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I. Social Problems, Social Progress, and Social Change


In public discourse it is common for one person or a group of people to claim that some “social problem” exists.
 We say, for example, that poverty, or AIDS, or the widespread oppression of women represent significant social problems.
 Those who make such claims often imagine they are making a relatively simple, objective declaration. In this view, they are simply pointing to a material condition or social relationship that exists in society and is self-evidently noxious. It follows closely on that it is up to right-minded individuals to combine their efforts to fix the problem. 


A. The Idea of a Social Problem


It doesn’t take much reflection, however, to see that the claim that some social condition constitutes a “social problem” is anything but a simple, objective claim.
 It is, on one hand, a complicated empirical claim about the magnitude and causes of some material condition in the world. It is, on the other, a political/normative claim about who should be asked to act to deal with a particular material condition. Take the empirical and the normative claims separately.

1. The Empirical Claim

To say that some material condition or social relationship being experienced by individuals in the world is a “social problem” is at least partly to make empirical claims about the size and location of a particular condition: it is big enough, widespread enough, sufficiently fundamental to individual and collective well-being to merit the attention of society as a whole.
 In making such a claim, there is much to dispute empirically. Societies can and do argue about whether the condition described as a problem really exists, whether it is widespread, whether it is threatening to get worse, and so on. Consider, for example, current claims about global warming, or (at one stage) whether smoking tobacco was a serious health problem.
A closely related but nonetheless distinct idea is that the problem is of a nature that it can be solved only if society as a whole acts to deal with it. This claim is less about the problem itself, than what it would take to solve it. This claim, in turn, can be divided into two distinct claims. 
One focuses on scale:  that the problem is so big that we will all have to pitch in to deal with it. The second focuses on causes of the problem: the problem emerges from the basic fabric of society and that the only way to fix it will be to tear-up and re-weave that basic fabric. 
Both of these are empirical claims, but they establish the connection between the material condition that is viewed as problematic and the necessity for social in two quite different ways. In the first, society is important only as a source of resources to deal with the problem. In the second, society is important because there is something about the social processes themselves that will perpetuate the problem. Obviously, both of these are contestable claims on empirical grounds.

2/ The Political/Normative Claim

But to declare that some condition is a social problem is also to make a kind of political and moral claim. It is a call to society as a whole to take action to solve the problem.
 If there is a problem, and it is within our capacity as individuals bound together in a society to deal with it, as a moral matter, we ought to do so. We ought particularly to do so if society as a whole has been the cause of the problem. But even if society is not the cause -- even if the fault lies in mere chance, or in individual failings of some kind – then to the degree that society could act to ameliorate the problem, we could decide that in the interests of pursuing the good or the just,  society as a whole should act to solve it. The collective capacity implies the collective duty to act.
The moral urgency about dealing with the problem can be jacked up considerably if the problem that concerns us is seen as a violation of some kind of rights that we thought individuals had. Then, a commitment to justice would compel us to make what contribution we can to the restoration of the violated rights. Action could also be motivated by moral appeal to enlightened self-interest that made it wise for a society to act on a problem that does not affect many now, but could affect a great many (including those who are hesitating now to act!) in the future.
 Whatever the force and nature of the moral claim that works from the observation of noxious condition to the necessity for action to deal with it, to label something as a social problem is to call upon society as a whole to deal with that material condition.

B. The Idea of Social Progress

Almost as common as the claim that some condition represents a social problem, is a similar kind of claim that there is an opportunity to make social progress. Like pornography, social progress may be hard to define, but we still know it when we see it. We see it when desperately poor individuals in the villages of Bangladesh, the slums of Brazil, and the African American ghettos of American cities find sustainable and dignified paths out of poverty. We see it when the spread of AIDS in Africa stops or slows, when new drugs emerge that can treat the disease, and when those orphaned by the disease find homes in which to live. We see it when Hutus stop killing Tutsis in Rwanda, and when Catholic and Protestant militants lay down their arms in No. Ireland. We see it when women throughout the world can be protected from being beaten by their husbands, and when children can be free of abuse and neglect at the hands of those who care for them. We see it when citizens claim democratic rights and force tyrannical and corrupt officials to give up their powers, and when individuals use the economic power that comes to them as buyers, investors and employees to insist on good conduct by companies whose products and shares they purchase, and to whom they give their time and their allegiance as employees. These are changes to be celebrated not only by those who particularly benefit from them, but also by those who long for social progress as a whole.

To a degree, one can see the idea of social progress as identical to the idea of solving social problems. In this view, ameliorating or solving social problems is simply the converse of making social progress; what progress consists of is nothing more than the amelioration of bad conditions in society. To many, however, the idea of social progress seems like something more and different than the solving of a bundle of particular problems. To these social commentators, societies might be able to hope for more than the solution of nagging problems.  They might hope to improve conditions beyond some barely tolerable minimum. They might hope that their private, social, political, and governmental institutions would be poised to exploit opportunities to make things really good,  or exquisitely juts not just problem-free. The improvements they seek could address a wide range of conditions – not just the necessities of food, shelter, and employment, but the luxuries of meaningful religious, cultural, and social lives. In these respects, the idea of social progress seems to set a higher bar for individual and collective efforts than the idea of social problem-solving. 
C. Social Change

A third idea that often appears in social discourse is the idea of social change (or sometimes system change). Again, it is possible to see the idea of social change as essentially equivalent to the ideas of problem-solving and social progress. After all, each time a problem (of some size and scope) is ameliorated, or some social progress registers in the experience of individuals and collectives, or along some metric of social improvement, then some (positive) social change has occurred. But when the idea of social change appears in social discourse, some special connotations often attach.
The idea of social change (as opposed to social problem-solving, or social progress) usually suggests a change of both a much larger scale and a much greater durability than suggested by social problem-solving (for sure) and social progress (perhaps). To describe something as a social change is to point to something that is really big in the society – that affects many, and does so in important ways. It is also to suggest that the phenomenon is durable – that it is not in progress – that it has been completed and will last indefinitely into the future.  
In order for these claims about scale and durability to be true, it is also often assumed that the social changes are rooted in broad structural conditions in society rather than more local or evanescent conditions. It is not at all clear what can be counted as a structural condition in society. Presumably, it is a characteristic of society that is large, slow moving, and constraining with respect to possible directions that society could take. Some would point to economic conditions, and the distribution of wealth. Others would point to social relations, and the distribution of social power and status. Still others would point to political institutions and forces.  But the point is that wherever one sees these structural elements, those who believe that there are structural limitations on society believe that a social change is not possible until these structural elements are changed, and is not reliably fixed in the future society until old structures are replaced by new. Social changes are not “temporary fixes” in small domains (like problem-solving efforts); they are large, solid, enduring transformations of social structures. There is a resting point – fundamental forces have been transformed and are not easily reversed.
 

In the past, we have often assumed that this kind of social change cannot be produced incrementally. While it was possible to imagine that incremental changes could accumulate across a sufficiently broad number of areas, and do so quickly enough, and at a large enough scale to accumulate to a significant result, there was a widespread belief that there were clear (and often unsatisfactory) limitations to what could be accomplished through (mere) incremental change. The assumption was that the powerful structural forces would not be undermined or overwhelmed by the accumulation of incremental change, but that they would stand immutable and ultimately constraining in the face of the stream of incremental change. On this view, nothing really important could change unless the basic structures were altered.
Indeed, there was a view that held that efforts to produce incremental change could reduce the chance for significant structural change. In this view, the incremental problem-solving efforts, or the little bits of social progress, would act to reduce the pressures that accumulate in a social system and lay the basis for fundamental system change. Thus, social problem-solvers were sometimes seen as the enemies of social change agents – the enablers that would allow a fundamentally inefficient or unjust society to carry on long after it should have seen and responded to the need for fundamental reform. 
More recently, social commentators have become more open to the idea that big systems are unstable rather than stable – that they have tipping points which, once reached, lead to rapid, large scale, somewhat unpredictable changes. Further, there is the belief that these tipping points could be approached through incremental rather than structural moves. Such tipping points, if they existed, would provide a great deal of leverage to those who want to achieve significant social change. Consequently, they have become the focus of many social entrepreneurs who hope to be able to leverage a significant, transformational change with a relatively small, but strategically targeted effort.


This is certainly a tempting idea. But it depends on the idea that the economic, social, and political systems in which we live are pretty unstable. And so they may be. But I have to admit I am increasingly impressed by how stable and homeostatic our systems seem to be.  It often seems that even major interventions can be absorbed without producing a significant re-arrangement in the functioning or the results of a large social system. Perhaps it is just that the major interventions have been misguided. There are enough examples of huge changes happening fairly suddenly to keep hope alive that there might actually be these key points of leverage. And there is certainly nothing wrong with having armies of value seeking social entrepreneurs looking for these things, and no particular reason to imagine that the collective processes of democratic governance are going to be good at finding them. After all, even Marx thought there would have to a revolutionary vanguard to discover these points of leverage. (If he had trusted and believed in markets a bit more, he might have imagined that there would have to competition among revolutionary vanguards to be sure that we found the best possible line of attack on the status quo!)  But we might also have to accept the idea that these very favorable points of leverage are fewer than we imagine, and even that those we have seen only look like they happened suddenly, and that the way was paved for the changes over a very long period of time, over the dead bodies of many charged-up social entrepreneurs. 


But even if we don’t necessarily believe in the causation idea we sometimes associate with systemic change, we can certainly be interested in keeping track of the goal of systemic change, and approach it not only by structural change, or by taking advantage of structural instability, but also by exploiting opportunities for rapidly cumulative massive incremental change efforts. That goal of social change has something to do with scale and significance. It also has something to do with transformations of modes of thought about what is important, and how we can go about achieving those things that are important to us individually and collectively. And it has something to do with the transformation of macro-institutional structures in society such as the way that markets and voluntary and government sectors work both independently and collaboratively, perhaps even with, the shape and character of organizations and associations and they ways that they are legally constituted, govern themselves, and operate. It may ultimately also have something to do with the way government acts – not only as something that provides an occasion for collective discussions about what we should be trying to accomplish together, but also as the constitutive social authority that establishes the institutional framework within which individuals live, associations constructed, and organizations built and sustained. 


In the end, though, the most important systems changes may be those that affect the human heart, and its ability to make connections with other human hearts. That is a challenge in one’s individual life with a spouse, with a child, with an extended family, with one’s friends neighbors and fellow congregants, with the oppressed of the world, even with one’s enemies. But it is also a challenge in our collective life together.

II. Social Conditions and Arbiters of Social Value: Metrics and Arbiters of Social Improvement?


On reflection, then, the concepts of social problem solving, social progress, and social change seem to be both similar and different ideas. They seem similar in that they all seek to stake out an idea of social improvement; that is, an empirical account of how some aggregate conditions in the society have been changed in a way that is normatively evaluated (by some unspecified social actor, using some unspecified evaluative framework) as an improvement. Presumably that social actor could be society as a whole acting through some social or political process that allowed a collective to speak articulately about what constituted social value. Or, the social actor could be a voluntary association of like minded individuals, guided by some shared idea of the good or the just. Or the social actor might simply be an individual, or a collection of unassociated individuals. The differences between social problem solving, social progress and social change seem different principally in their level of ambition, and the assumptions that are made about how they might best be achieved. Social problem-solving often suggests more modest – smaller, more transient, shallower – improvements than social progress or social change, and smaller scale efforts to mobilize or re-align resources. Social progress and social change, in contrast, such large movements and realignments leading to deep changes in society. 

A. The Objective Measurement of Individual and Social Conditions: Statistics

Underlying their similarity is a kind of bedrock analytic principle – that it is both theoretically possible and practically useful to imagine that we could tell whether society was improving or not – that there are certain conditions in the world that could be taken as important, and could be valued as good or bad. In principle, it does not seem entirely crazy to imagine that at any given moment of time it would be possible to give an accurate empirical account of the conditions under which a given community is living and to assess that in normative terms. 
Indeed, it seemed that is was precisely this ambition in the sixteenth century that gave rise to the field of statistics – the capacity of a centralized state to describe its own condition.
 Subsequent events have shown that it is indeed possible for societies to make such measurements: to say what fraction of their population was above the poverty line, what fraction was employed, how many were homeless or hungry, how many were disabled with acute or chronic health conditions, how educated they were, how afraid of crime, even how happy and fulfilled the individuals living in the community might be.
 
In principle, (and increasingly in practices) not only could we describe the material conditions in which individuals were living, and their individual valuations of those conditions, it might also be possible to describe the character of the social relations the individuals enjoyed with one another, and their relations with the state which governed them. We could describe the amount of social capital that individuals in the community seemed to enjoy, and the degree to which it was bonding or bridging social capital.
 We could describe the degree to which individual rights against the state were adequately protected, the degree to which privileges were conferred, and the ways in which individuals both felt free to, and actually did petition the government, or participate in democratic processes of various kinds.
 In short, we could, in principle, give some kind of representation to the material, economic, social, and political conditions under which individuals in a community were living.
 

B. Kinds of Social Conditions That Become the Objects of Social Concern

This raises the important question of what kinds of conditions can actually be observed and monitored in the community at an individual, subject or social objective level. Consider the examples we used above to illustrate the idea of social progress: namely, promoting the economic prosperity of the poor in Bangladesh, Brazil, or African-American ghettos; slowing the spread of AIDS in Africa, and the rate at which it was fatal to those afflicted; stopping the genocide of Tutsis by Hutus, and the terrorism of Catholic and Protestant militias in No. Ireland; enhancing the safety and standing of women and children in society; and increasing the use of democratic rights to stop tyranny and corruption in despotic governments. 

1. Material, Economic Conditions of Individual Lives


It is worth noting that this quick catalogue of examples suggests three broad domains within which social progress could be experienced and observed. One domain consists of important changes in the material, economic conditions that mark individual lives.  To provide more individuals with healthy food, secure shelter, reliable medical care, and accessible education is, presumably, to improve the economic and material welfare of those so advantaged.
 Because such changes are valued by those for whom they occur, and because social progress consists in large part of making individuals better off in their own terms, significant improvements in the level and distribution of the things that humans need and want can be viewed as social progress.


Note, however, that changes in the material conditions of individuals’ lives can also be assessed not just by the individuals whose lives are being changed, but also by some collection of individuals witnessing and examining the aggregate state of these individually experienced conditions, and comparing them with some ideal state this outside collection of witnesses would like to achieve. From this perspective, social progress is viewed less from the point of view of individuals who are made better off, and more from the point of view of changes in aggregate statistics that describe the larger changes, and can be compared to broader social aims held by an observing collective – call it the public. Thus, we could talk about social progress as the rate at which whole societies moved individuals from impoverished to enriched states. We could also talk about such things as the amount of equity one could observe in social states, or the degree to which opportunity to move from one state to another was evenly distributed over a population. We could also talk about to what degree any observed improvements in material conditions were concentrated within particularly advantaged or particularly disadvantaged segments of a society. Such aggregate characteristics of the individual welfare enjoyed by individuals could then be compared to ideals of justice and fairness as well as to the sustained development of individual prosperity.


2. Social or Political Conditions of Individual and Social Life

These observations that focus on aggregate material conditions in a society, and comparisons with social ideals, leads us to a second kind of social progress – one that is less interested in the economic conditions under which individuals are living (whether viewed from the perspective of either the individual or the collective) than in what might be called the social or political conditions under which individuals live. One way to think about the idea of social or political conditions is that they refer to the character of the relationships that individuals in a society have with one another. In the social domain individuals can feel more or less equal to one another. They can feel unimpressed by status differentials, or overwhelmed by them. They can feel tolerated, respected, and liked or avoided as social pariahs. In the political domain, individuals can also feel more or less equal to one another: with equal capacities to speak, to associate, to make their voices heard, to deliberate on public matters, to take their grievances to court, to protect their rights against the state. Or, they can feel oppressed by groups and individuals who have greater power to shape the actions of government than they do. 


a. Individual Valuations of Social and Political Conditions


Like economic prosperity, these social and political conditions in society have a material reality that is experienced (more or less subjectively or objectively) by those who live within them. Like economic prosperity, the social and political conditions within which individuals live can be examined both from the point of view of individuals on one hand, and by collectives evaluating more aggregate characteristics on the other. 


There is an important sense in which individuals experience relationships as individuals even though they are socially constructed (both as a perception and as an objective reality). They can enjoy the social relations in which they find themselves, or find them oppressive and unpleasant. Their enjoyment can be rooted in some instrumental satisfaction the relationship gives to them in the achievement of their own individual material satisfactions, or in the degree to which they take pleasure in the welfare of the others in the relationship, or in the sheer enjoyment of living in what they think of as a good or right relationship with others. It follows, then, that part of their enjoyment may come from the degree to which the social relations in which they find themselves align with their notions of what constitutes a just relationship. 


To the degree that individuals value living in just relationships with one another (and the importance of gossip suggests that they care a lot!), they can derive satisfaction not only from the material advantages that come to them from a relationship, and not only from the satisfaction they can deliver to others in that relationship, but also in the sheer enjoyment of living in a just relationship. A clear conscience and a sense of virtue can be a powerful tonic, particularly when recognized by others! It is also worth noting that what I am characterizing here as a right relationship can be scaled out to many different kinds of relationships from what I owe to a wife, child, friend, neighbor, strangers I encounter on the street, all the way out to what I owe to fellow workers, fellow citizens with whom I deliberate, to peoples of the world who are affected by actions I take, and that are taken in my name. Etc. This is looking out at a world of relationships as an individual trying to live happily and successfully and virtuously within them – a perspective that individuals embrace at least part of the time to varying degrees, but is never wholly absent.


b. Social Evaluations of Social and Political Conditions  


But as in the case of material conditions and prosperity, we can also examine the state of social and political relationships from a broader societal perspective.  We could look at how much autonomy they enjoyed vis-à-vis one another, and the state, and treat increases in their capacity to chart their own destinies as an important social gain. Their autonomy in economic, social, and political relations might be closely related both to the legal rights they enjoyed as individuals, and the material conditions they could guarantee for themselves, since both might be necessary to protect them from oppression by powerful others in the economy, in the society, or in the state. 


Along with autonomy and rights we could look at the nature of the obligations imposed on individuals. We could ask about the degree to which the obligations were legitimated by an individual giving explicit consent to a particular restraint placed upon him – such as a contractual obligation. We could ask about the degree to which social or governmentally established obligations could be justified either as matters of moral duty or instrumental necessity. We could ask about the degree to which individuals were both allowed and actually did participate in the construction of the formal rules or informal norms that constrain them. We can ask whether the formal rules and informal understandings were justly enforced. We can ask whether the status differences created by the rules are themselves fair and just. And we can ask about the processes that create and adjudicate these rules, and the attitudes held among individuals about these rules.

These conditions, in turn, can be compared not just to individual satisfactions with these relationships, but also perhaps with social ideals that encourage us to evaluate some of these conditions as better – in the sense of both better and more just for humans – than others. In short, in investigating social and political conditions, we could be exploring the degree to which justice is being done and realized in a society, and the way in which that is being experienced by individuals, as well as the degree to which material prosperity is being created.

C. Arbiters of Value and the Normative Evaluation of Social Conditions


A close reader will have noted that in describing the different kinds of conditions that can be experienced and considered as social conditions (economic/material, social/relational, and the political) I have also often made reference to a particular kind of social actor that is having the experience, and/or considering the experience as satisfactory or not. More particularly, I have suggested that the conditions can be experienced by individuals, or by larger collectives. We could think of these different social agents operating at different levels of aggregation as different “arbiters of social value,” and that the conditions they deemed relevant and important could differ.  

At one level, each individual in the community could be the arbiter of their own, unique, individual material and economic condition. They could notice whether they were rich or poor, employed or seeking work, with a home to go to or homeless. And they could be more or less satisfied with their condition, and think it more or less just that they be in that particular position – whether particularly advantaged or disadvantaged. This would be a situation where the individual was the arbiter of social value, and judged social value primarily in terms of his own material condition. 
At another level, each individual could look around at the material condition of others in the society, and evaluate those conditions. Each individual could evaluate the state of others in the society against some standard that would define the kind of community in which he or she would like to live. This would be the case where the individual was the arbiter of social value, but social value included not only his or her own material well being, but also the well-being of others. 
At a third level, some kind of collective, formed imperfectly through the processes of democratic, representative government, could evaluate either the plight of individuals, or broad classes of individuals, or the state of the community as a whole and form judgments about which of the conditions needed to be changed through some kind of collective effort. This would differ from the first two cases in that the social arbiter of value was no longer an individual, but some social aggregate. That social aggregate could be evaluating social conditions in terms of the material welfare of particular individuals, or in the quality of economic, social, and political relations in the society as a whole. Table 1 sets out these ideas of different arbiters of social value, focused on different dimensions of social value in a simple schematic:

Table 1:

Social Evaluators and Social Conditions They Evaluate

	Social Evaluators (Arbiters of Social Value)
	Economic/Material Conditions
	Quality of Social Relationships
	Political Standing and Participation

	Individuals Evaluate Their Own Position and Compare with Own Desires for Themselves
	How Am I Doing Economically and Physically? Am I Economically Self-Sufficient, Healthy, Educated?


	How Am I Doing Socially? Treated with Respect and Tolerance? Able to Call on Others for Assistance?
	How Do I Relate to the State? Does it Respect My Rights? Can I Petition It Effectively? Do I Participate in Self-Governance

	Individuals Evaluate the Positions of Others and Compare with Their Own Ideals of Society
	How are Others Doing? Is Their Condition Consistent with My Idea of a Good and Just Society
	How Are Others Treated Socially? Are the Social Relations They Have Consistent with My Ideas of a Good and Just Society


	What Standing do Others Have Vis-à-vis the State? Is Their Standing Consistent with My Ideas of a Good and Just Society

	A Collective, Formed Imperfectly by Civic and Political Processes Evaluates Conditions While Considering Collective Action
	How Are We Doing in Material Welfare Terms? Are We Living in a Materially Good and Just Society?
	How are We Doing in Terms of the Quality of Social Relationships? Are We Living in a Socially Good and Just Society
	How Are We Doing with Respect to Satisfying Desires to Participate in Self-Government and Advancing Political Equality? Are We Living in a Democratically Fair and Just Society


D. Individual and Collective Values as Drivers of Social Change

Presumably, when individuals evaluate their own condition and find a gap between what they want, think they need, or think they deserve, they are motivated to act. They can act on their own to improve their material or economic condition, or their social condition, or their political condition. We can think of this as individual initiative for individual purposes. Sometimes this takes on a more social and collective character. In the economic domain, an individual trying to make him or herself materially better off can find the means for doing so by exchanging goods and services with others in markets, or in the social domain by bartering goods and services in an economy of favors and the discharge of widely understood duties, or in the political domain by joining with others similarly situated or sympathetic to one’s plight to make claims on government and its collective capacity to act to benefit these particular individuals. Thus, unsatisfied economic material desires held by individuals can give rise to economic, social, and political action by individuals.
A similar effect occurs, when individuals see a gap between what they want for others and the way the others currently live. Here, too, they can act in economic, social, civic, or political spheres. They can rely on market transactions and mechanisms to advance the welfare of their fellows, they can take charitable or civic action to achieve their social aims, or they can act politically to enlist the powers of government in their cause. 
And, we can also imagine that when a public is convened, it, too, can see a difference between what that collective wants to see realized in the world on one hand, and the current conditions of society on the other, and take action to close the gap. Indeed, it is precisely this kind of action that is usually required to engage the powers of the state in a democratic society. An individual, acting alone, with his or her own wholly idiosyncratic idea of a public value to be pursued through the powers of government has little standing in liberal democracies.  That same individual, backed by a collective that agrees with his or her conception of public value has much greater power and legitimacy in making a claim about how the powers of government should be used. 

Note that if action taken by government is thought to be necessary for solving social problems, or creating social progress, or achieving significant social change, and if we are examining the prospects for social or collective action in democratic polities, then a great deal of pressure is put on the capacity of a given political community to become both a reliable evaluator of its own condition, and also a competent shaper of its condition through some combination of private, civic, and governmental action. To be a good evaluator of its condition, and a good shaper of its own destiny a political community has to find some way to become an imperfectly socialized “we,” not just a bunch of “I’s.” And the concerns of the “we” can include its overall material well-being, the material well-being of the least advantaged, the quality of social relationships enjoyed by the society, and the quality of political relations that characterize society’s collective choices about how to use the powers of the (democratic) state. 
This capacity, in turn, probably depends heavily on what we might think of as both the amount of and character of “public spirit” within a given political community: that is, the norms and values held among individuals in a given community about what constitutes a good and just society, what conditions can properly and usefully become the focus of collective action organized by government, and what sorts of responsibilities they might have to the society as a whole in the nomination of something as a social problem, and in their individually based efforts to help solve it. The amount of public spirit becomes a crucially important resource in organizing collective action carried out through government. An equally important characteristic would be its ability to organize a conversation about those standards to smooth out some of the extremes, and align standards closely enough to allow reasonably reliable interactions with one another. And a third important characteristic would be its ability to deliberate together on which of the existing conditions in the society might be most important to change, what measures would be the best for changing those conditions, and how could the burdens and benefits of that collective effort be most fairly distributed. One could think of these conditions broadly as the social or political culture of a given community – the set of ideas that are held roughly in common in the community.

Note also that that a public called into existence by the desire of individuals to use the powers of government to advance a shared view of the good and the just need not act only through government. A public – understood as a voluntary association of individuals focused on the achievement of a socially defined goal – need not act only through the state. They can choose to act as private individuals using their own resources to advance their particular conception of public purposes. This could reasonably be described as civic or charitable or voluntary action on behalf of public purposes deemed important and financed not by the processes of democratic politics and government, but through voluntary action. 
A public as defined above could also decide to act through commercial market processes. A partnership constructed in a garage can build a product or service that creates a whole new industry that transforms social conditions through its use by consumers, and the creation of jobs and wealth for those who participated in the effort to invent the product or service.  Just as a public spirited individual can act to advance social purposes through market, social, or political processes; so a publicly spirited collective can act to advance a social purpose through market, social, or political processes. 

III. Processes of Social Innovation and Social Change

By definition, social-problem solving, social progress, and social change all require some kind of change in social conditions – ideally, a change that is relatively large, and beneficial to the society (in the broad sense that the society’s material well-being or social relations advance towards the good and the just). If nothing changes in a society, there can be no social problem solving, social progress, or social change. So, the practical prospects for problem solving, social progress, and social change depend critically on available mechanisms and channels for advancing social change, and how they are utilized by individuals and voluntary collectives of various kinds.
 

Prospects for change, in turn, depend importantly on two important conditions in society. First, who it is that has the authorization and the motivation to nominate a condition as one that is important to transform (through market, social, or political/governmental means). Second, what institutions and processes they can rely on to give birth to their idea, and give it standing and scale in the wider society. Liberal democratic societies (understood to be a particular bundle of economic, social, and political institutions) provide significant opportunities in both these key domains.
A. Sources of Social Innovation: Who Can (and Will) Claim that Some Condition is a Social Problem?

If social problem-solving, social progress, and social change starts with some social agent nominating a condition in society to become the object of collective action, it becomes important to consider which social agents are authorized and enabled to do so.  
1. The General Authorization to Nominate Social Problems

One answer, of course, is that each of us gets to say that something is a social problem. As noted above, in liberal democracies, each of us can decide alone what constitutes a social problem by comparing existing material and social conditions with what we think would be good, or ideal, or just. Each of us can even say that our particular individual plight is, in fact, a social problem, and call upon our fellows to relieve our individual suffering as a matter of charity, or solidarity, or justice.
 

Of course, when an individual claims something is a social problem and rallies his fellows to the cause, and particularly when he claims his own material condition should be the concern of others, that individual takes on a heavy burden. As noted above, he claims a kind of empirical expertise about the size, scope, and causes of the problem he is experiencing. He also claims a capacity to arbiter social value without any collective discussion that checks to see whether his view of social welfare and justice is generally shared, or idiosyncratic. Such an act constitutes a bid for social leadership. And that bid can succeed or fail. 

2. Shared Standards of What Constitutes a Social Problem


A second answer is that we might all have access to some objective standard that tells us what material conditions are large enough to count as social problems.
 Establishing an objective criterion to decide which conditions are important enough to count as social problems is at least part of what the effort to establish a set of internationally agreed upon human rights has been about. If we can write down a clear list of the things that individuals throughout the world are entitled to as a matter of individual right, it would become possible to the conditions that represented a social problem. It would be all those circumstances that fall short of providing the agreed upon rights. 

Since the Enlightenment, our reliance on scientific methods to help us decide whether some condition should rightly be counted as a social problem has also grown. We depend on science to tell us what conditions in the world are bad for our health and well being. We depend on science to tell us how prevalent particular conditions currently are. We depend on science to help us make predictions of whether a given problem is likely to get worse or better. We depend on science to tell us whether a particular problem can be solved. And we depend on science to tell us what might be the most effective way to deal with a give problem.
3. Political Processes for Deciding That Something is a Social Problem

Between the idea that each individual gets to declare something is a social problem, and the idea that social problems are defined by objective external standards established by morality, law, or science is a more social and political idea: social problems are those conditions that some collective takes to be such. Of course, it may matter a great deal about how some collective reaches a decision that something is a social problem. Such collective discussions can be more or less representative in terms of which individuals are allowed to express their own personally held views about which conditions are viewed as social problems. And they may be more or less well informed by legal, philosophic, or moral ideas about human rights, and scientific information about the empirical nature of the world they are trying to understand and shape. And all of the views expressed in the deliberations may be more or less influenced by each person’s particular position in society, and the interests they naturally bring to discussions that can affect their interests. But the point is that one could reasonably make a claim that something is properly seen as a social problem when a society, acting through some kind of deliberative process, decides that a particular condition constitutes a social problem. 


The nature of the collective that makes such a decision may also be important. When we think about collectives that nominate conditions as social problems and declare them to be so, we most naturally think in terms of states and governments, and the political processes that give those states guidance as to how to act. Indeed, one could go pretty far with the simple idea that a social problem is what a particular government decides is a social problem, and for which government deploys its powers to change. [If we used the phrase public problems rather than social problems throughout the discussion above, the connection between a material condition nominated as a social problem and government action to declare it so would be even closer.] One way to understand the idea of representative and limited government is that one has to go through a pretty complex collective process to get his particular idea of what constitutes a social problem accepted by the political processes we have established as the gateway through which one must pass to invoke governmental power. 


But it is also easy enough to imagine collectives coming to agreements about what constitutes a problem and acting to deal with it that do not depend on the state to either occasion a discussion about a material condition, or make the decision about whether the problem is important enough, or act to deal with the problem. To some degree, global society itself acts to define something as social problems without having any government to organize deliberation or action. To some degree, whole nations can act without government to identify and deal with social problems. To some degree, local communities and voluntary associations can do the same thing. 
Collective efforts to discover, understand, deliberate about, and act on social problems can be and are enormously aided by the existence of a government that provides forums for debate, and powers for taking and enforcing decisions. Collective efforts to act on social problems are also aided by government’s authority and responsibility to ensure fairness in the discussions about what problems should be taken as social problems, and also in assuring a (roughly) fair distribution of the burdens and benefits generated and distributed by specific measures adopted to solve the problem. While these characteristics of government make governments are not necessary for identifying and acting on social problems. And they may not even be sufficient. After all, there are many important actions taken to solve collective problems that are neither sponsored nor supported by government. And there are many things that government does that could be seen more accurately as efforts made by private individuals to enrich themselves at others’ expense rather than the solution of some collective problem. 
4. How Conditions Become Social Problems: An Initial Summary

To summarize, then, we might say that when some individual, or some group, asserts that something is a social problem, they are making a bid to have a particular social condition in society recognized as something that is both important enough to merit the attention of some collective, and potentially within the power of some collective to solve if they can both mobilize the resources and find the technical means for dealing with the problem. 

Some conditions can be established quite easily as social problems. When, for example, there is a widespread moral commitment that humans should not starve to death; and one can show that individuals are, in fact, in danger of doing so; and further, that there are means available to prevent this from happening; then powerful collective forces will be mobilized to deal with that problem. Other conditions, however, where there is a less thick moral consensus about our duties to one another, or more uncertainty about the feasibility and effectiveness of methods for dealing with the problem, may not move so quickly to the status of social problems.
 By definition, when there is less agreement about how bad or unjust a condition in society is, or less confidence in our ability to transform the conditions, it is harder for society as a whole to agree that the conditions constitute a social problem for them to solve. Some individuals or groups in the society may see reasons to act, and may decide to do so using their own resources. And that, in turn, could be seen as the charitable or civic form of collective problem-solving. But the mass of society may not be brought around. And the government that is both standing there to do the bidding of its citizens (at least in democratic societies), and capable of requiring all individuals in the society to make their fair contribution to the solution of the problem, may or may not be mobilized to act.
 


B. The Idea of Social Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship
In principle, social innovation involves changes in the conditions of the society. When we talk about social innovation, there is always the question of how significant or substantial the change has to be to count as social innovation worth discussing. And that brings us back to the discussion above about the differences between the ideas of social problem-solving (small innovations count), social progress (innovations have to be even bigger), and social change (innovations have to be big and relatively permanent). There is also the question (noted above) of whether social change includes not only economic and material change, but also change is in relationships, and whether some of the most important kinds of social change might be those that shape public spirit, and with that, the overall capacity of a community or polity to nominate and act on public as well as private concerns in efficient, effective, and just ways. 

To these questions about the size, scale, and character of social innovation, we can now add questions about how social innovations are both practically created, and socially legitimated. In particular, we can ask about the social locations and sources of social innovation, what social actors make what kinds of calculations in creating them, and what social institutions and processes allow particular innovations to become significant. We can also ask the troubling question of what, if anything, legitimates a social innovation that makes a claim to significance, and starts to use up significant social or more explicitly public/governmental resources. 
We are all accustomed to an image of innovation in the market place, and generally aware of how those innovations might change industries in the larger economy. Individual entrepreneurs take risks developing products and services that they are not sure will be successful. Success is rewarded with the capacity to grow. Legitimacy comes from success in the marketplace. The only thing that stands in the way of an important innovation “going to scale” is the capital needed to work on the idea until it is ready to go. That can come from oneself, one’s friends. But it can also come from established institutions called capital markets. Indeed, one of the important inventions of capitalism was to create funds that could be used to support the development of valuable ideas from individuals who did not have the money on their own to develop the idea. Stagnant capital in the hands of tired aristocrats was much less socially useful that dynamic capital in the hands of individuals looking in unexpected locations for individuals with ideas about how to improve material conditions in the society.
In the public sector, we are accustomed both to less, and to a much different model of innovation. In one view of innovation in the public sector, politics is seen as both the principal driver and legitimator. In democratic societies, both in principle and in practice, individuals run for election by putting forth different ideas about how the powers of the (democratic) state might best be used to advance a general view of social welfare and justice than is now true. (Think of a democratic election as a kind of “corporate takeover” in which a new management team puts forward a different idea about how the collectively owned assets of a given firm could best be used to maximize the long term satisfaction of the shareholders).  Voters hear these ideas, represented in political platforms, and vote for the particular uses of state power that come closest to their own ideas of a good and just society (that includes more or less attention to their own individual material welfare in that vision). The officials who win elections have the right and the responsibility to use the formal authority they won in the election to re-program the use of state resources to the desired goals. Sometimes this involves wholesale re-positioning of government action. Other times, the change is more modes – the introduction of a few new programs here and there to improve incrementally the performance of the existing sector. Whether political campaigns, in fact, turn out to be important drivers of social change and innovation using the powers of government remains uncertain. But there is no doubt that these mechanisms are available to social innovators – running as elected officials -- to use if they wish to do so. 
s
A somewhat different vision of innovation in government depends less on politics, and more on the science and expertise that is often assumed to be available to government from both outside of government, and even within government. In this conception, the innovators in the public sector are those individuals who see a problem not previously recognized, or a new way of dealing with an old problem; develop and test the idea; and then seek to disseminate it through expert and professional networks. Often, these efforts are aided by a process that Powell and Dimaggio describe as institutional mimesis. The core idea here is that organizations do not simply seek to optimize performance; they also seek to maximize legitimacy. One way to acquire legitimacy is to act in ways that are thought (by the relevant experts and professionals) to be the best practices. Once an idea acquires this status in a give profession, it can often move quickly through the professional world, picking up adherents, imitators, and adaptors at a fast rate along the way. This process often operates beneath the political sphere, but can, on occasion, leak into the political sphere when a particular expert idea becomes an important political idea as well.

In the civic sphere (which is closely related to the public sector), a different model of social innovation appears. In this world, someone – let’s call him a social entrepreneur – shows up with an idea about either a problem to be addressed, or a solution to be tried, or some combination of the two. Instead of making his or her idea a political issue and running for office, they start trying to act on the problem directly, using their own resources to see if they can make the change. Often, such individuals are aided by philanthropic traditions and resources – not only large foundations established by wealthy individuals, but also by large numbers of less wealthy individuals who make small contribution of money, and larger contributions of time and effort to launch and then grow the idea held by the social entrepreneur. Under ideal circumstances, the work of social entrepreneurs will eventually outrun the capacities of philanthropy to sustain and support, and the social entrepreneurs will have to turn either to market processes (sales of products and services to customers with money to spend) or to political/governmental processes (streams of appropriate tax dollars)  to sustain and scale their activities.

The idea of a social entrepreneur operating in the civic sphere being supported at least initially by charitable contributions brings to the social sector an image of action that is closely related to the garage entrepreneur in the private sector. And, with a certain amount of imagination, it is possible to see how individuals, taking the initiative to identify and solve social problems, could provide the basis for innovation in the social and public sector rather than politicians or government officials. There are two difficulties with this particular vision, however. 

The first is that, to be successful in sustaining and scaling their efforts, social entrepreneurs eventually must anchor their enterprises in revenue streams that are larger than those afforded by philanthropy. They have to find paying customers in markets. Or they have to find paying customers who use government tax dollars to support what they are doing. Consequently, they must find ways to supplement philanthropy with market and/or political processes. 

Second, it is quite possible that individuals standing on already established platforms in the private or governmental sector can, under certain conditions, create significant social innovations that could compete with those developed by the more independent social entrepreneurs. There are by now many examples of individuals standing on purely commercial platforms who have found important ways to make social contributions above and beyond the wealth they create for investors, the jobs they create for workers, and the benefits they create for customers. There are also important examples of politicians becoming important social entrepreneurs – helping to usher in significant changes in how government operates to improve social conditions. And, there are even significant examples of public officials in executive branch agencies figuring out how better to use government assets to accomplish established public purposes, or seeing new purposes that could be achieved with existing government capacities. So, those social entrepreneurs operating in the civic, philanthropic sphere alone are not the only ones potentially well positioned to produce important social innovations.  
Social entrepreneurs – understood to represent a function of imaging and creating social changes rather than a particular position in the society – could occupy many different positions and stand on many different platforms. Social Entrepreneurs could be standing on platforms in the private for-profit, the private not for profit, or the public sector. They can be at the tops of existing agencies and organizations, or apparently mired in the middle. They can be elected or not. They can be starting new organizations, or working with the assets and aspirations of an old organization that is challenging itself to improve. 

C. Authorizing and Legitimating Social Entrepreneurship

An important question is not only who supports the action of social entrepreneurs with material resources, but also what legitimates their commitments and the values they are pursuing as socially or publicly valuable purposes? What would make an individual entrepreneur’s view of publicly valuable action, or the views of a voluntary association that represents at best only a part of the political community, sufficiently compelling to others that they would allow it to happen in their midst, or recognize that the innovation was on their behalf, and/or to support it with governmental money and authority? This question can be answered at several different levels.
At one level, a social entrepreneur, seized of an idea that in his view could benefit society as a whole, and committed to using his own resources for accomplishing the goal, could say that he needed no more authorization to pursue his idea than to pursue any other purpose he might have as a citizen of a liberal society. If a citizen is free to use his own time and money for any lawful purpose in the society, and the society has not made the particular idea that animates a social entrepreneur an unlawful one, then the citizen has a right to pursue any particular conception he or she might have about the good and the just. His purpose must be within the law. But after that, nothing more need be said to legitimate the entrepreneur’s effort as a socially acceptable and useful act.   
At a second level, the capacity of a social entrepreneur to attract other contributors to his cause can signal a greater social legitimacy than the entrepreneur would have when he or she stood alone. If more than one individual are rallied to a cause, it stops looking like a purely idiosyncratic idea of the good or the just; it becomes more popularly supported, and therefore, to some degree more legitimate.
 This is as true if one attracts interest by offering goods and services to individuals who pay, or if one attracts interest by inviting individuals to contribute their own economic, social, and political resources to efforts to transform social conditions through actions that either do or do not engage the state. (This is why social enterprises supported by many small donors might be seen as having a greater social and political legitimacy than those supported by a few major contributors.) 

At a third level, the legitimacy and support of a given cause championed by a social entrepreneur could be measured by the degree to which it was formally embraced through democratic political processes as a purpose and a set of activities that can claim the powers of the state in the pursuit of the effort. On this view, purposes cannot be fully embraced as legitimate expressions of social value until they have passed the various tests that must be passed to have them encoded in laws that express the wishes of the public and its elected representatives, or the constitutional principles of a society.
 
The United States, and many other established liberal democracies, however, have created a sphere of social and public action that lies across all three levels of legitimization. These states have passed laws that allow both individuals and voluntary associations to commit their privately held resources to the achievement of public purposes, without their purposes having to go through very much public or collective scrutiny. These states have carved our a philanthropic, or charitable, or social sphere that names very broad categories of social purposes and social actions that will be regarded as social and public by the society as a whole, even when the individuals who commit themselves to these purposes have not gone through significant political or market tests of their ideas. In effect, some ideas have been pre-approved by the electorate.  Indeed, many states have not only authorized such action, but actively subsidized it either through tax exemptions for such efforts, or by direct financial support (when the enterprises are well aligned with state embraced public purposes). This creates a vital sphere where individuals and voluntary associations can nominate their own ideas, and have them warranted and legitimated by the state – partly because it respects a right of action, and partly because it is glad to get the material contributions to public purposes.

Importantly, this is an easier test than the one that those in government must typically meet. In the private sphere, all a social entrepreneur must show is that their idea is in the right general direction, could work, and would not do direct harm. Since it is only their own money, time, and reputation they are gambling with, society as a whole is not very particular about what is being done in its name. 
In the public/governmental sphere, however, when the scarce, collectively owned assets of the state are directly engaged for a specific purpose relying on a particular method, the pressure on the particular idea of social innovation goes way up. On one hand, since public assets are engaged, all the different elements that make up society as a whole have a right to challenge the wisdom of the effort – not only the substantive vision of the good and the just contained within that vision, but also the likelihood that the envisioned effort can succeed. Moreover, those who wish to use government power often have to be able to defend a claim that the problem they addressing is an important one, but also among the most important and urgent for society to address. It is not enough that the effort be good; it has to be focused on the most important. Similarly, it can’t be simply that the idea has a chance of working, it must be certain to work, or the idea with the best possible chance of working. In short, when public resources are engaged in a liberal society, very high standards for judgment as to ends and to means are typically applied.

These observations suggest that the process of social innovation will look very different depending on whether it occurs within the private sector (both commercial and philanthopric) and is being driven primarily by market forces (that is, by individuals making voluntary decisions to purchase goods or services, or individuals making voluntary decisions to contribute to a social cause), or whether it occurs within government and is being driven primarily by political and/or professional forces, or whether it is emerging from some combination of the different sources of financing and operations. But what is important is that while there is an important difference, one ought not make too sharp a distinction (at least at the outset) among socially valuable innovations in terms of the forms they take, or the social positions from which they emerge, or the particular institutional platforms from which they are launched, or the particular social processes (including in particular the sources of revenues that keep them going) that allow them to survive over time and get large. We should expect to see socially valuable innovation starting in the commercial, civic, and political/governmental realms. And we should expect to see these innovations scaling up through market, civic, and political/governmental processes. 
After all, public spirit and social concerns may well shape the places where some commercial entrepreneurs choose to operate. We can easily imagine that at least some commercial entrepreneurs are motivated at least in part by the idea that their particular market intervention will improve the lives of individuals and society in ways that society as a whole, judging their action from the point of view of some conception of the good and the just would agree with.  We can imagine, for example, the development of solar stoves to provide pollution free cooking poor villages in developing countries, or malaria nets that can reduce the spread of malaria, or distribution networks that enable craftsmen to sell their wares in international markets would all be valuable not only in the economic sense that they made money for their inventors, but also in the social and political sense that they advanced society toward a shared vision of the good and the just. And we can even imagine that relatively small contributions of charitable or government dollars to commercial enterprises that could almost break even as economic enterprises, but also produce some attractive social results could offer a highly leveraged investment of charitable or public dollars to achieve public purposes. Often, a little bit of charitable or government money sustained over time can sustain otherwise economically marginal operations in ways that can benefit large numbers of individuals, and in doing so, move society as a whole to a vision of the good and the just.
Social concerns may be more predominant among nonprofit and civic entrepreneurs who are themselves motivated primarily by the achievement of the good and the just for others rather than their own material benefit. But they may find significant opportunities for increasing their ability to do good and promote justice if they rely on market processes that can generate some revenues from client beneficiaries, and/or some governmental assistance instead of relying only on philanthropy.   

Government entrepreneurs may be more constrained. In first instance, may have to work through professional networks with government funding. But increasingly, government officials can find room to innovate by forming partnerships with private funding sources (at some cost to their legitimacy and control), and private operating capacities who do things different from the government.

D. Forms of Social Innovation

Regardless of systems that encourage level of starts, and growth of innovations that work, there is an interesting and important question about what forms the core of the innovation. The standard model is a new product or process innovation. 

But, this is not the only kind of innovation that is important in society. Indeed, in  the public sector – particularly in these times when the boundaries of the public and the private are being re-negotiated – a quite different kind of innovation has become important. There is a class of social innovations that could be described as innovations in governance. The big innovations in governance, of course, involve big political decisions about the size and scope of government, or more precisely, about the particular social conditions to which the collectively owned assets of government – both its money and its authority – will be committed (with the agreement of citizens and their elected representatives). Other big innovations in governance include choices about whether social goals assigned to government to achieve will be pursued primarily with the regulatory authority of government, or through its money, or through some combination. Equally important innovations in governance are those that use government money in different ways: direct purchases of activities (or results);  grants to producing organizations; vouchers to individual citizens; financial guarantees to producing organizations or borrowers; government financed insurance schemes; tax exemptions to supplying organizations or to individual citizens for certain public purposes and so on. There are also innovations in governance that change the way that public authority is used including a shift from command and control regulation to negotiated regulation in which those subject to regulation can exchange a commitment to pursue the substantive purposes of existing regulations, but not necessarily through the particular specified mean; and the use of the tax system to achieve social goals and objectives beyond the fair and efficient collection of dollars needed to finance the government. Such innovations could be bunched together under the general idea of changing tools of government. And what we see is that the different tools are increasingly being combined in different combinations to achieve desired social results.  

Some of these innovations in governance require new statutes, and thus become explicitly public and governmental innovations. But many of the innovations seem to spring up without specific legislation calling for them or enabling them. Often, for profit organizations and nonprofit organizations see a chance to advance a public purpose they consider important, and are willing to put their resources behind the effort. All they need is a bit of encouragement from the government in the form of political or legal support, and or paired investments that will give the privately initiated effort a large public (as well as private) effect. A wide variety of private/public collaborations and partnerships have developed in this way. 

Returning the more classic kinds of innovations – the kinds or new product or new process innovations that keep raising our standard of living and our productivity – it is important to distinguish among the ideas that are created as novel ideas, and never go anywhere, from those ideas that scale up dramatically, and make larger and larger claims on society’s resources – both public and private. Some of this happens naturally through the ordinary processes of market economies with their entrepreneurs, capital markets, and cash infused customers. Some can happen through the processes of philanthropy and voluntary civic action. 

But it is also important to understand the critical role that public funds will have to play in developing, sustaining and scaling up social innovations. Some of the most important social innovations will not be driven by market motives, nor scaled up through market processes. If an idea is to produce and important social change, it will often have to both influence politics, and be supported by governmental funding. Indeed, instead of thinking that private capital markets and earned income can provide the key supports for social innovation and change, it may be better to think of private capital markets and earned income as a way of leveraging government and philanthropic dollars to support activities that cannot be fully supported by private dollars alone, rather than as something that can wholly replace charity and government. Thus, government needs to learn how to buy smart – and that means figuring out what the public wants to buy with its loose philanthropic, and tighter government dollars, including the idea of holding a risk portfolio. 

The real idea we need to bring to government from the private sector are the ideas of development, and risk, and a willingness to spend for these things. We do it ok in some sectors, but many of the most important, not so well. 

E. Innovative Individuals, Innovative Organizations, and Innovative Cultures

Also important is question of where the innovation came from, and the degree to which there is such a thing as innovative individuals, and innovative institutions, and that the best way to think about innovation is to think about the mechanisms that create and support innovators at the individual or institutional level, rather than the innovations in themselves. 

IV. Summary and Conclusion: The Landscape of Social Innovation and the Special Role of the Voluntary Sector
All this analysis helps to clear the thicket so we can get a more systematic, cross sectoral view of the processes of social innovation. We can see where the effects will be registered. We can see that it can come from many different platforms. We can see that there are different mechanisms that can operate to legitimate, authorize and scale up the innovations that are essayed. We can see that many important social innovations will reach from the private sector through the civic world to the realm of politics and government. Indeed, we can see that many of the most important social innovations might will end up being fundamentally dependent on support created within the political sphere, and carried out within the governmental sphere (that is, using government money and authority, even if government is not directly producing the desired results with tax dollars). 

With this clearer vision of what we mean by social innovation, where it comes from, what it looks like, and so one, we can begin to ask some important empirical questions that can lead to important policy interventions.  We can try to figure out how much social innovation is occurring, and whether the rate seems roughly right to ensure our continued capacity to manage the new problems that crop up in society, and to improve our performance in dealing with the old. We can explore the question of whether innovation is happening in the right (i.e. highly leveraged, high value places). We can begin to think about how to support innovation in the public sector through devices that work more like markets in the sense that they notice the difference between good and bad, and buy more of the first. This is not just or even primarily a procurement problem. It is also a political problem, because politics is the way that we organize and legitimate the buyer – at least when public funds are being used. 

In this vision, one can perhaps, see a special role for the voluntary sector in social problems solving and innovation. But to see it, one might have to step back and consider what we mean by the voluntary sector.

Macro View of the Voluntary Sector: Salamon, Edwards

Micro View: Social Capital, Public Spirit and the Dark Matter of the Voluntary Sector 

From the micro perspective, one could say that the voluntary sector infiltrates the other enterprises in defining their ends, and in shaping their means. It shapes attitudes and relationships as well as material conditions. It becomes part of the process of identifying social problems as well as solving them.

The voluntary motivations that lie behind the voluntary sector – the individual desire to do social good or achieve social justice – become the energizing and focusing source of energy for individual entrepreneurs, and for their ability to organize others. 

One important way for socially motivated individuals to give themselves some leverage and durability is to create a voluntary sector organization as a platform, and a capacity to mobilize and guide activities designed to produce change. Organizations differ in terms of their functions: direct production for the needy and the deserving, or they can be political efforts, or they can be organized self-help efforts. (Some can just be for fun and recreation as well! But some of these may be socially valuable because they are for the poor) 

They also differ in terms of their sources of financial and material supply, their structures and processes of governance, their tacit understandings and contracts with workers in the organization, and their principal beneficiaries.
Such organizations can be seen as independent producing organizations, but they also depend on and help to create and sustain culture and public spirit. They create the conditions for future and different social action as well as the action itself.  

And they often create the alliances and coaltions that can cut across the boundaries of the different sectors to deal with social problems whose solution generally depend on action taken across three sectors. 

All this makes both public spirit and the voluntary sector an important arena within which social problems can be identified and solved. It is this, I think, that Michael Edwards was pointing to when he talked about the sector as  a ground for social innovation, and improvement. And it is this that we ought to be training our young people to understand and create. We should take the responsibility of unleashing an army of individuals with restless value seeking imaginations prepared to engage with others in the search for an improved individual and collective life.

Cutting Room Floor
The Object of Social Change: Government Dominated Markets/Social Production Systems

What is Required for Individual Social Agents to Make Social Change


Social Change as the aggregation


Social Change as one or two really big changes.


Why both are valuable and necessary.

But many social innovations not only have to get started in different ways than through venture capital, but even more importantly, have to find different ways to scale up than through standard market processes. Many new social products and processes for achieving social results have to gain public/governmental support – either because the government is a major financial support to a particular market (e.g. education, health, security and justice), or because the government is not only a major financier/payer, but also because it is a major producer. In both cases, innovations cannot spread unless the government changes what it is buying, or what it is producing, or some combination of the two.

It is also obvious, I think, that if the government has to change what it buys, or what it produces, that a certain kind of political warrant will be needed to permit the innovation to “scale up.” Also, that procurement processes that allow the government to spend money on outside contractors may have to be dramatically changed

� Note idea of social problem to be solved versus social opportunity to be exploited. Analytically, one can argue they are the same. But psychologically and to some degree ideologically the concepts are different. Psychologically, we like gains much more than we fear equivalent losses. Ideologically, we tend to think government should be limited to dealing with problems; that to the extent there are opportunities, they ought to be exploited by others. I would like to use the idea of social problem to be solved/social opportunity to be exploited as equivalent ideas, but it is ugly to have to keep repeating the phrase. Best is to understand that each time I use the phrase social problem or social opportunity, I mean to invoke the other idea as well. See discussion of social progress below.


� One complication involves the important question of who gets to point to some condition in the world and establish that condition as a social problem that should capture our attention. One answer to that question is that any individual can say that something is a social problem. Insofar as we understand ourselves to be free to have our own ideas not only of what is good and just for ourselves, but also as good and just for others, and for the society as a whole – that is, to the extent that we imagine ourselves to be citizens of some given society – each of us has the right and perhaps the obligation to call attention to things that seem to us to represent important social problems or injustices. We may even have the obligation to act to ameliorate the condition using our own resources. And it is this impulse that creates the basis for individual philanthropy, and individual civic action. Ordinarily, however, each of us, when we claim that some condition is a social problem, would like to have that judgment ratified by others. We are interested in this partly because we hope to draw on the privately held resources of others to provide the material wherewithal to change the conditions, partly because we can increase our individual political influence if we can claim to be acting in accord with a view held by many in society, and partly because our own confidence in our individual judgments about what constitutes a social problem increases as other individuals, free to make their own judgments about what constitutes a social problem, seem to agree with us. See discussion below. 





� Or, perhaps more precisely, it only reduces itself to a simple objective claim if the person making the claim, and the audience whom that person is addressing share a great many assumptions both about how to understand the objective character of a given social condition, and the criteria that are proper to use in deciding whether something is a social problem. In case the speaker and the audience do not share these assumptions, there is a great deal of work to be done by the speaker and the audience in investigating a material condition in the world to see whether it in fact is a social problem. One could generally describe this work as political work – the effort to construct a collective agreement about what is a problem worth taking seriously and acting upon using whatever resources are at hand.


� What merits the attention of society as a whole is, of course, a matter of political philosophy and political ideology. In libertarian views of society, relatively little merits the attention of society as a whole. Most conditions should be dealt with by individuals as individual problems. The only thing that merits social concern is the protection of individual rights to property, and responsibilities to avoid the willful infliction of harm on others. In liberal views of society, more conditions and relations are considered appropriate for public attention. 





� A somewhat similar dynamic is at play when someone says that human rights are being neglected or ignored. There is a claim about material conditions and social relationships. There is a normative framework that says that the protection of human rights is an important common responsibility. Therefore, it is urgent that some collective, committed to ensuring the kind of justice that is guaranteed by the existence of certain rights, should act to secure those rights – taking whatever action is necessary. The only difference here (and philosophically it is an important one) is that one of these locutions uses the utilitarian language of problem solving, with all that the practical, technical stuff that that invokes, The other invokes the deontological language of rights and justice and right relationships.


� Particular state of mind of those who long for social progress could be described as citizenship.


� This is often thought to be the ultimate goal of both social problem solving and social progress.


� Barry Karl


� NAS Committee on Statistics. Literature on Social Indicators. Recent Report by Stiglitz and Arrow


� Putnam, Also Special Efforts to Measure Social Capital


� Measurement of Human Rights -- Stone


� Stiglitz and Arrow


� Depending on how one thinks about the idea of rights and justice, it might also be to increase the justice enjoyed by a given community


� The ideas can be substantive ideas about the good and the just. They can be procedural ideas about how collective deliberations should be constructed that can make claims on either voluntary commitments or the powers of government. The can be broad political ideologies ranging from libertarianism through communism.


� Change includes movements on intended objectives. But also includes changes associated with distribution of burden of effort in making the change. And includes unintended consequences as well.


� Of course, we think that the claim that our own condition is a social problem is bolstered both when we have not been the cause of our condition, and when there are many others similarly situated. But we might not know the degree to which this is true until we say out loud and publicly that we think our individual plight might best be seen as a social problem. Each of us could be embarrassed by the discovery that no one else is being similarly afflicted, and that many in the society attribute our particular plight to our own bad character and judgment. But we could equally well discover that there were many who felt as the first person who said publicly that they were being badly and unjustly treated.


� A shared substantive conception of the good or the just – perhaps associated with a particular political ideology as an element of what was previously described as public spirit could in principle constitute such a standard. Developing such a standard has long been the goal of idealist normative political philosophy. And while history has moved us away from some conceptions of the good and the just, and towards some others – in particular, towards liberal democratic societies that seem to be able to produce attractive combinations of prosperity, sociability, and justice – there is still wide variation among societies in terms of particular conceptions of the good and the just.


� Again, a substantive conception of the good and the just as an element of an existing public spirit are here described as a more or less thick, shared understanding.


� Note that the difference between a philanthropic or civic action to solve a social problem on one hand, and a political/governmental effort on the other, could be understood as a matter of scale. In the first case, only a portion of society contributes to the solution of the problem – presumably, those who think it important, and have the discretionary means to pursue the problem. In the second, all are (potentially) engaged in the solution of the problem as the government (guided by a social collective) considers it effective and just to call upon them to assist in the solution of the problem. But one should also note that the difference also lies in the aggregating process used to mobilize resources and action to ameliorate the condition. In the first case, individuals contribute as they feel motivated by a sense of charity, or duty, or social and political aspiration to do so. The amount and distribution of effort from individuals is determined by individual (quasi) voluntary choices. In the second case, the amount and distribution of effort from individuals will be importantly shaped by the state’s power to tax and regulate as well as individual choices. The state can require individuals who are not otherwise inclined to do so to make a contribution to the general problem – whether that contribution be money paid out in the form of taxes, or time and effort from individuals commanded through regulation.  





� Different sources of legitimacy. My view and I have a right to it. My view, and others agree. My view, and it has scientific weight and practical utility in the achievement of established social goals. My view and is consistent with or required by law. My view and it is morally consistent with our aspirations, and/or required by our moral commitments.


� Note difference between political legitimation that helps an idea become a law, and legal legitimation through constitutional principle. One could add the common law here and collective suits as well.





