
WHAT IS
  SOCIAL 
INNOVATI   N
How do we make the social innovation field more than the sum of its parts?
What are our systems change goals for the next 10 years?

Social Innovation is… 
“...any initiative that challenges and, over time, contributes to changing the defining routines, 
resource and authority flows or beliefs of the broader social system. Successful social innovations 
reduce vulnerability and enhance resilience. They have durability, impact and scale.” Frances 
Westley, University of Waterloo 
     
“...the development and delivery of new ideas and solutions (products, services, models, markets, 

processes) at different socio-structural levels that intentionally seek to change power relations 
and improve human capabilities, as well as the processes via which these solutions are carried 

out.” - CrESSI (Creating Economic Space for Social Innovation)

“New ideas that resolve existing social, cultural, economic and environmental challenges for the 
benefit of people and planet.” – Centre for Social Innovation

“…new ideas (products, services and models) that simultaneously meet social needs and create 
new social relationships or collaborations. In other words, they are innovations that are both good 

for society and enhance society’s capacity to act.”  – Open Book of Social Innovation 

“...A social innovation is a novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, 
sustainable, or just than current solutions. The value created accrues primarily to society rather 
than to private individuals.” - Stanford Graduate School of Business

“…innovations that are social in their ends and their means.” - Geoff Mulgan

This is a living document. 
Email info@sigeneration.ca with suggested changes & additions 
www.sigeneration.ca (v 1.1) 2017
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THE SOCIAL INNOVATION DYNAMIC, FRANCES WESTLEY, 2008
While social innovation has recognizable stages and phases, achieving durability and scale is a dynamic process that requires both 
emergence of opportunity and deliberate agency, and a connection between the two. The capacity of any society to create a steady 
flow of social innovations, particularly those which re-engage vulnerable populations, is an important contributor to overall social and 
ecological resilience. 
See: https://sig.app.box.com/v/socialinnovationdynamic
 
GETTING TO MOONSHOT: INSPIRING R&D PRACTICES IN CANADA’S SOCIAL IMPACT SECTOR
A collection of case studies demonstrating what research and development (R&D) for social impact means in practice.  Getting to 
Moonshot showcases 14 Canadian not-for-profit, charitable and social enterprise organizations engaged in R&D activities that better 
deliver products and services that change lives.
See: http://www.sigeneration.ca/getting-moonshot/

THE FINANCE INNOVATION LAB: A STRATEGY FOR SYSTEMS CHANGE
A Strategy for Systems Change sets out the foundations of the Lab’s work: their story, theory of change, principles and strategic model. It 
is not a manual, rather a guide and inspiration to support people creating systems change that can be adapted to their own contexts and 
circumstances
See: http://financeinnovationlab.org/insights/strategy-systems-change/

SOCIAL INNOVATION LAB GUIDE, FRANCES WESTLEY AND SAM LABAN, 2015
This Guide to a Social Innovation Lab is offered as a resource to peers, colleagues, practitioners, leaders from all sectors, and concerned 
citizens. One hope for this work is that these ideas will result in a greater sense of urgency for those who work on what often seem like 
impossible aspirations for a different, better world. 
http://www.sigeneration.ca/home/labs/

DIY TOOLKIT: DEVELOPMENT, IMPACT AND YOU
The DIY Toolkit is a comprehensive set of resources and guides on how to invent, adopt or adapt ideas that can deliver better results. 
It’s quick to use, simple to apply, and designed to help busy people working in development. An initiative of Nesta, the Toolkit was made 
possible by the Rockefeller Foundation.
See: http://diytoolkit.org/

DESIGNING FOR PUBLIC SERVICES
A collection of practical tools and methods for using design in public services. Created by Nesta and IDEO as part of Design for Europe, 
it offers ways to do things differently by introducing the process of design thinking, and provides guidance on how to introduce this new 
approach into day-to-day work in the public sector. 
See: http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/designing-public-services-practical-guide

THE SIX FUNDERS’ NODE: A NEW KIND OF NETWORK FOR SOCIAL INNOVATION
Funders share experience, wisdom, tools, resources and methods to advance social innovation and achieve greater impact. Through a 
series of small, carefully curated meetings, with content developed from the big questions keeping funders awake at night, a collaborative 
support group for foundations is developing. 
See: http://www.socialinnovationexchange.org/categories/read/the-six-funders-node-a-new-kind-of-network-for-social-innovation

PATTERNS, PRINCIPLES & PRACTICES IN SOCIAL INNOVATION, STEPHEN HUDDART, 2010
Beginning with pattern identification, Stephen Huddart then proposes 12 principles that shape thinking and guide strategy around social 
innovation. 
See: http://www.mcconnellfoundation.ca/kh/resources/report/patterns-principles-and-practices-in-social-innovation

IMPACT: SIX PATTERNS TO SPREAD YOUR SOCIAL INNOVATION, 2015
Do you want to change the world but feel frustrated by the limited impact you and others have had? Drawing on a deep well of 
experience and practice, Al Etmanski offers up a useful and practical resource aimed at helping those who are wrestling some of society’s 
toughest challenges. See: http://www.impact6.ca

MAPPING MOMENTUM: A SNAPSHOT OF THE EMERGING FIELD OF SYSTEMS CHANGE
A community of practitioners is trying to shift incumbent systems no longer fit for purpose and build new ones that work for our current 
reality. In Mapping Momentum, the authors have created two maps designed to shine a light on the work of this group of pioneers. They 
offer these with the hypothesis that the field will be better able to organize itself if it can see itself more clearly. 
See: http://www.sigeneration.ca/mapping-momentum/

SI-DRIVE
“Social Innovation – Driving Force of Social Change”, in short SI-DRIVE, is a research project aimed at extending knowledge about social 
innovation. SI-DRIVE involves 15 partners from 12 EU Member States and 10 from other parts of the world.
See: https://www.si-drive.eu/

THE OPEN BOOK OF SOCIAL INNOVATION
The Open Book of Social Innovation – part of a series on methods and issues in social innovation – is about the many ways in which people 
are creating new and more effective answers to the biggest challenges of our times.
It describes the methods and tools for innovation being used across the world and across the different sectors – the public and private 
sectors, civil society and the household – and in the overlapping fields of the social economy, social entrepreneurship and social enterprise. 
See: http://youngfoundation.org/publications/the-open-book-of-social-innovation/

RESOURCES IN
SOCIAL INNOVATION



SOCIAL INNOVATION SNAPSHOT GEOFF MULGAN’S 
10 POSSIBLE PRIORITIES 
FOR THE NEXT 10 YEARS
 

1. Tackle big challenges at the right 
level of granularity: collaborations 
between foundations, municipal 
government and others have the 
potential to achieve significant and 
lasting impact, but require new vehicles 
and methods, and a willingness to learn 
from past experiences.
 

2. Grow funding at serious scale: a 
significant proportion of R&D spend, 
both public and private, needs to be 
directed to innovations that are social in 
both their ends and their means.   
 

3. Link action to evidence of impact: 
every aspect of social innovation 
needs to be attuned to evidence and 
a willingness to find out what achieves 
most impact.
 

4. Connect into movements, activism 
and democracy: social innovation in 
many countries will need to become 
more political. Being active in 
democracy, is vital for social innovations 
to thrive.

5. Make the most of digital: Take civic 
tech and digital social innovation to 
the next stage, with the right kinds 
of finance, incubation and links into 
procurement. Make the most of 
maturing technologies – eg: the role of 
blockchain or applying machine learning 
to social challenges. 
 

6. Shape the next generation Internet:  
The biggest challenge will be to 
design the next generation Internet 
on principles closer to those of social 
innovation; indeed to the founding spirit 
of the Internet and World Wide Web.
 

7. Broader and deeper social innovation 
skills: the spirit of social innovation is to 
spread leadership throughout society 
at every level. That requires action to 
achieve strength in depth, capacity, 
creation and management. 
 

8. Better adoption: it’s often assumed 
that social innovation is all about 
radical new ideas, and out of the box 
thinking. But most innovation in most 
fields is much more about adoption and 
incremental adaptation. 
 

9. Mature policy debate: we’re just 
beginning to see serious national policies 
around social innovation.  To help these 
evolve we’ll need better comparative 
analysis of multiple national strategies, 
and ideally competition.

10. Continuously reaching out: the risk 
of any field such as social innovation 
is that it becomes inward looking...the 
most useful innovation comes from 
diversity.
 

Achieving these ten priorities requires 
rapid global awareness, fast learning, 
and a willingness to cut through hype.

This is a living document. Email info@sigeneration.ca if you’d like to suggest changes and additions. www.sigeneration.ca (v 1.1) 2017

WITH & WITHIN GOVERNMENT
FEDERAL HUBS
Central Innovation Hub (Privy Council Office)
Connects federal innovators and directly supporting the development and trial of innovative solutions 
to policy, program and service delivery challenges using new tools and approaches.
IN.spire Innovation Hub (Natural Resources Canada)
Specializes in introducing new ways of working, collaborating to create user-driven pilots, developing 
“first of its kind” initiatives and embracing “open by default”.
FEDERAL LABS
ISED Design Lab (Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada)
Uses design thinking to drive capacity building and improve government, Canadian citizen and 
business experience with the Government of Canada.
Change Lab (Employment and Social Development Canada)
Uses a new policy, program, and service delivery development process that integrates end-user 
perspectives from the outset and explores problems and develop solutions.
FEDERAL PARTNERSHIPS
Play Exchange
A challenge prize method seeks out innovative ideas to promote healthier, active living across Canada, 
leading to a $1 million investment to put Trottibus Walking School Bus into action across the country.
Grand Challenges Canada
Focuses on bringing successful innovation to scale, catalyzing sustainability and impact in global 
health, leading to support for over 700 projects in more than 80 low and middle income countries
Indigenous Innovation Demonstration Fund
Provides grants to develop or expand Indigenous social innovation projects and/or Indigenous social 
enterprises with the goal of unlocking much needed capital for early-stage, high potential innovations.
Seniors SI
Helps communities across Canada generate, implement, and scale innovative community level 
approaches to reduce the social isolation of seniors through a collective impact approaches.
Social Innovation and Social Finance Steering Group
Mobilizes a cross-sectoral advisory to co-develop a Social Innovation and Social Finance Strategy with 
Government.

PROVINCIAL LABS
Alberta CoLab (Alberta Department of Energy)
Brings together an innovation space, a permanent standing design-team and an approach, combining 
systemic design and strategic foresight, to redesign the way the Government of Alberta ‘does policy.’
PROVINCIAL PROGRAMS
Community Economic Development Investment Fund (Nova Scotia Securities Commission)
Allows local community investors to pool capital, formed through the sale of shares (or units), to 
operate or invest in local business, blending local capital and grassroots business development.
Community Enterprise Development (CED) Tax Credit (Manitoba)
Encourages Manitoban resident investors or eligible corporations to invest in specific community 
enterprises or in community development investment pools in their communities.
PROVINCIAL PARTNERSHIPS
NWT On The Land Collaborative
Aims to increase and leverage resources from diverse partners to better support communities and 
organizations delivering on the land programming and to celebrate their experiences. 
YOUTH CI (Ontario)
Helps communities learn about, develop, and implement successful collective impact initiatives to 
improve outcomes for youth across Ontario.
PROVINCIAL MINISTRIES
The Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation (British Columbia)
Focuses on providing British Columbians in need with a system of supports to help them achieve their 
social and economic independence and secure a better tomorrow as envisioned in BC’s Strategic Plan.

MUNICIPAL LABS
Civic Innovation YYC (City of Calgary)
Creates new ways for citizens and businesses to share, collaborate and test ideas for improving civic 
services.
CityStudio Vancouver and CityStudio Victoria
Brings together City staff, students, and community to co-create experimental projects to make the 
city more sustainable, liveable and joyful.
MUNICIPAL AGENCY
The Atmosphere Fund (in partnership with the City of Toronto)
Invests in urban solutions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and air pollution using rigorous lab-like 
methodologies while also impact investing to leverage their endowment to greater impact.
MUNICIPAL PARTNERSHIPS
The Winnipeg Promise
Finding the best way to remove barriers currently preventing low income families and children from 
accessing the Canada Learning Bond
Amplifier Montréal
Amplifier Montréal’s objective is to unite stakeholders from all areas by embracing each individual’s 
drive to contribute to our city’s transformation.



AN T GLOBAL SOCIAL INNOVATION 
TIMELINE

3000BC 1700s 1800s 1900s 1940s 1980s1960s 2000s 2004s 2008s 2012s 2016s

BC-19TH CENTURY

Invention 
of Money

U.S. Declaration of 
Independence

3000
BC

First  
Public 

Lending 
Library 

Benjamin 
Franklin

1731

1776

1843

Sir John 
Lawes at 
Rothamsted in 
Hertfordshire 
opens the 
first modern 
lab; created 
the world’s 
first factory 
for artificial 
fertilizers

Florence 
Nightingale 
organizes the 
first nurses in a 
combat situation, 
laying the 
groundwork for 
modern nursing. 
She established 
the first secular 
nursing school in 
1860

1853-
1856

1883- 
1929

1889

Old-Age 
Social 

Insurance 
Program in 

Germany, 
designed by 
Chancellor, 

Otto von 
Bismarck

The Women’s 
Institute (founded 
in Stoney Creek, 
Canada) and 
the innumerable 
women’s 
organisations 
and innovations 
which have 
made feminism 
mainstream

Andrew 
Carnegie 
scales 
the Public 
Lending 
Library 
model, 
building 
2,509 
libraries 
worldwide

1900

Alphonse 
Desjardins 
founded the 
first caisse 
populaire 
in Lévis, 
Quebec, 
Canada

International 
Rescue 
Committee 
is founded, 
catalyzed by 
Albert Einstein

1933

1939-
1941

1940-
1980s

Fair trade – 
pioneered in 
the UK and 
USA in the 
1940s-80s

Oxfam (originally 
the Oxford 

Committee for 
Relief of Famine): 

non-profit 
humanitarian relief

1942

Universal 
Health 

Care (New 
Zealand)

1945

1948

United 
Nations

Mondragon, the 
largest 

co-operative in 
the world

1956

Amnesty 
International and 

the growth of 
the human rights 

movement

1961

The Open University 
in London UK – 
created by Michael 
Young. (Hat-tip: 
the many models 
of distance learning 
that have opened 
up education across 
the world)

1969

1971

Greenpeace 
in Vancouver, 

Canada  
- ecological 

direct action

The Universal 
Declaration of 

Human 
Rights

Ashoka launched

1980

The terms Citizen Track or Track II Diplomacy 
are coined to describe diplomatic peacebuilding 
efforts led by professional peacebuilders and 
academics working in NGOs. 1980s examples 
include: The Mission for Peace in Central 
America, Roundtables for Peace in Central 
America (financially supported by The Canadian 
Institute for Peace and Security); in the 1990s: 
Oslo Accord Negotiations (1993) among others

1983

Grameen in 
Bangladesh – 
alongside BRAC 
and others 
whose new 
models of village 
and community 
based 
microcredit have 
been emulated 
worldwide

Participatory 
budgeting 
models of the 
kind pioneered 
in Porto Alegre

1989

World 
Wide Web

1991

Linux software 
– among 
open source 
methods such 
as Wikipedia 
and Ohmynews 
that are 
transforming 
many fields

1996

Roots of 
Empathy 
launched

1997

United Way 
of Atlanta 
establishes 
world’s first 211 
service

NHS Direct and the 
many organisations, 
ranging from Doctor 
Foster to the Expert 
Patients Programme

1998

Nesta UK 
launched

Tides Canada 
Foundation 
and Tides 
Canada 
Initiatives, 
innovative 
platforms for 
philanthropy 
and 
collaborative 
charitable 
social change 
projects

2000-
2010s

Social 
Investment 
Taskforce UK

2001

Somos 
Mas: 
activating 
collective 
intelligence 
in social 

JUMP Math: evidence-based curricula and 
professional development replaces math 
anxiety with an understanding and a love 

of math in students and educators  

2002

MindLab, one of the first 
public sector labs

2003

Natural Step, 
helping 
organizations 
and individuals 
make 
meaningful 
progress toward 
sustainability

2005

First First 
Impact Hub 
opens in 
London; now 
over 80 hubs 
worldwide 
with over 
15,000 
members

B Corporation: 
for-profit 
companies 
certified by 
the nonprofit 
B Lab to 
meet rigorous 
standards of 
social and 
environmental 
performance, 
accountability, 
and 
transparency

Great Bear 
Rainforest, first 
integrated global 
conservation effort

2007

Social 
Innovation 
Generation 
(SiG) is 
formed, the 
first social 
innovation 
ecosystem 
enabler and 
catalyst

2008-
2009

Geoff Mulgan, as Adelaide Thinker in Residence advising South Australian Premier Mike Rann on social innovation and social 
inclusion policies, recommended the establishment of The Australian Centre for Social Innovation

PLAN’s Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP) in Canada’s 2007 budget and launched in 2008 

Frances Westley definition in “The Social Innovation Dynamic” of Social Innovation

Social Innovation Exchange named and housed at the Young Foundation

AirBnb launched

Australian 
Centre 
for Social 
Innovation 
founded

2009

The White 
House 
creates 
an Office 
of Social 
Innovation

Canadian Boreal Forest Agreement, 
unprecedented Agreement ushered a new era 
in conservation and resource management by 
protecting across 178 million acres of boreal forest

socialinnovation.info launched alongside Open 
Book of Social Innovation - the first collection of 
social innovation methods

First Social Impact Bond by Social Finance Ltd

2011

Mayor Park elected Mayor of Seoul has been 
part of the SIX community since 2009; SIX 
community has influenced many of Seoul City’s 
policies

European Social Innovation Pilot Initiative is 
launched

The Kitchen Community: nonprofit that brings 
outdoor vegetable gardens called “Learning 
Gardens” to schoolyards and community spaces

2010

2012

Ashoka U: fostering changemaking at 
university and college campuses

SIX Asia launched in Hong Kong

Seoul invigorates the sharing economy with 
the Sharing City Project 

Seoul launches the first policy discussion 
festival, “Policy Expo for Seoul of Hope”

The UK establishes the first What 
Works Centre - to improve the way 
government and other organisations 
create, share and use (or ‘generate, 
transmit and adopt’) high quality 
evidence for decision-making

Aki Energy launched in 
Manitoba

Innoweave is created by the J.W. 
McConnell Family Foundation

SiG involved in design of 
Alberta social innovation fund 

Rockefeller Global Fellowship 
Program on Social Innovation

2015

DIY Toolkit is 
launched; created 
by Nesta UK, the 
Open University, 
and Rockefeller 
Foundation

Seoul launches a living 
wage system, which 
allows low income 
families to maintain a 
minimum quality of life 
based on a calculation 
of their minimum costs, 
education expenses, 
and inflation

1215

Magna 
Carta first 

presented to 
King John of 

England

1830s

“Social Innovator” was 
one of the names given 
to social reformers in 
the nineteenth century, 
who were accused 
of overthrowing the 
established order, 
particularly in matters 
property and capitalism

1895

International 
Co-operative 
Alliance - 
representing co-
operatives and 
the co-operative 
movement 
worldwide

1897

Red 
Crescent 

Society

Modern home 
mortgages 
began in the 
US as a way 
to pull the 
country out 
of the Great 
Depression

1934

2016

SIX Funders Node - A 
network for social 
innovation funders

Social Innovation 
Community (SIC) - 
strengthen, connect 
and grow existing 
social innovation 
communities - 
including public sector 
innovation, digital 
social innovation, 
intermediaries, social 
economy actors and 
more

1919

MONDRAGON 
• A cooperative of 147 companies employing 80,000 workers, it’s 

the 10th largest business group in Spain
• 46% in the Basque country, 40% in other parts of Spain, 17% 

globally
• Founded in 1956 by Catholic priest, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta 
• Based on the principle that companies are best run when workers 

are owners and decision-makers
• The highest paid employees can never make 6.5 times more than 

the lowest paid employee 

feelings of others.
• Key research findings show that Roots of Empathy children perceive a 

more positive classroom environment by the end of the program. They 
also exhibit: 

• An increase in pro-social behavior (e.g. sharing, helping and including)
• A decrease in aggression. 
• An increase in social and emotional understanding
• An increase in knowledge of parenting
• An increase in empathy

More: www.rootsofempahy.org

Beijing 
meeting 
where idea 
for SIX 
emerged

The Economist 
Intelligence Unit releases 
their 2016 Social 
Innovation Index

“The Best Countries 
To Be A Social 
Entrepreneur 2016”: 
first-ever global experts’ 
poll of social enterprise, 
by the Thomson 
Reuters Foundation 
in collaboration with 
StarMine, UnLtd and 
Deutsche Bank.

Bill & Melinda 
Gates 

Foundation

Socially responsible 
investing may date back 

to the Religious Society of 
Friends (Quakers) when 

they prohibited members 
from participating in the 

slave trade

1758

Rochdale 
Principles of 
Co-operation

1844

• Mondragon’s model creates an environment of solidarity
• The model is not perfect. The connection between member 

workers and non-member workers has weakened over time.
• Otherwise, Mondragon is an excellent case of matching efficiency 

with solidarity and democracy. 
 
More: http://www.mondragon-corporation.com/eng/

• Essentially, whole families that have been through tough times and 
have come out the other side, team up with families that are in tough 
times and need support to make change

• The program challenges notions of authority and role of expert in the 
system

• For every $1 spent on Family by Family by the South Australian 
Government, they save $11

• Scaling out across Australia and globally, the model is being 
replicated, including with peer to peer support for careers 

• More: www.tacsi.org.au

ROOTS OF EMPATHY
• An absence of empathy underlies war, neglect, racism, abuse and 

marginalization of all kinds.
• In 1996, Roots of Empathy Founder, Mary Gordon, discovered that 

we can unlock and grow our empathic capacity very effectively with 
a baby providing experiential learning for children in classrooms. 

• First introduced in Toronto, Canada, this evidence-based program 
now reaches elementary schoolchildren from Kindergarten to Grade 
8 in 10 countries.

• The baby is the “Teacher” and a lever, which the Instructor uses 
to help children identify and reflect on their own feelings and the 

FAMILY BY FAMILY
• The Australian Centre for Social Innovation (TACSI) was approached 

by the South Australian Government to help reduce the number of 
families needing crisis services and kids entering the child protection 
system. 

• TACSI worked with more than 100 families over 12 months to co-
design (http://tacsi.org.au/our-approach/) Family by Family

• Instead of predetermining the program, they asked: what would be a 
good result for people? 

• By creating with families rather than creating for families, everyone 
worked together to develop something that works

20TH CENTURY 21ST CENTURY
2006-
2016s

2013

2014

Great Law 
of Peace: the 
oral constitution 
of the Iroquois 
Confederacy

1451 *

Dechinta: Bush University launched 
specialising in teaching the traditional skills 
found in northern Canada, whilst being 
university accredited

The Winnipeg Boldness Project launched: 
holistic 6-year strategy aiming to create 

large-scale systems change in order 
to improve outcomes for families and 

communities 

2016

ISED Discussion 
Paper released 
quoting: “Canada 
should be a leader 
in promoting 
social enterprise 
and social 
innovation.”

ESDC calls for 
applicants to a 
Social Finance and 
Social Innovation 
Advisory Group

" "(unfinished)

TIMELINE NOTE
Canadian innovation in pink


