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Summary Report 

ESF Transnational Cooperation Platform 
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1-2 February 2021, online 
 

The Peer to Peer Training of the Community of Practice (CoP) on Social 
Innovation aimed to develop knowledge and competencies for ESF programming 
to apply social innovation within the next Programmes.  

The training was built on previous reviews of social innovation in the ESF. It drew on the 
Flemish ESF Authority’s Toolkit on Social Innovation in the ESF and the Fondazione 
Brodolini’s report for the European Commission on ESF support to social innovation. The 
training gave the opportunity for practice-sharing and peer consultation between European 
colleagues. The following topics were covered, chosen based on participants’ priorities:  

• Understanding social innovation in the ESF 

• Who does what in a social innovation system 

• Writing a call for projects on social innovation 

• How to help projects measure their impact 

The event, organised by the Transnationality Team on behalf of the European Commission, 
was attended by 31 participants who represented Managing Authorities (MA), Intermediate 
Bodies (IB), as well as national and EU-level stakeholders. MAs and IBs from Austria, 
Belgium, Finland, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, 
Slovenia and Spain joined the meeting. MAs detailed the progress of their Programmes 
with regards to developing and implementing social innovations.  

The present report summarises the training content, discussions during it and points to 
further reading and watching.  

 
In the blue boxes like this, you can find self-reflection questions for  

Managing Authorities as they develop social innovation in ESF+ Programmes 

Understanding the social innovation concept 

The opening conversation was with Filipe Almeida, the President of Portugal Social 
Innovation, an ESF-funded public entity created to promote social innovation and develop 
the social investment market in Portugal. Filipe explained that social innovation should be 
distinguished from social innovation projects. The former reduces inequalities and 
empowers vulnerable groups by strengthening networks and capacity to act. Social 
innovation projects, meanwhile, offer a product, service or method which aims to improve 
the quality of life, as well as to bring social change. 

 

 
What do you understand by social innovation? 

 

https://esf-agentschap.be/sites/default/files/attachments/news_articles/opmaak_171115_lowres.pdf
https://esf-agentschap.be/sites/default/files/attachments/news_articles/opmaak_171115_lowres.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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Social innovation in Portugal 

Portugal introduced social innovation under ESF in 2017, beginning with 35 projects. To 
this day, 582 projects were financed for over EUR 110 million. There are four main 
financial support schemes in Portugal:  

• A grant-based capacity-building scheme, to develop the management 
competences of a project team, 

• A match fund which leverages philanthropy and finances a part of the projects,  

• A social impact bonds instrument, which contracts measurable social outcomes 
and pays for results,  

• A social innovation fund, which directly finances or provides guarantees for loans 
for social enterprises and socially innovative SMEs.  

In order to be considered a social innovation project, five criteria need to met according 
to Filipe Almeida’s agency Portugal Social Innovation: 

• The existence of a problem which could affect a large portion of society 

• The innovation aspect of the project and whether the product/method/service is 
indeed an innovation 

• The impact of the project and whether it has the potential to improve quality of 
life 

• The resources available to develop the project 

• The scalability of the project. 

Filipe Almeida confirmed that there could be different views or assumptions about social 
innovation among stakeholders (private sector, civil society, MAs and IBs) depending on 
their own interest. In his view, the ESF Managing Authorities should elaborate a consensual 
framework to mediate these differing opinions. 

 

 
How do stakeholders differ in their understanding of social innovation? 

 

Responding to questions from other participants, Mr. Almeida agreed that financing social 
innovations presents some risks of failure, even when financing only projects with the 
highest potential. Two kinds of innovation were mentioned during the discussion: 

 
Disruptive innovation consequently entails a higher level of risk, but Portugal had been 
able to fund both types under ESF. 

 

How open is your Managing Authority to the risk that innovations may fail? 

What kinds innovation have typically been funded so far 
 – disruptive or incremental? 

Having been a pioneer of social innovation promotion in ESF, Portugal has learnt that it is 
important to focus on projects which have the greatest potential to bridge the gap between 
social innovation and public policy. When getting started on social innovation as an ESF 
Managing Authority, Mr. Almeida advised that building partnerships especially at local level 
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through pro-active outreach was essential to the development of the ecosystem and so to 
the pipeline of potential social innovation projects. 

Deeper learning: Understanding the social innovation concept 

 

Animated video on the concept of social innovation is available on MS Teams space of 
the Community of Practice.  

Brodolini Foundation (2018): ”The ESF Support 
to social innovation”. Published by European 
Commission:  
 
• Table 1 Building blocks, dimensions and 

elements of the social innovation conceptual 
model (p9) 

• Graph 2 Share of OPs that provide 
relevant information for each of the SI 
dimensions (p22) 

• Graph 3 Share of OPs that provide 
relevant information by elements and 
dimensions (p23) 

Written resources from the ESF Flanders 
Toolkit: 

 
• Table 2 Differences between public and 

private sector typologies of innovation 
(p24) 

• Table 6 Different stakeholder views of 
social innovation (p127) 

• Figure 3 Integration of multiple social 
innovation theories (p38) 

• Figure 11 Different types of social 
innovation (p72) 

 

Who does what in a social innovation system? 

The ESF Flanders Toolkit (chapter 7) provides an overview of the roles of the actors within 
the social innovation ecosystem, based on Kotler, Trias de Bes’ A-F Model of ‘Winning at 
Innovation’. These include:  

Role Definition 
 

Who plays each role  
in your system? 

Activator who initiates the process  

Browser who conducts research and gathered 
knowledge 

 

Creator who produces the innovative idea  

Developer who turns the idea into products or 
services 

 

Executor who brings the innovation into practice  

Facilitator the “everything else” role, including 
approving funding and unlocking 
regulatory and policy problems 

 

 

 

Is there a role that no-one is playing – what could you do about that gap? 

Is there a role missing from the A-F model? 

Overall, actors could take on different roles within the ecosystem, depending on the 
maturity of the social innovation ecosystem within and beyond ESF. During the discussion 
MAs, who by default considered themselves to play facilitator role, reported occupying 
both the activator and the facilitator roles, and in some cases, they were also the browser 
and creator. This was explained because the MAs understood the context and the needs 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
https://esf-agentschap.be/sites/default/files/attachments/news_articles/opmaak_171115_lowres.pdf
https://esf-agentschap.be/sites/default/files/attachments/news_articles/opmaak_171115_lowres.pdf
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on the ground, so they knew what innovations were needed. They could also create bridges 
between the stakeholders and provide the framework in which to carry out the project. 

 

 
Which roles does your Managing Authority play? 

 

MAs could bring together all the institutions and organisations dealing with social problems 
to develop solutions. Having one central structure suits the context in some countries, 
because it brings together all the actors and provides a framework and space for 
discussion. This central agency should know the context, the problems to be addressed, 
the good practices on the ground and recognise gaps and missing connections. 

MA representatives appreciated the flexibility offered in EU regulations to develop social 
innovation, including the option to use multiple funds. Additionally, developing the 
ecosystem relies on assessing then where necessary building capacities in the public 
sector, social enterprises, NGOs and others. Establishing a national competence centre for 
social innovation is a way of boosting the development of an ecosystem that is under 
development in numerous Member States. 

Deeper learning: Who does what in a social innovation system? 

 

Animated video on the six roles in social innovation ecosystem is available on MS 
Teams space of the Community of Practice.  

Written resources from ESF Flanders Toolkit: 
 
• Chapter 7.A. Who does what in ESIF-funded social innovation? An outline of the Kotler, 

Trias de Bes A-F Model of ‘Winning at Innovation’ (p265-286) 
• Figure 16 Interaction of rules, actors and systems (p114) 
• Figure 25 Complex systems analysis (p155) 
• Figure 44 Leverage points in the system (p315) 

 

Writing a call for projects on social innovation 

The training continued in an interview with Hanna Kądziela, Head of the Social Innovation 
Unit at the Ministry of Development Funds and Regional Policy in Poland. She explained 
their five steps approach before launching a call for social innovation:  

• The theme of the call and what new solutions are pursued within this theme. At 
this stage, the MA often acts as an activator cooperating with line ministries, 
experts and practitioners to define the scope of the call. At times, key stakeholders 
invested in solving particular social problem may play the role of the activator of a 
call. 

• The type of call: what would work best with the objectives of call, e.g. developing 
a model to address a social problem or testing a new solution. 

• The criteria: specific for each type of call, at times developed in consultation with 
stakeholders affected by the social problem. 

• The information required at application stage: whether the standard 
application form provides relevant information to assess the different stages of 
social innovation.  

• The budget: how much funding will be committed to find or test new solutions. 

 

What steps would you consider before developing a call for proposals? 

What stage of innovation are you intending to finance? 

Are you seeking to reach potential social innovators directly  
as Managing Authority or indirectly through an external agency? 

https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fund-plus/en/competence-centres-social-innovation
https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fund-plus/en/competence-centres-social-innovation
https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fund-plus/en/competence-centres-social-innovation
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
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Poland has developed four types of projects supporting social innovations: 

 

Deeper learning: Writing a call for projects on social innovation 

 
Animated video is available on MS Teams space of the community.  

Brodolini Foundation (2018): 
”The ESF Support to 
social innovation”. Published 
by European Commission:  
 
• Chapter 4 Case studies on 

Sweden, Germany, 
Flanders (BE), Poland, 
Italy and Portugal 

Written resources from the ESF Flanders Toolkit: 

• Table 10 Types of funding for innovation 
• Chapter 7(C): In a separate project or within the ESF 

Managing Authority (p290-292) 
• Tool 1: Descriptive part of a call for proposals on social 

innovation (p192) 
• Tool 8: Manual for completing the project proposal 

form (p237) 
• Tool 9 and 10: Appraisal forms for evaluators and 

early-stage projects (p245 and p250) 
• Chapter 6(A): Appraising project proposals (p235-247) 

 

How to help projects measure their impact? 

It was noted that this is a difficult but not impossible topic not only for Managing 
Authorities but also for social enterprises, NGOs and others. The EU expert group on social 
entrepreneurship identifies five steps towards effectively measuring impact: 

 
It also provides definitions of inputs, activity, outputs, outcomes and impact, emphasising 
the challenge of identifying that a given positive change is attributable to an ESF project. 

 
How could your Managing Authority encourage projects 

to adopt the five steps above? 

Participants agreed that it is important to ensure that a budget, as well as capacity-building 
activities, are available to measure impact of social innovation. Additionally, the indicators 
against which to measure the impact need to be clear. One emerging practice was 
highlighted from Portugal, where they created a common assessment framework 
focusing on five dimensions: 

• the social change (the real impact of the project),  

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3fc20b5e-6df0-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
https://www.esf-vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/attachments/articles/toolkit_on_si_in_esif.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0c0b5d38-4ac8-43d1-a7af-32f7b6fcf1cc
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0c0b5d38-4ac8-43d1-a7af-32f7b6fcf1cc
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0c0b5d38-4ac8-43d1-a7af-32f7b6fcf1cc
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• the efficiency of mobilising resources to achieve the objectives,  

• the potential for replication,  

• the potential to integrate public policy and  

• the economic sustainability model of the project.  

 

Do you have in-house expertise in impact measurement, or 
do you need to call on external expertise? 

What kinds of support do and could you provide to projects in this area 
– training, specific budget, coaching? 

Portugal has developed five indicators to measure the impact of social change directly for 
people:  

• the level of autonomy gained,  

• the level of well-being,  

• their social network,  

• the possibilities for personal development and  

• the potential they now have to impact the lives of others.  

Designing indicators based on the interests of people supported was considered essential 
to measure social change.  

Deeper learning: How to help projects measure their impact? 

 
A short animation available on MS Teams channel outlines impact evaluation.  

GECES sub-group on impact measurement (2014): Proposed approaches to social 
impact measurement. 
 
Published by European Commission Available in EN, FR, DE, ES, IT, PL languages 

 

Take-away messages for 2021-2027 

Each participant would have taken away their own messages and connections for their 
context. Here are some which our Community of Practice thinks Managing Authorities 
should consider: 

• Take a long view of developing and scaling social innovation projects over the entire 
programming period. 

• Analyse who is playing which of the six ecosystem roles, identify the gaps and 
missing connections 

• When preparing a call for social innovation projects, be clear what stage of social 
innovation you are targeting and how successful projects might progress to the 
next stage. 

• Encourage and resource promoters to build impact assessment into project design 
from the start. 

Managing Authorities are warmly invited to take up the opportunities to work with each 
other through this Community of Practice on Social Innovation, both on challenges specific 
to their context and those that are shared across Europe. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0c0b5d38-4ac8-43d1-a7af-32f7b6fcf1cc
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0c0b5d38-4ac8-43d1-a7af-32f7b6fcf1cc
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0c0b5d38-4ac8-43d1-a7af-32f7b6fcf1cc

