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Abstract:  The article is devoted to the study of the phenomenon essence of “social innovation” through its genesis and 

modern interpretations. It was found that social innovation is an integral part of both innovative development 

and the evolution of socio-economic relations. This fact has caused a rapid growth of interest in social 

innovation both in scientific circles of various disciplines and among practitioners. The purpose of this article 

is to highlight the economic category “social innovation” through the prism of the authors’ definition, 

socioeconomic relations of agents in the formation of social innovation, as well as identifying patterns and 

contradictions. When analyzing the scientific works of scientists, it was established that the merging of the 

two concepts of “innovation” and “sociality”, although it became noticeable back in the ancient centuries, a 

more pronounced unification occurred at the end of the XIX – beginning of the XX centuries. And if at the 

beginning this category had a pejorative connotation, which later changed to polemical, then by the beginning 

of the XXI century this term acquired a pronounced institutional connotation. It should be noted that the study 

used an interdisciplinary approach, which allowed the authors to consider this phenomenon more fully and 

from different angles. This work expands the theory of social innovation and is the basis for further study. 

The practical significance of this study is the opportunity to use the results, main conclusions, provisions, as 

well as systematization of theoretical and methodological aspects for further examination of this phenomenon.

1 INTRODUCTION  

Over the past decade, the scientific community has 

seen a rapid growth of interest in such a concept as 

“social innovation”. To understand what problems are 

solved with the help of social innovations, let’s first 

try to understand their essence. 

The term “innovation” itself comes from the Latin 

word "novatio", which, when adding the prefix in, 

means “update in direction,” in other words, “directed 

or specially organized renewal.” If we look at history, 

renewal is a natural process that affects all areas of 

human life. Note that this term can be found in 

scientific literature throughout the history of human 

life, however, a new breath was given to the term 

“innovation” at the beginning of the XX century. The 

main merit in this belongs to Nikolai Kondratiev, who 

laid the foundations of the general theory of 

innovation, as well as Pitirim Sorokin, Simon 
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Kuznets, Fernand Braudel, and Gerhard Mensch 

(Lapaev, 2007). However, the founder of the theory 

of innovation is considered to be the American 

scientist J.A. Schumpeter, who used the 

“implementation of new combinations" (SHumpeter, 

2008) as an explanation of changes in the 

development of economic systems. J.A. Schumpeter 

believed that the commercialization of new 

combinations is the very innovation that influences 

the development of the economy. Although scientists 

initially considered the economic, technological and 

socio-political directions of innovation, in the XX 

century the word innovation was most often 

considered synonymous with technological 

innovation (Social Innovation as a Trigger for 

Transformations - The Role of Research). Another 

milestone of the term “innovation” can be dated back 

to approximately the 1990s, when the above-

mentioned term began to be considered within the 
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framework of a systems approach (general, national, 

regional) to economic development thanks to 

scientists B.-A. Lundvall (1988), C. Edquist (1992) 

(Peshina, Avdeev, 2020), F. Moulaert and F. Sekia 

(2003) (Peshina, Avdeev, 2020) and others. 

The end of the XX century was marked by the 

appearance of scientific works in which more and 

more attention was paid to social factors and their 

influence on the spread of technology. An increasing 

number of organizations are asking what influences 

technological change and whether technological 

change (often referred to as “technological 

innovation”) can drive social change (often 

associated with “social innovation”) and/or help solve 

social problems. 

2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The purpose of this work is to explore the theoretical 

and methodological aspects of the phenomenon of 

“social innovation” to clarify its definition. In 

connection with this goal, it was planned to solve the 

following tasks, namely: 

- systematize existing knowledge about social 

innovation; 

- identify the genesis of the concept of “social 

innovation”; 

- find out how this concept has changed and in 

connection with what, as well as what significance 

scientists assign to the above at present. 

The research is based on an interdisciplinary 

approach, which allows us to study the object in its 

integrity and from the different fields of science point 

of view - economics, sociology, jurisprudence and 

management. The study was carried out using 

methods of scientific knowledge - generalization of 

the views of scientists by the chronological principle 

of systematization, analysis of scientific works of 

foreign and Russian authors and synthesis of 

concepts. 

3 FINDINGS  

Even though the term “social innovation” is 

associated with the name of the Bangladeshi banker 

and scientist, the author of the concept of microcredit 

(giving money to the poor without collateral), 

awarded the Nobel Prize in 2006 “for his attempts to 

initiate economic and social development from 

below” by Muhammad Yunus (Yunus, Jolis, 2022), 

the above concept has a longer history of origin. We 

propose to consider the genesis of the concept of 

“social innovation” (see Table 1) and determine its 

features.

Table 1: Genesis of the concept of “social innovation” (for the period Ancient Greece - the end of the XIX century). 

Time/ Territory of 

origin 

The Authors The meaning of the 

term "social 

innovation"(SI) 

The explanation / main features 

Ancient Greece   Making changes to the 

established procedure 

SI had a pejorative connotation. Innovation was a 

disruptive, destructive, revolutionary phenomenon. 

 Xenophon Kainotomia, where 

Kainos is a novelty, and 

Tom is a cut-off. 

Xenophon defined the term, showing that something 

new must be introduced, determining its direction of 

movement. 

 Plato  Cultural changes Games and music influence society. 

 Aristotle Political constitutional 

changes 

“Even a small thing becomes the cause of change; if 

<...> people refuse insignificant statutes, then next 

time, with slight mental insanity, they will reject the 

entire constitution, and in the end, they will distort 

all the foundations.” 

Middle Ages (XV–

XVII centuries) 

 Controversial/ambiguou

s 

 

The polemical shade of innovation. 

XV century - 1630s, 

the confrontation 

between King 

Charles I and his 

protégé W. Laud 

against the Puritans, 

G. Burton and W. 

Prynne 

G. Burton Negative attitude 

towards everything new, 

towards all changes in 

church doctrine 

G. Burton instructed people with Solomon's 

expression “not to meddle to those that are given 

change.” 
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During the 

Renaissance, 1548 - 

1648 

King of 

England 

Edward 

VI/Charles I 

Against any changes  "Against Those That Doeth Innouat" In 1648 

Charles I insisted that “even the King does not 

innovate”. 

XV century Rev. Maxim, 

the Greek 

Changes in the 

organization of 

monasticism as a 

socially ineffective form 

of management 

General debauchery, drunkenness and money-

grubbing, abuse of church property, decline in the 

reputation of the “teaching word,” etc. 

XVI century 

  

Russian 

political 

philosopher 

I.S. 

Peresvetov 

 Institutional changes 

(“innovative class 

order” = law and “truth” 

= the basis for building 

an effective social 

foundation) 

He accused nobles who “serve neither the ruler nor 

the people.” For example, changes about 

Polonyaniks – captive slaves. He proposed the 

release of the Polonyanks after nine years of service 

(if they were not released, the holders were to suffer 

royal punishment). 

 Ermolai-

Erasmus 

Changes (innovations) 

that will lead to social 

justice 

Peasants support the state with their hard work and, 

therefore, to strengthen the country, it is necessary to 

create social comfort for them. 

In the XVII–XVIII 

centuries 

 Political revolutions and 

revolutionaries = sudden 

and violent changes 

Revolution in England in 1649 and the brutal French 

Revolution in 1789. 

 R. Owen, St. 

Simon, W. 

Considerant 

A new test for society, 

expressing the "true 

materialized 

conclusions of 

humanity". 

Introduced social innovations (without using the 

term “social innovation”). 

XVIII century, 

Russia 

The engineer 

V.N.  

Tatishchev  

A necessary condition 

for overall development. 

This requires a mechanism of state power, which is 

a “rein” for selfish people. 

  The 

economist I.K. 

Babst 

Active citizen 

participation 

Interdependence of individual behavior and 

development of the public sphere 

XIX century H. Greeley    

(1845) 

Improvement, creation "The idea of social reform" - "social reformers" try 

to improve society, while "social innovators" create 

the one anew. 

 William L. 

Sargant 

(1858) 

Innovations leading to 

socialism 

“Social innovators and their schemes”, emphasis on 

people 

 F. Guizot 

(1859) 

Revolution, sudden 

changes 

The work "Mémoires" identifies social innovators 

with revolution. 

XIX century, Russia S.N. 

Yuzhakov 

"Social conditions as 

products of previous 

social conditions" 

New social conditions (meaning 

changes/innovations) depend on previous social 

conditions which in turn are completely determined 

by individual behavior. 

 M.I. Tugan-

Baranovsky 

The diversity of social 

conditions/relationships 

Within the framework of dominant relations, social 

change must take place within the framework of 

natural capitalist relations. 

Compiled by the authors based on (Lapaev, 2007; SHumpeter, 2008; Popov, Veretennikova, Omonov, 2019; 

Giddens, 1999). 

 

From the reviewed works of scientists, we can 

conclude that the history of the theory of social 

innovation has long roots, perhaps older than the 

history of technological innovation. 

The analysis shows that scientists in the Ancient 

World attributed “social innovation” to some 

particular changes that had a “pejorative 

connotation.” In other words, they understood that 

making changes to the established order was closely 

related to the culture and behavior of the individual, 

which meant that any, even slight change could 

seriously affect the individual, society, and public 
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opinion. Moreover, social innovation was a 

disruptive, destructive, and revolutionary 

phenomenon for them. 

During the Renaissance, we see how the “shade” 

of social innovation changed, moving from pejorative 

to polemical connotations. In this controversial issue, 

one of the directions begins to take a position of 

powerful rejection of any social changes 

implementation, since social innovations were more 

often a threat than a benefit. The other direction is 

distinguished by a radically new feature – the 

changes' introduction that destroyed the old 

foundations but represented an objective necessity. 

In the XVII–XVIII centuries in Western 

countries, social innovation could most likely be 

associated with revolutions and a radical “breaking” 

of social relations. Russian scientists present us with 

a slightly different view on the same issue. We see 

that concepts associated somewhat not with the 

action/process but with the phenomenon itself, come 

to the fore. In their works, Russian scientists make 

attempts to define elements and properties, identify 

cause-and-effect relationships, and establish 

dependencies between the individual and the social; 

they ask questions about the impact of changes in 

individual behaviour on public reaction, as well as the 

role of the state in implementing changes. 

Perhaps the closest combination of two concepts 

– “innovation” and “social” – dates back to the late 

XIX and early XX centuries. We assume that this 

happened when significant historical events began to 

occur in society, namely: the Second Industrial 

Revolution, Japan receiving the Kuril Islands, the 

Rubber Rush in Brazil, the Gold Rush in Alaska, the 

colonial division of Africa, the Sino-Japanese War, 

the assassination of Alexander II, counter-reforms of 

Alexander III, famine and the beginning of the 

revolutionary movement in Russia and much more. 

At first glance, these events are more reminiscent of 

political ones, though a detailed study shows that the 

root causes are the unmet socio-economic needs of 

society and people in particular. In this regard, the 

need for change is growing, as is the desire of 

scientists to find effective solutions that cannot be 

imagined without new ideas and society. This is when 

the term “social innovation” takes on new 

connotations. Let us take a closer look at them (see 

Table 2).

 

Table 2: The genesis of the concept of “social innovation” for the period of XX – XXI centuries. 

Time/ Territory of 

origin 

The Authors The meaning of the term 

"social innovation"(SI) 

The explanation / main features 

The end of the XIX 

– beginning of the 

XX centuries, 

Russia 

I.I. Yanzhul Necessary Social 

Reconstruction, social 

reforms 

Highlighting a deficiency – neglect to the 

existing conditions of practical life. 

 N.D. Kondratiev Evolutionary development of 

socio-economic systems 

Positive changes in structures: economy, 

society, spiritual ideology. 

XX century J.A.  Schumpeter "Social Value" concept The conscious need of society, which 

occupies a central place in economic 

society. 

 S. Kuznets Macro-level social innovation 1) To obtain “epoch-making 

innovations,” a symbiosis of 

technological and social is necessary; 

2) Social innovation as a maximizer of the 

utility of technological innovation. 

 J. Linton 

 

Technological Innovation 

Viability Indicator 

Social innovation (SI) is a driver for the 

development of technological innovation 

(TI) if the SI values on the axis are 

positive. If not, it’s a barrier. 

TI can be put into mass production if the 

TI on the axis has positive values. If not, 

“innovation on paper”. 

 R. Nelson and S. 

Winter 

The process of changing the 

“routine” of all habitual 

1) routines are components for a new 

combination of resources; 

2) innovations turn into routines and 

create a “base” for further growth of 

innovations. 
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 W. Ogburn "Social invention" Separation of technological and social 

inventions 

 P. Drucker “Positive changes in habits 

and beliefs”; 

“A necessary condition for 

organizational harmony”. 

SI “are not aimed at eliminating a defect 

– they are aimed at creating a new one.” 

“SI in the development of institutions 

such as schools and universities, civil 

services, banking and labor relations is 

much more difficult to produce than to 

build locomotives and telegraphs” (SI is 

much more difficult to develop and 

implement than TI). 

XXI century  1) A tool for filling “market 

failures”; 

2) a phenomenon unusual for 

the market; 

3) the result of the activities 

of civil society; 

4) new social practice. 

The reasons for this are failures of the 

state:  

- information failure, 

- funding problems, 

- conflicts of interest,  

- rent-seeking behavior, 

- the political process. 

2006 Muhammad Yunus Augmenting the fruits of the 

predecessors' work through a 

radically new approach. 

A radically new approach - for example: 

- issuing money to the poor people 

without collateral; 

- solving simple problems, not global 

problems, but local ones. 

2008 Stanford Social 

Innovation Center 

Manifesto 

Innovation that provides 

social value to the entire 

society, and not just to an 

individual. 

A new solution to a social problem 

(poverty, inequality, unemployment, etc.) 

that is more effective, productive, and 

sustainable than the existing solution. 

2011 European 

Commission 

New ideas that satisfy social 

needs, create social 

relationships, and promote 

new forms of cooperation. 

In this case, SI can take the form of a 

process, product, service, platform, 

business model, etc. and be implemented 

by various actors (state, private sector, 

NGOs, social entrepreneurs, etc.). 

When SI has a widespread or long-term 

systemic impact, it is destructive 

(Christensen et al., 2006), i.e. leads to a 

positive or negative transformation of the 

existing system. If not everyone has time 

to adapt, a “future shock” occurs in the 

terminology of A. Toffler (Toffler, 1997). 

2017  J.K. Omonov New combinations of 

resources that change the 

institutional context and/or 

stimulate effective solutions 

to public problems. 

SI: 1) tools to improve the 

quality of life, 2) an integral 

part of innovative growth. 

Institutional context is a system of 

institutions based on which economic 

agents interact regarding the production, 

distribution, exchange, and consumption 

of a particular good. 

2010-2020 BEPA  (Bureau of 

European Policy 

Advisers) report 

An instrument of “caring 

liberalism” (with a short 

systemic impact); 

Transformation trigger (with 

long-term exposure); 

Breaker of barriers between 

scientists and practitioners to 

enable the transition to a more 

sustainable form of lifestyle. 

There is ambivalence in the term SI: A 

tool of “caring liberalism” or a trigger for 

a new statehood? Should SI be “bottom” 

or “top”? 

The main question becomes how much 

the SI can help in forming a democratic 

Europe. 

By 2020 SI should become a tool for 

democratic statehood, and inclusion 

without marginalization (social 

exclusion). 
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2020  Popov A.V., 

Solovyova T.S. 

An effective tool for solving 

acute problems in society or 

mitigating their negative 

results. 

Particular attention is paid to the 

phenomenon of social entrepreneurship 

as one of the most important conductors 

of SI. 

2022  Romashchenko 

T.D., Kisova A. E., 

Gersonskaya I. V. 

An instrument of state 

regulation of the economy 

aimed at developing human 

potential, increasing the level 

and quality of life, as well as 

increasing well-being in 

society through such forms as 

social enterprise, social 

entrepreneurship, social 

corporations, social 

partnership, and social 

contract. 

At the present stage, it is the state that 

becomes the main initiator of social 

innovations, and public policy acts as the 

space in which the interaction of state 

institutions and business structures 

effectively occurs. 

Compiled by the authors according to (SHumpeter, 2008; Popov, Veretennikova, Omonov, 2019; YUnus, 2012; James, 

Phillis, Deiglmeier, Miller, 2022; Popov, Solov'eva, 2020; Omonov, 2017; Romashchenko, Kisova, Gersonskaya, 2022; 

Drucker, 2022).

An impressive turning point in the perception of 

the social innovation concept by Western scientists 

appeared at the turn of the XIX-XX centuries, when 

“breaking” was replaced by “creation”. Ideas for 

social reforms related to improvement, renewal, 

transformation and even the design of a new society 

are emerging. Russian scientists pay more attention to 

the conditions in which social innovations should and 

can be created and implemented; they focus on the 

high dependence of future changes on previous social 

conditions. Perhaps another significant difference 

here could be highlighted in the fact that Western 

scientists associate social innovation with internal 

resources, while Russian scientists associate it with 

external ones (resources/conditions). 

In the XX century, the concept of “social 

innovation” began to acquire more precise contours. 

Of particular importance, in our opinion, is the 

attempt to consider the above as an indicator of the 

viability of technological innovation. In addition, if a 

century ago scientists presented social innovation in 

two options – as an improvement of society or the 

creation of a new one, then scientists of the twentieth 

century are inclined to only one option – the creation 

of a new society (with new habits, beliefs, etc.). 

With the aggravation of socio-economic problems 

and, as a result, the desire to find ways to solve them, 

the term “social innovation” at the beginning of the 

XXI century began to acquire a pronounced “shade” 

of institutionalism. Scientists are increasingly 

focusing on the quality of institutions, which should 

not only exist but work for the benefit of people. 

According to some scientists, countries with targeted 

and qualified government support for innovation 

“risk” to become highly competitive on the global 

stage (Reshetnikova, Pugacheva, Evseevicheva, 

2021). It is institutions that provide the environment 

in which, on the one hand, social innovations arise, 

and on the other, it is social innovations in the modern 

world that shape the quality of institutions. 

4 DISCUSSION  

Despite the fact that Nobel Prize laureate Muhammad 

Yunus’s work “Banker to the Poor” does not contain 

the phrase “social innovation,” the term is closely 

associated with his name. And this is no coincidence. 

So, for example, M. Yunus writes “These are not 

people who are not worthy of credit. These are banks 

that are not worthy of people" ('It's not people who 

aren't credit-worthy. It's banks that aren't people-

worthy' (Yunus, Jolis, 2022)), thereby emphasizing 

that in the pursuit of building institutions, people 

sometimes, forget about the real meaning and goals 

of the structures that they themselves have built. A 

vital feature of the project developed by M. Yunus 

(loans without collateral) is that the profit received is 

directed “not into the pockets” of individuals, but to 

the social needs of society. The well-being of society 

depends on the development of the institutional 

environment (underdevelopment is equivalent to 

market failure or state dysfunction). Social innovation 

makes it possible to transform the negative potential 

of human development of marginalized groups into a 

positive one, thereby turning the “burden of society” 

into the “socio-economic value of society”, since, 

according to scientists J. Terstriep and P. Totterdill, 
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such use of the untapped potential of marginalized 

groups can benefit the entire society (Omonov, 2017). 

Another important observation is that if in the XX 

century scientists associated social innovation with 

social entrepreneurship (since social entrepreneurship 

was most often attributed to the activities of non-

profit organizations – NPOs and social innovations 

turned out to be the product of social entrepreneurs), 

then in the process of studying this issue it becomes 

clear that that the concept of “social innovation” is 

much broader. This is explained by the fact that social 

innovations are now used and created in all types of 

organizations, be it public or private, non-profit or 

commercial, traditional (linear, functional, etc.) or 

adaptive (matrix, hybrid, etc.). Moreover, as research 

by modern scientists shows, social innovation can 

simultaneously be not only a product, a production 

process, or a technology but also a principle, an idea, 

a piece of legislation, a social movement, a 

governmental resolution or a combination of all of the 

above (for example, the mentioned microfinance is a 

combination of several of these elements). 

Thus, to solve pressing problems associated with 

the level of human quality of life, it is necessary to 

both understand the “socio-economic dream” and the 

structure of the world (with all existing institutions) 

in which this “dream” will be built. Moreover, more 

and more countries, understanding the importance of 

social innovation, are putting them “at the service” of 

solving complex issues, including the transformation 

of government power, the democratization of 

societies and problems of a planetary scale. In other 

words, social innovation is closely related to state and 

global institutions. Support for social innovation has 

become one of the main concepts of state policy, 

reflected in the strategic development documents of 

many countries, including Russia. 

By the studied ancient and modern interpretations 

of scientists, we conclude that social innovations are 

innovations that are an effective tool for stimulating 

the solution of acute problems in society (with a short 

impact) and a trigger for transformation and/or a 

driver of economic development (with a long impact), 

influencing the quality of institutions in order to 

improve the quality of people’s life. 

The analysis of scientific literature, on the one 

hand, showed the deepest roots of the issue 

understudy, linking two independent concepts 

(innovation and sociality) into one common 

conception and, on the other hand, demonstrating the 

genesis of the term "social innovation" and the 

scientists' attitude towards it in the history of Western 

and Russian scientific thought. The significance of 

this study lies in the systematization of theoretical and 

methodological aspects, as well as in the formation of 

a basis for further study of this phenomenon. 

5 CONCLUSION  

Theoretical aspects of social innovation have been 

studied. International and domestic works of 

scientists from different periods and countries are 

analyzed. Based on the study, it was determined that 

social innovations are innovations that are an 

effective tool for stimulating the solution of acute 

problems in society (with a short impact) and a trigger 

for transformations and/or a driver of economic 

development (with a long impact), influencing the 

quality of institutions in order to improve the quality 

of people's lives. 

Within the framework of the studied works, we 

can conclude that although the concepts of 

“innovation” and “sociality” developed 

independently of each other, they evolved 

simultaneously. This is evidenced by the works of 

thinkers of all historical eras, starting with the 

Ancient World. We noted that over time there is a 

scientific “fusion” of these two concepts. The 

analysis shows that scientists in the Ancient World 

attributed “social innovation” to certain changes that 

had a “pejorative connotation”. During the 

Renaissance, we see how the “shade” of social 

innovation changed, moving from pejorative to 

polemical. The close combination of two concepts – 

“innovation” and “social” – dates back to the late XIX 

and early XX centuries. This becomes most 

noticeable when significant socio-economic and 

political events occur in the world. Moreover, at the 

same time there is an unexpected change in the 

Western scientists’ perception of this concept - 

“breaking” is being replaced by “creation”. With the 

aggravation of socio-economic problems and, as a 

result, the desire to find ways to solve them, the term 

“social innovation” at the beginning of the XXI 

century began to acquire a pronounced “shade” of 

institutionalism. 

More and more scientists are asking pressing 

questions: what is social innovation - a derivative or 

a producer, an indicator or a tool, influencing 

institutions or being influenced by institutions? Since 

it has not yet been possible to find unambiguous 

answers to all the questions posed, since the 

phenomenon of “social innovation” is multifaceted 

and has many socio-economic, historical, juridical 

and managerial shades, we proposed to use an 

interdisciplinary approach. This approach has helped 

answer many questions, but some of them require 
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more extensive study and time. The significance of 

this study lies in the attempt to systematize theoretical 

and methodological aspects for further investigation 

of this phenomenon. 
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