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Abstract
The concept of digital social innovation (DSI) refers to a fast-growing set of initiatives aimed at providing innovative solu-
tions to social problems and needs by deploying the potential of the social web and digital media. Despite having been
often interpreted as synonymous with digitally enhanced social innovation, we explain here why, in consideration of its
epistemological and socio-political potentialities, we understand it as an interdisciplinary set of practices able to interpret
and support the changes of a society that is more and more intrinsically virtual and physical at the same time. Notably,
we briefly discuss how DSI processes can be functionally mobilized in support of different socio-political projects, ranging
from the mainstream neoliberal to the revolutionary ones. Eventually, we provide a synopsis of the articles included in
this thematic issue, by aggregating them accordingly to the main stakeholders promoting the DSI projects, being more
bottom-up oriented or more institutional-based.
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1. Introduction

Social innovation has always had a crucial role in pro-
moting progressive development in society (Busacca,
2013; Moulaert, MacCallum, Mehmood, & Hamdouch,
2013). With the advent of the digital age and the
transition of a large part of our social lives (and pri-
vate lives) to the internet, the space for social agency
has expanded well beyond the physical domain (Ash,
Kitchin, & Leszczynski, 2018; Castells, 1996; de Cindio
& Aurigi, 2008). Today, it is widely recognised that the
digital revolution offers new opportunities for the social
agency to operate innovative interventions, notably con-
cerning the structure and functioning of contemporary
cities (Gairola & Roth, 2019; Graham, Zook, & Boulton,
2013). At the same time, it opens up new challenges

such as misinformation (Flynn, Nyhan, & Reifler, 2017)
and digital divide among different social groups and
among territories which add to already existing dispar-
ities (Mossberger, Tolbert, & McNeal, 2007). By step-
ping beyond the acritical technology-optimism of the
smart innovation perspective (Aitamurto, 2012; Prahalad
& Ramaswamy, 2004) and buying into some of the radi-
cal analysis of digital capitalist discontents (Lanier, 2006;
Herzog & Hartwig, 2008), contributions collected in this
thematic issue explore how traditional planning and gov-
ernance processes are challengedby the agency of digital
social innovators.

It is increasingly evident that the movement of dig-
ital innovators, hackers, makers, social entrepreneurs,
open access promoters, and cyber activists is advancing
new ways of organising and equipping the city to im-
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prove people’s livelihood and liveability in terms of ed-
ucation and job, political participation, science and tech-
nology, economy and business, housing, public space de-
sign, and public services provision (Caulier-Grice, Davies,
Patrick, & Norman, 2012; Dyer et al., 2019). The mush-
rooming of innovative solutions to social problems boot-
strapped by the advent of the social web and digital
media (Bria, 2015) provides new opportunities for di-
rect participation practices emerging in different seg-
ments of the European societies. However, opportuni-
ties are not necessarily balanced or equal. On the one
hand, participative approaches are increasingly seen as
a condition for promoting democracy, able to guaran-
tee fairer access to goods and opportunities, and asso-
ciated with ideals of accessibility, transparency, and en-
gagement (Dyer, Gleeson, Ögmundadottir, Ballantyne, &
Bolving, 2017; Gleeson, Dyer, & Grey, 2017). Yet, on the
other hand, the diffusion of these very practices is not
homogeneous among countries and regions and their ca-
pability of scaling up from pilot experiences to system-
atic changes is still under investigation (Moore, Riddell,
& Vocisano, 2015; Westley, Antadze, Riddell, Robinson,
& Geobey, 2014).

2. Different Approaches to Digital Social Innovation

Traditional research on social innovation has hardly ac-
knowledged that the digital turn, further than equip-
ping existing processes with more robust communica-
tion and organisational tools, radically transforms the so-
cially constructed nature of tackled problems, the choice
of which problems are worthy of support, the construc-
tion of knowledge about them, and their ethical impacts
(Lawrence, Dover, & Gallagher, 2014).While digital social
innovation (DSI) has been, in fact, initially regarded as
a form of social innovation triggered, empowered, me-
diated, or even transformed by the use of digital tech-
nologies (Boelman & Heales, 2015; Howaldt & Schwarz,
2016;Millard & Carpenter, 2014; TEPSIE, 2014), we claim
it is something more. DSI is, actually, producing episte-
mological (i.e., how people come to define, know, and
operate on reality) and political changes (i.e., how peo-
ple modify the meaning, forms, and ends of governance
processes) that call for a critical approach to interpret
the transformations of both society and technology land-
scape. Therefore, in this thematic issue, we do not refer
to DSI as synonymous with digitally enhanced social in-
novation (which is, of course, a desirable and relevant
part of the phenomenon); we rather prefer to see it as
an interdisciplinary set of practices able to interpret and
support the changes of a society which is more andmore
intrinsically virtual and physical at the same time.

Such a vision is well illustrated by many of the
projects financed by the European Commission under
the Collective Awareness Platforms for Sustainability and
Social Innovation (CAPS) program. CAPS’ definition has
been introduced in 2012, in the context of the Seventh
Framework Programme of research, to identify an emer-

gent group of projects and, to a certain extent, a new
research area (Passani, Spagnoli, Bellini, Prampolini, &
Firus, 2015). Indeed, “CollaborativeAwareness Platforms
can be seen as ICT-supported collaborations of human
and non-human actors which enable and facilitate the
production, sharing and sense-making of information
gathered through citizen engagement and through sen-
sors and the like” (Arniani et al., 2014). Key aspects of the
projects financed in that domain have been the strong
engagement of citizens, the focus on pressing social or
environmental issues, and a strong interdisciplinary ef-
fort. It is not by chance that some of the projects that
concurred to the emergence of the term DSI have been
financed by this program. Hence, we prefer the term DSI
to others such as ‘tech for social good’ and ‘civic tech’
because it can really put the social and the technical di-
mensions of innovation on the same level, and it can call
for a truly interdisciplinary and citizen-centred way of ad-
dressing societal issues.

Of course, it is also important to acknowledge that
there are different forms of DSI, ranging from those func-
tional to the reproduction of the status quo to those
subverting it—including a vast array of nuances in be-
tween (Maglavera, Niavis,Moutsinas, Passani, &DeRosa,
2019). We find DSI initiatives intended to make existing
socio-political and economic processes faster, more ef-
ficient, or effective without inducing any change in the
structure of society or in its understanding. Smoothly
integrated into the smart city rationality, these initia-
tives are often supported or, sometimes, co-opted by
the neo-liberal institutions (e.g., Microsoft Civic Tech;
Spicknall, 2018). A slightly more inclusive, participatory,
and people-friendly approach characterizes DSI initia-
tives advanced by CSOs and public administrations and
promotes the establishment of collaborative platform-
ing and bring citizens to cooperate with institutions (e.g.,
Nesta, 2020). Proceeding along an imaginary line be-
tween mainstream and revolutionary processes, we can
identify a reformist approach in DSI projects that aim at
directly intervening and transforming the urban socio-
spatial structure and its functioning by deploying the
potential of existing digital technologies and leveraging
on their co-creative and pervasive potentiality (Certomà,
Rizzi, & Corsini, 2015). These include, for instance, ini-
tiatives aimed at making migrant people emerging from
invisibility by learning the local language (e.g., Speak,
2020) and providing mutual aid (e.g., Mosquera, 2020).
While some of them use proprietorial technologies (e.g.,
Fixmystreet, 2020), other couple their social commit-
ment with concerns for the ethical software develop-
ment and adopt open access and open source tech-
nologies (e.g., Smart Citizen Kit; Smart Citizen, 2020).
Eventually, we identify DSI initiatives advanced by cyber-
activists, hackers, and makers with the explicit intention
to revolutionising technology rules and tools. In so do-
ing, they move the social struggle in the digital space
battleground. They fight to promote people’s digital
sovereignty over their data (e.g., Lleialtat, 2020), access
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to the web through community-owned network infras-
tructures (e.g., Guifi, 2020; Ind.ie, 2020), and the pos-
sibility for self-fabrications of technological tools (e.g.,
Arduino, 2020). By following up one of the key intu-
itions of the fathers of digital revolutions—i.e., that we
can only change society by changing the tools it uses
(Cadwalladr, 2013)—revolutionary DSI initiatives invent,
hack, boycott, and transform the technologies of every-
day life, to contrast the massive fluxes of the economic,
financial, material, and symbolic power of digital capi-
talism (Coleman, 2015; Zuboff, 2019). Critical scholars
and internet activists involved in revolutionary DSI initia-
tives raise doubts about the potentialities of DSI to fos-
ter real participation in governance and to serve public
goodbecause these contain “both utopian and dystopian
possibilities for new forms of sovereignty” (Thompson,
2018, p. 1178). Main criticalities resided in the transfor-
mation of participationmeaning and practices (Baccarne,
Mechant, Schuurman, Colpaert, & De Marez, 2014); the
capability and possibility to govern DSI in the emergent
public-private governance regimes; and the changes in
power geometries and empowerment mechanisms in-
duced by the digital turn (Bendiek, Godehardt, & Shulze,
2019; Parayil, 2005).

3. Synopsis of the Thematic Issue

The collection of articles presented in this thematic issue
provides an intriguing spectrum of perspectives about
the emergence of DSI as either a top-down driven or a
grassroots bottom-up initiative located in cities or rural
villages across Europe, China, and New Zealand. In many
cases, authors highlighted a surprising lack of scientific
evidence about how DSI functions in practice and how
the different actors learn from the experience so that
the lessons learnt can promote reflection, rethinking, or
even transformation of status quo at a time of signifi-
cant change.

The article by Certomà (2020) presents and discusses
the thematic issue’s topic. It points out that space-
related aspects have been incidentally addressed by in-
novation management and regional studies researches.
In contrast, a critical geography approach could help
refining the analysis of the urban space as a physical
space augmented by digital connections. Interestingly,
it could also reveal to what extent contemporary cities
are merely working as laboratories for experimenting
market-led technocratic solutions or as incubators of cit-
izens’ critical engagement. As such, critical geography
helps unveiling how DSI initiatives are produced and mo-
bilised in the society, along with discourses and imaginar-
ies about technological development.

In turn, the studies by Dyer, Weng, Wu, Ferrari,
and Dyer (2020), Leyshon and Rogers (2020), and
Grossberndt et al. (2020) investigate how digital tech-
nologies can make it possible for citizens to expand their
space of action in the city, by designing and realising
much-needed autonomous initiatives.

In particular, the article by Dyer et al. (2020) de-
scribes how a new, in-house developed digital platform
entitled ‘Urban Narrative’ uses computational linguis-
tic tool FLAX to extract shared dialogue and stories
from public engagement exercise initiated by the city
of Christchurch, New Zealand, called ‘Share and Idea,’
following the 2010 and 2011 earthquakes. Using collo-
cation methodology, the technique illustrated how the
public’s interests in key features about the city’s soft and
hard infrastructures could be readily identified and com-
piled to give an overall perspective about priorities for
the future development of a city. The grassroots out-
puts from the public engagement exercises were com-
pared with top-down governmental statistical data to
either show agreement or disagreement on topical is-
sues such as provisions of affordable public transport
or security measures for street safety. Furthermore, the
article drew intriguing parallels between processes in-
volved in well organised public participation and the par-
ticipatory design itself, both of which are needed for co-
design or co-development of sustainable communities
and cities.

In the case of Leyshon and Rogers (2020), a novel
digital platform called CJNN aided online journalism to
emerge in the community. The pilot study involved four
local communities in Cornwall, UK. The intention was
to produce a sense of place through sharing stories
and images that reflect the lived realities of people’s
lives. The most relevant collaborative journalistic effort
was a story cluster that produced mass collaboration
about an unusual weather event that affected the en-
tire geographic area of Cornwall. Ultimately, the research
pointed out how digital technologies-aided socially inno-
vative processes can support marginalised groups whose
voices are often absent in the mass media.

The theme of grassroots engagement continues in
the article by Grossberndt et al. (2020), who reported
on results from a digital platform that enabled the public
to record their perceptions of poor air quality in greater
Oslo, Norway, and compare them with results from of-
ficial measurements of pollution (PM10, PM2.5). This
was undertaken using the digital platform cityAir and
hackAIR. Although not intended to be directly correlated
with measured values of air quality, the results show a
reasonable agreement that confirmed expectations that
air quality was poorest near road networks and espe-
cially in central Oslo. Quite rightly, the authors high-
lighted the opportunity these digital platforms provided
to raise air quality awareness within the city and its sur-
rounding suburbs. The results also raise questions about
what you do with the results when it becomes very clear
that the air quality in certain parts of cities is unaccept-
ably poor.

In comparison with these grassroots initiatives, the
results from two top-down institutional case studies—
Devlin (2020) and Bolli’s (2020)—discuss the political ra-
tionalities underlying the development and introduction
of digitally-aided collaboration contexts.
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The article by Devlin (2020) described early results
from the introduction of a new urban planning and tech-
nology platform, #PlanTech, in theUK, funded by the cen-
tral government ‘Connected Places Catapult.’ Specifically,
the article reports on the results of an ethnographic
study of planning functions for Coventry City Council.
Most of the ethnographic study describes the challenge
of selecting an appropriate software vendor in a highly
competitive market. At this stage in the project, it was
too difficult to draw firm conclusions about the success
or otherwise of the initiative. However, it was interest-
ing to note that one of the drivers for the project was
political frustration at the perceived inability of existing
planning processes to promptly deliver new urban devel-
opments to help stimulate the UK economy.

In comparison, Bolli (2020) focussed on the emer-
gence of makerspaces in China as an example of the in-
tegration of top-down and bottom-up dynamics which
were characterized as ephemeral spaces for innovators,
hackers, makers, and entrepreneurs shaped by a cultural
context. The first makerspaces reportedly opened in
Shanghai and Shenzhen in 2010 and attracted the atten-
tion of the Chinese government, who in 2015 published
an initiative that subsequently influenced the typology of
makerspaces in China. As such, the Chinese government
supported a more entrepreneur and business culture
over self-development and tinkering. Makerspaces were
seen as an opportunity to shift the image of China from
a world manufacturer with the label ‘made in China’ to
a nation of innovation with the motto ‘designed and cre-
ated in China.’ As a result, the Chinese government’s ini-
tiative reportedly reduced the number of makerspaces
as it has transformed the idea of makerspaces into en-
trepreneurship. Even so, makerspaces are seen as hav-
ing multiple, potentially dissonant, roles in the Chinese
context, namely fulfilling the ideology of the urban China
dream, participating in the growing sharing economyand
platformisation of the Chinese society.

Middle-out collaboration patterns emerging from
public institutions and citizens networking in DSI initia-
tives are explored in the last set of articles by Zerrer and
Sept (2020) and Ersoy and van Bueren (2020).

Although the majority of articles discussed DSI in an
urban setting, the article by Zerrer and Sept (2020) de-
scribes DSI in a rural setting in two villages in Germany
and discusses the integration of top-down and bottom-
up efforts. The case studies compared the emergence of
DSI from a grassroots level in the village ofWokisrab com-
pared to a top-down initiative in the village of Wesedun.
The ethnographic study showed that in the case of
Wokisrab, rural DSI was triggered by the arrival of amulti-
use space with the only public Wi-Fi hotspot. The new
activism led to a number of analogue social innova-
tions before triggering engagement with regional com-
petition that led to a new village strategy focusing on
opportunities for digitalization, particularly on a digital
communication platform and a shared village database.
In comparison, Wesedun’s journey towards rural DSI

originated with participation in the Digital Countryside
project co-funded by the European Union. The eventual
DC project was managed by the Economic Development
Corporation of the District. Wesedun realized five ideas
were divided into two sections: demography, with the
highest priority, and digital infrastructure. In order to
meet the challenges of demographic change, the focus
was to improve the quality of life, mobility, social in-
tegration, and autonomy of elderly villagers, for exam-
ple through the village ́s internet courses, regularly fully
booked. In each case, the study characterized the devel-
opment of rural DSI by so-called ‘smart villagers’ as either
a bottom-up process with outside support in the case of
Wokisrab or as a top-down bottom-up-interplay in the
case of Wesedun. For both villages, different types of ac-
tors were involved in the process of DSI. On a vertical
level, top-down actors typically comprised professionals
fromoutside of the village, where as bottom-up actors in-
volved volunteers, belonging to the village. On thewhole,
the study identified threemain groups of actors to create
DSI: drivers, supporters, and users.

The role of actors for DSI was also seen as an impor-
tant theme in the article written by Ersoy and van Bueren
(2020), which reported on the creation of three ‘tempo-
rary’ urban living labs (ULL) following the global financial
crash of 2008. Located in post-industrial shipping yards
on the outskirts of Amsterdam, the alternative schemes
based at Buiksloterham (De Ceuvel, Schoonschip, New
Energy Docks) were intended to be temporary (10 years).
However, during the trial process, the local communi-
ties became concerned that traditional developments
would be resumed once the crisis passed. Hence, in April
2015, a Manifesto Circular Buiksloterham was signed by
20 professional private and public stakeholders for the
so called ‘City Lab Buiksloterham.’ The article investi-
gates how different actors learnt from the ULL experi-
ence in terms of learning theories where single, dou-
ble, and triple loop learnings processes led to increas-
ingly deeper and transformational learning experiences.
Yet, in practice, the replication of innovation was found
to be problematic because learning theories are more
concerned with the learning setting, whereas in ULLs
actors learn within a particular context. Interestingly,
knowledge institutes, consultants, and the local water
company were found to play a key role disseminating
lessons learnt to other places within Amsterdam and be-
yond. Likewise, the establishment of Manifesto/Living
Lab Circular Buiksloterham provided the framework for
City Lab to exchange experiences with similar ‘bottom-
up’ initiatives in other cities.

In summary, the thematic issue provides a further
contribution to the body of literature. It explores the dif-
ferent socio-political perspectives, participating actors,
and governance processes activated by a broad range of
existing DSI initiatives for appreciating the implications
of the emerging socio-technological transformation in
cities and regions.
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