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Résumé : 

Bien que sa définition soit très largement débattue, l’innovation sociale est devenue une notion clef pour la politique régionale 

européenne. Elle est perçue comme un véritable moteur pour favoriser le développement territorial et l’inclusion sociale. C’est 

une notion à la fois stratégique et « fourre-tout » qui peut cependant apporter une véritable valeur ajouté pour répondre aux 

objectifs de la nouvelle stratégie de la Commission Européenne : Europe 2020. L’innovation sociale s’inscrit dans la transition 

menée par la Commission Européenne pour parvenir à une croissance plus intelligente, plus durable et plus inclusive. Ainsi, 

pour la nouvelle période de programmation (2014-2020), de nombreux programmes européens de coopération territoriale ont 

intégré cette notion d’innovation sociale dans leurs objectifs. C’est le cas du programme INTERREG Europe du Nord Ouest qui 

met en avant la dimension transversale de l’innovation sociale. Cependant, l’un des défis est de comprendre comment une 

notion si conceptuelle peut se traduire en projets INTERREG. Des projets de la programmation IV B (2007-2013) du programme 

Europe du Nord Ouest ont mis en place un modèle d’open data appelé « Living Laboratories ». Cette approche mise en place 

par deux projets que nous avons analysé (SusLab NWE et Lila) repose sur une dimension participative dans laquelle les 

utilisateurs sont au cœur du processus dans une démarche de co-création et de co-développement. De plus, les Living Labs 

(tout comme le concept d’innovation sociale) renvoient aux principes clés de la coopération transnationale : le partenariat, la 

collaboration et la coopération entre différents acteurs et différentes régions. Ainsi se pose la question de la valeur ajoutée de la 

coopération transnationale pour promouvoir l’innovation sociale dans l’espace du Nord Ouest de l’Europe. 

Abstract : 

Social innovation has become a key notion for the EU Regional policy even if the concept is ill-defined and fuzzy. It is seen as a 

real driver to foster territorial development and social inclusion. But it is a strategic notion that is able to respond to objectives of 

the new strategy of the European Commission: Europe 2020. Social innovation is part of the transition led by the European 

Commission to target a smart, inclusive and sustainable growth.  Therefore, for the new programming period (2014-2020), many 

European territorial cooperation programmes have integrated this notion of social innovation in their objectives. It is the case for 

the INTERREG North West Europe programme, which highlight the cross-sectoral dimension of social innovation. However, one 

of the challenges is to understand how this conceptual notion can be translated into INTERREG projects. INTERREG IV B 

projects (2007-2013) have implemented an open data model called “Living Laboratories”. This approach was set up by the 

SusLab NWE and the Lila projects. It is based on the participatory dimension in which users are at the core of the co-creative 

process. Moreover, Living Labs (like the concept of social innovation) refer to key principles of the transnational cooperation: the 

partnership, the collaboration and the cooperation between different actors and regions in a bottom-up perspective. Therefore, 

transnational cooperation seems to be an added-value to promote social innovation in the North West Europe area. 
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General introduction 
 Preamble – why social innovation? 

In April 2015, I joined the Joint Secretariat of the INTERREG North-West Europe 

programme as an intern in the framework of my second year of Master’s degree. It was my 

first professional experience in the field of European Cooperation. Indeed, I wrote an essay 

during my first year of the master’s about the link between cross-border cooperation and the 

promotion of regional identities in the northernmost area of Europe (Northern Sweden, 

Finland and Norway). This was a research work. Therefore I was glad to meet the 

professional side of the European Territorial Cooperation by integrating the Joint Secretariat. 

Even if I knew the INTERREG NWE programme thanks to my schooling in the Master 

Eurostudies I was not very familiar with transnational cooperation in general. This internship 

was an unprecedented and very enriching experience. I have learnt a lot both in a practical and 

a theoretical point of view. I have discovered how the INTERREG B programme works, the 

role of the Joint Secretariat in the programme, how the projects are selected, how they are 

financed or how they are related to the programme (the list of course non-exhaustive). In the 

theoretical point of view, I understood many of the challenges targeted by the programme and 

how the projects or the applications try to fit with the objectives of the programme. Therefore, 

a lot of reading materials was available when I arrived in April at the secretariat. This helps 

me to have an overall understanding of the programme. But throughout the reading of the 

Cooperation Programme for the period 2014-2020, the notion of social innovation have raised 

a special interest to the point to giving me the will to work on this fuzzy and ill-defined 

concept. I wondered how a conceptual notion like social innovation can be translated through 

INTERREG projects. I found this challenge interesting: in my point of view, the interactions 

between theory and practice need to be analysed, evaluated and highlighted. Moreover, I have 

an interest in social studies and the development of new social theories, models and activities. 

Finally, the recent attention of the European Institutions inclined to social innovation calls for 

investigating on the concept and its role in the European Territorial Cooperation. This was the 

starting point on which I have built the central question of this internship thesis. This 

preamble aims at introducing briefly the place in which I completed my internship, its 

environment and the main missions I had. 
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Preamble – the Joint Secretariat of the INTERREG B NWE programme 

Introduction’s figure: the INTERREG NWE logos for the 2007-2013 and 2014-2020 periods 

 
Source: The programme website - www.nweurope.eu/ 

I Joined the Joint Secretariat at a crucial moment for the INTERREG NWE 

Programme. Between April and September 2015, it was a transition phase between the 

INTERREG IV B Programme (2007-2013) and the INTERREG V B Programme (2014-

2020)
1
. Some projects of the IV B period were still on-going while the first Call for Projects 

(step 1) of the VB programme has been closed the 18 May 2015 and the decisions about the 

approved projects have been taken the 9
th

 and 10
th

 of July 2015 in Liège during the 

Monitoring Committee. There was an overlapping of the two programming periods. Thus, I 

expected during my internship to work both on the 2007-2013 and 2014-2020 periods. Indeed 

I was within the project unit of the secretariat and I have worked both on the assessment of 

the V B projects and on the monitoring of the IV B projects. I have shadowing project officers 

in these tasks, which give me the opportunity to have a complete overview of the project 

officer’s work during my internship period. More precisely, I have participated to the panel 

and giving my opinion about the projects application. I have assessed seven applications of 

the first call step 1 for the new programming period, which concerns the three priorities: 

innovation, low-carbon economy and resource efficiency. Afterwards, I have drafted 

Assessment Reports and thinking about recommendations for the Step 2 development: a more 

developed and precise Application Form of the Project. In the same time I have drafted three 

monitoring reports of three IV B projects whose one, SusLab NWE, refers indirectly to social 

                                                           
1
 For the new programming period, we don’t use the B anymore. From INTERREG IV B NWE programme to 

INTERREG NWE programme 2014-2020 
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innovation (Object of the third part). Finally I helped for the organisation of thematic events 

and workshop with the communication officer, the administrative officer and the Contact 

Points coordinator. In order to be clearer about each job within the joint secretariat, I add an 

organisation chart of the INTERREG B NWE programme. 

Figure introduction: The organisation chart of the INTERREG NWE Joint Secretariat  
(May 2015) 

 

 
Source: Internal documents of the Joint Secretariat modified by Benjamin Valcke 

Subject of the internship’s essay 

“In the eighties and nineties, the innovation agenda was exclusively focused on 

enterprises. There was a time in which economic and social issues were seen as separate. 

Economy was producing wealth, society was spending. In the 21
st
 century economy, this is 

not true anymore. Sectors like health, social services and education have a tendency to grow, 

in GDP percentage as well as in creating employment, whereas other industries are 

decreasing. In the long term, an innovation in social services or education will be as important 

as an innovation in the pharmaceutical or aerospatial industry.” Diogo Vasconcelos (1968-

2011) – Senior Director and Distinguished Fellow with Cisco’s Internet Business Solutions 

Group 

Two decades after the second world-war, our Western societies were marked by a 

speeding up of scientific and technical progress. This was perceptible through the financial 

efforts granted to the Research & Development in the sixties. Innovation was perceived as a 
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key driver for economic growth and development. However, it was reserved for the economic 

area while the society “was spending” the wealth produced by innovation. Regarding the 

Diogo Vasconcelos’s point of view, this separation of the economic (that produce wealth) and 

the social sphere (that spending wealth) is a characteristic of times that no longer exist. The 

evolution of our Western societies has raised the importance to take together the economy and 

the society. Indeed, the 21
st
 century is characterised by the raising of new models of social 

services production characterised by a more qualitative dimension and a tailor-made approach 

for instance. Moreover, the financial issues provoked by the crisis of the beginning of the 21
st
 

century has required the need for institutions but also for civil societies to take in charge new 

solutions and to develop new patters to overcome the social issues caused by the severe 

consequences of the crisis. In this context, innovation in social services is as important as 

innovation in tradition economic sectors like “aerospatial” or “pharmaceutical” industry. It 

aims at improving human well-being and it could be a driver for territorial development. As 

we will demonstrate, social innovation is a complex, ill-defined and fuzzy concept that 

characterises many things, actors and sectors. Even if the concept is not really new, its recent 

revival is undeniable. Indeed, we will see that the European Institutions with in the forefront 

the European Commission make social innovation as a driver for changes for European 

economies and societies. The Europe 2020 strategy for a smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth takes into account the powerful dimension of social innovation, which seems to be 

able to have an overall impact on regional development. The objectives of the Europe 2020 

strategy are ambitious and entail the implementation of new models and new practices that 

should be nonstandard. Moreover, new processes that include civil societies and users need to 

be promoted in order to foster social inclusion. As the Europe 2020 objectives, social 

innovation is an ambitious concept that aims at boost employment and social inclusion while 

providing social services. The objective of our work is to analyse how this fuzzy concept 

promoted by European Union guidelines can be translated throughout INTERREG projects. 

From the European scale to projects scale, the idea is to show that social innovation is a 

strategic notion that is able to describe very precise activities. Therefore, we can wonder if the 

transnational cooperation (INTERREG B) could be an added-value to promote social 

innovation in the North-West Europe area. Indeed, the North-West Europe area covers an 

impressive high number of Europe’s leading places for economic performance and growth. 

The regional grouping composed of Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, the 

Netherlands, Switzerland and the United Kingdom is marked by a high level of heterogeneity 
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among its regions though a number of socio-economic and environmental indicators. 

Moreover, this area has not really an economic identity, different models and practices define 

the economic system in the North-West Europe area. Thus, transnational cooperation 

represents a means through which innovation in the NWE could be further encouraged. 

Transnationality presented as a key dimension for the development of integrated innovative 

solutions. The diversity of innovation patters in North-West Europe means that the innovation 

strategy in NWE should be diverse and tailor-made for each sector and region. That is why we 

will see that the INTERREG B North-West Europe Programme can foster the development of 

social innovative solutions in several sectors in the North-West Europe Area. The scale game 

will be analysed from the strategic dimension of the concept at the European Union level to 

the definition of very precise practices and activities on the project scale. This analysis will 

help us to realise the added-value of transnational cooperation (characterised by the multi-

layered governance) to promote social innovation. But, before all, we will try to give a 

definition of social innovation throughout the analysis of different conceptual approaches in 

order to see that this concept is a strategic notion highlighted and promoted by the European 

Institutions. Thus, the analysis of social innovation in the INTERREG North-West Europe 

programme in the next part of our work will be a way to analyse the operating of the 

transnational cooperation programme INTERREG NWE and to see how the programme tries 

to implement the European Strategic objectives of the Europe 2020 in the North-West Europe 

area. In this perspective, we will interrogate the role of the transnational cooperation to 

promote social innovation, a strategic and conceptual notion highlighted by the European 

Institutions. This will lead us to the final part, in which, we will show that on the project’s 

scale social innovation can refer to very specific practices. We will thus see that the Living 

Labs offer a new, integrated, user-centred approach to innovative economic and social 

development and they are implemented by two IV B (2007-2013) projects: SusLab NWE and 

LILA. These case studies will provide good examples about how is translated social 

innovation on the ground.  

 
  



 
10 

 

1. Social innovation: a driver for 
changes for European 

economies and societies 

1.1 Theoretical approach of a buzzword concept 

 

Contrary to popular belief, social innovation is a rather old concept. At the beginning of 

the twentieth century, the German sociologist Max Weber used the term “social invention” to 

define innovation and renovation of the social order. Nowadays, it is seen as the first 

expression of the concept of “social innovation”, but Joseph Schumpeter is considered as the 

godfather of the analysis of innovation in the economic sciences. He was the first economist 

who underlines the necessity for social innovation to guarantee the efficiency of technological 

innovation in 1942 (Hillier, 2004).  According to Joseph Schumpeter, the entrepreneur has a 

fundamental role; the entrepreneur can create the conditions to develop innovation in a 

competitive system. “He is able to remove barriers to innovation” (Harrisson, 2012). The 

Austrian economist had already mentioned the importance of innovation for the economic 

performances in 1934 in The Theory of Economic Development
2
. He evoked a technological 

conception of innovation that follows a mercantile logic. It was not until the 1970’s that the 

concept included a social dimension. James Taylor is probably the first to use the term “social 

innovation” in 1970 as we could understand it.  According to him, social innovation refers to 

“new ways of doing things in order to meet social needs” (Taylor, 1970).  

Since the publication of Taylor, the redesign of the concept has been important. However, 

what is striking is the modern day revival of social innovation because it raises new questions 

about contemporary societies. “Social Innovation has been receiving much media attention 

these days. It prominently features in contemporary policy discussions and political debates. It 

is often applied to explain a variety of things ranging from actions. Many social movements 

are also seen pursuing social innovation, or at least flirting with the notion. As such it has 

become a flagship term for some specific actions, economic activity, and social policy etc. 

                                                           
2
 SCHUMPETER, Joseph A., 1934, The Theory of Economic Development: An Inquiry into Profits, Capital, Credit, 

Interest and the Business Cycle, 255p. 
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But the question remains, “does social innovation have a scientific status? Or is it just a 

fashionable slogan that can be used à la carte?” (Moulaert, Mehmood, 2013). These questions 

raised by these two specialists of social innovation are interesting for two reasons. First, they 

highlight the polysemous dimension of the concept. Secondly, they interrogate the fashionable 

aspect of the concept and the fact that is used excessively by the media or politicians. That is 

why we will try to propose a conceptual definition by confronting and comparing the different 

approach of social innovation. 

 

1.1.1 A learning and creative process 

 

“No one seems to know anymore exactly what the term was supposed to cover” writes 

Talja Potters (1998) in order to highlight the lack of a clear definition of social innovation. 

However, Talja Potters insists on the relationship between the concept of participatory 

democracy and social innovation. Let’s take the example of the participatory urban project. Its 

main feature is to take into account the ideas and decisions of citizens in the “production” of 

the urban space (Philippe Verdier, 2009). City dwellers are “co-producers” of their urban 

environment and they become real “inhabitants” through their participation in the process. 

Social innovation can be defined by the same feature according to Potters. Indeed, social 

innovation is defined by this process, namely through the initiative and participation of 

citizens. Therefore, Potters underlines the very local dimension of social innovation which 

fosters social integration on a local level. This definition is quite broad but we understand that 

social innovation refers more to a process than objectives targeted. 

 

 
 
 

Social innovation refers to a specific process. It results from cooperation between a 

diversity of actors (Cloutier, 2003). It is a collective process of learning and knowledge 

creation that involves different actors from various sectors. The emergence of social 

innovation can be found in the setting up of multidisciplinary teams. This is what James 

Taylor (1970) demonstrated when he showed the importance of mediation and debates 

between actors. Social innovation can be a source of new forms of partnership governance. It 

is often characterised by the combination of structural and organisational dimensions and 

must integrate innovation in the process and in the articulation between varied levels. Actors 

1.1.1.1 A collaborative and multidisciplinary approach on the territory 
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of social innovation are institutional, non-governmental, private, public, economic, non-

economic... For instance, private enterprises have realised recently that social innovation can 

create new opportunities. Thus, new collaboration is developing between private enterprises 

and the third sector
3
. 

Indeed, we have seen that social innovation manifests itself by involvement on the 

territory by varied stakeholders. Moreover, these stakeholders seek to share values (economic, 

social or environmental) with the entire society. One concrete example illustrates this idea: 

the AMAP (Community-supported agriculture), an alternative, locally based economic model 

of agriculture and food distribution. It is innovative in its organisational model because it 

fosters the development of short distribution channels: the contract is between the consumers 

and the producers. There is a group of consumers which collectively organises the framework 

of exchange and guarantees the coherence between practices and values shared among the 

stakeholders
4
. 

Figure 1: The AMAP logo (Community-supported agriculture) 

 

Source: https://keepthenews.wordpress.com/2015/04/06/amap-une-autre-alimentation-est-possible/ 

Therefore, the criterion which characterised social innovation focuses on the questions of 

partnership and of previously unseen links between territorial actors concerned by the 

activity: partnership, cooperation between citizens, enterprises which are connected with the 

realities of the territory. 

 

 

                                                           
3
 This term supposes the existence of two sectors: the private and the public ones. The third-sector is neither 

the private nor the public sector. It is a sector answering to the demand that neither the state nor the market is 
able to support. 
4
 http://www.apeas.fr/L-innovation-sociale-en-ESS.html 
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Social innovation refers to experimental practices that have important roles in the social 

and intellectual creation. In 1992, Michael Mumford established the link between social 

innovation and creativity: “the generation and implementation of new ideas about how people 

should organize interpersonal activities or social interactions to meet one or more common 

goals. As with other forms of innovation, the production resulting from social innovation may 

vary with regards to their breadth and impact.”
5
  

According to Michael Mumford, creativity refers to the generation of new ideas that can 

have a micro-impact on the territory or on social integration. In the context of territorial 

development, one can say that social innovation aligns with institutional and behavioural 

changing which contribute to “social integration”. It responds firstly to a context of exclusion. 

The understanding of this context is essential to the determination of innovative actions. 

Contrary to Mumford’s point of view, Jean Hillier
6
 showed that even though these changes 

are innovative, they are not necessary new: they are nonstandard. For instance, social 

innovation sometimes means a return to ancient forms. Using the example of the AMAP and 

the short distribution channels, they are innovative because they are nonstandard. They try to 

develop non-mercantile relations, which participate to the development by a better social 

inclusion (in this case the upholding of the peasantry). There short distribution channel can be 

considered traditional because it is not linked to a mercantile standardised system. Therefore, 

we understand the link between social innovation and alternative development. 

Social sciences, political debates and public policies should identify the needs of 

population and face up in an alternative way by avoiding a simple material approach. 

According to Jean Hillier (2004), the approach must be bottom-up, inclusive and participative. 

In “social innovation”, the word “innovation” refers more to “alternative” than “novelty” 

unlike technological innovation. Social innovation practices are nonstandard, they break 

habits and they are unconventional. According to Chambon, David and Devevey (1982), it 

aims to better meet needs poorly satisfied by “official” means (the market, the state, regional 

authorities...). Therefore, socially innovative activities have an impact or suggest: answers to 

new social needs, transformation of social relations, new methods to manage common goods 

                                                           
5
 Quoted by Jean Hillier et al p.133 

6
 P.137 Ibid.  

1.1.1.2 Experimentations and creativity are key principles of social innovation 
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and questioning the norms, standards and changing the social representations
7
. The looking 

for alternative ways to answer to social needs by experimental or creative practices refers to 

social innovation. They are not necessarily new. However, what is new and innovative, is the 

investigation of nonstandard practices. 

 

 

“The essential condition of existence of the social innovation is participation”. (Chambon, 

David and Devevey, 1982) The three French sociologists are unequivocal; they present the 

participatory dimension as the main criteria to define social innovation. They show that the 

participation of “users” must be in the whole process: from awareness of needs to conception 

through to the implementation. Autonomy and self-sufficiency are needed in this process, 

they are opposed to assistance. Indeed, social innovation is a learning process and the 

participation of users is at the heart of the approach (Lallemand, 2001). Empowerment is an 

important concept to understand social innovation because it is based on how people get the 

capacities to create and implement new solutions. In this way, users are taking the 

responsibility. They are not only actors in the process but are partially in charge of said 

process. The concept of empowerment is linked with the participatory democracy principle. In 

principle, if the process is focus on users, actions developed must produce sustainable changes 

because users have a special expertise of the local environment. The bottom-up approach has 

already proved its efficiency thanks to the special knowledge of the main actors namely the 

users on the ground. However, social innovation entails a clear collective project with rules, 

debates, compromises, consensus and negotiations between producers of activities. 

To create and develop hitherto unseen relations between various actors (e.g. citizens and 

institutions, producers and consumers, private and public sectors), time, willpower and 

strategies are sometimes necessary. That is why an “official” framework is needed to foster 

the empowerment of citizens. An example can be analysed to justify this idea. We can assert 

that the word “participatory” is currently spreading in many sectors. Participatory housing
8
 for 

instance, is a collective approach where people imagine, design, develop and manage together 

their new accommodation
9
. The city of Lille has launched a second call for projects in August 

                                                           
 
8
 We are not sure that it is the right translation for the french concept « Habitat participatif » 

9
 http://www.lille.fr/cms/accueil/urbanisme-logement/se-loger/habitat-participatif 

1.1.1.3 The principle of empowerment: social innovation is participative and users-
oriented 
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2013 for promoting participatory housing. The applicants are the citizens who have already 

built a group to carry out a collective operation or citizens willing to join a group. Thus, 

inhabitants are at the heart of the process. However, support from professional (e.g. 

associations) or territorial authorities is needed as can be seen throughout the call for projects 

by the city of Lille. Even if initiatives come from inhabitants, a legal framework that creates 

conditions to foster these initiatives is required. Social innovation practices (participatory 

housing as an example) are by definition participative and users-oriented but they need to 

have an overall framework that reinforces collaborations between actors and fosters the 

decision-making of citizens. 

 

1.1.2 What are the objectives of social innovation? 

 

We have just seen that one of the main features of social innovation is the participatory 

process in which nonstandard practices, collaborative and multidisciplinary partnerships are 

implemented. For many scholars, process defines social innovation. However, we have not 

yet broached the question of results. Social innovation seems to reach a “social purpose” 

(Guérin and Richez-Battesti, 2015). Among these social purposes, we can identify, for 

instance, the improvement of living conditions, the reinforcement of sustainability of 

production and consumption modes, the reinforcement of social links, or even the struggle 

against inequality, exclusion or discrimination. Thus, social innovation tries to address social 

issues or respond to social needs. But, beyond that, we will try to demonstrate that social 

innovation can improve the economic development and influence political institutions.  

 

 

 

Innovation of an economic model is part of social innovation because it involves 

alternative ways to produce and consume. For instance, the integration of non-monetary 

dimensions allows the production of goods and services which could not been achieved by 

mobilising the resources of the markets neither the public resources. An innovative economic 

model takes into account different approaches like the circular economy, collaborative 

economy or new sources of financing like crowd funding. Tanya Prive (2012) gives a 

definition of this concept in the famous American magazine Forbes: “While this concept has 

arguably been around for centuries, it is still formally recognized as a new industry to many 

1.1.2.1 Improving economic development 
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consumers, (...). Crowd funding is by definition, “the practice of funding a project or venture 

by raising many small amounts of money from a large number of people, typically via the 

Internet”. We understand that this practice is nonstandard because it avoids having an 

intermediary in the financing process. Neither the market nor public authorities have a role in 

this practice. 

Moreover, the role of social innovation in economic development has another dimension. 

According to Julie Cloutier (2003), one well-known sector in which social innovation has 

been developed is the micro-economic one and particularly the environment of the enterprise. 

The idea (mainly developed by Dadoy, 1998) is to increase the satisfaction of employees by 

giving more autonomy and empowerment in order to increase productivity. As Julie Cloutier 

noted
10

, this perspective is interesting because among scholars who have worked on social 

innovation, just a few of them have touched on the question of results or impacts led by the 

development of new solutions. Indeed, social innovation within enterprises insists on the 

results. Social innovation refers to social organisation which is essential for the production of 

technological innovation. In other words, social innovation is an essential condition for the 

implementation of technological innovation (Gordon, 1989). Therefore, within an enterprise, 

social innovation can increase the productivity by fostering the development of technological 

innovation. In the pursuit of economic development, we realise that social innovation and 

technological innovation are connected even if social innovation does not necessary have a 

technological content. The analysis of social innovation in the realm of enterprises is 

interesting but we will not develop this idea because the macro-impacts of social innovation 

are more linked with what we would like to demonstrate. That is why; we look at how social 

innovation can influence political institutions. 

 

 

 

We have seen Potters’ argument: social innovation is locally-oriented. However, some 

authors have stressed the influence of social innovation on institutions. Alexander King 

(1984) defined social innovation in relation to its impact on economic, political and social 

plans: “Social innovation can, above all, decisively influence the distribution of wealth and 

income and, in the long run, also the balance of political power. We regard social innovation 

as an essential element of the development process. It may well embrace new laws, new 
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 Ibid. 

1.1.2.2 Influencing political institutions 
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attitudes, new institutions, new codes of conducts and may involve new professions in which 

social scientists may well have a major contribution to make.” (1984). King describes the 

phenomenon of “up-scaling” namely the fact that local initiatives of social innovation can 

have an impact on a wider scale by influencing institutions and developing new models, new 

attitudes and new paradigms. 

A social innovation has the purpose of changing social and cultural patterns. In this way, 

social innovation is defined by its consequences and changing which refer to values, 

representations, objectives, knowledge or production systems (King, 1984 and Gabor, 1970). 

Indeed, according to Dedijer, social innovation refers to the modification of cultural 

components of a country. He makes a link between social innovation and social 

transformation when he writes in 1984: “To overcome its basic problem of poverty, hunger, 

illness, ignorance and extreme social injustice, the leading elites of LDC’s (Less Developed 

Countries) have to change the artifacts [refer to a system of production], sociofacts 

[institutions including the government, organisations and interactions], ideofacts [social 

values], mentifacts [knowledge and representations] and quizzifacts [problems and questions 

that concern the society] of the old culture into new ones. Such a change of old culture 

components – which are very often totally alien to the new and actively resist the change – is 

called social innovation.”
11

  

This idea interrogates the degree of intensity may take of social innovation. It can be an 

important disruption that provokes a changing of system but it can also have a micro-impact 

on the local level. What is interesting from reading Dedijer’s words is the reference to values 

and the collective appropriation of values. Indeed, social innovative projects suppose a 

questioning about created wealth. Thus, an assessment of a project’s impacts is essential. For 

instance, it refers to the diversity of values: monetary or non-monetary; material or 

insubstantial.  

It can also refer to the diversity of appropriation modes (redistribution, reinvestment...). 

The value of a social innovation is diversified and aims to target varied beneficiaries like 

users, the territory or society (figure 2).  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11

 The additional comments come from Julie Cloutier (2003) 
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Figure 2: The different levels of values appropriation 

 

Source: p.16 - Guide de l’innovation sociale 2015, (rédigé par Thomas Guérin et Nadine Richez-Battesti), 

Mars 2015, 34p. 

 

Finally, it also raises the question of scale because in the long-term, social innovation can 

have an impact on a wider scale. It can have an impact which goes further the initial project’s 

framework. In this perspective, actions become a source of social transformations which 

contribute to the emergence of new development models.  

 

1.1.3 A buzzword concept with fuzziness: what are the limits of social innovation? 

 

Social innovation defines anything and everything. This theoretical approach was 

interesting in realising that social innovation is a complex notion which raises conceptual 

debates. “No one seems to know anymore exactly what the term was supposed to cover” 

writes Talja Potters in 1998. Some scholars have managed to produce clear definitions of the 

concept but what defines social innovation are its approaches: “In general, social innovation 

approaches are: open rather than closed when it comes to knowledge-sharing and the 

ownership of knowledge; multi-disciplinary and more integrated to problem solving than the 

single department or single profession solutions of the past; participative and empowering of 

citizens and users rather than “top down” and expert-led; demand-led rather than supply-

driven; tailored rather than mass-produced, as most solutions have to adapted to local 
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circumstances and personalised to individuals.”
12

 These main features of social innovation 

give an overview of what could define social innovation. However, this extract from a report 

of the European Commission underlines the fuzziness of the concept. Indeed, seeing as it is a 

concept that we struggle to define; social innovation is also difficult to assess.  

Analysis of the notion demonstrate that this is a phenomenon, a trendy word that 

defines everything and anything but which is used by policy-makers or leading elites to 

legitimize for instance the moving back of public aid in economic or societal affairs. Indeed, 

we can suggest that social innovation is an important principle of the neo-liberal economy 

characterised by the “laisser-faire” or the do-it-yourself approach. Social innovation is thus 

ambivalent because in one hand, it tries to foster collaboration and a kind of togetherness 

between actors. On the other hand, it allows the development of principles like self-

management or social capital which is critically defined by Pierre Bourdieu in 1992 as: “the 

capabilities and resources of individuals primarily in the social structure in which they are 

articulated, seeing these resources as pivotal for either reproducing or breaking capitalist 

relations”.  It is important to have in mind this criticism of the concept of social innovation. It 

is a way to better understand it and to interrogate it.  

Moreover, this criticism reinforces the fuzziness of the concept which can however be 

considered as a buzzword (Grisolia, 2015; Ville 2008). It is almost virtually impossible to 

open a specialised newspaper without being confronted with “social innovation” considered 

by some authors as “overused”. Therefore, the awareness of the several dimensions of social 

innovation is needed. The figure 3 gives an overview of the analysis dimension of social 

innovation and summarises our theoretical analysis. 

 

Even though we have demonstrated the complexity of the notion, social innovation seems 

to be attractive and institutions are currently promoting it as an answer to some burning 

societal challenges. “Part of the current attractiveness of social innovation comes from the 

fact that it can serve an umbrella concept for inventing and incubating solutions to all these 

challenges in a creative and positive way. And this is much needed in Europe today.”
13

 The 

concept reaches an increased recognition by institutions, and particularly by the European 

Union, which considers social innovation as an umbrella concept with capacities and 

potentials to answer to societal issues. That is why we will analyse the role of social 

innovation in the new European strategy, the Europe 2020 strategy in order to show that 
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 P.8 European Commission, 2013, Guide to Social Innovation 
13

 P.5 European Commission, 2013, Guide to Social Innovation 



 
20 

 

European Union Institutions have truly taken into account this concept. We will thus try to 

demonstrate the strategic feature of the concept that is considered as a “driver for changes” for 

European economies and societies. 

 

Figure 3: The analysis dimensions of social innovation 

 

The object – What? A new or nonstandard solution – the innovative 

feature. Tangibility: from the action to the 

product.  

The field – Where? All the sectors of the society 

The targets  Individuals, territory, enterprise 

The objectives – Why? Well-being of individuals or communities. To 

answer current problems or to prevent future 

problems. 

The process – How? Diversity of actors. Degree of users’ participation 

(awareness – creation – implementation and 

assessment. 

The results Importance of the relative quality of results. 

Source: p.42 (en français) CLOUTIER, Julie, 2003, « Qu’est-ce que l’innovation sociale ? », 

Cahier du CRISES, Collections d’Etudes théoriques, no ET0314 

 

 

1.2 The recognition of social innovation in the EU post-crisis strategy: Europe 
2020 

 

Even if they do not have the monopoly to answer social needs, public authorities, along 

with European institutions, are essential players for giving a financial momentum for all the 

protagonist of social innovation. The institutional recognition of the concept is essential to 

give legitimacy for social innovative actions. Indeed, the European Union seems to get the 

measure of the stakes represented by social innovations and its added-values. According to 

the European Commission (Guide to social innovation published in 2013), the European 

Union has the capacities to act and to support social innovation. “With its strong legacy in 

social democracy, solidarity, civic participation, justice and fairness, Europe arguably 

constitutes especially fertile grounds when it comes to sustainably enabling and growing 
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social innovation.”
14

 The European ideals can find an echo in the promotion of social 

innovation actions. Moreover, the European Union has developed a broad definition of the 

concept in order to give an universality to the concept: “Today, there is no definite consensus 

about the term “social innovation”. There are a range of definitions and interpretations 

around, in which linguistic nuances and different social, economic, cultural and administrative 

traditions play a role. For our context [the European Union], we define social innovations as 

innovations that are both social in their ends and in their means, remaining open to the 

territorial, cultural, etc. Variations it might take. So, the social is both in the how, the process, 

and in the why, the social and societal goals you want to reach.”
15

  

Therefore, throughout this willingness to give a European and universal dimension to 

social innovation, the European Union has shown a special interest in the concept. Definitions 

and conceptualisations published in many EU documents (like the Guide for Social 

innovation for instance) reveal that social innovation is needed in Europe today. Indeed, we 

will analyse in this section the recognition of social innovation by the European Union and 

particularly via the Europe 2020 strategy. The strategy is presented as a post-crisis approach 

in which social innovation can be a driver in the current transition. This will allow us to make 

a parallel between the crisis itself and the development of social innovation: we will try to 

demonstrate it simultaneity. 

 

1.2.1 The universal dimension of social innovation in cohesion policy 

 

For a long while, innovation was mainly understood in its technological dimension. This 

dimension was the dominant feature until the 1990s. Indeed, in 1992 and 2005, a shift from 

the technological approach to the organisational approach has happened with the publication 

of the Oslo Manual, by the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) in 2005 (the last version of the document). As we have seen, social innovation is not 

a recent concept but its recognition by the international institutions and particularly the 

European Union is more recent. Thus, we will highlight that social innovations is an old 

phenomenon but one that has been highlighted over the last decade, and see that it is reflected 

in EU cohesion policy. 
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Social innovation appeared for the first time explicitly in a speech by the European 

Commission with the publication in 1995 of the Green Paper on Innovation.
16

 It is 

assimilated to the successfully production and exploitation of the novelty in the economic and 

social domains. Innovation is both a technical process and a social phenomenon. In 2000, the 

Lisbon strategy proposes a more ambitious objective: to make Europe the more competitive 

knowledge economy in the world, along with the improvement of social cohesion. However, 

an assessment of this strategy in 2004 shows that the social dimension was weak compared to 

growth and competitiveness
17

. The “European year of creativity and innovation” was in 2009. 

During this year, the European Commission fostered social innovative activities and events. 

With respect to the Commission, the Bureau of European Policy Advisers (BEPA) organised 

social innovation workshops. José Manuel Barroso, the president of the European 

Commission in 2009, recognised the importance of social innovation which was seen as an 

important strategy in a crisis context.  

Indeed, since the crisis, the European Union has changed its strategy by investing in 

technological and economic innovation as well as social and territorial innovation. They are 

intimately linked. Indeed, since the crisis of 2008, there is a revival of interest in the social 

economy and social innovation in general because it is a more resistant sector in times of 

crisis
18

. In the Europe 2020 strategy, social innovation appears as an efficient tool to meet the 

objectives of “smart growth”, “sustainable growth” and “inclusive growth”. While we will 

analyse this strategy in greater details later, we can present this strategy in its historical 

context because it is a key moment of recognition of social innovation by the European 

Commission. Among the seven flagship initiatives of the strategy, in the section “Union for 

Innovation”, the usefulness of social innovation and particularly social experimentation is 

recognised. “Not only, social innovations answer to social needs and allow raising challenges 

about which our societies are faced, but hey give to citizens the means to be more autonomous 

and to generate new social relations and collaborative models. They are innovative in 
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 European Commission, December 1995, Green Paper on Innovation, 63p. 
17

 Les repères de l’Avise, 2012, « L’innovation sociale en Europe – Politiques européennes et pratiques 
d’innovation sociale dans trois Etats membre », Questions Européennes no. 5, 20p. 
18

 Hugues Sibille in BERTRAND, Philippe,  « Avec  Hugues Sibille du labo ESS »,  Carnets de campagne, diffusé le 
Jeudi 18 Juin 2015 à 12h30, France Inter 

1.2.1.1 From 1995 to 2011, historical analysis of social innovation in the EU cohesion 
policy: the path of recognition 
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themselves and useful for the capacity of society to innovate.” This extract from the European 

Commission Communication of October 2010 shows the importance of the process, of the 

relations and collaborations in the definition and marks a step towards the recognition of 

social innovation. One year later, the virtual platform “social innovation Europe” was born; it 

allowed the development of networks and the exchange of ideas and good practices between 

innovators (civil society, private enterprises or public authorities...)  

Therefore: 2009, 2010 and 2011 are the key dates for the recognition of Social Innovation 

in Europe. We can understand that a strong link has been established between social 

innovation and territorial cohesion. That is to say, social innovations have a clear territorial 

focus because they try to develop cooperation and relations between various territorial actors. 

“Cooperative shock”
19

 is a way to improve territorial cohesion. 

 

 

 

The cohesion policy is the EU’s main investment policy. It targets all regions and cities in 

the European Union in order to support job creation, business competitiveness, economic 

growth, sustainable development, and improve citizens’ quality of life. For 2014-2020, the 

total budget is EUR 351.8 billion, it represents almost a third of the EU budget
20

. In short, the 

objective of the cohesion policy is to help less developed European countries to catch up and 

to reduce the economic, social and territorial disparities that exist in the EU. As we have 

already said, Europe 2020 strategy is a key document for cohesion policy. We will draw up 

now a more developed analysis of this strategy in the next section by showing that it 

challenges what can deliver social innovation.  

However, we can confirm that social innovation plays and will play a key role in cohesion 

policy for the period 2014-2020. “Social innovation” is a tool which is capable to integrate 

various stakeholders to address social needs and societal challenges. (...) social innovation is a 

tool which can provide us with new, more efficient answers, able to deliver with fewer 

resources. Finally, complex social and societal challenges call for specific answers that have 

to be found locally, and social innovation is able to mobilise local actors and create localised 
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 This expression is often used by policy-makers, sociologists who work in the field of social innovation or 
social economy. It means that collaboration between actors can be provoked by a legal framework or a policy. 
The shock is provoked; it comes from a voluntarist action.  
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 European Commission, 2014, An introduction to EU cohesion policy 2014-2020, 8p. 
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responses. For these reasons social innovation will play a key role in cohesion policy.”
21

 

Social innovation has a key role in current EU cohesion policy, as reflected in publications, 

documents and reports by the Commission. Practices, methods or processes of social 

innovation may also play a role in policy design and implementation.  

This is important for the European Commission in order to promote practices that have a 

global impact on policy implementation following a principle of collaboration or good 

practice exchanges between EU member states. Moreover, social innovation is linked with 

key ideals supported by cohesion policy and the European Union namely solidarity, the focus 

on the wellbeing of citizens or the need to bring citizens back into the European project: “A 

serious and long-term effort is required from the EU institutions and its Member States to 

support the development of a European identity from the earliest age – a sense of belonging 

that would reinforce a sense of solidarity and loyalty to democratic ideals”.
22

 These principles 

of solidarity or loyalty are defended by the European Union, especially at a time of economic 

crisis. That is why we will see that the crisis, and its severe consequences, has provoked the 

promotion of social innovation by the European authorities. 

 

 

Box 1 

“As already explained in the first BEPA social innovation report, the growing interest in social 

innovation has come from the continuous and increased need of public authorities, civil society 

organisations, private corporations and individuals to respond to new social risks with new and more 

effective approaches and shrinking budgets. The crisis has enhanced that process. The new 

participation and sharing ethos of the social networks generations, as well as the renewed necessity 

for Europe to develop its innovation capabilities and the mounting interest in quality of life, are 

boosting factors.  

P.14 A BEPA Report, European Commission, 2014, Social innovation, a decade of changes, 144p.  

 

 Social innovation is perceived as a powerful concept able to open the way to developing 

new models and new practices in order to modernise European economies. More than novelty, 

social innovations rely on the inventiveness of citizens, civil society organisations or local 

communities. Creativity is seen as an alternative answer to the crisis. Social experimentations 

are often linked with social innovation: they are seeking alternative ways to renew policies for 
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a better adaptation to new social needs. Since “les trentes glorieuses”, criticism of the welfare 

state has become widespread with respect to its capacity to answer to social needs. This has 

been reinforced since the industrial and the financial crisis (Jouen, 2008). In general terms, 

social innovation refers to alternative forms of resilience in time of crisis. Indeed, according 

to Hugues Sibille (2015), there is a huge expectation of social innovation to bring out 

European countries from the crisis and particularly the more severely affected countries. We 

can look at Spain and Portugal which have introduced legislation about the social economy in 

2011 and 2012 and have seriously taken into account the potential of social innovation.   

In fact, in the European Union, social economy employs over 11 million people; it 

represents 6% of total employment and 10% of the economy (EU social business initiative). 

This is a resilient sector that can better resist to crisis. This capacity is highlighted by the 

European Commission throughout the publication of the Europe 2020 strategy for the 2014-

2020 period. That is why we will see that social innovation can be an efficient tool to help 

achieve the targets of this strategy. 

1.2.2 Europe 2020: a post-crisis strategy to promote smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth 

Figure 4: The tag clouds of the Europe 2020 strategy 

 
Source: http://zturk.blogactiv.eu/archives/163 

The Europe 2020 strategy, the EU’s leading strategy on cohesion policy, aims for a smart, 

sustainable and inclusive economy. It is presented by the European Commission as the EU’s 

growth strategy for the coming decade (2010-2020). Three priorities are at the core of Europe 

2020. Smart growth: developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation. Sustainable 

growth: promoting a more resource efficiency, greener and more competitive economy. 

http://zturk.blogactiv.eu/archives/163
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Inclusive growth: fostering high-employment economy delivering economic, social and 

territorial cohesion. “These three priorities are mutually reinforcing, they offer a vision of 

Europe’s social market economy for the 21
st
 century” (European Commission, 2010).

23
 

Box 2 

“Europe can succeed if it acts collectively, as a Union. We need a strategy to help us come out 

stronger from the crisis and turn the EU into a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy delivering 

high levels of employment, productivity and social cohesion. Europe 2020 sets out a vision of 

Europe’s social market economy for the 21
st
 century.” P.7 European Commission, 2010, Europe 2020 

– a strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, 33p. 

 

This strategy has high ambitions: to set out a new vision of Europe’s social market 

economy. Europe 2020 is not only targeted specific issues (as we will see in the analysis of 

objectives), provoked by the crisis but also aims to achieve systematic changes by tackling the 

causes of social, environmental and economic problems. Indeed, Europe 2020 is about more 

than just overcoming the crisis, “it is about creating the conditions for a different type of 

growth that is smarter, more sustainable and more inclusive.”
24

 Therefore, the strategy sets 

five key targets for: employment, education, research and innovation, social inclusion and 

poverty reduction and climate change. The strategy has focused political attention on an 

environmentally and socially sustainable economy. In this context, the European 

Commission
25

 shows that “social innovation found fertile ground as a public policy concept 

and as a movement to be encouraged”. That is why; we will present the challenges and 

objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy in order to demonstrate the efficiency of social 

innovation to achieve these targets. 

 

 

 As we have already said, the objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy are ambitious. 

They are divided into five headline targets
26

: 

- To raise the employment rate of the population aged between 20 and 64 from the 

current 69% to 75% (at least). 
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- To achieve the target of investing 3% of GDP in R&D in particular by improving the 

conditions for R&D investment by the private sector, and develop a new indicator to 

track innovation. 

- To reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 20% and to increase the share of 

renewable energy in our final energy consumption to 20% and achieve a 20% increase 

in energy efficiency. The 20/20/20 climate/energy targets should be met. 

- To reduce the share of early school leavers to 10% from the current 15%. 

- To reduce the number of Europeans living below national poverty lines by 25%, 

lifting 20 million people out of poverty. 

These targets refer to the three key principles of the strategy: smart growth, sustainable 

growth and inclusive growth. They are themselves divided into seven specific areas, the seven 

flagship initiatives. Concerning smart growth, we have the “Innovation Union” referring to 

innovation, “youth on the move” referring to education and “a digital agenda for Europe” 

which refers to the digital society. Concerning sustainable growth, there is a “resource 

efficient Europe” that refers to climate, energy and mobility, and “an industrial policy for the 

globalisation era” referring to competitiveness. Finally, under the inclusive growth, we have 

two flagship initiatives: “an agenda for new skills and jobs” referring to employment and 

skills and “European platform against poverty”. The table below gives precisions about these 

flagship initiatives: 

Figure 5: Europe 2020, an overview of the seven flagship initiatives 

 

Source: P.30 (Annexes) European Commission, 2010, Europe 2020 – a strategy for smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth, 33p. 

 



 
28 

 

These objectives and initiatives come from diagnosis of the evolution of the European 

society. The Guide to social innovation has targeted six societal trends in order to demonstrate 

the link between the objectives of the strategy and the need to mobilise the concept of social 

innovation: 

- Demography: Median age in Europe will increase to 52.3 years by 2050 from 37.7 

years in 2003. Therefore, the ratio of retirees to workers in Europe will double to 54% 

by 2050. 

- Environment: 20% of surface water is at serious risk from pollution; 60% of European 

cities over-exploit their groundwater resources or 50% of wetlands are endangered. 

- New Community: 83% of European companies with “diversity” policies see business 

benefits (EU commission). 150 million Europeans – some 30% - have never used the 

internet; it is largely made up of people aged 65 to 74 years old. 

- Poverty-related: Even if Europe is one of the most prosperous regions in the world, 

poverty remains a huge problem, affecting an estimated 84 million people. 7 million 

people surviving on less than EUR 5 a day. 

- Health and well-being: there are growing health inequalities within countries. 

- Ethical goods and services: shoppers spent EUR 4.36 billion globally on fare-trade 

products in 2010, up by 28% from EUR 3.39 in 2005. 

All these issues and challenges highlight the need to have an ambitious strategy for 

European economies and societies. Moreover, these challenges concern directly (poverty-

related trend, new community trend or health and well-being) or indirectly social innovation. 

Indeed, it is particularly visible in the Europe 2020 strategy throughout three of its targets: 

increasing the employment rate to 75%, reducing early school leaving under 10% and 

reducing poverty by 20 million. However, can social innovation be an efficient tool to help 

achieve these targets?  

According to the Guide to Social Innovation (EU Commission), “it can provide new, more 

efficient answers to meet growing social needs; it can provide local answers to complex and 

social and societal challenges mobilising actors; it is capable of integrating various 

stakeholders to tackle this jointly, through new ways of working together and involving users; 

it can deliver fewer resources, particularly at a time of reduced public finances and shrinking 

private funds.”
27

 Even if we can find only once the word “social innovation” in the Europe 

2020 text, on page 22 dealing with the flagship initiative “European platform against 
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poverty”, this “buzzword concept” seems to be important to tackle the ambitions of the 

European Commission in terms of growth, sustainability, social inclusion, employment and 

cohesion. Thus, we will look at the case of the EU financial instrument to see how the 

strategic framework of the Europe 2020 can be turned into concrete financial provision for 

promoting social innovation. 

 

 

Before going into the analysis of how social innovation is tackled by EU financial 

instruments, let’s have an overview of the EU funds. As part of the Europe 2020 strategy, the 

objective of the European Union is to promote growth and employment. The objectives raised 

by the strategy are implemented via a multi-annual financial mechanism defined for the 28 

member States over a 7 year period. “For the 2014-2020 period, this mechanism amounts to 

EUR 960 billion”
28

  

Three policies are covered by these funds: economic, social and territorial cohesion 

policy, rural development policy and maritime affairs and fisheries policy. European 

Agricultural Funds for Rural Development (EAFRD) supports rural development; European 

Maritime and Fisheries Funds (EMFF) supports maritime affairs and fisheries and Structural 

Funds (SF) are parts of the Economic, Social and Territorial cohesion policy. Among 

structural funds, we have European Regional Development Funds (ERDF) and European 

Social Funds (ESF). The European Social Fund is Europe’s main instrument for “supporting 

jobs, helping people get better jobs and ensuring fairer job opportunities for all EU citizens. It 

works by investing in Europe’s human capital – its workers, its young people and all those 

seeking a job” (European Commission, 2014).  

ESF financing is EUR 10 billion a year. It is probably the most suitable structural fund to 

finance social innovation by participating to social inclusion: “the ESF is playing an important 

role in meeting Europe’s goals and in mitigating the consequences of the economic crisis – 

especially the rise in employment and poverty levels”
29

. Therefore, ESF can support directly 

social innovation by financing projects that target education systems, young or older job-

seekers and potential entrepreneurs from all backgrounds. The European Regional 

Development Fund contributes to the regional development by financing investments in 
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research and development, innovation or sustainable development. It is more a technical 

instrument than the ESF. However, it still can be a financing mode for social innovation. The 

purpose of the European Regional Development Fund is to reinforce economic and social 

cohesion by correcting regional imbalance. Indeed, it can be involved as part of the three 

objectives of the regional policy: converge, regional competitiveness and employment, 

European territorial cooperation. For instance, “a further significant part of ERDF support 

will continue to be programmed through the European Territorial Cooperation (ETC), which 

provided a framework for regions or cities in different Member States to come together to 

tackle common challenges”
30

 We will elaborate in greater details about the ETC later, when 

we will focus on INTERREG programme, but it is interesting to explore the capacity of the 

ERDF to support these kind of cooperation programmes.  

Indeed, social innovation can be one of the common challenges tackled by these kinds of 

programmes. It can contribute to the development of social enterprises for instance by 

developing new business models and innovative solutions to address societal challenges. “The 

ERDF finances direct aid to investments in companies – in particular small and medium sized 

enterprises (SMEs) – to create sustainable jobs as well as infrastructures linked notably to 

research and innovation, telecommunications, environments, energy and transport, but also 

social infrastructures like hospitals, schools and nurseries. The ERDF also provides financial 

instruments (capital risk funds, local development funds) to support regional and local 

development and to foster cooperation between towns and regions as well as technical 

assistance measures.”
31

 We understand the important capacity of the Regional Fund to 

promote social innovation through regional development. Moreover, ERDF can support social 

innovation by promoting other sectors which are indirectly linked to social innovation. 

Indeed, social innovation is a cross-sectoral concept that encompasses different areas of 

expertise and actors.  

The ERDF Regulation has one specific provision for social innovation, and one for social 

enterprises. The Article 5 of the ERDF Regulation sets out the investment priorities under 

each thematic objective for this fund. The European Commission quotes the ERDF regulation 

on page 53: “Thematic objective 1 on strengthening research, technological development and 

innovation, includes the following investment priority (b): promoting business R&I 

investment, product and service development, technology transfer, social innovation and 

public service applications, demand stimulation, networking clusters and open innovation 
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through smart specialisation.” However, social innovation is not an isolated theme. There are 

a lot of possibilities to include social innovation in ERDF investments under other priorities. 

Even if the thematic objective 9 is based on social inclusion and combating poverty includes 

investment for the ERDF to develop or support social innovation and social enterprises, other 

thematic objectives can refer to social innovation. For instance, “under thematic objective (2) 

enhancing access to and use and quality of ICT, (c) “strengthening ICT applications for e-

government, e-learning, e-inclusion and e-health” can include co-creation and user-led 

initiatives, using socially innovative methods, there are already some existing examples in the 

current period like in the living labs
32

. Moreover, social innovation can also refer to “societal 

challenges”. They are part of social innovation particularly if they have a social dimension 

(e.g. civil society participation) in their process. Therefore ERDF can target sectors that are 

not directly linked to social innovation but can refer to social innovation throughout the 

process or governance. 

ESF and ERDF can support different activities but there needs to be complementary 

between ESF and ERDF investments. “ERDF funding for productive investment in SMEs can 

be coupled with ESF funding for retraining personnel for example. ERDF funding for 

networking, cooperation and exchange of experience between regions, towns and the relevant 

social, economic and environmental actors can help to identify the right niches for further 

ESF and ERDF funding”
33

. ERDF and ESF are essential tools to promote social innovation 

within the European Union and they are important elements in the recognition process of the 

concept by the European Commission. Indeed, social innovation is seen as a key principle in 

cohesion policy for the 2014-2020 period in which the Europe 2020 strategy presents social 

innovation as a driver for changes in the current financial crisis context. 

1.3 Social innovation in national contexts: how is it linked to national policy 
culture? 

 

Overall, in European Union countries, there is an interest for social innovation because it 

is linked with employment issues. There are strong expectations on social innovation and the 

social economy. Even if the European Commission tries to give a universal dimension to 

social innovation, we cannot deny the fact that the definitions of the concept vary according to 
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the geographical context. The Italian or British approaches of the concept refer to the 

development of cooperatives while the French one refers to the successful concept of 

“Economie Sociale et Solidaire” (ESS). That is why we will analyse the different acceptations 

of the concept. We have decided to focus on two countries that are part of the North West 

Europe Area: United Kingdom and France. The objective is to demonstrate that social 

innovation is linked to national policy culture and refers to different practices and activities. 

 

1.3.1 UK, leader in Europe for social entrepreneurship 

 

Anglo-Saxon countries are often known for being at the cutting edge of social 

innovation
34

. Social innovation initiatives in the UK have occurred as an answer to the 

degradation of public services in the 1970’s. “British history is scattered with examples of 

individuals and organisations that have pioneered new ways to tackle social needs”
35

. In the 

2000s, collaborations between regional authorities, service users and enterprises have 

emerged. For instance, the Nesta initiative was launched during the “Blair Years” (Prime 

Minister of the UK between 1997 and 2007). It is “an innovative charity with a mission to 

help people and organisations bring great ideas to life”
36

 It aims to develop cooperation 

between the public, the private and the “third” sectors in order to think about alternative 

solutions and innovations for the public services.  

Indeed, in the UK, charity has an important role; it is seen as a way to involve civil 

societies in the improvement of social and public services. But on the other hand, the private 

sector also has a main role. The methodology of the private sector in favour of the 

development of public programmes is common in the UK. That is why we will see that social 

entrepreneurship is a branch of social innovation that is widely-known in the UK. To illustrate 

the renown of this concept, we will take the example of the “Big Society Capital”. In other 

words, we will try to demonstrate that social innovation in the UK is linked with its liberal 

culture. 
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Box 3 

“The term social entrepreneurship is used to describe the behaviours and attitudes of individuals 

involved in creating new ventures for social purposes, including the willingness to take risks and find 

creative ways of using underused assets.” 

“Social enterprises are not solely driven by the need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners. 

The Commission uses the term “social enterprise” to cover an enterprise whose primary objective is 

to achieve social impact rather than generating profit for owners and shareholders; which operates in 

the market through the production of goods and services in an entrepreneurial and innovative way; 

which uses surpluses mainly to achieve these social goals and which is managed by social 

entrepreneurs in an accountable and transparent way, in particular by involving workers, customers 

and stakeholders affected by its business activity”.  

P.16 European Commission, 2013, Guide to Social Innovation, 71p. 

 

In this definition given by the European Commission, we can find some words belonging 

to the lexicon of enterprise. There is the idea of “production” of goods and services, the 

seeking of efficiency and the entrepreneurial dimension that refers to creativity and risk 

taking. Indeed, social entrepreneurship can develop its business throughout the market laws. 

That is to say, a profit-making enterprise can achieve social impacts and have a social utility. 

Social entrepreneurship demonstrates that overcoming social issues and making profits are not 

incompatible. This is the UK’s approach for social innovation. It refers more to the 

development of cooperative and collaborative networks which are real alternatives to tackle 

with more efficiency.  

The stimulation of interactions between actors is fertile grounds, with the development of 

partnership and consortium which foster the relations between actors being necessary to 

ensure the development of social innovation activities. Indeed, during the last 15 years, 

British public institutions massively financed social entrepreneurship (more than 350 million 

pounds was invested). For instance, the website Europe Tomorrow (Florian Guillaume and 

Boris Marcel) takes the example of SEUK, the UK national body for social enterprises. It 

includes private businesses, charities and public sector organisations “that support their vision 

of a world where social enterprise is the usual way of doing business.” It gives opportunities 

to build networks and help social enterprises and creates opportunities to influence political 

bodies by raising awareness about social enterprises. Indeed, social enterprises are more 

concerned with the importance of their impact through changing government practices and 

1.3.1.1 What is social entrepreneurship 
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business for instance. Therefore, social entrepreneurship is an emerging sector, which makes 

the UK a leader in Europe for this branch of social innovation. 

 

 

As we have seen, the British approach for social innovation refers to the necessity of 

imagination, creativity and daring to better answer to societal needs. To better spread these 

innovative ideas, the “Big Society Capital” was launched in April 2012. 

Figure 6: The Big Society Capital in the UK: transforming social investment 

 

 

Source: http://onpurpose.uk.com/portfolio-item/5975/ 

 

This new instrument was the result of a partnership between banks, the government and 

civil society whose purpose is the allocation of financial funds to charity organisations and to 

social enterprises for promoting growth and innovation. This idea was formulated by the 

Cameron ministry in order to develop “innovative, various and efficient answers to public 

needs”
37

. Moreover, the Big Society Capital is a pioneer institution: it is the world’s first 

investment wholesaler that was established to develop a sustainable social impact investment 

market in the UK. It has a financial role; it invests in Social Investment Finance 

Intermediaries (SIFI) in order to support social sector organisations that are tackling some 

social issues. Therefore, the overall mission of big society capital is to enhance the links 

between the social sector and the financial market. The goal is thus to develop a sustainable 

social investment market in the UK. The relationship between the traditional (financial) 

market and the emerging social economy is interesting. 

 

Finally, it seems that the term “social innovation” has a real political dimension in the UK. 

Catherine Fieschi who is in charge of Counterpoint (think thank for the British Council) 
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demonstrates that the social innovation principle is perverted in the UK because it is used by 

the Conservative to justify rolling back of the State and public services. It is not totally right 

because we saw that the market can provide a support to promote social innovation in the UK 

throughout the Big Society Capital for instance. Thus, she underlines the liberal strand of the 

concept which comes from conflation. Indeed, autonomy, empowerment and creativity are not 

consistently linked to liberal principles like competition or laissez-faire. In a liberal system, 

the public services face up to competition and the private sector gets to take centre stage. This 

situation provokes a mercantile approach for public services. As regards the definition of the 

concept given earlier, social innovation and social entrepreneurship aim to offer the best 

services with a lower cost thanks to a collaboration and participative approach. However, in 

the UK, the emergence of the social innovation came from the reduction of the state 

intervention and the primacy of the private sector. Therefore, social innovation in the UK fits 

the neo-liberalist trend of the policy context. In other words, social innovation seems to be 

compatible with the national policy culture. 

 

1.3.2 Economie Sociale et Solidaire (ESS) : a forefront economic sector in France 

 

The French approach for social innovation refers to the “successful concept of économie 

sociale et solidaire” (Noya, OECD, 2010). Even if the principle has reached certain renown in 

recent times in France, the “économie sociale et solidaire” is characterised by the same 

fuzziness and complexity of social innovation. Indeed, it brings structures together based on 

values and shared principles: social utility, cooperation, local activities that respect the needs 

and necessities of territories and inhabitants (Hugues Sibille, Le Labo de l’ESS).  

Thus, it encompasses several sectors, areas of expertise or actors. It is not isolated and it is 

characterised by its wide-reach. According to Hugues Sibille
38

, ESS is in the service of the 

society and the citizen rather than the personal increase in wealth. Before looking at the link 

between social innovation and ESS to demonstrate that France is well-advanced in the 

promotion of social innovation, we will analyse the objectives of the law Economie Sociale et 

Solidaire, which has been adopted in July 2014. 
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The law Economie Sociale et Solidaire was adopted the 31
st
 of July 2014. For some 

observers, its objective is to give a legal framework to the concept. The necessity to raise 

awareness about social economy is also targeted by the law. The economic impact of the ESS 

is not very well known. For instance, according to the CNCRES
39

, it represents 10.3% of the 

employment with 2.3 million of employees in France. Thus, the law of 2014 is divided in five 

main objectives
40

: 

- To recognise the ESS as a specific model of entrepreneurship 

It encompasses the recognition of the diversity of actors involved in the ESS and the 

creation of a new legal framework from which new specialised financing can be developed. 

For instance, a social innovation fund was implemented in December 2014 with a financial 

capacity of EUR 40 million. 

- To strengthen the network of ESS actors 

For instance, the council of the ESS became a forum for dialogue between the actors of 

the ESS and the public bodies (regional, national or European). It is important to consolidate 

the governance because the actors of the ESS are numerous and diversified. 

- To give more empowerment to employees 

A new statute has been created: the “preparation” SCOP (Société Coopérative et 

Participative). It is a kind of workers cooperative self-managed by its workers in which they 

participate in the decision-making. It is linked with the principle of salary democracy. 

- To provoke a “cooperative shock” 

It encompasses the creation of Coopératives d’Activités et d’Emploi (CAE) which gives a 

legal statute to the entrepreneur/employee and it authorises the creation of SCOP. 

- To reinforce local and sustainable development policies 
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The recognition of territorial actions in favour of the ESS is foreseen by the law. It also 

galvanised also the creation of non-relocated employment by giving recognition to the Pôles 

Territoriaux de Coopération Economique (PTCE). 

Figure 7: The five objectives of the law ESS (July 2014) 

 

Source: http://www.economie.gouv.fr/ess-economie-sociale-solidaire/loi-economie-sociale-et-
solidaire 

 

Generally speaking, this law is a way to give a legal recognition of what is already in 

place. Indeed, l’Economie Sociale et Solidaire concerns a wide range of activities. “We 

cannot contain its definition” writes Jean-Claude Detilleux in 2013. However, Hugues Sibille 

has submitted a report in relation with the high council of the ESS which proposes a definition 

of social innovation. According to Jean-Claude Detilleux, this proposed definition has more a 

practical than a theoretical ambition.  

 

 

We would like to mention the fact that we often make confusion between ESS and social 

innovation. ESS is an aspect of social innovation. At first, ESS consists of a multiplicity of 

actors: historical actors in the first hand (associations, cooperatives, mutual fund organisation 

or foundation) and commercial firms on the other hand, like SARL (private limited 

 

1.3.2.2 From ESS to social innovation 

http://www.economie.gouv.fr/ess-economie-sociale-solidaire/loi-economie-sociale-et-solidaire
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companies) that can be integrated in the ESS family when they start to follow social utility 

objective. Social innovation defines broader activities and actors. Social innovation 

encompasses ESS’s actors but not only: enterprises, firms, territorial authorities or citizens 

can also develop social innovative projects. Social innovation can include nonstandard actors, 

which are not necessary concerned by ESS. For instance, all the ESS projects follow a social 

utility but they are not always supporting social innovation. Social utility is focus on positive 

effects of an action on a territory and on a group of people. It concerns diversified sectors like 

economy, environmental issues, social issues, culture or education. In comparison with social 

utility, social innovation consists in developing new solutions to address new or not enough 

satisfied needs. It fits into a more global approach of social utility. This definition of social 

innovation was given by the High Council of the ESS in 2011 in order to prepare the law of 

2014. Even if the two concepts are complex, it seems easier to give a theoretical definition of 

the ESS than social innovation. However, in the framework of the High Council, Hugues 

Sibille tries to be as precise as he can by evoking the participatory (user-oriented) and the 

cooperative dimensions of the concept. He shows that it concerns services, organisation 

models and wide fields of activities like housing, ageing process, health and poverty for 

instance. Finally, he adds that social innovations are marked by a precise process: emergence, 

experimentation, diffusion and assessment. 

 

We realise, therefore, that the definition given by the High Council of the ESS and 

Hugues Sibille are nearly similar than the ones given by previous theoreticians (Taylor, 

Potters, etc). This is indicative about the active role of France as regards the recognition but 

also the promotion of social innovation. Indeed, throughout the highlighting of the “Economie 

Sociale et Solidaire”, France is well-advanced in the promotion of social innovation and 

seems to have understood the stakes of social innovation probably before other North-

Western European Countries. 

Conclusion of the first chapter 

 

Three tendencies take shape as regards this first theoretical part: 

- Social innovation is a large concept that raises epistemological debates among 

scholars. It defines the social impacts of actions, it defines the process characterised by 

civil society participation and empowerment, and it defines the transformation of 
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societies... It refers to large and different acceptations that confirm the complex 

dimension of the concept. 

- However, the European Union institutions aim to give a universal dimension to social 

innovation because it is perceived as a strategic tool and driver for changes for 

European economies and societies. Many reports, documents and guides have been 

published and highlight the potential and the stakes targeted by social innovation. 

Moreover, the important role of social innovation in the cohesion policy for the period 

2014-2020 demonstrates that European Strategies and particularly the Europe 2020 

strategy use social innovation as the way to develop new competitive advantage for 

European economies, showing that social value creation is central. 

- Finally, the definition of social innovation varies according to national context. In UK 

and France, social innovation refers to different values and practices. 

All these inputs about social innovation underline the need to have a systematic approach 

for the concept. Indeed, supportive policies, governance, capacity building and recognition 

tools such as forums, research in methodologies, benchmarking and impact measurement are 

the main components which, together, create the “natural environment” for social innovation 

to flourish (European Commission, 2014). Thus, European Territorial Cooperation could be a 

good opportunity to foster the development of this favourable “natural environment”. It could 

have a clear added-value to promote social innovation within Europe because according to the 

European Commission (2014): “some of the most resistant barriers to social innovation are 

rooted in a lack of coordination between the various actors engaged in social innovation, who 

are most likely to come from a variety of policy domains and organisations”. Therefore, 

European Territorial Cooperation programmes like INTERREG could elaborate a governance 

system in which good practices are exchanged, benchmarking is promoted and collaboration 

between transnational actors is fostered. That is why we will try to demonstrate the added 

value of transnational cooperation to promote social innovation in the North-West Europe 

area throughout the example of the INTERREG North-West Europe programme. 
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2. The INTERREG B NWE 
Programme: the added-value of 

transnational cooperation to 
promote social innovation in 
the North-West Europe area 

 

The INTERREG North West Europe (NWE) Programme is a transnational European 

Territorial Cooperation Programme funded by the European Commission (around EUR 372 

millions of ERDF funds for the 2014-2020 programming period). It involves Belgium, 

France, Ireland, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Germany, Switzerland and the United 

Kingdom. The population of the programme area is about 180 million people and the surface 

area is about 845 000 km² (figure 8). The main characteristic of the area is the impressive high 

number of Europe’s leading places for economic performance and growth. For instance, it 

comprises the main metropolitan areas in Europe like London, Paris, Amsterdam or Brussels, 

which are key drivers of the European economy.  

However, the North West Europe is marked by high levels of heterogeneity: the 

urban/rural divide is probably one of the most relevant examples. Therefore, “one of the main 

challenges for the NWE area is to manage excellence and diversity at one”
41

 because the 

NWE Programme must fit with the European ideals and particularly the ones followed by the 

Cohesion Policy namely the willingness to stimulate the cooperation between various 

stakeholders in the NWE area in order to improve territorial cohesion. Indeed, the 

INTERREG programmes are incorporated within the framework of the cohesion policy. More 

precisely INTERREG is an initiative that aims to stimulate cooperation between regions in the 

European Union in order to answer precise objectives supported by the European Union like 

territorial solidarity, the struggle against disparities or the integrated development of regions. 
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Figure 8: The eligible areas of the INTERREG North-West Europe Programme (2014-2020) 

 

Source: The INTERREG NWE website - 

https://www.nweurope.eu/nwefiles/file/Web%20North%20West%20Europe%20area.pdf 
 

 

“One of its main targets is to diminish the influence of national borders in favour of equal 

economic, social and cultural development of the whole territory of the European Union” 

specifies the introduction of the LUMASEC report (Land Use Management for Sustainable 

European Cities) in the framework of the URBACT programme. An analysis of the needs and 

challenges of the NWE area has built the objectives of the INTERREG NWE programme. 

The ambition defined by the Member States for the NWE area is: “To be a key economic 

player in the world and create an attractive place to work and live, with high levels of 

innovation, sustainability and cohesion”
42

 Therefore, the INTERREG NWE programme 
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strategy targets three complementary objectives, four thematic objectives and five specific 

objectives (figure 9).  

Figure 9: The priorities and specific objectives of the INTERREG North-West Europe programme 
for the 2014-2020 programming period 

 

 

Source: P.10 of the Cooperation Programme 

 

We realise that the objectives of the programme are aligned with the Europe 2020 ones. 

The complementary dimension of the priorities is undeniable. Innovation seems to be at the 

heart of the programme strategy. It is a transversal notion that could help the implementation 

of solutions in whatever field. For social innovation, we can found in the NWE cooperation 

Programme a quotation from the Guide to Social innovation of the European Commission. It 

is defined as “the development and implementation of new ideas (products, services and 

models) to meet social needs and create new social relationships or collaborations. It 

represents new responses to pressing social demands, which affect the process of social 

interactions. (...) They rely on the inventiveness of citizens, civil society organisations, local 

communities, businesses and public servants and services.” Therefore, it seems that 

transnational cooperation could be an opportunity to promote new social relationships and 

collaborations and to foster social interactions in order to have a greater impact on societies. 

In other words, transnational cooperation could be an added-value to promote social 
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innovation. Therefore, we will analyse in this part the interrelations between transnational 

cooperation and social innovation through the analysis of the INTERREG North-West Europe 

programme. To do so, we will first try to understand the overall role of the INTERREG NWE 

programme in the Territorial Cooperation galaxy in order to see that transnational cooperation 

and particularly the INTERREG NWE programme are relevant to promote social innovation. 

2.1 The role of the INTERREG North-West Europe programme in the European 
Territorial Cooperation galaxy 

 

There are a great number of strategic documents reflecting on specific challenges and 

assets of the programme area. As we have seen previously, the overall strategy of the 

European Union is the Europe 2020 strategy on which the INTERREG programmes must 

adapt their priorities for the 2014-2020 funding period. The development of the programme 

strategy simultaneously reflects the common needs of the programme area, its challenges and 

thus the implementation of European priorities. Moreover, other strategic documents of the 

European Union have an influence on the definition of the INTERREG programmes: the 

Territorial Agenda 2020 (TA2020) that suggests six territorial priorities (polycentric and 

balanced territorial development/ encouraging integrated development in cities, rural and 

other areas/ territorial integration in transnational functional regions/ ensuring global 

competitiveness of the regions based on strong local economies). The Common Strategic 

Framework (CSF), which aims to improve the coordination and secure the more targeted use 

of the EU’s structural funds. Other thematic programmes like the LIFE programme for the 

environmental or the Horizon 2020 for research and innovation. This European Strategic 

framework could be seen as a guideline in which European Territorial Cooperation 

programmes have to fit.  

It is important to keep in mind this overall strategic framework characterised by the 

willingness to deliver the Europe 2020 objectives. Indeed, we will analyse in what consists 

the European Territorial Cooperation in order to present the transnational cooperation and 

thus the INTERREG North-West Programme. We will try to show the specificities of the 

transnational cooperation and how it implements the Europe 2020 objectives in the North-

West Europe area. 
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Box 4 

“In accordance with the new design of the European Cohesion Policy 2014-2020 and the targets set 

out in Europe 2020, INTERREG has significantly been reshaped to achieve greater impact and an 

even more effective use of the investments. Key elements of the 2014-2020 reform are: 

- Concentration 

- Simplification 

- Results orientation 

The fifth period of INTERREG is based on 11 investment priorities laid down in the ERDF 

Regulation contributing to the delivery of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and 

inclusive growth. At least 80% of the budget for each cooperation programme has to concentrate on a 

maximum of 4 thematic objectives among the eleven EU priorities.” INTERREG: European 

Territorial Co-operation on the EC website: 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/ 

 

2.1.1 The INTERREG B Programmes in the European Territorial Cooperation galaxy 
(ETC) From EU regional policy to European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) 

 

The Regional policy is the expression of the EU’s solidarity with less developed countries 

and regions; it aims to reduce the significant economic, social and territorial disparities that 

still exist between EU territories. The regional policy covers all European regions that fall into 

different categories according to their economic health. European Territorial Cooperation 

(ETC) or INTERREG is one of the goals of cohesion policy (or regional policy). It represents 

EUR 10.2 billions on the EUR 351.8 billion of the cohesion policy funding for the 2014-2020 

financing period. Its main objective is about reducing disparities between regions, reinforcing 

cohesion and encouraging optimal economic development. Indeed, it provides a framework 

for the development and implementation of joint actions and policy exchanges between 

national, regional and local actors from different Member States
43

.  

The territorial cooperation aims to enhance and foster cooperation between EU regions and 

improving the feeling of belonging of the European citizens to the European Union. The 

European Territorial Cooperation programmes are funded by the European Regional 

Development Fund to support harmonious development of the European Union territories: it 

supports ideals and principles like territorial solidarity or territorial equity. Thus, the 

INTERREG programmes must be seen as efficient tools to apply the ideals and objectives of 

the EU regional policy. 
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Figure 10: Evolution of INTERREG from 1990 to 2020 

 

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/ 

 

The 25
th

 anniversary of INTERREG is being celebrated this year. The first 

programming period was developed as a Community Initiative with a budget of around EUR 

1 billion. It covered exclusively the cross-border cooperation. The second programming 

period was also a Community Initiative (INTERREG II) but it has considerably enlarged the 

budget and the geographical scope of the cooperation programme. The INTERREG III was 

characterised by the introduction of the support in favour of the transnational and the 

interregional cooperation. In this period, INTERREG programmes should be based on the 

following principles: programming and partnership
44

. In few words, it means that regions and 

territories must define their joint development strategy and must demonstrate the added-value 

of territorial cooperation. Finally, about the INTERREG IV period, most of the programmes 

are not yet closed. We can say that we are currently in a transition period between the IV and 

the V period. However, the forth programming period of INTERREG had a total budget of 

EUR 8.7 billion, which represents around 2.5% of the overall cohesion policy budget. In the 

2007-2013 programming period, there were around 60 cross-border cooperation programmes 
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(around EUR 5.6 billion), 13 Transnational programmes (around EUR 1.8 billion),  one 

interregional cooperation programme, the INTERREG C one and three networking 

programmes covering all 28 member states of the EU (around EUR 445 million). We will 

thus present the differences between the three types of INTERREG programmes in order to 

better understand how works the transnational cooperation. 

 

 

We will try to be concise and brief about the differences between INTERREG A, B 

and C in order to avoid the listing effect created by this analysis. Indeed, in theory, the three 

strands of the INTERREG are complementary. They are contributing to the European 

Territorial Cooperation objectives. One of the most important is the cross-border cooperation 

(INTERREG A) because it is the oldest one and the heaviest in term of budget comparing to 

the other strands. Indeed, after the Second World War, there were cross-border initiatives 

through the implementation of “Euro-regions”. INTERREG A represents EUR 6.6 billion and 

encompasses sixty programmes (figure 11). 

Figure 11: The cross-border programmes (INTERREG A) for the 2014-2020 programming period 

 
Source: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/cross-border/#4 

 

2.1.1.2 The differences between INTERREG A, B, C 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/cross-border/#4
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The A strand aims to tackle “common challenges identified jointly in the border 

regions.”
45

 The border represents a potential for cooperation because it could be seen both as 

a limit, a barrier but also as a seam. Indeed, the border is a system (Picouet, 2013
46

) 

characterised by a plurality of actors, scales and times. Thus, border areas are marked by a 

complex governance that can foster the development of collaborations, interrelations and 

partnerships. Cross-border cooperation aims to stimulate these relations between regions from 

at least two different Member States lying directly on the borders or adjacent to them. Next, 

the transnational programmes (INTERREG B) have the logical purpose to enhance the 

transnationality between programmes area partners. They involve different regions from 

several countries of the EU and are forming bigger areas. For the current programming 

period, INTERREG B covers fifteen cooperation programmes with a budget of EUR 2.1 

billion. 

Figure 12: Transnational cooperation programmes (INTERREG B) for the 2014-2020 
programming period 

 
Source: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/trans-national/ 
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As we can see on the map above (figure 12), we realise that a physical feature justifies the 

eligible area of the programme. For instance, the North-Sea, the Baltic Sea, the Danube area 

or the Alpine Space are physical features that can give a kind of identity to the transnational 

programme. It is different than the INTERREG A programmes in term of geographical scope 

but also in term of thematic scope: It supports a wide range of project investments related to 

innovation, environment, accessibility or urban development, which are assessed logically 

through their level of transnationality. The INTERREG C refers to interregional cooperation 

and covers all the 28 members of the European Union. It allows regional and local policies to 

exchange practices and ideas on how work public policies
47

. It builds networks to facilitate 

the exchange and transfer of experience by successful regions
48

. The overall budget for the 

INTERREG Europe programme (2014-2020) is EUR 359 million to promote research and 

innovation, competitiveness of SMEs, low-carbon economy and Environment and resource 

efficiency.  

Thus, we realise that European Territorial Cooperation is defined by three types of 

cooperation programmes, which are characterised by different scopes, territories and 

objectives. This short introduction allows us to better understand the role and the weight of 

the transnational cooperation in the ETC galaxy. Indeed, we will now focus on the added-

value of transnational cooperation to promote the Europe 2020 principles before analysing the 

INTERREG North-West Europe programme and its capacity to promote social innovation in 

the North West Europe area. 

 

2.1.2 The INTERREG North-West Europe Programme: evolution, organisation and 
implementation 

 

After this short introduction about the principles and ideals supported by the European 

Territorial Cooperation, we need to lean on the technical approach of the INTERREG North-

West Europe programme. This will help us to slowly drift on the project applications. To do 

so, we will use one of the main reading materials of the programme, namely the Programme 

Manual which, provide guidance for project applications and implementation.  

This document offers a technical framework of the North-West Europe programme by 

presenting the programme bodies and the major criterion to assess a project application. Thus, 
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we will try to understand how the INTERREG North-West Europe programme is 

implemented. 

 

 

The cooperation in the North West Europe (NWE) dates from the “Conference of the 

Regions of the North West Europe” (CRONWE) set up in 1955. “The cooperation programme 

for the North West European area was among the first purely transnational programmes 

created in 1997 under the regional policy and the Community initiative interreg.”
49

 Since 

1997, both the thematic and the area of the programme have changed. By looking at the 

objectives (figure13) for the IIC, IIIB and IVB periods, we can raise some hypothesis about 

how have evolved the objectives of the INTERREG North-West Europe programme. 

Figure 13: The evolution of the objectives of the INTERREG NWE programme between 1997 
(IIC) and 2013 (IVB) 

 

Programming periods Objectives 

INTERREG IIC Priority 1: Infrastructure and communication – 

Transport systems, information and communication 

technology. 

Priority 2: Urban and regional systems – 

Competitiveness, influence and complementarity, 

sustainable development and the balanced location of 

development 

Priority 3: Natural resources and cultural heritage, 

protection, enhancement and management of natural 

resources and cultural heritage 

INTERREG IIIB Priority 1: An attractive and coherent system of cities, 

towns and regions 

Priority 2: External and internal accessibility 

Priority 3: Sustainable management of water resources 

and prevention of flood damage. 

Priority 4: Sustainable development, prudent 

management and protection of other natural resources 

and of cultural heritage. 

                                                           
49

 P.65 SEGUIN, Benoît, 2010, European Territorial Cooperation post 2013, an opportunity for more strategic 
Interreg Programmes”, Mémoire de Master 2: Eurostudies, IAUL, Université des Sciences et Technologies de 
Lille 1, 96p. 

2.1.2.1 INTERREG North-West Europe: evolution of the objectives and of the eligible 
area 



 
50 

 

Priority 5: Promoting the maritime potential of North-

West Europe and its territorial integration across the 

seas. 

INTERREG IVB Priority 1: Developing the NWE knowledge-based 

economy by capitalising on our capacity for 

innovation 

Priority 2: Sustainable management of natural 

resources and of natural and technological risks 

Priority 3: Improving connectivity in NWE by 

promoting intelligent and sustainable transports and 

ICT solutions 

Priority 4: Promoting strong and prosperous 

communities at transnational level. 

Source: internal database of the INTERREG NWE programme (table made by Benjamin Valcke) 

 

Beyond the thematic evolution of the objectives, we realise that they became broader and 

less focused. Indeed, when we look at the new programming period (INTERREG V B NWE), 

we notice that the objectives are even more strategic than the IVB ones. It does not really 

target specific sectors like transports or the energy sectors; they are reserved to specific 

objectives and type of actions (figure 9). The emphasis is put on the seeking of a stronger 

cooperation and cohesion between NWE regions and the will to provoke a territorial impact. 

The priorities are thus more strategic and global than sector-oriented. For instance, behind the 

priority 1 “Innovation” and the specific objective 1 (SO1) “To enhance innovative 

performance of enterprises throughout NWE regions”, a diversity of projects can apply. 

“Innovation”, “performance” or “enterprises” are conceptual notions that can define different 

activities. Therefore, the INTERREG NWE programme targets a broad range of actors and 

sectors in order to bring different partners in different areas of expertise in order to foster 

cooperation in the NWE area. Moreover, the eligible area of the programme has also evolved 

since its creation. The geographical scope has been extended. In 1997, the programme area 

does not comprise the Bretagne and the Pays de la Loire regions for instance. German regions 

have also been included to the east and even if does not received EUR from EU funding; 

Switzerland has also been integrated to the programme area. Therefore, for the 2014-2020 

programming period, the INTERREG NWE programme has wider scopes, funds and area. 

However it doesn’t prevent to have very specific project on very specific thematic with the 

overall necessity to have a transnational impact.  
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“The NWE Programme has a 30-strong team ready to support projects in their 

different phases, from developing the project idea throughout implementation and post-

closure. Approximately one third of the team works as an extensive geographical network of 

Contact Points in the eight countries of the Programme and about two thirds of the team work 

in Lille (France) at the Joint Secretariat. The team works closely together in all the phases of 

the Programme, but have a different focus.”
50

  

We understand that the INTERREG North-West Europe programme is based on 

elaborated governance in which each body has a precise role in the programme 

implementation. Moreover, the challenge is to manage the diversity of the territories and to 

enhance the dissemination of the programme in the whole area. We understand also that Lille 

is the geographical core of the programme: it is where the Joint Secretariat and the Managing 

Authority (the Region Nord Pas de Calais) are established but the role of the programme 

governance is to foster the geographical network between the regions throughout the 

interaction and the complementarity of the different bodies.  

By the way, the programme is divided in six main bodies. The Joint Secretariat (JS) 

is responsible for the day-to-day management of the programme. It implements the 

Cooperation Programme and is responsible for the assessment of projects applications and the 

monitoring of projects. In other words, it is in charge of the project development in the whole 

life cycle of the project. It provides helps and advices to the project applicants (particularly 

the Lead Partner) and work in collaboration with the Contact Points network, which 

represents the programme on the local/national level. The JS is organised in three internal 

branches: the project unit divided in three subdivisions referring to the three priorities; the 

programme coordination unit consists of different technical officers: administration, 

communication, IT, risk and evaluation, finance and Audit and control. The third branch aims 

to make the link between the JS and the Contact Points.  

Indeed each member state of the NWE programme has a Contact Point (CP) to 

facilitate the development of project ideas on the ground. The CP’s have the experience and 

the knowledge about the local environment and they know the specificities of the national 

context. They are thus particularly involved in the seeking of good partners to build an 
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efficient partnership. As for the Monitoring Committee, it consists of national or regional 

representatives of the North-West Europe area. It can be defined as “the sovereign body of the 

Programme”
51

 because it defines the programme strategy and takes decisions on projects 

selection on the basis of consensus but with the unanimity principles
52

. For instance, if a 

member of the MC (that is to say a representative of a member state) prevents the decision to 

give a go to a project, the latter will be rejected.  

Concerning the last three bodies, they are rather in the management side of the project. 

The Managing Authority, which is the Région Nord Pas-de-Calais, is responsible for the 

managing of the cooperation programme and “ensures that the different programme bodies 

interact in a smooth way”
53

. The Certifying Authority, which is the Province of East 

Flanders in Belgium, is responsible for drawing up the accounts, their accuracy and veracity 

as well as certifies that the expenditure complies with applicable EU and national rules. The 

Programme Manual specifies that the CA “is in charge of paying ERDF to the projects”. 

Finally, the Audit Authority, which is the Commission Interministérielle de la Coordination 

des Contrôles des actions cofinacées par les Fonds structurels (CICC) in France, is 

responsible for the audits of projects during the Programme lifetime.  

The different focus and roles of these bodies shows that the INTERREG North-West 

Europe programme is a system structured by precise governance, which has to overcome the 

challenges caused by the necessary multi-layered and multi-actors activities of the 

programme. Indeed, the NWE programme is based on a technical organisation to promote the 

ideals and objectives presented by the Cooperation Programme. Moreover, the programme is 

based on precise procedure and process in order to assess projects application in the more 

efficient and qualitative manners. This is the condition for the programme success. 

 

 

One other technical dimension is the assessment procedure for the projects selection. It is 

interesting to analyse this procedure in order to see later how projects on social innovation can 

be assessed. For the 2014-2020 programming period, the INTERREG NWE has introduced a 

“Two Step approach” based on the idea that the step 1 refers to the concept note of the 

application and the step 2 refers to the technical elements for the implementation of the 

project. In order to be more precise about this “Two step approach”, we will lean on the 
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assessment criteria for each step in order to see what makes a good project. Indeed, there is a 

will to provoke a shift to a result-based approach with clear indicators and targets. The 

emphasis must be more on the “change” rather than how we do it.  

The quality of the project is based more on its results and the impacts provoked rather that 

the outputs implemented. To be clearer about the terminology, impacts refer to the wider 

economic, social or other effects in the overall system created by the results, which refer to 

the subsequent effects caused by the outputs, which are the direct measures of an activity that 

can be counted. In order to see how the focus is put on results, we will analyse the quality 

criteria for the step 1 applications
54

. The assessment procedure starts in step 1 with the 

eligibility check. The projects that are considered as non-eligible will not be assessed because 

they do not met the Programme eligibility criteria. There are ten eligibility criteria with 

among them the following ones: “all the sections of the application are completed”, “the 

project summary is provided in the 4 Programme languages” or “the project involved at least 

3 partners from 3 different countries. At least two of these partners must be from a region 

within the NWE programme areas”
55

.  

Figure 14: The quality criteria for the step 1 project’s application 
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Source: P.33 Programme Manual INTERREG North-West Europe 2014-2020 (version 1.3, 15 July 2015) 
103p. 

The step 1 application form is not a full version of the project application. It should be a 

concept note, which demonstrates how the project will contribute to the Programme 

objectives. The figure 14 shows that the quality criteria are focus on the idea and on the 

relevance of the project to meet one of the five specific objectives of the programme. The 

partnership description is also important but this criterion assesses how the project defines the 

concept of the partnership, how it could be efficient to deliver the foreseen project’s results. 

Indeed, a lot of elements can change between the step 1 and the step 2. Partners can be added, 

budget can be modified or the work package can change. The step 2 application is a full 

version of the application form: a full detailed work plan is required. That is why more than a 

half (55%) of the assessment is based on the first assessment criteria in step 1: “Project results 

contribute to one Programme specific objective”. This allows assessing if the project is 

justified and fits the Programme scope and addresses a territorial challenge. Moreover, the 

project must prove the objective is precise and defines what the project aims to change, to 

whom (target group) and where in NWE (territory).  

 

This overall analysis of the INTERREG North-West Europe helps us to understand the 

theoretical principles of the programme and some of its practical features. The INTERREG 

NWE programme follows precise procedures in both the management of the programme and 

in the assessment of projects. We decided to not focus deeply on the analysis of the criteria 

because the objective of this part was to show how the programme works and how very 

theoretical ideals and principles like low-carbon economy or resource efficiency have to be 

assessed throughout very clear, distinct and precise criteria. Indeed, the main objective of this 

part is to demonstrate how a conceptual notion like social innovation can be translated into 

INTERREG projects. That is why we will focus more on the specificities of the NWE area 

and the important potential of the programme to promote Europe 2020 principles in the 

territories before analyse deeper the role of social innovation in the flourishing economies of 

the NWE area.  

 

 

 

 



 
55 

 

2.2 From Europe 2020 principles to social innovation: the challenge of managing 
excellence and diversity in the NWE area 

 

Box 5 
 

“The NWE territory can be characterised as the powerhouse of Europe. Home of the famous blue 

banana, the area hosts an impressively high number of Europe’s leading territories in terms of 

economic performance and growth. The programme area of NWE comprises a number of the main 

metropolitan areas in Europe, which play an important role in a worldwide perspective (e.g. London 

and Paris). Yet, the general perception of NWE as being highly dynamic, hides another more complex 

system of territorial, economic and social dynamics. Indeed, it may come as a surprise to many that 

NWE is characterised by high levels of heterogeneity among its regions in light of an important 

number of performance indicators. Furthermore, many of these differences seem to be increasing with 

time. As a result, one of the main challenges of the NWE transnational cooperation area is to manage 

excellence and diversity at once.” P.7 SWOT-analysis for the smart, sustainable and inclusive growth 

objectives, JTS of the INTERREG IV B NWE programme, May 2013, 69p. 

 

This extract from the SWOT analysis as regards Europe 2020 objectives provides the 

main challenge of the programme: “to manage excellence and diversity at once”. This tends to 

remind us of the ambitions of the programme marked by the willingness to make the NWE 

area as the key economic place in the world. Regarding this extract, the NWE area comprises 

already a number of key indicators that underline its high economic performance, for instance, 

the area comprises a number of the main metropolitan areas in Europe, which plays an 

undeniable economic role on the worldwide stage. Paris, London and other major 

agglomerations from Dublin, Manchester, Brussels, Amsterdam or the Ruhr and Rhine in 

Germany make the North West Europe as the more urbanised area among other transnational 

cooperation ones with many larger cities in proximity. But this is both an asset and a 

drawback and it is a real challenge to manage the urbanisation process as regards 

environmental trends for instance. Moreover, even if we can deny the economic performance 

of the NWE area, we have to underline the high number of heterogeneity and diversity 

between territories. This could be an asset as we will see with the example of social 

innovation because it could enhance benchmarking or exchange of practices between regions 

but it could also be linked with the high level of disparities, which seems to increase in the 

NWE. Thus, we will focus on the country specificities in NWE as regards the three principles 

of the Europe 2020: smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. We will therefore wonder what 

is the added-value of transnational cooperation to promote these principles and to address the 

increasing disparities. This will be the first step before focusing on social innovation: we will 
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wonder why this concept is important for the INTERREG NWE cooperation programme and 

how assess this conceptual notion in relation with the programmes objectives and indicators. 

 

2.2.1 The country specific recommendations in NWE as regard Europe 2020 principles 

This is probably the “raison d’être” of transnational cooperation programmes: the 

seeking of new solutions to address disparities throughout cooperation between strong regions 

and regions that lagging behind in a particular field or sector. This is what describes the 

concept of “followers/leader”. Concerning innovation for instance, there are innovative leader 

and innovative follower in the NWE area. This helps to understand the differences in 

performance across the NWE member states. That is why the analysis and description of the 

country specific recommendations in NWE is important to understand the challenges of the 

INTERREG NWE programme. To do so, we will confront the three targets of the Europe 

2020 strategy with the NWE area. 

 

According to the SWOT analysis published in May 2013
56

, “generally speaking, the 

NWE is on a similar level as the EU27+4 standards when it comes to the main indicators for 

sustainable growth (wind energy potential, ozone concentration and potential vulnerability to 

climate change).” But the NWE area displays a high level of heterogeneity among its regions. 

For instance, as far as concern the greenhouse gas emissions, the NWE countries belong to the 

major polluters of the EU in terms of greenhouse gas emissions which contribute to global 

climate change. “Germany, the UK and France have the greatest share in the total EU27 

greenhouse emission.”
57

 Moreover, for resource efficiency and waste recycling, the rates of 

recycling packaging waste are highest in Germany, Belgium, Switzerland and the Netherlands 

(more than 65%) and lower in France, Luxembourg, Ireland and the UK (between 55 and 

65%) in 2009
58

. The examples are non exhaustive but we understand the differences between 

NWE countries as regards sustainable growth. Moreover, we understand also that 

transnational cooperation could be a useful tool in addressing specific challenges like for 

instance mitigating climate change and reducing GHG emissions because the NWE area hosts 
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both an important number of territories with high mitigation potential and high GHG 

emissions or increasing the share of renewable energies in the production and consumption 

mix because transnational cooperation could be an opportunity for the development of 

efficient transnational infrastructures for renewable energy production and distribution. 

 

 

The Innovative Union Scoreboard of 2014
59

 has established a ranking of four 

performance groups based on their average innovation performance groups. The first 

corresponds to “Innovation leader” in which we find Germany with Finland, Denmark and 

Sweden. In the second group, we find most of the NWE countries: Belgium, France, Ireland, 

Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom: they are “innovative followers”. 

Thus, even if the NWE area is quite competitive regarding the knowledge-based economy, 

most of the territories are not at the cutting edge as regards smart growth. Moreover, the 

strand “smart growth” of the Europe 2020 strategy defines a wide range of activities. Indeed, 

there are a lot of innovative sectors that could be supported by NWE regional policies. For 

instance, eight regions of the NWE area have integrated in their regional innovation strategic 

documents the Information and Communication Technologies sector while two regions have 

integrated Medical Technologies (Nordrhein westfalen in Germany and Noord Brabant in the 

Netherlands).  

Finally, one last indicator of the smart growth performance in the NWE area can be 

analysed namely the R&D expenditures. According to the SWOT analysis of the NWE area, 

“10 NUTS 2 level regions in the programme area have actually surpassed the European target 

value of 3%[Europe 2020 targets], which represents nearby half of all EU regions that fall 

into this category. Another 14 NWE regions located in the UK, Belgium, the Netherlands and 

Germany, but also the whole Switzerland, are quite close to this target (2-3%).”
60

 But despite 

these good performances in terms of knowledge economy, the NWE area is characterised by a 

diversity of innovation patterns. In this perspective, the transnational cooperation can be a 

useful instrument to set up tailor-made solution for promoting innovation in targeted regions. 
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For instance, specific transnational development needs to “stimulate international orientation 

and cooperation between SMEs and research institutions and other innovation stakeholders.”
61

 

 

 

Inclusive growth is probably the most challenging priority for the NWE area. 

According to the Europe 2020 strategy, the inclusive growth refers to “empowering people 

through high levels of employment, investing in skills, fighting poverty and modernising 

labour markets, training and social protection systems so as to help people anticipate and 

manage change, and build a cohesive society.” Indeed, the high disparities within the NWE 

area regarding the questions of employment have to be considered despite the high economic 

performance of the territory.  

Challenges concerning territorial and social cohesion are particularly important in the 

NWE area. Indeed, as regards the employment rates in the North West Europe, the countries 

are close to the Europe 2020 targets of 75% of the population aged 20-64 being employed. 

However, the disparities are increasing in the NWE area. “High employment rates (>67%) are 

found in many regions of the continental part of the NWE area (Netherlands, northern 

Belgium and Germany) and also in larger parts of the UK (South east of England but also 

parts of Scotland)”
62

. Lower scores are observed in Luxembourg, Ireland and in larger parts of 

France but also in Wales. In these territories, employment rates score between 57% and 67%. 

Finally, the employment rates below 57% do exist in northwest France and in south and west 

of Belgium. The Wallonia and the Nord Pas de Calais regions are particularly affected by 

youth unemployment with a rate much higher than 30% in the Walloon province of Hainault. 

But what the SWOT analysis of 2013 demonstrates is the deterioration of employment rates 

between 2008 and 2010 particularly in the UK and in Ireland. Indeed, the crisis had severe 

consequences on the employment rates in these two member-states while in the rest of the 

NWE area; the consequences were not this strong despite its severe consequences for the 

economies. Therefore, disparities as regards social inclusion in the NWE area have a strong 

territorial dimension. There are increasing differences among NWE member-states and 
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regions and there is a need to address these disparities. For instance, the SWOT analysis 

suggests reinforcing the social dimension of innovation and thus developing nonstandard or 

new solutions to tackle these social issues. Indeed, we have already showed that inclusive 

growth represents the most challenging topic for the NWE area in comparison with the other 

Europe 2020 objectives. In this context, it seems that “social innovation” can contribute to 

overcome these issues and to take up the inclusive growth challenges.  

Moreover, the transnational cooperation could help to reinforce social cohesion within 

the NWE area by promoting social innovation tools and solutions throughout the sharing of 

good practices, benchmarking activities or networks. We will thus focus on the role of social 

innovation in the new cooperation programme in the next section in order to demonstrate that 

transnational cooperation can help the generalisation and the development of social 

innovation in the NWE area. 

 

2.2.2 Social innovation in the INTERREG NWE cooperation programme: appraisal and 
challenges 

 

Regarding the diagnosis in relation with the Europe 2020 priorities, it seems that the 

social questions are crucial in the NWE area. The crisis has provoked severe consequences on 

the North West Europe societies; unemployment, poverty and exclusion have gained ground. 

Moreover, the disparities between regions have been increased. Northern France, Northern 

England and Ireland have been more affected by the crisis in comparison with the other 

North-West Europe regions. The lesson learnt from this period is the fact that the crisis can 

lead to a disruption of economies and societies even in economic-leaders countries of the 

European Union. Indeed, the crisis has provoked a real questioning of standard financial 

systems that caused economic growth before the crisis. This system was a model based only 

on the financial and monetary side of the wealth production and the crisis has probably 

questioning the legitimacy of this model. Thus, in the whole Europe and particularly in the 

North West Europe, new thinking have raised about new ways to promote a more inclusive 

society. Indeed, the NWE area is characterised by a high potential to tackle the negative 

effects of the crisis by for instance promoting innovative solutions. Social innovation is really 

seen as a solution to promote social cohesion and social inclusion in the North West Europe 

area by fostering the development of nonstandard and community-oriented actions. We will 

thus see in this section that social innovation can be related to the INTERREG NWE 
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Programme because transnational cooperation can encourage social innovation activities and 

the North-West Europe area seems to need to develop innovative social practices to answer to 

persistent social disparities.  

 

Social innovation is quite developed within the North Europe area. We have already 

demonstrated that France is remarkable in this domain thanks to the recent adoption of the law 

Economie Social et Solidaire, which gives a real recognition to social innovation practices 

and institutions with a social utility. In the United Kingdom, social innovation is quite 

developed but through other practices than in France. These two countries could be 

considered as the bests of breed as regards social innovation in the NWE area but we can 

assert that they have a very different perception of the concept of social innovation. There is a 

need to develop exchange of practices and knowledge between the North West European 

regions as regard social innovation. The support provided by the European Union in the 

framework of the INTERREG NWE programme can bring added-value because transnational 

cooperation is a tool which can promote exchanges and mutual assistance.  

The possibility for transnational cooperation in the social innovation domain is 

stimulated by both the variety of national context as regards this buzzword concept and the 

need to overcome the severe social effects of the financial crisis. Thus, it is an important 

challenge to integrate social innovation projects and activities in the framework of 

transnational cooperation in the North West Europe area. Indeed, transnational cooperation 

can be a useful instrument to generate critical mass and diversifying the local knowledge base 

throughout networks, exchange of practices or benchmarking. Thus, this kind of cooperation 

can promote the development of social innovation practices by fostering the spread of this 

concept in regions that lagging behind.  

 

By looking at the Cooperation Programme, we realise that social innovation is not 

very highlighted. It is part of the Priority 1 of the Programme: “Innovation” and refers to the 

Specific Objective 1: “To enhance innovation performance of enterprises throughout NWE 

 

2.2.2.1 Networks, exchanges of practices, benchmarks: what can bring transnational 
cooperation for social innovation in NWE 

2.2.2.2 Priority 1, Specific Objective 1, Type of Action 3: “Delivering societal benefits 
through innovation” 
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regions”. This Specific Objective targets mainly the increasing of SME innovation level and 

innovative performances in NWE regions. Indeed, the Types of Actions one and two are 

linked with performance and competitiveness: the traditional side of innovation. The Type of 

Action 1 aims at “Building the capacities of regions and territories to improve their innovation 

performance.”
63

 The purpose of the Type of Action 2 is to improve “the competitiveness of 

enterprises, through cooperative actions that take forward the development of specific 

products, services or processes to a stage of market-readiness.”
64

 Nevertheless, while these 

two Types of Actions are oriented to competitiveness and performance, the Type of Actions 3 

of the Specific Objective 1 is related to social innovation: “Delivering societal benefits 

through innovation.”
65

  

Under this Type of Actions, activities will focus on all territories but particularly 

excluded population or population at risk for exclusion. These actions “aim at supporting 

development, testing and implementation of innovative solutions for social needs and 

problems.”
66

 The actions described under “social innovation” in the Cooperation Programme 

the societal challenges raised by the SWOT analysis as regards “inclusive growth”. But the 

aim of the INTERREG NWE programme is to foster collaboration and partnership between 

stakeholders that can contribute to deliver social innovation.   

Even if the Cooperation Programme presents the delivering of societal benefits as the 

condition for the development of social innovation, it demonstrates also that: “a particular 

focus is placed on territories with excluded population or population at risk for exclusion and 

communities under pressure to participate productively in society and economy.”
67

 Therefore, 

social innovation refers also to the participatory dimension which seems to be a way to foster 

social inclusion in the Cooperation Programme framework. Social innovation refers not only 

to results and societal benefits but also to practices in which collaborations and civil society 

participations can be stimulated. Therefore, social innovation is even more difficult to assess 

and it seems thorny to find indicators for assessing social innovation. 
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2.2.3 How to assess social innovation in the NWE programme? 

 

Social innovation is an ill-defined concept if we understand the strength of the concept 

to target the programme’s objectives. Throughout collaborative networks and civil society 

involvement, the concept aims at fostering inclusion and growth. In the INTERREG NWE 

programme framework, social innovation is seen as an umbrella concept to answer territorial 

challenged targets by the Programme. However, we will see that the fuzziness of social 

innovation leads the assessing of the concept complicated. Indeed, assessing social innovation 

is quite challenging. We will try to see what the indicators for assessing this conceptual notion 

are and to demonstrate that – even if the indicators are quite weak – the concept has the 

capacities to target the programme’s ambitions.  

 

 

The indicators section is weak in the Cooperation Programme. At the Joint Secretariat of 

the programme, project officers confirm difficulties to assess social innovation and to find 

good indicators. Results are particularly hard to define especially if we look at “Common and 

Programme specific output indicators”. The Cooperation Programme suggests two indicators 

that are directly linked to “social innovation”: “Number of technologies, products, services 

and processes developed and tested in real life conditions” and “Number of end-users 

benefitting from social innovation”
68

 and two other indicators that refer indirectly to the 

concept: “Number of technologies, products, services and processes developed and tested in 

real life conditions” if we imagine users can participate of the tests of products or services in 

real-life conditions. “Number of enterprises receiving support”: if we consider that social 

enterprises are part of the generic term “enterprises”.  

Therefore, it seems that these indicators try to quantify something that is not really 

quantifiable. Some date are easily quantified namely the number of social enterprises 

receiving financial support or the part of social economy employment in a region. But most of 

the results of social innovation are not easily measurable. How to measure social 

experimentations or learning and creative process? These difficulties for establishing clear 

indicators to assess social innovation reside in the complexity of the notion. In the other hand, 

indicators can assess some tangible results in the field of social innovation. According to 
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RESINDEX (Regional Social Innovation Index), social innovation generates results 

(products, processes, services). “Results that contribute value and that must be made visible in 

order for the society to realise how important it is.  

Therefore, results have to be measured.”
69

 For the moment, the development of indicators 

for Social Innovation is an experimental task that requires establishing adjusted models, 

approaches and concepts: drafting indicators of Social Innovation is a complex task has we 

have said. Thus, the RESINDEX’s work consists in defining indicators that can measure 

social innovation. Following a rigorous methodology the research index has drafted two main 

types of indicators: potential capacity and realised capacity. For the second type, the section 

“governance of social” project suggests the following indicators: “Degree of participation (0-

100%) of the target population in the project” to identify the intensity with which the target 

population participates in the development of the project and the degree of social 

governance.
70

 This indicator seems relevant and takes a precise feature of social innovation: 

the degree of social governance. However, as the Regional Social Innovation Index 

demonstrates, indicators for assess social innovation are still in embryonic stages. For the 

moment, the methodology to develop these indicators is experimental. Therefore, the 

development of indicators to assess social innovation in the INTERREG Programme 

framework is a work in progress.  

 

Conclusion of the second chapter 

 

As regards the North West Europe area, social disparities are one of the main issues. The 

several consequences of the financial crisis have a strong impact on societies particularly in 

the UK and in Ireland. In the meantime, social inclusion represents an important challenge for 

the NWE area. The inclusion of civil society in the economic activities is a way to promote 

inclusive growth and to tackle the societal challenges in the North West Europe area. There is 

thus a need to promote projects that foster social inclusion. In this perspective, it seems that 

“social innovation” can contribute to overcome these issues and to take up the inclusive 

growth challenges. Moreover, the transnational cooperation could help to reinforce social 
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cohesion within the NWE area by promoting social innovation tools and solutions throughout 

the sharing of good practices, benchmarking activities or networks. We can deny the strength 

of the notion. The European Institutions and many scholars have demonstrated that social 

innovation can foster territorial development. In the Cooperation Programme, social 

innovation is perceived as an umbrella concept that is able to target different sectors.  

Actually, “social innovation” refers to one type of action in the INTERREG NWE 

cooperation programme for the period 2014-2020. It means that it is a common objective for 

the NWE area. But the lack of clear indicators to assess the concept represents a real 

challenge: how the conceptual notion of social innovation can be translated into INTERREG 

projects? As a lesson from the previous period, we will focus in the next part on good case 

studies that implement social innovation in order to show that the concept can refer to 

inclusive practices on the project scale. 
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3. From theory to practice: the 
example of the Living Labs through 

two INTERREG IV B projects: 
innovative social practices and civil 

society involvement 
 

How to translate the theoretical and conceptual notion of social innovation in INTERREG 

projects? Social innovation is a fuzzy concept which is hard to define and assess. It refers to a 

variety of activities and sectors. In the INTERREG NWE framework, it is even more difficult 

to distinguish a social innovation project. The short overview of the indicators in the 

Cooperation Programme shows that social innovation project has a societal impact but how to 

define societal impact? Projects that fit the low-carbon priority of the Programme have also a 

societal impact. This notion is blurred and reinforces the complexity of the notion of social 

innovation. Moreover, the translation of the conceptual notion of social innovation into 

INTERREG NWE projects is thus very challenging. However, throughout the theoretical 

definition made in the first part of the study, we can take the standpoint to define social 

innovation throughout the practices and the processes that the concept defines. Social 

innovation is “a learning and creative process” that insist on social inclusion. It tries to answer 

to social needs in an alternative manner. For many scholars, the process defines social 

innovation in itself. But this process is specific and refers to experimental collaborative and 

multidisciplinary principles. In this perspective, we will focus on one particular element 

promoted by the European Union and implemented under the INTERREG IV B NWE 

programme: the Living Labs. They are part of social innovation if we take into consideration 

the fact that innovative social practices and users-centred process refer to social innovation. 

Indeed, we decided to take into account the fact that social innovation defines practices and 

not necessary results. Social innovation is a “learning and creative” concept in which the 

Living Labs have a role to play. In this perspective, we decided to take the example of two 

projects that have implemented living labs and have been subsidised by the INTERREG IV B 

programme. This programme refers to the 2007-2013 programming period and seems to be 
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more focused on process and outputs while the new programme defends the result-oriented 

approach. Thus the INTERREG IV B NWE programme is different than the new one but the 

two projects analysed in this third part can served as a lesson from the previous period in 

order to have good examples for the new potential project promoter. Therefore, we will focus 

on Lila and SusLab NWE projects. They have both implemented living labs but have a 

different thematic focus. That is interesting because we will try to demonstrate that the living 

labs concept –as social innovation – is characterised by the cross-sectoral dimension. 

Moreover, these projects have both implemented Living Labs in order to both foster users 

commitment and to seek efficiency to target their results. Via the Living Labs, Lila aims to 

promote the internationalisation of enterprises and the SusLab NWE aims to develop 

sustainable behaviour in the housing environment. In this part, we will try to define the Living 

Labs and to see how the Lila and the SusLab NWE project implement this concept in order to 

see how social innovation can be translated into these INTERREG projects. 

3.1 The Living Lab concept, a bottom-up, user-driven and open innovation 
ecosystem: definition and development in the European Union 

 

Living Laboratories can be considered as a concept even if it defines precise practices 

and processes. In this perspective, we decide to take the position that defines Living Labs as 

social innovation. As mentioned in our first part, social innovation refers to “learning and 

creative” process, which is the raison d’être of social innovation. In other words, social 

innovation refers to practices and not to results. Societal results of an activity are not 

necessary the existing conditions of social innovation. According to Chambon, David and 

Devevey (1982), “the essential condition of existence of the social innovation is the 

participation”. Therefore, we decided to take this essential condition of existence of the social 

innovation to justify the link between Living Labs and social innovation. Indeed, the first step 

of our work will be to reinforce this link between Living Labs and social innovation by 

showing that the two concepts refer to the same principles, namely the collaborative, human-

centred, multidisciplinary or creative approaches. We will thus try to define the Living Lab 

concept before demonstrating that it is recognised by the European Union as a key practice to 

foster civil society commitment and social inclusion by improving the capacities of non-

expert users to take part of the creation of innovative products. 
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3.3.1 Living Lab: definition and appraisal 

Throughout the definition of social innovation given by the BEPA, we realise that the 

Living Lab concept is linked with the open innovation approach. “A Living-Lab is an open 

innovation ecosystem in a real-life setting where user-driven innovation is the co-creation 

process for new services, products and societal infrastructures.”
71

 Open innovation refers to 

new models and new practices linked with the desire of innovation. This concept was 

developed by the American economist Henry Chesbrough who shows that the research of 

innovation is not anymore internal and close but is open and collaborative. But we can 

wonder if living labs and open innovation are part of social innovation. In any case, it seems 

that they are defined by the same features.  

Let’s take the descriptions of the social innovation’s features given by the European 

Commission in the Guide to Social Innovation: “In general, social innovation approaches are: 

open rather than closed when it comes to knowledge-sharing and the ownership of 

knowledge; multi-disciplinary and more integrated to problem solving than the single 

department or single profession solutions of the past; participative and empowering of citizens 

and users rather than “top down” and expert-led; demand-led rather than supply-driven; 

tailored rather than mass-produced, as most solutions have to adapted to local circumstances 

and personalised to individuals”
72

 Living Lab seems to be part of social innovation because 

according to the BEPA report about social innovation it “offers new, integrated, user-centred 

approach to innovative economic social developments.”
73

  

Moreover, living lab refers to experience and initiative in the same way as social 

innovation. The initiatives of Living Labs are “bottom-up and combine cross-disciplinarity 

with existing know-how and experience into a holistic approach consisting in innovation 

experiments where new services, products and processes are designed and rested through 

users”
74

 Thus by attempting to legitimate the linkage between Living Lab and social 

innovation, we will show in this section the Living Labs are characterised by the willingness 

to foster social inclusion and collaborative practices in a holistic approach. Then, in the same 

way as social innovation, living labs seem to be an efficient practice to contribute to the 

Europe 2020 priorities by promoting inclusive, smart and sustainable growth. Indeed, in this 
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perspective, we will demonstrate that Living Labs are more and more recognised by the 

European Union. 

 

The key principle of Living Labs is the users-oriented approach. Even if the Living 

Labs can target different sectors, as a first step, they are defined by the active participation of 

users. “The Living Labs concept which can be generally understood as the ability to bring 

user, technology and business into an open innovative development process that establishes 

real life environments. The concept supports long-term cooperation, co-creative research and 

development by involving at an early stage the user in the innovation process for sensing, 

prototyping, validating and refining complex solutions in multiple and evolving real like 

contexts.”
75

  

We understand that Living Lab is based on the behavioural approach: the users are 

active participants in the production and creation of innovative products. Users are key actors 

of the Living Labs because there is the will to include them in the process and there is also the 

idea that users have a real-life expertise to create and develop new products.  A Living Lab 

puts thus the user at the core of the development process. This facilitates the design and the 

building of innovative products or services to meet their need and the expectations of society. 

According to the Lead Partner of the Lila project
76

 (Promotech), “The Living Labs (...) 

contribute to the emergence of a new innovation system whereby the users/citizens are no 

longer just consumers but become players and contributors.”
77

  

Users are not only participants but they are contributors: it means that they are in 

charge of the production and they are highly involved in the process. But to better understand 

the strategy to integrate community and users in the project’s implementation, we will focus 

on the methodology developed by Living Labs. The real innovative approach of the Living 

Lab concept lies in the fact that this is more than a simple experimental device: it transforms 

the user (considering as a source of problems) into a source of value creation. The 

involvement of users is thus an added-value for the development of innovative products or 

services. The Living Lab process is generally divided in three steps: ideation phase, co-

creation phase and the “go to market” phase or “venturing” phase. 
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Figure 15: The Living Labs process: from the ideation phase to the market 

 
Source: http://timreview.ca/article/604 

 

In each of these phases, the users are involved in order to make them value creators. A 

Living Lab is divided in four main activities described by the European Network of Living 

Labs (ENoLL)
78

 : “co-creation: co-design by users and producers; exploration: discovering 

emerging usages, behaviours and market opportunities; experimentation: implementing live 

scenarios within communities of users and finally evaluation: assessment of concepts, 

products and services according to socio-ergonomic, socio-cognitive and socio-economic 

criteria.” The first step consists in finding users, and then there are the presentation of services 

offered and the development of the platform. Users are testing new products and give their 

feedbacks about what they have tested. This allows the development of prototypes. At this 

point, a test of use is carried out by means of simulated experiment or directly in a real-life 

situation. Therefore the living lab is “an experimental protocol to record the actual behaviour 

of use with regard to the product or service in both a quantitative and qualitative manner”.
79

 

Even if the users are on the core of the process, living labs are based on a collaborative 

approach characterised by the complementarity of expertises between the private actors, the 

experts and the users. Thus, Living Labs are not expert-led practices but their involvement is 

necessary to reinforce the partnership dimension of the process and to improve both the 
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involvement and the creative impact of users. The approach offered by the Living Lab allows 

“to work on people’s awareness and to influence their habits” (Janez Potocnik, the European 

Commissioner for Environment).  

The partnership based on collaboration and complementary expertises is another 

important aspect of Living Labs. “Living Labs encompass societal and technological 

dimensions simultaneously in a public-private-people partnership (PPPP)”
80

 Living Labs 

represent an ecosystem of open innovation that brings “public, private actors, enterprises, 

associations or individual actors together.” (Irène Berthezene, 2013)  This complete 

partnership is helped by the smart technologies, which play a crucial role in Living Labs. 

Smart technologies tend to focus on phenomena that involve easily quantifiable data. Indeed, 

open data reinforces the connection between users, experts, public authorities and other 

stakeholders. These open data created by Living Labs can foster partnership and collaboration 

between stakeholders. In other words, open innovation suggests to bring together different 

actors that complete the partnership concept.   

The initiatives presents by Living Labs are “bottom-up” and “combine cross-

disciplinarity with existing know-how and experience into a holistic approach (...).”
81

 The 

collaborative approach is thus fundamental for the development of Living Labs, the close 

collaboration between actors in the research, design and creation in the development of 

innovative technologies with industries, users and other stakeholders is a required condition. 

In this perspective, experts and technical actors provide a support for enhancing individuals 

and collective autonomy and the users provide feedbacks and a kind of guidance to 

enterprises.  

In this network, different feedbacks are shared between stakeholders in order to 

reinforce the efficient collaboration between them. It is based on reciprocity, researchers help 

users and users help companies in a close collaboration. Indeed, throughout this analysis of 

the partnership developed by Living Labs, it seems that this concept fit with the transnational 

cooperation principles based on the importance of the partnership consistency. Indeed, this is 

one of the criteria to assess the quality of a project for the new programming period and 

Living Labs seem to match the requirements of this criterion. Moreover, in the current 

economic situation, the “Living Lab” concept could be seen as a dynamic answer to the 
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necessity to change our socio-economic practices. It gives the opportunity to confront 

different actors: the enterprises can leave the logic of fragmented markets and find new 

opportunities; the regions can increase their influence by playing the role of referee and a new 

type of citizenship can emerged in which users are more concretely involved and committed 

in the process through new means of interaction and collaboration.   

The notions of co-creation, co-conception and co-construction are pillars of the living 

lab concept that can contribute. They are representing the new vision of our contemporary 

societies. That is why the concept of Living Labs is also embedded in European Strategies 

and it is more and more recognised by the European Institutions.  

 

3.1.2 The European recognition of the Living Lab concept: the European Network of 
Living Labs 

 

According to Irène Berthezène (2013), the concept of Living Labs has been developed 

in the late 1990’s in the United States but the European Union has promoted it since the 

2000’s. In 2006, a European programme was launched under the Finnish presidency of the 

European Community with the objective of associate local initiatives that implement networks 

with the Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). Since this period, the concept 

has spread in Europe and world-wide. Indeed, The Living Labs development is part of the 

wider phenomenon of the “innovation race” that seeks to develop new methodologies and 

new means to collaborate. Living Labs refer both to technological innovation and social 

innovation. In the first hand, technological innovations are essential to promote the 

development of the networks promoted by Living Labs. In another hand, Living Labs aim to 

encourage social relations, users-oriented approaches and community inclusion. Thus, we will 

see in this section that Living Labs are more and more recognised by the European 

Institutions because they are both promoting technological and social innovations. 

 

 

 

As mentioned previously, a European programme was launched in Helsinki under the 

Finnish presidency in 2006 with the objective to associate local initiatives with ICT: the 

European Network of Living Labs (ENoLL) was born. The growing interest of the European 

Institution since the 2000’s on the Living Labs demonstrates importance of the concept as “a 

3.1.2.1 2006, the beginning of the Living Labs’ development in Europe 
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powerful mechanism to strengthen innovativeness”
82

. Indeed, at the European level, the 

Commission has sponsored the Living Labs and the development of the ENoLL is a 

meaningful element. This network is a European association that has given since 2006 a 

European certification to Living Labs. Currently the ENoLL counts 320 Living Labs in the 

world and 269 in Europe. 

 

Figure 16: The successful concept of Living Labs in Europe 

 

Source: Taken from the Lila project’s presentation of December 2014 

 

We can see on this map that Finland can be considered as a leader for Living Labs but the 

North West Europe seems to be quite active in the development of Living Labs particularly 

for the third wave of development. This can be explained by the impact of the European 

Network of Living Lab (ENoLL) which has fostered the new wave of development of Living 

Labs. According to the ENoLL website, this network is “a community of Living Labs with a 

sustainable strategy for enhancing innovation on a systemic basis. The overall objective is to 

contribute to the creation of a dynamic European innovation system. ENoLL aims to support 

co-creative, human-centric and user-driven research; development and innovation in order to 
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better cater for people’s needs”
83

.  The network counts three types of members: effective 

members, associated members and adherent members. The adherent and effective members 

are both selected according to the ENoLL selection process. This element is important 

because it shows the increasing recognition of Living Labs by the European Union. It gives 

label in order to give a kind of legal recognition to the Living Labs. Therefore, we understand 

that the Living Labs for the European Commission. We will analyse its strategic and its cross-

sectoral dimension in the next section. We will wonder if the Living Labs concept can 

contribute to target the Europe 2020 objectives. 

 

 

The Living Labs is characterised by the cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary approach. 

It can be considered as a kind of umbrella concept that targets different sectors and actors. As 

social innovation, Living Labs do not target an isolated objective. The BEPA Report about 

Social innovation shows that Livings Labs target the three priorities of the Europe 2020 

strategy: “By placing the user at the centre of the innovative lifecycle in a real-life setting, the 

Living Lab concept is tightly linked to the first Europe 2020 priority of smart and sustainable 

growth in an inclusive society.”
84

 The three priorities of the Europe 2020 strategy are all 

embedded in the Living Labs concept. At first, smart growth is undeniably targeted by the 

Living Labs. As David Keyson and Arjan Van Timmeren mention, “Smart technologies tend 

to focus on phenomena that involve easily quantifiable date (...). In this way, ICT’s can be 

used to elucidate the so-called “flows” in daily use of our living environment”
85

. The data 

generated by Living Labs through Information and Communication Technologies provide the 

necessary tools for implement the ecosystem of Living Labs. They are a technological 

innovation. But referring to an alternative technological innovation, Livings Labs fit with the 

new European paradigms. Indeed, Livings Labs match the new strategies of the European 

Union as regards the knowledge economy and the competitiveness. In the Europe 2020 

framework, Livings Lab find an echo with the flagship initiative “Innovation Union” that 

aims “to improve framework conditions and access to finance for research and innovation so 
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as to strengthen the innovation chain and boost levels of investment throughout the Union” 

(The Europe 2020 strategy). Thus, Living Labs seem to improve the framework conditions to 

develop innovation by creating an ecosystem between stakeholders with the necessary 

assistance of the Information and Communication Technologies. Moreover, as we have seen 

previously, the Living Labs can be related to another priority of the Europe 2020 strategy: the 

inclusive growth. Even if the flagship initiatives target specific issues like “poverty” or 

“unemployment”, the participatory approach of the Living Labs contributes to social 

inclusion. To bring users on the core of the Living Labs network for co-creative and co-

product innovative services is clearly an inclusive process. To avoid the exclusion of non-

experts and to foster the integration of civil society in the development process refers directly 

to inclusive growth. Concerning Sustainable growth, we will analyse the SusLab NWE 

project later to give an example of a Living Labs that target inclusive, smart and sustainable 

growth. However, before this analysis, we will focus on the Lila project (an INTERREG IV B 

project) to show that living labs can support the internationalisation of enterprises while 

integrating users to the production development. 

3.2 The Lila project (INTERREG IV B): the living labs and the internationalisation 
of enterprises drive by users 

The Lila project was financed by the INTERREG IV B programme. It has started in May 

2011 and it has to close in the end of December 2015. The Budget of the project is EUR 

2 867 316 and the ERDF funds allocated are EUR 1 433 658. When the project has applied to 

the programme, it has targeted the priority one of the programme: “Capitalising on 

Innovation”. The full name of the project is “Living Labs application for the 

internationalisation of start-up companies (energy and digital economy)”. Therefore, we will 

see how the project implements the Living Lab concept and how it tries to foster the users-

oriented approach while promoting the internationalisation of start-up companies. At first, we 

will present briefly the project: its objectives, the partnership and how the transnational 

dimension is demonstrated by the project. Next, we will focus on the Living Labs and the 

methodology developed by the project. This will help us to see how social inclusion is 

promoted by the project and how it can be an added-value to ensure the success and the long-

term effects of the project’s results. 
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3.2.1 Presentation of the Lila project: objectives, partnership and its transnational 
dimension 

Figure 17: Logo of the Lila project 

 

Source: http://www.lilaproject.eu/fr/ (the website of the project) 

 

As we will see later, the project is based on the Living Lab approach which has the 

ambition to encourage entrepreneurs to commercialise their product at the European market 

level. The countries are characterised by specific feature as regards their internal market. 

Thus, Lila offers the possibilities for young companies to test their products or services. To do 

so, the application form of the Lila project presents the three work package on which the 

project is developed. The work package presents the main actions and outputs of the project. 

The first work package is “Structure the joint organisation framework of Lila and promote the 

project to entrepreneurs and users”. The second one refers to “Involve entrepreneurs in Lila 

process by managing transnational groups of users”. The third is based on “exploitation and 

highlight of results for entrepreneur and improvement of Lila process for partners”. And 

finally the last one is “dissemination, deployment, extension of the system Lila to networks, 

regional stakeholders and community users”.  

This systematic description of the work packages allow to understand the ambition of the 

project. Indeed, we can see that the description of the work package is linked with the Living 

Lab process described previously: organisation framework, involvement of stakeholders, 

exploitation of the results and dissemination of the system in which the linkage with the 

ENoLL is foreseen. The project is based on this precise work plan to develop the innovative 

dimension of the project. Indeed, Lila is defined as “the first transnational application of 

Living Labs”
86

.The project takes into account the transnational added-value of the Living 

Labs to reinforce the collaborative dimension of the process. The complementary expertises 

of actors but also of partner regions are important to develop the Lila Living Labs activities. 

For instance, 10 start-up companies from 5 partner regions in NWE area will be selected for 
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Lila applications and 10 groups of users in each partner will be invite to react on, provide 

feedback on products or services proposed by companies. “A group of people from Darmstadt 

region will react on the products or services proposed by a French start-up company based in 

Nancy and promoted by [the lead partner of the project:] Promotech”
87

. Partners of the project 

are Digital Birmingham in England, INI-Novation in Darmstadt in Germany, Technoport for 

Luwembourg and EBN in Brussels for Belgium. The transnational dimension is thus 

highlighted by the project and in the framework of the Living Lab, knowledge exchange and 

collaborative actions is promoted between city council, clusters or networks of business 

centres. The transnational cooperation allows addressing the challenges defined by the 

project: few start-up companies have a transnational ambition and limit their development at 

the local or national level but too few at the European level. But in terms of methodology and 

process, how works this transnational Living Lab? We will focus on this technical aspect of 

the project in order to see how users are integrated to the product development in the Living 

Lab ecosystem. 

 

3.2.2 Analysis of the Living Lab process and the methodology: how the Lila project 
works? 

The project is based on the Living Lab approach, the “European open innovation 

methodology” which involves users in the production and the development process.  

 

Figure 18: How the process works? Collaboration between user community, entrepreneur 

and transnational Lila partner 

 

Source: http://www.lilaproject.eu/fr/ (the website of the project) 
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In order to foster the internationalisation of start-up companies, the process developed 

by Lila is based on the interface that confronts entrepreneurs, users and Lila partners. Each of 

them has a specific role in the process and could benefit from it. For example, entrepreneurs 

can “register their internationalisation intention online, meet local Lila host organisation to 

promote and test new product or service”
88

. In another hand, users or “beta-tester” can be 

“curious about new digital and green techs can access the Lila platform be lead users and 

contribute to innovative project development”
89

. Finally, Lila partners can provide support for 

users or entrepreneurs and promote links and networks between both. Concerning the process, 

the procedure is quite precise. 

 

Figure 19: The Lila Living Lab process 

 

Source: P.2 Promotech CEI, 2013, Lila process description, 48p. 
 

The Lila process is divided in three phases: initiative, play labs and opening. The first 

phase consists to find users and entrepreneurs. Lila partners provide resources to 

entrepreneurs through events and interviews and to users through flyers, events and social 

networks. The objective of this step is to raise both entrepreneurs and users awareness about 

the benefits which participants can gain. In the second phase (refers to the implementation of 

the Living Labs),  there is the preparation of the lab divided in three elements: the 

presentation focus on the services offered, the first questions, “which may relate to the design, 
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the additional features, distribution, rates and the means of payment or even the name or 

logo”. Finally, “the development of the collaborative platform that will be accessible by the 

participants including the comments and suggestions received in meetings”
90

. The third step is 

the opening phase in which continuous interaction on Lila platform occurs between the 

stakeholders while dissemination at the European and local levels is expanded. The aim of 

this last step is the main objective of the project namely to support internationalisation with 

existing organisations. Even if the process seems to target with efficiency the project’s 

objectives, it seems that the main reason of success is the community involvement: “The 

success of the business Lab is achieved by encouraging the community, in other words by 

offering comments, expertise and information on progress; information which the 

entrepreneur must put on his platform on an on-going basis, while continuing to request 

contributions from users.”
91

 Therefore, the user-centred approach offered by the Living Labs 

of the Lila project is a real added-value that we will analyse in the next section. 

 

3.2.3 The added-value of the user-centred approach to ensure long-term effects of the 
project’s results 

 

The focus made on the users by the Lila project refers to the acceptation of social 

innovation that we have supported earlier. Moreover, the user-centred approach can be an 

added-value to foster the objectives of the project. When users are testing new products and 

give their feedbacks about what they have tested, they contribute to the production of a 

prototype of the service or product. It is at this point that a test of use is carried out by means 

of a simulated experiment or directly in a real-life situation. Indeed, “the Living Lab aims to 

contribute to bridging the gap between the consumers and the business world”
92

.  

Users are not only a tool to develop innovation product or services but they are 

contributors: it means that they play their parts in the piece of work. Therefore, there is an 

inclusive dimension in the Living Labs developed by the Lila project. The Application form 

of the project demonstrates that this new way to involve community of users is innovative, it 

refers thus to social innovation. “Lila will be the launch phase to form a new community of 

stakeholders in Europe: users, citizens, interested parties engaged for the validation and co-
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design of products and services.”
93

 This will open the way for the innovative and new type of 

companies: “user driven companies”.  

Moreover, this community of stakeholders engaged in the co-design and production of 

innovative products and services can foster the long-lasting effects of the Lila’s results. If 

users contribute to the project: the internationalisation of start-up companies’ drives by users 

is undeniably more efficient than the expert-led approach. The first reason is that users have 

an external expertise that can open the perspectives for companies: they are for instance 

consumers. The second reason is that an isolated expert-led innovation is more close than 

open and can avoid an innovation to reach the market. An innovation led by expert presents 

the risk to be too much research-oriented: this can prevent the development of an innovation 

in the “non-expert” area (the society). 

3.3 The SusLab NWE project (INTERREG IV B): the sustainable living lab, social 
innovation for sustainable practices 

In the same way as the Lila one, the SusLab NWE project has targeted the priority one 

of the INTERREG IV B NWE programme namely “Capitalising on innovation”. The project 

has started the 1
st
 of October 2010 and will finish the 31

st
 of October. SusLab NWE: 

“Creation of a network infrastructure for innovation on sustainability in the home 

environment” has a budget of EUR 4,821,825 with EUR 2,410,912 allocated by ERDF. The 

project enables user-centres testing and development in living laboratories and testing houses 

at five locations. The implementation of Living Lab is on the core of the project. More 

precisely, the project and Living Labs are linked with the behavioural approach because they 

focus on actions on individuals and the translation of cognition into “ecological rationality”. 

Thus, we will see throughout the analysis of the SusLab NWE project that the behaviour of 

users is on the core of the methodology.  

Figure 20: The logo of the SusLab NWE project 

 

Source: the website of the project (http://suslab.eu) 
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3.3.1 Presentation of the SusLab NWE project: objectives, partnership and its 
transnational dimension 

 

SusLab NWE aims to set up in North-West Europe a networked infrastructure of 

houses and “living laboratories” for studying technology-user interaction in real-life home 

environments at 5 locations around NWE: Rotterdam (NL), Ruhr area (DE), London (UK), 

Gothenburg (SE) and Zurich (CH). The application form of the project shows that “One or 

more easily adaptable “living laboratories” will be implemented in each location, temporarily 

inhabited by volunteers participating in user-testing with and co-creation of prototypes of 

sustainable products and services.”
94

 Therefore the project aims to involve companies, 

researchers and policymakers to collaboration according to a multi-disciplinary approach.  

The project has two objectives: to increase uptake by consumers of better user-centred 

sustainable innovations in order to increase economic competitiveness. In another hand, the 

project aims to foster “societal needs” such as sustainability (including CO2 emission 

reduction, resource and energy efficiency) by increasing the sustainability of households. 

Therefore, it seems that the project is based on social innovation principles because 

throughout the involvement of users, the project aims to foster “societal needs”. Indeed, the 

project has a societal impact; in the way that we considered CO2 emission reduction and 

resource efficiency are “societal needs”. As we have seen with the Lila project, the 

transnational cooperation dimension fits with the Living Labs concept. It is justified by the 

different expertises of the partners.  

Figure 21: The partnership of the SusLab NWE project 

 

Source: The website of the project: http://suslab.eu 
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Setting up SusLabNWE is highly innovative multidisciplinary enterprise that requires 

best-in-class actors and resources not available in one sole region, which is why transnational 

cooperation is essential. The five regions involved in the project are combining high 

population density and a strong industry presence with a high level in the knowledge-based 

economy. Most of the regions are innovative leaders: Germany, Switzerland and Sweden. But 

the objective of the project is to create network for improving research facility around North 

West Europe. It can allow companies, researchers and policymakers to study technology-user 

interaction and thus develop innovative sustainable products and services.  

Therefore, the project is based on this multidisciplinary dimension: the societal challenges 

tackled involve a broad range of technologies, sectors, publics and stakeholders. Developing 

and bringing to the market new user-centred solutions for sustainability in home environment 

requires holistic solutions, and cannot be addressed by one discipline alone.  

Through the analysis of this partnership, we have a proof that the project is based on a 

collaborative approach: “Knowledge of technology, business and policy-aspects of 

sustainable buildings are needed but also ICT and ambient intelligence, industrial design, 

social sciences, innovation and entrepreneurship.”
95

 This collaborative approach is based on a 

precise methodology that describes the process of the Sustainable Living Lab (SLL) 

implemented by the project. 

 

3.3.2 Analysis of the Sustainable Living Lab process: the behaviour of users on the heart 
of the methodology 

Concerning Sustainable Living Labs (SLL), “one of the major challenges in designing 

sustainable innovations is users’ acceptance and adoption of such solutions in the complexity 

of their living and working settings. There is a need to develop methods that explain why 

people behave in certain ways under certain conditions.”
96

 The community-defined dimension 

is one of the main features of the Sustainable living lab promoted by the SusLab project.  

The focus is put as much on the process than the results. More precisely, the process 

aims to foster community inclusion in order that all institutions, companies, communities, and 

individuals share similar goals and aspirations namely sustainability. Thus, we will see how 

this process works and how the Sustainable Living Lab aims to involve users and to target the 

project’s results. The methodology is based on three steps. The first one involves the study of 
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current practices in existing homes, the second consists of studies in equipped houses with 

innovative products and the third one is field testing, in which research prototypes are “up-

scaled”: homes can be equipped with innovative sustainable technologies. In this three-step 

approach, local communities can take part in the design driven studies via insight studies in 

their homes and for instance, “the introduction of new products and services in their own 

dwellings.”
97

 (David Keyson and Arjan Van Timmeren, 2014)  

Users can be assisted by using ICT-Solutions in everyday life situation. Indeed, in the 

project’s process, the integration of users is a vital part of the concept because the products 

developed needs to fit with the users’ behaviour. The behavioural approach is important: 

sensitive criteria of users are collected in the framework of the Experience Intervention 

Method (EIM) developed by the SusLab NWE project: it is developed to integrate 

behavioural and experimental data and to facilitate participants reporting about their 

experiences related to “existing and emergent behaviours.”
98

 Natalia Romero Herrera 

describes in 2014 in The SusLab NWE brochure the EIM method regarding the three stages of 

the sustainable living labs model. 

 

Figure 22: The three stages of the sustainable living labs model 

 

 

Source: KEYSON, David, ROMERO, Natalia and SusLab Partners, 2014, The SusLab NWE brochure, TU Delft, 
24p 
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For the insight stage, the method helps to create a baseline of existing practices in homes 

with minimum intervention. Indeed, there is a low level of involvement of participants: they 

are confronted to scenarios based on existing and alternative situations. Interventions are 

setup in the form of interviews for instance. For the co-design stage or “prototyping” stage, 

the method supports co-design sessions by engaging participants to experience prototypes in 

realistic settings. The participants provide reports collected by the EIM. Finally, as regards the 

evaluation stage, the participants report the impact of the prototypes on their experiences 

around daily life practices. “The outcomes are expected to provide evidence on how and why 

innovations on sustainable lifestyles will prevail over time” notice Natalia Romero Herrera. 

Thus, co-creation workshops promoted by Sustainable Living Labs are organised to foster 

community involvement. The objective of these workshops is to make blur the boundary 

between “experts” and “users”. Researchers brought together five “participant” householders 

with graduate designers and facilitators.  

The aim is to set up practical exercises and to implement a set of challenges articulated 

around energy use which were directly related to the realities of everyday behaviour in the 

home. In order to be clearer about this process, we need to focus about the tools provided by 

the project. Indeed, to allow the functioning of this three-step phase, we will analyse the 

toolkits used to foster the influence of users’ behaviour in the development of products. 

Different toolkits are used and they refer to the different phases of the SusLab NWE model. 

For the first phase, sensor kits are used.  

They have been developed to take a wide variety of measurements in homes. It measures 

objective and subjective data through quantitative methods. Then, the data are sent to the 

Central SusLab Database where this can be analysed. Among these kits we find “SusLab 

Smart Plugs” which measure the energy consumption of different appliances and SusLab 

Sensor box which measure CO2, air temperature, humidity, sound level or light. For the 

second phase, self-report Kit has been developed to explore opportunities for behavioural 

change. It gains information on people’s experience and preferences regarding their daily 

routines. For instance, the Comfort Dial can be used by participants to indicate their level of 

thermal comfort from very cold to very warm feelings. 

For the last stage, co-creation Kit refers to the organisation of co-creation workshops or 

sessions between designers, users and other experts, where the main focus is on facilitating 

users to develop and experiment their ideas. Thus, the SusLab NWE project is based on both 

experimental and the behavioural approaches. Therefore, “SusLab offers an integrated 
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methodology that connects objective (physical and technical) with subjective (human) aspects 

related to sustainability.”
99

 It can be theorised through this circle. 

Figure 23: The Comfort Dial 

 

Source: KEYSON, David, ROMERO, Natalia and SusLab Partners, 2014, The SusLab NWE brochure, TU Delft, 
24p 

 

For the last stage, co-creation Kit refers to the organisation of co-creation workshops or 

sessions between designers, users and other experts, where the main focus is on facilitating 

users to develop and experiment their ideas. Thus, the SusLab NWE project is based on both 

experimental and the behavioural approaches. Therefore, “SusLab offers an integrated 

methodology that connects objective (physical and technical) with subjective (human) aspects 

related to sustainability.”
100

 It can be theorised through this circle: 
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Figure 24: Methodology to reach sustainable innovation: from insight to experimentation 

 

Source: KEYSON, David, ROMERO, Natalia and SusLab Partners, 2014, The SusLab NWE brochure, TU Delft, 

24p 

According to Natalia Romero Herera, “the outer ring of the circle refers to setting a 

baseline on energy use: a long-term analysis on energy performance is done to verify the 

current situation on energy use. This requires only a minimal intervention from the 

participants and researchers”. The middle ring refers to “the analysis of sustainable behaviour: 

this is based on self-reporting techniques and design interventions. It thus requests active 

reporting from participants on their energy related practices”. The inner ring of the circle 

refers to “evaluating sustainable practices. Specific solutions are tested and experimented; it 

requires an active participation of users at this stage.”
101

Therefore, the SusLab NWE project is 

based on the “Learning while create” process and seems to refer to social innovation 

principles: it is human-centred and it is characterised by a cross-sectoral dimension: it is a 

smart, inclusive and sustainable innovative practice. Moreover, the behavioural and human-

centred approaches have the potential to target these three dimensions of innovation: 

inclusive, smart and sustainable. 

3.3.3 The added-value of the behavioural and human-centred approach to ensure the 
long-term effects of the project’s results 

We can assert that Sustainable Living Lab approach is built on social practice theory 

because design processes with regard to user practices may lead to greater user acceptance 

and can lead to a transition towards more sustainable lifestyles. The user-centred design and 
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development promoted by the SusLab NWE project is highlighted as a key driver to increase 

innovation and competitiveness. SusLab NWE fits to new European strategies, which take 

into account the move from an advanced industrial economy to the knowledge-based one. 

This move is characterised by the increasing necessity to take into account consumer needs 

while ensuring a sustainable society. Therefore, the link with social innovation is clear 

because we understand that SusLab NWE is based on experimentations and more precisely 

social experimentations: “experience becomes social, and consequently, as soon as people can 

show successful strategies and ways to experience, those serve as signals for social 

distinction, status and identity.”
102

  

The project takes into consideration the social differentiation of households according 

to socio-economic characteristics and lifestyles. It seems important to understand the social 

milieus and to describe the heating practices within a representative milieu model that allows 

an effective intervention in unsustainable practices. But it important to notice what Carolin 

Baedeker, Jola Welfens and Christa Liedtke underline: “technological or social innovations 

alone cannot achieve such necessary system change while at the same time offering a high 

quality of life and possibilities to develop individual lifestyles. Innovative socio-technical 

strategies and their experimental testing are needed which can offer steps toward the 

sustainability goals through intelligent product-service-system (PSS).”
103

  

Both technological and social innovations are needed: it is a condition to target the 

project’s results. To illustrate this idea, we will take the example of the city of Bottrop in 

Germany in which house owners were consulted for improving the energy efficiency of their 

buildings. They had the expertise help of the German partner: Innovation City Management 

GmbH. “Several data like energy consumption, year of construction and surface area were 

recorded. Based on this data the specific energy consumption in kWh/m² was calculated.”
104

 

The first results discovered shows that the age of the buildings and its structural properties has 

only a small effect on the energy consumption. The Sus Lab NWE project has worked with 80 

households that had agreed to participate in the energy consultation. The measurements were 

carried out in 80 households between November 2012 and March 2013. What is important to 

say is the fact that the participants did not change their normal behaviour of ventilation and 
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heating during the measurements. Therefore the results show that room temperature and 

building properties have not a strong impact on the variation in energy consumption. What are 

important to consider is the ventilation habits, which influence the energy consumption. 

Combined with the automatic temperature control using to reduce room temperature level 

during the absence of the user, good ventilation habits can influence the energy efficiency in 

houses. The behavioural approach is thus proving its efficiency to target the project’s results. 

Indeed, the user-centred approach can ensure the long-term effects of the results because it 

has a positive impact on behaviours in terms of sustainability and energy consumption.  

In a more general speaking, a topic like energy efficiency does not be managed only 

by experts. It is a societal area of expertise in which users have to be involved. It is the 

condition to ensure the efficiency and the long-lasting effects of future energy efficient 

activities. Therefore, we understand the added value of Living Labs and user-centre approach 

to promote sustainable practices. Moreover, SusLab NWE is a good example to show that 

technological and social innovations are truly complementary: it reinforces the idea that social 

innovation is a cross-sectoral concept that can promote social inclusion but also deliver 

positive results in other sectors. 

Conclusion of the third chapter 

 

The concept of social innovation described as fuzzy and ill-defined by many scholars refer 

to very precise practices. The Living Labs is one of these practices: they are based on a very 

precise methodology that aims to integrate the more as possible users. Therefore, Living Labs 

are part of social innovation because this concept defines collaborative, experimental and 

user-oriented practices. In another hand, Living Labs are also based on technological 

innovation: they implement Information and Communication Technology to improve the 

rapidity of data flows. Living Labs are good examples to demonstrate the complementarity 

between technological and social innovation. However, if the projects analysed during this 

part clearly show that social innovation is necessary to create and develop innovative 

products, we can deny also that in the Living Labs framework, there is not social innovation if 

there is not technological innovation. Thus we can wonder if social innovation is not 

eventually dependent of technological innovation. This raises some worrisome about the 

concept of social innovation: it is more focus on process than results and it is probably not as 

powerful as the European Institutions describe it. But, beyond technical results, the user-
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oriented approach allows to ensure long-lasting effects by encouraging the behavioural 

dimension. Users are not only participants but they are in charge of the project 

implementation by encouraging the co-design and co-creation principles. Therefore, inclusive 

practices can foster long-term effects by impacting on the users’ behaviours.  
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General conclusion 
 

Social innovation is one of those terms that become benchmarked and install 

themselves in our vocabulary, which are used excessively, but not always accurately. Social 

innovation is on the core of epistemological debates. No one seems to know anymore what 

the term was supposed to cover. In this conceptual perspective, “social innovation” refers to 

different areas of expertise, which explain its complex dimension. European Union tries to 

produce a universal approach of the concept but social innovation is lacking a shared and 

consolidated definition. However, the emergence of concept demonstrates how a society as 

ours is dynamic. In accordance with what we have proves, social innovation refers to 

nonstandard, alternative and experimental practices that imply surpassing structures and 

organisations. It aims at developing new relationships and collaborations between different 

actors and stakeholders in which individuals are completely integrated. Indeed, social 

innovation seeks to strengthen both social inclusion and social cohesion. In the European 

context, the concept is a key factor to achieve targets of the new strategy Europe 2020. It has 

the capacity to achieve social cohesion, competitiveness and sustainability in European 

societies by providing new solutions to social problems that are reinforced in time of crisis. 

Therefore, social innovation is seen by the European Union as a key concept in the current 

post-crisis strategy. It is a cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary concept that is not isolated. It 

works as an umbrella concept that can contribute to build partnership and cooperation with 

diversified actors. It refers to precise governance marked by the interactions between global 

(European) and local scales by enhancing social commitment. Social innovation allows 

adapting local solutions to global contexts. In this perspective, INTERREG programmes and 

particularly the transnational cooperation programme INTERREG NWE can promote social 

innovation. Transnational cooperation is based on this multi-layered governance developed 

through transnational networks and partnerships. In other words, transnational cooperation 

seems to be an efficient tool to stimulate social innovation in the NWE area. However, even if 

social innovation creates results like products, processes or services that can be measured, the 

assessment of the concept is challenging. Indeed, we tries to demonstrate throughout 

INTERREG IV B projects and the concept of Living Labs that social innovation refers to 

practices aiming at foster users integration in a collaborative and multidisciplinary ecosystem. 
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These alternative experiences find their success in the practices implemented. We have 

proved that Living Labs provide tangible and long-lasting results thanks to the high level of 

community involvement. However, it is difficult to adapt the results-oriented approach to 

these practices: difficulties to elaborate indicators for social innovation justify this idea. 

Therefore, even if social innovation has been gaining important in both the academic and 

the institutional arena, the concept is still in embryonic stages. It encompasses a variety of 

solutions and sectors. Some criticism of the concept can be raised. Some scholars show that it 

is a trendy word that defines everything and anything to legitimize the moving back of public 

aids and services. Other reflections demonstrate that it is a liberal concept linked with the 

principles of self-management or “laissez-faire”. Finally, it could be seen as a concept that is 

dependent of technological innovation and cannot define precise solutions. Generally, our 

work tries to defend the concept of social innovation even if we have demonstrated its ill-

defined dimension. In time of crisis, the seeking of alternative and experimental solutions is 

the condition to make effort for tackle social issues and the lack of democracy at each level of 

our society.  
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1. Queries to the LP of the SusLab Project: example of communication 

between the Joint Secretariat and the project 
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