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ŜȄŜŎǳǝǾŜ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ 
Social innovations encompass new practices, social relations, forms of  
organisation, and institutional arrangements to  address societal challenges in new 
ways.  They are a  relatively novel approach to address complex problems in health, 
social care, education, energy, and environmental challenges which has  been 
embraced increasingly by stakeholders and communities on the local, regional, and 
national level throughout the last two decades. Next to the realisation of new ideas 
and practices, there is also a re -discovery and re -establishment of once 
widespread, forgotten practices like multigenerational housing. Political leaders 
around the world have acknowledged that societal challenges cannot be solved 
with technological innovations alone and have started ini tiatives to design and 
implement policies for social innovation, often embedded in a new and more 
comprehensive understanding of innovation opening up to society. The European 
Commission, too, has broadened the traditional understanding of innovation in 
te rms of goals, processes, and content since the financial crisis in 2008. In this 
respect, the implementation of mission -oriented innovation policy designed to 
tackle the five challenges of climate -neutral cities, climate change adaptation, 
clean oceans and water, healthy soils, and cancer marks  a paradigm shift in 
innovation policy. Mission -oriented innovation policy was rolled out through 
dedicated funding calls in the 9 th  Research Framework Programme Horizon Europe 
(HE). With the publication of the first HE work programme dating back to 2021, the 
first batch of projects funded to particularly contribute to one of the EU Missions 
is coming to an end and many more are in the process of implementing their 
activities. So far, the role of social innovation in the five EU Missions has n ot  been 
reviewed systematically. A structured strategy  to implement and understand social 
innovation could boost the EU Missions on the second half of their trajectory. There 
is an important analogy: Just like the EU Missions, social innovations deal with 
different challenges in different thematic areas and o ften local contexts. To 
establish an empirical basis of how social innovations are contributing to the EU 
Missions, a selected set of central databases was reviewed  for this report . EU 
Mission projects funded under Horizon Europe and listed in CORDIS were reviewed 
regarding  their incorporation of social innovations in their activities.  

The review of all mission projects listed in the EU research grant database CORDIS 
revealed that social innovation has been predominantly regarded as an important 
means to open up research and innovation processes to society . Social innovations 
as a solution in itself , in the sense of initiating new practices, establishing new 
social relations, new forms of organisation and institutional arrangements  to solve 
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complex challenges , is a more neglected perspective  in the EU Mission projects. 
This is  reflected by the fact that only 11 of 280 projects refer to the concept 
explicitly in the description of objectives or list of characterising keywords.  Of 
these 11 projects eight are funded within a topic that explicitly calls for social 
innovation suggesting that a more focussed call for social innovation in work 
programmes sparks the establishment and support of social innovations in locally 
implemente d projects. However, employing a keyword search, allowed us to 
identify projects that do not refer to social innovation explicitly, but employ a 
socially innovative approach including experimentation with new practices, social 
relations and forms of organi sation  to tackle the mission areas in a systemic way . 
Hence, t he EU Missions could benefit from calling more explicitly for social 
innovations as providing solutions to the complex societal challen ges that goes 
beyond a re -structuration of the research and innovation processes .  

However, to get a more holistic  understanding  of how social innovations contribute  
to achieving the EU M ission goals , we also looked beyond the immediate scope of 
projects funded through the HE programme , complementing  the overview of EU 
Mission projects with cases from four social innovation databases (SI -databases) 
Social Innovation Match Tool , Social Innovation Driving Force of Social Change (SI -
Drive) , Critical Turning Points Database and Social Innovation in Energy Transition 
(SONNET) were reviewed additionally.  

The review of SI-databases shows that social innovations primarily contribute to 
the EU Missions by tackling underlying systemic causes of societal challenges, 
thereby enabling progress towards Mission objectives rather than directly 
targeting headline EU Mission indicators.  Consequently, social innovations 
represent an essential element within a wider solution mix for addressing wicked 
problems, highlighting the importance of designing EU Missions with broad scopes 
and long -term horizons that accommodate s ystemic transformation processes. 
However, specific domains like energy stand out as fields where social innovations 
frequently make direct and tangible contributions to EU Mission objectives, most 
notably to the Cities Mission.  Alongside their function of addressing root causes 
and strengthening the self -organisation and problem -solving capacities of local 
communities, social innovations offer approaches that can be adapted in local and 
regional contexts to  support the implementation  of EU Missions.  For ex ample, 
initiatives aiming to improve care practices by educating family members could be 
adapted to the needs of cancer patients. Moreover, social innovation s such as eco -
housing prefigure alternative practices in a variety of areas aiming simultaneously 
to solve ecological challenges and to satisfy social needs. Hence, the EU Missions 
could be boosted by exploiting the potential of these more systemic social 
innovations. Providing spaces for experim enting with these new practices  creates 
enabling ecosystem s that provide social, cultural and technological support to 
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ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΦ To fully leverage this potential, social innovation 
needs to be explicitly recognised and targeted within EU Missions  and the EU 
framework research programme in general , for example  through dedicated 
instruments  and  evaluation criteria in mission -based research and innovation ( R&I) 
programmes and the build -up of  support structures that enable their  local and  
regional development, adaptation and integration.  Consequently, social 
innovation as an object  of innovation has to be further pursued  and explicitly 
requested a n essential component of mission - like R&I approaches .  

A closer examination of the five EU Mission areas reveals differentiated patterns in 
the contributions and potentials of social innovation:  

The review of EU Mission projects and SI -databases  for the EU Mission Cancer  
revealed that social innovation activities in EU Mission projects can contribute to 
the creation of new practices, social relations and forms of organisation in primary 
prevention and improvement of quality of life. By engaging patients and survivors 
in the research and innovation process and focussing on co -design in creating new 
solutions to the challenge, EU Mission projects contribute to experiment with 
social innovations in a stakeholder - sensitive manner. The two projects 4P-Can and 
e-Quol are presented as examples how social innovation activities can contribute 
to a systemic approach in cancer prevention and after - treatment care. In addition, 
the scrutini sation of the SI -databases proves the potential of social innovations in 
the energy sector to simultaneously contribute to the Cancer and Cities Mission, 
as e.g. initiatives improving air quality by reducing emissions contribute to primary 
prevention, as well. Moreover, social innovations in the health sector often address 
issues of improving the quality of care by bringing different stakeholders and 
family members  together. These social innovations could either be adapted to the 
specifics of cancer or already tackle cancer specifically, as the case of 360° Cancer 
shows.    

The scoping review of literature and the databases on social innovation and 
mission -related EU funded projects shows that there are multiple avenues through 
which social innovation s contribute to the goals of the EU Mission Climate Neutral 
and Smart Cities . Two key avenues that were particularly evident in the analysis 
include: one, new forms of engagement and organisation among actors at both local 
and regional levels to address urban challenges such as greenhouse gas emissions, 
access to clean energy, mob ility, and waste management; and two, new ways of 
planning and governing cities to align with climate neutrality. These avenues are 
illustrated through five inspiring social initiatives: UP2030, which expands climate -
oriented behavioural and spatial change s from the neighbourhood level to the 
wider city; REALLOCATE, which links low -carbon urban transitions with more 
inclusive mobility and public -space solutions; Berliner Energ ietisch, which gives 
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citizens a direct role in renewable -energy decision -making; Tiganokinsi, which 
strengthens climate literacy through innovative educational approaches; and 
Repowering London, which develops community -owned clean -energy projects 
that distribute benefits loca lly. Together, these initiatives demonstrate the diverse 
ways in which social innovation contributes to Mission objectives -  both through 
short - term improvements in participation, awareness, and capacity, and through 
more transformative changes in governan ce structures and social practices. In 
doing so, they support Mission targets related to accelerating urban 
decarbonisation, strengthening citizen engagement, and developing replicable 
pathways for achieving climate neutrality by 2030.  

For the EU M ission Climate Change Adaptation , co -creation, participatory 
planning methods, and mutual learning are inherent to the way the EU Mission is 
structured. Social innovation in this mission is often used synonym ous  with co -
creation and regarded as a planning tool used in the implementation of Nature -
Based Solutions (NBS), whose dominant approach rather demand s changes in the 
built environment than changes in practices, social relations, forms of organisation 
or institutional arrangements. The two EU Mission projects presented in this report, 
MountResilience  and adaptation Agora , however, show the potential of social 
innovation in this  EU M ission  by emphasizing the importance of a change in 
practices to deal with climatic h azards like heatwaves (adaptation Agora) or setting 
up new relations to plan and implement climate change adaptation measures in an 
inclusive manner (MountResilience) . They also make clear that successful climate 
change adaptation needs systemic, all -encompassing transformations towards 
climate resilience. Additionally, our analysis of the SI -Databases suggests that 
social innovations seldom focus on direct adaptation to climatic changes, as they 
rather address mitigation than adaptation. Yet, there are pro jects in the SI -
databases that help the EU M ƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ōȅ Ŏƻ-creating shared visions 
towards climate change adaptation and enabling conditions to deal with climate 
risks, such as ecovillages and integrated circular economy approaches. In addition 
to these two examples, projects focusing on i ncreasing the resilience of social 
economic or political systems can support the mission indirectly, fostering 
community coherence especially of vulnerable regions.   

Social innovations in the EU Mission Soil  are primarily evident in the application of 
participatory process designs, which were strongly demanded by the calls for 
proposals themselves. Participatory research methods were often involving 
stakeholders from across the quadruple helix (businesses [often farmers and small 
producers], policymaker s [mostly at local and regional level], science and citizen 
representatives [often in the form of NGOs or users such as schools]). New forms 
and constellations of coopera tion have sometimes also led to new approaches in 
governance and policymaking for regional and spatial development, mostly at the 
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local level. For example, 34 Territorial Management Agreements which focus on 
systematic problem -solving, were jointly adopted in the HuMUS project. At the 
social innovation object level, approaches to changing soil management practices 
were particularly e vident, although these were often linked to the use of new 
technologies or farming approaches. Changes in social practices were less 
prominent in this respect; however, initiatives that focused e.g. on  th e introduction 
of sustainable management approaches did contribute to the reconfiguration of 
social relations, for instance through new forms of interaction and coordination in 
product marketing . In this context, newly emerging business innovations are also 
worth mentioning.  

The scoping review of literature and the databases on social innovation and 
mission -related EU -funded projects reveals several avenues through which social 
innovation contributes to the goals of the EU Mission Restore Our Oceans and 
Waters . The analysis revealed th ree key avenues through which social innovation 
contributes to the EU Mission: the  development of new governance arrangements 
for water resources, the involvement of new actors who introduce alternative 
perspectives to water management, and the ad option of ecological value -based 
approaches that challenge dominant economic logics. These avenues are 
illustrated through three social innovation initiatives: EcoDALLI, which strengthens 
collective stewardship of the Danube Basin through a new ecosystem b ased 
governance approach that connects diverse stakeholders around shared goals for 
ecological resilience; Tidal Arts, which transforms participation by mobilising 
artists alongside scientists and citizens, using artistic engagement as a medium for 
reimagi ning relationships between people and water; and the North Atlantic 
Salmon Fund, which advances ecological value frameworks for the protection of 
marine and freshwater ecosystems. Together, these initiatives create new 
relationships between humans and aqua tic environments, broaden the groups 
involved in water management, and highlight the potential for society to take a 
more active and responsible role in caring for water resources at both local and 
regional scales. In doing so, they contribute to Mission t argets related to restoring 
aquatic ecosystems, promoting sustainable blue -economy practices, and enabling 
basin - level transformations through inclusive and participa tory governance 
models.  

In conclusion, the scoping search has shown that key elements of social innovation 
already play a major role in many projects today:  Social innovation contributes to 
EU Missions by foregrounding changes in social practices, social relations, 
organisational forms and institutional arrangements that shape how solutions in 
specific thematic areas are developed, adopted and sustained in soc iety. By 
complementing technological innovation with an explicit call  for social innovation, 
the EU M issions have a strateg ic concept at their hand to truly  roll out R&I policy in 
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a systemic view and enhance the effectiveness, uptake and durability of EU Mission 
interventions. This helps to address limitations of purely technical approaches that 
often overlook societal dynamics and also emphasises the importance of 
integrating social innovation more explicitly into the R&I framework of the EU, and 
especial ly mission -driven policy in order to support systemic, socially grounded 
pathways towards solving the challenges of the EU.  

Moreover, the presented EU M ission projects focus on a bundle of activities and 
measures in which not only technological and social innovations are developed , but 
at the same time new forms of governance are promoted; they encourage citizen 
participation in an inclusive and co -creative way. Importantly, a focus on systemic 
problem -solving, which requires synergetic interaction between the actors, aims 
to elimina te the underlying causes of the problems, not only the symptoms.  

The analysis reveals a substantial yet underutilised potential of social innovation 
for EU Missions: while few initiatives align narrowly with Mission targets, many 
social innovations contribute in broader and more systemic ways that are highly 
relevant not only for  achieving EU Mission objectives , but for EU R&I policy in 
general .  



 

 ix 

 

contents 
executive summary  .................................................................................................................................................................iii  
abbreviation list  ........................................................................................................................................................................ x 
list of figures  .............................................................................................................................................................................xi 

1 INTRODUCTION  .................................................................................................................................... 1 

2 SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR THE EU MISSIONS  ......................................................................... 3 

2.1 INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL INNOVATION  ........................................................................... 3 

2.1.1 Social Innovation and Public Policy  ...................................................................................................................... 4 
2.1.2 Establishing a Working Definition  ........................................................................................................................ 5 
2.1.3 How Social Innovations Realise their Full Potential  ......................................................................................... 8 

2.2 MISSION -ORIENTED INNOVATION POLICY IN THE EU & SOCIAL INNOVATION  ...... 10 

2.2.1 Overview of the five EU Missions  ....................................................................................................................... 11 
2.2.2 Exploiting The full Potential of Social Innovations for the EU Missions  .....................................................15 

3. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF SOCIAL INNOVATIONS IN AND FOR EU MISSIONS  .............. 19 

3.1 HOW TO IDENTIFY SOCIAL INNOVATIONS IN EU MISSION PROJECTS  ...................... 19 

3.2 HOW TO IDENTIFY SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR EU MISSIONS  ....................................22  

3.3 RESULTS OF THE SCOPING SEARCH .................................................................................. 23  

4. A CATALOGUE OF INSPIRING SOCIAL INNOVATIONS .......................................................... 27  

4.1 SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR CANCER  ................................................................................. 28  

4.2 SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR 100 CLIMATE NEUTRAL AND SMART CITIES  ............... 35  

4.3 SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION  ................................... 42  

4.4 SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR SOIL  ........................................................................................ 48  

4.5 SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR OCEANS  ................................................................................. 57  

4.6 SYNOPSIS OF SOCIAL INNOVATIONS IN THE EU MISSIONS  ....................................... 62  

5. CONCLUSION .................................................................................................................................. 66  

OUTLOOK AND NEXT STEPS ........................................................................................................ 70  

REFERENCES  ............................................................................................................................ 72  

ANNEX I: SOCIAL INNOVATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION  .....................................................79  

ANNEX II: DETAILED METHODOLOGY OF THE SCOPING SEARCH  ....................................... 82  

 



 

 x 

 

ŀōōǊŜǾƛŀǝƻƴ ƭƛǎǘ 
Ctp  critical turning points  

MOIP  Mission -oriented Innovation Policy  
R&I Research and innovation  

SI-database  Social i nnovation  database  

SIE Social Innovation in the Energy Sector  

SIMF  Social - Innovation -Mission -Facility  

SI-Drive  Social Innovation Driving Force of Social Change  

SONNET  Social Innovation in Energy Transitions  

TRANSIT  Transformative Social Innovation Theory  

  



 

 xi  

ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ŬƎǳǊŜǎ  
Figure 1: Conceptualisation of Social Innovations for the EU Missions  ....................... 7 

Figure 2 Stylised governance framework for the EU Missions.  ................................... 12 

Figure 3 Bar chart of the results of the sequential analysis of all EU Mission projects 
in CORDIS.  ................................................................................................................................ 24  

Figure 4 Bar chart of the results of the sequential analysis of projects for the EU 
Mission: Cancer in CORDIS.  ................................................................................................. 28  

Figure 5 Bar chart of the results of the sequential analysis of projects for the 
Mission: Cities in CORDIS  .................................................................................................... 35  

Figure 6 Bar chart of the results of the sequential analysis of projects for the EU 
Mission: Climate Change Adaptation in CORDIS  ........................................................... 42  

Figure 7 Bar chart of the results of the sequential analysis of projects for the EU 
Mission: Soil in CORDIS  ........................................................................................................ 48  

Figure 8 Bar chart of the results of the sequential analysis of projects for the EU 
Mission Ocean and Waters in CORDIS  .............................................................................. 57  

 



 

 

 

 

The SI-Mission -Facility is funded by the European Commission (EC)  

through the Horizon Europe Programme 

with Grant Agreement 101216478.  

 

1 

1 INTRODUCTION  

Mission -oriented Innovation Policy (MOIP) is a novel framework in innovation 
policy to direct research and innovation to solving societal challenges (Edler et al., 
2025). The five EU Missions Cancer, Climate change adaptation, Climate neutral 
and smart cit ies, A Soil Deal for Europe and Restore our oceans and waters  are one 
specific example of such a mission -orientation at a supranational level. As one key 
policy instrument under Horizon Europe, a variety of topics has been published and 
many projects have been launched since 2021. The EU Missions focus on bridging 
activities on the local level experimenting with local solutions suited to the specific 
local environment with a supranational strategical orientation.  

Just as a mission -orientation in innovation policy, social innovation is a  relatively 
novel approach to address complex problems in health, social care, education, 
energy, and environmental challenges that have been embraced increasingly by 
stakeholders and communities on the local, regional, and national level throughout 
the las t two decades. Political leaders around the world have acknowledged that 
societal challenges cannot be solved with technological innovations alone and have 
started initiatives to design and implement policies for social innovation, often 
embedded in a new and more comprehensive understanding of innovation opening 
up to society. Even though the importance of social innovation to solve societal 
challenges has been recognized by the EU since the financial crisis  and specific 
funding programmes have been published continuously throughout the last years, 
ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9¦ aƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
approached, so far (see e.g. Larrue, 2025). This gap becomes particularly salient in 
light of challenges identified for the scaling -up phas e of the EU Missions, where 
limited societal awareness, acceptance and behavioural change risk becoming 
major barriers to achieving Mission objectives. As hig hlighted by the Expert Gro up 
report on the EU  Mission s (2024),  current Mission implementation remains 
strongly anchored in scientific and technological models, while their influence on 
ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
innovations offer important leverage by directly e ngaging with social practices, 
rela tions, organisational forms and institutional arrangements that shape societal 
mobilisation and readiness for transformation. A more strategic integration of 
social innovation into EU Missions therefore responds directly to the need to move 
beyond narrowly  defined R&I and policy actions and to strengthen societal 
readiness, dissemination of good practices and long -term Mission impact. Taking 
the similarities the EU Missions and social innovations share in deal ing  with 
different challenges in different thema tic areas and often local contexts  in a 
targeted manner suggests that the EU Missions could benefit from exploiting the 
potential of social innovations strategically . 
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This report of the project Social Innovation Mission Facility (SIMF) aims at 
providing a first look at the potential of social innovations to contribute to the 
success of the EU Missions  and conceptualise social innovation against the 
background of the EU Missions . To this end, the report is organised as follows:  
Chapter 2.1 discusses the role of social innovation in the context of public policy  
and suggests a working definition to distinguish social innovation from other forms 
of innovation and highlight i ts intention against the background of the EU Missions . 
Chapter 2.2 provides a short overview of results and challenges of the five EU 
Missions and explores how social innovation can contribute to the ir  success . 
Chapter 3 lays out the rationale and results of a scoping search and an in -depth 
review of EU Mission Projects listed in CORDIS  in August 2025  and social innovation 
initiatives compiled for the following four Social Innovation databases (SI -
databases) Social Innovation Match Tool , Social Innovation Driving Force of Social 
Change (SI -Drive) , Critical Turning Points Database and Social Innovation in Energy 
Transition (SONNET)  contributing to empirically informing the conceptual  
considerations of chapter  2. Chapter 4 subsequently showcases the potential of 
social innovations for the EU Missions by compiling a brochure of inspiring social 
innovations. For each EU M ission, two exemplary Projects  funded under a n EU  
Mission topic  including socially innovative approaches are presented. Additionally, 
projects from the SI -databases contributing to EU M ission objectives are 
highlighted in this chapter.  Chapter 5  concludes the results from the scoping 
search providing an overview of key findings of how social innovations support the 
EU Missions.  
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2 SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR 
THE EU MISSIONS  

To understand the potential of social innovations for the EU Missions, it is 
paramount to describe the understanding of social innovation underlying this 
report. Chapter 2.1 sets out to provide a brief overview of social innovation in public 
policy before ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ {LaCΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ 
scaling and diffusing successful social innovations. Upon this brief overview on 
social innovation, chapter 2.2 describes the EU Missions against the background of 
Mission -Oriented Innov ation Policy (MOIP) and based on an overview of the five EU 
Missions, their achievem ents and short -comings, summaris es the potential 
contribution of social innovation to the EU Missions. Against this conceptual 
background, Chapter 2.3 outlines the rationale for the scoping search, which 
reviews projects funded under EU Mission topics to identify social innovation 
activities, as well as social innovation databases to identify initiatives co ntributing 
to the EU Missions. Chapter 2.4 then presents an overview of the key results of the 
scoping search.  

2.1 INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL 
INNOVATION  

As a relatively novel approach to address complex problems  in health, social care, 
education, energy, and environmental challenges, social innovation has been 
embraced increasingly by stakeholders and communities on the local, regional, and 
national level throughout the last two decades. As the Atlas of Social In novation 
has shown, countless approaches and successful initiatives have emerged in an 
international context that demonstrate the strengths and potential of social 
innovation in overcoming societal challenges (Howaldt et al. , 2018; Howaldt et al., 
2019).  

Social innovations are emerging in all societal sectors: in civil society (e.g. urban 

agriculture), in politics (e.g. parental leave), and in the economy (e.g. timebanks ). 

Although not always consciously, social innovations are omnipresent and 

contribute to the development of new solutions and social change. For example, 

the establishment of new practices, the formation of new social relations and the 

set up of new organisational arrangements to solve societal challenges play a 

prominent role in  making mobility more environmentally friendly, diseases less 

frightening or the energy transition more successful. Alongside the development 
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of  new  ideas and practices, we are also observ ing  a re -discovery and re -

establishment of once widespread practices and organisational forms , such as 

sharing initiatives or multi -generational housing (Howaldt et al., 2018; Howaldt et 

al., 2019 ; Eichler & Schwarz , 20 19; European Commission, 2020a; Wittmayer et al., 

2022 ) 

2.1.1 SOCIAL INNOVATION AND PUBLIC POLICY  

The dynamics in the development and dissemination of social innovation in the 
international arena are reflected in the increasing number of (public) programmes 
that initiate and support social innovation at local, regional, national, or global level. 
Inter est in social innovation in the political arena has grown, particularly since the 
mid -2000s. While the promotion of social innovation had previously been largely 
limited to the support of social entrepreneurs by private organisations, social 
innovation has  increasingly become a topic of broader public policy (Franz et al. , 
2012).  

Thus, since the mid -2000s, many governments worldwide have recognis ed the 
importance of social innovation in the development of a sustainable innovation 
policy  (Steiner et al., 2021) . The two volumes of the Atlas of Social Innovation 
describe the spread of social innovation as a universal concept in more than 20 
regional and country studies and reflect the variety of policy approaches chosen 
(e.g. in Australia, Canada, China, Colombia and New Zealand) (Howaldt et al., 2018; 
2019). In many countries in Europe and beyond, the promotion of social innovation 
has served as a driv er and opportunity for various actors to develop new ways of 
working, access new sources of funding, and leverage supporting infrastructures .  
It has also stimulated a general debate about the future direction of innovation 
policy. Over the last 20 years, national governments in different countries of the 
world have started initiatives to design and implement policies for social innovation 
(Mulgan , 2024 ). They have created and supported agencies and foundations, have 
changed regulations, have created new le gal forms and funding sources and have 
taken measures to address social problems and help social innovators in bringing 
their ideas to life.   

For the larger part of the last two decades, the European Union has also been 
experimenting to embed social innovation into its innovation policy and political 
5b!Φ {ǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛƴ нллу ŀƴŘ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 
biodiversity em ergency, European leaders have discovered that the traditional 
concept of innovation policy is insufficient to address the multiple, complex and 
interrelated global challenges that affect contemporary and future societies and 
for which the old political in struments and strategies were too blunt, too narrow, or 
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too fragile ( Bureau of European Policy Advisers  2010). Taking these shortcomings 
into account, the European Commission has broadened the traditional 
understanding of innovation in terms of goals, processes, and content, i.e. 
recognising the importance of social innovation in addition to technological 
innovation to exploit their potential synergistically, although seldom systematically 
(Franz et al. 2012). At the same time, new approaches for inventing, implementing 
and diffusing innovation by opening up the  process of innovation towards society 
were developed: open innovation, crowd sourcing, social entrepreneurship support 
programmes, co -creation, citizen involvement, and public ςprivate partnerships for 
the common good ( Bureau of European Policy Advisers 2010; a more detailed 
description of social innovation in innovation policy at the European and national 
level can be found in Annex  I: Social Innovation in the European Union ). Hence , social 
innovation has triggered the development of a new and more comprehensive 
understanding of innovation that opens up to society and is supported by the 
interaction of diverse actors from civil society, business, politics and science . 
These diverse actors  work on the ideation, implementation and diffusion of new 
social practices, new forms of organisation and institutions ς from different 
sectoral perspectives and with diverging objectives, but often in a co -creative way 
(Franz et al. , 2012; Howaldt et. al, 2016). This fundamental change is also reflected  
in the development of mission -oriented innovation policy  (MOIP) , which aligns with 
socially desirable goals (Cantner et al. , 2023; Edler et al., 2025; see also chapter 
2.2). In this sense, social innovation can be seen as a new mode of social change 
and social transformation that is relevant especially in view of market, policy and 
system failures (Schubert , 2016).  

2.1.2 ESTABLISHING A WORKING DEFINITION  

Even though there are a wide range and variety of definitions and initiatives in the 

field of social innovation, the contours of the concept can be framed sufficiently to 

generate analytical and policy relevant guidance. To guide the conceptual 

development  of a sound understanding of social innovations against the 

background of the EU Missions in SIMF, we propose the following working 

definition: Social innovations encompass new  practices, social relations, forms 

of  organisation, and institutional arrangeme nts to  address soci et al challenges 

in new ways  (Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010; Avelino  et al., 20 19; Wittmayer et al., 2022).  

In this sense, social innovation is multi -directional; i.e. the ir  impact is not 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ōȅ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ Wǳǎǘ as the societal 

impact of other forms of innovation must  be evaluated, the actual contribution of 

social innovations  to societal challenge s is subject to a comprehensive  impact 

analysis. Even though new technologies and digital tools, such as apps, can play a 
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6  

role in social innovations and contribute to solving a societal challenge , social 

innovations are distinct from technological innovations in that their primary 

problem -solving element rests in new practices, social relations, forms of 

organisation, and institutional arrangements that depending on the societal 

challenge at hand might include an embe dded application or even development of 

new technologies.     

Social innovations arise in society and are developed by a wide range of actors from 

all sectors developing new ideas how to deal with societal challenges and their 

reflections in local problems without purely turning to the development and 

implementation of technological fixes. While new ideas challenging the status quo 

are critical for the initiation and diffusion of social innovation s, an innovation 

emerges if a  new idea is put into practice. These new ideas might result in new 

practices, bridging a chan ge in behaviour with adequate structural changes 

prefiguring the performance of these, necessitate the formation of new relations 

and forms of organisation to understand a problem from multiple angles, co -design 

the solution and build the necessary momentu m to implement it. Therefore, cross -

sectoral collaboration plays a key role especially in  unlocking potential and 

increasing social impact ( Bureau of European Policy Advisers , 2010, Eckhardt et al. , 

2021).  

An overarching characteristic of innovative social initiatives is the systematic 
involvement of beneficiaries and citizens . Many initiatives aim to empower 
stakeholders and certain social groups , increase their skills and provide them with 
agency (Bureau of European Policy , 2010; Avelino et al. , 2023). There are various 
forms of user involvement, from  agenda setting to  (co -)developing or improving 
the solution by providing feedback, suggestions and knowledge, to adapting and 
re-framing it for other contexts . Through numerous efforts and initiatives, social 
innovations contribute to promote and utilise the innovation potential of different 
actors and sectors in society (Chesbrough & Minin , 2014; Boni et al. , 2023). This 
concerns new forms of stakeholder engagement focussing on the inclusion of 
(potentially) affected groups in the research and innovation process, as it is 
important to incorporate their views. On the one hand, this enables researchers to 
deliver better results, products or services already adapt ed to the beneficiaries' 
needs. On the other hand, the empowerment of (marginalised) social groups by 
giving them a voice, agency and ownership is a central element of social innovation 
(Avelino et al. , 2023;  https://europeannetforinclusion.org/). The inclusion of 
affected social groups beyond the academic realm in research and innovation 
processes can itself be understood as a change in the social practices determining 
the conduct of research  and innovation , and can thus be considered as a social 
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innovation in th is realm (Howaldt , 2019; Schuch  ϧ ~ŀƭŀƳƻƴ, 2021).  Alongside the 
growing importance of social innovation and the variety of actors within the  
research and  innovation community, the requirements for the management and 
governance of such innovation processes are changing , in general . Regardless of 
the type of innovation, i nnovation has to be developed in a process of co -creation 
for and with society  to unfold its problem -solving capacity .  

Figure 1 summarizes the main components defining social innovation as a n 
important part of a new innovation paradigm (Howaldt, 2019)  against the 
background of the working definition and the EU Missions. In this sense, the new 
innovation paradigm  is characterized by broadening the object of innovation 
beyond technology (described as Content  consisting of new practices, social 
relations, forms of organisation and institutional arrangements), the direction 
towards solving societal challenges (described as Mission  consisting of challenges 
underlying the EU Missions as well as their set objectives) and a specific process 
of designing the associated research and innovation process (drawing attention to 
the necessity of opening up to society, employing co -creative methods and 
focussing cross -sector collaboration)  (Howaldt & Schwarz 2010; Howaldt et al. 
2016) .   

 

FIGURE 1: CONCEPTUALISATION OF SOCIAL INNOVATIONS FOR THE EU MISSIONS (OWN ILLUSTRATION 
ADAPTED FROM HOWALDT, 2019) 



 

 

 

 

The SI-Mission -Facility is funded by the European Commission (EC)  

through the Horizon Europe Programme 

with Grant Agreement 101216478.  

 

8 

Last but not least, there is a strong relationship between the grand societal 
challenges and processes of social change and transformation (Moulaert et al. , 
2017). This implies the involvement of various institutions, a change in multiple 
norms and practices, as well as the introduction of several kinds of complementary 
innovations to cope with the high complexity of challenges and the 
interconnectedness of the diverse problems (Kemp & Pel 2023).  In view of the 
increasing ly  crisis -oriented nature of social development, it is becoming ever 
clearer that social innovations will play a decisive role in determining "what kind of 
world the next generation of citizens of free societies will live in" (see Dahrendor f 
2009 ; own translation from German ). 

2.1.3 HOW SOCIAL INNOVATIONS REALISE THEIR 
FULL POTENTIAL  

Considering the diversity of social innovations  the mechanisms through which 
social innovations realise their potential and contribute to societal impact also vary 
broadly (see e.g., Wittmayer et al., 2022). One core aspect that is broadly agreed 
upon by scholars is that  social innovations  not only provide new solutions to 
complex problems but also contribute to societal impact by engendering or 
contributing to change in society or societal sub -systems. Social innovations not 
only contribute to the identifi cation and (re)framing of problems in society, but also 
to a prefiguration of alternatives, that can be taken up or be drawn upon by policy 
makers for addressing societal challenges. For example, urban commons 
experiments in mobility or housing show tangib le low -carbon, inclusive futures 
which can generate learning and build legitimacy for  low -carbon alternatives in 
these systems. In the context of this example, social innovations contribute to 
change through prefiguring socio -material configurations that a re distinct from 
the current unsustainable ones. Other key mechanisms through which social 
innovations contribute to societal impact include through contributing to change 
in economic systems, social relations, and institutional arrangements. They do so 
by  changing social practices, which in turn reshape economic behaviour, resource 
flows, and institutional arrangements , including governance .  q  

The extent of the societal impact motivated by a social innovation can range from 
localised, short - term effects in relation to a societal challenge to longer -term, 
systemic and transformative changes. The societal effects of SIs typically include 
direct an d mediated effects across three nested orders including: first -order 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊƛǎŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ 
within its temporal or spatial context, second -order effects which occur close to 
ǘƘŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ŏƻƴǘext and arise from first -order effects and additional external 
factors (e.g., when an innovation is replicated in other settings); and n -order effects 
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9  

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳƴŦƻƭŘ ŦŀǊ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŀƴ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ όŜΦƎΦΣ 
broader shifts in laws, or regulations or societal norms) (see Nagy & Schäfer, 2025). 
While social innovations often begin with a focus on generating first -order effects, 
they can  be expanded to achieve broader and deeper impacts.  

Although many approaches to scaling and diffusion exist (Lam et al., 2020), Westley 
Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ όнлмпύ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǎŎŀƭƛƴƎ in regard to social innovation 
contributing to systemic change are of special importance. Building up on this 
distinction Moore et al. (2015) further elaborated on the differences between 
scaling out, where a social innovation is replicated or adapted in ne w geographical 
or organisational contexts to extend its reach; scaling up, where a social innovation 
informs or s hapes policy, governance, and institutional change 1; and scaling deep, 
where a social innovation fosters shifts in cultural norms, values, and relationships 
(see Moore et al., 2015). In addition to institutional and policy change, scaling up is 
often supported by organisation -related or operational scaling , through which 
social innovation organisations develop standardized processes, shared 
infrastructures, and organisational capacities that stabilise and sustain expanded 
activity (Bloom & Chatterji, 2009; van Wijk et al., 2019). Such meso -level 
arrangement s can enable more efficient delivery and, in some cases, economies of 
scale, thereby facilitating the embedding of social innovations in broader 
institutional contexts. Scaling terms are used differently across fields such as 
economics, public policy, and sustainability transitions. However, the emphasis on 
the underlying dynamics of replication, institutional embedding, and cultural 
change is shared across varied interpretations. Social innovations often progress 
through combinations of these modes, guided  by learning, partnerships, and 
windows of opportunity. It is worth noting that social innovations are very context 
dependent. Therefore, facilitating their diffusion and enhancing their impact 
requires adaptation to the applicable innovation form and soci al, economic, 
political, and environmental circumstances within which it is embedded.   

An important factor here is the adaptive capacity of society  (Howaldt et al., 2025) . 
Policy can support scaling and diffusion by investing in capacity -building, cross -
regional learning, and flexible funding mechanisms that enable adaptation. The aim 
is to create learning governance formats that open up a multi -actor, inter -  and 
transdisc iplinary experimental space for the development of new practices in 
various, especially ecologically relevant, fields of need . Supporting intermediari es 
such as networks of cities, EU M ission platforms, or social innovation hubs can 

 
1 The authors  deliberately deviate from more commonly used conceptualisations  ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǎŎŀƭƛƴƎ ǳǇέ 

to describe e.g. an increase in size, amount, pro duction, or scope of something to emphasize the role of policies 
and institutions in taking up social innovations and affect more people by the subsequent change in policy or 
governance. This conceptualisation does not exclude the relevance of scaling -up in an economies -of -scale 
sense, which may also apply to certain forms of social innovation, such as specific social business models.  
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facilitate diffusion while preserving diversity. The enabling condition is a policy 
environment that recognises diversity as a strength, viewing scaling as learning 
and adaptation rather than standardisation.  

2.2 MISSION - ORIENTED INNOVATION 
POLICY IN THE EU & SOCIAL 
INNOVATION  

The integration of social innovation in European and national research and 

innovation policy is just one expression of the recognition that more traditional , 

economic -oriented  policy approaches are not sufficient to address the multiple 

societal challenges. In the words of Marianna Mazzucato (2018): ά¢ƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ 

bring together the triple objectives of smart innovation - led growth, inclusion and 

sustainability, we must first answer the critical question of how to direct innovation 

ǘƻ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜέ (p. 2).  To steer the direction of 

research and innovations has become  the aim of many policies , today  (Edler et al., 

2025). One prominent example and policy practice  is Mission -oriented innovation 

policy (MOIP) . MOIP  defines certain goals in one area of action, which have  to be 

attained to solve societal challenges . According to Edler et al. (2025) the goals 

formulated for these of ten  transformative missions are "broad  [Χ], of a more long -

term nature, and involve a great number  of societal actors"(p.2). The  mission  itself  

contains a "portfolio of actions", is open to a variety of solutions and employs 

different forms of funding instruments (Mazzucato, 2018). Hence, missions contain 

a broad set of goals to be attained, as well as instruments to design a variety of 

solutions to attain these goals. Governments, in this type of policy, are the main 

actor in providing the directionality, but they also build the necessary governance 

and administrative structures. Examples of MOIP can be found in a lot of countries 

spanning a variety of thematic areas from environmental degradation, reduction of 

pesticides to fostering more forms of preventive healthcare (Edler et al., 2025 ; see 

also the  MOIP dashboard  developed by OECD ).  

For its current Framework Programme Horizon Europe (2021 -2027), t he European 

Union (EU) strategis ed early on to integrate MOIP  into its funding scheme and 

policy strategy (Mazzucato, 2018) resulting in five EU Missions. Thereby, each EU 

Mission tackles an overarching problem in a specific way, each with an ambitious 

set of objectives and interventions (European Commission, 2024).  In addition to 

their respective objectives and their significance in the EU funding scheme, the 

https://stip.oecd.org/moip/
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declared aim of the EU aƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 

societal problems, create possible solutions via participation and spark inspiration 

for private investments for long -lasting transformations. In this sense, the EU 

Missions do not only focus on  technological inventions and innovations, but also 

aim at breaking up governance silos, reshaping research and innovation funding 

and integrating citizen participation in an inclusive, co -creative way. In a system 

that strongly buil ds on top -down policy habits, this novel approach unfolds new 

opportunities as well as, predictably, creates new challenges.  

2.2.1 OVERVIEW OF THE FIVE EU MISSIONS  

The EU launched five EU Missions to define targeted goal -oriented research and 

innovation activities for the societal challenges associated with cancer, climate 

neutral cities, climate change adaptation, soil and ocean and waters. Since e ach EU 

M issi on tackles a unique problem, it  implemented its own governance structures 

and addresses a  specific group of stakeholders.  Yet, all EU Missions share a similar 

governance structure in that they aim to bridge implementation on the local level 

with the strategical orientation of the EU Missions (see figure 2). However, the EU 

Missions differ not only in their specific areas of action, but also in the design and 

workings of Mission platforms. Thus, the implemented approach es and the 

progress that EU M issions  have  achieve d so far  vary. This also produces individual 

opportunities and challenges. To understand the potential of social innovations for 

the EU Missions , it is critical to understand the rationale underlying the single 

mission , the progress that has been made and the challenges that have arisen since 

their implementation. In the following, these individual opportunities and 

challenges of all five EU Missions will be presented, building on findings from the 

assessment study report s of the single EU M issions , the CƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ 

group report for monitoring the EU Missions (European Commission, 2024) and the 

European Regions Research and Inn ƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ bŜǘǿƻǊƪΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aissions 

(ERRIN, 2023).  
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FIGURE 2 STYLISED GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK FOR THE EU MISSIONS. SIMPLIFIED ADAPTATION FROM 
REID ET AL.,  2023. 

EU Mission: Cancer  (Cancer Mission) tries to beat cancer diseases by 
improving prevention, diagnostics, treatment and supporting the quality 
of life of patients and survivors, all with the aim of  improving the lives of 

more than 3 million people by 2030. So far, it has achieved to bring together 
a well -balanced mix of stakeholders in a multi - level governance structure, 
successfully facilitating research into risk factors, promoting behavioural changes 
and implementation of population -based screenings (European Commission, 
20 25b). The EU Mission Cancer also benefits from pre -existing structures and is 
the only EU Mission linked directly to the European Parliament via 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ .ŜŀǘƛƴƎ 
Cancer Plan . Since the EU aƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǇǊŜ-organised from 
existing structures, the Cancer Mission mainly suffers from a lack of expertise on 
transformative and system innovation as well as a lack of time to co -create new 
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approaches. This evokes a feeling of top -down governance within the stakeholder 
groups and makes inclusion of regional and local levels difficult 
(European  Commission,  2023b).  

Cities cover 3% of the Earth and yet produce 72% of greenhouse gas 
emissions. At the same time, cities are often ambitious to make a change. 
To harness this potential, the Mission: Climate Neutral & Smart Cities  

(Cities Mission) sets out to deliver 100 climate -neutral and smart cities by 2030 
and ensures that these cities act as experimentation and innovation hubs to enable 
all European cities to follow suit by 2050. In 2025, the EU Mission Cities  lists 112 
cities that signed a Climate City Contract, a leg ally nonbinding declaration of intent 
also signed by local stakeholders, to achieve climate neutrality by 2030 (European 
Commission, 2025c). National support structures to facilitate the implementation 
of the Cities Mission in municipalities are in develop ment. The Cities Mission 
benefits from a pre -existing network that has been organised in the multi -
stakeholder Mission Implementation Platform NetZeroCities. The Cities Mission 
has the highest number of member states reporting progress on its objectives 
(European Commission, 2024). However, the translation of the Cities Mission logic 
for participating cities remains a challenge. City administrations often do not have 
the resources to understand and integrate the Cities Mission implementation fully 
into thei r strategies. In particular, more vulnerable cities struggle to reach the  
ambitious agenda. Citizen engagement is a core component of the Mission, yet 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ άƴŜǿ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎέ ό9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 
Commission, 2023c). At l ast, the incentives and opportunities for municipalities 
signing the Climate City Contracts are often not clear and thus the Cities Mission 
partially misses out on local commitment (ERRIN, 2023).  

The objective of the EU Mission: Climate Change Adaptation  (Climate 
Mission) is to accompany at least 150 regions and communities in the EU 
towards climate resilience, through understanding climate risks and 

developing pathways for preparation. So far, the EU Mission Implementation 
Platform MIP4ADAPT  is widely assessed positively, has a strong Community of 
Practice and offers support to 145 regional and local authorities. The so -called 
Mission  Charters , legally nonbinding declarations of intent to support the M ission, 
have been signed by 326 regions, cities and local authorities 
(European  Commission, 2025a). The Climate M ission benefits  from pre -existing 
governance structures in the member states, such as national strategies for 
adaptation to climate change, and achieves to find ways to involve citizens in their 
projects. Challenges remain in  the management and communication between the 
European Commission and national levels, which sometimes result in a  lack of 
engagement on the regional level (European Commission, 2024). Moreover, there 
is an innovation divide: Regions less involved  in EU projects also struggle to take 












































































































































