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• Transformative social innovation (TSI)

• Power dynamics

• Multi-actor perspective on shifting power relations

• Reflecting on TSI-politics

The next 35 minutes
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Social innovation
set of ideas, objects and/or activities that involve... 
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New Doing
renewable energy 

production

‘prosumer’
knowledge

New

Thinking

energy 
cooperatives

New

Organising

New relations 

neighbours, 

consumers -

producers

Haxeltine et al. 2017

Chilvers & Longhurst 2016

social innovation
example community energy
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reinvention (innovation ≠ ‘newness’)
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transformative social innovation



www.transitsocialinnovation.nl / @TransitSI

• 2014-2017
• 12 partners, 25 researchers

• EU & Latin-America

• 20 transnational networks & 100+ 
initiatives in 25+ countries

• 12 theoretical propositions



Building on…
• Institutional theory

• Relational theory

• Structuration theory

• Science & Technology 
studies

• Innovation studies

• Political theory 

• Social psychology

To develop a 

middle-range 

theory on 

Transformative 

Social 

Innovation

Avelino et al. 2019

Haxeltine et al. 2017
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20 international networks

100+ local/regional/national initiatives

27+ countries EU, Latin-America, other

Interviews, participant observation, document 

reviews, comparative meta-analysis

http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/discover-our-cases-2



Sieben Linden (Germany)

Findhorn (UK)

Ecodorp Bergen 
(Netherlands)

Tamera (Portugal) 

Tamera 
(Portugal)

@FlorAvelino



http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/resource-hub/global-ecovillage-network-gen

1. Tamera (PT)

2. Schloss Tempelhof (DE)

3. Bergen (NL)

4. Sieben Linden (DE) 

5. Findhorn (UK) 



• 170 people

• 330 acres

• Alentejo (Portugal)

• founded in 1995
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Lake 1, 2015

http://www.tamera.org/
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http://www.tamera.org/
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http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/downloads

Comparative analysis



translocal empowerment
local embeddedness + global connectedness
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Transform what & why? 

• Problematic power relations: 

inequality, oppression, exclusion, exploitation, injustice

• How & to what extent are social innovations challenging and/or 

reproducing power relations? 



Power dynamics



Power

Self-interest

Collective Goals

actors

structures
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1. Power ‘over’ vs. power ‘to’

2. Centred vs. diffused

3. Consensual vs. conflictual

4. Constraining vs. enabling 

5. Power = knowledge vs. power ≠ knowledge

6. Empowerment vs. disempowerment

7. Power as means vs. power as end in itself

Not choose sides but learn diversity of critical questions… 

Seven power contestations 

Avelino 2018



Power

consensual

conflictual

Avelino 2018



Violence as “the most concentrated, if bluntest, instrument 

of human power”.

(Mann [1986]2002:177)

Violence can destroy power, but “is utterly incapable of 

creating it”, and “power and violence are opposites; 

where the one rules absolutely, the other is absent”. 

(Arendt [1969] 2002:143). 
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“Subjection is not only obtained by the instruments of 

violence or ideology; it can also be direct, physical, pitting 

force against force, bearing on material elements, and yet 

without involving violence; it may be calculated, 

organized, technically thought out; it may be subtle, make 

use neither of weapons nor of terror and yet remain a 

physical order”. 

(Foucault [1975] 2002:192). 
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Power

diffused

centred

Avelino 2018



1. Dahl (1958)                                                        

– beyond ruling elites 

2. Bachrach & Baratz (1962)                                    

– agenda-setting

3. Lukes (1974) 
– preference shaping

Three faces of power
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How are 3 faces

of power manifested

in/for processes of 

social innovation

How is power 

decentralised

and/or 

(re)centralised?

Avelino 2018



Decentralisation in one place

can lead to (re)centralisation

elsewhere (& vice versa).

Which power relations are or 

might be (de)/(re)centralised

in processes of social

innovation, how, by & for

whom? 

(De)/(re)centralization 
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Power

enabling (agency)

constraining (structure)

Avelino 2018



“In its most general sense, power is (…) the ‘can’ which 

mediates the desired or intended outcomes of social actors 

and the actual realization of these outcomes in their daily 

social practices”. 

(Davis et al. [1991] 2002:214)
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“Individuals are the vehicles of power”
(Foucault 1980:101) 

‘Automated’ and ‘disindividualised’ power: material or 

ideological structures are “creating and sustaining a power 

relation independent of the person who exercises it”. 
(Foucault ([1975]2002: 196) 
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Panopticon…
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multi-actor perspective on 

shifting power relations



public

private

STATE
(public agencies)

MARKET
(firms, business)

COMMUNITY
(households, families etc.)

Avelino & Wittmayer 2016, Based on Evers & Laville 2004, Pestoff 1992

NON-PROFIT
(NGOs, associations

foundations)

Institutional logics
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public

private

STATE
(public agencies)

MARKET
(firms, business)

COMMUNITY
(households, families etc.)

NON-PROFIT

(NGOs, 

associations

foundations)

@FlorAvelino

Social innovation

Emerges across diverse 

institutional logics

Shifting relations & boundaries 

between institutional 

loggics = a form of

social innovation



public

private

PPP

MARKET
(firms, business)COMMUNITY

(households, families etc.)

STATE
(public 

agencies)

Avelino & Wittmayer 2016

Power inbalances

NON-PROFIT
(NGOs, 

associations
foundations)

public-private-partnerships
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public

private

STATE
(public agencies)

MARKET
(firms, business)

COMMUNITY
(households, families etc.)

NON-PROFIT
(associations,

NGOs)

Avelino & Wittmayer 2016

politician, policy-maker, 
bureaucrat, citizen, voter 

producer, consumer, 
employer, employee,
client, entrepreneur

activist, volunteer, 
member, benefactor,

researcher

resident, neighbour,
family member,

friend

Multi-Actor Perspective

Multiple institutional 

logics & actor roles

@FlorAvelino

Internal struggles…



NON-PROFIT

public

private

STATE

MARKETCOMMUNITY

employer / 
employee

poor / 
rich

benefactor/
beneficiary

Micro-politics: struggles, 

contestations, inequalities, 

hierarchies

large /
small

politicians/ 
civil servants

man/
woman

national/
local

ethnicities

young/ 
old

expert/
lay

Avelino & Wittmayer 2016
@FlorAvelino
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Reflections on TSI-politics



Ecovillage Tamera (Portugal) Image by Flor Avelino

Aardehuis Olst, Netherlands, image by Florijn de Graaf  

Paradoxes
of 

innovation 

& 

transformative 

change

(Pel et al. 2019)

Ecovillage Findhorn (Scotland) Image by Flor Avelino
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Research question

How can social innovations gain power 

while maintaining their transformative potential ?

• embracing paradoxes & nurturing radical core

• translocal & intersectional empowerment

• repoliticization
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public

private

STATE
(public agencies)

MARKET
(firms, business)

COMMUNITY
(households, families etc.)

NON-PROFIT
(associations,

NGOs)

Wittmayer et al. under review

Mainstreaming

How do processes of 

mainstreaming 

(i.e. gaining more power) 

manifest across different 

institutional 

logics?

Bureaucratization & 

Standardization 

Marketization & 

Commodification
Socialisation & 

Communalisation
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Embracing & owning the paradox

Translating to mainstream 
context while also 
nurturing the radical core 

(Adrian Smith 2006, 2007)

Prepare for dialectics of 
innovation ‘capture’ + develop 
flexible repertoire of diverse 
strategies incl. ‘Trojan Horse’ tactics

(Bonno Pel 2016) 
“The Procession of the Trojan Horse in Troy” by 
Domenico Tiepolo (1773)

Image by Dhivakaran S from Pexels
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(re)politicize
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https://tsimanifesto.org/ #TSImanifesto



www.transitsocialinnovation.nl @TransitSI



1. Physical and mental space for learning and experimentation is a necessary condition.

2. We require alternative and diverse economies.

3. Innovation is just as much about shaping the new as it is about reframing the old.

4. We need to experiment with alternative social relations and relational values.

5. Social & material change are intertwined: we need both social & technological innovation.

6. Transformative change requires hybrid combinations of civil society, state and market.

7. Social innovation should never be an excuse to dismantle necessary public services.

8. Translocal empowerment is a promising response to the challenges of globalisation.

9. Social innovation is about fostering a sense of belonging, autonomy and competence.

10. Transparent and inclusive decision-making is a necessary condition for change.

11. Alternative and diverse narratives are needed to drive change.

12. More mutual recognition and strategic collaboration is needed.

13. Embracing paradoxes is key to transformative social innovation.

#TSImanifesto: 13 principles

@FlorAvelino https://tsimanifesto.org/



https://tsimanifesto.org/ #TSImanifesto

calling for translocal solidarity 
across nations, urban-rural, local-global, offline-online





Thank you!

Dr. Flor Avelino
DRIFT, Erasmus University Rotterdam

avelino@drift.eur.nl
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Building on…

• Institutional theory

• Relational theory

• Structuration theory

• Science & Technology studies

• Innovation studies

• Political theory 

• Social psychology
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Governance

➢ multi-actor phenomenon (rather than 
bottom-up)

➢ requires requires political struggle and 
negotiation; portfolio of different and
often paradoxical strategies

➢ dialectic relation with established
institutions and structures: challenging
and reproducing



Social Learning
= new shared meanings, through interaction, 
collective experimentation and joint reflection, 
and these become situated in shared norms and 
practices

➢ Acquire specific knowledge about how 
particular institutions and systems work 

➢ Develop competencies for cooperation and 
dealing with tensions to create new social 
relations and maintain motivation in the face 
of obstacles

➢ Develop effective strategies of engagement 
with other relevant actors and institutions, to 
achieve their objectives



Resourcing & Monitoring

Three resourcing pathways:

➢ External funding (seek investment and/or 
income by delivering services)

➢ Autonomous funding (develop own income 
stream)

➢ Strategy of embedding (partner with larger 
organisation with complementary mission)

Developmental evaluation (based on Patton 
2010) for obtaining lessons for doing things 
better...


