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Abstract: Scientific publications on social innovation and interest in the subject have grown substan-
tially in the last decade, evidencing the need for more studies in this direction. This study aimed to
map the scientific publications and intellectual structure in the field of social innovation, through a
bibliometric study. The bibliometric survey specifically considered the period 2006–2021, through
data indexed by the SCOPUS database, which included journals with a high impact factor. A total
of 1192 articles were analyzed using the software VOSviewer (VOS) 1.6.15, to graphically map the
material. The results showed explosive growth in the academic literature on social innovation in the
last decade; moreover, they allowed the identification of the main authors, articles, topics, institutions,
and countries in the field. From the analyses, a theoretical framework structured with four main
emphases (clusters) was evidenced: (1) social entrepreneurship and the third sector; (2) strategic
management and innovation; (3) sociopolitical aspects, urban development, and governance; and
(4) innovation and sustainability.
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1. Introduction

The business, political, and academic debate on how to maintain or reshape the
current economic development model has intensified in recent decades. The clash between
economic growth and socio-environmental development has shown the insufficiency of
existing structures and policies in solving some of the most pressing issues of today, such
as social inequality, health, poverty reduction, and climate change, among other problems
that are not yet solvable [1,2].

Debates in this direction have stimulated academics, civil society, governments, and
organizations to think under a new paradigm, and thus, in a perspective that goes beyond
economic resolutions, hence the demand for innovative initiatives and solutions that
prioritize meeting the aforementioned challenges [3].

Social innovation (SI) can be seen as part of the efforts employed, with a view of
solving localized social problems and, more recently, systemic and structural issues [4].
The discussion around the theme has been more strongly emphasized in the last decade
and, in a way, it has become the rallying cry of many Western academics and political
administrations [5–7]. More than that, the idea of the social dimension of innovation has
become a broad and accepted idea [8], raising expectations in relation to social performance.

SI emerges, in this context, as an alternative for solving such problems. Social in-
novation is understood as the initiatives that seek to solve social problems, and also to
promote social transformation, through inclusion, empowerment, participation, and new
relationships [1,9–11]. In this sense, it is clear how relevant the study of this innovation
model is. It is a systemic and expanded concept of innovation, in which various social
agents can be innovators and not just companies [12]. Unlike technological innovations
that are driven by market and economic profit [13], this model of innovation (SI) is driven
by social concerns and challenges [14].

In order to know how research in this field has evolved, it was decided to carry out
a bibliometric survey of publications, between the periods (2006–2021), in the SCOPUS
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database. This database was chosen due to the fact that it includes journals with a high
impact factor. This article aimed to map the international scientific publications, as well as
to identify the intellectual structure of the field, through authors and seminal works, based
on bibliometric techniques.

Similar studies have been carried out in the field of social innovation [15–17]. In the
study by Van der Have and Rubalcaba [15], the authors identified four intellectual commu-
nities, based on a broad database, as follows: (1) community psychology, with an emphasis
on social change; (2) creativity, with an emphasis on organizational aspects; (3) social
challenges, with an emphasis on technologies, sustainability, and entrepreneurship; and
(4) local development, with an emphasis on governance, institutions, citizen participation,
and empowerment. In the study by Silveira and Zilber [16], the authors identified some
main themes addressed in the field, namely social entrepreneurship, public policies, and
institutional theory. In the third study [17], Agostini and other authors reinforced the theme
of social entrepreneurship, in addition to corporate social responsibility and intersectoral
partnerships. Although there are related topics among the studies, the previous studies
have not provided an overview of the clusters and theoretical orientations specifically
addressed in this research.

This article advances the understanding of scientific publications and intellectual struc-
ture in the field of SI by identifying four main clusters and possible theoretical orientations
in the areas of social sciences, management, and business. In addition, it brings important
contributions by identifying possible gaps for future research, based on bibliometric analysis.

2. Materials and Methods

The research is characterized as a bibliometric study. Bibliometric research enables
the use of indicators to establish a mapping of scientific production in a given field of
study [18]. This type of analysis is based on the notion that bibliographic records, including
citations, are such indicators, useful in scientific activity [19]. It starts from the premise that
the most cited works and authors are those that have greater influence in the field, thus, the
greater the frequency, the greater the importance of the subject for the research topic. That
is, the more often a given term “co-occurs”, the more strongly the works will be related,
indicating that they belong to a similar area of research [20].

Bibliometry uses statistical and quantitative analysis to measure scientific produc-
tion [21]. Authors such as White and McCain [22] have suggested the use of bibliometrics
to analyze academic literature, and thus map the structure of knowledge, based on the
historical description. Another important contribution of this technique is the representa-
tion of well-defined clusters, since the grouping of a theme (from sub-themes, divisions, or
groups) allows a more detailed understanding of what is being researched [23]. Statistical
data allow you to quantitatively analyze the relevance of a topic (node) or its importance
within a set of related variables (network). Graphically, nodes are represented by circles,
while edges represent lines connecting these points. Conceptually, nodes can represent
people, organizations, keywords, or countries, while edges represent connections in social
networks, diverse relationships, or relationships between themes [24,25].

To achieve the proposed objectives of mapping international scientific publications, as
well as identifying the intellectual structure of the area, through bibliometric techniques,
this research was carried out in five steps: (1) the first stage consisted of choosing the
theme to be explored, in this case, social innovation; (2) in the second stage, the database
(SCOPUS) and the period to be researched (2006–2021) were defined; (3) in the third stage,
the most appropriate search term for the study was defined, using the term “social innovat*”
(with an asterisk), in order to consider variations of the expression “social innovation”;
(4) the fourth stage consisted of selecting the articles and pre-analysis of the keywords so
that there was no divergence with the purpose of the study; (5) and finally, the fifth step
consisted of the bibliometric analysis of the terms indexed in the articles.
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Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

In view of the exponential increase in publications on social innovation in the last
decade, it was decided to carry out a bibliometric survey, with an exploratory-descriptive
characteristic, specifically covering the period 2006–2021. The restriction on the time
interval was justified due to the concentration of approximately 91% of the total publications
in this period. Given the importance of data collection and processing, in using this research
technique, data indexed by the SCOPUS database were used, as this included journals with
a high impact factor. Figure 1 summarizes the search parameters used.
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Figure 1. Search and Article Selection Parameters.

Data analysis was performed using the VOSviewer software, version 1.6.15. In the
searches performed, publications in the area of “Social Science” and “Business, Man-
agement, and Accounting” were selected, with information extracted regarding the title,
authors, abstract, keywords, year of publication, and bibliographic references. The results
were obtained through the following types of analysis: (i) citation analysis—this type of
analysis identifies the most cited authors, that is, it considers that the most cited works exert
greater influence in the field [23,26]; (ii) co-citation analysis—which identifies potential
similarity between pairs, enabling the grouping of articles into clusters, and thus, indicating
different lines of thought; (iii) co-occurrence analysis—which analyzes the frequency of
keywords, journals, and other factors, allowing the analysis and visualization of a network
of words and citations between the respective studies [27,28].

3. Results

The results described in this article take into account four main analyses. First, ad-
vances in social innovation in the literature and citation analysis of the main articles are
discussed. Secondly, the co-occurrence of keywords in the articles is examined. The third
stage presents the most cited authors, including the co-authorship networks and concentra-
tion of study areas, the main journals, and organizations. Finally, the fourth step examines
the co-citation of references and bibliographic coupling of authors.

3.1. Evolution of Social Innovation in the Literature

One of the first citations related to social innovation appeared in 1970, with the title
“Introducing Social Innovation”, in The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science [29]. However,
more frequent publications on this subject only started in the 1990s, with a more expressive
growth from the 2000s onwards. Specifically, in the area of management and business,
the results point to an expressive growth of publications in the last 10 years, as shown
in Figure 2.
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The increase in studies on the subject, in a way, is related to the successive crises that
have accompanied the global socioeconomic state, the political state, and the growing social
demands of developing economies. Social innovation seeks to contribute with solutions
and/or improvements to social problems [4], so this context can be seen as a driving factor
in this area of study, or even as a driver in the recognition of social innovation and in the
insertion of the theme in corporate, political, and academic agendas.

To identify the most influential works in the field, the 16 articles with the highest
number of citations were selected. The number of citations of an article shows not only the
quality of the document but the influence and promotion of publication within a research
field [30]. Table 1 shows the most cited articles, including authors, journals, and year
of publication.

Boons and Ludeke-Freund’ article [31] ranked first in the number of citations (856) in
the SI area. The article discussed business models for sustainable innovations, and, in this
work, the authors related SI to the context of social entrepreneurship, social business, and
the base of the pyramid (BoP) strategies. The authors identified three important currents
for sustainable innovations, one of them being “social innovation”. The second article
with the highest number of citations was by Voorburg, Bekkers, and Tummers (649) [32],
where the authors presented a systematic literature review, discussing the co-creation and
co-production of social innovations in the public sector. Part of the discussions related to
the conditions under which co-creation and co-production with citizens take place in public
sector innovation processes.

The third most cited article was by Seyfang and Haxeltine (479) [33], in which the
authors assessed the role of community-based initiatives (basic social innovations) in the
transition to a sustainable economy and in influencing broader sociotechnical social systems.
Practical and theoretically grounded recommendations were given in order to promote
the spread of such movements beyond their niche. The fourth most cited article was by
Cajaiba-Santana (354) [8]. In this study, the author proposed to investigate the field of social
innovation, from a conceptual framework, combining the theory of structuring (structure
and agency) with institutional theory. Such theoretical approaches, from the author’s
perspective, contribute to the investigation of social innovation as an engine of social change.
The fifth article—by Van Der Have and Rubalcaba (253) [15]—was a bibliometric study on
SI, where four main clusters were identified: (1) community psychology, (2) research in
creativity, (3) social challenges, (4) and local development. However, it should be noted
that the results were based on a wide database. In the present study, in particular, the
investigation was limited to the areas of “social science” and “business and management”,
as we intended to elucidate the studies in this field, specifically.
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Table 1. Top 16 papers with the most citations in SI.

R Journal TC Article Authors Year

1 Journal of Cleaner Production 912
Business model for sustainable
innovation: state-of-the-art and
steps towards a research agenda

Boons; Ludeke-Freund 2013

2 Public Management Review 717
A systematic review of co-creation
and co-production: embarking on

the social innovation journey
Voorberg et al. 2015

3 Environment an Planning C:
Politics and Space 479

Growing grassroots innovations:
Exploring the role of

community-based initiatives in
governing sustainable energy

transitions.

Seyfang, G.; Haxeltine, A. 2012

4 Technological Forecasting na
Social Change 354

Social innovation: moving the
field forward a conceptual

framework
Cajaiba-Santana 2014

5 Research Policy 253
Social innovation research: an
emerging area of innovation

studies?
Van der Have; Rubalcaba 2016

6
The Innovation Journal: The

Public Sector Innovation
Journal

227
Making a difference: strategies for

scaling social innovation for
greater impact

Westley; McConnell 2010

7 Group and Organization
Management 225

Social innovation and social
entrepreneurship: a systematic

review
Phillips et al. 2015

8 International Journal of
Technology Management 162 Understanding social innovation:

a provisional framework Dawson; Daniel 2010

9 Environment and
Urbanization 162

‘Don’t call me resilient again!’: the
New Urban Agenda as

immunology . . . or . . . what
happens when communities
refuse to be vaccinated with
‘smart cities’ and indicators

Kaika, M. 2017

10 Business and Society 148
(Re)forming strategic cross-sector
partnerships: relational processes

of social innovation
Ber; Branzei 2010

11 Entrepreneurship and
Regional Development 137

A process-based view of social
entrepreneurship: from

opportunity identification to
scaling-up social change in the

case of san patrignano

Perrini; Vurro; Constanzo 2010

12 Journal of Business Ethics 132
A tale of two cultures: charity;

problem solving, and the future of
social entrepreneurship

Dees 2012

13 Journal of Open Innovation 130

How do we conquer the growth
limits of capitalism?

Schumpeterian dynamics of open
innovation

Yun, J.J. 2015

14 Global Environment Change 123

Desperately seeking niches:
Grassroots innovations and niche
development in the community

currency field.

Seyfang, G. 2013

15
Innovation: the European
Journal of Social Sciense

Research
120

Social innovation, an answer to
contemporary societal challenges?

Locating the concept in theory
and practice

Grimm, R. 2013

16 International Journal of
Technology Management 118

Transitions and strategic niche
management: towards a

competence kit for practioners
Raven, R. 2010

Source: own elaboration based on Scopus 2021. R: ranking; TC: total citations.
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3.2. Co-Occurrence Network of Keywords

The co-occurrence analysis of the most frequent keywords (keywords that appear
together in the same article) allows highlighting the most relevant research topics in the
SI area. The author’s keywords, which appear below the abstract, were considered using
the “full counting” method, which assigns the same weight to each co-occurrence link.
Out of a total of 1192 publications, the VOSviewer software identified 4547 keywords.
Figure 3 represents the 100 keywords with the most frequent co-occurrences, considering
a minimum of 10 occurrences. The larger the node and keyword, the greater the weight,
indicating the number of articles in which these keywords appeared [34]. Thicker lines
indicate a higher frequency of co-occurrence, that is, the number of articles in which the
keywords appeared together. The smaller the distance between the nodes, the stronger the
relationship between them, indicating the article number where two keywords appeared
together, compared to the co-occurrence of other keywords. Node colors indicate that the
keywords belong to the same cluster (group of related keywords).
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Figure 3. Co-occurrence network of author keywords of SI-related publications. The figure considered
a threshold of 10 occurrences, showing the 56 keywords with the most frequent co-occurrences of the
4547 keywords.

Among the most cited keywords was social innovation, with 459 occurrences, fol-
lowed by the terms social entrepreneurship (88 occurrences), innovation (27), social en-
terprises (33), sustainability (17), governance (17), and corporate social responsibility (15).
These words indicate a strong relationship between the studies and the context of so-
cial entrepreneurship and/or social businesses, in addition to innovation, sustainability,
governance, and corporate social responsibility. Compared to traditional management
literature, such terms may indicate a more sociological focus; however, it is worth mention-
ing that approaches such as “corporate social responsibility”, “social companies”, “social
entrepreneurship”, and “governance”, despite the interface between business and society,
take into account a more business and strategic perspective, under “win–win” conditions.

The colors of nodes and edges indicate that the keywords belong to the same cluster,
showing the relationships between the terms. Thus, the closer the terms obtained are to
each other, the stronger their relationships will be, in terms of co-occurrence links.
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Studies belonging to the green and light blue cluster, for example, are related to
terms such as social economy, social capital, social inclusion, rural development, local
development, third sector, and urban policy [35–38]. The red cluster demonstrates a
strong relationship between the terms innovation, co-creation, capabilities, participation,
empowerment, governance, and public policies [39–43]. The yellow cluster, on the other
hand, indicates studies related to sustainable development, climate change, economic and
social effects [33,44,45].

The blue cluster brings together works related to knowledge and learning, education,
human aspects, and social change [46–48]. Finally, the purple cluster presents studies
related to social enterprises, corporate social responsibility, non-profit organizations, and
social entrepreneurship [49–51]. Table 2 shows the top 10 keywords, including frequency
of occurrence and overall link strengths.

Table 2. The top author keywords co-occurrence of SI-related publications.

R Keyword Oc Co Link Strength

1 Social innovation 1100 886

2 Social entrepreneurship 116 186

3 Social innovations 54 32

4 Social enterprise 49 97

5 Innovation 43 69

6 Sustainability 40 66

7 Social Change 26 47

8 Governance 26 42

9 Social Economy 24 43

10 Sustainable Development 22 39
Source: own elaboration based on Scopus 2021. R: rank; Oc: keyword occurrences; Co: keyword co-
occurrences link.

As seen, the term social innovation had a higher rate of occurrence and strength of
connection in relation to the others, as it refers to the search term used in the research and,
therefore, connected to all other terms in the database.

3.3. Major Journals and Authors Co-Citation Analysis

In this section, the co-citation analysis of the main journals and authors is presented.
A co-citation analysis analyzes the simultaneous citation of two items (e.g., article, journal,
author) from a third document. This technique groups bibliometric material into clus-
ters, through network analysis, allowing researchers to identify how research, research
institutions, and countries are related and structured [20,25], in order to understand the
development of a field.

For the analysis of the most cited journals, the analysis of co-citation of sources was
used, through the full counting method, having as a parameter a minimum number of
35 citations per source. The size of the demonstration is the number of articles published
and the distance between them, i.e., the frequency of citation. Based on the defined
parameters, 162 journals were obtained, which were grouped into four clusters, from which
some main domains of the field were identified (Figure 4).

This analysis allows knowing the structural connections of a field—the proximity,
association, and dialogue established between documents and researchers. By analyzing
the clusters and journals with the highest number of citations (Figure 4), it was possible
to see that they are connected to four different theoretical domains: (1) The green cluster,
denominated “social entrepreneurship and the third sector”: Entrepreneurship Theory and
Practice (287 citations), Journal of Business Venturing (249), Journal of Social Entrepreneurship
(225), and Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly (200); (2) the blue cluster, denominated
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“strategic management and innovation”: Academy of Management Review (359 citations),
Academy of Management Journal (323), Journal of Business Ethics (321), Strategic Management
Journal (234); (3) the red cluster, denominated “sociopolitical aspects, urban development
and governance”: Research Policy (473 citations), Urban Studies (404), Stanford Social In-
novation Review (324), and Technological Forecasting and Social Change (303); (4) the yellow
cluster, denominated “innovation and sustainability”: Sustainability (327 citations), Journal
of Cleaner Production (198 citations), Futures (144), and Technovation (128).
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Figure 4. Journal co-citation network: 162 leading journals, out of 28,817 cited sources, providing a
minimum of 35 citations per source.

The red cluster brings together studies related to political and socio-economic aspects,
as well as urban, regional, and public management aspects. The blue cluster brings together
works in the area of management and strategy. The green cluster brings together works
related to social entrepreneurship and the third sector (non-profit organizations), and
finally, the yellow cluster brings together studies that permeate the theme of innovation
and sustainability. In this sense, these areas have been the basis for a large part of the
discussions on social innovation, in the area of management and business. Table 3 shows
the 12 journals with the highest citation rate and their respective impact factors.

Table 3. The top source co-citation of SI-related publications.

Ranking Source Citations H Index SJR (2020)

1 Research Policy 473 238 3.67

2 Urban Studies 404 147 1.92

3 Academy of Management Review 359 270 8.45

4 Sustainability 327 85 0.61

5 Stanford Social Innovation Review 324 * *

6 Academy of Management Journal 323 318 11.19

7 Journal of Business Ethic 321 187 2.21

8 Technological Forecasting and Social Change 303 117 2.23

9 Journal of Business Venturing 249 182 7.11

10 Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 248 155 5.37

11 Journal of Business Research 246 195 2.05

12 Harvard Business Review 238 179 0.83
Source: own elaboration based on Scopus and SJR (Scimago Journal and Country Rank), * no registration.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1153 9 of 17

The indices presented reinforce the productivity and impact of the most cited journals,
which is an important point for the advancement and consolidation of the field, which is
still emerging and under construction. To complement and reinforce the discussion of the
identified theoretical domains, an analysis of citation and co-citation of authors was carried
out. Thus, to identify a brand of authors in the area, a citation and co-citation analysis
was used. This technique allows visualizing the pairs, in this sense, a dialogue between
the authors, in addition to enabling the grouping into clusters. A co-citation analysis, for
example, indicates that two documents and/or authors appear together in the references of
a third document. It is also noteworthy that older publications and their respective authors
appear as central because they are cited and co-cited more frequently. Thus, as the field of
study is considered emerging, the first ones published become the most referenced.

A total of 53,614 authors were cited, with Moulaert being the most cited author
(942 citations), followed by Mulgan (739), Nicholls (359), Howaldt (352), Swyngedouw
(313), and Maccallum (273). Figure 5 illustrates the co-citation network between authors,
featuring four clusters, and the most cited authors, according to the size of the circle. In
order of the number of components, the first cluster is green with 67 authors, the second
is blue with 53 authors, the third is red with 34 authors, followed by the yellow cluster
with 18 authors. The co-citation map was established with a parameter of a minimum of
50 citations per author and resulted in a total of 174 authors.
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Authors who approach the center of the clusters have a close intellectual connection
among themselves, most likely because they involve related intellectual efforts and co-
authorship in works. The first theoretical discussion group is aimed at social entrepreneur-
ship and the third sector (cluster 1—green), with the focus of citation on Alex Nicholls
(359 citations). Among the most cited studies were “Social Innovation: Blurring Boundaries
to Reconfigure Markets” [52] and “New Frontiers in Social Innovation Research” [46]. The
latter is a book that brings together the participation of other important authors in the
area, such as Howaldt (140 citations), Schwarz, Westley, Bouchard, Klein, and Lévesque,
who are representatives of different schools and research centers. Another citation fo-
cus of this cluster is Johanna Mair (243 citations), with studies related to the context of
social entrepreneurship, or social companies, with an emphasis on the study: “Social en-
trepreneurship research: a source of explanation, prediction, and delight” [53]. Several
authors in this cluster addressed the issue of social entrepreneurship and the creation
of social value [53–56]. Recently, Seelo and Mair published the study “Social Innovation:
Specifying Pathways for Impact”, discussing the role, potential, and consequences of social
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innovation, based on a procedural and longitudinal analysis of four social companies. The
authors shed light on these questions and suggested that research on social innovation, es-
pecially related to developing countries, should expand the concept of absorptive capacity.

Cluster 2—blue, on the other hand, involves theoretical discussions and authors whose
studies adopted a perspective related to theories of strategic management and innovation.
The author with the highest number of citations was Geoff Mulgan (739 citations). Among
the author’s most cited works were “Social Innovation Theories: Can Theory Catch Up
with Practice?” [57] and “The Open Book of Social Innovation”, co-authored with Murray [1].
This last work refers to a book that brings together efforts for a better understanding of
the concept and scope of social innovation. The authors’ discussion appears in a more
instrumental and utilitarian way, suggesting stages of social innovation—from its creation
to its diffusion—similar to the process that occurs with technological innovations, with the
ultimate objective of systemic change. Other authors linked to this cluster are Howaldt
(352 citations), Caulier-Grice (260), Schwarz (182), Tucker (173), and Van der Have (93).
These authors discussed technological innovation and the connection and interdependence
of the processes of both types of innovation—social and technological. The blue cluster
shows the authors’ connection with some research centers in social innovation, located in
Europe and the United States: The Young Foundation (NESTA), Europe Union (TEPSIE),
Heidelberg University, Oxford University, and the Center for Social Innovation (Stanford).
The authors represent a wide network of studies and theoretical approaches on social
innovation, ranging from work oriented to the practice and instrumentalization of innova-
tion, to more theoretical discussions. In this cluster, there is also an approximation of the
discussions with the theoretical currents of technological innovation, institutional theory,
and innovation systems [1,8,46,58]. It is not by chance that studies in this cluster bring
together key authors in their theoretical basis [13,59,60], a reference in innovation.

Cluster 3—red, brings together theoretical discussions involving sociopolitical aspects,
urban development; community governance; and territorial, local, and socioeconomic
development. The most cited author in this cluster was Frank Moulaert (942 citations),
followed by Swyngedouw (313), MacCallum (273), Martinelli (271), Mehmood (251), and
Gonzalez (234). As an example, there is the study “Towards Alternative Model(s) of
Local Innovation”, published in Urban Studies [61]. Another example is the book “Social
Innovation and Territorial Development”, in which Frank Moulaert appears as the organizer, in
co-authorship with Diana MacCallum [62]. Several other publications have demonstrated
networks of co-authorship and intellectual connection between authors [9,63–65]. Some
of the researchers in this cluster have links with CRISES (Centre de Recherche Sur Les
Innovations Sociales), a Research Center in Social Innovation, at the University of Québec,
in Montréal. It is an inter-university and multidisciplinary organization, whose several
studies are the result of an experiment in Québec, having social innovation as an analytical
framework for understanding such initiatives. Discussions by authors such as Lévesque,
also from this cluster, approached theoretical currents of social economy and new economic
sociology, discussing social innovation from the territory and social context of the actors
involved [66–68]. Moulaert, Martinelli, Swyngedouw, MacCallum, and Gonzalez discussed
social innovation from the social relations of actors, from the perspective of “bottom-
up” governance and training of actors involved, in addition to discussions on urban
development and territorial transformation [62,69].

Finally, cluster 4—yellow, presents a theoretical discussion more related to sustainabil-
ity, transition to sustainability, and transformative social innovation [33,70,71], with part of
the discussions referring to the policies of transition to sustainability and social innovation,
as well as networks and movements to address social challenges [72–74].

3.4. Country Co-Author Analysis

The analysis of co-authorship between countries allows for a demonstration of the
structure of collaboration networks and partnerships in research, providing the identi-
fication of collaborations between countries and institutions. This type of analysis has
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been widely used to understand and assess patterns of scientific collaboration. The map
generated by the VOS shows the dispersion of the field, led mainly by six countries: United
Kingdom (165 documents, 4163 citations), Spain (150 documents, 1899 citations), Italy
(143 documents, 1154 citations), United States (109 documents, 2461 citations), Germany
(98 documents, 1906 citations), and Canada (83 documents, 1114 citations), which are the
countries that lead the main research centers in the field.

According to the map (Figure 6), there has been a predominance of studies and re-
search centers in Europe, followed by the United States and Canada. The centralization
and size of the nodes demonstrate the relevance of countries to the field, as well as their
approximation. Several programs and research centers in social innovation, such as the
Center for Social Innovation at Stanford University, INSEAD, CRISES (Centre de Recherche
Sur Les Innovations Sociales), The Young Foundation, DESIS, Waterloo Institute for Social
Innovation and Resilience, The Dortmund Social Research Centre, TEPSIE (The Theoretical,
Empirical and Policy Foundations for Building Social Innovation in Europe), have demon-
strated an interdisciplinary and interinstitutional action, involving the collaboration and
partnership of researchers from different institutions and areas of knowledge.
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

This study defined and analyzed the concept of social innovation and mapped the
scenario of scientific publications and the intellectual structure of the field, in the area of
social sciences, management, and business. The study brings important contributions to the
field mapping, considering the substantial growth of scientific publications in the area [25].
The expressive growth is reflected in the number of annual publications over the last three
years (more than 1200 annual publications, in the Scopus database). The first mentions of
SI appeared in the 1970s [29], however, the expressive growth of the area took place only
in the last decade, representing more than 88% of the total publications. Likewise, the SI
concept, initially treated as improved actions or new ways of doing things, has undergone
significant improvements and advances in recent years, including in its definitions of both
the satisfaction of social needs and the adoption of new social relations, which have become
more inclusive and emancipatory [8,63,75]. Thus, in the theoretical context, relationships
between the solution of social needs and problems and the social process through which it
is developed were established.

However, although the scientific literature on SI has increased by more than 500% in
the last 10 years, the field is still fragmented, lacking further studies in this direction. The
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relevance of the topic can be seen in the number of publications and in the journals, with
the main journals with publications on social innovation: Sustainability (76 articles), Journal
of Social Entrepreneurship (32), Technological Forecasting and Social Change (24), Innovation:
The European (23), Social Enterprise Journal (23), European Planning Studies (21), and Voluntas
(17). Furthermore, the results indicate that despite being a relatively young field of study,
SI research has developed and consolidated in several study centers (e.g., Stanford Uni-
versity’s Center for Social Innovation, INSEAD, CRISES, The Young Foundation, TEPSIE,
Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation and Resilience), as well as programs funded by
the European Union. In this sense, social innovation does not have fixed borders and its
research is developed in a comprehensive and intersectoral way, which is why studies have
been propagated in an interdisciplinary scope.

Co-citation analysis revealed that the most influential articles in the field, based on the
ranking of most cited articles, were those by Boons and Ludeke-Freund (912 citations) [31]
and Voorberg (717) [32], out of 1192 total articles. Other relevant documents were those by
Seyfang and Hexaltine (479) [33] and Cajaiba-Santana (354) [8], respectively. Regarding the
analysis of co-occurrence of keywords, the terms with the highest frequency and strength
of linkage, indicating greater proximity of association with each other, were: “social in-
novation” (1100 occurrences, 3209 link strength), followed by “innovation ” (269, 1644),
“social innovations” (151, 633), “social entrepreneurship” (120, 411), and “sustainability”
(8, 433), reinforcing the finding that the SI literature is strongly associated with the con-
text of innovation, social entrepreneurship, and sustainability. Among the terms with
the lowest frequency of co-occurrence and weak association were “technology transfer”
(5, 16), “knowledge management” (5, 16), risk (5, 16) “actor–network theory” (5, 13), and
“scaling” (5, 13). Thus, such terms with less frequency and weak association may indicate
possible research gaps for future studies. Given the nature of the initiatives, studies that
advance towards the transfer of technology from social innovations, understanding how
the knowledge management of such initiatives takes place, as well as the networks of actors
that establish themselves and scalability, can contribute to practice and to filling these gaps
in the literature.

The results of this study also showed a network map organized into four main theo-
retical domains: (1) social entrepreneurship and the third sector; (2) strategic management
and innovation; (3) sociopolitical aspects, urban development, and governance; and (4) in-
novation and sustainability. The first set of debates is related to aspects such as the creation
of social value, motivation, and entrepreneurial orientation of the initiatives, among oth-
ers [53,76]. The second set of debates is related to technological innovation, innovation
systems, resources, and resources [40,77–80].

The third set of debates involves discussions on sociopolitical aspects and urban
development, and several studies in this group addressed the public sector. The main
aspects that have been analyzed are the historical and social context of social actors, the
socio-political and institutional capacity of actors, actor networks, social economy, and
social capital [14,81]. Furthermore, discussions involving urban development and gover-
nance have emerged from these debates, including local and territorial governance, trust
relationships, territory, community, local leadership, network relationships, and urban
development [82–86]. Finally, the last set of debates is directed towards innovation and
sustainability, discussions that have been growing in the field [31,58,87]. Not by chance,
these terms are among the most frequently used keywords.

After interpreting the titles and abstracts of the main articles within the clusters,
it was possible to reach conclusions similar to what has already been discussed. There
are several studies related to the context of social entrepreneurship, adopting traditional
approaches to entrepreneurship or social entrepreneurship as a theoretical perspective,
as well as theoretical approaches related to strategic management, such as the theory of
stakeholders, resource-based view (RBV), and corporate social responsibility (CSR). Studies
have expanded the concept of CSR to the concept of territorial social responsibility (TSR),
expanding the notion of responsibility of organizations and institutions for the territory
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to be co-responsible for the social, economic, and environmental situation of the territory
in which they operate. Such theoretical discussions have advanced in relation to the man-
agement of organizations, as well as in relation to innovation and sustainability, as this
co-responsibility is understood as the ability to contribute to a model of innovation, devel-
opment, and social transformation in a responsible, solidary, and sustainable way [85,86].
In addition, there have been a significant amount of studies adopting innovation, sustain-
ability, and urban socio-political development as theoretical lenses. Such findings were
based on the analysis of the co-citation of the most cited authors and journals. The analysis
of the co-occurrence of keywords also reinforced this finding, indicating that the most
frequent topics were the ones mentioned above.

Regarding the proposed objective, the study mapped the scientific production of the SI,
through the analysis of the main articles, authors, keywords, and countries, advancing the
understanding of the intellectual structure of the area by identifying four major theoretical
domains and possible gaps for future research.

Participation in the study was academic, associative, and political, as the interest
in social innovation is due both to dissatisfaction with traditional business models and
dissatisfaction with socio-environmental problems not resolved by existing government
structures [75,88].

Limitations and Future Research

In this section, a future research agenda will be elaborated. However, before doing so,
we must recognize an important limitation: The main selection criterion was that the article
(from a magazine or book) should contain the word “social innovation” or “social innovat*”
in the title or abstract. It is possible that other studies that have addressed the topic of social
innovation but have not mentioned it in their title or abstract have not been included in
the analysis, and relevant studies may have been neglected. Another possible limitation of
the study concerns the use of a single database (SCOPUS)—although it is considered the
largest database, with the main scientific journals listed, relevant studies published only in
other databases may not have been considered.

For future studies, it is suggested to develop research that takes into account the terms
with less frequency and weak association, namely: (1) technology transfer, (2) knowledge
management, (3) risk, (4) actor–network theory, and (5) scaling. SI is the result of a network’s
interaction with multiple actors, involving users/citizens, third sector organizations, public
and private institutions, and also policymakers [89]. Studying SI from network-based
theories and seeking to understand how actors build them can help in understanding and
advancing this innovation model. This can provide a basis for a discussion on the theory,
measurement, and scalability of social innovation.

Other study gaps are related to knowledge management and technology transfer,
which is a necessary path for the consolidation, replication, and progression of local social
initiatives, in an attempt to broaden socio-technical systems [33]. Suggestions in this
direction are to investigate how associations and actors learn to develop social innovations,
through the generation and acquisition of tacit and explicit knowledge. Furthermore,
it is possible to investigate how the generation of knowledge takes place through the
socialization and sharing of collective experiences [90]. Recent studies have investigated
social innovation initiatives in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, further studies
related to this context are also needed and can contribute to the advancement of the
area [85,91]. In this sense, research can contribute to the systematization of knowledge and
encouragement of social innovation.
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