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Social 
innovations

Social 
entrepreneurs

 Social innovations are needed as we confront growing complex 
social problems: climate change, urban mobility, inequality, 
poverty alleviation;

 Social problems feature substantial interdependencies among 
multiple systems and actors – the development and 
implementation of innovative solutions involve the re-negotiating 
of established institutions and the building of new ones. 



 Call for Portuguese citizens living and working abroad to 
contribute ideas for social entrepreneurship projects that 
constitute new and better responses to the challenges currently 
facing the country, specifically in the areas of social inclusion, 
ageing, intercultural dialogue, the environment and sustainability.

 Finalists received distance training and assistance from the Social 
Entrepreneurship Institute to transform their ideas into a social 
business model and also attended an intensive, face-to-face 
training workshop which culminated in the presentation of their 
projects to a jury.

 Winning projects received a total of €50,000 as seed capital. Every 
finalist was also supported and supervised for nine months as part 
of the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation’s continuing commitment 
to supporting the talents of Portuguese communities throughout 
the world, connecting them to the challenges and opportunities 
facing Portuguese society.



449 social enterprise projects: 2011; 2013; 2014; 
2015; 2016

 3 finalists every year;

 16 interviews (10 winners; 4 shortlisted; 2 
programme directors at the Calouste
Gulbenkian Foundation)

Analysis of application videos.













Institutional 
Theory 
approach

 Developing new solutions to societal grand challenges requires re-
negotiations of settled institutions among diverse actors with 
different logics (Helms, Oliver, & Webb, 2012) or the building of 
new ones…

 …to “change the basic routines, resource and authority flows, or 
beliefs of the social system in which the innovation occurs” 
(Westley & Antadze, 2010) 

 Importance of institutional processes: 
 Innovations are only able to address a persistent problem if 

they gain permanence through institutional embedding 
(Moulaert, 2009).

 Social innovation depend not only on the will of but also on 
the institutional conditions that frame them. 



Micro Level

 Typical view of the social entrepreneur: skill set that allows to create 
organisations and foment entrepreneurial approaches that contribute 
to the alleviation of complex social problems 

 How do individuals direct their agency to engagement in future-
oriented social innovation? 

 emotional involvement 
 Interaction patterns

Outcomes:

 Experience intensified emotions that enable them understand others’ 
viewpoints; 

 Enhanced reflexivity and challenge of taken-for- granted 
perspectives;

 Disembedding them from their governing institutional environment, 
and creation of room for new, innovative perspectives;

 Emotional energy linked with interactive processes ignites willingness 
to engage in agency. 



Meso Level

 Arenas for social interaction across different fields/ different types 
of actors: spaces for negotiations of new types of arrangements;

 Actors’ interactions and framing produce the frictions necessary 
for for social innovation;

 Joint efforts begin to jointly (re)negotiate the structures, patterns, 
and beliefs that constitute their social worlds;

 Co-creation of alternative proto-institutions with the potential to 
become institutionally embedded;

 Progressively becoming ingrained in pre-existing organisational 
routines, linked to the core values of important stakeholders.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=17&v=hzfhjXHNblM


Contribution 
to future 
theorisation

 Limited work on emotions and reflexivity and their effects on 
future-oriented social innovation/ social entrepreneurship. 
Emotions and reflexivity are highly stimulated by the use of video 
images;

 The role of “interactive spaces” in social innovation processes: 
different groups engaging in interactions with those outside their 
circles, possessing different interests, resources, and frames of 
reference;

 More research is needed to understand how actor engagement 
and commitment in interactive spaces is fostered, maintained and 
governed.


