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Introduction 
In the context of deeply-rooted, globalized, 

and system-wide societal challenges 

(unemployment, social inequality, poverty, 

etc.), the global community is searching for 

effective ways and methods to address the 

emerging new drivers of modernity (global 

migration, demographic change and ageing 

population, transformation of employment, 

etc.). Practice shows that traditional methods 

of government and market regulation cannot 

always respond in a timely fashion to ongoing 

changes; this leads to so-called “government 

failure” and “market failure”. In this regard, 

social innovation is considered and is 

increasingly used as an effective tool to address 

such downturns. 

Generally, innovation is understood as 

something new that aims to solve social 

problems or mitigate their negative conse-

quences. In this regard, it is noted that 

during crisis periods, social innovation has 

traditionally helped achieve sustainable growth, 

increase income, preserve jobs, and promote 

competitiveness [2]. 

Civil society, non-profit organizations and 

business entities have a critical role to play in 

the development and implementation of such 

initiatives. For instance, in the field of the 

“silver economy”1, one of the aims of which 

is to prolong the working lives of people in 

1 Social innovation can be regarded as a major compo-

nent of the “silver economy” [1, p. 34].

Europe, related initiatives and programs have 

been implemented on the basis of public-

private partnerships [1]. 

Unlike traditional technological innovation, 

social innovation has, in general, a wider scope 

of application and is difficult to assess, 

especially with quantitative means, as its 

effects are not manifested quickly and are not 

easily traceable with the issue of attribution2 of 

social impact. As a rule, the impact of social 

innovation on the socio-economic development 

of territories is complex; it usually manifests 

itself via the introduction of one innovation 

that leads to a number of interrelated 

transformations [3, p. 76], with processes 

emerging from collective creativity and/or 

collaborations.

Despite the growing demand from the state 

and society for social innovations, their 

development is hampered by many factors, 

which vary depending on the level of socio-

economic development of each country, its 

political structure, the availability of relevant 

legal framework, the state of civil society, etc. 

All these factors emphasize the relevance of 

this paper, which seeks to identify the drivers 

2 Leeuw F. and Vaessen J. address the attribution prob-

lem in: Leeuw, F., Vaessen, J. (Eds.) Impact Evaluations 

and Development – Nonie Guidance On Impact Evaluation. 

Washington: Nonie, 2009; Rowan M. Refining the 

attribution of significance in social impact assessment. Impact 

Assessment and Project Appraisal, 2009, no. 27:3, pp. 185-191; 

Epstein M.J., Yuthas K. Measuring and Improving Social 

Impacts: A Guide for Nonprofits, Companies, and Impact 

Investors. Berrett-Koehler, San Francisco, 2014.

geographical, historical and socio-economic frameworks and environments of the social innovations 

studied. It was found that there is a need to further clarify the concept of social innovation and to 

stimulate awareness and public support for social entrepreneurship across all three cases. Specific fiscal, 

legislative, and social measures are also identified for social innovation initiatives to flourish in each of the 

three countries analyzed. These findings provide a valuable contribution to public policy by illuminating 

practical ways to move forward in making social innovation an effective and sustainable strategy for 

addressing pertinent societal issues.

Key words: social innovation, social policy, drivers, barriers, social entrepreneurship, management, social 

development.
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of and barriers to the development of social 

innovations as effective tools for addressing 

social problems in different regions of the 

world. For this study, regions in three countries 

– Spain, China and Russia – have been chosen 

as their geographic and civic features help reveal 

the specificities of the development of social 

innovation with three cases: a mature example 

from the Basque Country, a developed region in 

Spain as part of a Southern European country; 

a large Communist Asian country, China; and 

Russia, also a large country, that has assimilated 

some features of the other two types of society.

Conceptual framework and methodology
The origins of social innovation date back to 

the works of R. Owen, K. Marx, M. Weber, E. 

Durkheim [5, 6, 7, 8] and others. “Social 

innovation” began to be used as an economic 

term in the second half of the 20th century 

in the works of P. Drucker and M. Young [9, 

10]. Later on, as the attention of the scientific 

and political community grew and focused on 

this subject, more concepts and theories of 

social innovation emerged. E. Pol and S. Ville, 

based on a review of the experiences to date, 

identified the following four areas:

 – social innovation as a driving force of 

institutional change (R. Martin, S. Osberg, 

R. Scott, etc.);

 – social innovation as a new idea aimed at 

achieving social goals and satisfying social 

needs (J. Mulgan, S. Tucker, B. Sanders, etc.);

 – social innovation as an idea of public 

good (Center for Social Innovation, etc.), as a 

new solution to social problems aimed at 

improving the quality of life of the whole 

of society rather than individuals (J. Phills, 

K. Deiglmeier, D. Miller, etc.);

 – social innovation as a new way to 

overcome social problems that are not 

susceptible to market influence (OECD, 

European Commission, etc.) [11].

Analysis of modern scientific literature 

suggests that two main directions have emerged 

in the development of social innovation 

concepts [12, pp. 66-69]: The functionalist 

approach, which regards social innovations as 

producers of social services demand for which 

cannot be met by the state and the market [13]; 

and the transformationalist approach, which 

defines social innovation as a process that 

initiates or promotes the institutionalization of 

new practices and rules for the purpose of the 

socio-political transformation of society [14; 

15]. 

This paper takes a combined system 

approach and defines social innovations as new 

social practices in a particular sphere of life that 

are purposefully initiated by individual actors/

groups of actors in order to satisfy the needs 

of the population/address social issues; if 

institutionalized, these social practices can 

lead to system-wide social change. This 

interpretation enables us to consider the 

essence of this phenomenon more widely and 

to show its importance for the socio-economic 

development of territories. 

A social innovation can be a new product 

(assistive technologies for people with 

disabilities), a service (mobile banking), a 

process (peer-to-peer collaboration and 

crowdsourcing), a market development (fair 

trade or time banking), a platform (legal or 

regulatory frameworks, ways of providing 

assistance), an organizational form (community 

interest companies), a business model (social 

franchising), or a combination of the above 

[4, p. 25]. 

A comparative analysis of three benchmark 

social innovation projects in three different 

countries (Spain, Russia, and China) is used 

to identify common and specific features, key 

drivers of, and barriers to the development 

of social innovation in certain regions 

of the world. 

In order to understand processes of social 

innovation more profoundly, we use 

benchmarking for the most successful social 

innovation projects in the countries under 

consideration.
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Heterogeneous responses to employment 
challenges: examining benchmark social 
innovation initiatives in Spain, China and Russia 

Experience of Spain. A long tradition of 

social innovations in Spain3 (e.g. the Emaus 

movement in the Basque Country and Eco-

villages in Catalonia) reflects bottom-up, 

collaborative and/or creative changes in 

response to societal challenges linked to 

specific contexts and moments in time (e.g. 

Catalonian and Basque social economy 

entrepreneurial initiatives). However, according 

to the Social Innovation Index 2016 published 

by The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) 

[14], Spain ranks 28th, making it one of the 

lowest-performing countries in relation to its 

income level, along with Japan. Spain stands 

out as being consistently below average in all 

four dimensions analyzed (institutional policy 

framework, financing, entrepreneurship, and 

civil society). One explanation is that “social 

innovation” is a relatively recent and to date 

seldom-used term in Spanish public policy 

and programs and in the position papers of 

social entities and umbrella organizations. 

Furthermore, the term “social innovation” 

evokes different visions and understandings 

amongst stakeholders as it is a term with little 

consensus [5]. It is mostly understood as 

modernization4 or as an opportunity to give 

legitimacy to the third sector. Fernández, 

3 Since the 1970s, long before the concept ‘Social 

Innovation’ was coined, a number of innovative social projects 

have been developed in Spain to tackle social problems to 

which no-one from the public or private sectors had responded 

(one example is the Eco-villages in Catalonia as a way to raise 

new green models in times of crisis; another is Emaus in the 

Basque Country, which has facilitated the inclusion of people 

at risk of social exclusion through different projects, programs, 

actions, and partnerships, following the principles and values 

of the social and solidarity economy). 
4 The main instrument for promoting innovation 

nationwide is the 2013–2020 Innovation Strategy (e2i) 

deployed by the Ministry of the Economy and Competitiveness 

(2013), involving multi-sectoral as well as public and private 

economic actors. Other significant instruments include 

the 2013-2016 National Action Plan on Social Inclusion. 

In these plans, social innovation is mostly understood as a 

modernization strategy.

Pineda and Chaves consider social innovation 

in Spain as part of the so-called “social 

innovation model”, which responds to the 

different dimensions of the crisis in the 

welfare state [15]. These authors present social 

innovation as a solution to the crisis in Spain, 

heading towards the development of a new 

socio-economic paradigm.

 With the onset of the economic crisis in 

2008, Spain began to experience dramatic 

changes in unemployment, budget cuts, and 

social services. By 2015 Spain, Greece, and 

Croatia were showing the slowest recoveries 

and the heaviest losses in the EU from the 

2008 socio-economic crash. Unemployment 

in Spain peaked in the first quarter of 2013 at 

more than 25%. Levels have since improved 

steadily, with the number of unemployed (aged 

15–74) dropping to well under 5 million in 

2016 and to under 3.9 million in the second 

quarter of 20175.

The crisis was a driver of social innovation 

in that actors had to mobilize civil society to 

tackle the problems that arose at the time in 

parallel with the reduction of the welfare state, 

especially unemployment subsidies and labor 

activation schemes. Social innovation started 

to gain importance in the regional strategies 

of several of Spain’s Regional Autono-

mous Communities (especially the Basque 

Country, Andalusia, Catalonia, Asturias, 

and Navarre), and in the municipalities 

of Madrid and Barcelona. Support for the 

development of social innovation in Spain 

and its regional strategies, as noted by the 

European Commission [16], has been based 

mainly on:

The weight of the social economy sector, 

given that (according to Luca Jahier6): “Un-

5 See data available at: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/

statistics-explained/index.php/ File: Unemployment_map_

2015.jpg and http://www.ine.es/dyngs/INEbase/en/

operacion.htm?c=Estadistica_C&cid=1254736176918&men

u=ultiDatos&idp=1254735976595
6 President of the Various Interests Group, European 

Economic and Social Committee.
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doubtedly, the social economy7 is a sector which 

makes a significant contribution to employment 

creation, sustainable growth and to a fairer in-

come and wealth distribution. It is a sector which 

is able to combine profitability with social in-

clusion and democratic systems of governance, 

working alongside the public and private sectors in 

matching services to needs. Crucially, it is a sec-

tor which has weathered the economic crisis much 

better than others and is increasingly gaining rec-

ognition at the European level” [17].

A favorable legal framework, as social 

innovation policies in Spain have been 

encompassed with public policies (social 

inclusion and research & innovation) in 

alignment with the Europe 2020 Strategy [18].

An increasing number of actors who deal 

with numerous compelling social issues, such 

as high unemployment rates among young 

people, the long-term unemployed, and 

those at risk of exclusion (Tarifas Blancas, 

Obra Social La Caixa, Peñascal, S. Coop.). 

Special attention has been paid to issues 

such as the low level of participation of civil 

society in public matters, school drop-outs, 

lifelong learning and the socio-economic and 

cultural inclusion of immigrants (Instituto de 

Innovación Social ESADE, FAGEDA). Other 

significant challenges faced at national level in 

the medium term include the ageing population 

and its impact on the health sector, housing and 

leisure, transport in large cities, access to energy 

sources, and the social integration of rural areas 

(Guifi.net, Afables, mYmO).

 As far as geographical coverage is concerned, 

SI stakeholders in Spain are located not just in 

large cities such as Madrid and Barcelona but 

7 A significant proportion of Europe’s economy is 

intended to make profits for people other than investors 

or owners. Known as the ‘social economy’, it includes 

cooperatives, mutual societies, non-profit associations, 

foundations and social enterprises. They operate a very large 

number of commercial activities, provide a wide range of 

products and services across the European single market, and 

generate millions of jobs. Social enterprises are also a driver for 

social innovation. http://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/social-

economy_es

also in regions such as Andalusia, where the 

focus is on socially innovative solutions to 

energy-related issues, and the Basque Country, 

which is a trend-setting region in terms of 

social innovation. The Basque social innovation 

strategy is one of the most prominent related 

regional policies developed in Spain. It has long 

been supported by a pre-existing dynamic, solid 

social economy sector. Formally promoted by 

Innobasque8, it has gradually been integrated 

into a broader regional innovation master plan, 

known as the Smart Specialization Strategy 

(RIS3). It has supported the development of a 

social innovation network, understood as a tool 

for socio-economic development at regional 

level, enhancing the application of innovative 

ideas and practices in the sphere of public 

management to create social value [19; 20].

As highlighted by the European Com-

mission, a noteworthy role has been played by 

research institutes working in the social 

economy and in social entrepreneurship, 

many of which are run by Jesuit universities 

(in particular the ESADE Institute for Social 

Innovation in Catalonia and the University 

of Deusto in the Basque Country), and are 

significant actors in the promotion of social 

innovation in the country.

This paper focuses on a long-lasting, well-

established benchmark initiative for employ-

ment promotion in the Basque Country: the 

Peñascal Cooperative9, an organization that 

promotes training, the development of human 

capabilities and job placement companies. 

The Peñascal Foundation is a benchmark 

for social integration and job placement, 

especially for vulnerable people and those at 

risk of exclusion in the province of Biscay. In 

the 30 years since its creation (1986-2016), 

the Peñascal Coop. has helped over 35,000 

8 A private non-profit association aimed at promoting a 

strategy for social innovation in the Basque Country.
9 This is based on Ph.D. research that gave rise to a 

doctoral thesis [21].
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people10, increasing and diversifying its activity 

in times of both prosperity and crisis. It was 

set up in the Peñascal neighborhood of Bilbao 

by a group of Catholic priests and educators 

who were concerned with school dropout rates, 

the lack of occupational qualifications, high 

unemployment, and job insecurity resulting 

from a period of socio-economic crisis and 

profound changes in the structure of production 

in Spain.

In a context in which unemployment in the 

Basque Country rose from virtually zero in 1973 

to 22.5% in 198411, job placement programs 

became key instruments of social action and 

the 1980s were a time when there was consi-

derable momentum for the establishing of 

promoters of job placement companies. At 

least eight such promoters – Peñascal Coop., 

IRSE, Suspergintza, Sartu, Gaztaroa, Euskadi 

Training Fund, Bagabiltza, and the Association 

for the Promotion of Gypsies – were created 

during that period. This was an effort to 

create mechanisms to protect vulnerable 

people against poverty and provide more 

comprehensive measures to supplement the 

monthly benefits paid under “Social Wages” 

or ‘Minimum Income Programs’. In the late 

1980s the Norabide program and zero-interest 

loans were set up by Caritas to promote self-

employment. 

Peñascal Coop. focuses on improving 

people’s occupational qualifications and 

personal development. It works mainly in the 

promotion of education, employment, and 

business. It stands out for its innovation, 

continuous improvement, social commitment, 

personalized attention, the quality of its 

10 Peñascal S.Coop., unpublished annual activity re-

port 2016.
11 The 1980s crisis in the Basque Country was the result of 

a long crisis that the region suffered from 1974–1975 onwards. 

The iron and steel industry in Biscay was obsolete, shipbuilding 

was at a standstill and the capital goods industry had practically 

no markets. Moreover, based mainly on this intensive industry 

sector, small and medium-sized semi-family businesses did not 

have the capacity to grow and develop.

resources, and the commitment of its staff. 

Since its start-up, it has emphasized networking 

with social partners as a key to success. In 2016 

Peñascal Coop. had eight “job placement 

companies” registered and actively working 

in various sectors such as hospitality/catering, 

plumbing, carpentry, and refurbishment work. 

These companies combine personalized 

training and employment programs, offering 

vulnerable people jobs and employment 

contracts. 

With a commitment to respond to a lifelong 

learning strategy, the Peñascal Coop. became 

the first Basque center to implement Basic 

Vocational Training courses and, together 

with public bodies and companies, to combine 

training and employment in Dual Training. 

The cooperative has received several awards, 

including recognition by the EU presidency 

in the list of best practices in its report on the 

fight against poverty and exclusion12. It has 

been recognized for its work with young people 

outside the regular education system and the 

public aid system.

Experience of China. In China the state has 

encouraged innovation practices in the field of 

employment service by enacting several policy 

guides and implementing relevant measures 

in the last ten years. These policy documents 

include the National Medium- and Long-term 

Plan for Technology Development (2006–2020) 

published by the State Council in February 

2006 and the “Deepening the System Reform 

to Accelerate the Rate of Implementation on 

Innovation-Driven Development Strategy”13 

issued by the CPC Central Committee in 2015. 

The State Council has also issued “Opinions 

on Policy Measures for Vigorously Promoting 

12 Available at: http://www.effectiefarmoedebeleid.nl/

files/3614/6668/9668/WEB_93954_EUNL_Brochure_

A4.pdf, pp. 32-33, accessed January 12, 2018.
13 National Assembly of the PRC. Deepening the 

System Reform to Accelerate the Rate of Implementation on 

Innovation-Driven Development Strategy. Available at: http://

www.gov.cn/xinwen/2015-03/23/content_2837629.htm.
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Public Innovation” to support innovation14. 

Meanwhile, the government has also made 

policies to enforce the market-oriented running 

of business. The central idea of these documents 

is to enhance entrepreneurship and innovation 

[23]. At operational level, local governments 

have made efforts to promote the incorporation 

of small business, with this policy line being 

seen as the future direction for economic 

growth in China [24]. Accordingly, many public 

and private actors have established programs to 

facilitate innovation-driven projects for business 

activities. 

The major social innovation drivers at the 

top level are CPC and the Central Government. 

The 19th CPC National Congress gave great 

importance to strengthening social innovation 

and social management. The report of the 

19th CPC National Congress points out that 

it is necessary to “accelerate the construction 

of an innovative country” and clarifies that 

“innovation is the primary driving force for 

development and the strategic supporter of 

modern economic system” [25]. The CPC and 

the central government have also emphasized 

the construction of social management and 

service systems at grassroots level. The Party 

and the government require local government 

to strive to enhance the functions of urban 

and rural community service, to strengthen 

the responsibilities of enterprises, public 

institutions, and people’s organizations in 

social management and services. It is also the 

government’s responsibility to guide social 

organizations for their healthy development 

and encourage people to participate in social 

management to play their basic roles in social 

innovation. 

The second social innovation driver in 

China is social need. With the development of 

economy and society, social needs of people are 

14 National Assembly of the PRC. Opinions on Policy 

Measures for Vigorously Promoting Public Innovation. 

Available at: http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2015-06/16/

content_9855.htm.

changing. For example, ageing, the low 

fertility rate, pollution, and the imbalance in 

development between urban and rural areas 

are four of the most significant social problems 

in China, which stimulate the demand for 

elderly care services, childcare services, female 

employment services, and social equality. If 

these demands are not satisfied, more serious 

social problems will arise which will lead to 

sharp social conflicts. Hence, new social needs 

should be satisfied through social innovation, 

especially in the current diversified, open, 

dynamic social environment, in which it is 

easier to diffuse social conflicts, trigger extreme 

actions, and destroy social harmony. For 

example, more than 10 thousand people took 

to the streets to protest at the construction of a 

waste incineration power plant in Jiaxing city 

on April 21, 201615. These social needs push the 

government to consider social innovation as the 

means to ease the contradictions.

The third social innovation driver in China 

is the development of technology. With the rise 

of information technology, new technologies 

are continuously applied in daily life. 

This provides a new platform for social 

innovation. For example, the development of 

communication technology is the foundation 

of promoting e-governance, which is a growing, 

typical example of social innovation. Hangzhou 

is one of the best examples: It has operated a 

of “Smart City” program16 since 2016. People 

in this city can utilize their mobile phones 

to enjoy more than 60 kinds of services, e.g. 

services from the local government and medical 

services, and to pay public transport fares. 

Thus, the continuous progress of technology is 

becoming an important driving force for social 

innovation.

15 Netease. The problem of pollution in Changzhou 

has not yet been solved: Haiyan town in Jiaxing city 

has another accident. Available at: http://help.3g.163.

com/0409/16/0423/10/BLB56MNB040900M7.htm.
16 Li B. White Paper on “New China’s Smart City”: 

Hangzhou is the Smartest City. Available at: http://money.163.

com/16/1227/13/C9A0KR67002580S6.html 
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The fourth driver in China is the third 

sector. Because the main function of the 

government is administration, it is difficult for 

the government to undertake all social 

management affairs, including social 

innovation. Thus the third sector, which has 

professional functions, is needed to organize 

and carry out social innovation. Moreover, the 

third sector pushes the government to support 

social innovation based on its own interests. 

This kind of driver is reflected in collaboration 

between the government and NGOs, i.e. 

volunteer organizations and academic 

organizations. For instance, at community 

level, volunteer organizations often take on 

the task of conducting demand surveys and 

making plans for innovation. Meanwhile, the 

government provides the funding for the third 

sector. The functions and effects of the third 

sector are particularly significant in Zhejiang 

Province and Jiangsu Province [26]. 

The most critical of the major barriers to 

social innovation in China are cost and risk. 

Innovation is a kind of systematic program 

which requires quantities of human resources, 

funding, and time; local governments must 

consider their financial situation and the 

cost. Some regional governments have to 

renounce innovation due to the burden of cost. 

Furthermore, the barrier of cost always goes 

hand in hand with risk. Because the rationality 

of decision makers and innovation participants 

is limited, and also the environment varies 

from region to region in such a big country, it 

is hard to forecast the risk of innovation, and 

the consequence of failure is more serious than 

in small countries. Therefore, in the current 

environment with all its variety and uncertainty, 

cost and risk are the primary barriers.

The second barrier to social innovation in 

China comes from the resistance of interest 

groups. The third sector plays an important role 

in driving social innovation, but it can also be a 

barrier because innovation means change that 

breaks the old balance. Before a new stage of 

social innovation, a stable power relationship 

between the third sector and governments has 

already been formed. The authorities in charge 

are afraid of losing their own rights and interests 

and tend to maintain the existing organizational 

structure and resist any form of innovation. 

Moreover, the redistribution of resources 

induces resistance. The interest groups that 

possess power often regard innovations that 

reduce their interests as threats. All in all, 

the process often has a greater impact on the 

members of the original government agencies 

and the audience due to the fact that it mainly 

involves the redistribution of power and 

resources, which can trigger conflicts. Hence, 

the process of innovation may harm the interest 

of the third sector, which then resists social 

innovation.

The third barrier to social innovation in 

China lies in culture. Ideology and 

organizational culture inertia significantly 

influence the motivation for social innovation, 

which is typically reflected by the ideology of 

local government as well as local society. A 

conservative, backward ideology will have a 

huge impact on social innovation and influence 

the development of social management. 

Simultaneously, organizational culture is a 

flexible system that can effectively control and 

coordinate employees. Once formed, regardless 

of its merits or defects, it will produce a kind 

of inertia for the new organizational culture 

to inhibit its development. It can effectively 

promote the growth and development of an 

organization under existing conditions, but it 

will hinder innovation. At present, the “official-

based” ideology has a particularly obstructive 

effect on social innovation.

As an example from one of our case studies, 

we consider a “honeycomb” building designed 

to be used by entrepreneurs; it was set up in 

April 2015 in one of the core CBDs in 

Hangzhou. The honeycomb program provided 
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facilities for young entrepreneurs and created 

a favorable environment for generating 

business projects17. This program was set up 

by the Zhedawangxin Company together with 

several universities and colleges, such as the 

International College of Innovation, Zhejiang 

College for Young Entrepreneurs, Cloud 

Coffee, etc. At this location, the company offers 

the coffee bar and office space to entrepreneurs 

for meetings, with easy communication 

channels, cheap housing rent and facilities, 

and equipment in good condition. The program 

encourages young entrepreneurs to use these 

offices with good facilities free of charge (such 

as drinking water and meeting rooms). The 

purpose is to provide space for doing business, 

especially for young people with small business 

establishments. Meanwhile, the company also 

provides a large conference room free of charge. 

It is large enough for more than 100 people and 

there is a shared business room and convenient 

services for room renters. 

The company conducts assessments of 

various aspects for applicants for this program 

and then selects companies engaged in the field 

of the Internet, online education, and online 

shopping. The management system has adopted 

the business model applied by residential 

building construction companies with the focus 

on a better environment for people’s living 

with good facilities to attract renters. In the 

operation of the program the company manager 

selects applicants by assessing their capacity for 

business growth [27]. 

The outcome of the program is remarkable. 

The building has the advantages of convenient 

communications and transportation. The 

program established its basis by providing people 

who had innovative ideas with services and 

17 INSIGMA. Wangxin entrepreneurship honeycomb-

like building Settled in Qiantang Smart City. Available at: 

http://www.insigmagroup.com.cn/news/%E7%BD%91%E6

%96%B0%E5%88%9B%E4%B8%9A%E8%9C%82%E6%88

%BF%E5%85%A5%E9%A9%BB%E9%92%B1%E5%A1%9

8%E6%99%BA%E6%85%A7%E5%9F%8E.

facilities and eventually reached an incubation 

rate of 20% (the proportion of renters who have 

been successful in establishing new companies 

and developing sustainably) [28]. The program 

has obtained support from the local government 

through financial and policy measures. It also 

cooperates with the mass media and organizes 

advertising campaigns in order to attract more 

business structures18. At present, the issue of 

enhancing the program’s sustainability is 

being discussed, as it intends to become a self-

regulated program so that there will be more 

chances for young people to get jobs and design 

innovative projects. 

Experience of Russia. Social innovation is a 

relatively new phenomenon in Russia. In 

contrast to the situation in the developed 

European countries, where the impact of civil 

society is of crucial importance, in Russia it 

is mainly the government authorities that 

play a major role in the dissemination of 

social initiatives, since they acknowledge 

the significance of their development and 

promote social activity in the most important 

areas considered by the government. This is 

so for several reasons. First, administrative, 

legislative, financial, and other barriers hinder 

the implementation of social innovation [6]. 

An example of such barriers can be found in the 

fact that innovation policy in Russia is focused 

on science and technology and there is no 

legislation that could govern the development 

of social innovation. Second, Russians have 

low community commitment. A survey carried 

out by the Russian Presidential Academy of 

National Economy and Public Administration 

(RANEPA) states that this is the main problem 

that non-governmental organizations have to 

face [29, p. 11]. Third, Russian people have 

a closed mindset which leads them to tend to 

treat with apprehension any innovations and 

changes in social circumstances [30].

18 Wang X. Dr. William F. Miller visits entrepreneurial 

honey-comb like building. Available at: http://news.163.

com/15/0630/04/ATB5TASJ00014AEF.html
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The first major initiative to support social 

innovation and, in particular, social 

entrepreneurship, came from private business, 

specifically from LUKOIL President Vagit 

Alekperov, who founded the Regional Social 

Programs Fund (RSPF) “Our Future” 

in 2007. In 2011, the Government of the 

Russian Federation established the Agency 

for Strategic Initiatives, an autonomous non-

profit organization providing support to non-

profit organizations (NPOs). One of the goals 

of the Agency is to find promising initiatives 

in the field of social entrepreneurship in 

Russian regions. Since 2013, the Agency for 

Strategic Initiatives has created centers for 

innovation in the social sphere (CISS), and 

there are currently about 23 CISS in Russian 

regions. They are established for the purpose 

of promoting social entrepreneurship. In 

practice, however, the priority in providing 

support is given to small and medium business 

rather than socially oriented NPOs. A similar 

tendency to neglect NPOs is observed in the 

work of the “Our Future” Fund; according to 

experts, this is because government interests 

focus on social business rather than on socially 

oriented NPOs, and also because social 

entrepreneurship is considered to be similar to 

small and medium business [31]. At the same 

time, a study carried out by the Center for 

Social Entrepreneurship and Social Innovation 

of the National Research University “Higher 

School of Economics” (HSE) shows that there 

is a pronounced social need in the activities of 

non-profit organizations in the field of social 

services in Russia; however, this is hampered 

by the underdevelopment of infrastructure 

[32].

Despite certain difficulties, social 

innovation in Russia is being implemented 

nationwide. According to RSPF “Our Future”, 

the Fund promoted 187 innovation projects19 

19 Annual report of the Regional Social Programs Fund 

“Our Future”. Available at: http://www.nb-fund.ru/about-us/

about_annual_report_t/

in Russia in 2007–2016. However, according 

to the Agency for Strategic Initiatives, only 1% 

of entrepreneurs work in the social sphere20. 

In 2017, at the Second Forum on Social 

Innovation in Russian Regions, the first 

Russian social innovation cluster established 

in the Omsk Oblast was presented21; it includes 

Russia’s first School for Social Entrepreneurs, 

the Club of Mentors and Investors, social 

innovation centers, enterprises, and business 

structures. The advantages of the cluster 

include the possibility of minimizing costs 

and mobilizing resources, expanding the scale 

of business, ensuring greater stability in the 

market, etc. 

Besides the active participation of the 

government in providing support for social 

innovation projects, other major drivers of 

social innovation in Russia can be pointed 

out, such as active demand on the part of 

the people themselves, the growing sector of 

socially oriented non-profit organizations, and 

the development of non-state funds to support 

social initiatives.

Social innovation in Russia is implemented 

mostly in areas related to the core functions of 

the welfare state: health and social care, 

education, inequality reduction, employment, 

and the environment (Figure).

A good example of the Russian social 

innovation model can be found in the “Mama 

Works” project, the goal of which is to help 

women combine work and childcare [33, p. 

138]. Employment of women who are on 

maternity leave is quite an acute issue, because 

the government has not made much progress in 

dealing with this problem [6, pp. 73-77]. 

The history of the project started with an 

idea to open a social fund called “Road to Life” 

20 Official website of the Agency for Strategic Initiatives. 

Available at: https://asi.ru
21 Governor Viktor Nazarov presents Russia’s first 

social innovation cluster. Ministry of Economy of the 

Omsk Oblast. Available at: http://www.mec.omskportal.

r u / r u / R e g i o n a l P u b l i c A u t h o r i t i e s / e x e c u t i ve l i s t /

MEC/news/2017/06/08/1496930259246.html
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in Moscow. Ms. Olesya Kashaeva, the founder 

of “Mama Works”, was herself a young mother 

in need of a job, so she tried to find a solution 

by creating a project that covered several aspects 

(education, job search, starting a business, 

psychological support, job creation). The 

main goal of “Mama Works” is to help young 

mothers with many children, single mothers, 

and mothers with children in a difficult life 

situation get an education, find a job or start 

their own business (social objectives). “Mama 

Works” provides psychological support and a 

certain distraction from domestic chores. The 

project also provides employment for women 

on maternity leave both at home and on-site 

(economic objectives). Under the auspices of 

the project, a clothing manufacturer called 

“MamySami” (“moms do it themselves”) has 

been launched; it produces eco-bags made of 

cotton22. 

The project was established on an altruistic 

basis, so the support obtained in the initial 

stages was crucial for its development. This 

support came from the Greenhouse of Social 

22 “Mama Works”: about us. Available at: http://mamaw.

ru/

Technology, Public Relations Committee 

of Moscow, Civic Chamber of the Russian 

Federation, and Moscow Oblast Governor 

(later, the project received a Presidential grant 

and won the contest “Social Entrepreneur 

– 2014”). Currently, the project is funded 

largely via its own resources. At the moment, 

the financing for the project is obtained from 

people’s own resources, which permit micro-

financing for business projects by young 

mothers (to date  over 120 business projects 

have received support) and help for mothers 

with young children to become successful 

in business. In addition, “Mama Works” 

cooperates with the Russian New University 

within the program “Mamaster”. Education 

is provided in 11 specialties. In this case, an 

individual program of full-time studies for 

young student mothers is drawn up making 

it possible for them to combine studying and 

childcare. After completing their education, 

young mothers are provided with assistance in 

employment within the specialty that they have 

obtained23. Since the project started up, more 

than 3,500 applications have been received from 

23 Ibidem.

Distribution of social innovation projects implemented in Russia, broken down by fields of activity

 

Health and social care 33.2% 

Education 24.6%
 

Inequality 
reduction 19.8%

 

Employment 18.7%  

Ecology 3.7%
 

Source: our own compilations based on the data from the “Our Future” Fund.
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Table 1. Comparative features of benchmark social innovation initiatives in Spain, China, and Russia

Feature Spain China Russia

Social needs and 
problems which social 
innovation addresses

– assistance in finding employment 

(especially for socially vulnerable 

population groups);

– ageing population;

– promotion of business growth and 

entrepreneurial activity;

– educational activity;

– poverty and vulnerability or the risk 

of exclusion;

–disadvantaged neighborhoods;

– migration (especially low-skilled 

labor);

– enhancement of civic engagement, 

etc.

– assistance to young 

entrepreneurs in starting a 

business;

– employment;

– promotion of self-

employment and flexible 

forms of employment;

– improving quality of life;

– environmental issues;

– educational and medical 

services;

– ageing population;

– reducing social inequality, 

etc.

– assistance in finding employment 

(especially for socially vulnerable 

population groups);

– population ageing;

– creation of new jobs for socially 

vulnerable population groups; 

– training in occupations that are in 

demand;

– environmental problems;

– promotion of social inclusion;

– enhancing quality of life;

– educational and medical services;

– reducing social inequality, etc.

Actors 

– public sector;

– private sector;

– non-profit organizations;

– educational organizations;

– scientific research organizations;

– private individuals;

– companies;

– promoting entities, foundations, 

cooperatives;

– networks; and networks of 

networks

– public sector;

– private sector;

– educational organizations;

– scientific research 

organizations;

– the mass media;

– non-profit organizations

– public sector;

– private sector;

– non-governmental organizations;

– professional networks and 

associations;

– the mass media;

– charity and social funds;

– educational organizations;

– scientific research organizations;

– private individuals

Drivers 

–social activism;

– charismatic and selfless leadership;

– favorable legal framework;

– cooperation with social partners;

– active demand

– stimulating policy 

conducted by the 

government;

– financial resources;

– human resources;

– attention of the media;

– active demand

– support provided by federal 

and regional authorities and non-

governmental organizations;

– active involvement in professional 

and public associations;

– active demand;

– financial support;

– charismatic leadership;

– information and communication 

technology;

– strategic planning of activities

Barriers 

– financial barriers and the need for 

new funding models;

– social awareness and insufficient 

coverage of activities in the media

– costs and risks;

– resistance on the part of 

interest groups;

– cultural factor (ideology and 

organizational culture)

– administrative, legal and 

bureaucratic barriers;

– lack of funding;

– lack of state support;

– lack of competence of the staff; 

lack of qualified personnel;

– insufficient coverage of activities 

in the media;

– mistrust and stereotypes in 

society;

– competition with the real sector

Mechanisms of social 
innovation processes

The economic crisis helped mobilize 

civil society to address social 

problems. At the same time, the 

traditions of the welfare economy 

and commitment of the authorities to 

innovative approaches for addressing 

social problems have a positive 

impact on the development of social 

innovation

External mechanism: social 

responsibility of local 

authorities, universities and 

some enterprises; 

Internal mechanism: 

difficulties in finding 

employment also force 

people to handle the issue 

by themselves (for example, 

young people decide to start 

their own businesses)

The most common are initiatives 

launched by the state (top-

down), but there are examples 

of successful practices of social 

innovation related to projects by 

individual citizens
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64 Russian regions, and more than 2,400 hours 

of consultations and training sessions have 

been delivered. “Mama Works” is interested 

in expanding its geography, so that moms in 

any region can participate in the project. It has 

become an occasion for the development of a 

social franchise.

Comparative exercise: After this look at the 

current situation in the area of social innovation 

through the context of the three successful 

practices in Spain, China and Russia presented 

above, the following table (Table 1. Compar-

ative features of benchmark social innova-

tion initiatives in Spain, China, and Russia) 

compiles the main features of social needs and 

problems addressed, the main actors involved, 

the drivers and barriers boosting or hindering 

those innovations, the mechanisms of social 

innovation processes, and the central role 

played by policy and policy makers in some 

contexts.

The range of social needs and problems ad-
dressed by social innovation initiatives is quite 

similar in the countries under consideration. 

They include a wide range of topics such as 

the promotion of employment (especially 

among vulnerable population groups), 

professional development, creation of new 

jobs, enhancement of entrepreneurial activity, 

promotion of self-employment initiatives and 

flexible forms of employment, development 

of local communities, enhancement of civic 

engagement, improvement of the quality of life, 

etc. A particularity detected in Russia is that 

there are a number of initiatives to enhance 

the prestige of certain occupations which are 

considered humble. 

Social innovation actors in Spain, China and 

Russia include a large number of stakeholders 

from different sectors including companies and 

banks, non-profit organizations, educational 

and research institutions, business incubators, 

government organizations, and co-working 

communities. The generation of small colla-

borative eco-systems around a particular 

problem in a given context is a feature observed 

in all three cases studied.

As practice shows, public policy is one of 

the driving forces in the development of social 

innovation. For example, in Spain, innovation 

development is focused primarily on technology 

but in recent years, due to alignment with the 

“Europe 2020” strategy and the focus on social 

challenges, social issues have been included as 

one of the main areas of development. Thus, 

the “Strategy for science, technology and 

innovation for 2013–2020”24 has a specific 

section dedicated to the relevance of social 

changes and innovations. The strategy aims to 

strengthen the capacity of actors to promote 

social progress and competitiveness and takes 

24 Available at: http://www.idi.mineco.gob.es/stfls/

MICINN/Investigacion/FICHEROS/Estrategia_espanola_

ciencia_tecnologia_Innovacion.pdf (pp. 30-31)

Role of policy

– Public policy is of great importance, 

as the development of social 

innovation is part of many national 

and regional normative legal 

documents on innovation policy

– Policy, especially at the 

national level, plays an 

important role. At the highest 

level, the central government 

encourages innovative 

entrepreneurship, and this 

encourages the authorities of 

provinces and municipalities 

to implement this idea. Due 

to political support, there are 

no financial difficulties and 

barriers on the part of the 

mass media

– Provision of support by the 

authorities is essential, but in many 

cases it is reduced to the political 

component; financial instruments 

are used less frequently. However, 

there is a possibility of obtaining 

grants, awards, and subsidies

Source: own compilation based on comparative analysis

End of the Table
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into account a) the most pressing economic 

situations; and b) the need for structural 

reforms, to promote the creation of new jobs 

and the development of socio-economic and 

entrepreneurial foundations. In addition, 

several regions in Spain have specific plans for 

expanding social innovation initiatives (e.g. 

Catalonia, Madrid, Andalusia, the Basque 

Country) [34, pp. 48-49]. 

Crises, especially in the economy, have had 

a devastating effect on employment, inclusion 

and the fight against poverty in many contexts. 

However, the situations caused by those 

crisis, have served precisely as a catalyst for 

social innovation. This fact can be commonly 

appreciated in many countries and settings. It 

has also been the case in the three initiatives 

analyzed, where civil society and individuals 

have been impelled to tackle certain social 

issues when the government was not able to 

cope with them. When dealing face-to-face 

with a particular problem, people often begin 

to search for a solution to help other people in 

similar situations. Thus, active demand from 

social sectors to solve social problems and/or to 

cover socio-economic needs also contributes to 

the development of social innovation. 

Another factor conducive to the deve-

lopment of social innovation is the estab-

lishment of partnerships, collaborative 

relationships, and networks, adopting 

different and evolving forms of stakeholder 

interactions. This is the case in the Peñascal 

Coop. in the Basque Country (Spain), where 

a strong collaborative networking ecosystem 

has been developed to sustain the many 

interventions carried out by this promoters of 

job placement companies. In China and Russia 

the strong influence of the government on the 

development of social innovation means that 

there are difficulties in the interaction between 

public and private actors [35, pp. 99-100]. 

Thus, promoting activities aimed at facilitating 

cooperation between the various parties would 

help further boost social innovation.

Finally, two more features play significant 

roles in the development and promotion of 

social innovation: the figure of a charismatic 

project leader, and the emergence of 

competitors, which usually helps stimulate 

and further develop projects, as initiatives need 

new ideas to adapt or readapt to become more 

competitive or fight for sustainability.

As regards barriers, lack of funding has been 

found to be a significant limitation to the 

development of social innovation. Even in 

Spain and China, where social innovation 

is included in various strategic plans, legal 

documents, and policies, financial support 

from the government is in many cases 

insufficient. The fact that society has decided 

that interventions in the social sphere should 

be carried out by the government rather than 

by third parties, social enterprises or social 

initiatives does not help to direct resources 

towards civil society, entrepreneurs or 

stakeholders. Furthermore, in many cases 

authorities do not have a clear understanding 

of the nature, results, and impacts of social 

innovation; this lack of awareness prevents them 

from allocating enough funding for investing in 

social innovation solutions. 

In Russia there is a possibility of obtaining 

government subsidies and grants for various 

social innovation projects, but in practice it is 

not always feasible. In Spain and some 

other Southern European countries, new 

ways of funding such as social exchanges, 

microcredits, crowd funding, social investing, 

and development bonds have been explored to 

develop social innovative solutions, though they 

are still insufficient to meet demand [34, p. 53]. 

Some of these funding schemes are currently 

also being developed in Russia and China. 

In addition, Russia faces the obstacles of an 

underdeveloped regulatory framework for social 

innovation and social entrepreneurship and the 

need for better training and improvement of 

the skills of employees for the development of 

social innovation activities.
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State policy supports China’s social 

innovation development strategy by promoting 

the establishment of environments conducive to 

creative activities. The government has extended 

access to the registration of non-for-profit 

and social enterprises, thus providing more 

opportunities to implement social innovation 

(through the provision of different types of 

information and an opportunity to obtain 

education and training) [35, p. 99].

In China and Russia fewer successful 

practices are initiated by individuals: the 

government is predominant in the social 

innovation sphere, with most social innovation 

projects being initiated by the state (“top-

down”). In Spain, at least in those regions with 

a longer tradition of social innovations, such 

initiatives are mainly put forward by enthusiasts 

and leaders who work in collaboration with 

public and private stakeholders.

Finally, it is important to emphasize how 

little attention social innovation receives in the 

mass media and from the public. This may be 

one of the reasons for the limited funding 

dedicated to social innovations and services. 

Therefore, another way to further develop social 

innovative solutions is to promote coverage of 

the results and the impacts of the most successful 

social innovation projects in the mass media. 

Conclusion
This comparative analysis of benchmark 

social innovations in Spain, China, and Russia 

concludes by highlighting conditions conducive 

to the flourishing of social innovations.

Social and technological innovations affect 

one another and there is a lack of awareness of 

innovative socio-economic solutions. As a result, 

different aspects of social innovation are 

still considered only in light of technological 

innovations and are not sufficiently recognized 

as an independent phenomenon. In this regard 

it is necessary to develop and refine the concept 

of social innovation so that the authorities, 

citizens, and stakeholders in general can better 

understand the potential benefits and impacts of 

its implementation. 

Better provision of government or public 

support for social entrepreneurship as one of 

the main facilitators of social innovation could 

become a significant component of social and 

regional development. This is especially relevant 

for Russia, where social entrepreneurship 

support models are at an incipient stage. 

There is a need to focus on people’s needs 

and enhance their motivation for civic 

engagement in addressing social issues. At the 

same time, in both Russia and China more 

flexible state regulation for social innovation 

would be conducive to the development of social 

innovative solutions. With the establishment 

of social innovation centers and centers for 

social entrepreneurship, it would be possible to 

accumulate resources for the development of 

social innovation more efficiently.

In alignment with the European Pillar of 

Social Rights [36], the challenge for the coming 

years in Spain is to promote sustainable Hybrid 

Value Systems. These systems should be 

articulated around stabled partnerships between 

a social organization and a private company or 

public entity that can generate significant social 

impact and, at the same time, financial returns 

for the parties involved. 

The key direction for Russia is to form an 

ecosystem of social innovation; this includes 

improving interactions between all stakeholders, 

mobilizing and  effectively using resources for 

the development of social innovation, working 

out legal and regulatory support, promoting 

civic engagement, financial and non-financial 

support for social initiatives, etc. [37, p. 100].

In China action by the government to further 

promote social innovation should focus on a) 

investing more resources in society to stimulate 

the development of social innovation; b) 

disseminating and raising awareness of the 

potential of social innovation, encouraging 

public engagement; and c) developing and 

improving legislation in the sphere of innovation 

to protect and regulate relations between 

innovative sectors; for example, a new tax policy 

to stimulate corporate innovation and legislation 

to protect intellectual property.
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