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1

Framing Social Innovation as a  
Call for Social Transformation

Melanie Panitch, Jessica Pimentel Machado and Samantha Wehbi

“FOLLOW THE MONEY!”

A CATCHPHRASE POPULARIZED by the 1976 docudrama All the President’s 
Men may seem a curious introduction to a book on social innovation 
and social justice; however, if you “follow the money!” when it applies to 
the student debt crisis, you will find you are in the territory of a complex 
social issue.

Student loans and grants are typically a policy issue, but given the crisis 
of postsecondary education, scrutinizing the world of student debt for what 
it can reveal is an instructive entry point to this field. We discovered this 
when we received an interesting invitation from our university’s student 
financial aid department. It was a call for help from the newly appointed 
manager of the student financial aid department who was perplexed as to 
why students were always so upset. As an office of social innovation, we 
position ourselves to create a space to imagine alternative pathways and 
perspectives. But student loans? We were intrigued by the question and 
the unique partnership. Guided by our commitment to collaboration, we 
became explorers, learning all we could about how student loans work, 
and so we arrived at the intricate and sometimes murky world of loans 
and student debt.

We began by meeting with administrators to hear about the complexity 
of their jobs. We looked into job descriptions, government policies, manuals 
and regulations; we observed practices and behaviours and located academic 
research. We learned that our university has the highest take-up of student 
loans in our province of Ontario; so, this was relevant. Just how relevant 
became abundantly clear when we hosted a town hall session to hear directly 
from students about their experiences and their challenges with navigating 
the financial aid system. Over three hundred of them turned up for an online 
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2  INTERRUPTING INNOVATION

session and many more participated in focus groups.
The students eagerly shared their thoughts, feelings and concerns. We 

heard about their anxiety, their insecurity and the inequitable impact of 
loans. They described the ways financial pressures affect their mental and 
physical health and academic performance as they try to balance part-time 
employment, housing and food insecurity. They spoke of the worrisome im-
pact of gateway debt, the ballooning balance of what they will owe when they 
graduate and how this financial reality of theirs perpetuates social inequality, 
especially in an environment of high interest rates. We documented through 
systems mapping and their student voices the nuances and intricacies in an 
ongoing research study called “Degrees of Debt,” itself a methodological 
innovation as we attempted to report on this issue in a unique way. All of 
this innovation was sparked by one question from a thoughtful manager 
who reached out for help. The benefits of this innovative partnership were 
mutual. The financial aid office gained a deeper understanding of the impact 
of their work, and our team found a pedagogically relevant case study with 
which to foster a systems-thinking approach with students concerned about 
social and environmental issues of social justice.

Excited by the critical discussion on social innovation and transforma-
tive social change generated through the case of student debt, we began to 
search the scholarship for relevant articles and books that might similarly 
approach social innovation through a social justice lens. While we found 
that the current scholarship offers much in terms of understanding social 
innovation, as well as examples of social innovation in practice through 
case studies and examples, we struggled to find examples that pertained to 
the Canadian context. This gap is of importance because, as we shall argue 
in this book, social innovation is contextual, relational and socially located, 
and thus the sociological and national contexts make a difference in how 
we understand and see social innovation in action.

Stemming from this desire to find core material of application and interest 
in the Canadian context, we developed this book as a beginner’s guide to 
the key ideas, thinking and examples of social innovation. Our intention in 
this book, as the title suggests, is to interrupt the continuity and uniformity 
of innovation from one that is nebulous and primarily focused on entrepre-
neurship, the limitations of which we will note later. In addition, we have 
sought to take this guide one step further so as to anchor it conceptually 
and practically as a tool and guiding lens to social justice. By interrupting 
innovation, we have wrestled the social to arrive at centre stage through 
many manifestations of social life taken up by the authors included here. 
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Framing Social Innovation as a Call for Social Transformation  3  

Our vision for what is possible is inspired by a poster of Peter Schumann’s 
iconic print, one that we see every day in our workspace, reminding us to 
engage in “resistance of the heart against business as usual.” (See the poster 
at breadandpuppetpress.org/products/resistance-of-the-heart.)

Beginning in this chapter, we provide readers with key concepts and 
theoretical reflections to guide understandings of social innovation, 
specifically as it relates to social justice and transformation. The chapter 
begins with an overview of the historical and contextual development of 
social innovation, including a discussion that explores and troubles social 
innovation through a social justice lens. We then proceed to a discussion 
of some of the distinguishing features of social innovation when viewed 
from a social justice perspective. Specifically, we highlight and discuss 
the following characteristics of social innovation: creative approaches to 
understanding and addressing social issues and seemingly intractable social 
problems; sharing and shifting power; forging community partnerships and 
local networks of change; understanding the historical and systemic nature 
of injustice; and the role of higher education institutions as a complicated 
site of, and catalyst for, change. These concepts are illustrated through case 
studies in the second section of the book. The chapter ends with a discussion 
of the main themes drawn from these case studies, as well as an overview 
of the book’s structure. We then conclude with some thoughts as to how 
the book can be used by students and educators.

SOCIAL INNOVATION: KEY CONCEPTS  
AND THEORETICAL REFLECTIONS

Over the past decade, there has been a rise in interest in social innovation 
as an approach to tackling systemic social issues in new ways (Moulaert 
& MacCallum, 2019; Nichols, Simon, & Gabriel, 2018). Nichols, Phipps, 
Provençal and Hewitt (2013, p. 25) contend that: “Although innovation in 
science and technology remains critical, there is increasing recognition 
that social innovation is required to achieve sustainable social and eco-
nomic impact” (original emphasis). Interest in social innovation has led to 
the growth of social innovation courses, programs and specializations at 
Canadian, American and European universities. These offerings are cur-
rently available through management and business schools, international 
development programs, community development programs, schools of 
environmental studies and planning and public policy, to name but a few.

At this time, there is an exciting growth of the scholarship as conceptu-
alizations of social innovation develop across these disciplines and become 
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4  INTERRUPTING INNOVATION

explored in others. Scholars are deepening their examination of existing 
approaches to social innovation through the creation of interdisciplinary 
sub-fields, such as in creativity, governance and socio-political movements 
(Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019; van der Have & Rubalcaba, 2016). Critical 
perspectives of social innovation are also emerging in the scholarship and are 
addressing issues of power relations that have long been ignored — a significant 
example being Goodchild’s (2021) exploration of decolonizing systems think-
ing and awareness. Goodchild uses the visual code of the Two-Row Wampum 
belt to invite us into a sacred space of “non-interference in between [Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous] epistemologies” (p. 99). Because of the importance of 
relationality and context to social innovation, critical perspectives are necessary 
in addressing the problematic components of the field.

The predominant conceptualizations of social innovation have aligned 
it with entrepreneurship (Baldarelli & Del Baldo, 2016; Dey & Steyaert, 
2016; Duarte Alonso, Kok, & O’Brien, 2020; Farinha, Sebastião, Sampaio, 
& Lopes 2020). However, social innovation is a growing field with multiple 
approaches, mandates and applications not solely tied to conceptions of 
entrepreneurship (Teasdale et al., 2020). Moreover, as Addo (2017) notes, as-
sumptions of social innovation tied to entrepreneurship are implicitly based 
on conceptions of the formal market economy that do not take into account 
racialized and gendered engagement in informal economies. Similarly, an 
entrepreneurship lens on social innovation has been challenged to recognize 
unique understandings of entrepreneurship as tied to values, history, place 
and colonial and precolonial contexts for Indigenous communities (Mika, 
Warren, Foley, & Palmer, 2018).

As well, alignment with the concept of entrepreneurship in a neoliberal 
capitalist economy often moves away from the effort to challenge and shift 
power that is necessary for social transformation. It is especially problem-
atic when this discourse absorbs social innovation — for instance, when 
“social entrepreneurship” and “social innovation” are used similarly or 
interchangeably — because it depoliticizes social innovation. Alternatively, 
this discourse may lead toward charitable models trying to attempt social 
change, which also fails to address the conditions that are ultimately creating 
precarious situations for communities (e.g., in housing, employment and 
healthcare). The authors in this book instead illustrate community-based 
examples of social innovation that align with building collaboration, solidar-
ity and coalitions for social change.

In recognition of the intractability of social problems and the limits of 
entrepreneurial conceptions of social innovation, scholars have called for 
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Framing Social Innovation as a Call for Social Transformation  5  

looking beyond defining and framing social innovation as individualized, 
“virtuous citizenry” (Slee et al., 2021, p. 793) or as the “charitable dimension 
of the concept” (Batle, Orfila-Sintes, & Moon, 2018, p. 15), both of which 
have tended to reproduce existing social power relations. Departing from 
these entrepreneurial approaches, this book adopts a conceptualization 
of social innovation aligned via social justice. We define social justice as 
a process and a goal which seeks the full and equitable participation of all 
in a mutually shaped society. Defining social innovation as a social justice 
process and goal requires us to emphasize the key concepts of creativity, 
collaboration, systemic change and engagement, as discussed below.

Creative approaches are necessary in developing our understanding and 
addressing complex social issues. Several chapters in this book engage with 
creative approaches to problem identification and proposed responses; they 
also discuss the process of teaching and learning about social innovation. We 
take up artistic expressions of creativity, as well as engagements with various 
cultural spaces and forms, as a means to bring about important conversa-
tions that contribute to our understanding of social innovation. We believe 
that the importance of creativity and its integration in the understanding 
of social innovation lies in its long history of being inextricably linked 
to social transformation through protest and other forms of community 
mobilization for social justice (Kester, 2011; Reid, 2005; Thompson, 2012). 
Creative approaches hold the potential to not only interrupt the status quo 
but to also provide a vision for what could be possible. As such, creativity 
is fundamental to understanding and responding to social issues and to 
building a vision of social transformation.

Indeed, van der Have and Rubalcaba (2016) have identified a strong 
interdisciplinary scholarly community in social innovation with a focus 
on creativity research. In these studies, researchers and practitioners are 
interested in the process-oriented questions of how new ideas and new social 
relationships can be organized to create social transformation. Considering 
creativity in a conceptualization of social innovation that is aligned with 
social justice invites us to identify, question and challenge our sources of 
creativity. Which relationships and environments encourage us to imagine 
and think in creative ways? What conditions build and expand our capacity 
for creativity? Where do we feel supported to attempt creativity and to learn 
from those messy endeavours? What limits and restrains our creativity?

One of the recurring concepts in social innovation that demonstrates the 
necessity of creativity is the “wicked problem.” Coined by Rittel and Webber 
(1973) and introduced in the context of social policy, the “wicked problem” 
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6  INTERRUPTING INNOVATION

identifies an issue that is seemingly intractable and extremely difficult to 
solve. Common characteristics of a wicked problem include aspects of it 
that are incomplete, contradictory and constantly changing. Importantly, 
Rittel and Webber use the word “wicked” to denote the problem’s resistance 
to resolution. Widespread social issues like poverty and homelessness are 
referred to as wicked problems. Often, a wicked problem is usually a symp-
tom of other wicked problems too: while poverty itself is a wicked problem, 
it is also a symptom of homelessness and vice versa. Wehbi et al. (2023) 
note how wicked problems tend to drive social innovation because their 
systemic nature and immense complexity demand creative and collaborative 
approaches. Significantly, working through these wicked problems toward 
social justice requires strategies to share and shift power.

Avelino (2021) discusses how the notion of power is taken up in social 
transformation and social innovation literature and identifies common 
contestations of power, such as: power “over” versus power “to”; consensual 
versus conflictual; and constraining versus enabling. One of the most signifi-
cant contestations is the relationship between power and knowledge — the 
extent to which power defines knowledge and the role of power in creating, 
manipulating and disseminating knowledge. It is crucial to understand 
the dimension of power and how it can be shared and shifted because it 
is an inevitable and necessary aspect of transformative change. Creatively 
addressing wicked problems will require attempts to challenge, alter and 
even replace dominant social power relations and institutions.

The scholarship also explores and documents case studies that demon-
strate the negative sides of social innovation that emerge through failed 
attempts — attempts that often disrupt and destabilize communities and 
end up reproducing existing power relations. While illustrating this outcome 
in the context of renewable energy transitions and energy justice, Pel et 
al. (2023) interpret and position various outcomes of the negative sides of 
social innovation. One spectrum ranges from naïve optimism to paralyz-
ing critique (e.g., from disavowing a negative side as an incidental setback 
to the exaggeration and de-legitimization of efforts). Another spectrum 
ranges from intended to unintended consequences (e.g., from purposive 
harm to unexpected outcomes). With such high stakes in attempting social 
innovation, it is of the utmost importance to become aware of potential 
harms and other negative outcomes.

Sharing and shifting power, specifically with and toward communities 
that have been severely impacted by oppression and injustice, requires 
forging community partnerships and local networks of change. Efforts in 
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Framing Social Innovation as a Call for Social Transformation  7  

social innovation must be informed and led by those most affected, and who 
are the most familiar with the depth and complexity of a wicked problem 
and the actions necessary to sustain social change. Case studies of social 
innovation processes demonstrate different levels of community relation-
ships, often ranging from consultation to cooperation, as demonstrated by 
the authors in this book. Confronting the power relations and institutions 
that uphold and benefit from the persistence of wicked problems requires 
strong and trusting relations with affected communities. Creating these 
local networks moves beyond short-term collaboration efforts and toward 
politicized engagement. It is necessary to consider political action within 
a social innovation process when we centre community relationships that 
are developed with the goal of social justice. As such, there are opportuni-
ties for social innovation to engage community-led efforts of solidarity,  
coalition building and social movements since these are pathways into 
social transformation.

As we engage in relational work with these communities, there is an 
important responsibility for understanding the historical and systemic 
nature of injustice. Rayner and Bonnici (2021, p. 32) describe that “the most 
successful examples of social change focus on the process itself, ensuring 
that systems become responsive and representative, with learning at the heart 
of the change process” (original emphasis). Without community leadership 
and careful consideration in the design of a social innovation process, efforts 
can easily reproduce or worsen the same tensions, conflicts and relations 
that are causing a wicked problem to persist. Often, discrimination and 
exclusion are embedded in the ideological roots of these wicked problems 
and are manifested through oppressive systems such as colonialism, rac-
ism, sexism, classism and ableism. It is expected that this ongoing learning 
journey is difficult as it also requires us to be aware of our own positionality. 
Campbell and Eizadirad (2023) suggest that learning and dialogue around 
social justice must occur in a space that is supportive and kind and allows 
for calculated risk-taking in questioning historical and dominant institu-
tions and discourses. Understanding the depth and complexity of injustice 
through multiple perspectives can expand our insight and capacity for 
imagining alternative and new possibilities and futures.

With a traditional mission in teaching and research, Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) are well-positioned to foster these spaces and mobilize 
scholarship for social change. Scholars in social innovation often debate 
the role of these institutions. Milley et al. (2020) note that in a Canadian 
context, most HEIs engage in mentorship and capacity-building activities 
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8  INTERRUPTING INNOVATION

in social innovation, with half of these activities comprising entrepreneurial 
endeavours (e.g., supporting venture creation and commercialization). 
Under decades of federal, provincial and territorial policies of neoliberal 
austerity, HEIs have been under immense pressure to seek out and create 
revenue-generating opportunities in order to sustain their traditional activi-
ties which have come at the cost of their integrity: international students 
are exploited through soaring tuition fees and institutions are now invested 
in venture creation and commercialization activities (Kwong, 1993). As a 
result, HEIs are even more problematic as being sites of social change and 
social transformation. As they move toward resembling and becoming 
corporate and private entities, HEIs reproduce the same dominant interests 
and power relations.

Hence, eschewing simplistic and uncomplicated understandings of 
social innovation, we embark on a journey of exploration of the contours of 
social innovation as connected to the pursuit of social transformation with 
the authors of each chapter. The book, as a whole, explores the questions, 
struggles and experiences of conceptualizing and practicing social innova-
tion as an endeavour of collective action. In line with social innovation 
thinking that begins with redefining the key questions, the exploration in this 
book is guided by such questions as: Can social innovation be conceptual-
ized and practised in a way that is socially transformative? Is it possible to 
take up social innovation in a way that dismantles harmful and exclusive 
systems while avoiding cooptation? What is the role of social innovation 
in sabotaging and resisting neoliberalism in our institutions, communities, 
partnerships and personal lives? What does social innovation mean and look 
like within community participation, artistic engagement and radical direct 
action? Importantly, how does exploring these questions influence pedagogy 
and praxis in social innovation? In this context, the ambiguity that marks 
theorizing and defining social innovation can be celebrated as it opens up 
many opportunities to integrate social innovation in interdisciplinary ways.

STRUCTURE AND THEMES

The book began by providing readers with key concepts to guide their un-
derstanding of social innovation, specifically as it relates to social justice and 
transformation. What will follow are five chapters that detail various case 
examples from the Canadian context which will allow readers to understand 
how conceptualizations of social innovation through a social justice lens 
can be applied to systemic issues. Drawn from disciplines such as chemistry, 
social work, psychology, sociology, art-making and community practice, 
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the examples provide key reflections and analyses of social innovations and 
highlight several interconnected themes. Throughout the volume, common 
ideas among the chapters are cross-referenced. Readers may follow up on 
the ideas presented in one chapter by reading complementary ideas in other 
suggested chapters. We have also included a glossary of key terms at the 
end of the book; when these terms first appear in the book, they will show 
up in bolded text.

The first theme is that social innovation actions create new spaces to 
think, reflect and develop solutions to long-standing social issues. In Chapter 
6, Reena and Ken demonstrate how collage is used to help students break 
out of the confines of traditional learning spaces in order to create new 
solutions and responses to social problems, such as racism, heterosexism 
and other forms of marginalization. Similarly, in Chapter 3, Phyllis and 
Charlotte discuss socially engaged art practices as a way of reframing and 
reclaiming public space so as to tackle longstanding social issues. The key 
here is to engage with action beyond a focus on analysis, thereby creating 
“new paradigms for intervention, which address root causes of social 
problems rather than the symptoms” (Nandan, London, & Blum, 2014, 
p. 66). Activities such as collage or community interventions that alter 
the landscape require us to think through ideas about social change in a 
concrete way, creating an alternative space where we can dream and bring 
into being a different reality.

The second theme considers using the goal of social transformation to 
reorient our thinking. This is innovative because though we may begin with 
the familiar goal of attaining social justice, what is required is not only action 
but a change in our thinking. In Chapter 2, Kiaras lays the groundwork 
for this rethinking through a discussion of what we mean by the “social” 
in “social innovation.” Thinking through a different understanding of the 
concept, Kiaras teaches us how to move to a fuller comprehension of how 
solutions can also work to address social transformation for the most 
marginalized, rather than serving only to eradicate social problems.

Furthermore, in Chapter 7, Roxanna and Brooke challenge us to rethink 
how we understand a traditional academic discipline such as chemistry from 
a social transformation perspective that would value and be inspired by 
Indigenous ways of being and knowing. Along the same vein, Stephanie and 
her colleagues discuss in Chapter 5 a shift in thinking in terms of governance 
and the opportunities for collaborative leadership that this shift can bring 
about. Their example allows us to see how an alteration in thinking about 
the role of higher learning impacts social change outside the confines of 
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the academic institution. This change is facilitated through co-creation by 
creating not only links to the community but also by modelling inclusionary 
decision-making and community-development practices. As Kumari et al. 
(2020, p. 4) note, co-creation is at the “core of the social innovation process.” 
This type of rethinking dictates new priorities and asks new questions about 
age-old practices and institutions.

A related theme is that social innovation reminds us to look at the world 
around us in new ways. Social media, consumer culture and corporate 
influence have become routine aspects of our everyday. A critical under-
standing of social innovation allows us to rethink how these practices can 
be a detriment to the health and well-being of our communities. We see this 
theme reflected in Chapter 4 by Lauren, Al and Quinn through their critical 
analysis of social media, technological advances and social policy changes; 
in three case studies, they illustrate how social innovation can either be 
detrimental or how it can be leveraged to allow for social transformation.

A fourth theme is that of the impact of neoliberalism. Often associated 
with economic policies of privatization, free trade, austerity and reductions 
in government spending on public works in order to increase the role of 
the private sector in society, neoliberalism and its policies have increased 
economic inequality, giving rise to socio-economic insecurity and alienation. 
It is a field ripe for social innovation. Further, neoliberal thinking prioritizes 
quantifiable factors such as economic indicators of growth and inflation 
over social factors such as community-building, labour rights and access 
to education. When the discourse of innovation is rooted in neoliberal 
ideology, we can see its impact in higher education: the commercialization 
of knowledge; the strengthening of ties to the private corporate world; 
the reductions in funding; the calls for efficiencies; and standardization 
via benchmarks and performance indicators (Moffatt, et al., 2016). The 
individual actor in this perspective is one who is self-defined, autonomous 
and competitive; and one whose self-interest is elevated over social need.

Pushing back against this neoliberal framing, Kiaras asserts the fallacy of 
the solitary social innovator or heroic entrepreneur in Chapter 2. Likewise, 
Lauren and colleagues, in Chapter 4, illuminate through their case example 
of a surveillance approach to community safety, how in practice it leads 
to individual silos, disempowering community members from building 
deeper relations with one another. Countering the rugged individualism 
embedded in neoliberal thought, the authors in this book celebrate a 
critical understanding of responsibilization, a process in which individuals 
working collectively at the grassroots, outside of traditional structures and 
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institutions, are able to exert influence over their own social well-being and 
that of their community.

A final theme is that of the need to transform ourselves, so we can con-
tribute to social transformation in the world around us. Social innovation 
takes up ideas of leadership in a way that promotes authentic leadership to 
support the union of personal and social transformation. Lawrence, et al. 
(2018, p. 636) invite us to consider that “leading includes the whole person, 
beyond a set of skills, competencies and knowledge.” In Chapter 8, Wilson 
incorporates these ideas of leadership by engaging readers with reflection 
activities to think about how they could move their social innovation 
vision further and how they can integrate social innovation thinking in 
their frame of reference. Scholars have noted the urgency of integrating 
leadership and social innovation as both reinforce each other in the search 
for systemic responses to societal problems (Nandan, London, & Blum, 
2014; Stauch, 2016). Starting with a vision of change, ethical guidelines 
and self-awareness, Wilson’s contribution offers a space for reflection and 
skill development so as to enhance leadership potential that can, in turn, 
contribute to meaningful change.

We have provided a space to go well beyond highlighting the ‘social’ in 
social innovation, reflecting the maturity of the field in research and practice. 
All of the authors here have problematized, critiqued and challenged narrow 
conceptions of social innovation that relegate it to a limited understanding 
of entrepreneurship in sharing their experience to answer one of the guid-
ing questions outlined earlier: Can social innovation be conceptualized 
and practised in a way that is socially transformative? We have taken “the 
small initiatives that have the greatest potential to foreshadow by persuasive 
example, the transformation of those arrangements and that consciousness” 
(Nichols, Simon & Gabriel, 2018, p. 234). The extent to which power is shifted 
in favour of a disadvantaged group is the key test for social innovation as 
social justice. All the authors have addressed this and made manifest in 
their analysis how their initiatives have delivered on that front, delivering 
a social good that includes, for example, resources, water, accessibility, 
decision-making, education and the opportunity to be heard.

What is core to the work of social change but not always recognized as 
central to the discussions and debate is the extent to which social innovation 
is the work of the heart as well as the mind. A sense of passion as a driver 
for change is less prominent in the social innovation literature but it is very 
much present in practice as can be seen in this book; the social innovators, 
scholars and practitioners writing here are driven, often tirelessly, by their 
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own experiences and their commitment to making the world a better place. 
In their work and in their research, they have made a place for art, creativity, 
imagination and a sense of adventure. They are not objective and aloof, and 
they certainly are not dispassionate observers—they are very much inside 
the frame.

We invite you to find your own way into this frame!

Reflection Questions
1. Thinking about this chapter’s discussion of “wicked social problems,” 

what are some such issues that you can identify in your community? 
Which ones do you feel a passion toward addressing?

2. What causes “wicked social problems” to persist? Why do you think these 
issues have existed for so long? Who stands to benefit from these wicked 
problems continuing to persist?

3. How does creativity manifest in your life? How can it contribute to social 
transformation in your community?
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