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Abstract 

The focus of this paper is the interaction between social innovation and restructuring welfare state. 

Modern welfare states have been reconfiguring their welfare mixes through social innovation. This 

includes a productive integration of formal and informal actors with support and leading role of the 

state. This collaboration becomes significantly important since it means the integration of not only the 

actors, but also their capabilities and resources in today’s world where new social risks and new so-

cial challenges have emerged and no actor can overcome these by its own. Therefore, social inno-

vation is a useful tool in the new role sharing within the welfare mix in order to reach higher levels of 

satisfaction and success in welfare provision. The main point here is that this is not a zero-sum compe-

tition; gaining more power of the actors other than the state – the market, civil society organisations 

and the family – does not necessarily mean that the state lost its leading role and power. This is rather 

a new type of cooperation among actors and their capabilities as well as their resources in welfare 

provision. In this sense, social innovation may contribute well to the debates over the financial crisis 

of the welfare state since it may lead to the more wisely use of existing resources of welfare actors. 

Thanks to social innovative programs, not only the NGOs, but also market forces as well as citizens 

are more active to access welfare provisions and social protection in the broadest sense. Thus, social 

innovative strategies are definitely a solid step taken towards “enabling” or “active” welfare state. 
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1. Introduction 

There is no state in the world that provides the wellbeing of its citizens by itself. Even though it is 

called welfare state, this does not mean necessarily that the whole welfare is provided by the state on-

ly. Welfare provision, in fact, is a collaborative process including four distinctive actors at the same 

time – the state/government, the market/private organisations, the family/individuals and commu-

nity/charity. Each society has its own mixture composing of these actors. The ultimate goal is always 
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reaching the highest level of quality of life with the least cost possible. Governments, in this sense, are 

always in search of the best practice in welfare provision. 

Promising higher level of wellbeing, social innovation has stood out recently and been spreading 

increasingly among welfare states. It is not a fifth actor though; but it definitely has a real potential to 

integrate all actors in harmony in the production and provision of wellbeing. It also paves the way for 

debates over “enabling welfare state” or “active welfare state” by employing more responsibility to the 

actors other than the state and enabling the production of welfare from “bottom-to-top” instead of 

“top-to-the-bottom”, namely the traditional post-war welfare state. 

In order to deal with these points, this study includes three parts. In the first part, it starts with a ge-

neral framework for the discussion. However, instead of giving general definition of social innovation, 

which is known very well by everyone studying in this field, it develops a tailored discussion relating 

social innovation directly to the welfare state. The obvious advantages and contributions of social in-

novation in the attempt to be an “enabling” or “active” welfare state is the main moving point of the 

first part. 

In the following part, the study moves on to the discussion of re-organisation of welfare mix in the 

context of social innovation. Relying on theoretical analysis of different welfare mixes of social inno-

vation practices, in the final part, the paper includes the welfare failure that today’s welfare societies 

face due to the inconsistency between changing risks and traditional post-war welfare state practices. 

By doing so, we paid particular attention to develop customised discussion in each part of the study by 

avoiding general explanations on welfare state. In the conclusion, we give further details about our 

own inference on the relationship between social innovation and financial crisis of welfare state and 

discuss whether social innovation can contribute significantly to improve the existing level of well-

being in modern welfare states. 

2.  Search for a More Activated Welfare State via Social Innovation 

Welfare states all over the world have been suffering from a financial crisis for the last couple of ye-

ars. There are many studies, in this sense, calling this process a transition from “traditional post-war 

Keynesian welfare state” to “Schumpeterian workfare state” (Jessop, 1991, 1995; Torfing, 1999) or 

“enabling welfare state” (Gilbert, 2002; Gilbert and Gilbert, 1989) as well as “active welfare state” 

(OECD, 1990) and welfare to workfare (Mascini et. al., 2011; Gough, 2000). These studies suggest 

that the idea of decommodification, which was the key point of traditional welfare state practices, has 

ended and it is being replaced by commodification policies through the attribution of new roles to wel-

fare providing actors other than the state. 

This shift in welfare provision has various dimensions including active labour force practices and 

support for employability, strict encouragement of labour market participation, rebalancing the rights 

and obligations and an increase in conditionality before enjoying rights. In other words, entitlement to 

any welfare right has been tied up strictly to be an active citizen. 

The main motivation behind this policy is to maintain the existing level of wellbeing and, in fact, to 

improve it continuously. Broadly speaking, generosity of welfare state, which is a dependent variable, 

relies heavily on financial capacity of states in the first place. Thus, insisting on post-Keynesian welfa-

re state, which was the product of post-war economic expansion, does not seem proper under today’s 

global economic downturns. In this sense, welfare states seek to enable other welfare providing actors 

more complementary to the state. This “enabling welfare state” admits that complementary support 

from private organisations, interpersonal cooperation networks, civil society organisations and partici-
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pation in community and civic life in general are key factors to enjoy the same level of wellbeing and 

improve it continuously even during times of economic hardships. The state undertakes a rather mode-

rator and organising role along with being still the direct provider in some crucial areas in the scope of 

rights-based approach. This new role sharing between the state and other actors encourages individuals 

and communities to be more active in determining and maximizing their own wellbeing on the one 

hand and leads a decline in public welfare expenditures on the other. Therefore, enabling welfare state 

discriminates itself clearly from the classical one with “bottom-to-top” service delivery instead of 

“top-to-bottom”. 

It is no doubt that this is a clear paradigm shift in welfare state thought. However, how to reach this 

ultimate goal needs clear answers and social innovation strategies offer a novel way of response for 

this question by enabling both a fruitful cooperation between different actors and more power to citi-

zens on self-determining their own wellbeing. Another benefit of applying social innovation strategies 

in welfare delivery is that it may lead taking preventive measures rather than compensating ones, 

which is obviously the most proper way of welfare administration. Broadly, social innovation prog-

rams encourage market forces to undertake social policy initiatives more and establishing stronger 

cooperation ties with communities in order to overcome social problems, including new social risks 

(Jenson, 2014: 6). 

3. Social Innovation and Changing Welfare Mix 

All welfare states, without any exception, rely on a combination of four main actors– state, market, 

family and NGOs. The interdependent relations among these actors is called welfare mix and welfare 

is produced and allocated between them (Longo et al., 2015: 2; Powell and Barrientos, 2011: 76; Es-

ping-Andersen, 1999). The shares of these actors in the combination define the type of the welfare re-

gime. For instance, while the market is expected to take over a prominent role in a liberal welfare re-

gime, the state has always a leading position in a social democratic regime. In fact, the nature of the 

combination also define whether there is right-based or charity-based social welfare in a society as 

well. 

While rights-based social protection offers certain advantages to citizens in terms of social pro-

tection guarantees, it is not easy to maintain it under today’s austerity programs since they diminish 

the leading role of the state. Therefore, modern welfare states seek ways to reduce the responsibilities 

of the state and increase the role of other actors. Social innovation, in this sense, seems a proper and 

useful mechanism to complement the state well in welfare provision. Firmly speaking, by mobilising 

various for-profit and civil society actors and resources and thereby creating a fruitful synergy in spe-

cific social problem fields, such as health, housing, inclusive education, discrimination and labour 

market activation, social innovation may offer a successful and cost-effective collaboration among 

actors (Oosterlynck et al., 2019; BEPA, 2011; Kazepov, 2008; 2010; Ascoli and Ranci, 2002). 

Social innovation reconstructs the cooperation between the state, private companies/employers, ci-

vil society, and even the philanthropists in a way that they can deal with social needs and challenges 

far better (Jenson, 2015; Hämäläinen and Heiskala, 2007). Every actor has their own instruments to 

tackle with social needs. Societies that can coordinate these actors and their instruments more success-

fully enjoy a higher level of social protection. Social innovation is definitely one of the best solutions 

to establish such a cooperation. Thus, the state has to set the required legal and institutional scene for 

this and must support social innovation practices financially to enable the sustainability. In this res-

pect, there has been a clear transformation in the welfare provision roles of the state; the state has 
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moved to the role of facilitating cooperation between actors instead of being a direct provider. This 

strategy is one of the most common methods that welfare states have resorted to in solving the finan-

cial crisis they have faced recently. 

What is noteworthy here is that welfare cooperation among actors is nothing new; (Esping-

Andersen, 2002; Bode, 2006) there has always been a mixed welfare systems and the state has never 

been the sole providing actor (Spicker, 2008; Garland, 2014). However, the type and method of appli-

cation change over time. While the market, for instance, may come to the fore from time to time, the 

civil society and/or family may gain importance another time. Nevertheless, the state is always the 

leading actor, which defines not only the shape of welfare provision, but also the roles and responsibi-

lities of formal and informal actors. Since welfare systems are dependent variables depending on so-

cioeconomic risks, they must constantly adapt themselves according to the changing nature of risks. 

Otherwise, traditional welfare states cannot response properly to, for instance, “new social risks” as 

they were designed accordingly to old ones (Bonoli, 2005) and they cannot be maintained under the 

pressures of austerity. This is the main reasoning of the shift from “passive” or “providing” welfare 

state to “active” or “enabling” welfare state (Morel et al., 2012). 

4. Social Innovation and Civil Society Cooperation 

All welfare actors may take place in social innovation practices. However, civil society organisations 

are expected to be the natural leading agents in social innovation projects. This may stem from a 

number of reasons. First, existing austerity measures in welfare states encourage them to empower 

civil society in social issues in an attempt to share the wellbeing provision responsibility of the state. 

Second, the very reason of existence of civil society is to address the unsolved social problems in the 

first place. Besides, civil society organisations are more likely to be neutral to any ideology or politics 

and therefore, they may gather people, private companies and even local and central authorities from 

different thoughts under a common goal. 

Civil society organisations also represent a good response to standardized and uniform welfare 

provisions of the state. In other words, the type and intensity of social risks may vary from person to 

person and tailored interventions may be needed accordingly. This may be much easier for a civil so-

ciety organisation rather than a central state authority. All these reasons make civil society organisati-

ons the dominant resource for innovation in welfare provision on the one hand and a good bridge bet-

ween provisions and the citizen in many welfare states on the other (Ewert and Evers, 2014; Bode, 

2006). 

Although transformations in the welfare mix take different forms in different countries, what is cer-

tain is that there is a clear decline in the role of the state as the direct provider, but an increase in the 

role of facilitator. Social innovation practices, in this sense, are good examples of “civil society and 

welfare state partnership” (Bode, 2006: 354). The degree of this partnership may vary significantly, 

but in order to talk about a fruitful and effective social innovation practice initiated by a civil society 

organisation, the state must set the available legal environment and support civil society organisations 

financially. Otherwise, it would not be easy to claim a satisfactory and sustainable social innovation 

experience in a society. 

Moreover, this partnership must be established out of the politics sphere and must lead a const-

ructive competition among civil society organisations. As seen clearly, the state remains being the 

dominant and leading actor in welfare provision, but role it undertakes has shifted towards facilitator 

and coordinator. This is the new style of welfare regime in today’s world; due to the restrictions 
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stemming from austerity pressures on societies, welfare regimes have started to transform into “bot-

tom-to-top provision systems” thanks particularly to social innovation practices, which made it easier 

for state to establish partnerships with other welfare providing actors. 

5. Social Innovation Programs as a Remedy for “Welfare Failure” 

Despite the significantly high social protection expenditures in many welfare states for several de-

cades, the desired achievements in development indicators, especially poverty and unemployment, 

have not been achieved. Even mature welfare societies suffer from massive and permanent unemp-

loyment; having a regular job with a stable income alone cannot guarantee to get out of poverty and 

enjoy a decent life. These facts indicates a definite welfare failure and show us that the welfare state 

must be constantly updated in conformity with changing socioeconomic and cultural conditions. This 

means there is no unchanged and timeless social protection policies, which is indefinite to societal 

transformations but offering full immunity to all socioeconomic risks. In short, it is an unavoidable 

fact to see welfare failures in communities if there is a definite insist on traditional welfare policies 

against untraditional social problems and risks. 

Considering these facts, welfare societies have long been searching for the best ways to update the-

ir welfare policies in accordance with changes in society. The new era requires more cost-effective 

solutions through close collaboration of all providers, new entitlement rules before enjoying rights, a 

strengthening focus on the principle of reciprocity, active citizens, active communities and active mar-

kets in terms of provision of social welfare. Even though welfare states employ several ways to achie-

ve these activation policies and become “enabling welfare state”, social innovation strategies stand out 

as one of the most promising ways of reaching this goal. Even the European Union has given social 

innovation strategies a solid place in its policy documents over the last decade. In this sense, the 

largest public research funding programme of Europe, the “Horizon 2020” was framed in the context 

of social innovation. (https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/home) 

Indicating a definite paradigm shift in social protection measures, social innovation promises to 

overcome welfare failures of welfare societies by relaxing governments in regards of budgetary restra-

ints as well as providing local and flexible, thus more cost-effective solutions to previously unmet so-

cial needs (BEPA, 2011: 14). In short, social innovation offers a collaboratively development oppor-

tunity to welfare societies. This is a sustainable development attempt, which is “beyond the state” even 

though the state is still the essential facilitator and enabler, by urging the hidden capacities of commu-

nities, markets and civil society organisations (Jenson, 2014, 2015). 

6. Summary 

Attempts to overcome the financial crisis of the welfare state is not new. Modern welfare states have 

tried various methods for this purpose from time to time. The essence of these attempts is having a 

decline in the active and direct role of the state, but an increase in the role of other three – the market, 

community and the family. Among all methods, social innovation seems more promising since it of-

fers a more balanced and more complementary division of labour in welfare mix. 

In this more balanced role sharing, the state and its institutions remain crucial actors in the welfare 

mix in an attempt to pave the way for socially innovative practices. This may seem like a retrenchment 

in welfare state in principle; however, this is rather a reconfiguration of the welfare state since public 

institutions only set the scene for social innovation initiatives through, for instance, legal arrangements 
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and financial supports, but rarely conduct them on their own. Therefore, this is just a new type and 

more powerful partnership between public institutions and civil society as well as market actors. 

Social innovation practices have become widespread in modern welfare states since it offers a uni-

que complementary expertise. Social needs are more complicated and societal challenges are more 

confusing than ever. No actor has all the expertise and competency required to overcome a challenge 

by its own. Therefore, involvement of other actors with their own instruments and resources has be-

come a crucial necessity in modern welfare world. Thanks to social innovation initiatives and their 

complementary benefits, a special type of self-determination in welfare provision has occurred recent-

ly and thereby, a trust is built due to strengthening outreach to more vulnerable groups than before. 

Even though civil society organisations mostly take the lead in setting up socially innovative initia-

tives as expected, this is an open area for other actors in welfare mix as well, particularly for the mar-

ket actors. In fact, legally and financially involvement of public institutions on both local and central 

levels increases the possibility of success of social innovation initiatives as well as showing that the 

state is still the leading actor in the welfare mix. 

This clearly suggests that the state has not retreated in welfare provision, but its role has transfor-

med significantly through social innovation. In this sense, the state takes place in social innovation 

practices through legal and financial facilitator rather than providing direct social protection services 

as it was during traditional post-war welfare period. In other words, state integrates both formal and 

informal actors as well as their capabilities and resources through social innovation practices. This 

seems best practice in welfare and social protection provision in today’s world, where new social risks 

and new societal challenges have emerged and no actor can overcome these by its own. 

As the final words, social innovation initiatives rearranged the traditional welfare mix by reallo-

cating the welfare provision responsibility. This has definitely fuelled the purpose of improving ove-

rall welfare levels of all citizens in modern welfare states and contributed well to the attempts to get 

rid of financial crisis of welfare states. 
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