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Focus on power dynamics in TSI
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Haxeltine et al. 2017

Chilvers & Longhurst 2016

Social innovation
set of ideas, object and/or activities that involve... 
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transformative social innovation

i n no va t i o ns  a r e  
t r a n s f o rm a t i ve  t o  t h e  
e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e y

Å cha l lenge
Å a l ter
Å rep lace

d o m inan t  s t r uc tu r e s  &  i n s t i t u t i o ns i n  s o c i o -
m a t e r i a l  c o n t e x t

Avelino et al. 2017

Haxeltine et al. 2017



Kemp et al. 2016 

Broader movement of ôre-embeddingõ 



De Moor 2013

3 waves of 

institutions for 

collective action in 

the past 1000 years 



Why ôtransformativeõ? 



Å Why are structures supposed to be transformed, be they òdominant institutionsó 

(Haxeltine et al. 2017), òsocio-technical regimesó (Geels 2014) or òneo-liberal 

hegemonic discoursesó (Moulaert et al. 2007, Longhurst et al. 2016)? 

Å Problematic power relations: 

inequality , oppression, 

exclusion , exploitation, 

injustice

Å How are social innovations

challenging / reproducing 

power relations? 

Why ôtransformativeõ? 



Power contestations



Power

Self- interest

Collective Goals

actors

structures



relational & structural (in)capacity of actors to 

mobilise resources & institutions to achieve particular goals

broad dialectic definition of power:

Avelino 2017

power as (in)capacity



1. Power ôoverõ vs. power ôtoõ

2. Centred vs. diffused

3. Consensual vs. conflictual

4. Constraining vs. enabling 

5. Power = knowledge vs. power Í knowledge

6. Empowerment vs. disempowerment

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

Not choose sides but ask diverse empirical questionsé 

Seven power contestations 



Avelino 2018



Power

consensual

conflictual



Violence as òthe most concentrated, if bluntest, instrument 

of human poweró.

(Mann [1986]2002:177)

Violence can destroy power, but òis utterly incapable of 

creating itó, and òpower and violence are opposites; 

where the one rules absolutely, the other is absentó. 

(Arendt [1969] 2002:143). 



òSubjection is not only obtained by the instruments of 

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

force against force, bearing on material elements, and yet 

without involving violence; it may be calculated, 

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

use neither of weapons nor of terror and yet remain a 

physical order ó. 

(Foucault [1975 ] 2002:192). 









Power

diffused

centred



1. Dahl (1958)                                                        

ðbeyond ruling elites 

2. Bachrach & Baratz (1962)                                    

ðagenda -setting

3. Lukes (1974) 
ðpreference shaping

Three faces of power



How are 3 faces

of power manifested

in/for processes of 

social innovation

How is power 

decentralised

and /or 

(re) centralised ?



Decentralisation in one

place can lead to 

(re) centralisation

elsewhere (and visa 

versa). 

(De)/(re)centralization 



Which power relations are 

being (de)/(re) centralised

in decentralised energy 

initiatives , and how ? 

(De)/(re)centralization in SI in energy?  



Power

enabling (agency )

constraining (structure )



òIn its most general sense, power is (é) the ôcanõ which 

mediates the desired or intended outcomes of social actors 

and the actual realization of these outcomes in their daily 

social practicesó. 

(Davis et al. [1991] 2002:214)



òIndividuals are the vehicles of poweró
(Foucault 1980:101) 

ôAutomatedõ and ôdisindividualised õ power: material or 

ideological structures are òcreating and sustaining a power 

relation independent of the person who exercises itó. 
(Foucault ([1975]2002: 196) 



Panopticoné







multi -actor perspective on 

shifting power relations



public

private

STATE
(public agencies)

MARKET
(firms, business)

COMMUNITY
(households, families etc.)

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

NON-PROFIT
(NGOs, associations

foundations)

Institutional logics
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public

private

PPP

MARKET
(firms, business)COMMUNITY

(households, families etc.)

STATE
(public 

agencies)

Avelino & Wittmayer 2016

Power inbalances

NON-PROFIT
(NGOs, 

associations
foundations)

public -private -partnerships
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public

private

STATE
(public agencies)

MARKET
(firms, business)

COMMUNITY
(households, families etc.)

NON-PROFIT
(associations ,

NGOs)

Avelino & Wittmayer 2016

politician, policy -maker, 
bureaucrat, citizen, voter 

producer , consumer, 
employer, employee ,
client, entrepreneur

activist, volunteer, 
member, benefactor,

researcher

resident, neighbour,
family member,

friend

Multi -Actor Perspective

Multiple institutional 

logics & actor roles
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NON-PROFIT

public

private

STATE

MARKETCOMMUNITY

employer / 
employee

poor / 
rich

benefactor/
beneficiary

Micro -politics: struggles, 

contestations, inequalities, 

hierarchies

large /
small

civil servant 
/ citizen

man/
woman

national/
local

ethnicities

young/ 
old

expert/
lay

Avelino & Wittmayer 2016
@FlorAvelino



macro -level

power relations

micro -level

power relations







Unpacking the transformative 

potential of social enterprise 

Want to order a paper back copy? 
Contact avelino@drift.eur.nl 



Reflections for future inquiry



political 

paradoxes 

of 
transformative 

social

Innovation

Pel et al. 2019



Å Dialectic relation: innovations both 
challenge & reproduce established 
institutions. Need to be prepared for 
innovation capture (Pel 2016)

Å Translating to wider, institutional context, 
while also maintaining oneõs radical core 
(Smith 2006, 2007)

Dialectics of transformative social innovation

How can social innovations be 
mainstreamed and gain power while 
maintaining their transformative 
potential? 



public

private

STATE
(public agencies)

MARKET
(firms, business)

COMMUNITY
(households, families etc.)

NON-PROFIT
(associations ,

NGOs)

Wittmayer et al . forthcoming

Mainstreaming

How are power relations

affected in social 

Innovation processes 

across different 

institutional 

logics?

Bureaucratization & 

Standardization 

Marketization & 

Commodification
Socialisation & 

Communalisation
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1. Focusing on the social as an object of innovation in itself 

(rather than a mere dimension of technological innovation)

2. Innovation as a dimension of (prefigurative) social 

movements(Monticelli 2018) & other forms of social change

Why ôsocialõ ôinnovationõ? 



ÅClass-based movements 19 th century

ÅNew social movements 60s & 70s

ÅAlter -globalization 90s -early 2000s

ÅNew wave of prefigurative social 
movements 

òstrive to reproduce in the present the kind of 
society they envision for the future (é) 
embody their ultimate goals and their vision 
of a future society through their ongoing 
social practices & social relations (é) not only 
opposing capitalism but also prefiguring post -
capitalist societies (é) by re-thinking and re -
politicising conventional modes of 
production, consumption and living by 
defending, restoring and creating spaces of 
resistance and experimentationó 

(Monticelli 2018:509 -515 )

Prefigurative social movements (Monticelli 2018)



Avelino, F. , Monticelli, L. and Wittmayer, J.M. (2019), How 
transformative innovation movements contribute to transitions, 

chapter in: Atlas of Social Innovation. Available online at: 
https :// www.socialinnovationatlas.net/

https://www.socialinnovationatlas.net/
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1. Focusing on the social as an object of innovation in itself 

(rather than a mere dimension of technological innovation)

2. Innovation as a dimension of (prefigurative) social 

movements(Monticelli 2018) & other forms of social change

3. Innovation as a type/source of power (ôinnovative powerõ ð

Avelino & Rotmans 2009 ). Social innovation > changing social 

relations > changing power relations > empowering....

Why ôsocialõ ôinnovationõ? 




