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A su bm issio n to  the Rev iew  o f  the N atio nal  I nno v atio n System  f r o m  the Wo r k ing  G r o u p 
f o r  the Au str al ian So cial  I nno v atio n E x chang e, Apr il  2 0 0 8  
 
1 :  I n t r o d u c t i o n  
T his su bm issio n has been pr epar ed  by the Wo r k ing  G r o u p f o r  the Au str al ian So cial  
I nno v atio n E x chang e (ASI X ) .  A br ief  o v er v iew  o f  the ASI X  v entu r e is pr o v id ed  as an 
attachm ent to  this su bm issio n 
T he su bm issio n ar g u es that a g r o w ing  capacity to  ef f ectiv e so cial  inno v atio n sho u l d  be at 
the hear t o f  Au str al ia’s ev o l v ing  inno v atio n system .  T he su bm issio n:  

� E x pl ains w hat so cial  inno v atio n is and  ho w  it f its w ith the l ar g er  inno v atio n 
system  

� Sets o u t el em ents o f  an Au str al ian so cial  inno v atio n m o d el  w hich is beg inning  to  
tak e shape thr o u g h the w o r k  and  inv estm ents o f  the no t-f o r -pr o f it secto r , o f  
g o v er nm ents at state and  f ed er al  l ev el  and  o f  the co r po r ate secto r  as w el l  

� I d entif ies pr actical  w ays in w hich the d ev el o pm ent o f  a so cial  inno v atio n 
capabil ity in Au str al ia co u l d  be accel er ated .  

2 :  E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y  
Au str al ia need s to  d ev o te as m u ch attentio n to  d ev el o ping  a so cial  inno v atio n system  o v er  
the nex t 2 0  year s as it has in the past to  the m o r e f am il iar  inno v atio n system  f o r  science 
and  ind u str y.  At the sam e tim e, as w e d ev el o p the institu tio ns and  pr o cesses that w e need  
in o r d er  to  pr o secu te a m o r e u r g ent so cial  inno v atio n ag end a that m atches the tr ad itio nal  
f o cu s o n ind u str ial  and  scientif ic R& D, the inno v atio n system  itsel f  has to  beco m e m o r e 
co l l abo r ativ e, m o r e o pen and  incl u siv e and  m o r e r espo nsiv e to  the id eas, ex per ience and  
insig hts o f  citiz ens and  co nsu m er s.   
We d ef ine so cial  inno v atio n as the sear ch f o r  new  so l u tio ns to  pr essing  so cial  need s, 
pr o bl em s and  o ppo r tu nities that ar e o f ten cr eated  by ind iv id u al s o r  o r g anisatio ns w ith a 
so cial , and  no t a co m m er cial , im per ativ e and  ar e based  o n ex per tise and  r eso u r ces that 
d r aw  f r o m , and  appear  at the inter sectio n o f , the co m m u nity, bu siness and  g o v er nm ent 
secto r s.  
So cial  inno v atio n so l u tio ns ar e pr epar ed  to  tr y so m ething  d if f er ent, pr o v id e an ef f ectiv e 
so l u tio n and  l eav e behind  new  and  su stainabl e capabil ities, assets o r  o ppo r tu nities f o r  
w id er  so cial  chang e  
So cial  inno v atio n is beco m ing  a m o r e im po r tant par t o f  the r espo nse to  the big  d il em m as 
w e f ace.  G l o bal  w ar m ing , su stainabl e cities, l if ting  peo pl e o u t o f  po v er ty, im pr o v ing  
ed u catio n and  heal th system s, new  m o d el s o f  so cial  car e f o r  ag eing  po pu l atio ns – these ar e 

j u st a f ew  o f  the l ar g e and  co m pl ex  so cial  chal l eng es w hich w e need  to  d eal  w ith.  F ind ing  ef f ectiv e 
so l u tio ns w il l  m ak e a big  d if f er ence to  the q u al ity o f  o u r  l iv es and  to  o u r  capacity to  achiev e 
su stainabl e pr o sper ity. I nno v atio n is at the hear t o f  these chal l eng es. 
We ar e l ear ning  m o r e abo u t w hat g o o d  pr actice so cial  inno v atio n l o o k s l ik e and  abo u t the m ix  o f  
institu tio nal , f inancial , po l icy and  o r g anisatio nal  r eso u r ces and  capabil ities need ed  to  d o  it w el l .   
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B u t w e ar e stil l  a l o ng  w ay behind  in o u r  sear ch f o r  r o bu st and  r epl icabl e m o d el s and  m etho d s that 
w il l  d r am atical l y l if t o u r  so cial  inno v atio n capabil ity.  I n par ticu l ar , w e need  to  incr ease the 
inv estm ent f r o m  g o v er nm ent, the pr iv ate secto r  and  f r o m  civ il  so ciety in the sear ch f o r  new  m o d el s 
o f  so cial  inno v atio n that w il l  incr ease its speed , scal e and  su stainabil ity. 

So m e el em ents o f  an Au str al ian so cial  
inno v atio n m o d el  ar e em er g ing , 
incl u d ing  new  o r g anisatio ns l ik e the 
C entr e f o r  So cial  I m pact and  the w o r k  
o f  m any no t-f o r -pr o f it and  co r po r ate 
o r g anisatio ns w ho  hav e been 
ex pl o r ing  pr actical  w ays to  tak e new  
appr o aches to  d if f icu l t so cial  
chal l eng es.  T he em er g ence to o  o f  
o r g anisatio ns l ik e So cial  V entu r es 
Au str al ia sig nal  an im po r tant shif t in 
think ing  abo u t the best w ay to  m atch 
new  insig hts f o r  so cial  chang e w ith 
su stained  institu tio nal  and  f inancial  
su ppo r t.   
G o v er nm ents to o  ar e stepping  u p to  
new  d em and s f o r  f r esh think ing  abo u t 
the best w ay to  tack l e the per sistent 
so cial  need s and  r isk s to  w hich 
m ainstr eam  pu bl ic po l icy is stil l  
tr ying  to  f ind  answ er s that ar e 
r el ev ant and  su stainabl e.  T he f ed er al  
g o v er nm ent’s so cial  incl u sio n ag end a, 
the So u th Au str al ian G o v er nm ent’s 
initiativ e to  establ ish a C entr e f o r  
So cial  I nno v atio n and  the w o r k  o f  
o ther  State G o v er nm ents in d if f er ent 
ar eas o f  so cial  chang e and  r enew al  al l  
pr o v id e m o r e ev id ence that, f r o m  
d if f er ent star ting  po ints, m any 
o r g anisatio ns in g o v er nm ent, bu siness 
and  the co m m u nity ar e co nv er g ing  o n 
the sam e so cial  inno v atio n ag end a. 
What is stil l  m issing , tho u g h, is a 
r el iabl e pl atf o r m  o n w hich peo pl e can 
q u ick l y and  easil y co nnect, 
co m m u nicate and  then co l l abo r ate.  
Reno w ned  inf o r m atio n and  so cial  
anal yst J o hn H ag el  d escr ibes the 
m issing  piece in m o st inno v atio n 
system s as  the “ pl atf o r m s to  f o ster  
co l l abo r atio n w ith o ther s to  g et better  
f aster  than anyo ne po ssibl y co u l d  o n 
their  o w n.”  

 

Our key messages 

• Social innovation should be at the heart of Australia’s national 

innovation sy stem  

• I t w ill increasing ly  be k ey  to finding  solutions to m any  of the big  

social,  econom ic and environm ental challeng es w e face 

• I nvesting  in a m ore sy stem atic and robust social innovation 

m odel is a log ical nex t step  for g overnm ents in Australia,  m any  

of w hom  are already  com m itted to initiatives that m ak e better 

use of our collective intellig ence to think  of new  w ay s to address 

today ’s p ressing  issues and those em erg ing  in the future 

• G overnm ent needs to use the new  infrastructure of social 

innovation to ex p lore ideas,  understand current and nex t 

p ractice around the w orld and ex p erim ent w ith new  p olicy  

m odels  

• Social innovation investm ent,  w hether p ublic,  p rivate or 

com m unity ,  should ex tend our tolerance of risk  and 

ex p erim entation as new  ideas are road-tested and refined 

• Social innovation is an idea and a p ractice that is attracting  

interest,  and g row ing  sup p ort,  from  m any  different 

org anisations in g overnm ent,  business and the com m unity  

sector.    

• W e believe that social innovation is different to the ex tent that 

it:  

• g ets little p ublic or com m ercial attention or resources,   

• is a k ey  p riority / resp onsibility  for g overnm ent and is at 

least as im p ortant as com m ercial innovation for long -

term  societal w ellbeing   

• suffers from  current p rocesses and sup p ort w ithin 

g overnm ent,  the corp orate sector and in civil society  are 

m inim al w hich rem ain ' hit and m iss'   

• needs increased attention and resources,  including  the 

p ossibility  of establishing  an Australian social innovation 

endow m ent fund.   
• R ising  to that challeng e w ill ensure that social innovation is at 

the heart of Australia’s innovation sy stem .   T he current review  

can accelerate that outcom e by  fram ing  the need for a m ore 

deliberate and p ersistent investm ent in social innovation as an 

integ ral p art of its recom m endations 
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C r e a t i n g  a  p l a t f or m  i n  A u st r a l i a  f or  t h ose  i n v ol v e d  i n  t h i n k i n g  a b ou t ,  i n v e st i n g  i n  a n d  a c t u a l l y  
d oi n g  soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on  t o “ g e t  b e t t e r  f a st e r ”  m or e  q u i c k l y  t h a n  t h e y  w ou l d  on  t h e i r  ow n  i s t h e  
p i e c e  of  t h e  soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on  p u z z l e  t h a t  t h e  A u st r a l i a n  Soc i a l  I n n ov a t i on  E x c h a n g e  ( A SI X )  
p r ov i d e s.   
T he pl an to  establ ish ASI X , w hich is an Au str al ian no d e in a g l o bal  “ netw o r k  o f  netw o r k s” , is itsel f  
f u r ther  ev id ence o f  new  inv estm ents in the new  so cial  inno v atio n inf r astr u ctu r e and  the g r o w ing  
co m m u nity o f  o r g anisatio ns and  peo pl e activ el y eng ag ed  in the pu r su it o f  better  so cial  o u tco m es 
thr o u g h inno v atio n.     
B u t al l  o f  these initiativ es, w hil e they sig nal  w el co m e chang e, al so  pr o v id e a r em ind er  that, in 
Au str al ia, w e ar e at the ear l y stag e o f   a l o ng  j o u r ney to w ar d s a m o r e r o bu st and  ef f ectiv e so cial  
inno v atio n system .  M any o f  the initiativ es r em ain f r ag il e and  f r ag m ented , sear ching  o f ten f o r  a 
co nnecting  netw o r k  o f  inf l u ence and  pr actice that, f o r  the m o st par t, stil l  d o esn’t ex ist.  
L ev el s o f  inv estm ent in so cial  inno v atio n r em ain to o  l o w  and  u npr ed ictabl e, r ef l ecting  a l ack  o f  
co nf id ence in the m etho d s and  pr o cesses f o r  so cial  inno v atio n w hich sho u l d  be abl e to :  

� O f f er  an ar r ay o f  r el ev ant and  r espected  to o l s to  d isco v er  new  think ing  and  f r esh id eas 
� T est the spar k s o f  insig ht f r o m  w hich g r eat id eas m ig ht g r o w  ag ainst w hat w e al r ead y k no w  

and  al r ead y d o  her e and  ar o u nd  the w o r l d   
� C r eate g o o d  inv estm ent and  bu siness cases 
� E v al u ate po tential  and  tr ack  per f o r m ance  
� Dr aw  o n and  r epl enish a g r o w ing  capacity f o r  so u nd  actio nabl e r esear ch and  anal ysis  

We need  m o r e r ig o u r , m o r e r o bu st m etho d o l o g ies and  a g r o w ing  institu tio nal  so phisticatio n to  ex tend  
o u r  am bitio ns f o r  so cial  inno v atio n and  its im pact o n m ainstr eam  po l icy.  T hat, in tu r n, m eans m o r e 
inv estm ent and  m o r e su stained  attentio n to  the inter actio n betw een inno v atio n, po l icy, inv estm ent 
and  im pl em entatio n. 
Rising  to  that chal l eng e w il l  ensu r e that so cial  inno v atio n is at the hear t o f  Au str al ia’s inno v atio n 
system .  T he cu r r ent r ev iew  can accel er ate that o u tco m e by f r am ing  the need  f o r  a m o r e d el iber ate 
and  per sistent inv estm ent in so cial  inno v atio n as an integ r al  par t o f  its r eco m m end atio ns.  
3:  A  s o c i a l  i n n o v a t i o n  m o d e l  f o r  A u s t r a l i a  
Def ining  so cial  inno v atio n isn’t easy.  T hat’s a co ncer n becau se any id ea w ho se bo u nd ar ies and  
sig nif icance can’t r el ativ el y easil y be d ef ined  and  w id el y u nd er sto o d  is at r isk  o f  being  ig no r ed .   
O u r  star ting  po int is a d ef initio n al o ng  the f o l l o w ing  l ines:  

T he sear ch f o r  new  so l u tio ns to  pr essing  so cial  need s, pr o bl em s and  o ppo r tu nities that ar e o f ten 
cr eated  by ind iv id u al s o r  o r g anisatio ns w ith a so cial , and  no t a co m m er cial , im per ativ e and  ar e 
based  o n ex per tise and  r eso u r ces that d r aw  f r o m , and  appear  at the inter sectio n o f , the 
co m m u nity, bu siness and  g o v er nm ent secto r s.  
So cial  inno v atio n so l u tio ns:   
� Ar e pr epar ed  to  tr y so m ething  d if f er ent 
� P r o v id e an ef f ectiv e so l u tio n 
� L eav e behind  new  and  su stainabl e capabil ities, assets o r  o ppo r tu nities f o r  w id er  so cial  
chang e  

I t har d l y r o l l s o f f  the to ng u e, bu t it is a w o r k ing  d ef initio n that w e think  captu r es so m e im po r tant 
attr ibu tes w hich w e w ant to  em phasise thr o u g ho u t this su bm issio n.  We hav e pr o v id ed  a m o r e 
d etail ed  o v er v iew  o f  so cial  inno v atio n and  its po tential  at Attachm ent 2 . 
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As w e ev o l v e a so cial  inno v atio n m o d el  f o r  Au str al ia, w e can l ear n f r o m  the id eas and  ex per iences o f  
tho se ar o u nd  the w o r l d  w ho  ar e eq u al l y eng ag ed  in the sam e sear ch. 
T he Y o u ng  F o u nd atio n, f o r  ex am pl e, bel iev es that so cial  inno v atio n is an appr o ach to  pr o bl em  
so l v ing  and  o ppo r tu nity cr eatio n that d em and s a par ticu l ar  w ay o f  w o r k ing .  I ts o w n pr actice and  
r esear ch su g g ests that the m o d el  need s to  r ef l ect these id eas:  

• L ead er s w ho  enco u r ag e and  r ew ar d  su ccessf u l  inno v atio n and  str ad d l e d if f er ent f iel d s 
• F inance f o cu sed  specif ical l y o n inno v atio n 
• M o r e o pen m ar k ets f o r  so cial  so l u tio ns 
• I ncu bato r s o r  accel er ato r s f o r  pr o m ising  inno v ativ e m o d el s 
• E x pl icit m o d el s f o r  R& D in the pu bl ic secto r  
• Ways o f  em po w er ing  u ser s to  d r iv e inno v atio n d ir ectl y 
• I nstitu tio ns to  hel p o r chestr ate system ic chang e 
• N ew  appr o aches to  inno v atio n that cu t acr o ss tr ad itio nal  secto r al  bo u nd ar ies 
• N ew  institu tio ns f o cu sed  o n ad apting  new  techno l o g ies f o r  their  so cial  po tential  
• N ew  w ays o f  cu l tiv ating  inno v ato r s them sel v es 

T he Y o u ng  F o u nd atio n’s Dir ecto r , G eo f f  M u l g an, w ho se w r iting  and  
r esear ch is a centr al  par t o f  its w o r k  o n so cial  inno v atio n, is cu r r entl y 
think er -in-r esid ence in So u th Au str al ia, w her e he has been instr u m ental  
in the establ ishm ent o f  a new  C entr e f o r  So cial  I nno v atio n.  
O ther  m o d el s f o r  accel er ating  the pr o cesses and  im pact o f  so cial  
inno v atio n incl u d e Asho k a, the U S based  g l o bal  su ppo r ter  o f  hu nd r ed s o f  
‘ system  chang ing ’ so cial  entr epr eneu r s and  inno v ato r s (su ch as 
M o ham ed  U nis o f  the G r am een B ank )  and  the U K  Scho o l  f o r  So cial  
E ntr epr eneu r s.  M aj o r  f o u nd atio ns cr eated  by bu siness entr epr eneu r s, 
su ch as the G ates F o u nd atio n, O m id yar  N etw o r k  hav e pl ayed  a k ey r o l e 
in su ppo r ting  so cial  inno v ato r s w ith inv estm ent w hen o ther  so u r ces hav e 
been m o r e r isk  av er se. 
D i sr u p t i v e  i n n ov a t i on  
Ano ther  set o f  insig hts em er g e f r o m  the d escr iptio n o f  “ d isr u ptiv e 
inno v atio n f o r  so cial  chang e” 1 I n this char acter isatio n, so cial  inno v atio n 
f o l l o w s the sam e basic patter ns o f  d isr u ptio n and  m o u l d -br eak ing  chang e 
that d escr ibes r eal  tr ansf o r m atio n in bu siness and  o ther  secto r s.  
E x pl icitl y, this is a m o d el  w ho se w ho l e pu r po se is to  chal l eng e incu m bents, w ho  ar e o f ten 
co m f o r tabl e d o ing  a per f ectl y ad eq u ate j o b f o r  a w el l -d ef ined  po pu l atio n o f  cl ients, “ by o f f er ing  
sim pl er , g o o d -eno u g h al ter nativ es to  an u nd er ser v ed  g r o u p o f  cu sto m er s”  w ho  can then benef it f r o m  
“ catal ytic inno v atio ns [ that]  can su r pass the statu s q u o  by pr o v id ing  g o o d -eno u g h so l u tio ns to  
inad eq u atel y ad d r essed  so cial  pr o bl em s” .  T hink  abo u t the ho l e-in-the-w al l  co m pu ter s;  har d l y a 
so l u tio n to  the chal l eng e o f  inf o r m atio n l iter acy f o r  po o r  I nd ian chil d r en that w o u l d  stack  u p ag ainst 
the u su al  d em and s o f  q u al ity and  eq u ity f o r  ex am pl e.   
 

                                                 
1 Disruptive Innovation for Social Change, C l a y t o n  M  C h r i s t e n s e n ,  H e i n e r  B a u m a n n ,  R u d y  R u g g l e s  a n d  
T h o m a s  M  S a d t l e r ,  H a r v a r d  B u s i n e s s  R e v i e w ,  D e c e m b e r  2 0 0 6  

Innovation rarely proceeds 
dow n an orderly pipeline f rom  
b of f in to consu m er.  Innovation 
of ten involves ch ang es to 
b u siness org anisation and 
consu m er b eh aviou r as m u ch  
as science and tech nolog y.   

M any innovative org anisations 
in th e U K  h ave no f orm al R & D  
capab ility:  th ey innovate on 
th e j ob ,  of ten th rou g h  
interaction w ith  clients and 
m ark ets.  O f ten innovation is 
h ig h ly netw ork ed and 
interactive,  involving  a w ide 
rang e of  players,  not least th e 
u ltim ate consu m ers of  
produ cts and services.  

Charles Leadbeater 

1 0  R u les f o r M ass I n n o v ati o n  
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T his w as su r el y a so l u tio n that w as “ g o o d  eno u g h”  bu t w hich o f f er ed  eno u g h o f  a so l u tio n no t o nl y to  
br eak  the m o u l d  o f  tr ad itio nal  r espo nses to  the pr o bl em , bu t w hich actu al l y cr eated  a w ho l e new  
d im ensio n o f  per f o r m ance as the chil d r en w ho  inter acted  w ith the accessibl e, bu t u nf u ssy new  to o l s 
achiev ed  asto nishing  new  l ev el s o f  co m pu ter  l iter acy al l  o n their  o w n.   
So cial  inno v ato r s w ho  em br ace this m o d el  shar e f i v e  q u a l i t i e s of  c a t a l y t i c ,  d i sr u p t i v e  soc i a l  
i n n ov a t i on  as the m o tiv e f o r ce f o r  their  w o r k :  

• T hey cr eate system ic so cial  chang e thr o u g h scal ing  and  r epl icatio n 
• T hey m eet a need  that is either  o v er  ser v ed  (becau se the ex isting  so l u tio n is m o r e co m pl ex  

than m any peo pl e r eq u ir e)  o r  no t ser v ed  at al l  
• T hey o f f er  pr o d u cts and  ser v ices that ar e sim pl er  and  l ess co stl y than ex isting  al ter nativ es 

and  m ay be per ceiv ed  as hav ing  a l o w er  l ev el  o f  per f o r m ance, bu t u ser s co nsid er s them  to  be 
g o o d  eno u g h2 

• T hey g ener ate r eso u r ces, su ch as d o natio ns, g r ants, v o l u ntar y m anpo w er  o r  intel l ectu al  
capital  in w ays that ar e initial l y u nattr activ e to  incu m bent co m petito r s 

• T hey ar e o f ten ig no r ed , d ispar ag ed  o r  ev en enco u r ag ed  by ex isting  pl ayer s f o r  w ho m  the 
bu siness m o d el  is u npr o f itabl e o r  o ther w ise u nattr activ e and  w ho  ther ef o r e av o id  o r  r etr eat 
f r o m  the m ar k et seg m ent. 

I n m u ch the sam e w ay as, in the co m m er cial  w o r l d , inno v atio n is incr easing l y seen as the m o tiv ating  
f o r ce o pening  u p new  d im ensio ns o f  per f o r m ance, the sam e insig ht is d r iv ing  the sear ch f o r  better  
so cial  o u tco m es.   
M any co m m u nities and  co u ntr ies ar o u nd  the w o r l d  ar e tr ying  to  accel er ate the inno v atio n cycl e f o r  
answ er s to  the chal l eng es o f  so cial  incl u sio n, su stainabil ity, ed u catio n, heal th, co m m u nity saf ety and  
har m o ny and  the er ad icatio n o f  po v er ty. 
What d o  these, and  o ther  insig hts o f f er  as a g u id e to  entr enching  the ar t and  pr actice o f  so cial  
inno v atio n as a r eal  m o tiv e f o r ce f o r  chang e in Au str al ia? What ar e the co nd itio ns that m ig ht m ak e 
that happen f aster  and  m o r e pr ed ictabl y?  
T her e ar e m any bu t these six  ar e chief  am o ng st them .  
Speed, scale and sustainability 
T he g r eat inno v atio n thr ee-car d  tr ick  is to  accel er ate the r ate at w hich g o o d  id eas and  br il l iant 
insig hts into  so l v ing  a pr o bl em  can co nnect w ith the m o ney and  o r g anisatio nal  capacity they need  to  
be tested  and  then scal ed  so  they q u ick l y beco m e a new  d im ensio n o f  g o o d  pr actice. Whether  it’s a 
new  d r u g  o r  a new  ind u str ial  pr o cess o r  a new  g ear  bo x  the instinct is the sam e – to  g et the g o o d  id ea 
into  “ pr o d u ctio n m o d e”  as q u ick l y as po ssibl e.   
As w el l  as the abil ity to  “ g et better  f aster ” , the chal l eng e is to  tak e the id ea to  scal e so  that it m ak es a 
d if f er ence no t j u st in a f ew  tr ial s bu t beco m es w id el y av ail abl e to  m il l io ns o f  peo pl e.   
T he sam e instincts appl y in the so cial  space.  F ind ing  a w ay to  im pr o v e co nd itio ns in a f ew  po o r  
neig hbo u r ho o d s o r  tu r nar o u nd  a cl u ster  o f  f ail ing  scho o l s is g o o d , bu t the g o o d  id ea beco m es g r eat if  
and  w hen it spr ead s.   
 
 
 
                                                 
2 S e e  T he F ortune at the B ottom  of the P y ram id  - E rad icating P overty  T hrough P rofits ,  C  K  P r a h a l a d ,  
W h a r t o n ,  2 0 0 6  
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T h e g r o w th  o f  th e so cial inno v atio n secto r  
T he spar k  o f  inv entio n o r  the new  insig ht can em er g e f r o m  anyw her e – a g o v er nm ent ag ency, a no n-
pr o f it o r g anisatio n, the r esear ch pr o g r am  o f  a u niv er sity o r  f r o m  w ithin a co m m er cial  o r g anisatio n 
l ar g e o r  sm al l .  B u t it is eq u al l y tr u e that tak ing  that insig ht and  d o ing  so m ething  w ith it d em and s an 
appr o ach that w il l  inev itabl y cr o ss o r g anisatio nal  and  pr o f essio nal  bo u nd ar ies.   
C o m m u nity o r g anisatio ns ar e o f ten cl o sest to  the pr o bl em  and  can d r aw  o n d eep r eser v es o f  tr u st and  
cr ed ibil ity.  B ank s and  f inancial  institu tio ns hav e access to  f inancial  sk il l s and  capital , g o v er nm ents 
can br ing  the po l icy and  o f ten the o r chestr atio n sk il l s to  stitch l ar g e pr o j ects to g ether .  Al so , they can 
pr o v id e m o ney and  institu tio nal  ‘ g r u nt’.   
What w e need  to  see is the stead y em er g ence o f  a so cial  inno v atio n secto r  that d o es no t bel o ng  in any 
o f  the ex isting  secto r s w ith w hich w e ar e f am il iar  – co m m u nity, bu siness, acad em ia and  g o v er nm ent.  
I t w il l  be a r esil ient hybr id  that d r aw s o n the best o f  each and , in the pr o cess, ad d s v al u e o f  its o w n. 
I n that sense, the so cial  inno v atio n chal l eng e in Au str al ia is par tl y a task  o f  institu tio n bu il d ing  - 
stead y, pr ag m atic, pu r po sef u l .  
So cial inno v atio n and public po licy 
A thir d  task  f o r  an Au str al ian so cial  inno v atio n m o d el  is to  w o r k  o u t ho w  it im pacts and  inf l u ences 
pu bl ic po l icy.  T hat is par ticu l ar l y im po r tant as the new  F ed er al  G o v er nm ent sets o u t its br o ad er  

so cial  incl u sio n and  so cial  po l icy o bj ectiv es, w hich d em and s a 
r enew ed  spir it o f  inno v atio n.   
T he q u estio n, tho u g h, is ho w  ex actl y d o es the m ainstr eam  
so cial  po l icy ag end a inf ect and , in tu r n, beco m e inf ected  by, 
the instincts and  pr actice o f  inno v atio n.  H o w  d o  they m eet 
and  w hat is the pr o cess by w hich they co nv er g e to  w o r k  as 
d istinct, bu t m u tu al l y inf l u ential  pl ayer s? 
T hat chal l eng e w o r k s at sev er al  l ev el s.  I t is par tl y abo u t 
m ak ing  it easier  f o r  inno v ato r s w ho  d o  no t w o r k  in the f o r m al  
str u ctu r es o f  the bu r eau cr acy to  be hear d  and  to  eng ag e in 
po l icy co nv er satio ns w her e their  v iew s o f ten co nf l ict w ith 
co nv entio nal  w isd o m   I t is par tl y abo u t f ind ing  m o r e 
pr o d u ctiv e w ays f o r  inno v ativ e id eas to  eng ag e w ith the 
m ainstr eam  institu tio nal  pr o cesses o f  g o v er nm ent incl u d ing  
po l icy f o r m u l atio n, bu d g eting  and  per f o r m ance m anag em ent.  
I t is abo u t w o r k ing  o u t new  r eg im es o f  inv estm ent and  r isk  
tak ing  that can test new  think ing  f o r  co m pl ex  so cial  pr o bl em s 
and  accel er ate the inno v atio n cycl e.  T her e ar e pl enty o f  
q u estio ns to  r eso l v e.  H o w  d o es g o v er nm ent f u nd  and  su ppo r t 
the inno v atio n pr o cess?  H o w  m u ch o f  the w o r k  sho u l d  w e 
ex pect to  be d o ne insid e g o v er nm ent and  ho w  m u ch w il l  be 
d o ne o u tsid e?  G i v e n  w e  k n ow  t h a t ,  f or  t h e  m ost  p a r t ,  
i n n ov a t i on  t e n d s t o sp a r k  a t  t h e  e d g e  of  l a r g e  
or g a n i sa t i on s a n d  sy st e m s a n d  n ot  a t  t h e  c e n t r e ,  h ow  d o 
w e  sy st e m a t i c a l l y  c on n e c t  t h e  sm a l l  or g a n i sa t i on s,  t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l  e n t r e p r e n e u r s a n d ,  i n c r e a si n g l y ,  t h e  e x p e r t  a n d  
m ot i v a t e d  se r v i c e  u se r s a n d  c i t i z e n s,  t o a  l a r g e r  p r oc e ss of  
i n v e st m e n t  a n d  i n st i t u t i on a l  su p p or t ?  

J u st as im po r tantl y, it is abo u t new  po l icy f r am ew o r k s in w hich so cial  inno v atio n is no t j u st to l er ated  
bu t ex pected  and  activ el y enco u r ag ed .   

We construct meaning and roles in a social 

contex t.   O nce again,  ex ecutiv es of ten 

misunderstand th e role of  p ull p latf orms – th ey  

tend to v iew  th ese p latf orms as interesting w ay s 

f or p eop le to access and mob iliz e th e p h y sical 

resources th ey  need.   T h ey  miss th e f act th at p ull 

p latf orms are designed to h elp  p eop le connect 

and collab orate w ith  oth er p eop le in w ay s th at 

are v ery  dif f icult to anticip ate in adv ance and in 

w ay s th at accelerate learning th rough  th ese 

interactions.    

… .  We cannot h op e to accelerate learning w ith out 

an ex p licit consideration of  th e social contex t and 

th e w ay s th at it b oth  inh ib its and enh ances 

learning. . . .  magic,  in th e sense of  p ush ing th e 

f rontiers of  p erf ormance and cap ab ilities b ey ond 

ex p ectations,  req uires an integration of  th ree v ery  

dif f erent elements – env ironments arch itected to 

f oster “ h ard f un” ,  ench anted ob j ects to amp lif y  

th e cap ab ilities of  mere mortals and p latf orms to 

f oster collab oration w ith  oth ers to get b etter 

f aster th an any one p ossib ly  could on th eir ow n…   

I  w ould go so f ar as to assert th at our ab ility  to 

ap p ly  th is k ind of  magic and f un in our 

enterp rises w ill mak e th e dif f erence b etw een th e 

comp anies th at surv iv e and th riv e and th ose th at 

f all b y  th e w ay side.  

J oh n H ag el III 
h ttp: / / edg eperspectives. typepad. com / edg e_ perspecti
ves/  
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As K l au s Schw ab, the f o u nd er  o f  the Wo r l d  E co no m ic F o r u m , pu ts it “ w hat set o f  incentiv es w il l  
l ead  to  the d eep d if f u sio n acr o ss so ciety o f  the capabil ity to  inno v ate and  the incl inatio n to  r espect 
and  v al u e inno v ato r s?”  
So cial f inancial ser v ices 
T her e ar e ex am pl es in Au str al ia o f  the sear ch f o r  new , m o r e f l ex ibl e f inancial  to o l s and  capabil ities 
that f it the co nto u r s o f  the so cial  entr epr eneu r  and  pr o v id e a f l o w  o f  f u nd ing  that is pr ed ictabl e and  
su f f icient, g iv en the o f ten co m pl icated  and  l o ng -ter m  natu r e o f  the new  appr o aches to  be f u nd ed .   
O ne r ecent anal ysis (Wil l iam  Dr ayto n E v er yo ne a C h ang em ak er )  pu ts the need  f o r  new  so cial  
f inancial  ser v ices as o ne o f  the tw o  o r  thr ee m o st u r g ent institu tio nal  r ef o r m s need ed  to  su ppo r t the 
w o r k  o f  a su r g ing  ‘ citiz en secto r ’ o f  so cial  entr epr eneu r s and  inno v ato r s.  T her e ar e o ppo r tu nities f o r  
the “ eno r m o u s, hig hl y co m petitiv e, cl ient-f o cu sed  f o r -pr o f it f inancial  ind u str y”  to  step u p to  the task  
o f  cr af ting  a w ho l e sl ew  o f  new  f inancial  instr u m ents and  ser v ices that can l iv e w ith the need s so cial  
inno v atio n and  stil l  m ak e m o ney.  
G o v er nm ents and  l ar g er  f o u nd atio ns r ar el y hav e the necessar y sk il l s, f l ex ibil ity and  d iscipl ine and  
ar e o f ten to o  sl o w  and  cu m ber so m e to  m eet the d em and s o f  sm al l er  entr epr eneu r s.   
We hav e to  d r aw  o n w o r k  ar o u nd  the w o r l d  to  r apid l y bu il d  the capacity o f  the f inancial  secto r  to  
enabl e the so cial  inno v atio n capabil ity in Au str al ia.  
E v er yo ne a ch ang em ak er  
T he sam e anal ysis m ak es a po w er f u l  case f o r  the spr ead  o f  the inno v atio n ethic to  em br ace and  
em po w er  no t j u st an el ite o f  entr epr eneu r s o r  so cial  l ead er s bu t w ho l e co m m u nities.  T he chal l eng e is 
no t j u st to  so l v e pr o bl em s that pr ess o n o u r  capacity f o r  o pen, f air  and  incl u siv e so cieties bu t to  
“ incr ease the pr o po r tio n o f  hu m ans w ho  k no w  that they can cau se chang e.”    
T his is a r ad ical  id ea, o f  co u r se, r ed u cing  r el iance o n an el ite, u su al l y ex ter nal  f ew  br ing ing  chang e 
into  co m m u nities and  setting  o u r sel v es instead  the task  o f  eng ag ing  and  ex tend ing  a m u ch w id er  
instinct and  capabil ity f o r  sel f -d ir ected  chang e.  T his is no t j u st a task  co nf r o nting  the tr ad itio nal  
inter natio nal  d ev el o pm ent and  aid  co m m u nity in ar eas o f  the w o r l d  seek ing  to  escape the co nstr aints 
o f  abso l u te po v er ty and  per sistent eco no m ic d iseng ag em ent.  I t appl ies eq u al l y to  d ev el o ped  so cieties 
w her e the bu siness o f  “ m u l tipl ying  so ciety’s capacity to  ad apt and  chang e intel l ig entl y and  
co nstr u ctiv el y and  bu il d ing  the u nd er l ying  co l l abo r ativ e ar chitectu r e”  is, u neq u iv o cal l y, “ the w o r l d ’s 
m o st cr itical  o ppo r tu nity no w .”  
L o o k , listen, lear n – and lead 
T he f inal  task  f o r  Au str al ia is to  d r am atical l y l if t o u r  capacity f o r  so cial  inno v atio n l ead er ship, w ho se 
d ef ining  char acter istics w il l  be a capacity to  l o o k , l isten and  l ear n.  We hav e to  f ind  better  w ays to  
r eal l y see w hat is happening  in specif ic co m m u nities and  to  u nd er stand  w hat they ar e ex per iencing .   
We hav e to  l isten car ef u l l y to  peo pl e’s ex per ience and  their  aspir atio ns.  We hav e to  pick  u p the 
sig nal s f r o m  w ithin co m m u nities and  f r o m  acr o ss the w o r l d  so  w e hav e po w er f u l  access to  the best 
and  sm ar test think ing  and  ex per ience that r el ates to  the issu es w e’r e tr ying  to  so l v e.  T hat r eq u ir es 
new  to o l s that o f f er  q u ick  and  sim pl e access to  peo pl e, to  id eas, to  pr o j ects that hav e w o r k ed  
el sew her e ar o u nd  the w o r l d  that can l ead  and  inf l u ence o u r  think ing .   
And  w e hav e to  f ashio n new  o ppo r tu nities to  l ear n no t o nl y in the sense o f  ed u cating  o u r sel v es abo u t 
w hat w o r k s and  w ho  has the sk il l s and  ex per ience w e need  to  d r aw  o n bu t al so  in the sense o f  q u ick l y 
pr o cessing  the sig nal s w e pick  u p f r o m  the w id er  env ir o nm ent that hel ps u s to  ad j u st and  chang e 
w hen w e need  to . 
N o ne o f  these chal l eng es is new .  N o r  ar e so m e o f  the instincts f o r  r ef o r m  and  inv entio n especial l y 
o r ig inal  either .  Au str al ia has d o ne its f air  shar e o f  inno v atio n w hen it co m es to  new  so cial  
capabil ities – ag ed  car e, su r f  l if e sav ing  and  the f l ying  d o cto r  ser v ice w o u l d  be o bv io u s cand id ates.  
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B u t the instinct f o r  inv entio n l ink ed  to  so cial  chang e has to  be r enew ed  and  r ef r am ed  f o r  
co ntem po r ar y co nd itio ns.  We need  a so cial  inno v atio n m o d el  that is “ f it f o r  pu r po se”  g iv en the 
w o r l d  w e l iv e in, the pr o bl em s w e w ant to  f ix  and  the o ppo r tu nities w e w ant to  cr eate.   
4 :  A n  i n n o v a t i o n  s y s t e m  f o r  A u s t r a l i a  - o p e n ,  i n c l u s i v e  a n d  c r e a t i v e  
So cial  inno v atio n is par t o f , and  is set to  m ak e an incr easing l y sig nif icant co ntr ibu tio n to , an 
Au str al ian inno v atio n system . 
I n m any r espects, the attr ibu tes o f  a natio nal  inno v atio n system  ar e sim il ar  to  tho se that char acter ise 
an ef f ectiv e so cial  inno v atio n system .  I n that sense, so cial  inno v atio n is a su b-set o f  the l ar g er  
inno v atio n end eav o u r  in Au str al ia, anim ating  its am bitio ns and  per f o r m ance w ith a str o ng  f o cu s o n 
new  think ing  and  new  appr o aches to  the big  so cial  r isk s and  o ppo r tu nities w e f ace.   
M any aspects o f  o u r  cu r r ent inno v atio n pr actices ar e no t w el l  su ited  to  co ntem po r ar y need s and  
cir cu m stances. We need  to  d ev el o p an inno v atio n system  that is o pen, br o ad  and  incl u siv e and  
co nnects peo pl e, id eas, k no w l ed g e, institu tio ns and  r eso u r ces in new  patter ns o f  co l l abo r atio n, 
inf l u ence and  actio n. 3 
We need  to  shif t the w ay w e think  abo u t inno v atio n aw ay f r o m  an eg o -centr ic o r  institu tio nal  m o d el  
to  a netw o r k -centr ic o r  so cial  m o d el .4   
E g o -centr ic system s f o cu s o n institu tio ns and  hier ar chical  system s. P o w er  and  au tho r ity is 
institu tio nal ised  and  co ncentr ated  at the to p.  Access to  inf o r m atio n is a so u r ce o f  po w er  and  
k no w l ed g e shar ing  is l im ited  o r  r el u ctant.  C o m m u nicatio ns tend s to  be f r o m  the ‘ m em ber s’ – staf f , 
cu sto m er s, stak eho l d er s – to  the centr e.   
B y co ntr ast, netw o r k -centr ic o r g anisatio ns o r  system s ar e bu il t ar o u nd  the au tho r ity that co m es f r o m  
the m em ber s o f  the co m m u nity – an o r g anisatio n, a so cial  system  - and  the w ay they inter act.  
I nf o r m atio n is shar ed  pr o m iscu o u sl y becau se “ the netw o r k  k no w s m o r e than w e d o ” . Str u ctu r es tend  
to  be co l l abo r ativ e and  tr anspar ent and  the co m m u nicatio n patter ns ar e as o f ten betw een m em ber s as 
w ith the centr e.   
I t is ex actl y this k ind  o f  netw o r k -centr ic think ing  that has f u el l ed  the r ise o f  r eg io ns l ik e Sil ico n 
V al l ey as a hu b o f   techno l o g y inno v atio n.  O ne w el l  k no w  anal ysis o f  Sil ico n V al l ey’s su ccess no tes 
that centr al  r o l e o f   “ co m pl ex  netw o r k s o f  so cial  r el atio nships w ithin and  betw een f ir m s and  betw een 
f ir m s and  l o cal  institu tio ns” .5  
I n m any r espects, it is the so cial  capital  in co m m u nities l ik e Sil ico n V al l ey – the r ich netw o r k s o f  
co nnectio n and  co l l abo r atio n – that beco m es as im po r tant to  the inno v atio n pr o cess as the pr esence 
o f  v entu r e capital  and  access to  institu tio nal  su ppo r t.  
T hese chang es ar e being  enabl ed  and  accel er ated  by new  to o l s and  capabil ities o f  w hat the O E C D is 
d escr ibing  as the “ par ticipativ e w eb” , w hich ar e r apid l y im pr o v ing  o u r  abil ity to  establ ish and  
m anag e o pen system s o f  ex chang e and  inf o r m atio n, sho u l d  be o u r  star ting  po int.   
T hese to o l s – su ch as bl o g s, w ik is and  the pr o f u sio n o f  co l l abo r ativ e spaces f o r  w o r k  and  
enter tainm ent - er o d e, o r  at the v er y l east chal l eng e m any o f  the assu m ptio ns and  m o d el s o n w hich 
o u r  po l icy institu tio ns and  inno v atio n system s ar e based .   

                                                 
3 T h i s  s e c t i o n  d r a w s  o n  s o m e  o f  t h e  i d e a s  a n d  i n s i g h t s  f r o m  t h e  s u b m i s s i o n  b y  C i s c o ’ s  I n t e r n e t  B u s i n e s s  
S o l u t i o n s  G r o u p  t o  t h e  N a t i o n a l  I n n o v a t i o n  R e v i e w  (A p r i l  2 0 0 8 ) 
4 N etw ork -Centric T hink ing:  T he Internet’ s Challenge to E go-Centric Institutions J e d  M i l l e r  a n d  R o b  S t u a r t  
(h t t p : / / j o u r n a l . p l a n e t w o r k . n e t / a r t i c l e . p h p ? l a b = m i l l e r 0 7 0 4 );   
5 Insid e-O ut:  R egional N etw ork s and  Ind ustrial A d aptation in Silicon V alley  and  R oute 1 2 8 ,  A n n a L e e  
S a x e n i a n ,  C i t y s c a p e :  a  j o u r n a l  o f  p o l i c y  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  r e s e a r c h ,  V o l  2  N o  2  M a y  1 9 9 6  
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I n par ticu l ar , they o f f er  a pl atf o r m  o n w hich inno v atio n ceases to  be an essential l y el ite, ex cl u siv e 
and  l ar g el y institu tio nal  pr o cess and  instead  tak es o n the char acter istics o f  a l ar g e, incl u siv e and  o pen 
co m m u nity.   
F o r  so cial  inno v atio n especial l y, the f o cu s o n u ser s and  co nsu m er s is par am o u nt.  M any o f  the so cial  
inno v atio ns d escr ibed  in this su bm issio n w er e spar k ed  by a sense o f  f r u str atio n, o r  a sense o f  
po ssibil ity, f r o m  peo pl e cl o se to  the po int w her e ser v ices and  system s actu al l y d el iv er .  T he so cial  
inno v ato r ’s passio n f o r  u ser s and  co nsu m er s, and  the ethic o f  pr o m iscu o u s co l l abo r atio n and  
o penness that su stains them  in co nd itio ns that can o f ten be to u g h and  u nf o r g iv ing , need s to  inf ect the 
w id er  inno v atio n system  itsel f . 
5 :  I n v e s t i n g  i n  s o c i a l  i n n o v a t i o n  
T o  co ncl u d e by br ief l y r estating  the ar g u m ent – so cial  inno v atio n sho u l d  hav e a pl ace at the hear t o f  
Au str al ia’s inno v atio n system  as it ev o l v es to  co nf r o nt the r isk s and  o ppo r tu nities w e f ace o v er  the 
nex t 2 0 -3 0  year s.   
T hey ar e l ik el y o nl y to  be su sceptibl e to  so l u tio ns if  the inno v atio n pr o cess itsel f  em br aces a m o d el  
inf u sed  w ith the sam e v al u es ar o u nd  w hich so cial  inno v atio n g o o d  pr actice is f o r m ing  – o pen, 
co l l abo r ativ e, r ig o r o u s and  system atic, incl u siv e and  cr o ss-secto r al . 
T he q u estio n then beco m es w hat can w e d o  to  f o ster  the g r o w th o f  so cial  
inno v atio n and  l if t its speed , scal e and  su stainabil ity?  T hese ar e so m e o f  
the issu es that need  to  be co nf r o nted  in the d ev el o pm ent o f  Au str al ia’s 
so cial  inno v atio n capabil ities:  
F u n d i n g  a n d  i n v e st m e n t  
Au str al ia need s to  l if t the r ate and  l ev el  o f  inv estm ent – pu bl ic, pr iv ate 
and  no t-f o r -pr o f it – in so cial  inno v atio n to o l s, m etho d s and  pl atf o r m s.  
T hat inv estm ent sho u l d  f l o w  to  pr o g r am s w ithin g o v er nm ent, to  specif ic 
pr o j ects being  d ev el o ped  by new  co al itio ns o f  bu siness, civ il  so ciety and  
g o v er nm ent o r g anisatio ns and  to  the new  and  em er g ing  inf r astr u ctu r e o f  
so cial  inno v atio n. 
I n n ov a t i on  a n d  p ol i c y  m a k i n g  
We hav e to  ex pl o r e m o r e u r g entl y the best w ay to  br ing  the w o r k  o f  
so cial  inno v atio n, w hich o f ten o ccu r s at the ed g e o f  l ar g er  system s and  
o r g anisatio ns and  o f ten in sm al l  and  v er y l o cal  setting s, into  the 
m ainstr eam  o f  po l icy m ak ing .  
P o l icy m ak er s at the po l itical  and  bu r eau cr atic l ev el  need  to  l ear n m o r e 
abo u t the so cial  inno v atio n pr o cess and  abo u t ho w  to  r espo nd  to  its 
insig hts and  po tential .  We need  better  and  m o r e pr ed ictabl e w ays o f  eng ag ing  w ith the so cial  
inno v atio n co m m u nity to  cr eate cl ear  and  pr ed ictabl e pathw ays that co nnect them  to  the l ar g er  
institu tio ns o f  pu bl ic and  pr iv ate inv estm ent and  po l icy.   
O ne thing  that g o v er nm ents can d o  is m ak e d em and s o n the ex isting  and  em er g ing  so cial  inno v atio n 
inf r astr u ctu r e that is em er g ing .  F o r  ex am pl e, w hen a par ticu l ar  so cial  issu e is being  d eal t w ith in 
g o v er nm ent, an initial  r espo nse m ig ht be to  task  the So cial  I nno v atio n E x chang e to  u se its 
pr o l if er ating  co m m u nities o f  k no w l ed g e and  pr actice bo th her e and  ar o u nd  the w o r l d  to  sear ch o u t 
cu r r ent pr actice, new  think ing  and  av ail abl e ev id ence.  T h e   E x c h a n g e  c a n  p r ov i d e  a  v a l u a b l e  
p l a t f or m  on  w h i c h  t o q u i c k l y  c on n e c t  a  m u c h  r i c h e r  m i x  of  p r a c t i t i on e r s,  r e se a r c h e r s a n d  
t h i n k e r s a r ou n d  a  p a r t i c u l a r  p r ob l e m  t h a n  w ou l d  ot h e r w i se  b e  e a si l y  a c c e ssi b l e .   T h i s i s a b ou t  
m or e  t h a n  a  t r a d i t i on a l  l i t e r a t u r e  se a r c h  or  t h e  q u i c k  r e v i e w  of  a  f e w  i n t e r e st i n g  w e b si t e s.    

Innovators… f ocu s on creating  
th ing s th e w orld h as never seen.   
T h ey system atically disreg ard 
b ou ndaries – w h eth er of  nation,  
academ ic discipline or social statu s 
– to th e predictab le annoyance of  
th ose w h o consider it th eir 
responsib ility to k eep b ou ndaries in 
place.    
A n irony resu lts:  w h ile th e w orld 
clam ou rs f or innovation,  it tends to 
deprive innovators of  th e resou rces 
and recog nition th at w ou ld 
m ax im ise th eir potential to 
transf orm  society f or th e b etter.   
T h e ch alleng e of  innovation in th e 
2 1 st centu ry is th eref ore also ab ou t 
resh aping  societies to b e not only 
tolerant,  b u t actu ally w elcom ing ,  of  
innovators.  

K lau s S c hw ab an d P am ela H arti g an ,  

S o c i al I n n o v ato rs w i th a B u si n ess 

Case 
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T h i s i s a b ou t  e n g a g i n g  a  g r ow i n g  a n d  l i v e l y  c om m u n i t y  of  t h i n k i n g  a n d  d oi n g  t o sp e e d  u p  t h e  
p r oc e ss of  d i sc ov e r y  a n d  a n a l y si s.    
T he m o r e the m ainstr eam  po l icy pr o cess m ak es these k ind s o f  d em and s o n o r g anisatio ns l ik e ASI X  
o r  C SI , f o r  ex am pl e, no t o nl y w il l  they l if t the speed  and  r el iabil ity o f  the inno v atio n co nv er satio n, 
they w il l  ad d  to  it them sel v es.  I n that sense, the pr o cess ho l d s as m u ch v al u e f o r  Au str al ia’s capacity 
to  co ntr ibu te to  and  so m etim es to  l ead  the inno v atio n d ebate in a par ticu l ar  ar ea as it d o es f o r  o u r  
abil ity to  l ear n q u ick l y f r o m  the ex per ience and  insig hts o f  o ther s in this g r o w ing  g l o bal  co m m u nity.    
T he w il l ing ness to  u se netw o r k s l ik e ASI X  to  f eed  into  po l icy m ak ing  w il l  al so  spu r  the instinct to  
ex per im ent w ith d if f er ent po ssibl e appr o aches to  m eet so cial  need  o r  r espo nd ing  to  so cial  chal l eng es 
that can test o u t d if f er ent po l icy appr o aches. We sho u l d  al so  r ed u ce the bar r ier s to  par ticipatio n by 
the no t-f o r -pr o f it secto r  in bu siness inno v atio n and  r esear ch pr o g r am s, incl u d ing  R& D tax  
co ncessio ns, ARC  g r ants, C RC  pr o g r am s and  o ther  bu siness incu batio n and  g r o w th initiativ es and  
g r o w th initiativ es. At pr esent m any o f  these C o m m o nw eal th and  state pr o g r am s hav e r eal  bar r ier s, 
and  so m etim es pr o hibit, par ticipatio n by the no npr o f it secto r . 
R e se a r c h ,  r i g ou r  a n d  r e p l i c a t i on  
We need  to  inv est in the d ev el o pm ent o f  new  m etho d s, m o d el s and  m etr ics to  cr eate a str o ng  and  
r o bu st to o l  k it f o r  so cial  inno v atio n in Au str al ia.   
We hav e to  beco m e m o r e r ig o r o u s and  system atic in o u r  sear ch ar o u nd  the w o r l d  f o r  w hat’s been 
d o ne and  w hat has w o r k ed  and  no t w o r k ed  as a natu r al  par t o f  o u r  o w n so cial  inno v atio n pr actice.   
We need  m o r e r ig o r o u s d ata and  anal ysis to  bu il d  u p cr ed ibl e ev id ence o f  im pact and  co st-
ef f ectiv eness in so cial  inno v atio n inv estm ents, al tho u g h it w il l  al w ays be har d  to  pr o v e so m e o f  the 
l ink s that co nnect inv estm ent w ith o u tco m es that can be co m pl ex , co nting ent and  l o ng -ter m .  
We hav e to  l ear n ho w  to  l ear n f r o m  o ther s and  ad apt their  ex per ience so  that w e d o n’t m iss 
o ppo r tu nities to  inno v ate by tak ing  w hat has al r ead y been d o ne so m ew her e el se and  m ak ing  it w o r k  
in o u r  co nd itio ns and  f o r  o u r  need s.  I nno v atio n isn’t al w ays abo u t the br and  new .  I n m any 
situ atio ns, it is abo u t new  w ays o f  d o ing  w hat so m eo ne el se has al r ead y either  d o ne o r  star ted . T he 
inno v atio n o f ten stem s f r o m  the insig ht that co nnects an ex isting  so l u tio ns o r  capabil ity to  a pr o bl em  
o r  need  w her e that co nnectio n hasn’t been tho u g ht o f  bef o r e.  
We hav e to  l ear n ho w  to  scal e and  r epl icate w her e that is appr o pr iate, so  that l o cal  k no w l ed g e and  
ex per tise can be shif t to  “ pr o d u ctio n”  l ev el  if  that m ak es sense.   
I n v e st i n g  i n  p u b l i c  se c t or  i n n ov a t i on  c a p a c i t y  
Within the pu bl ic secto r  itsel f , w e need  to  inv est m o r e d el iber atel y in l if ting  the inno v atio n capacity 
and  v isio n o f  tho se d ir ectl y inv o l v ed  in steer ing  po l icy and  pr o g r am  d ev el o pm ent.  Specif ic bu d g ets 
f o r  inno v atio n and  r isk -tak ing  as w el l  as m o r e f r eq u ent and  m o r e co nf id ent ex chang es betw een so cial  
inno v ato r s and  pu bl ic po l icy m ak er s sho u l d  incr easing l y be the hal l m ar k s o f  the pu bl ic ser v ice. 
Shar ing  inf o r m atio n as par t o f  m o r e o pen k no w l ed g e shar ing  system s sho u l d  f u el  the co nv er satio ns 
ar o u nd  specif ic inno v atio n o ppo r tu nities.  T he inf o r m atio n system s sho u l d  be as accessibl e and  as 
co l l abo r ativ e and  po r o u s as po ssibl e.  T hey sho u l d  incl u d e pl atf o r m s o n w hich to  shar e the r esu l ts 
and  intel l ectu al  pr o per ty inv o l v ing  g o v er nm ent inv estm ent in inno v ativ e pr o g r am s. 
Soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on  e n d ow m e n t  f u n d  
O ne o ptio n to  co nsid er  is a m o d el  that pick s u p the ex per ience o f  N E ST A in the U K , the N atio nal  
E nd o w m ent f o r  Science, T echno l o g y and  the Ar ts.   
T he l ar g est sing l e end o w m ent d ev o ted  ex cl u siv el y to  su ppo r ting  tal ent, inno v atio n and  cr eativ ity in 
the U K , N E ST A w as l au nched  by the G o v er nm ent in 1 9 9 9  w ith a £ 2 0 0  m il l io n inv estm ent. I t’s 
m issio n is to  tr ansf o r m  the U K ' s capacity f o r  inno v atio n.  
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N E ST A inv ests in ear l y stag e co m panies, inf o r m s inno v atio n po l icy and  enco u r ag es a cu l tu r e that 
hel ps inno v atio n to  f l o u r ish.  N E ST A is incr easing  its inv estm ents to  enco u r ag e so cial  inno v atio n  
(http: / / w w w .nesta.o r g .u k / inf o r m ing / po l icy_ and _ r esear ch/ po l icy_ br ief ing s/ so cial _ inno v atio n.aspx ) .   
A chal l eng e f r o m  the cu r r ent r ev iew  m ig ht be to  tak e the N E ST A m o d el  and  ad apt it as the basis o f  
an Au str al ian So cial  I nno v atio n E nd o w m ent F u nd  that co m bines inv estm ent f r o m  g o v er nm ent, f r o m  
the bu siness and  no npr o f it secto r  and  f r o m  Au str al ia’s phil anthr o pic secto r .   
As ano ther  ex am pl e, a new  r epo r t in the U S f r o m  a m aj o r  think  tank  has cal l ed  f o r  t h e  
e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a  N a t i o n a l  I n n o v a t i o n  F o u n d a t i o n ,  w h i c h  i t  d e s c r i b e s  a s  “ a  n i m b l e ,  l e a n  a n d  
c o l l a b o r a t i v e  e n t i t y ” . 6 

                                                 
6 B oosting prod uctivity , innovation and  grow th through a N ational Innovation F ound ation ,  I n f o r m a t i o n  
T e c h n o l o g y  a n d  I n n o v a t i o n  F o u n d a t i o n ,  M e t r o p o l i t a n  P o l i c y  P r o g r a m ,  B r o o k i n g s  I n s t i t u t i o n ,  A p r i l  2 0 0 8  
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F u r t h e r  i n f o r m a t i o n  
 

 
M ar tin Stew ar t-Week s (m sw eek s@ cisco .co m ;  0 4 0 1 8 9 0 2 3 6 )  
C isco  System s, 8 0  P acif ic H ig hw ay, N o r th Syd ney N SW 2 1 1 1  
Stev e L aw r ence (stev e.l aw r ence@ w o r k v entu r es.co m .au ;  0 4 1 7 4 8 8 1 6 5 )  
L ev el  3 , 3 9 3  G eo r g e Str eet, Syd ney N SW 2 0 0 0  
 
T he Au str al ian So cial  I nno v atio n E x chang e is a new  no t-f o r -pr o f it asso ciatio n o f  so cial  inno v atio n 
pr actitio ner s and  think er s, cr eating  a pl atf o r m  f o r  co l l abo r atio n that w il l  accel er ate the su ccess o f  
so cial  inno v atio n in Au str al ia.   
ASI X  has no  d ir ect co nf l icts o r  af f il iatio ns in r el atio n to  the su bj ect o f  the r ev iew  and  the 
r epr esentatio ns su bm itted .    
 
T his su bm issio n d r aw s o n id eas d ev el o ped  o v er  the l ast 1 2  m o nths as par t o f  the establ ishm ent o f  the 
Au str al ian So cial  I nno v atio n E x chang e.  I n par ticu l ar , it w as d iscu ssed  at a r ecent w o r k sho p, w ho se 
par ticipants incl u d ed :  

• M ar tin Stew ar t-Week s,  C h a i r  A S I X  W o r k i n g  G r o u p  a n d  D i r e c t o r ;  P u b l i c  S e c t o r  
( A s i a -P a c i f i c ) ,  C i s c o  I n t e r n e t  B u s i n e s s  S o l u t i o n s  G r o u p   

• S t e v e  L a w r e n c e ,  E x e c u t i v e  O f f i c e r  A S I X ;  F o u nd er  &  So cial  E ntr epr eneu r  Wo r k V entu r es 
• Al ex  V ar l ey, C E O ,  M ed ia Access Au str al ia 
• Dr  M ar k  B ag shaw , C E O , I nno v 8 G r o u p 
• P r o f  V ij o l eta B r aach-M ak sv ytis, Depu ty V ice-C hancel l o r , U niv er sity o f  M el bo u r ne 
• Stephen War d , L ectu r er , I nd u str ial  Desig n, U N SW 
• T ho m as F eeny, Str ateg ic Resear ch M anag er  T he Sm ith F am il y 
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A t t a c h m e n t  1  
 

A u s t r a l i a n  So c i a l  I n n o v a t i o n  E x c h a n g e  ( A SI X )  
 

 
T he Au str al ian So cial  I nno v atio n E x chang e is a “ netw o r k  o f  netw o r k s”  that l ink s peo pl e and  
o r g anisatio ns inter ested  in, and  activ el y eng ag ed  w ith, so cial  inno v atio n in Au str al ia. 
ASI X  w il l  o per ate initial l y as a sm al l  hu b that pr o v id es l ead er ship, pr o j ect m anag em ent and  technical  
su ppo r t f o r  the netw o r k .   
I ts pr im ar y pu r po se is to  l i f t  t h e  p r of i l e  of  soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on  as an id ea and  as a co ntr ibu to r  to  new  
think ing  abo u t the w ay w e d eal  w ith co m pl ex  and  u nm et so cial  need s and  to  a c c e l e r a t e  t h e  

i n n ov a t i on  p r oc e ss that tu r ns sm ar t new  think ing  into  v iabl e 
so l u tio ns. 
ASI X  w il l  l if t the pr o f il e and  u nd er stand ing  o f  so cial  inno v atio n 
and  em bed  su ccessf u l  inno v atio n pr actices into  the cu l tu r e, 
pr actice and  m etho d o l o g ies o f  the pu bl ic po l icy pr o cess and , 
m o r e br o ad l y, into  the w ay peo pl e and  o r g anisatio ns acr o ss al l  
secto r s think  abo u t and  r espo nd  to  m aj o r  so cial  chal l eng es. 
ASI X  w il l  p r ov i d e  a  p l a t f or m  on  w h i c h  p e op l e  a n d  

or g a n i sa t i on s i n v ol v e d  i n  soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on  c a n  c on n e c t ,  c om m u n i c a t e  a n d  c ol l a b or a t e  m or e  
e f f e c t i v e l y .   ASI X  is no t a new  and  co m petitiv e pl ayer  in the so cial  inno v atio n space.  Rather , it’s 
instincts ar e tho se o f  the Web 2 .0  w o r l d  o f  so cial  netw o r k ing  and  the co l l abo r ativ e I nter net f r o m  
w hich it w il l  inev itabl y d r aw  m u ch o f  its str eng th and  its basic o per ating  m o d el .  I n that w o r l d , the 
f o cu s is o n:  

• U ser  par ticipatio n and  ‘ co -cr eatio n’ o f  co ntent and  v al u e 
• O penness o f  system s and  k no w l ed g e 
• H ar nessing  the netw o r k  ef f ect to  r eal ise the po tential  o f  po w er f u l  new  w ays to  co nnect and  

co l l abo r ate. 
ASI X  w il l  h a r n e ss t h e  c ol l e c t i v e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  of  t h e  soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on  c om m u n i t y  i n  A u st r a l i a  t o 
m a k e  i t  m or e  e f f e c t i v e  a n d  p ow e r f u l .  I t g iv es ef f ect to  the no tio n that v al u e and  insig ht 
incr easing l y is a f u nctio n o f  “ sm al l  pieces, l o o sel y j o ined ” , being  abl e to  q u ick l y l o cate and  co nnect 
‘ sm al l  pieces’ o f  intel l ig ence, insig ht and  ex per ience into  a shar ed  pr o cess to  achiev e co m m o n g o al s 
and  aspir atio ns. 
ASI X  w il l  f o r m  par t o f  the pr o l if er ating  g l o bal  netw o r k  o f  so cial  inno v ato r s w hich is being  
co nnected  by the So cial  I nno v atio n E x chang e (SI X ) , w hich is being  l ed  by T he Y o u ng  F o u nd atio n in 
L o nd o n.   

T he ASI X  m issio n is to  r aise the pr o f il e 
o f  so cial  inno v atio n as a k ey co ntr ibu to r  

to  new  think ing  abo u t su stainabl e 
so l u tio ns to  u nm et so cial  need s in 

Au str al ia, to  l if t the speed  o f  the so cial  
inno v atio n cycl e and  to  incr ease the 

scal e o f  its im pact. 
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A t t a c h m e n t  2  
 

W h a t  i s  s o c i a l  i n n o v a t i o n ?  
 

 
What d o  these id eas and  o r g anisatio ns hav e in co m m o n:  

• T he O pen U niv er sity in the U K  
• B r ing ing  the pr o spect o f  catar act o per atio ns w ithin the r ang e o f  the po o r est peo pl e in the 

w o r l d  as a co m m er cial  o per atio n 
• F ind ing  a w ay to  m ak e a v iabl e bu siness o u t o f  m ak ing  and  sel l ing  d r ip ir r ig atio n system s to  

po o r  f ar m er s in M ex ico  
• T he B ig  I ssue o r g anisatio n that hel ps ho m el ess peo pl e to  m ak e m o ney by sel l ing  m ag az ines 
• A pr o g r am  that u ses the inter net to  co nnect v o l u nteer s and  f u nd ing  to  hel p a v il l ag e in Af r ica 

to  instal l  and  m aintain a pu m p f o r  cl ean d r ink ing  w ater  and  ano ther  v il l ag e in Sr i L ank a to  
set u p a new  bee and  ho ney-m ak ing  bu siness 

• T he G r am een B ank , a pio neer  o f  m icr o cr ed it f o r  po o r , r u r al  peo pl e 
• P u tting  co m pu ter s in a “ ho l e in the w al l ”  o f  so m e o f  the po o r est sl u m s o f  I nd ia and  w aiting  

f o r  chil d r en as yo u ng  as 6  w itho u t any ed u catio n to  teach them sel v es Web br o w sing  and  
co m pu ter  sk il l s  

• A pl an to  teach f o r m er  chil d  so l d ier s in M o z am biq u e to  co l l ect and  d estr o y w eapo ns, co u nsel  
f o r m er  chil d  so l d er s and  o f f er  id eas abo u t pr ev enting  cr im e? 

At o ne l ev el , the o nl y thing  that u nites them  is their  tem er ity, co nf r o nting  pr o f o u nd  and  appar entl y 
intr actabl e d isad v antag e w ith an id ea that co u l d n’t po ssibl y w o r k . And  they ar e so  d if f er ent to o  – 
so m e l ar g e and  g l o bal , so m e sm al l  and  intensel y l o cal , so m e in heal th, so m e in eco no m ic r esil ience 
and  j o bs, so m e in ed u catio n.   
B u t at ano ther  l ev el , they shar e so m e im po r tant attr ibu tes:  

• T hey inv ent a capabil ity to  co nf r o nt and  o v er co m e co m pl ex  so cial  pr o bl em s that d id n’t ex ist 
bef o r e 

• T hey g r ew  f r o m  an entr epr eneu r ial  capacity no t j u st to  l o o k  bu t to  see, br ing ing  to  bear  a 
“ tenacity o f  o bser v atio n”  to  a set o f  pr o bl em s that appear ed  to  be intr actabl e (w hy o n ear th 
w o u l d  yo u  think  the w ay to  er ad icate po v er ty w as to  l end  m o ney to  po o r  peo pl e w hen 
ev er yo ne k no w s that po o r  peo pl e can’t r epay l o ans?)  

• T hey betr ay a k nack  f o r  co nnectio n and  co l l abo r atio n, snapping  to g ether  the pieces in a 
so cial  chang e v al u e chain, if  yo u  l ik e, that l ink s peo pl e, co m m u nities, m o ney and  
institu tio nal  capacity  

• T hey star t f r o m  the pr em ise that chang e has to  be su stainabl e, cr eate new  eco no m ic 
o ppo r tu nity and , in the pr o cess, g iv e peo pl e a chance to  co nnect to  m ainstr eam  eco no m ic 
activ ity  

And  they tend  to  br eak  the m o u l d  o f  w hat is po ssibl e by u sing  co nstr aints and  inher ited  bar r ier s as a 
spu r  to  pu r po sef u l  inv entio n and  d eep, o f ten r ad ical  so cial  chang e.  
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T his is the w o r l d  o f  soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on ,  a  c ol l a b or a t i v e  se a r c h  f or  n e w  sol u t i on s t o 
p r e ssi n g  soc i a l  n e e d s,  p r ob l e m s a n d  op p or t u n i t i e s of t e n  f u e l l e d  b y  t h e  a m b i t i on  t o f i n d  
m ou l d -b r e a k i n g  w a y s t o c r e a t e  n e w  a n d  su st a i n a b l e  c a p a b i l i t i e s,  a sse t s or  op p or t u n i t i e s 
f or  c h a n g e .  T he d r iv ing  am bitio n f o r  chang e is o f ten so cial  r ather  than co m m er cial  and  thu s 
so m e d if f er ent enabl ing  r eso u r ces and  pr o cesses ar e o f ten r eq u ir ed  to  incr ease the l ev el  o f  
activ ity, im pr o v e su ccess r ates o r  f o cu s ef f o r t in specif ic d ir ectio ns.   
T her e’s a scho o l  o f  tho u g ht that su g g ests that, o v er  the nex t 2 0  year s, the thing s that w il l  im pact m o st 
o n o u r  abil ity as ind iv id u al s, as co m m u nities and  as a natio n to  su r v iv e and  pr o sper  w il l  no t be 
eco no m ic bu t so cial .  O u r  abil ity to  f ix  the big  so cial  pr o bl em s that im pact u s as peo pl e and  
co m m u nities – im pr o v ing  ed u catio n and  sk il l s, pr ev enting  il l ness and  im pr o v ing  the pr o d u ctiv ity and  
q u al ity o f  heal th car e system s, er ad icating  po v er ty, im pr o v ing  o ppo r tu nities f o r  peo pl e w ith 
d isabil ities, d esig ning  and  m anag ing  m o r e l iv eabl e cities – w il l  hav e the g r eatest im pact o n ho w  w el l  
w e l iv e and  ho w  su ccessf u l  w e can ex pect to  be.   
T he k ey to  su stainabl e pr o sper ity tu r ns o u t to  hav e tw o  d im ensio ns – a str o ng  and  r esil ient eco no m y 
and  a so ciety that ho l d s o u t the pr o spect o f  a d ecent  l if e f o r  ev er yo ne  in co m m u nities that ar e 
incl u siv e, f air  and  r ich w ith o ppo r tu nity.   
So , j u st as w e hav e spent the best par t o f  the l ast 3 0  year s r ef ining  m any o f  the to o l s, capabil ities and  
po l icies o n w hich w e no w  r el y to  g u id e o u r  eco no m ic think ing  and  actio n, w e incr easing l y need  to  
tu r n o u r  attentio n to  a sim il ar  pr o g r am  o f  pu r po sef u l  inv estm ent and  r ef o r m  that w il l  shar pen o u r  
capacity f o r  d eep and  su stained  so cial  inno v atio n. 
D e f i n i n g  soc i a l  i n n ov a t i on  
O ne o f  the pr o bl em s w ith the co ncept o f  so cial  inno v atio n is that w hen yo u  pr ess har d er  to  pin the 
id ea d o w n, its inher ent appeal  is tested  by co nceptu al  am big u ity and  f r u str ating  d ef initio nal  
f l ex ibil ity. 
So , w hat is this id ea o f  so cial  inno v atio n al l  abo u t, w hy is it im po r tant r ig ht no w  and  ho w  d o es 
Au str al ia g et better  at it as q u ick l y as po ssibl e? 
L ik e inno v atio n in any o ther  ar ea – science, ind u str y o r  co m m er ce – so cial  inno v atio n is abo u t 
cr eating  a new  d im ensio n o f  per f o r m ance.  Why it has beco m e so  im po r tant in r ecent tim es is the 
g r o w ing  r eal isatio n that f ail u r e to  d eal  ef f ectiv el y w ith the l ar g e so cial  pr o bl em s w e f ace u nd er m ines 
o u r  abil ity to  pu l l  o f f  an el u siv e tr if ecta o f  po l icy o u tco m es - ind iv id u al  o ppo r tu nity, so cial  co hesio n 
and  su stainabl e eco no m ic g r o w th.  T he l o ng er  w e l eav e these pr o bl em s u nattend ed , the m o r e w e w il l  
co ntinu e to  w aste m o ney, tim e and  ener g y, f ail  to  o f f er  peo pl e a chance to  m ak e the best o f  their  l iv es 
and , im po r tantl y, er o d e the co m m itm ent to  k eep tr ying .    
T he d ebate abo u t so cial  inno v atio n has r eached  an inter esting  po int.  I n m any w ays, it has been a 
so m ething  o f  a “ po o r  co u sin”  in m any o f  the big  d ebates abo u t ho w  w e sho u l d  tack l e d if f icu l t so cial  
chal l eng es that im pact o u r  l if e in co m m o n. 
T hat’s no t to  say that peo pl e hav e no t r eco g nised  and  o f ten w el co m ed  the inpu t to  these d ebates f r o m  
the no n-pr o f it secto r  o r  f r o m  tho se v entu r es su ppo r ted  in v ar io u s f o r m s o f  char ity, co r po r ate 
phil anthr o py o r  the m o r e co ntem po r ar y co r po r ate so cial  r espo nsibil ity m o v em ent.  B u t w hil e tho se 
co ntr ibu tio ns hav e been enco u r ag ed , they hav e o f ten r em ained  per ipher al  to  the m ain g am e o f  big  
pu bl ic po l icy d ecisio ns and  spend ing .  At w o r st, the r eal  sig nif icance o f  these co ntr ibu tio ns has been 
r end er ed  inv isibl e thr o u g h a m ix tu r e o f  ig no r ance, l ack  o f  pr o f il e and  m isu nd er stand ing .  
I n r ecent year s, f u el l ed  by an o f ten d ispir iting  m ix  o f  f r u str atio n, ang er  and  ev en d espair , ind iv id u al s 
and  o r g anisatio ns hav e been d r iv en to  tr y so m ething  new  in their  r espo nse to  the so cial  need  they 
w itnessed  o r , in m any cases, d ir ectl y ex per ienced .   
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And  o f ten, these new  v entu r es thr iv ed  in the spaces betw een m any o f  the l ar g er  and  m o r e tr ad itio nal  
pl ayer s – big  g o v er nm ent pr o g r am s, co r po r ate phil anthr o py o r  so cial  r espo nsibil ity and  the tir el ess 
and  o f ten thank l ess w o r k  o f  the v o l u ntar y co m m u nity secto r . 
I n m any cases, these new  r espo nses, l abel l ed  w ith a v ar iety o f  titl es incl u d ing  so cial  
entr epr eneu r ship, so cial  enter pr ise and  so cial  inno v atio n, d el iber atel y set o u t to  cr eate r espo nses that 
co m bine co m passio n and  so cial  actio n w ith har d -head ed  pl ans to  pu t a bu siness m o d el  in pl ace that 
tak e these initiativ es f r o m  char ity to  su stainabl e v entu r e.  
So cial  inno v atio n is beco m ing  a m o r e im po r tant, bu t stil l  co ntested  id ea that is im patientl y 
d em and ing  a m o r e sig nif icant r o l e in pu bl ic po l icy, m o tiv ated  by the pr o m ise that its su ccessf u l  
pr actice can hav e a g r o w ing  im pact o n the abil ity to  achiev e so cial  incl u sio n, better  pu bl ic ser v ices 
and  eco no m ic r esil ience. 
So cial  inno v atio n is an id ea that is so m etim es easier  to  r eco g nise than it is to  d ef ine.  F o r  ex am pl e, 
w hen N ew  Del hi physicist Su g ata M itr a w as think ing  abo u t the best w ay to  br ing  the nex t g ener atio n 
in I nd ia into  the inf o r m atio n ag e, he had  w hat seem ed  to  be a v er y sil l y id ea.  H e d ecid ed  to  pu t a P C  
w ith a hig h speed  inter net co nnectio n, al m o st l iter al l y into  a ho l e in the w al l  in the sl u m s and  w aited  
to  see ho w  the chil d r en w o u l d  d o  r espo nd .  An ar ticl e in B usinessw eek  d escr ibes w hat happened :  

What he d isco v er ed  w as that the m o st av id  u ser s o f  the m achine w er e g hetto  k id s ag ed  6  to  1 2 , 
m o st o f  w ho m  hav e o nl y the m o st r u d im entar y ed u catio n and  l ittl e k no w l ed g e o f  E ng l ish. Y et 
w ithin d ays, the k id s had  tau g ht them sel v es to  d r aw  o n the co m pu ter  and  to  br o w se the N et. 
So m e o f  the o ther  thing s they l ear ned , M itr a says, asto nished  him . 
T he physicist has since instal l ed  a co m pu ter  in a r u r al  neig hbo r ho o d  w ith sim il ar  r esu l ts. H e' s 
co nv inced  that 5 0 0  m il l io n chil d r en co u l d  achiev e basic co m pu ter  l iter acy o v er  the nex t f iv e 
year s, if  the I nd ian g o v er nm ent pu t 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  N et-co nnected  P C s in scho o l s and  tr ained  teacher s in 
so m e basic " no ninv asiv e"  teaching  techniq u es f o r  g u id ing  chil d r en in u sing  them . 
http: / / w w w .g r eenstar .o r g / bu tter f l ies/ H o l e-in-the-Wal l .htm  

Ano ther  ex am pl e is m icr o cr ed it, m o st f am o u sl y ex em pl if ied  in the w o r k  o f  the G r am een B ank .  
Ag ain, the r espo nse to  a pr essing  pr o bl em  – ho w  to  l if t peo pl e o u t o f  ex tr em e po v er ty – seem ed  a 
l ittl e r eck l ess.  Why no t l end  m o ney to  tho se v er y sam e peo pl e and  especial l y to  po o r  w o m en as a 
w ay o f  inv esting  in their  abil ity to  cr eate sm al l  enter pr ises that seed  new  w eal th and  new  capacity in 
po o r  co m m u nities?  T he statistics o f  su ccess ar e w el l  k no w n and  o f ten r ehear sed  – f o u nd ed  in 1 9 7 6 , 
the bank  is 9 4 %  o w ned  by the bo r r o w er s (m o stl y w o m en f r o m  po o r  co m m u nities) , o v er  $ 6  bil l io n in 
l o ans w ith near l y $ U S7 3 0  m il l io n in the l ast year  al o ne, and  a l o an r eco v er y r ate o f  o v er  9 8 % .   
H o l e-in-the-w al l  P C s and  l end ing  m o ney to  po o r  r u r al  w o m en ar e j u st tw o  m any ex am pl es that 
il l u str ate the instinct f o r  m ou l d -b r e a k i n g  f r e sh  t h i n k i n g  t o a d d r e ss e n t r e n c h e d  soc i a l  p r ob l e m s 
that seem  to  anim ate r eal  so cial  inno v atio n.  
T h r e e  k e y  a t t r i b u t e s 
T hey al so  hav e so m ething  to  say abo u t o ther  attr ibu tes that d isting u ish so cial  inno v atio n f r o m  o ther  
id eas that appear  to  be the sam e – char ity, phil anthr o py, co r po r ate so cial  r espo nsibil ity and  the 
“ bu siness as u su al ”  w o r k  o f  the w id er  no t-f o r -pr o f it secto r .  T ho se attr ibu tes incl u d e:  

• An inter est in dev elo ping  capabilities by inv esting  in peo pl e’s sk il l s and  r eso u r ces  
• Ad o pting  w hat is essential l y an ‘ inv estm ent’  r ather  than a ‘ d ef icit’ m o d el  
• B eco m ing  co ncer ned  w ith scale and sustainability 

So cial  inno v atio n, in that sense, is abo u t cr eating  a new  l ev el  o f  per f o r m ance o r  capabil ity that 
actu al l y shif ts the w ay w e think  abo u t the pr o bl em  in the f ir st pl ace.    
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T her e is al so  so m ething  pr o f o u nd l y tr ansf o r m atio nal  abo u t the instinct f o r  chang e that m o tiv ates 
so cial  inno v ato r s, anx io u s to  co nf r o nt so m e o f  the d eeper  cau ses o f  po v er ty, d isad v antag e o r  the 
av ail abil ity o f , and  access to , o ppo r tu nities to  cr eate new  assets and  su stainabl e w eal th.   
B y o ne d ef initio n o f  so cial  inno v atio n7, it is no t u niq u e to  the no n-pr o f it secto r . I t can be d r iv en by 
po l itics and  g o v er nm ent (f o r  ex am pl e, new  m o d el s o f  pu bl ic heal th) , m ar k ets (f o r  ex am pl e, o pen 
so u r ce so f tw ar e o r  o r g anic f o o d ) , m o v em ents (f o r  ex am pl e, f air  tr ad e) , and  acad em ia (f o r  ex am pl e, 
ped ag o g ical  m o d el s o f  chil d car e) , as w el l  as by so cial  enter pr ises (m icr o cr ed it and  m ag az ines f o r  the 
ho m el ess) .   
T he sam e d ef initio n g o es o n to  no te that m any o f  the m o st su ccessf u l  inno v ato r s hav e l ear ned  to  
o per ate acr o ss the bo u nd ar ies betw een these secto r s and  inno v atio n thr iv es best w hen ther e ar e 
ef f ectiv e al l iances betw een sm al l  o r g anisatio ns and  entr epr eneu r s (the ‘ bees’ w ho  ar e m o bil e, f ast, 
and  cr o ss-po l l inate)  and  big  o r g anisatio ns (the ‘ tr ees’ w ith r o o ts, r esil ience and  siz e)  w hich can g r o w  
id eas to  scal e. I nno v atio ns then scal e u p w hen the r ig ht m ix  o f  env ir o nm ental  co nd itio ns (incl u d ing  
ef f ectiv e d em and  to  pay f o r  the inno v atio n)  and  capacities (m anag er ial , f inancial  etc.)  ar e in pl ace. 
T he Y o u ng  F o u nd atio n’s d ef initio n r ests o n a ‘ co nnected  d if f er ence’ theo r y o f  so cial  inno v atio n 
w hich em phasises thr ee k ey d im ensio ns o f  m o st im po r tant so cial  inno v atio ns:  

• T hey ar e u su al l y new  co m binatio ns o r  hybr id s o f  ex isting  el em ents, r ather  than being  w ho l l y 
new  in them sel v es 

• P u tting  them  into  pr actice inv o l v es cu tting  acr o ss o r g anisatio nal , secto r al  o r  d iscipl inar y 
bo u nd ar ies 

• T hey l eav e behind  co m pel l ing  new  so cial  r el atio nships betw een pr ev io u sl y separ ate 
ind iv id u al s and  g r o u ps w hich m atter  g r eatl y to  the peo pl e inv o l v ed , co ntr ibu te to  the 
d if f u sio n and  em bed d ing  o f  the inno v atio n, and  f u el  a cu m u l ativ e d ynam ic w her eby each 
inno v atio n o pens u p the po ssibil ity o f  f u r ther  inno v atio ns. 

I t is a char acter isatio n that r einf o r ces the im po r tance o f  av o id ing  the r isk  o f  su bstitu ting  the d ef initio n 
o f  so cial  inno v atio n f o r  the co m m u nity secto r .  So cial  inno v ato r s d o n’t j u st l iv e in the no t-f o r -pr o f it 
o r  v o l u ntar y secto r .  I n that sense, so cial  inno v atio n betr ays its pr o m ise to  the ex tent it is sim pl y an 
ex er cise in r e-br and ing . T his is no t to  su g g est the co m m u nity secto r  d o es no t hav e a sig nif icant r o l e 
to  pl ay in so cial  inno v atio n bu t to  m ak e the po int that al l  secto r s and  citiz ens need  to  be co ntr ibu to r s. 
So cial  inno v atio n is a r el ativ el y new  o r  em er g ing  co ncept in Au str al ia, al tho u g h w hat it d escr ibes – 
the sear ch f o r  new  so l u tio ns to  pr essing  so cial  need s, pr o bl em s and  o ppo r tu nities – cl ear l y is no t. B u t 
her e and  ar o u nd  the w o r l d , it is a f iel d  o f  pr actice that d em and s m o r e attentio n to  its pr o cesses, l ev el s 
o f  inv estm ent and  im pacts. 
So cial  inno v atio n is an im po r tant d r iv er  o r  enabl er  o f  pu bl ic w el l -being .  So m e natio ns, especial l y in 
Scand inav ia, hav e r eco g nised  it as an im po r tant ar ea f o r  pu bl ic inv estm ent as it sho u l d  - r ed u ce 
o u tl ays in am el io r ating  the neg ativ e im pact o f  so cial  pr o bl em s;  incr ease pu bl ic w el l being ;  and  m ak e 
the natio n a pr ef er r ed  d estinatio n f o r  sk il l ed  im m ig r atio n, at tim es o f  hig h inter natio nal  co m petitio n 
f o r  sk il l ed  per so nnel .  
F r o m  ar o u nd  the w o r l d  and  her e in Au str al ia, it is no t har d  to  id entif y v entu r es w ho se instincts and , 
in so m e cases l o ng ev ity, il l u str ate w hat can be achiev ed  w hen a so cial  inno v atio n tak es ho l d .  T hese 
ar e j u st a f ew :  

W i k i p e d i a  – a f r ee w eb-based  encycl o ped ia pr o d u ced  by v o l u nteer s acr o ss the g l o be w ith 1 0  
m il l io n ar ticl es in 2 5 3  l ang u ag es.  I t is the f astest g r o w ing , l ar g est and  m o st po pu l ar  g ener al  
r ef er ence w o r k  o n the inter net 
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R e a c h  O u t  - a w eb based  ser v ice w hich seek s to  r ed u ce yo u th su icid e and  d epr essio n by 
pr o v id ing  inf o r m atio n, su ppo r t and  r eso u r ces to  im pr o v e yo u ng  peo pl e' s u nd er stand ing  o f  m ental  
heal th issu es, d ev el o p r esil ience, incr ease co ping  sk il l s, and  f acil itate hel p-seek ing  behav io u r . 
R oy a l  F l y i n g  D oc t or  Se r v i c e  - no t-f o r -pr o f it char itabl e ser v ice establ ished  in 1 9 2 8  and  
pr o v id ing  aer o m ed ical  em er g ency and  pr im ar y heal th car e ser v ices to g ether  w ith co m m u nicatio n 
and  ed u catio n assistance to  peo pl e w ho  l iv e, w o r k  and  tr av el  in r eg io nal  and  r em o te Au str al ia. 
A u st r a l i a n  J ob  Ne t w or k  - F ed er al  g o v er nm ent pr o g r am  intr o d u ced  in 1 9 9 7  w hich 
co m m er cial ised  the d el iv er y o f  em pl o ym ent ser v ices to  r ecipients o f  g o v er nm ent inco m e su ppo r t 
by cr eating  a co m petitiv e m ar k et w her e bu siness shar e and  f ees ar e d ir ectl y r el ated  to  su ccess in 
j o b pl acem ent and  r etentio n pl u s ser v ice q u al ity achiev ed  by pr o v id er s 
No D ol e  p r og r a m  - ad d r essing  the issu e o f  yo u th u nem pl o ym ent and  f am il y w el f ar e 
d epend ence, as w el l  as im pr o v e the scho o l  to  w o r k  tr ansitio n by cr eating  a co m m u nity su ppo r t 
co m m itm ent betw een year  1 0  stu d ents, their  hig h scho o l  and  l o cal  bu sinesses to  ensu r e each 
stu d ent has a j o b o r  tr aining  pl ace o n l eav ing  scho o l .  
H om e  H osp i c e  - A f r ee pr o g r am  that enabl e peo pl e to  d ie w ith d ig nity in their  o w n ho m es by 
pr o v id ing  m ento r  su ppo r t to  car er s 
M i c r o-l e n d i n g  – l end ing  f u nd s in sm al l  am o u nts to  the po o r  thr o u g h a peer  g r o u p acco u ntabil ity 
netw o r k  to  enabl e sel f  em pl o ym ent o r  acq u isitio n o f  im po r tant assets w itho u t ex o r bitant inter est 
r ates char g ed  by l o cal  m o ney l end er s 

As it g r o w s m o r e co nf id ent, the so cial  inno v atio n im pu l se is l ik el y to  m anif est itsel f  in d if f er ent 
w ays.  F o r  so m e, so cial  inno v atio n is abo u t d isco v er y, inv entio n and  ex per im entatio n.  F o r  o ther s, it 
is bo r n o f  pu r e f r u str atio n and  the need  to  pr o test and  d em and  hig her  stand ar d s o f  ser v ice o r  car e. 
G ener al l y, it is l ik el y to  be o pen and  tr anspar ent.   
I t m ay o f ten be co ntr ar ian and  co u nter -intu itiv e, o bsessiv e and  stu bbo r n in the sear ch f o r  an id ea that 
hasn’t been tr ied  o r  a per spectiv e that m ak es no  sense bu t j u st m ig ht w o r k . M o st o f  al l , it w il l  be an 
im pu l se that u nd er stand s the po w er  o f  co nnected ness, bu il d ing  po w er f u l  netw o r k s o f  think er s, 
cu sto m er s and  citiz ens, r esear cher s and  po l icy l ead er s w ho se co m bined  str eng th is f u nd am ental l y a 
f u nctio n o f  their  abil ity to  co nnect, co m m u nicate and  co l l abo r ate.  
 


