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On one hand, social innovation is presented as a seedbed of niche activities with the 
capacity, under certain circumstances, to be up-scaled to effect systemic transfor-
mation. This makes social innovation attractive to the state by its capacity to act as 
a testing laboratory for alternative approaches to addressing long-standing social, 
economic and environmental challenges where civil society, alone or with others, 
occupies a pivotal role. On the other hand, social innovation can be presented as a 
response from marginalised groups and communities to market and policy failures, 
where endogenous action by citizens fills delivery gaps to fulfils key community 
needs. Recent work for the European Commission (Moulaert et al. 2017) recognises 
the tension between these two perspectives. Rural areas in Europe are considered 
disadvantaged because they lack the advantage of high population density. This in-
creases the cost of investments in infrastructure and local services. The withdrawal 
of state-organised services and the withdrawal of private employers leaves a gap, 
which is partly filled by new forms of civic engagement. Besides its positive aspects 
this engagement can also provoke the paradoxical impact of increasing decline of 
publicly provided social services. Furthermore, it is controversial to what extent 
social innovations should focus on the regional economic goal or the institutional 
transformation. This stream invites contributions on the following general ques-
tions:

 → Good practical examples of social innovations from rural regions. How can soci-
al innovations be distinguished from regional economic innovations?

 → Dynamising effects of voluntary work in its positive impact on empowerment as 
well as negative effects of an accelerated withdrawal of the welfare state

 → Significance of the transformative aspects in the assessment of social innova-
tions

 → Theoretical concepts of social development with special regard to civil society
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All contributions must be 
submitted via the conference 
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Detailed research questions might be:

1. Is the aspiration for scaling reasonable, given the nature, determinants and practices of social innovation 
in marginalised rural areas and in disadvantaged communities? Is it possible to identify social innovations 
in marginal areas or among marginalised communities which are more likely to have capacity for significant 
scaling? What are the preconditions which are most likely to give rise to scaling possibilities? What forms can 
scaling take? Is the widely used dualism between up- and out-scaling sufficient to accommodate the diversity of 
forms?

2. What is the role of the state (local, national, transnational) in enabling various forms of social innovation and 
supporting different forms of scaling in marginal rural areas and marginalised communities?

3. What are the principal causes of unevenness in social innovation in rural Europe?  Does social capital and civic 
culture play a key role? Or are the actions of the state crucial in delivering more positive outcomes? To what 
extent does successful social innovation in one marginal community depend on bidding for and drawing down 
public funds which are thereby denied to other communities, whose disadvantage and marginalisation thus 
deepens? Has social innovation been shown to reduce marginalisation or does it simply alter the geography of 
disadvantage?

4. To what extent and under what circumstances does social innovation in marginalised communities deliver 
transformative adaptive opportunity or merely enhanced short-term coping?

This list is not prescriptive. We encourage those working in the rural domain or with social innovation targeting 
disadvantaged groups and places to share ideas on the emergence, determinants and scaling possibilities of social 
innovation in its variety. The presentation of mountain research projects as well as projects in arid regions and in 
countries of the Global South are especially very welcome.


