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At any given moment of time, it is, in principle, possible to give an account of the conditions under which a given community is living. It would be possible to say what fraction of the population was above the poverty line, what fraction was employed, how many were homeless or hungry, how many were disabled with acute or chronic health conditions, how educated they were, how afraid of crime, even how happy and fulfilled the individuals living in the community might be. In principle, not only could we describe the material conditions in which individuals were living, and their individual valuations of those conditions, it might also be possible to describe the character of the social relations the individuals enjoyed with one another, and their relations with the state which governed them. We could describe the amount of social capital that individuals in the community seemed to enjoy, and the degree to which it was bonding or bridging social capital. We could describe the degree to which individual rights against the state were adequately protected, the degree to which privileges were conferred, and the ways in which individuals both felt free to, and actually did petition the government, or participate in democratic processes of various kinds. In short, we could, in principle, give some kind of representation to the material, economic, social, and political conditions under which individuals in a community were living. 


Presumably, these social conditions could also be evaluated as good or bad, satisfactory or intolerable. But the valuation could be done at several different levels, in several different terms. At one level, each individual in the community could evaluate their individual material and economic condition. They could notice whether they were rich or poor, employed or seeking work, with a home to go to or homeless. And they could be more or less satisfied with their condition, and think it more or less just that they be in that particular position – whether particularly advantaged or disadvantaged. At another level, each individual could look around at the condition of others in the society, and evaluate those conditions. Each individual could evaluate the state of others in the society against some standard that would define the kind of community in which he or she would like to live. At a third level, some kind of collective, formed imperfectly through the processes of democratic, representative government, could evaluate either the plight of individuals, or broad classes of individuals, or the state of the community as a whole and form judgments about which of the conditions needed to be changed through some kind of collective effort. Table 1 sets out this simple schematic:
Table 1:

Social Evaluators and Social Conditions They Evaluate
	Social Evaluators
	Economic/Material Conditions
	Quality of Social Relationships
	Political Standing and Participation

	Individuals Evaluate Their Own Position and Compare with Own Desires for Themselves
	How Am I Doing Economically and Physically? Am I Economically Self-Sufficient, Healthy, Educated?

	How Am I Doing Socially? Treated with Respect and Tolerance? Able to Call on Others for Assistance?
	How Do I Relate to the State? Does it Respect My Rights? Can I Petition It Effectively? Do I Participate in Self-Governance

	Individuals Evaluate the Positions of Others and Compare with Their Own Ideals of Society
	How are Others Doing? Is Their Condition Consistent with My Idea of a Good and Just Society
	How Are Others Treated Socially? Are the Social Relations They Have Consistent with My Ideas of a Good and Just Society


	What Standing do Others Have Vis-à-vis the State? Is Their Standing Consistent with My Ideas of a Good and Just Society

	A Collective, Formed Imperfectly by Civic and Political Processes Evaluates Conditions While Considering Collective Action
	How Are We Doing in Material Welfare Terms? Are We Living in a Good and Just Society?
	How are We Doing in Terms of the Quality of Social Relationships? Are We Living in a Good and Just Society
	How Are We Doing with Respect to Satisfying Desires to Participate in Self-Government and Advancing Political Equality? Are We Living in a Fair and Just Society



Presumably, when individuals evaluate their own condition and find a gap between what they want, think they need, or think they deserve, they are motivated to act. They can act on their own to improve their material or economic condition, or their social condition, or their political condition. 

Presumably, when individuals see a gap between what they would want for others and the way the others currently live, they can act to relieve these conditions. That action can take the form of charitable action, or civic action, or political action. 

Presumably when an established collective, represented by a government, sees a gap between the conditions it would like to see in the community as a whole, it will be motivated to act. 

An important characteristic of a community might be the norms and values held among individuals in the population with respect to the conditions they would like to see in their community. An equally important characteristic would be its ability to organize a conversation about those standards to smooth out some of the extremes, and align standards closely enough to allow reasonably reliable interactions with one another. And a third important characteristic would be its ability to deliberate together on which of the existing conditions in the society might be most important to change, what measures would be the best for changing those conditions, and how could the burdens and benefits of that collective effort be most fairly distributed. 
This puts a lot of pressure on the capacity of a community to become an evaluator of its own condition, and also a shaper of its condition through some combination of private, civic, and governmental action. A community to be a good evaluator of its condition, and a good shaper of its own destiny has to find some way to become an imperfectly socialized we, not just a bunch of I’s.

In principle, social innovation involves changes in the conditions of the society. Question is how substantial. Question is whether it includes material, economic, social, and political. Question is it includes changes in capacities to form a collective that can evaluate and act as a collective as well as a bunch of individuals. (Not to disparage the power of a bunch of individuals trying to get their own purposes accomplished through market mechanisms). Question is how calculated, centralized and leveraged. Question is how legitimated. 

These last questions are particularly important because they bear on the issue of where social innovation can come from. We are all accustomed to an image of innovation in the market. Individual entrepreneurs take risks developing products and services that they are not sure will be successful. Success is rewarded with the capacity to grow. Legitimacy comes from success in the marketplace. Only barrier to entry is the capital needed to work on the idea until it is ready to go. That can come from oneself, one’s friends. But can also come from capital markets. And one of the important inventions of capitalism was to create funds that could be used to support the development of valuable ideas from individuals who did not have the money on their own to develop the idea. 
In the public sector, we are accustomed to a different model of innovation. Political campaigns for change. Philanthropic contributions create risk capital. But where is the equivalent of the garage entrepreneur? Answer might lie in government agencies where officials are encouraged to innovate. Or, might lie in academia. Or might lie with individuals who want to make change – with social entrepreneurs. 

Social Entrepreneurs could be standing on platforms in the private for-profit, the private not for profit, or the public sector. They can be at the tops of agencies, or in the middle. They can be elected or not. They can be starting new organizations, or working with the assets and aspirations of an old organization that is challenging itself to improve. 

An important question is not only who supports their action with material resources, but also what legitimates their choices. 

Legitimation of choice can meet different tests. 1) It’s my own money, you’ve got nothing to say. 2) I think it might achieve a socially desired purpose; 3) I’m sure that it will work. 4) I’m sure that the problem I am trying to solve is among the most important. 

The market doesn’t really require entrepreneurs to meet this highest standard. But governments may not be able to get away with a claim that it is simply useful. May have to say that it is the most useful thing that can be done. Philanthropy is somewhere in the middle – particularly if it is receiving some kind of collective privileges. 
These observations suggest that the process of social innovation will look very different depending on whether it occurs within the private sector and is being driven primarily by market forces, or whether it occurs within government and is being driven primarily by political and/or professional forces, or whether it is emerging from some combination of the different sources of financing and operations.

Social concerns may shape the places where commercial entrepreneurs choose to operate (with poor people, producing merit or public goods), and how they try to finance both development and growth, and how much they take out of the business for themselves and their investors. (Pricing, distribution of financial surplus, distribution of equity) Market forces may be powerful, but joined by charitable and governmental if there is enough public value there to attract charitable and government.

Social concerns may be more predominant among nonprofit entrepreneurs. Financial model may tilt to greater reliance on philanthropy, greater hope that growth will be financed by government (though earned income is still a possibility.)

Government entreprneurs may be more constrained. In first instance, may have to work through professional networks with government funding. But increasingly, government officials can find room to innovate by forming partnerships with private funding sources (at some cost to their legitimacy and control), and private operating capacities who do things different from the government. 

Regardless of systems that encourage level of starts, and growth of innovations that work, there is an interesting and important question about what forms the core of the innovation. The standard model is a new product or process innovation. 
But, this is not the only kind of innovation that is important in the public sector – particularly in these times when the boundaries of the public and the private are being re-negotiated. Also innovations in governance. 

Scaling a limited product across a large number of users. (Economies of Scale) Scoping a complex product for a small location. (Economies of Scope/Capturing Synergies on operating side and on decision-making side, and between decision-making and operating) 

Also important is question of where the innovation came from, and the degree to which there is such a thing as innovative individuals, and innovative institutions, and that the best way to think about innovation is to think about the mechanisms that create and support innovators at the individual or institutional level, rather than the innovations in themselves. 

All this sort of clears the way for a systematic view of social innovation. We can see where the effects will be registered. We can see that it can come from many different platforms – each with its own distinctive devices for authorizing, supporting and scaling innovation. We can wonder how much of it is occurring. Whether it is happening in the right (i.e. highly leveraged places). We can begin to think about how to support innovation in the public sector through devices that work more like markets in the sense that they notice the difference between good and bad, and buy more of the first. This is not just or even primarily a procurement problem. It is also a political problem, because politics is the way that we organize and legitimate the buyer – at least when public funds are being used. 

And public funds will be used. Some of the most important social innovations (not driven by market forces) will end up being invested in for development, and supported for scaling up, through means other than private capital markets, and earned income. Better to think of private capital markets and earned income as a way of leveraging government and philanthropic dollars, or government and philanthropic dollars as a way of leveraging private dollars into activites that cannot be fully supported by private dollars alone, rather than as something that can wholly replace charity and government. Thus, government needs to learn how to buy smart – and that means figuring out what the public wants to buy with its loose philanthropic, and tighter government dollars, including the idea of holding a risk portfolio. 

The real idea we need to bring to government from the private sector are the ideas of development, and risk, and a willingness to spend for these things. We do it ok in some sectors, but many of the most important, not so well.  

