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Executive Summary 

Support for social innovation and social entrepreneurship has become an increasingly important 

task for Higher Education Institutions. The project Students4Change aims at supporting Latin 

American Higher Education Institutions in creating an encouraging environment for social 

innovation and social entrepreneurship. 

The report summarizes the current status of social innovation in Latin America, taking into account 

the social surroundings of each Higher Education Institution from the region being part of the 

Students4Change project. An important part of this builds upon the project’s social innovation pilot 

courses that were held at each of the ten Latin American partner universities. The analysis of the 

process of the courses through the feedback of teachers and students led to the conclusion that an 

important part in fostering social innovation is to make the students move out of their comfort zones 

to create a more practical approach to societal challenges. Changing the students’ mentality to get 

them intrinsically motivated towards the implementation of social innovation initiatives was 

identified as a main task for the teaching staff of the courses. Additionally, establishing long-term 

relationships with actors from different societal sectors is seen as one of the key factors for the 

successful work of Higher Education Institutions in the field of social innovation. Furthermore, a 

survey revealed that combined ways of financing social innovation and building partnerships are 

important factors for the successful and sustainable implementation of social innovation courses in 

the Latin American partner universities.  

Building on these and other findings from the project itself as well as from social innovation 

research, the text introduces five thematic areas of recommendations for Higher Education 

Institutions to support social innovation: strategic approach to social innovation, cooperation and 

partnerships, the achievement of sustainability and upscaling, community involvement and 

financing social innovation. 

Against this background, the report goes on to individually assess the current situation at each of the 

project partner universities and to reflect upon possible recommendations to strengthen social 

innovation at the respective Higher Education Institutions. 
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1 Introduction 

In recent years, support for social innovation and social entrepreneurship has become a more and 

more important task of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) all over the world, revealing great 

potential they have in order to tackle the consisting societal challenges. Latin America has 

experienced a remarkable boost in social innovation, with universities often taking a leading role. 

While numerous initiatives have been introduced, often achieving promising results, social 

innovation remains a largely underdeveloped area of work, challenging HEIs to strike new paths. 

The project Students4Change aims at supporting Latin American Higher Education 

Institutions in creating an encouraging environment for social innovation and social 

entrepreneurship through cooperation between European and Latin American universities. This 

project constitutes a relatively new idea of developing a curriculum for social innovation and social 

entrepreneurship, which can be applied in every department of Higher Education Institutions. Since 

the start of the project in 2016, the curriculum has been developed, university staff has participated 

in a training program and the pilot courses have been applied within the ten participating 

universities in Latin America. 

Even though the pilot courses generated successful projects, the foremost challenge for 

Students4Change is the long-term implementation of the curriculum after the project lifetime. Most 

challenging is the lack a strategic approach to social innovation and the issue of finding sustainable 

ways of financing. 

We have approached the problem by analyzing the conditions of existing initiatives at the 

Latin American project partner universities, asking the partners to identify chances and barriers for 

social innovation and taking into account the results of the pilot courses. Furthermore, we took a 

broader look at the recent progress in the field of social innovation in Latin America in order to see 

how other approaches cope with the problem efficiently.  

The aim of this report is to develop ideas and approaches for support mechanisms to 

implement social innovation strategies at Latin American HEIs. For this purpose, we examine the 

role of Higher Education Institutions regarding social innovation in chapter 2. Chapter 3 provides 

an overview of social innovation in Latin America and selected experiences from three Latin 

American countries. Furthermore, it gives a closer look at the LASIN (Latin American Social 

Innovation Network) project. Chapter 4 relates to findings from the Students4Change project. First, 

important conclusions are derived from the pilot courses report. By analyzing the State of the Art 
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report from the project and investigating more information by applying a survey, we found out 

more success factors for supporting social innovation. Building on these and other findings from the 

project itself as well as from social innovation research, chapter 5 introduces five thematic areas of 

recommendations for Higher Education Institutions to support social innovation. To respond to the 

challenge of finding universal recommendations on the one hand and being as specific as possible 

on the other hand, the ten Latin American partner universities are assessed individually. 

In order to realize the recommendations of this report it is crucial to find new ways of 

overarching cooperation between HEIs’ decision-makers and executives as well as other 

stakeholders, such as project managers, students or the teaching staff. Sensitizing in a targeted 

manner the different groups of actors regarding the significance of supporting social innovation is 

an important goal of the project. 

2 The role of Higher Education Institutions regarding social innovation 

The development and implementation of social innovations and the promotion of social 

entrepreneurship are essential for regional development, not only in Latin America, but worldwide. 

Consequently, the project Students4Change aims at enabling Higher Education Institutions and 

their students to serve their societies in an effective way. In order to do so, the long-term objective 

of the project is to create an environment that encourages and nurtures the evolvement of social 

innovation (SI) and social entrepreneurship in the same way that technological innovation is 

promoted in an academic context.1 While developing a pedagogical method for Latin American 

universities takes center stage in the project Students4Change. 

This chapter examines different aspects with regard to the implementation of social 

innovation in HEIs. Referring to the meaning of the third mission and the Quadruple Helix Model, 

the involvement of HEIs in the field of social innovation shall be analyzed in this chapter on the 

basis of findings of the project SI-DRIVE. Besides that, the general state of social innovation in 

Latin America will be discussed, while some countries are presented individually. These reflections 

lay the foundation for the research question of this report, which deals with specific 

recommendations of support mechanisms for Latin American HEIs in order to systematically 

engage in the field of social innovation. 

	
1  Mark Majewsky Anderson, Sergio Puerta and Carla Cipolla, “Introduction” in Lasin. Latin American Social 
Innovation Network. Results and Reflections, ed. Mark Majewsky Anderson et al. (Medellin: Latin American Social 
Innovation Network, 2018), 13-17. 
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2.1 Social innovation along the three missions of HEIs 

The topic of social innovation in an academic context becomes particularly interesting with regard 

to the interconnection between HEIs and society. In this context, the term third mission does not 

only refer to the linkage between universities and other societal sectors, it also describes the 

developmental role of HEIs or, as Brundenius and Göransson state: “[T]he so-called third mission, 

that is, what do universities do in order to be relevant to society”.2 Alongside the first two missions 

of Higher Education Institutions, teaching and research, the third mission can at large be understood 

as social responsibility, outreach and engagement of universities. 3  Yet, there is no coherent 

definition of the concept and no specific guideline on how the third mission should be implemented. 

As a consequence, the third mission strongly underlies regional influences as a global 

phenomenon.4 At that, the development status, the political framework and the social structural 

background of countries are crucial for the range and intensity of societal engagement of 

universities.5 For example, in different countries of Northern and Western Europe, the third mission 

is generally rather interpreted as the development of technological innovations than the support of 

more intangible and complex activities that have a connection to social innovation6 . In Latin 

America, however, the third mission is usually viewed in a broader context, in which Higher 

Education Institutions predominantly strive to serve the needs of society.7 

There is a strong connection between the third mission and social innovation, since the 

majority of universities that engage in the topic of social innovation use the concept of SI for 

activities with regard to the third mission. Still, there are also examples for Higher Education 

Institutions that incorporate SI into teaching, for example by offering courses or certain degrees, 

such as Bachelor or Master. Others carry out research related to social innovation.8 However, 

	
2 Claes Brundenius and Bo Göransson, “The three missions of universities: A synthesis of UniDev project findings” in 
Universities in Transition. Insight and Innovation in International Development, ed. Claes Brundenius et al. (New 
York: Springer, 2011), 329-352, 329. 
3 Mark Majewsky Anderson, Dmitri Domanski and Jürgen Howaldt, “Social Innovation as a Change and a Challenge 
for Higher Education Institutions” in Atlas of Social Innovation: New Practices for a Better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt 
et al. (Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstelle TU Dortmund University, 2018), 51-54. 
4 Isabel Roessler, Sindy Duong and Cort-Denis Hachmeister, Welche Missionen haben Hochschulen? Third Mission als 
Leistung der Fachhochschulen für die und mit der Gesellschaft (Arbeitspapier Nr. 182) (Gütersloh: CHE 
gemeinnütziges Centrum für Hochschulentwicklung, 2015). 
5  Christian Berthold, Volker Meyer-Guckel and Wolfgang Rohe. Mission Gesellschaft. Engagement und 
Selbstverständnis der Hochschulen: Ziele, Konzepte, internationale Praxis (Essen: Stiftung Mercator, 2011). 
6 Brundenius and Göransson, “The three missions of universities: A synthesis of UniDev project findings”, 329-352. 
7 Isabel Roessler, Sindy Duong and Cort-Denis Hachmeister, Welche Missionen haben Hochschulen? Third Mission als 
Leistung der Fachhochschulen für die und mit der Gesellschaft (Arbeitspapier Nr. 182), 11. 
8 Dmitri Domanski and Sabrina Janz, “Academia’s Different Approaches to Social Innovation: The Example of TU 
Dortmund University” in Lasin. Latin American Social Innovation Network. Results and Reflections, ed. Mark 
Majewsky Anderson et al. (Medellin: Latin American Social Innovation Network, 2018), 23-34. 
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Higher Education Institutions that would integrate social innovation in all three missions are rather 

hard to find. In order to benefit from the implementation of social innovation significantly, 

universities do not only have the challenge to develop activities in teaching, research and the third 

mission. In addition, they should strive to connect the work of each mission with the work in 

another mission, to integrate social innovation along the three missions in a comprehensive way.9 

Corroborating this statement, Arocena and Sutz point out that the three missions should be 

considered as inseparable, since the developmental role of universities is related to all three 

missions. Consequently, teaching, research and active partnerships to external stakeholders are 

crucial for social inclusion in academia.10 

In recent years, various projects have focused on the development of social innovation and 

social entrepreneurship around the world. In this context, some of them have put a specific 

emphasis on the role of Higher Education Institutions. In the following, we present an overview of a 

selection of projects which have helped to define the new role of HEIs in this field.  

Figure 1: Projects addressing the role of HEIs in social innovation 

Logo Name Description Duration 

 

Tuning Latin 
America Project 

Developing an evaluation model for 
responsible university social 

innovation at Latin American HEIs. 

2011-2013 

 

SI-DRIVE – Social 
Innovation: Driving 

Force of Social 
Change 

Focusing on the connection between 
theory and practice of social 

innovation. 1005 social innovation 
initiatives were mapped in order to 
give insights into the highly diverse 
world of social innovation including 

the role of academia. 

2014-2017 

 
Strategy for Change 

Establishing a formalized 
transnational training program to train 

students for carrying out effective 
social innovation projects in their 

local communities. 

2015-2018 

	
9 Ibid. 
10 Rodrigo Arocena and Judith Sutz, “Inclusive Knowledge Policies when Ladders for Development are Gone: Some 
Considerations on the Potential Role of Universities” in Universities, Inclusive Development and Social Innovation, ed. 
Claes Brundenius et al. (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2017), 49-69 
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LASIN – Latin 
American Social 

Innovation Network 

Implementing a network of 
universities in order to foster social 

change and social innovation, 
contributing to a positive development 

in the respective communities. 

2016-2018 

 

SIC – Social 
Innovation 
Community 

Strengthening, connecting and 
growing existing social innovation 

communities – including public sector 
innovation, digital social innovation, 

intermediaries, social economy actors, 
academia and more. 

2016-2018 

 

Students4Change: 
Social 

Entrepreneurship in 
Academia 

Developing a pedagogical method for 
HEIs feasible and desirable in Latin 
American context, to teach and train 

university entrepreneurs with the 
necessary skills and knowledge to be 
active players implementing social 

innovations. 

2016-2019 

 

SEASIN – South East 
Asian Social 

Innovation Network 

Supporting and Promoting social 
innovation as a means to achieve 
sustainable and inclusive socio-

economic growth, social cohesion and 
equity in South East Asia. 

2017-2019 

 

SIKE – Social 
Innovation through 

Knowledge Exchange 

Developing new paradigms and tools 
for knowledge exchange practice that 
embrace social innovation, encourage 
social entrepreneurship and offer more 

effective support to local 
communities. 

2018-2020 

Source: Logos and descriptions from the projects’ websites. 

The project Students4Change mainly concentrates on the field of teaching, the first mission 

of HEIs, to lay the foundation for universities and their students, with the latter potentially 

functioning as future social entrepreneurs, to engage more actively in regional development and 

consequently the third mission. In accordance to these objectives, we take a closer look at initiatives 

that have already been developed at the ten Students4Change universities in Latin America (WP 1.4 

State of the Art) in order to formulate recommendations for support mechanisms that would not 

only foster the growth of future projects, but also help making SI one of the central topics in the 

university’s agenda. 

 



STUDENTS4CHANGE PROJECT.  
Social Entrepreneurship in Academia.  
574133-EPP-1-2016-1-MX-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP 	

9	
	

2.2 Academia’s role in the Quadruple Helix of social innovation  

In recent years, more and more social innovation research studies recognized the importance of a 

contribution of key actors from different societal sectors in the field of social innovation, as well as 

the complex interaction among them. These interconnections between different sectors are crucial 

for the implementation of social innovation.11 The model of the quadruple helix and the concept of 

social innovation ecosystems are helpful to understand how collaboration between different societal 

sectors is necessary to drive structural change and to achieve significant impact. In order to 

illustrate to which extent actors from different societal sectors collaborate with each other, which 

environmental conditions social innovation initiatives depend on and which factors are necessary 

for their success, it seems worthwhile to take into consideration the empirical results of the project 

“SI-DRIVE: Social Innovation – Driving Force of Social Change” (2014-2017). Within SI-DRIVE, 

a comprehensive and analytical definition of SI was developed and tested, describing social 

innovation as a new combination or figuration of social practices.12 In a further step, “the project’s 

25 international partners mapped and scrutinized over 1000 cases of social innovation all over the 

world and selected over 80 cases for an in-depth case study analysis”.13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
11 Domanski and Kaletka, “Social Innovation Ecosystems”, 208-211. 
12 Jürgen Howaldt et al., „Introducing the Atlas of Social Innovation” in Atlas of Social Innovation: New Practices for a 
Better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt et al. (Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstelle TU Dortmund University, 2018), 6-11. 
13 Ibid., 5. 
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Figure 2: Partners involved in social innovation initiatives by type (multiple responses, % of all 
engaged partners) 

	

 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Source: Mark Majewsky Anderson et al., “Social Innovation as a Chance and a Challenge for Higher Education 

Institutions” in Atlas of Social Innovation. New Practices for a better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt et al. (Dortmund: 

Sozialforschungsstelle, TU Dortmund University, 2018), 51. 

One of the key findings of SI-DRIVE, which was funded by the European Union’s Seventh 

Framework Program, is that multiple actors from the four societal sectors Academia, Civil Society, 

Economy and Government engage in social innovation initiatives. Still, actors from the different 

societal sectors are not playing a part in these initiatives in the same way. The field of SI is thereby 

far from having a balanced quadruple helix. The empirical results of SI-DRIVE “confirm that the 

public and the private sector as well as the civil society are relevant for social innovations on a more 

or less equal footing, with science and research only taking a minor role in social innovation 

initiatives”.14 Therefore, the potential of universities with regard to the topic of social innovation 

rather seems untapped, since Higher Education Institutions do not systematically engage in the 

field.15 With the emergence of new ecosystems that have a global reach and are yet grounded on the 

local level, actors from different societal sectors are encouraged to work together in order to 

	
14 Domanski and Kaletka, “Social Innovation Ecosystems”, 208-211, 208. 
15 Anderson, Domanski and Howaldt, “Social Innovation as a Change and a Challenge for Higher Education 
Institutions”, 51-54. 
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exchange ideas and solutions.16 As Sgaragli et al. state, “the future, all in a sudden, is being born out 

of the interaction between a multitude of actors, which did not even exist ten years ago”. 17 

Accordingly, social innovation has to be understood from a multi-sectoral perspective, with the 

efforts of the project Students4Change as one step to strengthen the role of academia in a Latin 

American social innovation context. 

Figure 3: Quadruple Helix of social innovation 

  

Source: Domanski and Kaletka, 2018, “Social Innovation Ecosystems”, 208. 

3 Social Innovation in Latin America 

Social innovation is on the rise in Latin America. It can be generally understood as the region’s 

creative response to immense social problems and societal challenges, such as low quality of health 

care and education as well as poverty, which affect large parts of the population and have not been 

successfully addressed by governments. While in a number of countries economic growth helped 

	
16 Fabio Sgaragli and Fondazione Giacomo Brodolini, “Preface - Change through social innovation ecosystems” in 
Enabling Social Innovation Ecosystems for Community-led Territorial Development, ed. Fabio Sgaragli et al. (Rome: 
Fondazione Giacomo Brodolino, 2014), 7-12. 
17 Ibid., 7. 
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reduce poverty, it did not necessarily lead to more equality. Latin America remains the region with 

the highest income inequality in the world.18  

Despite the increasing importance of social innovation in Latin America, the body of 

literature on this topic is still very limited and research remains scarce.19 There is a need for a 

systematic approach that would better explore the ways social innovation is understood in Latin 

America, what drives it and which are the barriers for its development. A detailed look at the roles 

and functions of different societal sectors is also required. It would help to answer the question, 

what would social innovation policy look like in order for it to achieve broader attention and 

impact. Currently, social innovation in Latin America remains an area chiefly dependent on the 

strong involvement of NGOs and communities. 

The report “From social innovation to public policy”20 by the Economic Commission for 

Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) gives important insights into the development of social 

innovation in the region, providing a lot of entirely new information on numerous initiatives in 

different fields. It has been a milestone in making social innovation visible as an important issue in 

Latin America. More recently, the project SI-DRIVE has been providing new intelligence on social 

innovation in all world regions and, thus, also explicitly focusing on social innovation in Latin 

America. 

These and other sources detect a growing activity in the area of social innovation in the 

region. At the same time, the term social innovation is often used as a synonym for many different 

approaches (e.g. Social Entrepreneurship, Inclusive Innovation, Social Technology, Corporate 

Social Responsibility, Shared Value, University Social Responsibility, Eco-innovation etc.), 

something that prevents clarity regarding the concept in Latin America and which is certainly also 

true for other world regions.21 

ECLAC’s concept of social innovation with community participation as one of its key 

features is above all a response to paternalistic top-down approaches, typical for Latin America and 

often also referred to as ‘asistencialismo’. The latter’s essence does not lie in empowering and 

	
18 Maria Elisa Bernal, “Latin America & the Caribbean” in Social Innovation Strategies – Regional Report, ed. Victoria 
Boelman et al. (Dortmund: Deliverable SI-DRIVE D 3.6., 2015), 102-107. 
19 Dmitri Domanski et al. ed., Innovación Social en Latinoamérica. (Bogotá: Corporación Universitaria Minuto de Dios, 
2016). 
20 Nohra Rey de Marulanda and Francisco B. Tancredi, From social innovation to public policy. Success stories in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (Santiago de Chile: ECLAC, 2010). 
21 Dmitri Domanski et al., “Social Innovation in Latin America” Journal of human development and capabilities 18 
(2/2017), 307-312. 
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enabling the community (understood here as a group of people at the – generally local – level, 

affected by the same social need) in order to meet challenges through bottom-up solutions, but 

rather in hierarchically organized schemes of delivering goods and services to the community as 

passive recipient. ECLAC’s report,	 in contrast, states the following: “A key to success and the 

potential for sustainability over time lies in the active participation of the beneficiary community. 

Active involvement transforms the community from a passive receiver of benefits into a protagonist 

of its own welfare. In some cases, participation is gradual in a project’s initial stages but emerges 

and grows during implementation, generating the indispensable feeling of belonging and 

proprietorship”.22 

Social innovation in Latin America has never just aimed at being innovative itself, but rather 

concentrated on facing societal problems and improving the living conditions of the population. 

Since the region is one of the most unequal on the planet, creative and innovative solutions have 

been found to solve issues such as mother and child mortality, low levels of education and intra-

family violence.23 As the results and articles of SI-DRIVE provide an insight into the state and the 

characteristics of social innovation in the region, several lessons can be drawn from the analysis. 

Latin America can be considered as a very innovative region, but its main challenge regarding 

social innovation is to scale up and to replicate successful initiatives.24 In order to effectively 

implement social innovation initiatives, it is very important to have the main responsibility ceded to 

the respective local communities. Consequently, the community should always be involved in the 

development of strategies to solve societal problems. That is also the case when trying to implement 

proven models that have been developed in places with a similar context.25 Besides that, the results 

show that in many cases, external financing contributes essentially to the success of social 

innovation initiatives. In this context, it is important “that those providing the funding do not 

require very short-term results and understand that innovations have their own development and 

consolidation cycle, which in the region is of at least five years”.26 

 

 

	
22  Marulanda and Tancredi, From social innovation to public policy. Success stories in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, 5. 
23 Maria Elisa Bernal and Simone Cecchini, “Social Innovation in Latin America and the Caribbean” in Atlas of Social 
Innovation: New Practices for a Better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt et al. (Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstelle TU 
Dortmund University, 2018), 128-130. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., 128.  
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Figure	4:	The	scenario	for	social	innovation	in	Latin	America	and	the	Caribbean		

 

Source: Bernal and Cecchini, 2018, “Social Innovation in Latin America and the Caribbean”, 128. 

 

Bernal and Cecchini also point out that social innovations in Latin America are rarely 

generated on the government level.27 Since innovation generally requires a trial and error process, 

undertakings in the field of social innovation carry an intensive risk of failure, which may lead to 

high political costs or even to judicial processes. Moreover, the time span that social innovation 

initiatives need in order to be developed and to unfold is usually greater than the duration of a 

government, with the result of problems occurring whenever a new government changes direction 

of public policies.28 However, the example of social innovations in Brazil shows that initiatives do 

not necessarily rely on formal support by the government and public policies, even though they 

have the potential to encourage the emergence of social innovations. The autonomous creativity of 

individuals and the interpersonal relational qualities can be sufficient for social innovations to 

emerge, since many of the Brazilian initiatives rely entirely on these qualities.29 

 

 

	
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Carla Cipolla and Rita Afonso, “Social Innovations in Brazil: How do Social Innovations flourish?” in Atlas of Social 
Innovation: New Practices for a Better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt et al. (Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstelle TU 
Dortmund University, 2018), 131-133 



STUDENTS4CHANGE PROJECT.  
Social Entrepreneurship in Academia.  
574133-EPP-1-2016-1-MX-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP 	

15	
	

3.1 Experience from selected countries 

In this context, it seems worthwhile to take a closer look on the development of social innovations 

in different Latin America countries, considering their diverse socio-economic and historical 

backgrounds, their varieties and similarities. In recent years, Brazil, Colombia and Chile 

particularly gained recognition even beyond Latin America thanks to a variety of exciting social 

innovation initiatives. These countries, among others, are participating in the project 

Students4Change and their experience is valuable for successful work in this project. 

3.1.1 Social innovation in Brazil 

Brazil, home of the Students4Change project partners of Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio de 

Janeiro (PUC-Rio) and Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio Grande do Sul (PUCRS), struggles 

with a high degree of social inequality and various societal problems, such as “poor public 

management of resources, and a lack of access to basic public services and rights”. 30  As a 

consequence, many social innovation initiatives in Brazil aim at meeting social needs and tackling 

the lack of basic resources. With regard to the development and the theoretical as well as practical 

progression of social innovations, Brazil stands as an important experimental ground, since several 

social innovation initiatives have been developed in the country decades ago, even though these 

may not have been named or classified as such before.31 

A lot of the Brazilian initiatives are developed by groups who are affected by the country’s 

problematic societal situation, with the aim of escaping their restricted environment. Thereby, the 

production and the consumption of culture serves as a mean to overcome visible and invisible 

barriers.32 Furthermore, many Brazilian social innovation initiatives rely on the use of ICT: “These 

technologies prove to be useful for creating new communicative patterns in the city and promote 

new connections between slums and the outside areas”. 33  Through the usage of ICT, some 

initiatives spread in the form of networks, mostly on a small scale, connecting different initiatives in 

the same city. Above that, international networks such as Impact Hub or DESIS Network positively 

influence the emergence of social innovation initiatives in Brazil. Yet, some of the Brazilian 

innovations may not be easy to replicate, since they are related to a particular local context and 

	
30 Ibid., 130 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 131. 
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“emerge due to a specific set of institutional stimuli (e.g. specific policies) which activate local 

resources in a unique way”.34 

Figure 5: Matrix placing social innovation initiatives in their relation to institutional support and 
interpersonal relational characteristics 

 

Source: Cipolla and Cechini, 2018, “Social Innovations in Brazil: How do Social Innovations flourish?”, 132. 

3.1.2 Social Innovation in Chile 

According to the UNDP’s Human Development Index, Chile stands as Latin America’s most 

developed country.35 Despite its economic growth and increased commitment to social policy, Chile 

	
34 Ibid., 131. 
35 Dmitri Domanski and Nicolás Monge-Iriarte, “Social Innovation in Chile” in Atlas of Social Innovation: New 
Practices for a Better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt et al. (Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstelle TU Dortmund University, 
2018), 134-136. 
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struggles with huge inequality. In the country, which is the home of the Students4Change project 

partners of Universidad de Talca (UTALCA) and Pontificia Universidad Católica de Valparaíso 

(PUCV), a diverse social innovation ecosystem has emerged, with the public sector playing an 

important role in fostering social innovation. Here, CORFO’s Program for Social Innovation has 

been a pioneering policy approach.36 In terms of the development of social innovations in Chile, the 

civil society has been the main driver for a long time. Besides, academia has become an important 

pillar in terms of the promotion of social innovation in recent years.37 Thereby, most efforts have 

been made within the third mission, “whereas social innovation activities in teaching and research 

remain scarce”. 38  For most Chilean universities, social innovation is understood as social 

entrepreneurship. As a consequence, a challenge for Chilean universities is to widen their 

understanding of social innovation beyond social entrepreneurship and technologies. Aside from 

that, some of the activities of Chilean Higher Education Institutions follow a top-down approach, 

which aims at fostering regional development and at tackling inequality and disadvantage of certain 

groups. However, Chilean universities tend to overlook the real necessities and demands of the 

community, focusing on delivery instead of co-creation.39 In order to avoid such mismatches, it is 

important for HEIs to empower communities instead of making them “passive recipients”.40 

3.1.3 Social innovation in Colombia 

Colombia, home of the Students4Change project partners of Corporación Universitaria Minuto de 

Dios (UNIMINUTO) and Universidad de Caldas (UCALDAS), has managed to achieve remarkable 

success with regard to homicide and poverty rate reduction in the last 15 years. Thereby, social 

innovations as well as their support through government agencies, public projects and policies 

played an important role, especially in the urban context.41 As a result, Colombia has more or less 

managed to leave behind its troubled image from the 1980s and 1990s.42 Still, there is a great 

concern about the sustainability of social innovations in the country, since the poverty rates grew 

again in 2016, for the first time in 14 years. Declining efforts of the public sector with regard to 

social innovation may have enhanced this regression, since the social innovation teams that existed 

	
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 134. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Nicolás Martín Bekier, “Colombia: Overcoming a Conflictive Past through Community based Social Innovation” in 
Atlas of Social Innovation: New Practices for a Better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt et al. (Dortmund: 
Sozialforschungsstelle TU Dortmund University, 2018), 137-139. 
42 Ibid. 
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in the government agencies shrunk and in some cases disappeared entirely.43 Against the backdrop 

of these developments, community based social innovations turn out to play a key role in avoiding 

new surges of violence.44 Here, local social innovations do not just help to address the needs of 

basic rights, but are also able to influence the creation or adjustment of public policies.45  

3.2 The example of LASIN’s Social Innovation Support Units (SISUs) 

Several projects, such as Tuning Latin America Project and LASIN (Latin American Social 

Innovation Network) have already developed strategies to support social innovation at HEIs in the 

region. LASIN was funded by the European Commission as a part of the Erasmus+ Capacity 

Building program. The overall objective of LASIN was to strengthen the field of social innovation 

in Latin America. Thereby, Higher Education Institutions play a fundamental role, taking center 

stage within the efforts of the initiative. Since challenges for social innovation faced by LASIN 

show similarities to those faced by Students4Change, there are several lessons that can be drawn 

from the former, especially with regard to the involvement of HEIs in the field of social innovation. 

One of the most crucial and informative ones shall be presented in the following chapter, which 

focuses on LASIN’s so-called “Social Innovation Support Units” (SISUs), a model that was first 

applied in eight universities in Chile, Colombia, Brazil and Panama46 and later adopted in South 

East Asia (SEASIN project) and Europe (SIKE project).47 

SISUs stand as physical spaces that should be located in or near a university. The idea 

behind SISUs is to push developments in the field of social innovation forward, fostering the 

emergence of social innovation initiatives and social entrepreneurship. The methods that are used 

within SISUs are research; training and knowledge exchange.48 SISUs particularly aim at local 

communities, therefore taking into account the specific needs of their social environment. 

Moreover, SISUs can take different formats, depending on the strategy and structure of the 

respective Higher Education Institutions.49 What each of the SISUs faces is a common purpose: 

	
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46  Anderson, Domanski and Howaldt, “Social Innovation as a Change and a Challenge for Higher Education 
Institutions”, 51-54. 
47 https://sike-eu.org/. 
48  Anderson, Domanski and Howaldt, “Social Innovation as a Change and a Challenge for Higher Education 
Institutions”, 51-54. 
49 Ibid. 
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“[T]o harness the facilities, knowledge and resources at their disposal to serve their communities in 

an effective, innovative and sustainable way”.50 

Figure 6: Generic Model of a Social Innovation Support Unit (SISU) 

	

Source: Mark Majewsky Anderson, Sergio Puerta, and Carla Cipolla, ed. Lasin. Latin American Social Innovation 
Network. Results and Reflection (Medellin: Latin American Social Innovation Network, 2018), 239. 

The partner universities of the project LASIN developed a generic blueprint for Social Innovation 

Support Units in order to define which characteristics are vital for SISUs and which distinct 

objectives shall be regulated. Thereby, the first principle of a SISU is that new ideas should be 

fostered and innovative solutions for societal problems in the community should be created. In other 

words, SISUs are developed as physical spaces that particularly aim at developing new ideas, so 

that a SISU does not just act once an idea is already developed.51 In order to achieve this goal, 

SISUs strive to encourage collaboration between different societal actors, fostering the idea of co-

design and creating a connection between academia and society. Another important objective of 

SISUs is to identify new funding opportunities, including microcredit resources.52 

 

	
	

50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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Figure 7: SISUs’ distinct objectives 

 

Source: Own illustration. 

These are some of the aspired characteristics of SISUs:53 

Ø Creativity: SISUs are conceptualized as creative spaces in which people are able to develop 

innovative ideas, using the resources available. 

Ø Collaboration with society: SISUs aim at actively involving parts of society when it comes 

to the implementation of ideas, thereby the creative potential of citizens is used. 

Ø Open-door Policy: SISUs have an open-door policy in order to attract stakeholders and 

social innovators. 

	
53  Anderson, Domanski and Howaldt, “Social Innovation as a Change and a Challenge for Higher Education 
Institutions”, 51-54. 
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Ø Mutual-learning process: SISUs aim at fostering a mutual learning process between 

society and the university; “Universities recognize the knowledge embedded in society […] 

and, at the same time, they make scientific and technological knowledge available to 

society”. 

Ø Innovative copyright policy: Copyright policy gets adjusted to the purpose of developing 

social innovation. 

Ø Academic credibility: SISUs contribute to academic credibility in the realm of social 

innovation. 

Figure 8: Generic model: Co-working space of a SISU 

 

Source: Anderson, Puerta, and Cipolla, 2018, Lasin, Latin American Social Innovation Network. Results and 

Reflections, 239. 

SISUs represent a promising approach towards systematic of knowledge transfer, both 

within HEIs as well as between HEIs and non-academic actors in the field of social innovation. 

However, continuation of SISUs beyond the project’s lifetime is not automatically guaranteed. 

While projects, such as LASIN offer an important basis for setting up such a unit, the whole 

initiative can only use its potential if it becomes part of the university’s long-term strategy. So far, 

such social innovation support structures are very rare at HEIs, not only in Latin America but 

worldwide. At the same time, we can observe increased efforts to improve the infrastructure for 

social innovation made by civil society and the public sector (SI labs, centers, incubators).54 

	
54 Eva Wascher et al., Social Innovation Labs – A starting point for social innovation (Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstel-
le TU Dortmund University, 2018). 
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4 Findings from the Students4Change project 

In previous chapters we have explored results from different projects and publications on social 

innovation. In the next step, we would like to focus on findings of the project Students4Change. 

Thereby, we focus on results generated within the course of the pilot courses, which were held on 

each of the ten partner universities of Students4Change. Then, results from the Students4Change 

“State of the Art” surveys and findings with regard to the financing and partnerships of social 

innovation initiatives that are already implemented at the Latin American partner universities of 

Students4Change, are presented.  

4.1 Conclusions from the pilot courses 

Within the course of the project Students4Change, different “pilot courses” were held at each of the 

ten Latin American partner universities. These pilot courses were oriented towards various topics 

related to social entrepreneurship, social impact and social innovation, business management and 

administration, culture of organizations and strategies. Thereby, the courses resonate with the main 

objective of Students4Change as the project strives to generate improvement with regard to the 

quality and relevance of academic programs aimed at development and innovation at Latin 

American Higher Education Institutions. As for the content of the courses, the teachers conveyed 

certain capabilities to the students, such as critical thinking, communication, empathy, creativity, 

responsibility or teamwork, giving the recipients of the courses a chance to assess their social 

environment and to create social value for their communities. Generally expressed, the pilot courses 

stand as a first step to structurally incorporate social innovation and social entrepreneurship into 

teaching, the first mission of universities. 

By thoroughly analyzing the process of the courses, several lessons can be drawn with 

regard to challenges and opportunities that teachers and students faced within the scope of the pilot 

courses. We were able to deduce various recommendations for support mechanisms from the 

profound evaluation that our project partners provided, which is mainly based on interviews with 

the teachers and feedback from the students. For each of the participating Latin American 

universities a report was produced – hereafter referred to as pilot course reports – which preserve 

usable information for the further implementation of social innovation and social entrepreneurship 

in Latin America. In this chapter, the main conclusions towards the development of support 

mechanisms will be presented, while we use the information of the summary of the pilot courses, 

which was provided by the University of Talca (Informe Global Cursos Piloto). Here, means and 
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techniques to overcome barriers related to the implementation of social entrepreneurship courses on 

the one hand and the transmission of learning content on the other hand take center stage. 

4.1.1 Changing the mentality of students 

One of the findings of the pilot courses is that the subjects of social innovation and social 

entrepreneurship tend to force students out of their comfort zone, which may lead to some initial 

resistance towards the teaching concepts on the side of the students. That indicates that students are 

rather used to play a passive role as recipients of content-driven teaching. Naturally, the fact that the 

courses were designed to actively involve the students, forcing them to utterly engage in the 

respective topics, posed a challenge in the beginning. Still, the findings of the pilot course reports 

show that such a practical approach and the chance to positively contribute to the social 

development of the community are huge motivators to the students. Accordingly, the teachers had 

the task to change the mentality of the students, clarifying that they are able to create social value 

and to help their communities through their own initiatives. By doing so, students can be motivated 

to give continuity to projects beyond the duration of the subject or the course. It should thus be the 

teachers’ objective to create an intrinsic motivation for students to carry on with the execution of 

social innovation initiatives. 

The practical approach of the pilot courses proved to be useful and necessary in order to link 

theoretical social innovation concepts with the social reality, thereby supporting efforts to train 

students in becoming social entrepreneurs. To realize such an approach, the logic of 

entrepreneurship and the concepts of social innovation were used to concretize problems, generate 

ideas, define solutions and create products that are relevant for the community. Above that, students 

seem to value the practical character of the courses. Since the efforts of the courses always had a 

proximity to the community and took place in a real and less controlled context, the contents were 

more vivid and interesting for the students. Therefore, a form of contextualized teaching, which 

seeks to combine professional practice with the social reality of its territory, seems to be appropriate 

to convey concepts of social innovation and social entrepreneurship. Dialogue based learning can be 

effective in the courses, involving teaching methods such as brainstorming, empathy maps, mental 

maps, problem trees, innovation flow charts, presentation of pitches and focus groups. 
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4.1.2 Developing courses in accordance with the social reality 

As we already stated in the previous chapter, one of the main issues with regard to social innovation 

initiatives is that projects are often developed without considering the needs in the community. 

Obviously, mismatches between the social innovation initiative’s aim and its actual outcome are the 

consequence. To avoid such mismatches, it is important that students learn to empathize with the 

community, while getting a feeling for the complexity of social issues. As a consequence, courses 

of social innovation and social entrepreneurship should be developed with a strong awareness of the 

social reality and the social environment of students. The pilot courses show that sensitization 

towards regional social issues seems to be more effective when it is additionally taught among peers 

than when presented only by the teacher. Nonetheless, it is the task of the teachers to visualize the 

social reality, so that students get a sense for the social situation of their environment. Furthermore, 

teachers should strive to convey the capabilities of empathy and understanding to encourage 

students to reflect about their role in the community. Empathy stands as a key competence and 

involves the construction of mutual understanding and a feeling for different interests in social 

issues. With this competence, students as well as teachers are able to critically examine reality, 

which is helpful when adjusting their efforts to the needs of society. 

4.1.3 Strengthening collaboration with different societal sectors 

Higher Education Institutions should strive to establish long-term relationships with actors from 

different societal sectors. Such relationships allow universities to strengthen efforts within the third 

mission, allowing them to realize project proposals and engage more systematically in social 

innovation initiatives. At the same time, support from different societal actors contributes crucially 

to the successful outcome of social innovation courses. Highlighting the importance of institutional 

support in the form of human, physical and technological resources, it is important to identify and 

manage networks of actors and institutions that have the ability and the interest to support the 

implementation of social innovation at Higher Education Institutions. 

Furthermore, the pilot courses showed that field visits could be a helpful method to maintain 

students’ interest in social entrepreneurship and to grant a practical view on social issues in the 

community. Through trips to regional municipalities, hospitals or schools, students get an 

impression of the actual situation in their social environment. Visits of companies and presentations 

of entrepreneurs in the courses are another way for students to gain insight into the practical work 

outside of universities. All in all, active engagement of HEIs to reach out to external actors is not 
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only beneficiary for the emergence of a social innovation ecosystem, but also contributes positively 

to the implementation of social entrepreneurship courses in academia. Events that are organized by 

the university, to which persons from different societal areas are invited, can be a proper way to 

initiate contact between academic stakeholders, teachers and actors from other sectors. In this 

regard, the potential of students as a resource for valuable future workforce can be useful. 

4.1.4 Fostering a paradigm shift within Higher Education Institutions 

In order to implement social innovation and social entrepreneurship in a Latin American academic 

context and in order to provide high-quality courses on that subject, it is not just important for HEIs 

to reach out to other societal sectors. An appropriate quality of the courses can only be guaranteed if 

the structure of universities changes and adjusts to new challenges. In order to generate a greater 

scope on the topics of social innovation and social entrepreneurship, a high level of commitment 

should be created on an institutional level. The support and engagement of academic decision-

makers is crucial for the successful implementation of these subjects. An acceptance on the top 

university level is the first step to increase the significance of social innovation and social 

entrepreneurship in the course of studies. Courses on the subjects should be offered throughout the 

whole university career of students, starting in initial semesters, since competencies in the context 

of social innovation and social entrepreneurship help to get a perspective on ways to use one’s 

academic education. In respective courses, meaning is given to theoretical approaches. Aside from 

that, the practical reference of these courses is helpful to reveal possible career paths of students. 

Thereby, it is important to point out that social innovation and social entrepreneurship 

courses are not only relevant to social sciences, even though there is a strong connection. It is just 

as necessary to incorporate social innovation concepts into natural sciences, since innovation in 

general is created in a multidisciplinary context. In order to achieve the overall objective of regional 

development, it is essential for experts from various fields to contribute, while academic education 

is able to lay an important foundation for such a multidisciplinary approach. Consequently, social 

innovation and social entrepreneurship courses have to be understood from a multidisciplinary 

perspective, allowing students from different careers and studies to get in contact with each other, 

enabling a productive exchange of ideas.  

Another interesting point is that students that have received a scholarship are even more 

motivated to engage in the topic of social innovation and strive to become social entrepreneurs, 

since they genuinely want to give something back to their community. In other words: scholarships 
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seem to enhance the social responsibility of students, which proves that supporting students can 

lead to a positive outcome. 

4.1.5 Challenging established teaching methods and incorporating new tools 

Within the course of the project Students4Change and the pilot courses, teachers were challenged to 

reflect on their teaching methods. A noticeable finding of the pilot course reports is the importance 

of dialogue between teachers. Thereby, it is helpful to establish structures that allow teachers to 

share their experiences with colleagues from other universities. Teachers stated that they value 

information and knowledge about the experiences of other universities, having conversations about 

ways of incorporating certain competencies to the students. In the course of the pilot courses, 

teachers also learned to put emphasis on the evaluation of the process rather than the result. At the 

same time, teachers more and more incorporated the concept of Service Learning and reoriented 

their subjects in this direction. 

In the context of Students4Change, new concrete tools are provided for the teachers. Here, 

institutional spaces and alternatives to rethink the class in direct connection with the community are 

generated. These tools should be standardized in studies related to social sciences as well as natural 

sciences. The usage of ICT and other media such as radio programs also turned out to be useful in 

order to spread information throughout the community and to improve the communication between 

different actors. The incorporation of technology tools such as 3D printers gives students the chance 

to practically shape products designed to meet social needs. 

4.2 Findings from the Students4Change surveys 

Within the scope of the project Students4Change, each of the participating Latin American Higher 

Education Institutions handed in a detailed description of social innovation initiatives that had been 

realized in the past at their university. Through this so-called State of the Art survey, the project 

partners reflected on challenges and barriers as well as chances and opportunities, elaborating on 

positive and negative experiences that were made at their universities with regard to social 

innovation initiatives. We used the reports based on this survey in order to analyze difficulties and 

capabilities regarding the implementation and the sustainability of social innovation initiatives at 

Latin American HEIs. Above that, we conducted another survey, which was based on the State of 

the Art reports and specifically aimed at finding out about ways of financing and cooperation. These 
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two fields are particularly important for SI initiatives to scale up. Against this background, we were 

able to gain insight into the reality of the participating universities, hence contributing to the 

formulation of recommendations. 

4.2.1 Financing of social innovation initiatives 

As a general finding with regard to financing, it can be stated that it is useful to strive for a 

combined source of funding. A general finding already described in the previous chapter is that 

there has to be an interest on a high institutional university level, since decision-makers and 

academic authorities have to be involved. Eventually, they are the ones to decide whether or not 

money can be applied for the purpose of social innovation and social entrepreneurship efforts. In 

most cases, the budget is used for teachers, trainees, technical staff and support materials. Further 

assessments and recommendations with regard to funding opportunities shall be stated in the 

following. 

As a result of the analysis, it transpired that in some cases tuition fees paid by the students to 

attend their undergraduate degree are used for social innovation initiatives. Since most of the Latin 

American Higher Education Institutions raise such tuition fees, this could be a useful source of 

budget, given that the money is not entirely scheduled for other purposes. Another source of 

financing are external and internal funds. One way to raise such funds is to participate in applied 

research projects such as Students4Change. The budget that is generated from these funds can be 

used for specific efforts with regard to social innovation and social entrepreneurship. In general, 

international and national funds are aimed at social innovation projects that are regarded as 

important for the community. Above that, public and private sponsoring also plays a role as a 

source of budget. In that sense, universities should be on the lookout for private and public 

sponsoring projects. 

It could also be shown that some universities have a basic budget for operations that is also 

used in order to realize social innovation initiatives. To be able to afford such operations it is of 

crucial significance to actively search for ways and opportunities to get financial support from 

different sources. Thereby, resources can be obtained through sources such as courses, diplomas 

and internships. As it has been stated before, there is a need for partnerships and networks – for 

example to get in touch with private investors. A great way of financing projects is when they are 

able to sustain themselves. Here, income is generated through the outcome of social innovation 

initiatives, for example through products that are generated within projects. The “Social Incubation 
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strategies of Genesis” from PUC Rio stand as an example for an initiative, which generates income 

through extension projects and thereby manages to sustain itself. 

4.2.2 The meaning of cooperation and partnerships 

Examining the different initiatives that were described by each of the Latin American project 

partners within the state of the art reports, it gets clear that partnerships and cooperation are among 

the most crucial factors for the upscaling and growth of successful social innovation projects. As 

already mentioned in the context of the pilot course reports, it is highly relevant to involve actors 

from different societal sectors. The different initiatives that were presented in the state of the art 

reports stand as great examples for a diversity with regard to partnerships, since the respective 

Higher Education Institutions cooperate with actors from the government, the civil society and the 

private economy. In the following, different approaches for successful cooperation and partnerships 

shall be presented. 

An important point that has already been mentioned in previous chapters of this report is the 

importance of the involvement of university decision-makers as well as the support of HEI 

authorities. In order to get the resources - people as well as material – that are necessary for the 

successful implementation of social innovation projects, it is very important for social innovation 

initiatives to have the support of the university’s top management. The decision-makers have to be 

convinced that the respective project has a positive impact on the social environment. In this regard, 

it should be considered that projects should be linked with the educational perspective of the 

university. The main objective is to create an institutional policy of HEIs in the field of social 

innovation and social entrepreneurship. 

Aside from internal structures within Higher Education Institutions, partnerships with the 

civil society and the private economy are indispensable. Working with a stakeholder from the 

community is a tested method in order to assure that the respective initiative is developed in 

accordance to the social reality. By doing so, mismatches between the actual needs in the 

community and the outcome of the project can be avoided. At the same time, it is not less vital to 

involve stakeholders from the private sector. Organizing events in order to network with some of 

the decision-makers can be an effective method in order to gain support for social innovation 

projects. 
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Within the scope of the surveys that we conducted, we managed to gain information about 

factors that are crucial for successful partnerships. As a first result, it turns out that in order to 

develop capabilities and to generate efficient service agreements, it is important to create win-win 

situations for all involved parties. Other factors that influence successful partnerships are 

commitment, alignment and trust between the institutions. Furthermore, the transparency of the 

respective projects and the correct managing of the funds are significant factors. With regard to the 

collaboration among HEI project partners, it is important to involve all the partners in the process, 

constantly communicating with everybody involved. Thereby, the usage of ICT is helpful, since 

programs like “Skype” or “Zoom” facilitate worldwide communication. Still, coordinating the times 

and schedules of all parties involved can turn into a challenge. Thereby, social innovation projects 

need a strong management and person in charge of the coordination at each university. 

5 Recommendations regarding the support mechanisms for social innovation 

Taking into account the findings that were presented so far, we frame different recommendations 

with regard to the implementation of social innovation in the following chapter. These 

recommendations are based on findings regarding the general state of art of social innovation in 

Latin America and on the results from the pilot courses as well as the Students4Change surveys. 

The suggested recommendations directly respond to the research question of this report, since the 

latter deals with revealing support mechanisms to foster the development of social innovation and 

social entrepreneurship in Latin America. In this regard, social innovation encompasses SI 

initiatives as well as the implementation of social innovation and social entrepreneurship in courses 

and in the curricula of universities. In the next step, the individual situation of each of the 

Students4Change partner universities is presented. Here, we derive an individual assessment with 

regard to the implementation of social innovation for the respective Latin American partner 

universities. 

5.1 Thematic areas of recommendations 

In the following, we present the five most important thematic areas of recommendations. Here, we 

are referring to areas because it is not possible to set up a list of universal recommendations 

applicable to all HEIs since every region and every university has its own reality. The following 

thematic areas of recommendations, however, can be used as a guideline and adapted at every HEI 

(at the Students4Change partner universities or somewhere else) to support social innovation. 



STUDENTS4CHANGE PROJECT.  
Social Entrepreneurship in Academia.  
574133-EPP-1-2016-1-MX-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP 	

30	
	

5.1.1 Strategic approach to social innovation 

Even though HEIs record more and more initiatives regarding social innovation, most of them have 

no strategic approach to the development of this area. This often leads to confusion, duplicated 

work and unnecessary expenses. A strategic approach to social innovation is indispensable to reach 

the full potential of the HEIs. 

 First, each university needs to better understand and to clarify regarding its strategy what is 

social innovation. While more and more HEIs recognize the importance of social innovation for 

societal development and the need to engage in this area, they do not necessarily understand what 

social innovation is exactly about. For example, often it is confused with the area of University 

Social Responsibility, which does not necessarily refer to (social) innovation. On the one hand, this 

is not surprising considering the lack of conceptual clarity in this area. But on the other hand, while 

solid academic knowledge on social innovation remains scarce, many universities still rarely – if at 

all – participate in social innovation research (which would help to better understand social 

innovation). Hence, as long as those who work in this area and aim at introducing change have no 

clear concept and understanding of social innovation, it will be difficult to develop a clear strategy 

and to implement it. While in the EU social innovation has become an increasingly important 

research topic in recent years, in Latin America it is still quite seldom. 

 Second, social innovation should be integrated along all the three missions of universities. 

Social innovation is appearing on a growing number of universities’ agendas, sometimes even 

becoming an important part of their development strategies. Some universities offer classes and 

degrees, such as Master and Bachelor or make it a transversal topic in teaching (like in the project’s 

Students4Change pilot courses). Other universities focus on research in social innovation. Probably 

the most common way for universities to engage in this topic that we can observe is related to 

manifold activities within what is usually referred to as the third mission (here mainly understood as 

social responsibility, outreach and engagement). Nevertheless, we can rarely see a university where 

social innovation is integrated in all three missions. Moreover, the challenge is not only to develop 

activities in teaching, research and the third mission. It is the issue of integrating social innovation 

along the three missions in a comprehensive way: the work in every ‘mission’ needs to be 

connected to the work in other missions, so that it can benefit from the others. For example, third 

mission activities could be much more targeted if they are supported by research and teaching can 

gain a lot from a direct connection to outreach and engagement. 
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 For this purpose, universities need to establish a social innovation support unit at the 

overarching level, making cooperation between all actors (rectorate, deans, researchers, managers, 

teachers, students etc.) and institutions (faculties, institutes, centers, labs etc.) possible. Universities 

should support social innovation in a systematic way beyond ad hoc initiatives and sporadic 

activism. Social innovation support activities tend to be ad hoc and largely altruistic. Universities 

have not recognized or systemized a process to measure the social return on investment. While 

technological and commercial innovation is recognized and institutionally supported by well-

established knowledge transfer offices, there is no professional support function within universities 

for supporting social innovation. Until now, neither the infrastructure nor the funding has existed to 

make this possible, largely because governments and even university executives have been resistant 

to the notion of social innovation as an effective socioeconomic instrument. 

 Establishing a specialized social innovation support unit specifically geared towards the 

needs of social innovators is the next step towards institutionalization of social innovation through 

universities. Moreover, through proactively assuming the task of facilitating knowledge, moderating 

interactive processes and co-creating innovative solutions, universities should become conscious 

actors within their social innovation ecosystems. 

5.1.2 Cooperation and partnerships 

The importance of HEIs to take over more societal functions besides their tasks as an academic 

institution (teaching and research) has increased over recent decades. HEIs qualify employees for 

the public and private sector and play a major role in tackling social and economic challenges. 

Consequently, HEIs have to adapt their strategies to changing processes in the educational sector 

taking into account responsibility for the interest of the different stakeholders. For many years, 

universities have formed an integral part of the so-called knowledge triangle or triple helix model in 

which innovation is generated through a symbiotic relationship between government, business and 

Higher Education Institutions. 

A systemic approach to social innovation focuses on the interfaces and collaborations of the 

so far differentiated and largely separate self-referential societal sectors of state, business, civil 
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society and academia, of their corresponding rationalities of action and regulation mechanisms and 

at the associated problems and problem-solving capacities.55 

Such collaborations are picked up by at least two different heuristic models, the quadruple 

helix56 57 on the one hand, where government, industry, academia and civil society work together to 

co-create the future and drive specific structural changes and the social innovation ecosystem.58 On 

the other hand, which also asks for interactions between the helix actors, adds the notion of 

systemic complexity and looks at both the serendipity and absorptive capacity of a system as a 

whole. 

SI-DRIVE’s global mapping demonstrates that social innovation processes and the 

underlying resources, capabilities and constraints are very much related to the actors of the different 

sectors of the social innovation ecosystem. This includes a new role of public policy and 

government for creating suitable framework and support structures, the integration of resources of 

the economy and civil society as well as an active role for academia.59 

The majority of mapped initiatives have been developed and implemented in a network with 

more than one societal sector involved. Cross-sector collaboration, through developing new 

alliances and guaranteeing cross-sector fertilization, is crucial to respond to social demands and to 

tackle societal challenges.60 Actually, SI-DRIVE’s global mapping shows that alliances comprising 

solely a single type of actors are of minor relevance (9% in total), while 91% of the initiatives 

comprise alliances involving at least two distinct types of partners clearly underpinning the cross-

sectoral nature of social innovations.61 

Furthermore, institutions universally recognize that knowledge exchange is an important 

task for universities in all three missions and in particular in the third mission. As the global 

mapping of the SI-DRIVE project shows, knowledge gaps represent one of the biggest barriers for 
	

55 Jürgen Howaldt, Dmitri Domanski, Michael Schwarz, “Rethinking Social Entrepreneurship: The Concept of Social 
Entrepreneurship under the Perspective of Socio-scientific Innovation Research”, Journal of Creativity and Business 
Innovation 1 (2015), 88-98. 
56 Elias G. Carayannis and David F. J. Campbell, “‘Mode 3’ and ‘Quadruple Helix’: toward a 21st century fractal 
innovation ecosystem”, International Journal of Technology Management 46 (3/2009), 201-234. 
57 Sirkku Wallin, “The co-evolvement in local development – From the triple to the quadruple helix model”. Conference 
Paper at Triple Helix VIII, Madrid (October 2010). Accessed June 21, 2019, 
http://www.leydesdorff.net/th8/TRIPLE%20HELIX%20-
%20VIII%20CONFERENCE/PROCEEDINGS/0110_Wallin_Sirkku_O-104/triple%20helix%20Wallin%20final.pdf 
58Fabio Sgaragli, ed., Enabling Social Innovation Ecosystems for Community-led Territorial Development. (Rome: 
Fondazione Giacomo Brodolini, 2014).  
59 Jürgen Howaldt et al., Mapping the World of social Innovation: A Global Comparative Analysis across Sectors and 
World Regions (Dortmund: TU, 2016). 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
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successful development of social innovations, especially leading to a limited transfer and diffusion. 

Often, social innovators are lacking capabilities and skills (especially, business and managerial 

skills, staff training and personnel development skills, networking and communication skills) as 

well as professional knowledge (e.g., information technology and recruiting staff). In addition, they 

have difficulties accessing required information and therefore external expert knowledge is needed 

in some areas. Against this background, social innovators who participated in the survey expressed 

the need for building up skills and capabilities (upskilling and training, workshops, learning etc.) as 

well as providing managerial training (e.g., administration procedures, business plan design etc.). 

They also stressed the necessity of more and better knowledge exchange and connecting with other 

organizations, collaboration for learning, facilitating knowledge transfer, exchange and learning 

opportunities, buying in knowledge, collaboration with external experts to gain specific expertise. 

Universities generally do not recognize the important role social innovation can play as part 

of their knowledge exchange policy. While academia and other sectors with their different strengths 

could perfectly complement each other in supporting social innovations, there is still a huge gap 

between them when it comes to cooperation and communication. 

Establishing long-term relationships and collaboration with different actors from different 

societal sectors is necessary for the implementation of social innovation initiatives. Highlighting the 

importance of institutional support (human, physical and technological resources) is crucial to 

identify and manage networks of actors and institutions that have the ability and the interest to 

support efforts of implementing social innovation at universities. 

Networks and collaboration are helpful in order to realize field visits (for example to 

municipalities, hospitals or schools), to visit companies, to organize presentations of entrepreneurs 

and to get the support of external experts in social entrepreneurship. Networks should also be 

established with actors from the political field in order to ensure governmental support. 

5.1.3 Sustaining and scaling social innovation 

Latin America can be considered an innovative region. There is a large number of new, interesting, 

and promising social innovation initiatives. At the same time, there are deficiencies in replicating 

successful initiatives. Social innovation initiatives do not have to be entirely new, since it should be 

kept in mind that the replication of successful projects can be very useful in order to achieve a 

significant and positive change in the community. Initiatives can benefit from already made 



STUDENTS4CHANGE PROJECT.  
Social Entrepreneurship in Academia.  
574133-EPP-1-2016-1-MX-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP 	

34	
	

experiences and add their value by developing useful modifications. The challenge is to find factors 

for success and scale up the initiative.  

Following the spiral of social innovation by Murray, Caulier-Grice and Mulgan,62 shown in 

the figure below, sustaining and scaling are important parts of every social innovation in order to 

reach systemic change. Social innovations with high societal impact often expire without replication 

because even promising initiatives might not be sufficiently effective to survive when they are not 

cost-effective or there are too many competing alternatives. Public feedback and evaluation 

methods play an important role to determine success or failure. Beside factors for interesting ideas, 

financial sustainability is mandatory for a long-term implementation of social innovation 

initiatives.63 

Figure 9: The spiral of social innovation 

 

Source: Murray, Caulier-Grice and Mulgan, 2010, The open book of social innovation, 11. 

We can see the importance of a better understanding of social innovation in order to develop 

more effective support measures and use resources in a sustainable way. The complexity of the 

social innovation ecosystems requests cross-sectoral partnerships. Mutual awareness and 

meaningful coordination are necessary demands and simultaneous big challenges for scaling up 

social innovation initiatives.64 

	
62 Robin Murray, Julie Caulier-Grice and Geoff Mulgan, The open book of social innovation (London: The Young 
Foundation, NESTA, 2010). 
63 Ibid. 
64 Kriss Deiglmeier, „Scaling Social Innovations – Gaps & Opportunities” in Atlas of Social Innovation: New Practices 
for a Better Future, ed. Jürgen Howaldt et al. (Dortmund: Sozialforschungsstelle TU Dortmund University, 2018), 198-
201. 
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Deiglmeier highlights the following four needs in order to strengthen successful scaling of 

social innovation:  

• “Research more deeply the barriers of stagnation chasm to better define viable solutions. 

• Challenge for-profit and nonprofit funders to address the dearth of growth capital to scale 

proven innovations. 

• Educate, support and expand people who can effectively bridge the fragmented ecosystem. 

• Invest in leaders, teams and entire organizations that are able to persist and overcome the 

stagnation chasm”.65 

A general support structure to scale up social innovation is required. This results in a necessity 

to implement institutional spaces to exchange knowledge and to approach questions about existing 

resources and initiatives. Lessons can be drawn from the respective initiatives, knowledge will be 

exchanged in mutual directions and ideas evolve.  

5.1.4 Community involvement 

Currently, social innovation in Latin America remains an area chiefly dependent on the strong 

involvement of NGOs and communities. ECLAC’s concept of social innovation with community 

participation as one of its key features is above all a response to paternalistic top-down approaches, 

typical for Latin America and often also referred to as ‘asistencialismo’. The latter’s essence does 

not lie in empowering and enabling the community (understood here as a group of people at the – 

generally local – level, affected by the same social need) in order to meet challenges through 

bottom-up solutions, but rather in hierarchically organized schemes of delivering goods and 

services to the community as passive recipient. ECLAC’s report,	 in contrast, states the following: 

“A key to success and the potential for sustainability over time lies in the active participation of the 

beneficiary community. Active involvement transforms the community from a passive receiver of 

benefits into a protagonist of its own welfare. In some cases, participation is gradual in a project’s 

initial stages but emerges and grows during implementation, generating the indispensable feeling of 

belonging and proprietorship”.66 In fact, in recent years, the region’s most visible and well-known 

social innovations have emerged from communities or from the civil society. 

	
65 Ibid., 201.  
66  Marulanda and Tancredi, From social innovation to public policy. Success stories in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, 5. 
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 Therefore, when it comes to universities’ engagement in social innovation there is a 

challenge of integrating both the top-down and the bottom-up perspective. Usually, when 

universities assume their role as socially responsible institutions regarding their environment they 

start developing initiatives, which are supposed to favour different target groups (e.g. communities). 

However, such initiatives tend to be designed and implemented from the university’s perspective, 

missing to involve the target group right from the start. It is not surprising then that projects 

developed by HEIs do not necessarily respond to the needs, the ideas and the visions of 

communities and other target groups. HEIs have to learn how to work with target groups on equal 

footing and how to integrate their own perspective with the latter’s perspective. 

Such a strategy of community involvement would help to avoid mismatches and to 

incorporate the ideas of users and beneficiaries. In addition, it would lead to more empowerment, 

create better conditions for people to use their potential and to develop social innovations from their 

perspectives and real needs. 

Courses about social innovation and social entrepreneurship should be developed with a 

strong awareness of the social reality and the social environment of students. This includes 

changing the mentality of the students and visualizing the social reality in the community. 

5.1.5 Financing social innovation 

The financing of social innovation initiatives is crucial and of great importance in order to achieve 

significant social impact. As it is stated by the Bureau of European Policy Advisors, “The issue of 

finance is particularly critical for social innovation, mainly due to its particular nature”.67 Many 

young social entrepreneurs face a lack of funding, since their initiatives normally do not attract the 

right interested parties that are willing to invest.68 Ultimately, most social innovation initiatives start 

as limited sized ventures and are driven by entrepreneurs that do not have a typical business 

background, nor experience how to scale up respective projects. 69  Aside from that, a lot of 

initiatives are not designed to sustain themselves, but emerge solely in order to tackle certain 

societal problems.70 

	
67  BEPA (Bureau of European Policy Advisers), Empowering people, driving change, social innovation in the 
European Union (Luxembourg: EUR-OP, 2010), 103. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
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Depending on one single funding source is extremely risky not only for social innovators, 

but also for HEIs themselves. Universities should strive for a diversified funding structure regarding 

their social innovation activities. This does mean just having more than one source, but achieving 

different types of financing. It can include grants and commercial activities, just to mention some 

typical funding opportunities. It can be regional, national and international funding. At the same 

time, we are convinced, and this resonates with the first category described above, that there should 

always be internal funding for social innovation. If this area is not considered by the university’s 

budget (and, hence, there is no strategic approach) success can hardly be achieved in medium and 

long term. Experience shows that HEIs, which completely rely on external funding sources for 

social innovation usually fail in establishing sustainable structures. This also because funding 

opportunities for social innovation are still extremely scarce. In other words, HEIs have no other 

choice but to dedicate part of their funding to social innovation. 

Nevertheless, relying on internal funds solely would not be the best option either. Social 

innovation is a dynamic field driven by entrepreneurs, communities and other innovative actors 

who act beyond the established and rigid rules of often bureaucratic and slow universities. If HEIs 

want to be a reliable partner for actors from other societal sectors, they need to be flexible, creative 

and able to act fast. And, of course, they should have sufficient expertise in supporting external 

social innovation initiatives to generate income on their own. Therefore, we think that universities 

should employ staff (for example, at the social innovation support units) that would be explicitly 

dedicated to development and application of financial tools for social innovation as well as to 

monitoring of funding opportunities. 

Furthermore, human resources play a very important role in social innovation initiatives. 

Universities are in the lucky position of having thousands of students: motivated young people with 

considerable time resources, willing to engage in socially relevant activities. It can be through 

classes, extracurricular activities or just volunteer work not directly related to what universities are 

doing. Besides students, there are also other important groups, especially the teaching staff. The 

project Students4Change has demonstrated how students and lecturers can work together in the 

field of social innovation. The notion of human resources is particularly significant as their 

availability, be it through compulsory or voluntary activities, can compensate the lack of funding. 

Having said this, we are not advocating for the free use of human resources as the best solution to 

develop social innovation initiatives. On the contrary, we are convinced that work in this area 
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should be paid (at least whenever those who are working wish to be remunerated). However, reality 

often looks different. 

5.2 Assessing implementation of social innovation at the Students4Change partner 

universities 

The recommendations, which have been formulated in the previous chapters, have to be adapted to 

the individual ecosystems of the HEIs. In order to do so, the following chapters refer to the ten 

Latin American universities that are participating in the Students4Change project. Thereby, the aim 

is to generate an individual assessment with regard to the implementation of social innovation 

initiatives. We shortly present the existing initiatives and draft individual recommendations for each 

of the universities.  

For this analysis, we recur to different sources that were generated in the course of the 

project: State of the Art survey, survey about financing and partnerships, pilot courses reports and 

Bogotá project partners meeting. 

5.2.1 Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey (ITESM) 

ITESM has managed to integrate various social innovation and social entrepreneurship courses in 

its curriculum, such as “Entrepreneurial Leadership”, “Leadership for Social Development” or 

“Entrepreneurship”. The topics of social innovation and social entrepreneurship are generally 

integrated into the structure and into the practice of the university. Still, the search for funding 

opportunities poses a challenge for ITESM. In this regard, the support of academic authorities is 

really important, due to the hierarchical structure of the university. The requirement for funds also 

depends on the character of the respective project. ITESM aims at finding combined sources of 

funding. A social innovation support unit in or near the university might be helpful in order to 

reveal funding opportunities, since it is a physical space in which different actors and potential 

private and public investors come together. Besides that, such a unit can also be useful for teachers 

to exchange their experiences and teaching strategies. With regard to financing, national and 

international funds are another way to get support for social innovation initiatives. 

As mentioned above, ITESM has already integrated various social innovation and social 

entrepreneurship courses in its curricula. Here, it is significant to convince authorities that the 

respective project has a positive impact on the social environment. Courses and initiatives should 
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also be linked to the educational perspective of the university. With regard to implementing social 

innovation, ITESM has managed to establish successful partnerships and cooperation. Thereby, 

interdisciplinary cooperation with stakeholders from the community and the private sector can be 

particularly important. Yet, cooperation with the public sector could be intensified in the future, 

leading towards an even more effective way to achieve significant social impact through social 

innovation initiatives.  

5.2.2 Universidad de Colima (UCOL) 

UCOL faces different challenges with regard to the implementation of social innovation initiatives. 

These challenges mainly revolve around a lack of knowledge about entrepreneurship, innovation, 

social inclusion and with regard to competencies related to the implementation of social innovation 

projects. Aside from that, there is a lack of an institutional policy in the field of social innovation 

and social entrepreneurship. A strategic approach is needed in order to be able to define the 

universities objectives with regard to social innovation and enable UCOL to systematically engage 

in the field of SI. Still, UCOL has participated in different social innovation initiatives and has also 

brought some innovations along by itself. Its mission is to contribute to the transformation of 

society by integrating scientific and academic knowledge. The university’s plan is to become a 

worldwide-recognized institution, especially with regard to sustainable development. In order to 

generate a budget for social innovation efforts, UCOL plans to create a crowd funding platform. In 

this respect, again, a social innovation support unit might be an appropriate tool to create a space for 

actors from different societal sectors to exchange ideas on the one hand and for potential investors 

to get in contact with university decision-makers on the other hand. Such a unit would also be 

helpful to develop concepts for specific social innovation initiatives at the University of Colima. 

5.2.3 Instituto Tecnológico de Costa Rica (ITCR) 

ITCR has managed to implement different social innovation initiatives. While some of these 

initiatives are aimed at strengthening the interrelation between the university and the community 

(“Extension Projects”), others are aimed at knowledge exchange and the transmission of skills and 

experience in order to link academic work with reality (“Participatory Courses”). Other initiatives 

of ICTR also have a strong focus on societal needs, regional and national development and the 

support of companies (“Aula móvil”, “TEC Emprende Lab”, “Zone Economica Especial de Cartago 

(ZEEC)”).  



STUDENTS4CHANGE PROJECT.  
Social Entrepreneurship in Academia.  
574133-EPP-1-2016-1-MX-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP 	

40	
	

Thereby, two of the main challenges for ITCR are a lack of funding on the one hand and the 

integration of projects in curricula, which has not been possible so far, on the other hand. In order to 

tackle the lack funding, structures that reveal financial opportunities have to be build. In that regard, 

a social innovation support unit can be a useful physical space in order to connect decision-makers, 

stakeholders and potential investors with each other. ITCR has already managed to build up 

relationships and cooperation to different stakeholders. These interpersonal connections might be 

another useful source in order to attract future investors. Above that, it proves to be beneficial to 

examine if there is any way for initiatives to sustain themselves. This approach is also helpful with 

regard to the implementation of initiatives in curricula, since self-sustaining, income generating 

projects are more promising for this purpose. Besides that, initiatives like the “Participatory 

Courses” have a high probability to become part of the university’s agenda, since these courses 

already have a link to teaching. Still, one of the most crucial tasks for ITCR is to gain support of 

university decision-makers and to show that initiatives like the “Extension Projects” have a 

connection to the overall objective of the university with regard to the third mission, since they 

directly respond to the needs of the social environment.  

The contact that ITCR established to stakeholders can also be helpful with regard to the 

quality of potential social innovation and social entrepreneurship courses. Here, the cooperation 

with social enterprises seems particularly interesting, since actors from these social enterprises can 

act as experts in courses. Once institutional authorities are convinced about the importance of social 

entrepreneurship and social innovation, it might be possible to integrate a formal program to foster 

social entrepreneurship at ITCR. 

5.2.4 Universidad de Costa Rica (UCR) 

Among the social innovation initiatives that UCR implemented is the project “DN-0423 

Investigación de Mercados (Market Research)”. The course encourages students to develop 

innovative entrepreneurship initiatives, which aim at tackling problems in the community with 

regard to social needs. Within the scope of the initiative, different ideas were developed that may 

positively affect business in the community. Most of UCR’s social innovation efforts are financed 

by internal funds, specially aimed at social innovation projects that are regarded as very important 

for society. Aside from that, UCR uses funds given by the National Council of Rectors for 

regionalization projects with an axis of social development. So far, UCR has already managed to 

integrate some courses in its curricula; the rest of the courses related to social innovation are 
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elective. UCR has also recognized the importance of cooperation with different actors and has 

various partnerships with diverse organizations and the government. In order to successfully 

maintain these partnerships, transparency with regard to the respective project, the correct managing 

of funds and a well-organized schedule of activities are important factors. Above that, it is 

important to keep up a constant communication with the partners. 

Some of the initiatives of UCR aim at sensitizing entrepreneurs to implement concepts with 

social impact. The trained students that realize such endeavors are oftentimes facing large resistance 

by the entrepreneurs, who mainly focus on cost-effectiveness. Besides that, a specific policy that 

integrates the teaching of social innovation and social entrepreneurship in the university program 

would be helpful in order to push efforts in the field of social innovation forward. To implement 

such a policy, it is important to convince the university authorities, since eventually, they are the 

ones to decide about the academic agenda. 

Examining the ambitious undertakings of UCR in the field of social innovation, it becomes 

clear that social innovation already plays an important role at the university. Yet so far, the concepts 

of social innovation and social entrepreneurship are not taught in a specific subject, but rather serve 

as transversal axes that play a role in different fields and subjects. Such an approach may foster an 

interdisciplinary understanding of social innovation, motivating students from different departments 

to engage in the field of social innovation and social entrepreneurship.  

5.2.5 Corporación Universitaria Minuto de Dios (UNINIMUTO) 

One of the initiatives that UNIMINUTO has managed to implement is the “Scientific Park of Social 

Innovation (PCIS)”. At PCIS, the analysis of social problems and the development of solutions to 

these problems take center stage. The initiative was launched in 2011 as a university project. Two 

years later, cooperation with the Government of Cundinamarca was established. The main objective 

of the initiative is to promote a knowledge-based social innovation community. To achieve this 

goal, it is important to apply the concept of social innovation in society and to meet social needs. As 

a result of the PCIS, about 40 publications have been released. 

The Scientific Park of Social Innovation has a basic budget for operations and must obtain 

resources through sources such as courses, diplomas or internships. In this regard, it would seem 

helpful to look for other sources of funding, too. It might be possible to attract private and public 

investors by establishing a network of actors from different societal sectors. UNIMINUTO has 
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already built up relationships and partnerships with various organizations. As mentioned above, the 

Government of Cundinamarca is also participating in the initiative PCIS. To maintain such 

partnerships, it is important to create win-win situations for all involved parties, developing 

capabilities and generating efficient service agreements. 

As for the pilot courses, progress could be observed both on the side of the teachers and on 

the side of the students. Effective teaching methods led to a strong empathy between students and 

their social environment. During the pilot courses, it has been fundamental to have a very clear, 

concrete and structured itinerary that covers the entire process of innovation to implement best 

practices. In the future, UNIMINUTO plans to further train teachers and managers with regard to 

social innovation in order to expand projects to the national level. Thereby, the overall aim is to 

tackle social problems in various regions of Colombia, since parts of the country suffer from 

profound difficulties. While PCIS is located in Bogotá, UNIMINUTO is represented all over 

Colombia and may be able to play a key role in structuring social change and social 

entrepreneurship in the respective areas. 

5.2.6 Universidad de Caldas (UCALDAS) 

UCALDAS implemented the so-called “TELESALUD” program. The initiative aims at using 

modern technology in order to improve the health care system. Thereby, computers were set up in 

different municipalities in Colombia. Each of these computers is connected with a doctor in order to 

help people with health issues. A detailed study with regard to challenges and barriers at the 

university in terms of the implementation, financing and cooperation of social innovation initiatives 

would help to further examine the state of social innovation at UCALDAS. Still, some results from 

the evaluation of the pilot courses and other sources allow to assess it. Teachers stated that the 

reflection process of the pilot courses was useful, since they got valuable feedback from the 

students. Students developed competencies with regard to social analysis and critical thinking. 

Above that, students valued the practical approach of the courses and the work with communities. A 

result of this practical approach is increased empathy and a vision for innovation on the side of the 

students. Still, a remaining challenge is to find a way to directly and effectively measure real 

development of competencies in students. Above that, UCALDAS needs a strategic approach in 

order to define its understanding of social innovation and to be able to develop more social 

innovation initiatives. Setting up a social innovation support unit in the university could also be 

helpful in order to gather ideas and connect different actors with each other.  
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5.2.7 Pontifíca Universidade Católica (PUC-Rio) 

The project “Social Incubation Strategies of Genesis” of PUC Rio stands out as an initiative that is 

able to sustain itself by generating income. The mission of this initiative is to support social 

entrepreneurial start-ups in socially deprived regions during their initial phases. About 250 start-ups 

have already benefitted from “Genesis”, with around 70 of them being classified as social 

businesses. Aside from the income generated by the incubator’s extension projects, the project has 

other sources of budget, too. PUC Rio is able to use tuition fees paid by the students for its 

initiative. Applied research projects as well as public and private sponsoring projects are additional 

financial sources. Furthermore, “Social Incubation Strategies of Genesis” is already integrated into 

the university’s curriculum and aims at further sustaining itself as a budget unit. 

PUC Rio managed to establish cooperation with different actors, such as graduates, public 

and private entities and networks of partners, buyers and suppliers. Still, one of the challenges that 

PUC Rio faces is to connect different departments to foster an interdisciplinary approach with 

regard to social innovation. So far, there is no information about results and findings from one 

department to another. As a consequence, one of PUC Rio’s future aims is to connect these 

different departments, such as psychology, social sciences, geology or education, in order to work 

on projects regarding social innovation. Once again, a social innovation support unit might be a 

useful way to connect different academic actors with each other. Such a unit also has the potential 

to connect teachers with each other, enabling an exchange of their experiences with regard to social 

innovation courses. Furthermore, such a physical space might be useful in order to foster the social 

innovation ecosystem in Rio de Janeiro, connecting different societal actors and different 

universities with each other. 

The university is also dealing with pedagogical problems concerning young people from 

peripheral neighborhoods, since these adolescents rarely get in touch with other students and 

oftentimes struggle with the learning material. The intensification of the armed conflict between the 

militarized police and drug traffickers aggravates the situation in Rio de Janeiro. Still, PUC Rio is 

eager to maintain the high quality of services offered in the community against the backdrop of 

threats concerning the financial crisis and the political situation in the country.  
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5.2.8 Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio Grande do Sul (PUCRS) 

PUCRS implemented different social innovation initiatives. One of these initiatives is “Inavopuc – 

Innovation Network and Entrepreneurism”, an innovation network that encompasses several social 

initiatives to stimulate the process of innovation and entrepreneurship at PUCRS. Above that, in 

2016, PUCRS launched the concept of “Service Learning” as a new pedagogical methodology, with 

students being able to develop projects according to the needs of the community. Important 

components of the Service Learning concept are teaching, extension and soft skills. Thereby, the 

main objective is to foster a transformative interaction between academia and other sectors of 

society. Service Learning is funded by the internal of PUCRS. The university has also managed to 

link Service Learning to the undergraduate curricula of some courses. In this regard, it is important 

to have a support team, consisting of selected partners, support teachers and administrative staff as 

well as resources of the university’s top management. Within Service Learning, the university 

works with different public and private enterprises and non-governmental organizations. 

A great challenge for PUCRS is to develop entrepreneurship in society. Thereby, the 

university’s efforts aim at satisfying the demands of the community and creating a better future by 

fostering social progress. During the pilot courses at PUCRS, it became clear that the students were 

motivated by the practical approach of the courses. The teachers aimed at a more contextualized 

style of teaching and tried to link the social reality with the concepts that were presented in the 

courses. A social innovation support unit, however, could help to foster the exchange of ideas 

between students and aspiring entrepreneurs on the one hand and actors from other societal sectors 

on the other hand. Another recommendation for PUCRS is to look for other sources of funding, 

such as private or public investors as well as national or international funds. 

5.2.9 Pontifica Universidad Católica de Valparaíso (PUCV) 

The “Gen E Social Incubator” is a social innovation initiative of PUCV. Comparable to PUC Rio 

“Social Incubation Strategies of Genesis”, the initiative also aims at promoting entrepreneurial 

services in the community. Thereby, the main objective is to foster enterprises that aim at increasing 

the quality of life for the community in Valparaíso. Above that, PUCV’s efforts aim at creating a 

regional innovation ecosystem. The “Gen E Social Incubator” has received internal as well as 
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external funding. The internal funding comes from the annual budget of the Vice-President of 

research and postgraduate studies. External funding relies on public and private investors. The 

project is fully integrated in PUCV’s curricula, since knowledge transfer is one of the main 

objectives of the initiative. In the field of social innovation, PUCV has managed to establish 

cooperation with different organizations. 

PUCV aims at strengthening its position as an important actor in the field of social 

innovation and social entrepreneurship. Thereby, the students shall be motivated to become social 

actors and social entrepreneurs with the ability to solve problems in their own community. Above 

that, an interdisciplinary social innovation approach is intended, connecting different departments 

and fostering the collaboration between them. Creating a social innovation support unit as a space 

for new ideas and collaboration would help to realize more successful social innovation initiatives 

at the university. 

5.2.10 Universidad de Talca (UTALCA) 

UTALCA has implemented various social innovation initiatives. Among these initiatives are the 

“Transversal Modules”. These modules encompass more than 100 projects of about 500 students. 

Another initiative of UTALCA is the “Community Territorial Linkage (Vinculación Territorial 

Comunitaria)”, which consists of three projects. The first one is the “Young Professionals” 

program, an initiative between the regional Government of Maule and UTALCA, which aims at 

integrating young graduates into the labor market. The initiative has been running for twelve years, 

leading to 311 collaboration agreements signed with public institutions. The program has a labor 

insertion rate of 85%. The second project is called “Integral Practices” program and the third project 

is called “Hub Maule UTALCA”. The initiative “Hub Maule UTALCA” aims at implementing 

social improvement in the community.  

In part, UTALCA already uses different sources of funding for their projects. Some of the 

financing comes from an annual budget from resources of the House of Studies. The “Young 

Professionals” program is also funded by external funds. In the future, UTALCA should extend its 

search for other sources of budget. Implementing a social innovation support unit could be a way to 

do so, since it serves as a physical space in which actors from different societal sectors come 

together to share their ideas. Thereby, potential private and public investors may be attracted, while 

more and more partnerships can be established. This could enable the university to expand its 

initiatives to other territories of the community. So far, UTALCA already has the support of the 
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House of Studies’ top management and the trust of the community partners. UTALCA also 

managed to integrate parts of the “Transversal Modules” into the academic curricula of all 

professional careers. Here, students learn to apply their acquired knowledge.  

During the pilot courses, students were motivated by the practical approach of the courses and 

had an increased interest in the topic of social innovation, due to the fact that they felt empowered 

to create positive change in their communities. UTALCA also understood the importance of a 

multidisciplinary approach with regard to the implementation of social innovation. Yet, the 

university struggles to connect different approaches from different departments with each other. A 

social innovation support unit might be helpful in that regard as well, since it serves as a physical 

space in which students, teachers and managers of different departments of the university can 

exchange experiences, research findings and collaborate with each other.  

6 Conclusions and outlook 

The report debates the question of required mechanisms to support social innovation and social 

entrepreneurship in Latin American Higher Education Institutions. The lack of research and 

knowledge about social innovation in Latin America is a huge barrier for its successful 

implementation. Missing funding opportunities and insufficient exchange and cooperation strategies 

are further issues. Based on analyzing the field of social innovation in Latin America, the partner 

universities’ situation and the pilot courses, several findings with regard to the successful 

implementation of social innovation could be presented. 

The concept of the third mission along with the first two missions of universities, teaching 

and research, was introduced in the first chapter of the report. In this context, we stated that 

universities should strive to implement social innovation along the three missions. Above that, the 

meaning of a balanced Quadruple Helix was emphasized. Here, we highlight the importance of an 

engagement of actors from different societal sectors in order to strengthen the social innovation 

ecosystems in Latin American regions. The idea of the three university missions and the Quadruple 

Helix lay the conceptual foundation for the further explanations of the report. Through a literature 

review, we managed to outline the general state of social innovation in Latin America and presented 

findings from the selected countries Brazil, Chile and Colombia. The Social Innovation Support 

Units (SISUs), which were developed in the project LASIN, foster the emergence of social 

innovation at Latin American HEIs. 
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In the next step, we presented findings of the pilot courses, which can be considered as 

prototypes for the implementation of social innovation and social entrepreneurship courses at the 

Students4Change partner universities. Afterwards, the findings of surveys that were conducted 

within the course of Students4Change were introduced. As argued in the last chapter, five thematic 

areas of recommendations for Higher Education Institutions turned out promising for supporting 

social innovation: a strategic approach to social innovation, importance of cooperation and 

partnerships, the achievement of sustainability and upscaling, community involvement and 

financing social innovation. Still, the fact that every HEI has its own opportunities and 

circumstances must be taken into account. Therefore, it is impossible to develop one concrete 

concept that fits for every university. Yet, the thematic areas of recommendations can be adapted to 

the ecosystems of the respective HEIs. In order to support each of the Students4Change partner 

universities in their efforts of implementing social innovation, we drafted an individual assessment 

for each of the HEIs and outlined recommendations to support social innovation. 

Since the topic is very complex and institutional changes are challenging, a holistic 

approach for exchange between decision-makers, executives and other stakeholders is necessary to 

advance towards the institutionalization of social innovation courses. The Students4Change project 

meeting in April 2019 brought together project partners, university executives and decision-makers, 

teaching staff and students in order to discuss about success factors and challenges of the courses, 

taking into account the different viewpoints. During these lively debates in Bogotá, students, 

lecturers, project managers and other colleagues presented their achievements in the pilot courses. 

This was very useful in order to sensitize decision-makers and executives regarding the importance 

and the challenges of the topic and to integrate their perspective in the discussion. 

Overall, the report demonstrates the significance of a better understanding and an explicit 

support structure for social innovation. The results of the report provide a useful orientation for 

Latin American Higher Education Institutions, keeping in mind that every HEI is situated in a 

complex ecosystem with diverse structural conditions. Further effort will be necessary to 

disentangle these complexities in detail and to make the different stakeholders work together in this 

essential field. 
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* The European Commission's support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the 
contents, which reflect the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use 
which may be made of the information contained therein.   
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