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«If we can land a man on the Moon why can’t we solve the problem of the ghetto?» Richard 
Nelson, Economist (1974) 

Innovation & technologies are not neutral.
They have a «political» and changemaking power if appropriately addressed.
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«The invention of the ship was also the invention of the shipwreck». 
(originally attributed to Lao Tsu and misused by Paul Virilio)

➢ The underachievement of the Knowledge Economy

➢ Inequality, Jobs and Salaries, Exclusion, Surveillance capitalism, 
Cyberbullying

➢ The tragedy of efficiency
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GDP growth 2010-2020
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«Across the world, cities and regions have wasted trillions of 

dollars on blindly copying the Silicon Valley model of growth 

creation. Since the early years of the information age, we've been 

told that economic growth derives from harnessing technological 

innovation. To do this, places must create good education 

systems, partner with local research universities, and attract 

innovative hi-tech firms. We have lived with this system for 

decades, and the result is clear: a small number of regions and 

cities at the top of the high-tech industry but many more fighting 

a losing battle to retain economic dynamism.»

The promises of the knowledge economy
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Inequality and Exclusion
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Surveillance capitalism, Cyberbullying
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Never-Scaling / Vicious scaling
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An example

“When AI was introduced to predict the exact 

number of meals for the following day in hospitals, 

schools or workplaces, the number of wasted meals 

is zeroed, which is good news in a circular economy 

perspective. 

But very bad news for the the third-sector 

organisations that use such wasted meals to feed 

homeless and rough-sleeping people everyday”.
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Innovation is not always transformative…
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Addressing grand challenges is related to broad type of changes
(behavioural, technological, systemic)

Therefore transformative innovation for Grand Challenges requires: 

•Have a clear direction (directionality) for reaching collective good

•Epistemic boundary spanning: collaboration and cross-fertilization of 
different sectors

•Engaging with the ‘demand-side’ of the societal needs. 
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• Transformative innovation can be inclusive (territorially and socially)

• Transformative innovation is also accountable and reflexive.

• Transformative innovation is also experimental.
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A possible bounded characterisation of social entrepreneurship by three elements from literature 

1)Directionality towards a societal need emerging in a specific socio-economic and
cultural context (societal need as opportunity for the entrepreneur)

2) Societal accountability and “reflexivity” towards a community

3)A Schumpeterian-market approach: bringing to the market (and its laws) new
combination of resources responding to societal needs, reaching “additional markets”.

In the European Union: 2.8 Million Social Enterprises employing 13.6 million people, accounting
for 8% GDP (European Commission, 2020).
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a guiding grid

Construct Variable

Technology and innovation propensity

Technology Readiness

Knowledge Intensity

Technological Intensity

Social need as purpose of innovation Revenue source from social needs

Demand orientation in innovation

Identity Beneficiary Customers

Beneficiaries’ specific class of marginalised

Beneficiaries involvement

Participatory governance 

Beneficiaries in the board

Employees in the board

Volunteers in the board

Monitoring capacity Measurement of social value

Partnership & inter-org learning
Value attributed to Partnerships

Capacity to affect local policy Agendas

Geographic (Contextual) Inclusiveness Territorial diffusion in peripheral areas
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Social-tech entrepreneurship

1. New solutions

• Technology enables novel entrepreneurial approaches to social problems, by creating solutions that would have not existed otherwise.  Technology may have a topical

role in social entrepreneurship when employed directly towards socially oriented ends. 

2. Scale

• Technology can play a big role in scaling existing solutions so that they reach more and new beneficiaries and underserved geographies.

3. Economic sustainability

• Technology reinforces the economic sustainability of social entrepreneurship models, and often paves the way for greater balance between social and business logic.  

It typically helps enterprises scale, and an increase in the volume of activity leads to:  Multiplied thin margins; More efficient operations; More robust business model.

4. Co-creation

Technology is hugely useful for engagement purposes.  Social enterprises can share expensive technologies with underserved segments of population via digital platforms, 

allowing them to develop and test solutions that address their needs. 

5. Investment potential

• Technology transforms labour-intensive models into capital-intensive ones; Social-tech entrepreneurs can motivate investment in social-tech entrepreneurship and 

spur social enterprises to become investment-ready. 

about:blank
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• Core technology which leverages on “significant and novel created innovation” to 
deliver core services and products deeply related to the social value proposition.

• Technology can be transformative when targeting local challenges and involving
additional users.

• The development of appropriate tools for small farmers in high-land agricolture in 
Piedmont Inner Areas (see Franco et al., 2020) is a good example of additionality.

• It is aimed at reversing technological trend focused on low-land and large farmers. 
«Technology can be additional».
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• “Intermediate technologies’ (Schumacher, 1973) aim at developing relatively simple, 
energy efficient small-scale tools using materials that are readily available in their 
intended setting. 

• The appropriate technologies movement (Hazeltine, 1999) hinges on a distinct form 
of innovation referred to as retro-innovation: i.e., re-introducing elements and 
practices from the past into a new context, thus hybridizing traditional knowledge 
and new technological solutions, improving appropriateness and place-basedness. 

• This means robust, low-cost machinery that requires little maintenance and can thus 
be properly managed by target communities.
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• Need (challenge-oriented)

• Place-based (small-scale)

• People-centered, societally inclusive (co-developed & accessible)

• Environmentally sustainable
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• Simplicity to solve complex problems. The technology is under full control of 
communities who need be able to replicate it autonomously.

• Simplicity must be understood as resolved complexity. It consists in identifying a 
simple solution to a complex problem, for example through the hybridization of new 
knowledge on old one. 

• Technological innovation does not necessarily mean the new replacing the old, but 
also renewed use or redesign of traditional solutions.



School of Management - Politecnico di Milano

www.tiresia.polimi.itSocial entrepreneurship & (novel) technological trends

• A cooperative (d’interet collectif) of self-
construction of tools in rural areas of 
France.

• Participatory governance granted through 
the Cooperative form (plus territorial 
inclusiveness).Transformative capacity … 
empowering farmers in a demand-driven 
perspective through education and research 
and development

• Provision of resources to farmers & 
development of «appropriate technologies» 
as an outcome.
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