only as wealth accumulat-
ing but as producing new forms of gov-
ernance, as cultural innovation including 
life-styles, “prosuming” and new or-
ganizational forms for mobility. Thus, 
as important as the initial goals are the 
political concepts and institutional sys-
tems in which they become embedded.

44	 K. Rogge, Social Innovation in Energy Transi­
tions: Co-creating a Rich Understanding of the 
Diversity, Processes, Contributions, Success 
and Future Potentials of Social Innovation in 
the Energy Sector, April 2020, GA#: 837498, 
project outline, p. 17.

In summary, social innovations are 
concrete societal practices for finding 
“new” (before), “better” (users) and 
“sustainable” (diffusion, innovations be-
ing accessible and affordable for poten-
tial users) answers to changing societal 
meta-problems like climate change.45 
These three major criteria (new/better/
sustainable) serve here to define our con-
cept of “social innovations.”46

To be specified: Social  
Innovations and DIIS-theses

The question the DIIS team aims to ad-
dress in more detail will be how “thought 
leadership,” in the form of re-imagining 
social institutions  – as framed in the 
DIIS project47  – is related to social in-
novations, as framed here. This is within 
a  context whereby new/better/sustain
able social practices that are themselves 
changing the social institutions may be 
re-imagined towards more sustainable 
and fair system architectures.

We seek practices that help us to 
specify DIIS impacts like:

•	 Informing and shaping national 
and international dialogue

•	 National and international pol-
icy impacts informed by evi-
dence-based inputs

45	 As developed in more detail in: J.  Eurich, 
M.  Glatz-Schmallegger, A.  Parpan-Blaser, 
Innovationen gestalten in Organisationen des 
Sozialwesens, VS Springer, Wiesbaden 2018.

46	 As in: ibidem.
47	 Besides the two above mentioned papers there 

is more information available on www.MaRei.
ie (accessed: 6.05.2021).
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•	 Building and fostering national 
and international stakeholder al-
liances for transformative change 
that supports sustainability and 
human flourishing.

For both governance and innovation 
studies, the interest in experiments has 
ultimately been about how the concrete 
outputs of experiments may generate 
broader impact on the socio-techni-
cal systems which they address. “This 
may be through the adoption of ideas, 
through the translation of skills and ca-
pabilities or through a deeper reordering 
of norms and institutional rules and ar-
rangements.”48

In the DIIS project we seek changes 
in forms of thinking that underpins our 
basic societal institutions because insti-
tutions have deep impact on our behav-
iour. But we approach such changes in 
thinking also by the potential changing 
momentum to be gained by social in-
novations. Because we know about the 
impact practices have on institutions. 
Re-thinking requires per se re-shaping 
and re-implementing, forms of acting in 
new/better/sustainable ways that help to 
change our institutions by practice.
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