
Werner Rammert · Arnold Windeler
Hubert Knoblauch · Michael Hutter Editors

Innovation 
Society Today
Perspectives, Fields, and Cases



Innovation Society Today



Werner Rammert · Arnold Windeler 
Hubert Knoblauch · Michael Hutter 
Editors

Innovation Society Today
Perspectives, Fields, and Cases



Editors
Werner Rammert
Berlin, Germany

Arnold Windeler
Berlin, Germany

Hubert Knoblauch
Berlin, Germany

Michael Hutter
Berlin, Germany

ISBN 978-3-658-19268-6 ISBN 978-3-658-19269-3 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-19269-3

Library of Congress Control Number: 2017954929

Lektorat: Cori Antonia Mackrodt

Springer VS  
© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2018
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part 
of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, 
recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission 
or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or 
dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt 
from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this 
book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the 
authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained 
herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with 
regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Printed on acid-free paper

This Springer VS imprint is published by Springer Nature
The registered company is Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH
The registered company address is: Abraham-Lincoln-Str. 46, 65189 Wiesbaden, Germany



 Foreword

V

To what extent and in what sense does innovation 
characterize our societies today? 

This is the central question and common theme connecting the various contribu-
tions of this book.

This book is based on the idea that we are witnessing a shift in modern socie-
ty’s relationship with innovation. This is mirrored in discourse, institution-build-
ing, and innovation research. In public and academic discourse, we observe mul-
tifaceted uses of the term: ‘Ubiquitous innovation,’ ‘disruptive innovation,’ ‘open 
innovation,’ ‘social innovation,’ or ‘responsible innovation’ are but a few exam-
ples. Others involve the relabeling of institutional structures and processes as 
‘national innovation systems,’ ‘regional innovation clusters,’ ‘innovation policy,’ 
or ‘council of innovation’–even the European Union has declared itself to be an 
‘Innovation Union.’ Finally, empirical studies of the practices of innovation also 
indicate thorough changes: an expansion of the sites of innovation, an enlarge-
ment of the drivers and actors of innovation, and a broader spectrum of types of 
innovation.    

As a consequence, innovations are no longer limited to technology, science, and 
the economic sphere. Today we fi nd them almost everywhere in society. Moreover, 
as the contributions to this book demonstrate, new innovation fi elds are emerging 
between economy and culture, between politics, planning, and social movements, 
and between science and public policy. Doing innovation is no longer restricted 
to inventor-entrepreneurs, start-up enterprises, or global corporations as drivers. 
Innovation processes are distributed between and co-produced by research uni-
versities, state agencies, and regional clusters of industry as well. The case  studies 
in the book demonstrate that the network of innovators is augmented by crowd 
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funders and social entrepreneurs, citizen panelists and open-source activists, user 
groups and creative artists. 

Innovations cannot be reduced to improvements of material products and tech-
nical processes alone. Our case studies from different innovation fi elds indicate 
that the types of innovation are becoming more and more varied: deviant concepts 
of co-creation and valuation; different practices of caring, fi nancing, and sharing; 
and new institutional forms of governance and participation are emerging, some-
times without but more often in combination with digital technologies.   

This book offers new theoretical perspectives on the role of discourses, practic-
es, and socio-material constellations in the social, institutional, and cultural change 
of societies. Its authors discuss theories of ‘refl exive modernization’ (Ulrich Beck, 
Anthony Giddens, Scott Lash) and the communicative or discursive construction 
of a ‘regime of the new’ based on a ‘dispositif’ of creativity and aesthetic sensation 
(Michel Foucault, Andreas Reckwitz). New concepts are developed such as ‘doing 
innovation’ by ‘communicating the new,’ co-producing ‘fragmented fi elds of inno-
vation,’ or ‘refl exive innovation.’ The authors base their analysis on social theories 
of praxis and pragmatism, of communicative action, and of discourses. All studies 
are related to a broader concept of innovation than the economic one.  

The book is a translation of an earlier publication in German: Innovations-
gesellschaft heute. Perspektiven, Felder und Fälle (Springer 2016). More infor-
mation about the authors as well as on the origins of and motivation for the book 
in the context of an interdisciplinary doctoral research program can be found in 
the introductory articles. We thank the translators David R. Antal, Nancy Chap-
ple, Roisin Cronin, Karen Margolis, Sarah Matthews, and John Richardson, and 
especially the translator and chief copy editor Stephan Elkins and his colleague 
Eric J. Iannelli from SocioTrans. Last but not least, we are very grateful for the 
encouraging help of the editors Cori Mackrodt and Kerstin Hoffmann, both at 
Springer Publishers.

Berlin, the 14th of July 2017
The editors
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Expanding the Innovation Zone

Werner Rammert, Arnold Windeler, Hubert Knoblauch 
and Michael Hutter

Innovation as transformation of a more or less intentional nature is a timeless phe-
nomenon. By contrast, innovation as a sustained, creative effort and the system-
atic generation of novelty is regarded as one of the core institutions of a modern 
economy. Currently, a further shift is taking place in society’s relationship with 
innovation: innovation is transcending its traditional boundaries to become the 
major driving force in the society of the future.

In contrast to earlier practice, innovation has moved out of the niches of spo-
radic novelty in monasteries, guilds, and the arts into the observable zones of or-
ganized innovation. The preferred areas for economically defi ned innovation are 
business, markets, and enterprises. The public is most aware of technically orient-
ed innovation, that is, the engineering of new products and processes in research 
and industrial laboratories. Chronologically and sequentially structured, this form 
of innovation fi lls the space between conception and invention on the one hand and 
diffusion on the other. 

With an eye to the society of the future, for a number of decades we have ob-
served the persistent expansion of this innovation zone to the point where innova-
tion in society is ubiquitous, heterogeneous, and refl exive.

The fi rst expansion to ubiquitous innovation is the shift beyond the economi-
cally defi ned, exclusively entrepreneurial zone to reach into all areas and fi elds of 
society. Concepts such as political, social, cultural, and ecological innovation ref-
erence this transformation. That said, there is still a heated debate in many fi elds, 
including climate policy, cultural reform, and scientifi c and university reform, over 
whether this is an imperial expansion of the economic criteria of innovation or a 

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2018
W. Rammert et al. (Hrsg.), Innovation Society Today,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-19269-3_1
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liberal expansion toward social innovation with differentiated codes of evaluation. 
At the same time, the innovation zone is also expanding inwardly: business and 
enterprises are increasingly moving beyond purely economic criteria to include 
other societal references, such as ecological sustainability, political fairness, and 
social responsibility.

The second expansion to heterogeneous innovation enriches the arsenal of ob-
jects and operations that usually serve to create innovations. In addition to material 
products and technical processes, the basis for innovation can include new sym-
bolic artifacts and institutional forms. The spectrum of symbolic and conceptual 
innovation ranges from business models to computer simulation metamodels, from 
the aesthetic design of conventional objects to forms and formats of visualization. 
Examples that demonstrate the diversity of institutional and organizational inno-
vation include the introduction of kindergarten, social security, and   feed-in tariff 
laws that provide price incentives to supply renewable energy to the grid. Other 
examples are the current phenomena discussed in this book, such as fl ash mobs 
and crowdsourcing, which, although only possible thanks to the Internet and the 
appropriate platforms, are ultimately novel, relatively fi xed forms of organizing 
gatherings or the technically mediated collection of many small investment con-
tributions for risky or niche projects. 

The third expansion to refl exive innovation extends the attention zone well 
beyond the gap between new prototype and mass distribution. Under the pres-
sure of accelerating global competition, the linear chronological sequence of con-
ception—invention—innovation—diffusion is being transformed into a refl exive, 
synchronized innovation process in which all steps have to simultaneously refer 
to each other at all times. Basic research, for example, nowadays embraces po-
tentially ‘disruptive’ innovation and early-stage patenting; technical development 
proactively anticipates future user trends; subsequent diffusion is anticipated by 
open user involvement and expedited by public testing. In expectation of future 
distribution, the label of ‘innovation’ is applied to effects recently discovered in 
laboratories or data networks and novelties smartly packaged in future scenarios 
and at trade fairs, although strictly speaking they are frequently no more than po-
tential innovations at this stage.

Such expansions of the innovation zone are changing the practice of innovation, 
the institutional processes that coordinate it, and the innovation regime in socie-
ty as a whole. In addition to detailed empirical and comparative studies, getting 
a grasp on these expansions also requires efforts to develop theories for a new 
conceptualization of the concept of innovation, the areas of innovation, and the 
structures of the society of the future.
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The contributions in this volume give due recognition to both concerns, though 
the emphasis differs. The fi rst part highlights the theoretical work on the concepts 
of innovation, with constant reference to empirical studies and varying reference 
to theories of practice, communicative action, social differentiation, and refl exive 
modernization. In the other three parts, conceptual considerations and empirical 
case studies refer more directly to the fi elds of innovation within and between 
societal areas and are also more diverse.

This volume refl ects the diversity of the fi elds of innovation by embracing a 
range of disciplines and research approaches. Besides sociologists who deal with 
knowledge, organizations, and discourses, with politics, spaces, and urban plan-
ning, and with economics, science, technology, and culture, the contributors in-
clude a number of economists who specialize in the production of cultural goods, 
creative marketing, Internet-based innovation, and the management, documen-
tation, and promotion of innovation. Environmental and urban planning experts 
round out the range of perspectives.

Perspectives of Social Theory and Theory of Society

We have determined that there is a new form of social dispute in which innovations 
take center stage and are no longer limited to economic relationships. Today this 
innovation zone embraces almost all social areas. This insight is the subject of 
the contributions in the fi rst part of this volume. Although from the perspective of 
social theory each viewpoint is somewhat different, they share one insight: inno-
vation is no longer a process restricted to planned, long-term, largely technological 
improvements but has evolved into a broad, sociologically relevant social process.

A fi rst step in the expansion of innovation is the shift in the focus of observing 
innovation from economic added value to the more general characteristic of com-
municative creation of novelty. As Hubert Knoblauch writes, “Innovation is … a 
reciprocally refl ected communicative construction of the new as something new.” 
This construction takes place in a process of communicative action: if the novelty 
is rooted in the physical performance of acting, its mutuality forces the recogni-
tion of the novelty by others; its objectifi cation facilitates the refl exive display of 
novelty as novelty, which can develop in independent discourses. On this social 
theoretical basis, the approach distinguishes between two competing models of 
handling novelty: creativity and innovation.

As Jan-Hendrik Passoth and Werner Rammert have established, the “call for 
innovation … has transformed into an intensive, strategic quest for opportunities 
for innovation across all social domains.” At the same time, the attributions to 
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traditional functional areas such as economics, technology, science, politics, and 
culture are also shifting. Passoth and Rammert argue that “it is precisely the by-
passing and bridging of differences specifi c to these social spheres that represents 
a key feature of innovation processes today.” The result of this ‘practical refl exiv-
ity’ is hybrid fi elds of activity and discourse located in the gaps that, on account 
of their specifi c dynamics, are termed innovation fi elds. The coordination of such 
fi elds is not based on stable guiding principles clearly aligned along distinctive 
social spheres but “on the situational creation, practical combination, and refl exive 
mediation” of heterogeneous points of reference and valuation.

Arnold Windeler’s focus is rooted in social theory. Taking a practice-theoretical 
perspective, he discusses refl exive innovation as a medium and result of radically 
modern socialization. In his view, innovation societies are characterized by the 
modern principle of refl exivity, ensembles of driving forces, and institutionalized 
positions in innovation processes. In addition, he emphasizes the importance of or-
ganizations, networks, and innovation fi elds as well as the skills of the participants 
in innovation processes.

Andreas Reckwitz takes an even wider view. Whereas the theoretical approach 
of the authors of the other three contributions highlights the refl exivity of the in-
novation orientation, Reckwitz maintains that the cultural, aesthetic switch of the 
novelty regime drives the more fundamental structural change. In his view, a dy-
namic disposition toward creativity has emerged in recent years: “As a dispositif, it 
crosses the boundaries between functionally differentiated systems, encompassing 
the arts as well as broad segments of the economy, the mass media, city plan-
ning, and areas of psychological counseling. Thus, late-modern society is changing 
direction toward a structure of expecting and producing the aesthetically new.” 
Ubiquitous and networked, social expression is shifting to an expectation structure 
of creativeness. Knoblauch also emphasizes the value of creativity in addition to 
refl exive innovation; however, the importance that Reckwitz attributes to the aes-
thetic form of novelty oriented toward affective attraction succeeds in creating a 
different view of the ‘innovation zone.’

Between Economy and Culture

In his article, Michael Hutter diagnoses the ‘self-centered desire for experiences’ 
as the driving force behind innovation in the experience economy. In this segment 
of the economy, novelty is not rooted in purposeful improvements. The physical 
experiences and mental recollections enable the participants to experience them-
selves as new and changeable while they search for ‘familiar surprises.’ Thus, 
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Hutter argues, experiential novelties contain their value as surprise and sensation 
within themselves. Participants realize the added value in the aesthetic experience, 
and these experience constructs are reached through the market. The experience 
economy thus prepares experiences and offers them either in a form for which 
the co-players, the spectators, or the audience are prepared to pay, or in a form, 
based on predetermined settings, in which they are even willing to participate as 
co-producers.

In his contribution, Franz Liebl discusses far-reaching effects of the innovation 
society on strategic marketing. In his view the particular entrepreneurial challenge 
facing business is the need to develop an innovation-oriented strategic marketing 
that appropriately addresses the innovative potential of both customers and society 
through innovations in the business models of enterprises. According to Liebl, 
companies today are faced with the task of identifying and understanding innova-
tion activities outside their own organizations. Customer surveys are not enough. 
Rather, it is a question of independently developing sources of novelty, among 
which Liebl counts, in particular, strategic forms of embracing quality cultural 
products such as literature, which enable enterprises to discover elements of stra-
tegic innovation in artistic works. 

In their article Innovation with the Help of the Crowd, Stefan Hopf and Ar-
nold Picot analyze crowd sourcing as a new way of organizing collaborative in-
novation. The authors focus on forms of collective problem solving in innovation 
projects by—and this is crucial—integrating external actors. Their point is that, 
by transforming cost structures, the spread of information and communication 
technologies and growing dematerialization of products and services has drasti-
cally narrowed the range in which manufacturers have an advantage in creating 
innovations themselves. The authors think crowd innovation offers a solution to 
this problem. It also promotes the paradigm shift from manufacturer-centered to 
customer-oriented and collaborative innovation.

In his contribution, Knut Blind presents conceptual considerations and the in-
itial results of a new global instrument to capture innovation activities in cities, 
the Berli n Innovation Panel. According to Blind, ongoing monitoring enables this 
panel to create a comprehensive analytical framework for visualizing progress and 
setbacks in innovation strategies in a metropolitan region. This facilitates com-
parisons over time between regions and industry segments. On the basis of the 
results, it is possible to formulate both short-term and long-term political recom-
mendations. For instance, a representative survey of 5,000 enterprises in Berlin 
revealed structural differences between Berlin and Germany as a whole and be-
tween Berlin and metropolitan regions in western Germany. For instance, in terms 
of innovation, larger companies in Berlin are relatively weak, whereas the opposite 
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tends to be true of micro- and small companies in Berlin: they are relatively strong 
innovators.

Between Politics, Planning, and Social Movement

Jan-Peter Voß, who studies hybrid innovations between politics and science, 
makes it clear that the fi elds of innovation in question lie between the conventional 
institutional areas. Signifi cantly, hybrid innovations are also called governance 
innovations. More precisely, Voß’s focus is the new institution of citizen panels; 
he reconstructs their emergence in recent decades. A particular characteristic of 
citizen panels is the role of technology and science. In his view, this reference to 
science and technology generates a refl exivity that passes through different stages 
in the course of its development. Voß talks about a veritable spiral of refl exivity 
that develops up to six different levels of refl exivity. He calls this refl exivity a post-
modern form of regulation.

Paul Gebelein, Martina Löw, and Thomas Paul are interested in fl ash mobs as 
innovation. Flash mobs are a new social form of technologically mediated assem-
bly. They emerged around 2003 when mobile text messaging was popularized as 
a means of connecting and linked with mailing lists. The result was a new form 
of gathering. Using ethnographic data supported by participants’ informational 
data, Gebelein, Löw, and Paul focus on fl ash mobs that congregated in Dresden 
between 2012 and 2014. These fl ash mobs turned out to be a dual form of doing 
innovation. As the astonishing discontinuity of the participants shows, this is not 
only an innovative kind of event but also an event in which novelty in the form of 
surprise is itself the object. 

The problem of innovation in the planning sciences is very different. When 
Gabriela Christmann, Oliver Ibert, Johann Jessen, and Uwe-Jens Walther inquire 
into the creation of novelty in spatial planning, they are interested in whether and 
how re-orientation in spatial planning not only optimizes tried and trusted rou-
tines but also breaks with them. Their concept of societal innovations indicates 
that the planning takes account of change not just in its environment but as part 
of the planning itself. Societal innovations are social constructions characterized 
by the production of something different in the actions of subjects and by third 
parties’ perception of the difference as something ‘novel’ or ‘innovative.’ In their 
contribution they sketch their intention of applying this concept empirically to the 
emergence, implementation, and spread of innovations in urban development, ur-
ban restructuring, neighborhood development, and regional development.
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Large-scale planning is the subject addressed by Johann Köppel, who looks at 
the energy revolution and asks whether it is a ‘break in the path or a manifestation 
of the starting path’ of an innovation. As the threat of energy crises looms, the en-
ergy sector is very open to innovation. This raises the question of whether in this 
regard we can observe a break with the traditional path of renewal. Using constel-
lation analysis, the author breaks the issue down into the question of whether, for 
example, the new competition with the fossil-based energy system is a transitional 
phenomenon or whether, for instance, the propagation of carbon sequestration or 
unconventional (shale) gas extraction promotes a renaissance of the fossil energy 
systems—a question to which there is, admittedly, currently no fi nal answer.

Between Science and Innovation Policy

Science is generally held to be the social area in which—freed from the need for 
practical action—novelty emerges as thesis, theory, or tested empirical analysis 
and is refl exively produced in the form of methodically verifi ed knowledge. Sci-
ence itself tends to be regarded as a source of inspiration and invention rather 
than as the site of technical and economic innovation. This is changing as the 
innovation zone expands: the types and fi elds of research are increasingly shaped 
and promoted with an eye to future exploitation and a role in shaping the future of 
society. Moreover, research practice and the organization of scientifi c activity are 
themselves becoming the object of refl exive innovation.

In her contribution, Martina Merz concentrates on epistemic innovation. She 
asks how modern science studies view the genesis of novelty in science. She re-
minds us of the insight of the great scholar Thomas S. Kuhn that novelties fi rst 
become apparent as minor deviations and cumulative anomalies against the back-
ground of an accepted paradigm, a familiar reference system of ‘normal science.’ 
Making the dynamics of new paradigms in scientifi c fi elds and beyond compre-
hensible requires a microperspective viewpoint and an object-centered perspective 
on the practices and objects of epistemic processes such as Hans-Jörg Rheinberger 
and Karin Knorr-Cetina have developed. In the case of computer simulation dis-
cussed here, Merz presents a novel epistemic practice with its own specifi c dy-
namics.

The analysis by Nina Baur, Cristina Besio, and Maria Norkus looks at organ-
izational innovation in science. In the early days of modern science, Jonathan 
Swift ironically referred to projects as ‘dabbling’; today, projects in this sense have 
become one of the leading organizational forms in science. Their long genesis 
can be traced from the sporadic transfer of industrial and, later, military forms of 
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organization of targeted research and development through to the current ‘normal 
form’ of ‘projectifi cation.’ From the perspective of systems theory and fi gurational 
theory, the driving force behind this institutional innovation is attributed to the 
evolving interdependence between science, economics, and politics and the growth 
of networking between actors and authorities. Case studies from empirical uni-
versity research illustrate the extent to which science’s gain in the form of greater 
fl exibility in socially defi ned topics and interdisciplinary cooperation goes hand in 
hand with the loss of autonomy and at the expense of predictable careers.

Cornelius Schubert’s contribution deals critically with the concept and poli-
tics of social innovation. Referring to the ‘sociotechnical dynamics’ that apply 
to all social innovations, he argues against the reduction of innovation to ‘purely’ 
technical or social innovations. In his view, this is a return to positions that dema-
terialize the social aspect and abstract from forms of its mechanization. Regard-
ing the growing fi eld of European research policy, which seeks to establish social 
innovation as a separate funding category, he diagnoses a ‘normative model’ of 
‘good’ social activities, sustained by grassroots initiatives and local actors, that 
have emerged in reaction to social and ecological problems that top-down policy 
and the markets have failed to deal with—a kind of ‘caring innovation’ in oth-
er words. Schubert presents this innovation policy, which has been pursued with 
much success by, among others, the Young Foundation, a think tank, as a notable 
example of refl exive innovation: the purposeful generation of knowledge about so-
cial innovations is used as a lever for selective social change, whereby the positive 
connotations of ‘technological and economic innovation’ and of ‘innovation’ are 
also used to enhance and implement change in social and ecological policy.

Refl exive innovation, one could provisionally sum up, is the key concept that 
defi nes this new principle. Increasingly, innovation processes are recursively ob-
served and repeatedly shaped in light of information about innovations. They are 
becoming collaborative, spread across a growing number of heterogeneous actors 
and institutions, and furthered in cooperation and competition. They are also in-
creasingly situational, evaluated, and justifi ed in keeping with changing and hybrid 
references in the differentiated fi elds of innovation. In light of the contributions 
and examples collected in this volume, one might hazard the diagnosis that, as the 
innovation zone expands beyond the classic fi elds and phases of technological and 
economic innovation, refl exive innovation develops into the dispositive aspect in 
social discourses on the future, into the ubiquitous imperative of innovative activ-
ity, and into the pervasive regulative of institutional renewal. If further research in 
different fi elds can show that ‘ubiquitous innovation,’ ‘heterogeneous innovation,’ 
and ‘refl exive innovation’ in this sense are the dynamism driving contemporary 
society, then our thesis of the transformation into the future innovation society as 
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well as the theoretical perspectives and case studies collected here under this title 
are to be taken as a contribution to the current discussion in the theory of soci-
ety: they enrich the growing archive of societal diagnoses. With their variety of 
perspectives, they promote interdisciplinary discourse and comparisons between 
fi elds of research, and they refl ect the future of modernity as mirrored in the social 
and historical transformation of the present.
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The Refl exive Creation of Novelty

 Michael Hutter, Hubert Knoblauch, Werner Rammert 
and Arnold Windeler

 1 A Research Framework for Refl exive Innovation1

Society’s ability to reinvent itself is currently under debate. This discussion no 
longer centers solely on new technologies and economic innovations but on how 
novelty is currently created in all spheres of society, how it is discerned in its nas-
cent stages, defi ned in different ways, and asserted in a variety of social spheres, 
even in the face of resistance. ‘Creative districts’ (Florida 2002) and ‘creative 
capitalism’ (Kinsley 2008), ‘social,’ ‘open,’ and ‘public innovation’ (Howaltdt 
and Jacobsen 2011; Chesbrough 2006) are just a few of the buzzwords being cast 
about in public debates in Europe and the USA. The theoretical framework pre-
sented here places the purportedly new refl exive quality of ac tions, orientations, 
and institutions, both as an overarching and crosscutting social phenomenon, at 
the center of its analysis. Studies that refer to this framework should help one gain 
a better understanding of the dynamics of creative processes in different fi elds of 

1 This paper is an abridged and slightly revised version of the doctoral program proposal 
initiated by the authors of this paper at the Department of Sociology, TU Berlin and 
funded by the DFG (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft—German Research Founda-
tion). Twelve affiliated scholars contributed to the program proposal: Nina Baur, Knut 
Blind, Gabriela Christmann, Christiane Funken, Hans-Georg Gemünden, Wolfgang 
König, Johann Köppel, Jan-Peter Voß, Harald Bodenschatz, Gesche Joost, Franz Liebl, 
and Uwe-Jens Walther. This paper was previously pub lished in German in 2011 (Hut-
ter et al. 2011) and in (a former version in) English in 2015 (Hutter et al. 2015). 
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innovation and explain the success of specifi c innovations by examining social 
mechanisms of justifi cation, valuation, imita tion, and strategic network creation.

Our approach to analyzing the responses of different social spheres to the ubiq-
uitous imperative of innovation differs from other agendas of innova tion research 
and analyses of macro-level social change in various respects. First, unlike the 
predominant perspective with its underpinnings in economic theory, this approach 
does not limit itself to familiar fi elds of innovation such as the manufacturing and 
service sectors. Instead, we adopt and develop a more com prehensive concept of 
societal innovation rooted in the social sciences (Rammert 2010). Based on this 
conception, innovation is defi ned according to what actually counts as such in 
specifi c fi elds, for instance, in the arts, science, politics, or social planning. The 
economic concept of innovation is not abandoned in the process but rather spec-
ifi ed in terms of its main reference points, which are increased produc tivity and 
market presence. This positioning allows us to learn from the opera tional success 
of earlier notions of innovation while adopting a critical distance toward a purely 
economic assessment of innovation in other social fi elds.

An additional defi ning feature of this framework lies in the crosscutting ap-
proach of examining the refl exive creation of novelty at several levels of society 
(micro, meso, macro). The political and economic sciences often focus on the mac-
ro level of society, politics, and economy or on specifi c organizations by analyz-
ing, for instance, issues of governance or the management of innovation. With the 
approach under discussion, these levels remain analytically intact. The differ ence 
is that they are enriched by the specifi c micro level of creative and innova tive ac-
tion. This allows for a productive dialogue with studies that examine prac tices and 
processes of experimental inquiry, ‘playful’ engineering, creative and improvised 
planning, as well as theories of subjectivity and refl exive action.

As a third notable aspect of the framework, empirical analyses of innovation 
can integrate two or three observational forms. The objective is not only to capture 
the discourses, practices, or institutions of innovation; rather, starting from the fo-
cused analysis of a case, fi eld, or development, scholars can identify and interrelate 
the semantic, pragmatic, and grammatical aspects of their cho sen phenomena in 
order to go beyond the purely discourse-based or institution al analyses common-
ly found in current research. This approach should enable young researchers to 
differentiate between merely propagandistic (pseudo innovations), unrecognized 
(hidden or informal innovations), or strategic versus unintentional innovations, for 
example.

With this systematic perspective, individual research projects conducted across 
individual disciplines (e.g., new developments on the Internet; social change in 
various fi elds such as urban planning, the marketing of art, simulation in the sci-
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ences; innovations related to political instruments or fi nancial products) can be 
situated in the context of a systematic theory of society, in which the contemporary 
signatures and regimes of an innovation society can ultimately be identifi ed and 
analyzed. Further lines of inquiry in this context might include, for example, a) 
whether the emergence and diffusion of a new refl exive model of action can be ob-
served across different social spheres (i.e., along the lines of Weber’s rationaliza-
tion thesis), b) whether the mode of institutional differentia tion is shifting towards 
fragmented and heterogeneously networked patterns of societal coordination, and 
c) whether institutional innovation processes are in creasingly occurring along set 
paths or as individualized innovation biographies.

Studies that follow this approach will therefore enrich established economi c 
innovation research with new insights and fi ndings and open up previously unex-
amined fi elds to a more interdisciplinary research perspective and more specifi c 
lines of questioning. This comprehensive framework will also permit researchers 
to touch base with relevant fi elds in economic sociology, the sociolo gy of knowl-
edge and cultural sociology, organizational institutionalism, as well as science, 
technology, and innovation studies and work to intensify dialogue and common 
points of reference among these disciplines.

 2 Research Agenda

 2.1 Motivation and Central Focus: Refl exive Innovation 
as a Pervasive Social Phenomenon

Innovation was long restricted to the labs of scientists and engineers, R&D de-
partments in the private economy, and—though seldom acknowledged—artists’ 
studios. Today, creative practices and innovative processes have become a ubiq-
uitous phenomenon across all areas of society. What has changed is that the cre-
ation of novelty is no longer left to chance, ingenious inventors, and the crea tive 
habits of specialized fi elds. Innovations are increasingly driven with purpose, with 
numerous benefi ciaries in mind, and in the context of broad-scale demands for 
strategic innovation. Innovations are managed as complex processes distrib uted 
among various entities and refl ected in terms of the actions and knowledge of 
actors in other fi elds. Refl exive innovation refers to the interplay of these practices, 
orientations, and processes while noting that the path of an individual innovation 
is observed, shaped, and infl uenced by its specifi c institutional setting and ties, dis-
cursive justifi cations, and the forms and paths of other innovations. This new form 
of innovation is not confi ned to laboratories or R&D departments—as can be seen 
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by cross-disciplinary and regional innovation clusters—nor does it shy away from 
shaping new innovation regimes. Innovation society today is characterized by a 
wide variety of innovative processes in all fi elds and by the unifying social im-
perative to innovate refl exively. Innovation itself has become a topic of discourse 
driven by a ‘culture of innovation’ (UNESCO 2005: 57ff.; Prahalad and Krishnan 
2008) that pervades all social spheres refl exively.

The central research questions guiding the studies on the proposed refl exive in-
novation society today are thus these: What degree of refl exivity can be identifi ed in 
contemporary innovation processes, where do these processes occur, and how are 
they distributed among different actors?

Hence, the main theme is the broader societal relevance of refl exive innova tion. 
This includes practices, orientations, and processes of innovation in selected fi elds 
and how they develop and are strategically advanced within and between different 
areas of society. These innovative practices, orientations, and processes should 
not only be analyzed in the classic fi elds of economy (industry and ser vices) and 
science (research and technology development) but also in contexts that involve 
culture (the arts and creative cultural production) and politics (policy-making and 
social-planning processes).

The objective is to analyze how specifi c innovative practices, discourses, and 
institutional arrangements have become increasingly refl exive in recent decades. 
We are additionally interested in whether new developments in other fi elds have 
promoted or impeded individual cases or paths of innovation. Em pirical analyses 
in the individual fi elds and case comparisons will ultimately permit an assessment 
of the extent to which the principle of refl exive innova tion has become not only 
a rhetorical but also a practical and institutional imperative in the current social 
climate of innovation.

We thus employ a more encompassing concept of innovation in society than 
that found in economics (Rammert 2010), which also allows us to capture new 
developments in the arts, social planning, and design by extending beyond the 
traditional econom ic calculations and rationalizations that surround innovation. 
This concept also goes further than ‘social innovation’ (Zapf 1989) and ‘political 
innovation’ (Polsby 1984) in addressing the links between and different constel-
lations of technical, economic, and social innovation. As a key distinction already 
described by Ogburn (1922) and Schumpeter (1939), this extended concept differs 
from ‘normal’ social change in that it refers to new developments that do not just 
‘hap pen’ and are then recognized and promoted. Instead, what we are interested 
in is the intentional, systematic creation of new material and immaterial elements, 
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technical and organizational procedures, and socio-technical combinations of all 
of the above that are defi ned as ‘new’ and legitimated as an improvement com-
pared to what came before. In contrast to Schumpeter’s early writings, contempo-
rary innovations are seldom brought forth by individual business entrepreneurs; 
rather, they are created by different types of collective entities (teams, communi-
ties, companies, networks) that—however infl uential or re fl exive—are also only 
in partial command of the overall innovation process, which is distributed across 
numerous other entities.

‘Doing innovation’ has therefore become an explicit aspect of what social actors 
do with regard to knowledge, discourses, actions, social systems, and institutions. 
Continuous refl ections on and about innovation are accompanied by elaborate 
discourses that justify the new developments based on the interests of specifi c 
actors and actor groups. These arguments can involve situational expla nations, 
organizational and institutional rhetoric, and taken-for-granted ideolo gies. They 
can build on modern concepts of progress or subjectivity (Reckwitz 2008: 235ff.) 
or pragmatic regimes of justifi cation (Thevenot 2001) and valuation (Stark 2009: 
9), construct views that make innovation seem necessary—or even unavoidable, 
and promote investments in innovation. These ideas slowly crystallize into indis-
putable and sometimes highly authoritative ‘facts’ or social imperatives for all 
actors involved.

On the basis of the above considerations, we can specify our research focus 
even further: How refl exively do actors defi ne and organize innovation in different 
fi elds of innovation, and which justifi cation discourses guide their practices and 
interpretations?

This phrasing permits a specifi cally sociological approach to innovation that 
draws from areas such as the sociology of knowledge, organizations, econom ics, 
and science and  technology studies (STS). This approach should, however, be sup-
plemented and supported by economic, historical, political, and planning-based 
perspectives from other disciplines.

In contrast to the engineering sciences, the sole focus of our framework is not 
the production of new technologies, processes, or materials. Technical innova tions 
in this stricter sense are a relevant point of reference; nevertheless, they are in-
vestigated in terms of their relations to non-technical social innovations as well 
as their refl exive ties to economic, political, cultural, or artistic innovations. In 
contrast to economics, the main issue is not to increase the effi ciency of different 
factors and processes. This conceptually limited economic understanding of inno-
vation does constitute a central reference point in terms of its practical rele vance. 
However, it is expanded to include other areas and ultimately superseded by a 
more encompassing concept in which complex interrelationships count. Economic 
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innovations can thus also increasingly draw from various other ref erences, such as 
artistic (Hutter and Throsby 2008) or political innovations. Unique hybrid regimes 
of innovation can even emerge from incongruities or ‘disso nance’ between these 
references (Stark 2009) through the confl icts or com promises that occur as differ-
ent regimes collide.

From our relatively broad social-science-based standpoint, our fi rst concern is 
to develop an adequate understanding of innovation processes that are both dis-
tributed across various social fi elds and interconnected: How are different actors 
able to refl exively create and coordinate new developments on the basis of exist ing 
patterns of action and justifi cation? Second, we are concerned with under standing 
practices and processes: How are new developments distinguished as ‘new’ by 
recognized institutions in different fi elds and deemed ‘innovations’? This includes 
the issue of power: Why, when, and in which constellations are specifi c actors and 
institutions able to defi ne and successfully assert specifi c innovations?

Ample research is available for individual fi elds and forms of innovation (see, 
among others, Rogers 2003; Braun-Thürmann 2005; Fagerberg, Mowery, and Nel-
son 2005; Aderhold and John 2005; Blättel-Mink 2006; Hof and Wengenroth 2007; 
Rammert 2008; and Howaldt and Jakobsen 2010). Innovation research, with its 
pre dominantly economic slant, has produced numerous analyses of the dynamics 
of technological innovations. Profi t maximization, rational decision-making, and 
transparent price signals are built into this set of explanations. Neverthe less, these 
models also include insights into the boundaries of rational technol ogy choices as 
well as the historic or evolutionary character of long-term tech nology development 
(see, e.g., Rosenberg 1976; Nelson and Winter 1977; Elster 1983; Utterbeck 1994). 
With its strong focus on management, innovation re search has presented in-depth 
studies of relevant personnel and organizational factors at the level of the fi rm (cf. 
Gerybadze 2004; Gemünden, Hölzle, and Lettl 2006) and corporate networks (cf. 
Sydow 2001). This research emphasizes creativity and cooperation, trust and het-
erogeneous organization. More recently, however, scholarly interest in innovation 
has shifted from scientifi c and economic loci to other groups such as users, early 
adopters, and social movements (Hippel 1988, 2005; Chesbrough 2006) as new 
focal points.

In recent years, also because of technological and scientifi c competition and the 
necessity of drafting national innovation policies, research within this disciplinary 
tradition has further picked up on insights that innovation can include new forms 
of work (Barley 1990; Barley and Kunda 2004) and the creation of activity spaces 
(Massey 1992, 1995; Moores 2005) for individuals and collective actors. Innova-
tion is now also viewed as a societal phenomenon, often with a transnational scope. 
This requires a broader conceptual framework and the integration of other so-



19Innovation Society Today 

cial-science disciplines. Innovations have thus been increasingly investigated in 
the context of organizational fi elds (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Hoffman 1999) 
as well as national innovation systems and global innovation regimes (cf. Nel son 
1993; Edquist 1997; Braczyk, Cooke, and Heidenreich 1998; Blättel-Mink and Eb-
ner 2009). Innovation paths are regarded more and more as the result of cultural 
constructs and institutional selection, in which non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and professions play a substantial role alongside fi rms (Meyer et al. 1997; 
Meyer 2009; Fourcade 2009). Continuity and breaks among such constellations 
can result in different innovation biographies (Bruns et al. 2010).

The ongoing infl ux of new developments in cultural fi elds and the new crea-
tive industries has also been analyzed by scholars in order to integrate the various 
interrelationships of a modern society in the grips of permanent renewal in view 
of changing forms of media (Castells 1996; Florida 2002). Political science and 
sociological governance research have broadened the economic research perspec-
tive (Powell 1990; Kern 2000; Windeler 2001; Sørensen and Williams 2002; Lutz 
2006; Schuppert and Zürn 2008). The history of technology, science, and econom-
ics provide the necessary historic dimension to the phenomenon of inno vation and 
its economy (Wengenroth 2001; Bauer 2006; David 1975; Mowery and Rosenberg 
1998).

A specifi cally sociological view of innovation has only begun to emerge, for 
example, with the transfer of constructivist and evolutionary models from research 
on the development of new technologies to the study of innovation (Rammert 
1988, 1997; Braun-Thürmann 2005; Weyer 2008), with organizational and network 
research focused on innovation processes (Van de Ven, Herold, and Poole 1989; 
Van de Ven et al. 1999; Powell, Koput, and Smith-Doerr 1996; Garud and Karnoe 
2001; Windeler 2003; Hirsch-Kreinsen 2005; Heidenreich 2009), and with mod els 
of creative production and cultural innovation from the sociology of knowledge 
and cultural sociology (Popitz 2000; Knoblauch 2013), all of which have expanded 
the scope of innovation studies.

The next step towards a comprehensive sociological understanding of the in-
novation society is research that focuses on the practices and processes of the 
refl exive production of novelty. Existing approaches to sociological and social-sci-
ence-based innovation research can be bundled to develop a more comprehen sive 
perspective by drawing from various empirical studies of innovation fi elds in dif-
ferent areas of society and comparing them systematically with regard to the rules 
and regimes of refl exive innovation. Through this comparison, we can gain a more 
thorough investigation of creative practices and innovation processes. Increased 
attention should also be paid to more overarching topics such as the societal em-
beddedness and varying interre lationships of different regimes.
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2.2 Analysis: Dimen sions of the Research Framework

Dimension I—Observation Forms: 
Semantics, Pragmatics, and Grammar

Innovations are not straightforward facts. They must fi rst be made into such 
through practices of perception and legitimation. Innovations are linked to jus-
tifi cation discourses that can contain both practical (‘accounts’) and theoret ical 
(‘ideologies’) elements. Such ascribed concepts make innovations mean ingful and 
comprehensible to direct participants in innovation processes as well as other ac-
tors. These processes traverse several stages of development: They are labeled, 
imbued with meaning, linked to existing knowledge, instilled with recognition and 
esteem, and invested with permanence through institutionaliza tion. They can even 
come to develop their own paths.

The distinction between semantics, pragmatics, and grammar—though not in 
the more narrow sense of linguistic analysis—has already been transferred to so-
ciological technology studies (Rammert 2002, 2006). It furnishes us with three 
analytical dimensions with regard to observing society: social semantics, social 
pragmatics, and social grammar. Semantics refers to the signifi cance of what is 
recognized in society as innovation in terms of meaning, knowledge, and discours-
es. However, innovation is not necessarily expressed explicitly in language; it can 
also be expressed primarily in actions as well as in new constellations of action 
and technology. We use the concept of pragmatics to refer to this di mension. Fi-
nally, grammar denotes the arrangements, regimes, and rule systems that make 
innovation possible in the fi rst place, as they establish a basic framework that also 
places limits on innovative developments.

The three perspectives of semantics, pragmatics, and grammar allow differ-
ences in the relative importance and primacy of these elements in the creation of 
novelty to be captured empirically and juxtaposed for analysis and comparison. 
These perspectives may also diverge, such as when engaging in innovation (prag-
matics) takes on a life of its own and divorces itself from that which is declared 
as ‘new’ (semantics). These aspects can override each other and assume a lead-
ing role in innovation processes in different ways. One of the research questions 
that follows from the proposed framework is thus to observe whether one or more 
of these three perspectives is absolutely critical—or perhaps even negligible—in 
the innova tion fi elds analyzed as well as the signifi cance assigned to this state in 
individ ual cases. Further, more specifi c lines of questioning include:
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• Are there fi elds of innovation in which specifi c discourses (semantics) are 
strong drivers of innovation, as appears to be the case in politics and plan ning 
activities oriented toward sustainability and for artistic innovations?

• Are there fi elds in which systems of rules (grammar) from different areas of 
society either promote innovation or restrict new developments? Patent re gimes 
could be postulated as an example of the former, the adoption of col laborative 
R&D forms from other countries in the USA until the mid-1980s as an example 
of the latter.

• Are there also fi elds in which innovations quietly prevail as implicit dimen sions 
of practices or are concealed in material products (pragmatics) despite cum-
bersome rule systems and without explicit announcements? Social and cultural 
innovations that occur below the public radar could serve as examples.

In addition, as regards the interplay of different aspects of innovation process-
es, we are particularly interested in whether these take on a mutually reinforc ing 
character and how this interplay might infl uence subsequent developments. This 
also lets us capture more complex social phenomena, such as those which can 
emerge through unintended consequences of social action and the overlapping of 
other social fi elds.

Dimension II—Aggregation Levels of Innovation: 
Action, Organizations, and Society

From a sociological perspective, we can observe innovations at different levels, 
regardless of whether we are dealing with cases of ‘knowledge,’ ‘fi ction,’ or ‘in-
stitutionalization.’ We can distinguish between three levels of innovation: action, 
organizations, and society (see also Luhmann 1975; Röpke 1977). This distinction 
serves as a heuristic device to pinpoint the issues and areas of investigation and 
therefore also to coordinate project research.

At the level of conceptualizations, plans, and projections, we can consider in-
novation as a phenomenon rooted in action. As important as the social obser vation, 
negotiation, legitimation, and embeddedness of the innovation may be, they are 
usually based in action. Moreover, even though an innovative action can only be 
viewed as innovative (or not) in relation to other actions, our objective is to system-
atically account for the activity of knowledgeable subjects as the source of inno-
vations and also to observe the creation of novelty as a micro-structural phenom-
enon in various research fi elds. One suitable point of departure for this endeavor 
is doubtlessly sociological theories of action, which also broach the issue of plans, 
imagination, and creativity (Joas 2006; Popitz 2000). Links be tween current forms 
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of fl exible production, the development of creative indus tries, and the subjectifi ca-
tion of work (Bolte and Treutner 1983; Voß and Pongratz 1998; Moldaschl and Voß 
2002) emphasize the ongoing signifi cance of subjectivity.

If interactions are already relevant at the micro-structural level, they play an 
even more important role at the organizational level. Key issues at this level of 
analysis are the internal organization of innovations, social forms of the produc-
tion of novelty, and innovation networks. Research can analyze, for example, the 
interactive organization of scientifi c work, operational production processes, and 
management practices geared towards innovation in fi rms. Fur ther focal points 
can include practices and processes at the fi rm level, in inter-organizational net-
works, and in organizational fi elds. A central assumption is that not only the di-
verse relationships between different organizations—labs and patent offi ces, studi-
os and museums, and architecture fi rms and city planning depart ments—but that 
the ways in which these organizations coordinate their interactions and relation-
ships also hold a relevance for the creation of novelty. The arrangements and rule 
systems constituted by these areas form the key elements of specifi c innovation 
regimes. These areas are simultaneously the contexts in which innovations emerge 
in practical terms and are semantically justifi ed.

Society is the third relevant level of observation, which increasingly calls for 
an analysis at the global level (i.e., as a ‘world society’ traversing the boundaries 
of individual nation states). The obvious focus in this regard falls on the distinct 
macro-structural features of those areas of society most likely to be gripped by the 
imperative of innovation (e.g., science and economy). To do justice to our concept 
of a more comprehensive approach, we accentuate the need to analyze fi elds of 
innovation that are most prominently situated in other areas of society (culture and 
politics, for example). Research at the level of society could, on the one hand, focus 
on sets of semantics, practices, and grammar systems with an overarching social 
relevance; on the other, scholars could observe the formation of transnational sets 
and the adoption of mechanisms and actor constellations that either drive these 
developments or stand in their way.

Dimension III—Social Spheres and Fields of Innovation: 
 Technology/Science, Industry/Service, and Fields of Comparison

Innovation studies today mostly focus on technological artifacts. Novel technol-
ogies are organized primarily in the highly differentiated spheres of science 
and economy as well as in the increasingly dense networks between the two (cf. 
Bommes and Tacke 2011). Central fi elds of innovation in these key areas include 
technological disciplines in which the lines between ‘pure’ technology and ‘pure’ 
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science are blurred (cf. ‘techno science’ from Latour 1987). Industrial production 
and the service sector are further spheres in which economic compe tition drives 
actors to demand, develop, and market ‘innovative’ technologies and procedures.

Besides these obvious spheres, the spectrum for investigation addressed by our 
framework also encompasses those fi elds of society which have as yet received 
scant attention in innovation research. This includes, for example, the production 
of art as well as political and planning processes. Since the Italian Renaissance, 
originality has been a driving ideal in the arts along with ongoing technical and 
institutional innovations. References to the ‘creativity’ in the arts have made their 
way into the semantics of innovation in other spheres of socie ty: Artistic perfor-
mance techniques are increasingly employed in the business world, for example 
(Boltanski and Chiapello 2005), and their implicit organiza tional structures are 
also transferred to processes of scientifi c discovery. When analyzing the arts, the 
objective is not to limit research to organized arts and their institutional forms in 
a narrow sense but to observe the broader context of the artistic creation processes 
(Dewey 1980) that actors themselves describe as ‘creative’ (Bröckling 2015). This 
can include, for instance, the design of human-machine interfaces, music making 
with software samplers, and so forth.

Starting in the mid-1970s, the fi eld of political and social planning experi enced 
a massive upheaval in the face of disillusionment and nation-state poli tics chal-
lenged by globalization. Meanwhile, the arenas of negotiation have shift ed and 
undergone restructuring. New and in part ‘high-tech’ decision-making aids and 
policy instruments have been devised and established. The driving actors have 
reassured themselves and the addressees of their actions that these changes are 
not only new but better—in short, ‘innovative’—for confronting potential prob-
lems (Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson 2006). These developments are closely aligned 
with innovations in other fi elds, particularly spatial planning. Innovations in gov-
ernance have thus already emerged as a subject of research (Voß and Bauknecht 
2007). Numerous social planning and policy measures are based on survey data 
collected along national or federal state boundaries. Yet innovation pro cesses (e.g., 
in innovation clusters) do not develop in line with these geograph ical boundaries. 
New foundations and, in some cases, new instruments are there fore required for 
political and social planning measures in an era of refl exive innovation. This will 
allow them to account for heterogeneous innovation pro cesses that transect multi-
ple organizations by incorporating relational data.

Innovations involving technical artifacts are generally regarded as distinct from 
new policy instruments or innovations in other fi elds (Zapf 1989; Gillwald 2000; 
Rammert 2010). For a comprehensive perspective on innovation, we have to ana-
lyze commonalities, interrelationships, and differences with regard to innovations 
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in individual and different fi elds. Possible topics could include the recombination of 
technical artifacts, problem-solving practices, or improved institutional processes.

Fields of innovation themselves are subject to change as the medium and re sult 
of refl exive innovation on a societal level. One basic change concerns the bounda-
ries of the fi elds of innovation. We believe that the permeability of these boundaries 
is increasing. Research projects referring to our framework can thus be situated in 
both classic fi elds of innovation within defi ned areas of society and in new fi elds 
of innovation that cut across different boundaries. The research in defi ned areas 
of society per mits an analysis of the extent to which refl exive innovation leads to 
a prolifera tion or perhaps even a commingling of references in relation to its jus-
tifi cation and valuation, such as innovations in companies that increasingly apply 
political and ethical references in addition to economic ones (Kock et al. 2010), or 
scientifi c innovations that are subject to the dual pressures of remoralization and 
economic rationalization (Weingart, Carrier, and Krohn 2007; Schimank 2006). 
In examining heterogeneous fi elds, we also hope to bring up issues of co-produc-
tion, co-existence, stabilization, and path creation for hybrid innovation regimes. 
A systematic question that links both classic and heterogene ous fi elds, and one 
that is at the heart of our research agenda, involves the compar ative assessment of 
innovation dynamics from the 1960s to the 1980s. For example, have fundamental 
changes occurred in relation to innovation paths and discourses?

Examples of dissolution, transfer, and heterogeneity in innovation fi elds that we 
propose to investigate include:

• Innovations at the boundaries between science and industry (transfers, spin offs, 
international networks/alliances)

• Innovations situated between science and politics (consulting, governance; ur-
ban, regional, and environmental planning)

• Innovations that cross the lines between industry and politics (regional clus ters, 
competence networks, trend-setting technologies)

• Innovations situated between the arts and economy (design, architecture, mar-
keting, fashion)

Research questions that cut across all fi elds include: 

• The pragmatics and semantics of creativity in science, technology, econo my, 
and the arts

• Comparative forms of innovative processes in organizations
• Paths of innovation, as well as discontinuities or fractures, evaluation pro cesses, 

new relationships, and heterogeneous actor constellations.
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Figure 1  Possible research topics in and between innovation fi elds (own illustration).

3 Prospect: Plura listic View of Theory 
and Research Methods

In this paper we present a research framework with which to study practices, ori-
entations, and processes of innovation in and between various areas. Our goal is to 
develop a more in-depth and empirically founded understanding of the meaning of 
innovation in contemporary society and the social processes it involves.

The broad research concept corresponds with a pluralistic approach to methods. 
This pluralism should not be equated with arbitrariness. The system atic reference 
point of ‘refl exive innovation’ requires a clear formulation of initial hypotheses 
and a refl ection on proposed methods. Certain methods are also closely associ-
ated with individual analytical perspectives. An analysis of prag matics requires 
direct access to actions and objects in the fi eld, for example, through par ticipant 
observation, video analysis, technographic studies, or reconstructive interviews. 
Semantic analyses, on the other hand, require a stronger content-based perspective, 
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one that employs methods such as ethnosemantics, genre or discourse analysis. A 
grammatical perspective can be complemented by methods such as innovation 
biographies, path or network analysis.

With this paper we want to open up a broad theoretical framework for ana-
lyzing the refl exive creation of novelty. A wide variety of theories can be applied 
in individual studies that refer to the framework. These approaches provide both 
competing and complementary perspectives for an examination of innova tion in 
contemporary society. The framework’s focus on refl exive innovation and the 
interplay of semantics, pragmatics, and grammar provides a general theoreti cal 
orientation for different research cases. Its focus is also primarily on the socie-
tal level. Given these elements, refl exive innovation can be analyzed as a central 
aspect of societal development using a variety of different theoretical proposi tions 
and disciplinary methods.



27Innovation Society Today 

References

Aderhold, Jens and Rene John, eds. 2005. Innovation. Sozialwissenschaftliche Perspektiven. 
Constance: UVK.

Barley, Stephen. 1990. “The Alignment of Technology and Structure through Roles and 
Networks.” Administrative Science Quarterly 35(1): 61-103.

Barley, Stephen and Gideon Kunda. 2004. Gurus, Hired Guns, and Warm Bodies. Itin erant 
Experts in a Knowledge Economy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Bauer, Reinhold. 2006. Gescheiterte Innovationen. Fehlschläge und technologischer 
Wandel. Frankfurt a. M.: Campus.

Blättel-Mink, Birgit. 2006. Kompendium der Innovationsforschung. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag 
für Sozialwissenschaften.

Blättel-Mink, Birgit and Alexander Ebner, eds. 2009. Innovationssysteme. Technologie, 
Institutionen und die Dynamik der Wettbewerbsfähigkeit. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für 
Sozialwissenschaften.

Boltanski, Luc and Eve Chiapello. 2005. The New Spirit of Capitalism. London, New York: 
Verso.

Bolte, Karl and Erhard Treutner, eds. 1983. Subjektorientierte Arbeits- und Berufssoziologie. 
Frankfurt a. M., New York: Campus.

Bommes, Michael and Veronika Tacke, eds. 2011. Netzwerke in der funktional differenzierten 
Gesellschaft. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Braczyk, Hans-Joachim, Philip Cooke, and Martin Heidenreich, eds. 1998. Regio nal 
Innovation Systems. London: UCL Press.

Braun-Thürmann, Holger. 2005. Innovation. Bielefeld: transcript.
Bröckling, Ulrich. 2015. The Entrepreneurial Self. Fabricating a New Type of Subject. 

London: SAGE.
Bruns, Elke, Dörte Ohlhorst, Bernd Wenzel, and Johann Köppel. 2011. Renewable Energies 

in Germany’s Electricity Market. A Biography of the Innovation Process. Dordrecht: 
Springer.

Castells, Manuel. 1996. The Rise of Network Society. Vol. 1: The Information Age: Economy, 
Society and Culture. Oxford: Blackwell.

Chesbrough, Henry. 2006. Open Innovation. The New Imperative for Creating and Profi ting 
from Technology. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.

David, Paul. 1975. Technical Choice, Innovation, and Economic Growth. New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

Dewey, John. 1980 [1934]. Art as Experience. New York: Perigee Books.
DiMaggio, Paul and Walter Powell. 1983. “The Iron Cage Revisited. Institutional 

Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields.” American Socio logical 
Review 48(2): 147-160.

Djelic, Marie-Laure and Kerstin Sahlin-Andersson, eds. 2006. Transnational Govern ance. 
Institutional Dynamics of Regulation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Edquist, Charles, ed. 1997. Systems of Innovation. Technologies, Institutions, and 
Organizations. London: Routledge.

Elster, Jon. 1983. Explaining Technical Change. A Case Study in the Philosophy of Science. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Fagerberg, Jan, David Mowery, and Richard Nelson. 2005. Oxford Handbook of Innovation. 



28 Michael Hutter et al.

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Fourcade, Marion. 2009. Economists and Societies. Discipline and Profession in the United 

States, Britain, and France, 1890s to 1990s. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Florida, Richard. 2002. The Rise of the Creative Class. New York: Basic Books.
Garud, Raghu and Peter Karnoe, eds. 2001. Path Dependence and Creation. Mahwah: 

Erlbaum.
Gemünden, Hans Georg, Katharina Hölzle, and Christopher Lettl. 2006. “Formale 

und informale Determinanten des Innovationserfolges. Eine kritische Analyse des 
Zusammenspiels der Kräfte am Beispiel der Innovatorenrollen.” Schmalenbachs 
Zeitschrift für betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung 58(54/06): 110-132.

Gerybadze, Alexander. 2004. Technologie und Innovationsmanagement. Munich: Vahlen.
Gillwald, Katrin. 2000. Konzepte sozialer Innovation (Working Papers P00-519). Berlin: 

Berlin Social Science Center.
Heidenreich, Martin. 2009. “Innovation in Europe in Low- and Medium-Technology 

Industries.” Research Policy 38(3): 483-494.
Hippel, Eric von. 1998. The Sources of Innovation. New York: Oxford University Press.
Hippel, Eric von. 2005. Democratizing Innovation. New York: Oxford University Press.
Hirsch-Kreinsen, Hartmut. 2005. Wirtschafts- und Industriesoziologie: Grundlagen, 

Fragestellungen, Themenbereiche. Munich: Juventa.
Hof, Hagen and Ulrich Wengenroth, eds. 2007. Innovationsforschung. Ansätze, Methoden, 

Grenzen und Perspektiven. Münster: LIT Verlag.
Hoffman, Andrew. 1999. “Institutional Evolution and Change. Environmentalism and the 

U.S. Chemical Industry.” Academy of Management Journal 42(4): 351-371.
Howaldt, Jürgen and Heike Jakobsen, eds. 2010. Soziale Innovation. Auf dem Weg zu einem 

postindustriellen Innovationsparadigma. Wiesbaden: Springer VS.
Hutter, Michael, Hubert Knoblauch, Werner Rammert, and Arnold Windeler. 2011. 

Innovationsgesellschaft heute: Die refl exive Herstellung des Neuen (Working Papers 
4-2011). Berlin: Technische Universität Berlin.

Hutter, Michael, Hubert Knoblauch, Werner Rammert, and Arnold Windeler. 2015. 
“Innovation Society Today. The Refl exive Creation of Novelty.” Historical Social 
Research 40(3): 30-47.

Hutter, Michael and David Throsby, eds. 2008. Beyond Price. Value in Culture, Economics 
and the Arts. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Joas, Hans. 1996. The Creativity of Action. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Kern, Kristine. 2000. Die Diffusion von Politikinnovationen. Umweltpolitische Innovationen 

im Mehrebenensystem der USA. Opladen: Leske + Budrich.
Kinsley, Michael, ed. 2008. Creative Capitalism: A Conversation with Bill Gates, Warren 

Buffet, and Other Economic Leaders. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Knoblauch, Hubert. 2013. “Projection, Imagination, and Novelty: Towards a Theory of 

Creative Action Based on Schutz.” Pp. 31-50 in The Interrelation of Phenomenology, 
So cial Sciences and the Arts, edited by M. Barber and J. Dreher. Heidel berg, New York: 
Springer.

Kock, Alexander, Hans Georg Gemünden, Sören Salomo, and Carsten Schultz. 2010. “The 
Mixed Blessings of Technological Innovativeness for the Commercial Success of New 
Products.” Journal of Product Innovation Management 28(1): 28-43.

Latour, Bruno. 1987. Science in Action. How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through 



29Innovation Society Today 

Society. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Lutz, Susanne, ed. 2006. Governance in der politischen Ökonomie. Struktur und Wandel des 

modernen Kapitalismus. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.
Luhmann, Niklas. 1975. “Interaktion, Organisation, Gesellschaft.” Pp. 9-20 in Soziologische 

Au  fklärung, edited by N. Luhmann. 2nd ed. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.
Massey, Doreen. 1992. “Politics and Space/Time.” New Left Review 1(196): 65-84.
Massey, Doreen. 1995. “The Conceptualization of Place.” Pp. 45-77 in A place in the world? 

Places, Cultures and Globalization, edited by D. Massey and P. Jess. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Meyer, John W. 2009. World Society: The Writings of John W. Meyer, edited by G. S. Drori 
and G. Krücken. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Meyer, John W., John Boli, George Thomas, and Francisco O. Ramirez. 1997. “World 
Society and the Nation State.” American Journal of Sociology 103(1): 144-181.

Moldaschl, Manfred and Günter Voß, eds. 2002. Subjektivierung von Arbeit. Munich: 
Hampp.

Moores, Shaun. 2005. Media/Theory. Thinking About Media and Communications. New 
York: Routledge.

Mowery, David and Nathan Rosenberg. 1998. Paths of Innovation. Technological Change in 
20th Century America. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Nelson, Richard, ed. 1993. National Innovation Systems. A Comparative Analysis. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Nelson, Richard and Sidney Winter. 1977. “In Search of a Useful Theory of Innovation.” 
Research Policy 6(1): 36-76.

Ogburn, William Fielding. 1922. Social Change. New York: H. W. Huebsch.
Polsby, Nelson W. 1984. Political Innovation in America. The Politics of Policy Initiation. 

New Haven: Yale University Press.
Popitz, Heinrich. 2000. Wege der Kreativität. 2nd ed. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck.
Powell, Walter W. 1990. “Neither Market nor Hierarchy. Network Forms of Organization.” 

Research on Organizational Behavior 12: 295-336.
Powell, Walter W., Kenneth W. Koput, and Laurel Smith-Doerr. 1996. “Interorganizational 

Collaboration and the Locus of Innovation. Networks of Learning in Biotechnology.” 
Administrative Science Quarterly 41(1): 116-145.

Prahalad, Coimbatore and Mayuram Krishnan. 2008. The New Age of Innovation. New York: 
McGraw Hill.

Rammert, Werner. 1988. Das Innovationsdilemma. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.
Rammert, Werner. 1997. “Auf dem Weg zu einer post-schumpeterianischen 

Innovationsweise.” Pp. 45-71 in Technikentwicklung und Industriearbeit, edited by D. 
Bieber. Frankfurt a. M.: Campus.

Rammert, Werner. 2002. “The Cultural Shaping of Technologies and the Politics of 
Technodiversity.” Pp. 173-194 in Shaping Technology, Guiding Policy, edited by K. 
Sørensen and R. Williams. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Rammert, Werner. 2006. “Die technische Konstruktion als Teil der gesellschaftlichen 
Konstruktion der Wirklichkeit.” Pp. 83-100 in Zur Kritik der Wissensgesellschaft, edited 
by D. Tänzler, H. Knoblauch, and H.-G. Soeffner. Constance: UVK.

Rammert, Werner. 2008. “Technik und Innovation.” Pp. 291-319 in Handbuch der 
Wirtschaftssoziologie, edited by A. Maurer. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.



30 Michael Hutter et al.

Rammert, Werner. 2010. “Die Innovationen der Gesellschaft.” Pp. 21-51 in Soziale 
Innovation. Auf dem Weg zu einem postindustriellen Innovationsparadigma, edited by J. 
Howaldt and H. Jacobsen. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Reckwitz, Andreas. 2008. “Die Erfi ndung des Kreativsubjekts. Zur kulturellen Konstruktion 
von Kreativität.” Pp. 235-257 in Unscharfe Grenzen. Perspektiven der Kultursoziologie, 
edited by A. Reckwitz. Bielefeld: transcript.

Rogers, Everett M. 2003. Diffusion of Innovations. 5th ed. New York: Free Press.
Röpke, Jochen. 1977. Die Strategie der Innovation. Eine systemtheoretische Untersuchung 

von Individuum, Organisation und Markt im Neuerungsprozess. Tübingen: Mohr.
Rosenberg, Nathan. 1976. Perspectives on Technology. New York: Cambridge Uni versity 

Press.
Schimank, Uwe. 2006. “Ökonomisierung der Hochschulen: eine Makro-Meso-Mikro-

Perspektive.” Pp. 622-635 in Die Natur der Gesellschaft. Verhandlungen des 33. 
Kongresses der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Soziologie in Kassel, 2006, edited by K.-S. 
Rehberg. Frankfurt a. M.: Campus.

Schuppert, Gunnar F. and Michael Zürn. 2008. Governance in einer sich wandelnden Welt. 
Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Schumpeter, Joseph A. 1939. Business Cycles. A Theoretical, Historical, and Statisti cal 
Analysis of the Capitalist Process. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Sørensen, Knut and Robin Williams, eds. 2002. Shaping Technology, Guiding Poli cy. 
Concepts, Spaces and Tools. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Stark, David. 2009. The Sense of Dissonance. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Sydow, Jörg. 2001. Management von Netzwerkorganisationen. Wiesbaden: Gabler.
Thevenot, Laurent. 2001. “Pragmatic Regimes Governing the Engagement with the World.” 

Pp. 56-73 in The Practice Turn in Contemporary Theory, edited by T. Schatzki, K. Knorr 
Cetina, and E. von Savigny. London: Routledge.

Utterbeck, James M. 1994. Mastering the Dynamics of Innovation. Boston: Harvard Business 
School Press.

UNESCO World Report. 2005. Towards Knowledge Societies. Paris: UNESCO Publishing.
Van de Ven, Andrew H., Herold L. Angle, and Scott Poole. 1989. Research on the 

Management of Innovation. The Minnesota Studies. New York: Ballinger, Harper & Row.
Van de Ven, Andrew H., Douglas E. Polleye, Raghu Garud, and Sankaran Venktaraman. 

1999. The Innovation Journey. New York: Oxford University Press.
Voß, Günter G. and Hans Pongratz. 1998. “Der Arbeitskraftunternehmer. Eine neue Grundform 

der Ware Arbeitskraft?” Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 50(1): 
131-158.

Voß, Jan-Peter and Dirk Bauknecht. 2007. “Netzregulierung in Infrastrukturen. Der Einfl uss 
von Technik auf den Verlauf von Governance-Innovationen.” Pp. 109-132 in Gesellschaft 
und die Macht der Technik, edited by U. Dolata and R. Werle. Frank furt a. M., New York: 
Campus.

Weingart, Peter, Marie Carrier, and Walter Krohn. 2007. Nachrichten aus der 
Wissensgesellschaft. Analysen zur Veränderung der Wissenschaft. Weilerswist: Velbrück.

Wengenroth, Ulrich. 2001. “Vom Innovationssystem zur Innovationskultur. 
Perspektivwechsel in der Innovationsforschung.” Pp. 21-32 in Innovationskulturen und 
Fortschrittserwartungen im geteilten Deutschland, edited by J. Abele, G. Barkleit, and T. 
Hanseroth. Cologne: Böhlau.



31Innovation Society Today 

Weyer, Johannes. 2008. Techniksoziologie. Genese, Gestaltung und Steuerung sozio-
technischer Systeme. Munich: Juventa.

Windeler, Arnold. 2001. Unternehmungsnetzwerke. Konstitution und Strukturation. 
Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher Verlag.

Windeler, Arnold. 2003. “Kreation technologischer Pfade: Ein strukturationstheoretischer 
Ansatz.” Managementforschung 13: 295-328.

Zapf, Wolfgang. 1989. “Über soziale Innovationen.” Soziale Welt 40(1-2): 170-183.



 

33

Part I
Perspectives of Social Theory 
and Theories of Society



 

35

Fragmental Diff erentiation 
and the Practice of Innovation

Why Is There an Ever-Increasing Number 
of Fields of Innovation?

Jan-Hendrik Passoth and Werner Rammert

1 Innovation Processes in Contemporary Society

If there is one imperative that can qualify as a hegemonic principle guiding action 
in contemporary society, it is the call for innovation.1 If we look at current debates 
about change in society, we can see a preference for the new and a demand for 
innovation that is no longer confi ned to economic, scientifi c, and technological 
developments alone. Today, modern societies’ orientation toward growth, progress, 
and technological innovation has spread to a wide range of different areas. Un-
der conditions of globalization, climate change, and digitization, this orientation 
has transformed into an intensive, strategic quest for opportunities for innovation 
across all social domains. This ‘new spirit’2 of innovation has also suffused the 
political realm, the religious sphere, the arts, and the conduct of everyday life.

1 The imperative that “you must change your life” (Sloterdijk 2013) is in line with this 
but is less clearly defined. The “duality of the desire to be creative and the imperative 
to be creative: … One wants to be and is expected to be creative” (Reckwitz 2012: 10, 
our translation) is a much more accurate description yet emphasizes the genealogy and 
aesthetic roots of the bourgeois model of creativity while failing to pay due attention 
to the social dynamics of innovation that emerge in the field of tension between in-
stitutionalized differences and points of reference on the one hand and the manifold 
referencing practices of reflexive innovation on the other. 

2 As opposed to Boltanski and Chiapello (2005), whose analysis can be seen as evi-
dence of a broadening of the spirit of capitalism, what we are concerned with here is 
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Germany’s energy transition, the Energiewende, for instance, is of course not 
just about maintaining prosperity or making optimal use of available resources. 
It also comes with expectations that the transition of a leading industrial nation 
such as Germany to renewable energy sources will turn out to involve a political 
innovation in its modes of governance3 and a cultural innovation in its patterns of 
urban mobility,4 which together will receive recognition in the international arena, 
be copied in other regions and cities, and be adopted by other collective actors. 
Looking at the transformation of industrial manufacturing toward the digitally 
connected and software-based modes of production and distribution discussed 
under the headline of ‘industry 4.0,’ we can see that the value of these innova-
tions is not assessed on the basis of economic success alone but also on grounds 
of its potential to reinvigorate Germany’s economic role in Europe and promote 
new co-production and consumption practices. The debate on the ‘digitization’ 
of music, fi lm, and print is ultimately not only about technical innovation and its 
desirable and undesirable economic consequences. The keywords that surface in 
this debate—such as ‘cultural fl at rate,’ ‘sharing economy,’ and ‘piracy’—indicate 
that it also revolves around the question as to whether this development also lays 
the groundwork for a social innovation of shared ownership and a legal innovation 
in regard to copyrights, property rights, and open access. In addition to this shift 
from manufacturer-oriented to consumer-oriented or even collaborative types of 
innovation, processes of cultural reorientation toward ‘creative industries’ or an 
’experience economy’ are also increasingly perceived as innovation.5

At least in current public debates on the future society, the focus on innovation 
is ubiquitous and plays a guiding role, although—and because—the concept is se-
mantically open to a variety of different interpretations and uses.6 That which is, 

the spreading of a ‘new spirit of innovation’ to non-economic areas—similar to Max 
Weber’s rationalization thesis.

3 See, for instance, Köppel’s chapter (this volume) on Germany’s Energiewende and 
Voß’s chapter (this volume) on innovation in governance.

4 Gebelein et al. (this volume) and Christmann et al. (this volume) discuss examples of 
such new patterns of mobility such as ‘flash mobs,’ ‘urban gardening,’ or ‘pioneers of 
space.’ 

5 On the opening up of innovation to users or creative professionals, see von Hippel 
(1988, 2005), Kleemann et al. (2009), Hutter et al. (2015), as well as Hutter (this 
volume), Liebl (this volume), and Picot and Hopf (this volume); on industry 4.0, see 
Hirsch-Kreinsen (2014), and on the transformation of the music industry, Dolata 
(2008).

6 On the semantics of innovation, see Knoblauch (this volume), and on its normative 
nature, see Schubert (this volume).
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temporally, perceived to be ‘new’ (compared to something that is characterized as 
already existent, outdated, or at least as old); materially, viewed to be ‘distinctive’ 
(compared to something that appears to be of the same kind); and, socially, consid-
ered to be ‘deviant’ (compared to an implicit state of normality that is always also 
defi ned in relation to the deviant)7 is valued, promoted, and showcased. A closer 
look reveals that this is not really a preference for any specifi c thing that is new, 
distinctive, or deviant but rather a general preference for newness, distinctiveness, 
and deviance as such. Apart from this purely discursive orientation toward the 
new, the practices and processes of innovation also tend to be geared more toward 
the principle of innovation as such than toward economic success or scientifi c and 
technological optimization per se. The principle of innovation is inherent to the 
paradoxical expectation that, compared to an already favorable situation in the 
present, ‘endless renewal’8 will pave the way for an even better future position in 
and beyond one’s own fi eld. This shift from an emphasis on, for instance, innova-
tion guided by a purely economic cost-benefi t rationale toward refl exive innovation 
that has economic but also other, very different points of reference is a character-
istic feature of action among the parties involved in the distributed processes and 
interactive networks of innovation. Moreover, this shift also increasingly applies to 
the institutional forms that are utilized in the attempts to pursue these more com-
prehensive innovations as well as coordinate and, in confl ictual processes, recon-
cile the various value orientations and interests involved, for instance, by means of 
open forums or corporative platforms, regional innovation networks, or European 
research clusters. In terms of the ‘rules of the game’9 underlying innovation pro-
cesses, this favors a preference for types of organization, institutional structures, 
and regulations that are assumed to be quicker and quantitatively more productive 
in creating the new as a raw material for future innovations and are also thought 
to facilitate identifying the new early on and to be effective in establishing it. This 
fosters a preference for the refl exive institutionalization of innovation processes.10

In this way, the alignment of social processes along meticulously differentiated 
lines of unequivocal economic, scientifi c, or technological criteria and guiding 
distinctions is replaced in contemporary society by a more general, open, and un-

7 For a detailed account, see Rammert (2010: 29ff.).
8 Thus the title of a cultural-philosophical study in the line of Wittgenstein and Adorno 

on the understanding of the new and the ‘paradigm of novelty’ in the modern aesthet-
ics of music (cf. ‘Endlose Erneuerung,’ Dierks 2015: 193).

9 Wittgenstein 1999: 47 e.
10 Cf., among others, Powell et al. (1996), Rammert (2000, 2006: 265ff.) and Windeler 

(this volume).
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specifi c orientation toward innovation as such: On the one hand, the focus on what-
ever is new, distinctive, and deviant has supplanted the classic, clear-cut orientation 
toward economic productivity, technological effectiveness, and gains in scientifi c 
knowledge. On the other hand, the prerequisites and conditions of producing in-
novation itself have been geared toward continuous innovation or, in other words, 
toward the innovation of innovation.

The empirical study of innovation processes in and across various social 
spheres in light of the specifi c structural, semantic, and practical conditions there-
fore becomes a key task for social science research that seeks to understand the 
changes in and the nature of contemporary society (cf. Hutter et al. 2015). Howev-
er, the social sciences so far are conceptually utterly ill equipped for this purpose, 
and this in two respects: For one, in spite of all attempts over the past few decades 
to expand the concept of innovation, innovation research has remained the do-
main of economics. For two, attempts to introduce alternative concepts in areas 
as different as politics and planning or art and culture mostly rely on a strategy of 
adding particular criteria—such as a preference for social welfare, sustainability, 
diversity, or aesthetic design—to economic and technological ones so as to identify 
and assess innovation. This procedure only rudimentarily does justice to the ubiq-
uity and refl exivity of innovation processes in contemporary society. An adequate 
interpretation and diagnosis of contemporary innovation society therefore not only 
requires a concept of innovation that is able to overcome the narrow conception of 
innovation as economic innovation but also calls for a broader concept that is able 
to capture empirically the great variety of innovation and, by comparing processes 
of innovation, is capable of appropriately understanding the peculiarities of con-
temporary society: What accounts for the emergence of an ever-increasing number 
and variety of fi elds of innovation? The answer to this question is given below via 
a twofold theoretical approach that has been developed in a dialogue between the 
two authors and by refl ecting on theories of social differentiation, refl exive mod-
ernization, and variants of a theory of practice. This theoretical approach seeks 
to grasp the transformation toward a refl exive innovation regime as a recursive 
relationship between fragmental differentiation and the situational practice of in-
novation.

This chapter addresses the consequences of such a concept of innovation11 for 
a program of comparative social scientifi c research. It begins with the search for 

11 A two-stage concept of innovation provides a means of distinguishing between novelty 
and innovation—and also between dimensions and by degree (see the chapters by Baur 
et al. and Christmann et al., this volume)—and of taking into account the relations 
between heterogeneous elements—objects, practices, concepts—as well as different 
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a conceptual basis for comparing processes of innovation (2). Are political inno-
vations suffi ciently different from those in the arts, and legal innovations from the 
ones that we are accustomed to dealing with in the domains of science and tech-
nology? Are theories of differentiation that adopt a macro-structural perspective 
on society capable of guiding us in distinguishing fi elds of innovation according to 
social spheres?12 Or is it rather that the empirical study of refl exive innovation must 
precede making those conceptual distinctions? In its second part (3), the chapter 
draws on the preliminary results of some of the empirical projects conducted as 
part of the DFG Research Training Group Innovation Society Today: The Refl ex-
ive Creation of Novelty to argue that it is precisely the bypassing and bridging of 
differences specifi c to these social spheres that represents a key feature of innova-
tion processes today.

The third part of this chapter (4) addresses this specifi c feature of innovation 
processes and zeroes in on the question of how we might get a conceptual and 
empirical grasp on the refl exivity of innovation. If we—in accordance with Ulrich 
Beck’s interpretation of “the second modernity as the ‘age of side effects’…” (Beck 
2008: 19)—conceive of the tendency to bypass and bridge differences specifi c to 
social spheres as a characteristic feature of ‘refl exive modernization’ (Beck et al. 
1994), then we must also understand it as an unintended side effect of increasing 
differentiation. If, on the basis of this initial understanding, we conceive of this 
tendency in a further sense—and in line with Anthony Giddens’ view of ‘radical 
modernity’ (Giddens 1990)—as a consequence and driver of growing refl exivity 
and knowledge on the part of actors, then we must go one step further and take 
the increase in references seriously as an empirical macro phenomenon, while at 
the same time comprehending it as one way in which individual actors practically 
cope with the changed conditions of establishing and disseminating innovations. 
In a third sense, then, the refl exivity of innovation is a consequence of practical 
refl exivity: The analysis of the actual practices in innovation processes—and this 

references, all of which account for the diversity of socially effective evaluation prac-
tices and regimes of valuation (Rammert 2010: 45f.). 

12 In the following, we will conceptually distinguish between ‘social spheres’ of society 
and ‘social fields’ of innovation in society. We will speak of social spheres whenever 
we are referring to clear and unambiguous references—to the social systems of econo-
my, politics, or the arts—that are assumed, implied, or drawn on in the emerging social 
fields of innovation. What we have in mind when we speak of these social fields is the 
realm of possibilities and potential links on the basis of which references are selected 
and enacted, sometimes reproducing the dominant point of reference, sometimes mix-
ing several references, and sometimes initiating a new path of creating an innovation 
field. For a slightly different approach to path creation, see Garud and Karnøe (2001).
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is the thesis proposed in the fourth section (5) of this chapter—is of such key im-
portance for an understanding of contemporary society because it allows us to in-
vestigate a new form of social coordination that is simply not clearly aligned along 
distinctive social spheres but relies on the situational creation, practical combina-
tion, and refl exive mediation of heterogeneous fi elds of innovation. In our outlook 
(6), we therefore sketch the outlines of a research program that revolves around 
the emerging shift in the primary principles of differentiation at the macro level 
towards fragmentation, heterogeneous combination, and practical refl exivity. New 
fi elds of innovation—to answer the question posed in the title of this chapter—
emerge and establish themselves in refl exive acts of doing innovation that further 
both the fragmentation of social spheres and the situational proliferation of points 
of reference and valuation.

2 Diff erentiation of Fields of Innovation and the 
 Diff usion of the Refl exive Innovation Paradigm

Both the ability and the need to pose the question about what constitutes ‘the new 
and improved’ in the arts, in politics, or in law in terms of innovation are rather 
recent developments. For as long as the economy primarily represented the realm 
of innovation and—assisted by economics—provided the framework of reference 
for innovation discourse, innovation practice, and the institutional order of inno-
vation processes, the differences and commonalities between innovations were 
not an issue. But as innovations began to mushroom in all parts of contemporary 
society over the past few decades, scholars started to ask whether the processes 
of innovation observed in various fi elds are comparable and in which respects it 
makes a difference which references and guiding orientations are employed in 
judging and justifying them. We can identify three different explanations for this 
change:

• First, economic innovation research—which up until three decades ago had 
focused on business enterprises and the core areas of industrial production—as 
well as management practices and innovation policy based on this research ex-
panded their knowledge and areas of activity to an extent that transcended the 
immediate boundaries of the economic sphere. Step by step, the institutional 
environment itself, the links between non-economic actors such as research-
ers and sponsors, mediators and user groups, and other factors in the environ-
ment became objects of economic innovation. New developments in science, 
law, and politics, such as the creation of technology transfer organizations and 
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technology parks, patenting and standardization practices,13 or policies to pro-
mote regional networking and cluster formation, were selected and advanced 
depending on whether they represented infrastructural innovations that could 
be expected to contribute to successful economic innovation. This involved 
transferring the rationale and model of economic innovation to other spheres 
that seem to lag behind in terms of their ability for self-renewal and their con-
tribution to innovation at the macro level (economization and hegemonic ex-
pansion thesis).14

• Second, the expansive push toward economic innovation has resulted in pres-
sure to innovate that is both ubiquitous in discourse and effi cacious in practice. 
It has grown into a general innovation imperative across all spheres of society, 
which not only mutually observe one another but also exchange their respective 
services. This has resulted not only in an infl ationary use of the vocabulary 
of innovation, mostly for the purpose of normative justifi cation, but also in an 
analytically remarkable conceptual shift that points to refl exive processes of 
self-renewal. Creative interventions and transgressions of boundaries are not 
only labeled as ‘innovations’ for the purpose of good publicity but, in the new 
light of their signifi cance for social change, are also perceived, practically de-
veloped, and promoted as a type of non-economic innovation in their own right: 
Fundamental reforms of the telecommunication sector are understood as inno-
vations in private-public partnerships. The turnaround in energy policy towards 
renewable energy is an innovation in international relations. Climate projects 
or shifts in political instruments from legislation and taxation to installing new 
‘mechanisms’ and ‘markets’ for pollution rights are innovations in governance. 
The mixing of media and genres results in aesthetic innovations. Creative inter-
ventions in neighborhoods are innovations in urban policy. Performative trans-
gressions of boundaries between science, art, and corporate culture are both 
organizational and market innovations, and the search for new forms for the 
presentation of knowledge in artistic practices is understood as an innovation in 
science. This can be grasped in terms of the theory of ‘refl exive modernization’ 
as problems resulting from functional differentiation (Beck 1992) that can no 
longer be solved in accordance with the logic of the respective social sphere or 
a dominant economic order but allow for a variety of potential references in 

13 Cf. Blind and Gauch 2009.
14 For an overview of the thesis of the economization of other social spheres from the 

perspective of social theory, see Schimank and Volkmann (2012); on the continuous 
expansion, see, among others, von Hippel (2005) and the contributions by economists 
and sociologists in Fagerberg et al. (2005) and Hage and Meeus (2006).
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the process of establishing fi elds of innovation. Compared to the extremes of 
reinforcing either the orientation toward the institutionalized guiding principle 
or a reorientation toward an alternative dominant guiding principle, a mix of 
various principles that serve as points of reference is becoming more common 
and gaining signifi cance. What have frequently been described as phenomena 
of de-differentiation and de-institutionalization or even as a ‘new obscurity’ 
(Habermas: Neue Unübersichtlichkeit) can be analyzed positively as the forma-
tion of a ‘fragmental’ social order (Rammert 2006: 258ff.) in which references 
are recombined and reconfi gured depending on the specifi c fi eld in question 
( fragmental differentiation and mixed, multi-referential self-renewal thesis).15

• Third, a change in ways of life and types of subjectivity can be seen as the 
source of a new innovation culture: Growing individualization unleashes af-
fective potentials for manifold forms of self-realization. This transformation 
becomes apparent in a discursive shift from an ascetic and economically calcu-
lating subject to a hedonistic one who relishes the pleasures of life and engages 
in creative activities. What once began as an aesthetic deviation from ‘classi-
cism’ in small segments and circles of the arts—for instance, in the form of 
‘romanticism,’ ‘expressionism,’ or ‘surrealism’—and what was explored as new 
ways of living, working, and enjoying life in the niches of alternative protest 
cultures and lifestyles currently seems to be condensing into and establishing 
itself, through media, imitation, and strategic dissemination, as a new model of 
expressive and creative subjectivity that is in line with the social ‘regime of the 
new as aesthetic stimulus’ (Reckwitz, this volume) in late modernity (changing 
discourse and dispositifs thesis).16

These three attempts to explain the obvious increase in the signifi cance of the 
innovation phenomenon and the effective expansion of the zones of innovation are 
not mutually exclusive. Rather, they can be complemented so that it is still possible 
to identify a common principle despite the variety of fi elds of innovation (cf. Ram-
mert 2014). There is ample evidence suggesting that the emergence of a refl exive 
mode of social order—one which, time and again, generates new, situational fi elds 
of innovation on the boundaries of and between formerly stable social spheres—is 

15 Cf. the critical discussion and advancement of the theory of social differentiation by 
Schimank (1985, 2011), Knorr-Cetina (1992), Nassehi (2004), Schützeichel (2011), and 
Lindemann (2011).

16 On the cultural and historical changes in the 1970s toward expressive and aesthetic 
orientations in the conduct of everyday life, cf. Schulze (1992) and Reichhardt (2014); 
on changing discourse and dispositifs, Bröckling (2004) and Reckwitz (2012).



43Fragmental Diff erentiation and the Practice of Innovation 

itself the result of problems ensuing from increased social differentiation. Refl ex-
ive innovation then would not solely be a manifestation of a rhetoric of innovation 
or an expression of the increased dominance of economic orientations but would 
refl ect a process of switching to a form of social coordination not based on stable 
and substantial orientations guiding action in the various social spheres but rather 
precisely on the situational creation, practical mixing, and refl exive mediation of 
heterogeneous points of reference in fi elds of innovation. The heightened attention 
to innovation would then have to be understood as an expression and driver of this 
refl exive form of social coordination.

3 Innovation Practice and the Bypassing 
of Field-Specifi c Diff erences

We can assume innovation to be refl exive—for one, because those involved in pro-
cesses of innovation must also take the various conditions of innovative action into 
account, both prospectively and retrospectively; and, for another, because, in the 
processes of change, they refer to the familiar or assumed mechanisms of creating 
and disseminating the new in very different spheres in a more or less strategic 
manner. This renders innovation in contemporary society a paradoxical object for 
all involved, including those who would conduct social scientifi c research of inno-
vation. This is because refl exive innovation assumes, at the practical, discursive, 
and institutional level, the ability to distinguish social spheres or, at the very least, 
specifi c fi elds of innovation. At the same time, it is precisely the refl exive refer-
ence to the familiar or assumed mechanisms that continuously relates and bridges 
the fi elds of innovation, thereby undermining the ability to distinguish between 
them. For those involved in innovation, this means that their innovative action is 
based on the assumed and habitually ingrained ‘logics’ associated with specifi c 
social spheres such as the economy, arts, politics, and so forth, whereas the tak-
en-for-granted nature and reliability of these logics is gradually eroded precisely 
in the process of those actors taking a refl exive and strategic stance in utilizing 
them. For social scientifi c research on innovation this means that, in exploring the 
reasons for and consequences of refl exive innovation, it must adopt a comparative 
approach and ask about the different relations and references that make it possi-
ble to take a refl exive stance in different fi elds of innovation in the fi rst place. At 
the same time, it systematically directs attention to cases that raise doubts as to 
whether the logic of innovation fi elds specifi c to the respective social spheres can 
be considered reliable and taken for granted.
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When one engages in a comparative analysis of innovation processes,17 this 
inevitably raises the issue of selecting a framework for comparison. Although fo-
cusing on social spheres and asking, for instance, how processes of innovation in 
science are different from those in the economy, in politics, or in the arts might 
seem to be the obvious choice, this option lulls us into a misleading sense of tread-
ing safe ground. Such a focus in fact relies on the assumption that the differences 
that are deemed relevant from a macro-structural perspective on society also have 
institutional, discursive, and practical consequences so that the expansion of the 
innovation imperative does indeed occur only within the confi nes of the social 
spheres that account for the important differences between innovation processes. 
However, this is highly unlikely because of the refl exive nature of innovation in 
contemporary society. Those involved in innovation must take into consideration—
practically, discursively, and institutionally—the conditions and consequences of 
innovative action and, for this purpose, must draw on heterogeneous parameters 
of reference depending on the situation and in a strategic manner. It seems to lie 
in the logic of refl exive innovation that the differences specifi c to the fi elds in 
question are brought into play time and again but at the same time are virtually 
constantly bypassed.

For the purpose of illustrating what this means precisely, it is helpful to take a 
look at two of the case studies conducted over the past few years as part of the DFG 
Research Training Group Innovation Society Today: The Refl exive Creation of 
Novelty. What makes these cases so interesting in this context is that, in the course 
of systematic empirical analysis, they defi ed repeated attempts to get a grasp on 
them in terms of the research question outlined in the umbrella proposal (Hutter 
et al., this volume). This applies fi rst and foremost to the studies with a focus on 
a specifi c social sphere, for instance, the one addressing the ‘clean development 
mechanism’ (CDM) as an example of specifi c innovation processes in the sphere 
of politics and regulation. Once the innovation process involved in the emergence 
and design of the largest-scale instrument for global climate protection was sub-
jected to closer empirical scrutiny, this regulatory instrument turned out to be the 
product of a negotiation process between practitioners with different perspectives, 
the result of a ‘sequence of experimentation and problematization’ (Schroth 2014a: 
10). The clean development mechanism has been “tested and developed in various 
experiments, in various places, and in various ways” (Schroth 2014b: 19, our trans-
lation). In the process, it has changed continuously and in relation to the specifi c 
references made by those involved: 

17 On the expansion of the methodological toolbox for the purpose of approaching inno-
vation empirically and from a comparative perspective, cf. Jungmann et al. (2015).
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Initially it was an energy effi ciency project, which was developed bilaterally and the 
regulation of which was the responsibility of the World Bank, the   Norwegian climate 
fund, and a Mexican public authority. (...) With the US forest projects, compensation 
projects became objects of climate politics. (...) With USIJI similar de-contextual-
ized greenhouse gas compensation projects became an object of politics, and private 
actors and NGOs were politically authorized to pursue climate protection activities. 
(...) Starting with AIJ, and increasingly so in regard to CDM, counter-factual emis-
sions reductions became the object of climate politics (ibid.: 21, our translation).

Such instances of the empirical objects of research evading the grasp of the defi ned 
categories of differentiation is particularly striking in the projects geared toward 
the systematic comparison of innovation practices within or across social spheres. 
For instance, a comparison of innovation processes in science and the arts focused 
on the empirical analysis of two different objects, one of which was designed and 
constructed in the context of an art installation and the other in a robotics labo-
ratory. While both, each in its own specifi c way, were identifi ed and labelled as 
a ‘novelty,’ the comparison reveals that both cases involve a similar sequence of 
‘confi gurative moments’ (Stubbe 2015: 120): At the point of presentation—under 
the aspect of ‘rendering imagined objects’—both the art installation and the robot-
ic hand are situationally created and specifi ed through particular arrangements, 
body movements, and accompanying stories; at other times—under the aspect of 
‘material referencing’—characteristics of the objects that remain hidden in the 
situation or are merely of a potential nature are indicated by reference to their 
specifi c materiality: “The robotic hand, just as the media installation, not only 
materialises the present state of what is, but must be regarded as an agent within 
its own construction as novelty, as its material evokes thoughts of what could be” 
(ibid.: 124). Moreover, in neither of the two cases did the interviewees make any 
mention—neither explicitly nor as a generalizable pattern of assessment—of the 
confi gured objects in and of themselves representing a ‘novelty.’ Rather, the pa-
rameters of reference against which the installation and the hand qualifi ed as new 
objects were situational and context-specifi c: they were different in the workshop 
and in the laboratory than at an exhibition or a conference and different again 
when explained to an innovation researcher from the social sciences than in a con-
versation with colleagues, competitors, or visitors who just so happened to pass by.

This allows us to draw two conclusions: The fi rst conclusion is that the cases 
under study could be exceptional in that the failure to empirically correspond 
with the assumed differences on the basis of which they were chosen has its roots 
in particular features of these cases. This, however, is not very likely since the 
innovation processes investigated in a number of other case studies conducted as 
part of the Research Training Group display a similar tendency to withstand anal-
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ysis along the lines of the assumed differences associated with the specifi c social 
spheres. For instance, one might look for particularities in technical innovation 
processes in the fi eld of   electro-mobility and discover experimental mobility cul-
tures and an ideology of electro-mobility (Stock 2015); or one might investigate 
innovation processes in the fi eld of artistic interventions in the public sphere and 
fi nd that they are interwoven with heterogeneous references to urban planning, 
civic involvement, and cultural funding (Landau and Mohr 2015). The alternative 
explanation could be that the cases are not exceptional at all but that the research 
question was developed on the assumption of differentiated social spheres, and the 
practices, discourses, and regimes of innovation that one encounters constantly 
transcend these very lines of differentiation. This leads us to the second conclusion 
that we must assume that innovation has not simply become a general rhetorical 
formula. Rather, in contemporary society, innovation has become refl exive—not 
always explicitly and not in the speech acts of those involved but in the actual 
practice of what they do.

4 Refl exivization of Innovation and the Increase 
in References

Once such a variety of innovations in so many different areas becomes an issue 
of practical and theoretical concern, the traditional defi nitions of innovation no 
longer suffi ce. On the one hand, the precisely operationalized and strongly sub-
stantialist defi nition in innovation economics is too narrow and one-sided as inno-
vation involves more than the technical effi ciency of new factor combinations and 
their assessment in terms of strictly economic effi ciency. On the other hand, a rela-
tivistic strategy of defi ning innovation along the lines of innovation sociology that 
were to fully rely on the perceptions of those involved would open the fl oodgates 
for labeling a new phenomenon of any kind as an innovation, be it a marginally 
improved product, a passing fashion, or some smart marketing gimmick.18

18 Of course, fashion can be the starting point of a social innovation. Only once creations 
take hold in new constellations—along with other references—while transcending the 
narrow field of fashionable apparel to acquire some long-term impact do they cease to 
be just seasonal novelties and gain the status of innovations in the conduct of everyday 
life. This hardly applies to changing dress lengths but all the more so to the practice 
of women wearing trousers since the 1960s all the way to today’s business pantsuits 
with references to the emancipation of and equal opportunities for women. This cor-
responds with the conceptual distinction between ‘fashion’ and ‘model’ (cf. Esposito 
2003). See also the shifts toward innovation-oriented marketing (Liebl, this volume).
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What is called for fi rst of all is a concept that does not defi ne innovation a priori 
in terms of a physical product, a social practice, or a cultural idea, but that is open 
to empirically exploring all elements and their possible relations. What has hith-
erto frequently been perceived in a rather simplifi ed fashion as a technical, social, 
or cultural innovation could then be identifi ed as an innovative constellation, each 
determined in different ways, and that can involve material and technical artifacts, 
differently organized practices, as well as new cultural models of usage.19 When 
we adopt such a perspective, artifacts, practices, or discourses can take a leading 
or critical role in some cases or lag behind in others. Once telephone technology—
including the devices and networks for voice transmission and reception—was in-
vented, there was a need, for instance, for concepts of usage other than telegraphy 
and mass reception as well as new business models such as leasing and a subscrip-
tion system for it to become established as a social and cultural innovation (cf. 
Rammert 1990). Conversely, ‘social inventions’ (Ogburn 1964), scientifi c ideas, or 
artistic visions require objects that complement and specify the new constellation. 
For instance, organizing childcare in kindergartens requires toys, furniture, and 
spaces just as the practice of ‘urban gardening’ needs other types of gardening 
and cultivation techniques that can be applied to walls, roofs, boxes, and in combi-
nation with aquariums and greenhouses. Theoretical concepts such as the ‘gentle 
grip’ in robotics or an imagined arrangement that makes movements visible in new 
media artworks depend on a set of experimental mechanisms and materials as well 
(cf. Stubbe 2015).

This relational concept is not suffi cient to distinguish inventions and simple 
novelties from innovations with long-term social effects. Innovations are novelties 
that, in a second step, are complemented by references that regulate the communi-
cation of a novelty as representing an innovation, the acceptance of such a claim as 
legitimate, the addition of this innovation to the stock of knowledge, and its institu-
tionalization in practice. Conceptually, an innovation of something, which we have 
determined to be a constellation of objects, practices, and models in relation to a 
previously existing one, must be complemented by an innovation toward some-
thing that we are able to observe as a parameter of reference for the evaluation, 
justifi cation, and diffusion of the innovation in the fi eld in question. For instance, 
the focus on economic profi t has been the prevalent parameter of reference since 
Schumpeter formulated the economic theory of innovation (cf. Schumpeter 1934). 

19 Cultural models can include distinct ‘visions of function and use’ (computers for ac-
counting, writing, or gaming) or new ‘concepts of engineering and design’ (telecom-
munication as ‘one-way transport,’ as ‘one-to-many communication,’ or as ‘two-way 
media’) (Rammert 2002: 178f.). 
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Schumpeter’s innovation in economic theory shifted the perspective, temporally 
and in terms of content, from an allocation of resources geared toward short-term 
optimizing to novelties and recombinations of production factors that have a long-
term impact. Market penetration, income from patents and licenses, return on in-
vestment, and other indicators confi rm the still dominant focus on commercial 
success.20

If we look at other differentiated social spheres for principles similar to the 
ones that have proven successful in the economic sphere, we should be able to fi nd 
references that function according to a comparable inner logic of their own. Fol-
lowing Max Weber would direct our attention to the pursuit of power in the sphere 
of politics, the pursuit of true knowledge in the sphere of science, the pursuit of 
that which accords with the law in jurisprudence, the pursuit of beauty in the arts, 
and the pursuit of sensual fulfi llment in eroticism. In accordance with Luhmann, 
we could add up to another twelve self-referentially closed social subsystems such 
as the military, mass communication, education, health, sports, and the family 
(Schimank 2005: 154). What can be plausibly inferred from a theoretical point of 
view and can roughly be observed empirically in regard to the dominant criteria of 
orientation and selection in the context of the respective institutions and organiza-
tions also seems to apply, at fi rst glance, with respect to the order of references for 
innovation at the macro level. Innovations in politics are guided by the reference of 
gaining power, be it by means of new bottom-up participation or legitimation pro-
cedures or new top-down types of policies and modes of governance; innovations 
in the arts distinguish themselves from new fashions according to the reference 
that they give rise to unprecedented aesthetic sensations.

However, our empirical case studies raise doubts about these neatly aligned 
guiding references associated with the social spheres. As indicated above, there 
is not really an abundance of evidence supporting the supposed unity and purity 
of references: Must regulatory innovation in accordance with Basel III to prevent 
the next banking crisis be seen as being more an innovation of the banking system 
guided by economic criteria or more an innovation in the capacity for political in-
tervention in the economy guided by the desire to reclaim the power to act (cf. Jöst-
ingmeier 2015)? When a new format or even a new genre such as ‘jazz jam’ or ‘po-
etry slam’ spreads from the sphere of the arts to science and mass communication, 
in terms of which references are we to describe the nature of this innovation (cf. 
Hill 2014)? If we can detect no signifi cant difference in the orientations involved 
in creating new scientifi c devices and artistic installations but rather fi nd similar 

20 For a self-critical view of these indicators, see Smith (2005) and for a critical outside 
perspective, Braun-Thürmann (2012) and Bormann et al. (2012).
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combinations of scientifi c-technical and aesthetic references, then what value does 
the dominant reference have as a means of distinction (cf. Stubbe 2015)? And if 
electro-mobility is to be rendered an object of innovation research, does it rep-
resent a scientifi c-technological innovation (e.g., in terms of developing battery 
technology and the architecture of complex socio-technical systems), an economic 
innovation (e.g., in terms of developing profi table business models for manufactur-
ers and operators), a political innovation (toward a fundamental restructuring of 
mobility and energy provision), or an environmental innovation (toward sustain-
able mobility and lifestyles)? Or perhaps it is a mix of all of these, an innovation 
regime based on multi-referential orientations (cf. Stock 2015; Wentland 2014)?

One thing is evident: the number of references has increased, and not only on 
account of the increase in the number of differentiated spheres in society. Rather, 
the refl exivization of innovation seems to be the underlying driving force. One 
way that this can be understood is along the lines of the theory of refl exive mod-
ernization as an unintended side effect of the growth dynamics and autonomy of 
social subsystems (cf. Beck and Lau 2005). This refl exivity can be identifi ed at the 
social-structural level (Beck and Holzer 2004: 165f.). It becomes apparent in the 
altered self-descriptions of the subsystems (e.g., the economy or science), in which 
additional references have been incorporated, yet not in the form of rules that de-
termine when to stop but rather in terms of deceleration and balancing systems. 
We can interpret the current expanded self-descriptions of economic innovation 
as ’sustainable innovation’ or ’social innovation’ and of scientifi c innovation as 
’responsible science and innovation’ (RSI) as signs of this kind of refl exivity.21

The second type of refl exivization concerns the increase in refl ection and 
knowledge on the part of actors who adopt a creative stance toward refl exive mod-
ernization and its consequences. We assume that this is a much more powerful 
source driving the increase in references and fi elds in which the ‘refl exive crea-
tion of novelty’ (Hutter et al. 2015) takes place and thus marks a point to begin 
our search for the conditions that account for the successful establishment and 

21 The European Commission, which has recently labelled the European Union as an ‘in-
novation union,’ defined the concept of ‘responsive innovation’ in its Horizon 2020 ac-
tion program as follows: RSI, or ‘responsible research and innovation’ (RRI), “means 
that societal actors work together during the whole research and innovation process in 
order to better align the process and its outcomes with the values, needs and expecta-
tions of European Society” (European Commission 2012: 3). More precisely, RSI is “a 
transparent interactive process by which societal actors and innovators become mutu-
ally responsive to each other with a view on the (ethical) acceptability, sustainability 
and societal desirability of the innovation process and its marketable products” (von 
Schomberg 2012: 50).
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diffusion of innovation at the macro level. A variety of fi elds are evolving below 
the macro level because actors can draw on given references in an existing fi eld 
as well as create and establish new references by combining existing ones in new 
ways. They follow neither a ‘logic’ of continuous functional differentiation at the 
level of subsystems nor a ‘logic’ in accordance with Bourdieu’s fi elds of practice. 
It is rather that these fi elds of innovation evolve on the margins of and between 
social spheres in processes in which individuals, groups, and organizations engage 
in communication, cooperation, or confl ict, centered on an opportunity or a prob-
lem, thus creating a fi eld of collaboration, a confl ict arena, or a common platform 
for action. Moreover, they also emerge at different levels of action in the form of 
intermediary institutions, transversal ‘interstitial arenas’ (Shinn 2006: 315), heter-
ogeneous innovation networks (Powell et al. 1996), or other mixed communication 
settings22 that cut across the various levels of action. As the second type of refl ex-
ivization is both a reproductive and a creative response to the problems of the fi rst 
type, we can hold that it not only increases the possibilities and combinations of 
guiding references but at the same time creates an awareness of the variety of fi elds 
and levels for the practice of innovation.

5 Practical Refl exivity and the Situational Creation 
of Fields

Innovation research of a sort that is capable of transcending the narrow confi nes 
of innovation economics and is not content with merely attempting to compare 
economic, political, or cultural processes of innovation can also conceive of re-
fl exivity in a third way. Once we adjust the sociological analysis to a ‘fl ight above 
the clouds’ (Luhmann 1995: l), the refl exivity of innovation turns out to be, fully 
in line with Beck’s refl exive modernization, a side effect of enhanced differentia-
tion. If we direct our attention to the specifi c performance of the actors involved 
in innovation, the refl exivization of innovation must be understood as tactical and 
strategic—and at times creative and playful—acts of interrelating assumed and 
implied guiding principles. Yet if we turn to the ‘ongoing accomplishment’ (Gar-

22 Early examples of this are ‘mediating bodies’ such as ‘value engineering teams,’ ‘sci-
entific councils,’ ‘round table talks,’ and ‘project groups’ in firms, which mediate 
between the different guiding ‘rationalities’ in four distinctly ‘figurated’ settings of 
corporate product innovation as a ‘reflexive self-binding mode of controlling conse-
quences’ (Rammert 1988: 188f.), and ‘conversation circles,’ which, in the case of phar-
maceutical patent law, serve to establish a ‘structural coupling’ between the economic 
and legal system (Hutter 1989: 94). For a current overview, see Mölders 2012: 488ff. 
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fi nkel 1967: VII) of innovation, the other two types of refl exivity appear to be a 
consequence of practical refl exivity: “an unavoidable feature of the way actions (...) 
are performed, made sense of and incorporated into social settings” (Lynch 2000: 
26f.). Since acts of innovation—as any other practice—are always performed at a 
specifi c location and by heterogeneous but nevertheless specifi c individuals, they 
are invariably indexical, which is to say that the constitutive activities cannot be 
grasped and interpreted, neither by those involved nor by sociological observers, 
without taking the specifi c conditions in which they are performed into consid-
eration. For instance, glossy brochures might mention that the discovery tours in 
the district of Wesel in North Rhine-Westphalia—which represent artistic inter-
ventions in the public sphere in which the towns and villages in the surrounding 
area of a West-German city are visited by foot, bike, or bus as part of the Urbane 
Künste Ruhr project (Ruhr Urban Arts; cf. Mohr 2013)—are not tourist attrac-
tions but an art initiative for the purpose of cultivating a greater appreciation for 
local expertise. The tour begins to unfold once a resident stands beside one of the 
highways and speaks of home. The ambiguous, intertextual, and hybrid references 
that render ‘postwar modernity’ accessible to experience are not inherent to the 
concept of home that he is referring to nor are they innate to highways; they are 
cited and interwoven with one another only in the course of the actual tour. They 
are indexical, inescapable.

Drawing on Schütz’s thesis of the ‘suppression of the primes’ (Schütz 1964: 
21), Garfi nkel developed a praxeological concept of refl exivity by further elabo-
rating and expanding on the idea of indexicality that was formulated in linguistics 
primarily to get a grasp on the logic of deic  tic expressions (here, there, then, now, 
you, I). The interpretation of an occurrence in accordance with an a priori typifi ed 
world is not a matter of individual inclination but is itself rather the outcome of the 
practical efforts of the heterogeneous range of people involved to ‘remedy’23 in-
dexical expressions—which is, however, never really accomplished and thus leads 
to ever-recurring attempts to do so. This happens as part of the activities them-
selves that constitute this practice: “[…] the activities whereby members produce 
and manage settings of organized everyday affairs are identical with members’ 
procedures for making those settings ‘accountable’” (Garfi nkel 1967: 1). 

Whatever practice is collectively performed by whomever, the heterogeneous 
assortment of people involved in accomplishing the practice employ the same 

23 “Wherever and by whomever practical sociological reasoning is done, it seeks to rem-
edy the indexical properties of practical discourse; it does so in the interest of demon-
strating the rational accountability of everyday activities” (Garfinkel and Sacks 1970: 
339).
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means in representing it as they do in producing it. They do not have to explicitly 
state that the process of tinkering with the various installations in the robotics 
laboratory or the arrangements of the art installation involves fi gurational acts of 
confi guring something that can later be displayed, tested, and described. They rep-
resent this through the same activities in which they engage in producing it. When 
they comment on their activities in the process, when they explain, demonstrate, 
and explicate what they are doing while they are doing it, then it is not this that 
constitutes the refl exivity of practice; such commentary are rather (additional)—
acts of refl exivity (see also Passoth and Rowland 2014: 479; Reckwitz 2009: 177; 
on refl exivity as a characteristic feature of communicative action, see Knoblauch, 
this volume). Practical refl exivity is actually rather ‘uninteresting’ (Eickelpasch 
1982: 16ff.); it is an inherent, inevitable part of everyday practice.

In the context of innovation and the creation of the new, it is exactly this un-
interesting refl exivity of practice that actually becomes quite interesting. This is 
because the attempt to ‘remedy’ the situatedness of relevant activities operates on 
the basis of those involved referring to something that is known but not explicated. 
This something is a backdrop of anticipated orientations and meanings—“collec-
tive systems of meaning that remain implicit and unconscious” (Reckwitz 2009: 
172, our translation)—that, by necessity, must stay vague and unspecifi ed. In this 
way, from moment to moment, a collectively valid backdrop of social order is 
positioned, adjusted, and readjusted, thereby providing a framework of meaning 
to make sense of a practice beyond the specifi c local acts that constitute it.24 The 
principles guiding action, such as those of the economy, the political, the arts, 
but also those principles underlying conventions, value systems, or only tempo-
rary agreements, do not structure events ‘behind the backs’ of those involved. It 
is rather that the actors bring them into play, sometimes more or less explicitly, 
sometimes vaguely, but always in ways that are effective in practice. To do so, the 
parties involved continuously and situationally construct new fi elds of potential 
references. This works, although not always reliably, provided that they can refer 
to the existent, the uniform, the well-known—that is, to a state of normality, albeit 
only an assumed one. As a matter of course, practical refl exivity then operates on 
the basis of more or less clearly defi ned guiding principles, against the backdrop 
of which things can be interpreted. It is precisely this that no longer works in cre-

24 “Limiting oneself to the narrow context of what is observable” (Nassehi 2006: 459, our 
translation) by no means implies that directing attention to concrete practice poses any 
fundamental conflict for an awareness of the translocal order of empirical settings; the 
issue here is rather that collective patterns of meaning, cultural codes, and social order 
are all perceived only as other specific practices, which are referred to in specific 
situations (cf. also Passoth 2011).
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ating the new: The preference for the new, the unknown, the different, the deviant 
virtually forces one to refer to the familiar while at the same time relegating it to 
the status of being no longer relevant. In the context of creating the new, practical 
refl exivity means that the mechanisms and methods of creating and representing 
the new must invariably draw on an assumed system of order and at the same time 
transcend it—and this applies both in regard to the relations that are to be estab-
lished and the references drawn upon.

The consequences of the two-stage concept of innovation outlined above, which 
makes it possible to distinguish novelty from innovation, become particularly evi-
dent when we look at innovation in practice. What already applies to the practical 
process of creating the new, of producing new relations between heterogeneous 
elements, has much greater consequences when it comes to the practical process of 
establishing the references that render new an innovation since only those novelties 
qualify as an innovation that become successfully established in society. However, 
in ongoing practice, the establishment of an innovation in society is always only a 
vague and open-ended possibility. The artistic interventions in the public sphere in 
the context of the Urbane Künste Ruhr project create “an awareness of the hidden 
potentials of the Ruhr region—the many vacancies in the inner cities, vast old 
industrial wasteland, or unused courtyards” (Mohr 2013, our translation); and, in 
the process of planning and implementation, they are always a potentially success-
ful instrument of citizen involvement that can be copied and applied again, even 
though they are currently not yet realized. The experimental forms of mobility that 
have evolved around the already existing modes of electro-mobility are potential 
manifestations of a new mobility culture and a new energy future as are the vari-
ous projections of the future that have grown around these forms and which are all 
woven into culturally specifi c narratives of mobility, even though this new culture 
and future, too, are presently not a reality.25

In the act of innovating, innovation is present as a proposal, as a novelty that 
could potentially be socially established. Yet which particular relations and refer-
ences are given signifi cance in specifi c innovation processes is neither clear nor 
uncontroversial: both are exactly the things that are coordinated in the act of in-
novating. For this purpose, those involved in processes of innovation construct 
fi elds of innovation that require determining the possibilities, limitations, and im-
possibilities of those relations and references that are considered to be potentially 
relevant. To do so, fi elds of innovation are aligned along the long-familiar major 
lines of differentiation such as the economic, the political, or the arts. But they 

25 This applies as much to the practices of decision-makers in businesses and politics as 
it does to the practices of users, holdouts, and enthusiastic pioneers.
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also bring new combinations and mixtures of such guiding principles into play 
that, if they prove to be useful, can serve to bridge the gaps between pieces of 
long-established knowledge. Fields of innovation can also be constructed so that 
the new, the other, and the deviant come into confl ict with a whole range of existing 
guiding principles to a degree that new relations and references emerge and be-
come established. For all the focus on the new and on exploring new relations, the 
fi elds constructed in the acts of innovating and in which references can be found 
are heterogeneous but not arbitrary. If we take a bird’  s-eye view, we see a rampant 
growth of fi elds of innovation offering a range of alternative references, fi elds that 
overlap, and fi elds that are combined with or pitted against one another, and must 
be coordinated and brought to life. Currently, this can be observed particularly 
well in the relation between climate research and energy policy or between the 
automotive industry and Germany’s electro-mobility policy.

In this way, the analysis of innovation directs attention to a type of social co-
ordination that is simply not geared toward clearly defi ned and distinctive social 
spheres but rather—transgressing the usual boundaries—toward situationally cre-
ating, practically combining, and refl exively mediating guiding principles that al-
ready exist, are assumed to exist, or are newly composed. The act of innovating 
is a virtually prototypical practice that builds bridges, makes connections, and 
combines that which is different while it also creates arenas of negotiation, con-
fl ict, and demarcation. 

Once we adopt a view informed by a greater awareness of refl exive innovation, 
we notice that the case studies conducted in the context of the Research Train-
ing Group by no means simply fail to correspond with the clear-cut boundaries 
of social spheres; they are neither merely exceptional empirical instances of an 
innovation practice that is otherwise neatly sorted along the lines of the guid-
ing distinctions of the economic, the political, and the arts, nor are there signs of 
dedifferentiation or that these references are becoming irrelevant. Rather, an ap-
proach to innovation research that investigates empirically the different relations 
and heterogeneous references that are produced, cited, and combined with and 
pitted against one another in the concrete practice of innovation provides insight 
into a form of social coordination that, depending on the situation, brings into 
play—again and again, in new and variable ways—both established references (of 
the economic, the political, or the arts) and occasionally even completely new ones 
in order to position something as entirely new and innovative.

It is precisely this focus on the new of whatever kind, which can be highlighted 
as that which is to be preferred over the already existent, the usual, the well-known, 
or some state of normality, let alone over the outdated, that renders innovation such 
a consequential form of coordination in contemporary society. Commitment to the 
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new does not equate to complete openness and ‘anything goes.’ On the contrary, 
what it involves is a commitment to variability—the variability of that which has 
been proposed, established, and stabilized. A greater orientation toward the new 
demands a refl exive practice of innovation.

6 Fragmental Diff erentiation and the Practice 
of Innovation

The picture that is emerging at the end of these considerations is this: For the de-
sign of a research program that focuses on the practice and processes of innovation 
as a means of diagnosing contemporary society, observations of how differentia-
tion at the macro level is changing its form are just as relevant as observations of 
the practices and orientations within and between the different fi elds.

The functional form of differentiation of guiding principles, communication 
media, and self-referential subsystems, which systems theorists in particular have 
identifi ed as being the characteristic feature of modern societies, has gradually 
changed since the 1970s—not least in the course of recurring contact with changes 
on the ground, ‘below the clouds,’ and in critical contact with other observers oper-
ating at similar altitudes. In contrast to the focus on four functions and subsystems 
in Parsons’ theory of society, Luhmann went on to radicalize and open up systems 
theory so as to allow for the emergence of new guiding distinctions and a larger 
number of subsystems in response to unsettling, pressing problems. In adopting 
the view ‘from the ground,’ the various researchers who collaborated in a research 
network with Ulrich Beck (cf. Beck and Lau 2004) seem to have taken the highly 
detailed maps and separation rules for the planning of fl ight routes seriously but 
were increasingly forced to take note of the practices of deviating from expect-
ed paths, transcending boundaries, and engaging in improvisation. Beck’s ‘theory 
and empirical reality of refl exive modernization’ is able to demonstrate the limits 
of the functionally specifi ed criteria of rationality that are operative in a range 
of social spheres—from economy, science, and politics to intimate and familial 
relationships—when it comes to applying them to address their own side effects. 
In regard to this ‘refl exivity of side effects,’ Beck and Lau observe, for instance, a 
‘logic’ of ‘both one and the other’ as opposed to a code of ‘either/or’ and call for 
developing “complex refl exive solutions, (…) which do greater justice to the new 
uncertainties and ambivalences that pervade the macro and micro spheres alike” 
(Beck and Lau 2005: 114, our translation). What they describe as a mix of the basic 
principles of fi rst modernity and the basic institutions of second modernity, we 
would describe from a vantage point that is more forward-looking, directed toward 
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novelty, and more open to the variety of innovative practices. The reasons for this 
are both empirical and a matter of research strategy: A ‘both-one-and-the-other’ 
approach to research on the logic of fi rst and second modernity fails to do justice 
to the new especially. A sociology that proceeds in this manner “is doomed to turn 
into an ‘antique shop of industrial society’ if it attempts to apply the concepts of 
fi rst modernity to second modernity” (Reckwitz 2009: 170, our translation)—and 
this holds for sociology of innovation research as well. The objective should be 
to develop concepts for ‘the next society,’ which, as Baecker has demonstrated 
by using the focus on ‘projects’ as an example, must come to terms with forms of 
coordination that utilize the systems of order of fi rst modernity yet systematically 
transcend them. “All function systems of modern society,” Baecker argues (2007: 
172, our translation), “are suitable models for this but are now combined into the 
most unlikely projects so that, although politics and economy, art and education, 
science and religion can still be distinguished, one must nevertheless acknowledge 
that in social movements, civic involvement, the conspiracy against the art market, 
and the belief in science one can only be separated from the other at the expense 
of the project.” We have attempted to demonstrate that the focus on innovation in 
contemporary society is of a similar nature.

In our view, there is much to be said for a shift in the primacy of social differ-
entiation toward a kind of ‘fragmental differentiation’ (Rammert 2006: 258ff.), the 
specifi cs of which have already been spelled out in detail elsewhere in terms of the 
transformation of science, industry, and politics representing a ‘post-Schumpeteri-
an mode of innovation’ (Rammert 2000: 157ff.). Just as the primacy of functional 
differentiation in modern society has not resulted in the disappearance of segment-
ed and hierarchical forms of social organization, the novel forms of fragmental dif-
ferentiation will not fully displace the principles of functional differentiation. The 
adjective ‘fragmental’ implies a pragmatic opening up and mixing of functionally 
neatly separated guiding references and self-referential social spheres. It confronts 
the separate, parallel existence of differentiated spheres with fi elds and levels that 
are intertwined and overlap but, in spite of this apparent ‘muddledness,’ form an 
order that is reproduced in social practice. The fragmental regime does not oper-
ate on the basis of only one single refi ned parameter of reference or code but in-
corporates others as well. Via imitation and habitualization, this multi-referential 
orientation can congeal into local, fi eld-specifi c codes that are commonly applied 
in the medium term and are composed of a refl exive mix of several other codes. 
The fragmental does not primarily follow a logic of abstract categorization and 
cartography along functional lines—like a political, economic, or climate map—
but instead follows concrete, mixed movements: for instance, of people, media, and 
weapons to defi ne and demarcate politico-geostrategic fi elds; or of money, patents, 
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and brain drain to determine economic-scientifi c fi elds. The basic principle is not 
an endless process of subdividing entities into distinct and ever-more specialized 
units as in the case of functional differentiation; it proceeds more along the lines of 
the mechanisms of ‘fractal distinction’ and ‘fractal differentiation’ (Abbott 2001: 
21f.), in which differentiation resembles a process of bifurcation that, after division 
and confl ict, reincorporates parts of the subdued entity. In this way, the theory of 
fragmented differentiation, modeled after the design of fractal geometry, is able 
to reconstruct the references that emerge in the fragmented fi elds, in mixed com-
binations or refi ned to various degrees, as the re-emerging and reutilized guiding 
distinctions of functional differentiation.

According to the reading we are proposing here, the attention toward innova-
tion in contemporary society enhanced in this way would be misinterpreted as 
being nothing more than a rhetorical intensifi cation of the imperative of novelty in 
modernity. We would also be mistaken in viewing it as being merely an expression 
of the cultural preference for creativity, which has gained prevalence since the 
end of late modernity. Although both seem to be the case, it is not only the greater 
orientation toward newness—driving the numbers in the pool of imagined variants 
to heights that become diffi cult to keep track of—that can be grasped as a manifes-
tation and driver of fragmental differentiation but fi rst and foremost the refl exive 
orientation toward innovation, which is invariably geared toward the situational 
selection of promising new combinations of objects, projects, and practices—once 
defi ned as material relations—as well as toward potential fi t with various social 
references. The increased orientation toward innovation is a manifestation of a 
transition of the primacy of differentiation at the macro level of society; together 
with a number of other forms of coordination that are gaining signifi cance, it is 
indicative of the shortcomings of neatly separated lines of orientation. The more 
or less neatly sorted guiding principles of the economic, the political, law, sci-
ence, and the arts that fi rst modernity has institutionalized in enterprises, political 
parties, law fi rms, research institutes, and galleries and museums have not disap-
peared: not “all that is solid melts into air.”26

But the greater orientation toward innovation as such—and not toward profi ta-
bility, truth, or aesthetics—fi nds expression in the fact that contemporary society 
has a need for coordination between, beyond, and below these guiding principles. 
This need for coordination is also the driver of this transition to fragmental differ-
entiation because, in the case of innovation, practical refl exivity virtually compels 
us to constantly reposition the guiding distinctions of functional differentiation: as 
being combinable, outdated, renewable, transgressable, or ignorable. The greater 

26 Marx and Engels 1998: 38f.
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drive toward continuous innovation disrupts habits, crosses established bounda-
ries, mixes guiding references, and spreads to all spheres of society. It necessitates 
a refl exive practice of innovation and fragmental bifurcation, which gives rise to 
ever more fi elds of innovation; a refl exive practice of innovation is a new form of 
social coordination that brings us closer to the next type of society.
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Refl exive Innovation 

On Innovation in Radicalized Modernity1

Arnold Windeler 

1 Refl exive Innovation and Sociation Today: Defi nitions 

Today, innovation as ‘creative destruction’ (Schumpeter 2003: 83) is becoming 
a social imperative that increasingly characterizes innovation societies far be-
yond their economies (Hutter et al., this volume). This development is acceler-
ated through refl exive innovations that actors constitute in interactions drawing 
on modern institutions, systems of regulation, and the actors’ capabilities. These 
specifi c conditions, both symbolic and material, infl uence which innovations are 
produced, advanced, and transformed and how this occurs, and these conditions 
themselves are again and again produced and reproduced in processes of inno-
vation. In this essay, informed by structuration theory (Giddens 1984), I outline 
a practice-theoretical perspective of refl exive innovation as a defi ning feature of 
radically modern societies (cf. Giddens 1990a). I have systematically developed 
the concepts that underpin this perspective elsewhere (Windeler 2001, 2014). The 
present essay adopts an alternative perspective on innovation compared with es-
tablished innovation research; it draws on Joseph Schumpeter but then addresses 
innovations in their relationship to society as being conveyed through social prac-
tices.

Since the 1960s, innovations have played an increasing role in shaping modern 
societies and have often been a topic of public and academic discourse, not least 

1 I would like to thank Dzifa Ametowobla, Robert Jungmann, Uli Meyer, and Cornelius 
Schubert for their valuable input.
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because prestigious universities and newly established research institutions have 
devoted attention to the issue (Fagerberg 2005; Godin 2012; Knoblauch, this vol-
ume). The prominent role of innovation is the source of the dynamics of renewal 
in modern societies: each individual innovation seems to be ‘merely’ a transition 
for other ones that are evolving. Everything is to be redone; everything seems 
improvable by innovation. Innovation becomes an imperative for action—even 
beyond the classic fi elds of business and science. Preserving the current state is 
relegated to the background, and what has been destroyed is suppressed (Erumban 
and Timmer 2012). As this takes its course, societies transform themselves into 
innovation societies, and innovation becomes a panacea for every socio-economic 
problem (Godin 2015: 7). This in turn focuses increased attention on innovations 
in politics, business, and society in general. The innovation imperative proves quite 
robust, while innovations themselves are not at issue even if they contribute, for 
instance, to fi nancial, energy, and environmental crises. But innovations do not 
simply evolve on their own. To understand which ones are currently being gen-
erated, and how this happens and why, one needs an understanding of innovation 
that presupposes an understanding of innovation societies since innovations are 
recursively constituted on the basis of given social conditions.

Establishing such an understanding is, however, easier said than done, given 
that sociation in present-day society tends to be diffi cult to grasp and the concept 
of innovation has been at risk of completely losing its distinctiveness for some 
time now (ibid.). If we refuse to simply surrender to this diagnosis, a look at the 
perspectives that dominate the literature is of little avail. My approach to tackling 
this problem is inspired by Joseph Schumpeter’s (2000: 51f.) famous defi nition of 
innovation as new combination of already existing resources, materials or means 
of production. I ask, how can innovations be explained in societal contexts?

Let us start with Schumpeter’s social-philosophical sketch of a research pro-
gram in which he defi nes the core of innovation in this way: 

The change [that identifi es an innovation] transmuting one imprinted form into an-
other one must represent a crack, a jerk, a leap […]. When starting from the old form, 
the new one must not be reachable by adaptation in small steps (Schumpeter 2005: 
113, fi rst emphasis A.W.). 

With Joseph Schumpeter, the theoretical problem of innovation research can be 
formulated as follows: How can the transfer of one imprinted form into another be 
explained? He himself did not succeed in fi nding an answer to this question in his 
lifetime. As Markus C. Becker, Thorbjørn Knudsen, and James G. March (2006: 
357) have argued, Schumpeter 
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was never able to link his typology of new combinations to an understanding of 
the processes generating novelty. Thus, although Schumpeter saw combinations as 
involved in novelty, he found it diffi cult to provide any description of an inheritance 
mechanism that is any more precise than the word ‘combination’.

Not that Schumpeter (2005) did not try. He made a total of three attempts, though 
he himself discarded them as inadequate. He tried to explain innovation through 
the entrepreneur’s personality, through the depersonalized entrepreneurial func-
tion, and with reference to evolutionary theory. His verdict was that rationally and 
scientifi cally, “the triad ‘indeterminacy, novelty, leap’ remains unconquerable all 
the same” (ibid.: 117). At the end of his manuscript, however, he calls for further 
elaborating the aforementioned triad: “I think it is more correct to speak of a new 
task” (ibid.: 118). 

I take up this task from a practice-theoretical perspective. In so doing, I follow 
Schumpeter more than just a little but then take a different route. I share his view 
that innovation addresses the transfer of ‘imprinted forms into others’, and that 
the problem of explaining innovations is not only one of imperfectly mastering 
the facts but rather refers to the theoretical inclusion of the triad that he mentions: 

To many, it will seem obvious to say that the ‘in-explicability’ of development [that 
means: of innovation] sketched above might perhaps just be an effect of the imper-
fect mastering of the facts, and will disappear with its perfection. Such an interpre-
tation has obvious support, due to the fact that the better we master a state and the 
apprehensible factors of change, the sooner we develop an idea of things to come. 
Unfortunately, you do not reach the essence of the matter in this way (ibid.: 117). 

What Schumpeter means by the ‘essence of the matter’ is that innovation—the 
leap from one imprinted form into another one that he diagnosed—cannot be de-
duced and remains unforeseeable (see also Ortmann 2016). This is highly plausi-
ble because it seems true for an astounding number of things in modern life: many 
things are created by someone stumbling upon something or ‘accidents’ happening 
(Kennedy 2016). But even if innovations are developed along innovation paths, 
their fundamental unpredictability may be reduced but cannot be completely elim-
inated (for a discussion of innovation paths, see, e.g., Garud and Karnøe 2001; U. 
Meyer 2016; Sydow et al. 2012; Windeler 2003). At the same time, it is important 
to note that even fortunate coincidences must be noticed and unexpected discov-
eries made. From a practice-theoretical perspective, serendipity cannot simply be 
reduced to discovery. What is needed for something to be discovered (and to be 
susceptible to discovery in the fi rst place) is people’s perspicacity, cleverness, at-
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tention, and activities as well as—often overlooked—social contexts that enable or 
even trigger discovery (Merton and Barber 2004). And grounded in this insight is 
the fact that innovations are not simply discovered but need to be constituted in 
social practices. 

This shifts the focus to ways of understanding and analyzing innovations. And 
here there are alternatives to the ways by which both Schumpeter and the dominant 
practice of innovation research have approached the subject matter. The alternative 
presented here is the practice-theoretical approach that I propose and will discuss 
in more detail below. 

Three paradigms characterize innovation research today: the paradigms of ‘cre-
ation,’ ‘evolution,’ and ‘structure or institution.’ Whereas some emphasize the role 
of artistic or technical ingenuity in creating the new—or, as Joseph Schumpeter 
initially did, the signifi cance of entrepreneurs with certain character traits—others 
highlight the importance of mutations, emergence, coincidences, poor imitations, 
and the like—as Schumpeter did attempt to devise more generally (Becker and 
Knudsen 2002; Rammert 2014: 628f.; Windeler 2003). The literature on national 
innovation systems, by contrast, primarily has stressed structures and institutions, 
neglecting the actors’ agency, whereas that on entrepreneurship—committed to 
the creation paradigm—has failed to consider structures and institutions and has 
concentrated on agency, of individuals and collectives (e.g., teams and organiza-
tions like start-ups; Autio et al. 2014; Zahra, Wright, and Abdelgawad 2014). What 
unites such analytical approaches are the basic paradigmatic assumptions regard-
ing structure and actors deeply engrained within them. In this regard, I agree with 
the general objection formulated by Anthony Giddens  : 

Explicitly or otherwise, such authors have tended to see in structural constraint a 
source of causation more or less equivalent to the operation of impersonal causal 
forces in nature. The range of ‘free action’ which agents have is restricted, as it 
were, by external forces that set strict limits to what they can achieve. The more 
that structural constraint is associated with a natural science model, paradoxically, 
the freer the agent appears […]. The structural properties of social systems, in other 
words, are like the walls of a room from which an individual cannot escape but in-
side which he or she is able to move around at whim. Structuration theory replaces 
this view with one which holds that structure is implicated in that very ‘freedom of 
action’ which is treated as residual and unexplicated category in the various forms of 
‘structural sociology’ (Giddens 1984: 174). 

In the practice-theoretical perspective proposed here—in contrast to what struc-
tural, evolutionary, and institutional theories suggest—social requirements in the 
form of structures, structural features, and mechanisms are neither fi xed and ex-
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ternally given nor forces that compel actors to act. Instead, they are implicated in 
acting and restrict and enable it at the same time when actors endogenize them 
in acting while drawing on the customary procedures and techniques used in ap-
plying requirements. Their latitude or ‘freedom to innovate’ is thus not simply 
externally given but recursively constituted on a recurrent basis by the actors in 
interactions. From this perspective, however, actors do not have the degree of free-
dom to act that structural, evolutionary, and institutional theories accord to them. 
Actors cannot (within the framework of given constraints) act more or less at will, 
for instance, arbitrarily declaring something an innovation; instead, their action 
is oriented by rules and resources that are activated in interaction and that indicate 
to them what one is expected to do in this context. Overall, this means that neither 
what actors do nor institutions, structures, and structural features can be seen as 
residual and not requiring further explanation.2

This raises the question of whether there are possibilities to overcome the defi -
cits of established innovation research? I think there are. What I propose is at least 
a shift in perspective on innovation. This proposed shift places the focus on social 
practices—meaning regularized types of action or ongoing series of ‘practical ac-
tivities’ (Giddens 1993: 81)—without losing sight of the institutions, structures, and 
actors involved, but also without according any one entity the central role per se, as 
is usually the case. As I show below, the practice-theoretical perspective considers 
innovation as something that is actively brought into the world, even if the results 
are not intended and at least to some extent elude planning and control. This is so 
because innovation is a social and therefore socially embedded process that is re-
cursively produced and reproduced by actors under given circumstances, although 
not of their choosing, on which they nevertheless have some degree of infl uence. 
The practice-theoretical approach pursued here leads to a specifi c concept of in-
novation that differs fundamentally from the established understandings in at least 
seven aspects that I will discuss below and provides an analytical perspective that 
correlates with this concept, which I will outline thereafter. 

First, the practice-theoretical perspective offers an alternative understanding of 
innovation compared to established innovation research by decentering the subject 
without completely departing from it. Actors (such as individuals or organizations) 
come to be viewed as agents who situationally produce and reproduce innovations 

2 Even if given conditions have a certain ‘objectivity’ for individual actors, these condi-
tions do not determine their actions, though they limit the range of options (Giddens 
1984: 177), and rules and resources indicate to them how these are to be used appro-
priately. And if actors cannot resist social conditions and forces, this is always also 
because of their motives and the goals that they are pursuing (ibid: 178). 
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as innovations in interactions incorporating social practices (based on the rules 
and resources embedded in them). It is not only the subject that is decentered in 
this understanding of innovation. Innovation is specifi cally not addressed as the 
result of individual action alone, as the creativity paradigm would have it, nor is 
it viewed as something in which actors are negligible, as the evolutionary, struc-
tural, and institutional paradigms suggest. And what is at least as signifi cant, the 
practice-theoretical approach offers an alternative understanding of innovation to 
that proposed by Joseph Schumpeter and a large part of innovation research. In-
novation is understood as the transfer of one imprinted form into another one, 
constituted as innovation in social interactions by knowledgeable agents referring 
to social practices. 

Second, this practice-theoretical perspective distinguishes between means of 
action and innovation. It assigns great signifi cance to the means of action for inno-
vation. This is so especially because a certain potential to cause, enhance, or pre-
vent innovation as well as a certain performativity (Muniesa 2014) is inherent to 
such means.3 At the same time, this perspective decenters the social signifi cance 
of such means. It is perhaps surprising that this is entirely in line with Schumpeter 
(1934). For him, although an entrepreneur innovates by means of new or newly 
combined resources, materials, or means of production, the artifacts—or rather 
the means of action4—do not themselves transfer one imprinted form into another 
one. They can be results or moments of innovation processes, no more and no less. 
This understanding of means of action enables a closer focus on their signifi cance, 
depending on their uses and on the characteristics of the types of innovation. 

Third, this brings us to a new view of the production and reproduction of inno-
vations. From a practice-theoretical perspective, actors constitute innovations as 
innovations in processes of interaction. Innovations thus exist, are present in time-
space, only in the form in which they are instantiated and coordinated as memory 
traces in social interactions. Actors can focus on and advance an innovation. But 
determining from which point in time onward a change is to be considered an 
innovation or whether something that already exists must still be considered an 

3 The means of action can trigger innovation even if they are not used, as illustrated by 
the example of the atomic bomb, which, although currently not in use, continues to 
initiate ‘innovations in warfare’ (Eden 2004). 

4 I am using the concept of means of action and not the conventional, yet insufficiently 
defined, concept of ‘artifact’ commonly referred to in the innovation literature (e.g., 
Braun-Thürmann 2005: 6). In so doing, I am trying to avoid associations with Aristo-
teles’ definition of the artifact, which considers artifacts as a means made for a certain 
purpose and explicitly presumes a maker or an author or a group of authors (Hilpinen 
2011). 
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innovation—or still this particular innovation—is the product of recurrent inter-
action. An innovation is thus neither based only on the perception of individuals 
nor can it be determined independently of how it is used and evaluated. Thus this 
understanding differs from that of Schumpeter, who seems to assume precisely 
that when he states that “When starting from the old form, the new one must not 
be reachable by adaptation in small steps” (Schumpeter 2005: 113) or, in earlier 
work, claims that one can speak of an innovation in the modern economy when 
entrepreneurs “have employed existing means of production differently, more 
appropriately, more advantageously. [When] [t]hey have ‘carried out new combi-
nations’” (Schumpeter 1934: 132). From a practice-theoretical perspective, actors 
continuously produce and reproduce novelties as innovations (or refrain from do-
ing so) by, for instance, producing and reproducing in their social practices a new 
product, method, or behavior as an innovation. This also implies that innovations 
do not always yield positive results, as Schumpeter assumes; they are therefore 
also not always desirable per se; they by no means always lead to more appro-
priate or more advantageous combinations of resources, materials, or means of 
production, although this may sometimes be the case. Furthermore, assessments of 
innovations often vary among actors depending on the individual situation. For the 
assessments themselves, it should be noted that the forms and criteria of valuation 
and evaluation (Lamont 2012) are also socially constituted. This being the case, 
they can turn out differently depending on context, varying, for instance, with the 
practices and criteria of relevant professional groups in the respective areas of ac-
tivity.5 It comes as no surprise that advocates and footdraggers, winners and losers 
certainly do not assess innovations nor the associated comparative advantages in 
the same way, be they economic or related to social prestige, the satisfaction of 
needs or something else (see also Rogers 2003: 15). And they not only diverge in 
their assessments but also in their ability to assert their positions. Actors thus re-
cursively declare changes in form in the respective contexts to be innovations and 
apply their own individual assessments accordingly.6 However, if the declaration of 

5 The degree of novelty of the innovation and the means can vary, as well as the degree 
to which they are seen as things with which one can do things in a new way. Some 
novelties—such as organizations—make an imprint on entire eras of society, while 
others vanish again quite rapidly (such as, for instance, the Dis  cman, which was once 
an innovative practice of music reception; see also Oudheusden et al. 2015; Tavassoli 
and Karlsson, 2015). 

6 The possibility to declare something an innovation is constitutive of the innovation. 
That does not preclude that the declaration itself resembles more than ‘innovation 
dust’ (U. Meyer 2016) and simply varies what is known or even pretends that what is 
familiar is brand new, just as long as the accompanying claim that something is an 
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a change as an innovation is to attain social relevance, it must prove itself as such 
in social practices.

Fourth, this also entails a different understanding of the diffusion of innova-
tions: innovations are not completed by the fi rst act of the ‘transfer of one imprint-
ed form into another one’, as traditionally assumed in the footsteps of Schumpeter 
(Fagerberg 2005). The idea of the diffusion of a given innovation that is possibly 
deviated from, which goes back to Everett Rogers (2003: 17), is replaced by a con-
ception of diffusion as an ongoing social production and reproduction of innova-
tion, during which both that which remains the same and that which changes are 
recursively produced, sustained, or possibly altered. Innovations, and the means of 
action and meanings with which they are associated, thus always have their own 
history and cannot be understood independently of it.

Fifth, another component of the practice-theoretical perspective on innovation 
involves the embedding and embeddedness of innovations in ensembles of so-
cial practices. As actors recursively construct innovations by drawing on social 
practices, they are always entangled in several social practices at once—and po-
tentially in a variety of ways. Ensembles of social practices—which, besides prac-
tices of organized exploration and experimentation, can include many others, such 
as routines—are gaining signifi cance for innovations and their extension in time 
and distanciation in space, depending on what is generated as an innovation, what 
means are required to do so, and which activities have been undertaken (Dodgson 
2011). The network connections involved here among actors who are linked with 
each other by means of social practices, a connectedness that is mostly positively 
connoted in ‘relational sociology’ (Emirbayer 1997), can be highly ambivalent, es-

innovation is recognized as such in social practices. The declaration of something as 
an innovation is always accompanied by socially determined assignments of value and 
practices of evaluation (Antal, Hutter, and Stark 2015; Lamont 2012; Rammert 2014). 
Yet not all innovations are subject to discursive disputes; for instance, the use of the 
atomic bomb was not debated in this way, and other things—such as the changes in 
the form of traveling associated with r  olling suitcases—are barely discussed or not 
discussed at all (I owe this juxtaposition to Raimund Hasse). In any case, innovations 
are always also based on more or less explicit attributions of meaning and evaluations 
that in turn are based on predetermined practices of declaration. In the process, what 
is new for some actors can be familiar to others. This is because, as James March and 
Herbert Simon already stated some time ago for organizations, “most innovations in 
an organization are a result of borrowing rather than invention” (March and Simon 
1993: 209). Their statement also describes the mechanism by which perception and 
utilization of skills, developments, and means gain significance for innovations (Co-
hen and Levinthal 1990). 
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pecially for innovations.7 Besides the often-proclaimed advantages, problems can 
also arise, for instance, information that is crucial to a business might be leaked to 
a competitor (Pahnke et al. 2015). Embedding innovations in ensembles of social 
practices means, furthermore, that innovations can infl uence, pave the way for, 
or trigger bundles and series of (other) innovations. Whether and to what extent 
existing innovations increase opportunities for others to come (Clausen et al. 2011) 
is just as relevant a question as how innovations mutually interact, that is, how 
they become part of, advance, displace, or generate other innovations—without it 
always being immediately clear or even unambiguously determinable who creates 
what or where the borderlines are between these processes. Innovations thus al-
ways construct both continuities and changes in the hitherto customary.

Sixth, innovations not only have a certain duration and spatial distribution; they 
also have their time and their place while they contribute to creating them. For 
example, innovations utilizing smartphones or mobile application software (apps) 
presuppose the existence of capital that is continuously on a quest for new, exploit-
able ideas, as well as the existence of the Web as a virtual ‘place’ for almost any 
form of transaction. 

Seventh, innovations are powerfully produced and reproduced. Complex inno-
vations in particular are prototypical examples of this. If one follows David Yoffi e 
and Michael Cusumano (2015), for example, the success of the world’s leading 
technology companies—Microsoft, Apple, and Intel—is based not least on the fact 
that they are capable of creating cross-industry platforms and ecosystems that en-

7 Exponents of structural network analysis have attributed networks of social relation-
ships great significance for innovations and their diffusion. Mark Granovetter, for in-
stance, emphasized ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter 1973, 1974) and Ronald Burt ‘structu ral 
holes’ (Burt 1992, 2005). Michel Ferrary and Mark Granovetter (2009) linked the 
robustness of the Silicon Valley innovation cluster first and foremost to venture capi-
talists and their connections with other actors. Yet actors of a ‘clique’ (with strong re-
lationships among themselves) can under no circumstances ensure that all information 
flows in the same fashion. Information flow depends on what is at issue and which 
activities are linked (or not linked) with which practices in which ways. Moreover, not 
all actors are equally in the position of being able to actually articulate or use informa-
tion in networks of relationships, precisely because networks of relationships feature 
these structural characteristics (Windeler 2001: 118ff.). Organizations, for instance, 
may be incapable of absorbing external ideas in spite of maintaining external relation-
ships. The ‘not invented here’ syndrome is an example of this (Cohen and Levinthal 
1990: 133). One can add to this networks of relationships among components (as in the 
case of technologies, for instance) that combine with the skills and abilities of actors 
and with space (Carlsson et al. 2002), as well as reflections on the performativity of 
networks (Healy 2015) or problems of developing appropriate indicators (Nelson et al. 
2014). 
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able other producers to create products and services on the basis of an established 
technology that (other) actors can then appropriate as innovations. Michel Ferrary 
and Mark Granovetter (2009) report something similar when they show how ven-
ture capitalists together with other enterprises again and again pave the way for 
innovations in Silicon Valley in a controlled fashion. Occasionally, even national 
regulatory frameworks are revised or sites created, such as consortia, conference 
series, and the like, to enable innovations (Belt and Rip 1987; Schubert, Sydow, 
and Windeler 2013; Sydow et al. 2012). That said, innovations can yield results that 
even run counter to the interests of those who operate them. Furthermore, it is by 
no means always agreed who is able to appropriate the results (Dedrick, Kraemer, 
and Linden 2009). As a general rule, innovations are thus contested and accompa-
nied by disputes. But this also applies more generally: “New ways threaten the old 
and those who are wedded to the old may prove highly intolerant” (Gardner 1981: 
32)—and often for quite convincing reasons (Adner and Snow 2010; Ortmann et 
al. 1990). Nonetheless, innovations can also spread virtually unnoticed, as we see 
in the rolling suitcase example. Moreover, intended innovations can fail for a va-
riety of reasons. Besides confl icts over (potential) consequences and ideologies, 
innovations can—as regards their performance and acceptance—fall far short of 
expectations or require capabilities that do not suffi ciently exist. It is also true that 
“[i]f there is too much hype at the discovery stage and the product doesn’t live up to 
the hype, that’s one way of its becoming disappointing and abandoned, eventually” 
(Colapinto 2014: 18). Furthermore, the development of means that are constitutive 
for innovations can be unsuccessful or forbidden, their use even banned—as the 
example of the atom bomb teaches us. But innovations can also fail for entirely 
different reasons, as the ‘not invented here’ syndrome shows.

Drawing on the considerations above, I will defi ne the practice-theoretical con-
cept of innovation as follows: innovation is a change that social actors refl exively 
and recurrently produce and reproduce as a transfer of one imprinted form into 
another by drawing on social practices in their interactions. In innovation pro-
cesses, social actors thus not only modify established forms. They refl exively and 
recurrently transmute imprinted forms into another in a particular manner. They 
create ‘new’ forms and destroy imprinted ones in socially proved ways. For social 
actors in innovation processes not only create, advance, and in some cases alter the 
mentioned transfer; in each case they also prove (and have to prove) the respective 
transfer as an innovation in social practices. In this way the constitution of inno-
vations is intertwined with changes in social practices or even the production of 
new forms of activities in a particular context—that social actors view as outside 
the range of existing ones—that, in turn, infl uence the further constitution of in-
novations in time and space. In principle, anything to which an imprinted form 
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can be attributed can be innovated—to whatever extent intended.8 This applies, for 
instance, to objects, methods, procedures, regulations, forms of coordination (such 
as those characteristic of markets, organizations, or networks), and resource mo-
bilization as well as to forms of signifi cation, legitimation, and domination, types 
of capabilities, action fi elds, all the way to modes of sociation. Yet out of the sheer 
endless array of things that could be innovated only a selection actually become 
subject to innovation.9 

To understand the social constitution of innovations and particularly that of 
innovations with a certain degree of complexity—one needs an analytical per-
spective that is able to include in the analysis institutional and structural require-
ments, regulations of social systems, and the capabilities of the actors involved to 
explain more exactly how innovations embedded in social contexts are produced 

8 I am skeptical about the widely held assumption that, behind an innovation, there is al-
ways the intention of an actor or a group of actors to create an innovation (Godin 2015: 
235). Not only do the participating actors differ, they also pursue different intentions. 
Furthermore, these innovations are occasionally put to uses that are quite different 
from what they were originally intended for, often producing effects that no one had 
considered (Gould and Vrba 1982; Villani et al. 2007). And for the actors it is often pri-
marily about something other than innovations, such as economic, political, or other 
interests. Innovations can thus also be the unintended, unanticipated, or simultaneous 
result of actions otherwise motivated.

9 An example might illustrate what I mean when speaking of the highly selective real-
ization of innova tions. Our semiconductor study investigated innovation in the tech-
nology to manufacture computer chips (Sydow et al. 2012). In 2000, six alternative 
technological options were under discussion in this field of innovation. At the same 
time, people in the field agreed that for economic reasons there could be only one 
solution for the mass production of computer chips around the world. What is most 
interesting is how these options were narrowed down to that one solution. To make a 
complex story short, besides technical criteria regarding the feasibility and maturity 
of the technological alternatives, the globally leading researchers, employees of the 
corporations involved (such as Intel), system suppliers (such as ASML and Canon), and 
politicians included professional, economic, and political criteria in their assessments. 
The criteria were fed into a highly organized process of technology innovation on a 
global scale. A toolbox consisting of both field-specific and cross-cutting instruments 
and organizational arrangements was used to assess and coordinate collaboration in 
research and development as well as financing and manufacturing. This toolbox in-
cluded (1) roadmaps for continuous planning, (2) conferences to exchange ideas, create 
shared viewpoints and means of legitimation, as well as establish agreement on col-
laborative research and political projects and survey and coordination tools, and (3) 
consortia such as   SEMATECH (Lange et al. 2013; Schubert et al. 2013). 
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and reproduced than Schumpeter and many other innovation studies do.10 Below 
I will present a practice-theoretical analytical framework that is informed by An-
thony Giddens’s structuration theory. The constitution of innovations is presented 
as a process that competent actors constitute by drawing on social practices; the 
interactions that they engage in refl ect social institutions and regulations of social 
systems such as organizations (on this, see Figure 1 below). In Sections 2 to 4, I 
conceive of innovation societies as radically modern societies that are character-
ized at the level of social institutions by the modern principle of refl exivity, by the 
ensembles of driving forces of modern societies, and by sets of institutionalized 
positions. As further specifi cs of the social constitution of innovation in innovation 
societies, I highlight the general specifi cations of the conditions and the skills of 
the actors involved, which are shaped primarily by organizations, networks, and 
the fi elds of innovation. The specifi cs of the concrete issues of innovation I will not 
discuss further in this essay. Section 2 starts with modern institutions. Section 3 
then discusses structures of social practices and the skills of the parties involved. 
Section 4 addresses the regulation of social systems, and Section 5 concludes with 
an outlook on implications for innovation research and the development of the 
innovation society today. 

2 Refl exive Innovation and Institutions 

In showing that creative destruction is an inherent feature of capitalist sociation, 
Schumpeter (2003) attributed signifi cance to social context in the constitution of 
innovation. However, this insight is usually lacking in contemporary innovation 

10 Innovations in the cultural sphere, for instance, address changed forms of signification 
that are used as innovations in social practices. In the political and economic sphere, 
innovations address changes in the form of domination that are utilized as innovations 
in social practices. In the political sphere, innovations principally pertain to changes 
in forms of shaping social time-spaces, the production and reproduction of bodies, 
associations of people, and life opportunities. In business, the issue is primarily about 
changes in forms of the power of disposition, in forms of use of the means of produc-
tion (such as raw materials, the tools of production, and technologies), and in forms 
of the production and use of goods and services. In the field of law—for instance, 
in the context of prosecution or jurisprudence—innovations affect the transfer of the 
ingrained ways of making judgements and providing legitimation into other ways of 
doing so that are used as innovations in social practices (Giddens 1984: 33, 258). In-
novations can, however, also combine references to different spheres of society and, in 
so doing, feature different points of reference (for the latter aspect, see also Rammert 
2014 as well as Section 2.2 below).
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studies. To understand innovation societies as contexts of refl exive innovation, I 
propose to choose a more general point of departure than Schumpeter did. Innova-
tion societies today can be understood as radically modern societies, as societies 
characterized by the modern principle of refl exivity (Section 2.1). As radically 
modern societies, innovation societies are, contrary to Schumpeter’s assumption, 
societies in which capitalist economization pervades not just the economy but all 
fi elds of action; together with industrialization and rationalization, it forms an 
integrated ensemble that acts as a driver of modern sociation (Section 2.2). More-
over, even in the process of innovation in the economy, it is not only entrepreneurs 
who play signifi cant roles, as Schumpeter suggests. Rather, a number of different 
actors, embedded in ensembles, now assume institutional positions in innovation 
processes, among them also entrepreneurs in some areas (Section 2.3). My broader 
argument is that if we want to understand how innovations shape innovation soci-
eties today and are in turn shaped by them, we need to develop an understanding 
of the principles, drivers, and networks of positions presented in the next sections.

2.1 Refl exivity as a Principle of Modern Sociation 
and Innovation 

Today, refl exivity is an institutional feature of modern societies and the innova-
tions that they generate. By making this determination, I draw on a thought by 
Giddens (1990a), who contrasts the form of refl exivity observed in the modern era 
with traditional forms of sociation. Refl exivity is thus not an invention of moder-
nity, but it develops a specifi c form in it: 

The reflexivity of modern social life consists in the fact that social practices are 
constantly examined and reformed in the light of incoming information about those 
very practices, thus constitutively altering their character (ibid.: 38). 

What is special about the modern principle of refl exivity becomes apparent by 
contrasting it with traditional refl exivity. When actors act traditionally, they mon-
itor, rationalize, and motivate their own actions and those of others as well as 
occurrences in terms of whether they provide a legitimate contribution to sus-
taining traditions or changing them in the spirit of these traditions. Exemplarily, 
Augustine’s aphorism “Do not seek to understand in order to believe, but believe 
that thou mayest understand” refers to traditional actions. This is because he not 
only ties human knowledge and insight to faith but also sees the purpose of life in 
living in accordance with faith. In the modern era, this is completely different. The 
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modern imperative is to act in light of ever new information about social practices 
and how they might be organized differently. Actors—just as observers—are thus 
called upon to act without protection by some higher order (such as religions) and 
on the basis of forms of order created by people (which can be potentially revised). 
The empirical validity of a refl exive order presumes actors who engage in refl exive 
action, who at least implicitly recognize these orders de facto, and who assume that 
they can procure suitable information if they wish to do so and that such informa-
tion tends to provide an appropriate foundation for their involvement in events, 
activities, and relationships. We will discuss this in more detail shortly. 

To say that actors act refl exively does not necessarily imply that they have a 
more comprehensive understanding of social issues or that all changes—including 
innovations—are equally likely. Actors always take into account only what they are 
paying attention to—and this is not independent of the actors’ abilities and the con-
ditions governing their actions. Moreover, they give meaning to what selectively 
occupies their attention in quite different ways as they recursively create, advance, 
and possibly change situations, circumstances, processes, and so on in the course 
of their actions. The information used in acting is anything but neutral simply be-
cause it is always selectively produced and reproduced—sometimes to a very high 
degree, for instance, in organizations. What is also crucial is that a large portion of 
the capacity to act is at the level of practical skills. Actors may know how one is 
expected to act under given conditions and show their understanding in their activ-
ities but may not necessarily be able to explain in detail why it is necessary to do 
so in this way under these circumstances. There is always much that actors do not 
grasp even to slightest extent and defi nitely not in depth—particularly under the 
conditions of radical modernity. The information and knowledge that actors use 
today, not least in innovation processes, necessarily require, for instance, expert 
knowledge that they for the most part cannot control independently. Modern-day 
actors are nevertheless expected to act competently; they are assumed to know how 
to exchange goods and services impersonally, work in teams, use airplanes, or live 
in high-rise buildings, and so on, and particularly how to collaborate with others 
to produce and reproduce innovations. That they do not know how all this works 
in detail does not mean that they do not act on the basis of their understanding and 
knowledge and express this in their activities. Further on, it does not exclude that 
they can give reasons why they do what they do, or did what they did, in a certain 
way and not differently. Their ability to do what they do presupposes confi dence 
in, for instance, ensembles of technological achievements, expert knowledge, and 
(other) people (Giddens 1990a); it is furthermore based on practical knowledge 
and some degree of control (Sydow and Windeler 2003). From this it follows that 
it is interesting to whom or what actors in innovation processes pay attention, what 
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they focus on, and in which way and why, and whether this produces, advances, or 
paves the way for (or impedes) alternatives, the new, and innovations (on refl exivi-
ty, see also the essay by Hubert Knoblauch in this volume). 

Although contexts of action today continue to display different combinations 
of both modern and traditional conditions, and people certainly do not always 
act only in ways that qualify as modern, the modern principle of refl exivity is 
even further radicalized in the era of refl exive modernity. The social world is now 
more generally scrutinized and (re-)confi gured under the spotlight of a continuous 
stream of ever new information; the practices of valuation and evaluation them-
selves are also increasingly designed in a refl exive way. Exploring, testing, and 
experimenting while taking contexts and means of action into account that are dif-
ferent from those that are known and likewise making use of different capabilities 
than those that are usually employed becomes a permanent state. Actors are now 
increasingly required to act in a modern way and, in so doing, take practices of 
refl exive valuation and evaluation into consideration, assess both the given and that 
which deviates from it, and check it for usability. In this way, innovations today are 
produced and reproduced refl exively to a certain degree, rendering them refl exive 
innovations. Actors constitute this form of innovation recursively on the basis of 
a continuous stream of new information, which is systematically—and to some 
degree even strategically—generated about conditions, consequences and ways 
in which actors recursively produce and reproduce innovations in time-space. 
In this way, they not only continuously and systematically generate information 
and knowledge about innovations but observe and design innovations anew again 
and again in light of new information and new knowledge. Refl exive innovation 
thus refers to innovations that are borne by an incessant process of producing new 
information and knowledge. In principle, this amounts to a pluralization of possi-
bilities for innovation, precisely because they are less determined by that which is 
familiar, customary, instilled, and constantly repeated.

The fundamental pluralization of possibilities for innovation under conditions 
of refl exive modernity is also based on actors recursively taking into account mod-
ern means of production and reproduction of the social, for instance, modern forms 
of dealing with times and spaces, symbolic tokens, technological achievements, 
and expert knowledge—or at least they are expected to do so to a certain degree. 
Modern ways of dealing with times and spaces are characterized by actors primar-
ily coordinating activities and events in terms of measured times and spaces (Gid-
dens 1990a: 14ff.; Gilbert-Walsh 2010; Koselleck 2000: 78ff.) in time-space and, 
on this basis, by refl exively connecting and/or decoupling and recombining the 
places, regions, and spaces in which they are produced and reproduced. In princi-
ple, modern-day actors can thus continuously dis-embed innovation activities and 
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events from their respective contexts in new or altered ways by employing new 
or modifi ed means of action and pursuing divergent aims and horizons, and then 
re-embed them in time-space and in activity and event streams that are refl exively 
linked (or decoupled) in varying ways. These re-embeddings can transcend the 
boundaries of individual social domains, national territories, or political-adminis-
trative units.11 The possibilities for refl exive innovation are furthermore supported, 
enhanced, and complemented by modern forms of handling symbolic tokens (such 
as money), technological achievements (such as individual machines, technology 
platforms, or technologies combined in buildings or infrastructures) and through 
refl exive forms of the use of expert knowledge (such as that of professional groups) 
(Giddens 1990a: 27; Orlikowski and Scott 2008; Windeler 2014: 239ff.). Further 
adding to this—and conveyed, for instance, through consulting, Internet searches, 
and recruiting employees of various professions—are forms of observation, ra-
tionalization, and the inclusion of hitherto disregarded contexts, means of action, 
and skills. Today these are included systematically and not just ‘experimentally.’ 
Sometimes they are even designed to initiate or enhance innovations and generate 
alternative options. In addition, actors are to a certain degree expected to use in-
formation and knowledge about moods (Silver 2011), dispositions (Bourdieu 1977: 
78 ff.), emotions (Nussbaum 2013), and the ‘other of reason’ (Böhme and Böhme 
1985); this, too, is information, and this knowledge is also relevant to something 
happening or not happening (Windeler 2014: 234ff.). Moods and emotions can—as 
the performances of Steve Jobs, the former CEO of Apple, testify to—be used at 
least to increase the social signifi cance of innovations and/or the opportunities 
for their exploitation. This means that change must not necessarily await suitable 
opportunities for it to become an innovation. To a certain degree, opportunities 

11 Taylorist/Fordist forms of organizing production are prominent examples (Boyer and 
Freyssenet 2003). Current extensions of these modes of production are Industry 4.0, 
which envisions the digital transformation of industry, and logistic chains by means 
of which flows of goods and activities are coordinated on a global scale (Gereffi and 
Fernandez-Stark 2011). Globally coordinated research and development activities at-
test to the fact that nation states and policies defined by governments are not always 
at the center of attention, without, however, being irrelevant (Sydow et al. 2012). Plac-
es, as geographically situated physical settings, are reflexively related to one another, 
interconnected, and bound together in space via their utilization periods and (in time 
via the) time-bound chains of events that occur within their boundaries just as times, 
activities, and events are bound to spaces. Both places and interaction partners seem 
more easily replaceable in times of reflexive modernity, although they do not lose their 
significance completely owing to their specific characteristics or specific capacities, 
as long as the differences continue to be treated as relevant; some even gain in signif-
icance.
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can also be (collectively) created—however, not always successfully. Moreover, 
innovations are by no means always a response to conditions of scarcity. Some-
times abundance and excess are the problem and one that calls for innovations of 
a special kind—for instance, how to deal with a surplus of data or information, 
individually and as a society (Abbott 2014). 

That which has been established, no matter what it may be, even the most cur-
rent innovation, tends to come under pressure in radicalized modernity, increas-
ingly requiring specifi c justifi cations for it to be continued.12 The complexity of 
innovation processes is in principle systematically enhanced through the plurali-
zation of potentially and actually relevant conditions, consequences, and ways in 
which actors recursively produce and reproduce innovations in time and space. 
This complexity is selectively reduced, however, by employing expertise, trust, and 
social practices of dealing with these situations. The social practices of dealing 
with the universalizing radicalized principle of refl exivity drive modernity and 
keep it on the path of refl exivity while they also institutionalize the form of re-
fl exive innovation, which in turn further develops and, in some instances, changes 
modern institutions in specifi c ways. 

2.2 Refl exive Innovation and the Trias of Capitalist Economi-
zation,  Industrialization, and Rationalization 

Refl exive innovations are currently being created, advanced, and in some cases 
altered in innovation societies by drawing on ensembles of modern institutions—
as practices that are deeply sedimented in time-space (Giddens 1979: 80)—rather 
than by only referring to, for instance, economic institutions—as Schumpeter sup-
poses at least for the modern economy—or ‘post-modern’ institutions, however 
they may be defi ned (Giddens 1990a: 11f.). The ensembles of modern institutions 
are shaped in turn by the driving forces of modernity, as determined by Karl Marx, 
Émile Durkheim, and Max Weber, which today, however, are recurrently modifi ed 
in a refl exive manner. Present-day innovation societies are driven, as the assump-
tion goes, by refl exive forms of capitalist economization, industrialization, and 
rationalization.

The thesis of radical modernity, which I have adopted, and modifi ed, from An-
thony Giddens, is based on the idea that modernity is taking a new shape and that 
this process is mediated by forms of radicalized refl exivity. This is equally true, 

12 Yet even traditions can be continued, but only on the basis of knowledge that is itself 
not reflected in traditions (Giddens 1990a: 36ff.; Windeler 2014: 283). 
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as I will claim, for the driving forces that characterize modernity and the inno-
vation processes that come with it. The thesis I wish to propose is as follows. In 
accordance with Karl Marx, we live in a modernized capitalist society today in 
which—mediated by the refl exively advanced principle of capital valorization—
the production of goods and accumulation of capital create incessant momentum, 
and capitalist economization forms the sociation and the innovation processes 
embedded therein, even beyond the sphere of the economy. Sociation and its dy-
namics—and here I draw on Émile Durkheim—is additionally characterized by 
processes of refl exive industrialization, that is, continuous processes of refl exive-
ly advanced forms of a complex division of labor and industrial exploitation of 
nature. Today, it is not least rationalization—as I intend to argue with reference 
to Max Weber—that leaves its imprint in refl exive form not only on innovation 
processes but also on sociation, its momentum, and on the ongoing disenchantment 
of the world. This means that actors today produce and reproduce spheres of life 
refl exively on the basis of science, modern technology, and bureaucracy and that 
this extends not only to the economy but also to politics, technology development, 
law, art, the military, and even to lifestyles and the individual conduct of life. In 
so doing, they are assessing future developments and necessary ‘precautions’ on 
the basis of intersubjectively defi ned criteria as opposed to criteria given through 
habits, customs, conventions, and traditions. Thereby, they systematize, at least to 
some degree, by rigorously calculating the information considered relevant for 
the purpose of rationalization and calculate social events mostly on the basis of 
numbers and numerical considerations. In this way, they methodically control and 
shape events, activities, and relationships in those spheres and in innovation pro-
cesses on the basis of rather specifi c information and knowledge that is acquired 
while focusing on rationalization.

The refl exivity principle of modernity thus also accounts for the driving forc-
es of modernity as defi ned by the classics of sociology and thus shape the basic 
conditions of innovation in a modifi ed form. The driving forces, too, are (individ-
ually or in ensembles) refl exively created anew, sustained, and, as the case may be, 
transformed time and again. Practices of valuation and evaluation are moments in 
these processes as they help orient the refl exively linked (and decoupled) driving 
forces in present-day fi elds of action, co-create their refl exive manifestations and 
interconnections, and in turn are themselves shaped by the ensembles of driving 
forces. In these processes, it is their ongoing incorporation in social interaction 
that recurrently confers upon the driving forces (and their ensembles) their socially 
constituted power and adaptability.

Current debates have highlighted this. For some time now, a number of inno-
vations have been triggered, for instance, through processes of refl exively driven 
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‘marketization’ in other areas of society (such as science or health) as well as 
arrangements at the interface of neoliberal capitalism and social market economy 
or have been infl uenced by these processes. Public disputes today about issues 
concerning the industrial exploitation of coal, oil, and gas or renewable energies, 
while being fed by information, expertise, and knowledge, are not only drawing 
a great deal of attention to the forms of industrial exploitation of nature but also 
often initiate innovations and shape the ways in which they are evaluated. Nev-
er-ending discourses on issues of intensifying bureaucratization and the need to 
reduce or transform it bear witness to the refl exive inclusion of the rationalization 
of the world in public as well as private communication and, at the same time, are 
subject to multifaceted innovations. What the debates, disputes, and discourses 
also make clear is that at issue here are ensembles of driving forces, for instance, 
when the matter in question is renewable energies and the criticism thereof. Indi-
vidual driving forces can have a dominant impact on the formation of the insti-
tutions and structures and also innovations found in individual spheres, such as 
economization in the economy. However, when one force dominates, the others do 
not immediately become insignifi cant. It is rather that forces interacting in ways 
that match well improves their effi cacy—without, however, determining what will 
happen or can happen. 

2.3 Refl exively Institutionalized Positions, 
Position Practices, and Forms of Positioning 

In today’s innovation societies, refl exive innovations are further characterized by 
institutionalized actors, interactions, and relationships. Besides the entrepreneurs 
to whom Schumpeter referred, modern institutions play an important role in con-
stituting other relevant actors of innovation, such as venture capitalists, regulatory 
actors, consumers, or users, any of whom may be involved in innovation processes. 
Whether these actors are individuals, organizations, nation states, or others, they 
not only operate under given institutional conditions, but they themselves are also 
institutionalized as innovation actors. Modern-day innovation processes thus fea-
ture refl exively institutionalized positions or roles—roles if the normative rights 
and obligations associated with positions are relatively clearly formulated. Insti-
tutionalized guidelines and ideas that indicate what it means to be an innovation 
actor in general and, for instance, a venture capitalist in particular are associated 
with requirements and ideas that specify what it means to act as such and to main-
tain relationships with others accordingly (this I will address in more detail below). 
These institutionalized requirements and ideas can also vary depending on the 
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fi eld of action. Innovation actors are thus not individual actors (e.g., individual en-
trepreneurs), as Schumpeter would have us believe, but actors that are institution-
ally embedded in networks of positions by which they are related to other actors 
and by which their activities are interrelated. In some contexts—such as in Silicon 
Valley—even the networks of positions are institutionalized. 

The institutionalized forms of action that individual innovation actors or groups 
of actors in innovation processes are expected to display include fi nancing or fi -
nancial support (Ferrary and Granovetter 2009; Lange et al. 2013), signalizing, 
embedding, collective learning, and selection (Ferrary and Granovetter 2009), 
participation, and confl ict resolution (Windeler and Wirth 2005), the creation of 
public awareness (Schubert et al. 2013), infl uence on legislative processes (Barley 
2010), standardization and patent registration, valuation and evaluation (Lamont 
2012), as well as the regulation of innovation in social systems such as organi-
zations, networks, and fi elds of innovation. Additional activities to be mentioned 
here are generating and monitoring institutionally codifi ed terms and meanings, 
legitimations, or forms of powerful implementation of innovations (or the preven-
tion thereof).

People who hold positions monitor, control, and shape innovations. In so doing, 
they incorporate practices of valuation and evaluation that are institutionalized in 
fi elds of action, practices that today are often determined by professional groups or 
professions. Some act in the roles of authorized representatives or self-proclaimed 
‘guardians’ and monitor compliance with institutionally defi ned guidelines. This 
usually results in struggles among actors over relevant practices, knowledge (bas-
es), and relevant skills—for instance, between professional groups in the respec-
tive domains (Abbott 1988). Sometimes organizations such as associations, clubs, 
or inter-organizational governance units, which is what Neil Fligstein and Doug 
McAdam (2012) have written about, actively assume positions responsible for 
defi ning, monitoring, and generalizing the conditions that govern action in the 
fi eld in question. Greenpeace represents such an organization for the environment. 
Fields of action thus cultivate patterns, established in time-space, of coordinat-
ed responsibilities and forms of confl ict resolution and consensus building. The 
designations, assessments, and effi cacy of positions may vary with the structural 
features of different sets of positions. New positions may even evolve by chance 
owing to fortunate circumstances, as the history of the emergence of venture cap-
italists in the USA illustrates (Kenney 2011). What positions actors occupy today 
is thus based on modern institutions, rules and resources, and the usual solutions 
predominant in the fi elds of action on the one hand and on the refl exive activities of 
positioning on the part of those involved, who in turn act on the basis of conditions 
regulated by social systems on the other. 
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In their activities, individuals, organizations, and nation states thus express 
modern ideas of actors and innovation actors—possibly of different kinds depend-
ing on the fi eld of action—that identify them as universally ‘responsible’ and ‘au-
thorized’ to contribute to shaping the world by means of institutionalized activities 
(J. W. Meyer 2008); however, today these ideas also require that they act refl ex-
ively, both individually and in coordination with others, and take into account the 
institutionalized patterns and ensembles of refl exively formed driving forces that 
are ingrained in positions, the actions associated with these positions (henceforth 
referred to as ‘position actions’), and the contexts of interaction. Actors are thus 
authorized, legitimized, and prompted to create, advance, and possibly change in-
novations by drawing on the institutionalized forms of signifi cation, legitimation, 
and domination ingrained in innovation practices as well as on the forms of co-
ordination and regulation of innovations engaged in with others that are inherent 
to these practices. Which of the positions and actions in these positions—in in-
terrelated ensembles of such positions and position actions—play a central role in 
individual innovation processes and which are more peripheral is a question to be 
answered empirically, as is that of who takes and can take which positions. Actors 
today are thus not only prompted—and this may differ depending on context—but 
also authorized in a socially recognized and legitimated manner to represent their 
own interests in innovation processes and beyond as well as to (responsibly) act 
as representatives for ‘others.’ This applies even to ‘entities lacking agency’—such 
as ecosystems, animals, and plants as well as imagined actors such as fetuses or 
endangered languages or cultures—and to ‘principles,’ such as those of law and 
science, of the professions, or also of high culture or etiquette (J. W. Meyer 2008; 
Meyer, Boli, and Thomas 1987: 24f.; Meyer and Jepperson 2000: 62ff.). Whether 
innovation processes differ when they involve pursuing innovations of interested 
agents compared to those pursuing innovations of ‘entities lacking agency’ is an 
empirical question. What this extensive institutional authorization also does is to 
institutionally expand and restrict the possibilities for innovation at the same time. 
This makes a substantial contribution to socially constructing, restricting, and en-
abling the institutionalized pluralization of innovations and to further advancing 
the institutionalization of innovation societies. 

The radicalized refl exivity principle, along with the driving forces of moder-
nity and the institutionalized (ensembles of) positions, not only lends particular 
momentum to innovation processes to modernize but also plays a part in deter-
mining which innovations are generated (and which are not) and how this occurs. 
However, since institutions do not determine how actors act and since their social 
signifi cance unfolds by actors taking them into account in acting, the extent to 
which modern institutions require innovations depends on how actors refl exively 
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monitor, rationalize, and refer to them in their activities. A crucial factor in un-
derstanding innovation is thus how actors—coordinated with others—refl exively 
create, sustain, and possibly change innovations by drawing on modern institu-
tions and which possible alignments of conditions and practices of innovation they 
develop in the process.13 I will now discuss the conceptual foundation of how to 
analyze from a practice-theoretical perspective how actors take institutions into 
account in acting and lend them signifi cance. 

3 Refl exive Innovation, Structures, and Modern Actors 

Joseph Schumpeter experimented all his life with different approaches to include 
the relationship between action and structure in innovation processes. Contem-
porary innovation discourse is also characterized by the paradigms of creation, 
evolution, and structure or institution, as I indicated at the outset of this essay. With 
this in mind, I propose an alternative approach to the problem of structure and ac-
tion in innovation by drawing on Anthony Giddens. This approach substitutes the 
duality of structure for the dualism of action and structure prevalent in innovation 
research. In this alternative view, innovations are recursively produced and repro-
duced by actors in interactions and relationships in time-space. This is because 
actors—be they individuals, organizations, or nation states—constitute everything 
social (and thus also societies, innovations, and the actors themselves) by drawing 
on social practices while actualizing in interactions capabilities stored in traces of 
memory and forms of action used in social practices, which have evolved at the 
level of ensembles of societies and organizations (  in Fig. 1). And in so doing, 
they (re-)produce (themselves as) actors as well as, for instance, organizations and 
society as a whole, including their institutionalized forms and conditions (  in 
Fig. 1). From this it follows that actors always have some latitude; what actors do is 
fully determined neither by institutions nor by the requirements of social systems 
or situational circumstances. It is rather the rules and resources that are ingrained 
in social practices and actualized in interactions as well as the generalized capac-
ity to act associated with them (which indicate to actors which capacity to act is 
usually implied in a certain set of rules and resources) that invariably enable actors 

13 These alignments also extend beyond efficiency, effectiveness, or supposed functional 
necessities (Boli and Thomas 1997; DiMaggio and Powell 1983). According to John 
W. Meyer (2009), they result in a ‘world polity’ that nevertheless takes neither the 
reflexivity principle of radically modern societies adequately into account nor the spe-
cifics of the ensembles of modern institutions in different fields of action.
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to act skillfully, precisely because they restrict the possibilities of action. On this 
basis, actors also create innovations recursively by actively engaging with a given 
world that they not only interpret but also co-create by using ensembles of social 
practices that mediate between actors and the world, without, however, controlling 
events in this way—and certainly not comprehensively. 

 

Social 
practices 

Societal totalities 
Institutionalized forms of innovation 

Society-wide social institutions 

Social systems such as organizations and fields of 
innovation 

Systematically regularized innovations  
and interactions and relationships 

Social actors / innovation actors 
Interactions and relationships 

actualize (re-)produce 

Figure 1  Social constitution of innovation—the practice-theoretical perspective (my own 
illustration).

Actors are confronted with textures of conditions in innovation processes. These 
textures are constituted, fi rst, by actors recursively taking into account radical 
modern institutional conditions and forms of innovation (as discussed in Section 
2), second, by the regulations of innovation activity that are primarily shaped in 
organizations, networks, and fi elds (which will be discussed in Section 4 below), 
and, third, by actors refl exively considering the situational conditions encoun-
tered in interaction situations. These textures of conditions are produced and re-
produced, in ever-recurring cycles, as the medium and result of the social consti-
tution of innovations outlined in Figure 1. Actors today are expected to command 
and express a certain repertoire of refl exive skills, mediated via the textures of 
conditions, particularly in innovation processes. It is assumed that actors involved 
in innovation refl exively and recursively take into account in appropriate ways 
content-related and procedural conditions and requirements (Windeler 2014). 
And when actors actualize and express suitable skills in the course of action, they 
not only demonstrate their understanding of events, they also prove themselves to 
be competent, even if their skills—as shown in Figure 1—are the product of social 
systems (Giddens 1990a: 79). What is decisive is this: even though the actors’ 
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knowledge is above all practical, their understanding and knowledge determined 
by society and always limited, and their information always selective and often 
inadequate, they use their understanding, information, and knowledge as their 
basis for action. Any explanation of innovation (or of the social in general) that 
were to ignore the actors’ understanding of events and how they use this under-
standing in action is thus destined to fall short from the outset since that which is 
investigated includes what (other) actors have constituted as signifi cant in action 
(Giddens 1984: 179, 213).14 

This is a mutual interpretative interplay between social science and those whose 
activities compose its subject matter—a ‘double hermeneutic’. The theories and fi nd-
ings of the social sciences cannot be kept wholly separate from the universe of mean-
ing and action which they are about (ibid.: xxxii f.). 

But how do actors generate their ability to constitute innovations by drawing on 
existing textures of conditions? Actors recurrently produce and reproduce their 
capacity to act in innovation processes in time-space by recursively and refl exively 
monitoring, rationalizing, and motivating activities and observing and refl ecting 
on events in these processes and beyond. They draw on actualized traces of memo-
ry that show repertoires of possible solutions, means of action, and forms of action 
envisioned in action (in innovation processes). This connects current action with 
earlier situations of action that one has experienced, learned about, or observed. 
In this process, actors recursively produce in interactions information, knowledge, 
and their understanding of innovations and how these three elements are social-
ly embedded in time-space. This information, knowledge, and understanding is 
produced in the three dimensions of the social defi ned in structuration theory: 
signifi cation, legitimation, and domination (ibid.: 29). As a result, actors have an 
understanding and knowledge—particularly for contexts that they are familiar 
with—of how to signify an innovation in the respective context and assign it mean-
ing, evaluate it, and how to use material (such as nature, raw materials, and other 
material objects) and immaterial things (such as knowledge, social networks, and 
infl uence on peoples’ opportunities in life) as a facility in a socially recognized 
way usually associated therewith. They can thus actively incorporate given re-

14 Actors can, for instance, use given requirements for different reasons and in different 
ways. They can, first, use them intentionally, second, because they consider their use 
natural, without explicitly associating interests with them, or, third, because they do 
not see any opportunities (so far) to change the situation that requires or suggests using 
the guidelines. One arrives at very different explanations, however, depending on what 
is the case.
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quirements recursively in their actions. Unlike the common assumptions made by 
structural, institutional, and evolutionary approaches in innovation research, their 
actions are thus neither determined nor can they act at will within the framework 
of given requirements. Instead, rules and resources actualized in interactions as 
well as the perceived generalized capacity to act provide actors with orientations 
for acting competently under given conditions, suitably to the given framework, 
and by making use of their scope for action. 

Rules and resources ingrained in innovation practices along with the gener-
alized capacity to act offer actors the techniques and generalizable procedures 
usually employed in these practices as well as an idea of the skills that one usually 
acquires by using them. They indicate how to skillfully interact with others (in 
innovation processes) under given conditions—for instance, by including expert 
knowledge that largely exceeds one’s own control—and thereby create, advance, 
and possibly change innovations as well as declare changes to be innovations. The 
rules and resources allow actors to signify changes as innovations with the help of 
interpretation schemes, evaluate them by applying norms, and infl uence them by 
using facilities, the means of which include symbolic tokens as well as technolog-
ical achievements and expertise. The rules and resources of innovation combined 
with the generalized capacity to act to have constitutive and generative effects 
in social practices. This is because they enable actors to recursively produce and 
reproduce innovations, on a recurrent basis, in interaction with others, even if the 
capacities vary among actors and depend on the circumstances of action. They 
also allow actors to create new signifi cations, legitimations, and ways of exercising 
domination as well as to generate new skills (for instance, in terms of creative 
monitoring, rationalizing, and acting). In addition, they make it possible to recom-
bine existing techniques and procedures with commonly used capabilities—both 
systematically and playfully. The rules and resources together with the generalized 
capacity to act by employing them thus puts actors in a position not only to repeat 
existing things but also to imagine new things, to ‘design the future’ by discover-
ing, shaping, and attributing meaning and to develop ideas of whether and how 
one could realize what has been imagined—for instance, to assess possibilities for 
generating innovations (see Beckert [2013] on the signifi cance of imagined futures 
for capitalist economies and Popitz [2000] on the signifi cance of creativity). In so 
doing, the imagined structures the realm of possibilities for a future present. 

What is innovated and in which way is thus oriented, enabled, and restricted 
by what has been brought to mind refl exively. The way actors envision given re-
quirements in action fundamentally contributes to shaping what is innovated and 
how that occurs. This is so because societies, organizations, networks and fi elds, 
and interactions—and hence all the levels of the social addressed in Figure 1—are 
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oriented by ensembles of rules and resources that are ingrained in social practic-
es, the generalized capacity to act that they represent, and traces of memory that 
actors recursively and mutually convey to each other in interaction (Windeler and 
Sydow 2001). That said, innovations may not be realized in some circumstances 
quite simply because they fall between the cracks of institutional, systemic, and 
situational attention, conditions impede them, or actors are simply overwhelmed 
or fail to develop suffi cient interest in the change in question. 

The social dimensions of signifi cation, domination, and legitimation—con-
veyed via the rules and resources used in social practices of innovation—also con-
stitute the dimensions of innovation and their valuation and evaluation (here I am 
expanding on Michèle Lamont’s [2012] thoughts in this direction). They do so be-
cause not only meanings and evaluations but also forms of domination are always 
ingrained in innovations, innovation regimes, and the attribution of value. Thus, 
what needs to be determined is which signifi cations, which evaluations, and which 
uses of which resources as well as which generalized capacity to act characterize 
individual innovations and how they interact in the individual contexts of given 
structural and institutional conditions. It is also interesting to identify which actors 
create, are able to use, and actually do use the realm of possibility for innovation, 
the evaluation of innovation, and the declaration of something as representing an 
innovation and in which ways they do so. This is so because the realms of possi-
bility by no means determine action, as I have pointed out above, even though they 
may often not offer a great number of alternatives. What they most certainly do, 
however, is promote certain lines of action by selectively restricting the possibil-
ities of action. 

4 Regulation of Innovation: Organizations, Networks, 
and Fields of Innovation

Schumpeter did not discuss the production and reproduction of innovations in or-
ganizations in any depth. Innovation research on the whole is characterized by 
considerable gaps in this respect. On the one hand, there are numerous studies 
and refl ections on innovation that neglect or even completely omit the so-called 
meso level of the social. On the other hand, there are a great number of studies 
that explicitly address organizations and networks in the context of innovations 
while forgetting the social embedding of organizations, networks, and fi elds. Both 
of these gaps need to be addressed, as innovation processes in innovation societies 
cannot be understood without including organizations and social institutions since 
actors take them into account in their actions. 
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Organizations and selected networks are important in innovation processes not 
only as actors, as I have made clear in Sections 2 and 3. Together with what we 
have referred to as fi elds of innovation, they constitute institutionalized ‘sites of 
innovation.’ As interwoven meso orders, they not only specify the institutional 
requirements at the level of society but, by what they regulate and what they do 
not, they also play a signifi cant part in orchestrating the conditions under which 
actors produce and reproduce innovations. Through their systems of regulation, 
organizations, networks, and fi elds of innovation thus shape to a relevant extent 
what is done at any one time and which results these activities can potentially 
yield or not.15 In this way, they specifi cally enable and restrict the ability to act of 
the actors involved in innovations—and thus the innovations themselves. When 
considering these systems of regulation, however, we must not forget that these 
regulations not only refl ect modern institutions, social practices, and the ability of 
actors at the level of the social, as illustrated in Figure 1, but actors in turn, drawing 
on regulated social practices, also play a substantial role in forming the regulations 
themselves (see Figure 1 again). 

What is (or is not) subject to refl exive regulation, in which way, and why in 
contexts of innovation is an empirical question. The empirical task is therefore to 
determine—as I have done elsewhere—what general conditions characterize the 
following aspects in the individual context of action: 

(1)  “the selection of actors, issues, action domains, means of action, and modes 
of time-space coordination—in the social system or in its environments, 

(2)  the allocation of means and time-spaces to actors, activities, events, and the 
settings of action,

(3)  the evaluation of the relevant system occurrences, 
(4)  the system integration (or disintegration) of activities of present and absent 

actors as well as of artifacts, types of action, or technologies, 
(5)  the confi guration of orderings of positions and of positionings of activities, 

tasks, issues, types of action sites, system units, procedures and programs, 
artifacts, and responsibilities, and what general conditions characterize

(6)  the constitution of the system borders between units (e.g., departments) of the 
system as well to other systems. What is regulated is, for instance, activities 

15 Some social systems (e.g., all organizations as well as selected inter-organizational 
networks) specifically develop the collective ability to regulate, transfer special tasks 
in the regulation of system events to individual actors (such as managers), and contin-
ually use the knowledge acquired to shape such regulations systematically. But even in 
organizations, it is not solely ‘managers’ who shape the order of the system but rather 
all actors relevant to the social system, yet not all to the same extent. Moreover, social 
systems are always confronted with the regulations of other social systems and their 
wider contexts.
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of ‘boundary spanners’ or salesrooms, the management of resource fl ows, the 
access to system means, the use and dissemination of sensitive information, the 
inclusion of issues that are not part of the system, the permeability and surveil-
lance of system borders, the ways of dealing with confl icts over the demarcation 
or shifting of borders, and the embedding of activities and events in contexts 
across systems or sub-systems” (Windeler 2014: 249ff., my translation). 

Figure 2  The objects of system regulation (Windeler 2014: 250, adapted).

The interlaced meso orders of organizations, networks, and fi elds, which are gain-
ing increasing importance for innovation processes today, are not least a medi-
um and result of social practices in which actors pave the way for innovations by 
cooperating in a regulated manner long before innovations become valuated and 
evaluated in markets or public discourse. Precisely because regulations of organi-
zations, networks, and fi elds usually mutually determine each other in innovation 
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processes, it is helpful to consider the structural characteristics of each of the re-
spective orders separately. 

Organizations—whether non-profi t organizations, governmental organizations, 
or economic organizations—are considered by many to be the most signifi cant 
innovation of mankind, not only because they are essential for the creation, imple-
mentation, and proliferation of capitalism, socialism, and democracy but also be-
cause they shape a great number of innovations (Böhme 2004: 28ff.; North, Wallis, 
and Weingast 2009; Weber 1978). Organizations are ascribed this signifi cance in 
innovation processes particularly because they offer actors a specifi c, organiza-
tional form for the pursuit of innovations. It is a form that does not directly defi ne 
the contents of the innovation itself but specifi es a specifi c way of creating, sus-
taining, and possibly changing innovations. In specifying how to go about the task 
of innovation, organizations enable actors to jointly pursue innovations with others 
in an organized fashion and produce and reproduce innovation for other people 
(such as shareholders, members of an association, or citizens of a state) and for 
other purposes (e.g., to protect the basis of life) highly selectively and in a focused 
way. What is special about the organizational form of innovation results from or-
ganizations coordinating the conditions of their reproduction highly refl exively in 
time-space (Giddens 1990b: 302). This means organizations administer activities, 
events, and processes both within and outside of organizations in a highly refl exive 
manner. In this way, they not only constitute very specifi c conditions for innova-
tions but also shape the modern principle of refl exivity to a signifi cant degree and 
are in turn also shaped by this principle to a substantial extent. In innovation pro-
cesses, organizations continuously generate, in a highly refl exive manner, selective 
information and knowledge, in accordance with the organization’s specifi c focus 
of attention, about internal and external contexts of action, practices, and general-
ized skills and abilities that the organization deems relevant; they make use of this 
knowledge for administration, for the highly refl exive shaping of the conditions of 
action, and for organizational action in general. This implies that organizations are 
particularly well suited to meet the requirements of refl exive innovation and cre-
ate innovations of this type—which, however, by no means precludes that the re-
sults can continue to be highly ambivalent, precisely because their refl exive focus 
tends to be systematically myopic toward much that they classify as less important. 
Modern-day organizations even transform themselves into refl exive organizations 
as a medium and result of actively embedding themselves in radical modernity and 
being embedded by the activities of other actors (Windeler 2015). If appropriately 
organized, they can expand their ability to regulate innovation processes, assume 
specifi c organizational roles in innovation processes, establish patterns of action 
expected in such roles, and actively contribute to shaping the specifi cation of roles 
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and positions in fi elds of action. At the same time, organizations’ ability to act in 
innovation processes—despite the degree of agency that they are able to gener-
ate—should not be overestimated. There is much that does not even come into their 
organizational focus. There are also many things that go on in an organization that 
does not follow the same pattern throughout the organization; there may, for in-
stance, be some variation among departments: one might be promoting an innova-
tion while the other is undermining it. Overall, even highly powerful organizations 
cannot control innovation processes—let alone completely. But it is nonetheless 
also true that they can develop a specifi c ability to make use of innovations and can 
set conditions for innovations within and beyond the organization. In this respect, 
it is interesting, specifi cally for innovation studies, how organizations regulate and 
coordinate initial conditions for innovations and the processes of creating them. It 
is all the more astonishing that a great number of innovation studies pay very little 
attention to organizations.16 

Let us now turn from individual organizations to inter-organizational networks. 
In inter-organizational networks organizations coordinate activities with other 
organizations and are essential for innovation throughout society today. They are 
characterized by the fact that they regulate and coordinate interactions and rela-

16 Three examples might briefly indicate the relevance of organization and organiza-
tions. One example is Facebook. It operates its communication platform very deliber-
ately according to a fixed format, requiring that users submit to using all kinds of de-
fined functions such as the so-called ‘Like’ button or to being targeted by advertising 
(Dolata 2015). In this way, Facebook has significantly influenced innovations in com-
munication practices in recent years. The organizational arrangements of research 
institutes or labs also have a significant impact on innovations. This is because the lab 
is, unlike Karin Knorr Cetina (1988: 89, my translation) assumes, far more than just 
“a room that accommodates utensils and equipment for conducting [research] that sci-
entists can combine to ‘experiments.’” Labs and research institutes organize research. 
To this end, they usually select participants in a very deliberate way, determine topics 
and domains to be investigated, equip research teams with buildings, apparatuses, and 
other resources such as time and money, and define general conditions for the collabo-
ration with other labs and actors. The same applies to research-funding organizations 
such as the German Research Association (DFG) or ministries involved in research 
funding: “In particular, what has gone overlooked in this discussion are organizational 
practices at the level of the funding source. Managers in research funding organiza-
tions like the National Science Foundation must translate broad agency goals into a 
multitude of operational decisions. How to choose the scientific fields to support? How 
to evaluate and select among proposals? How to manage ongoing research programs? 
These organizational practices undoubtedly affect the behavior of scientists in some 
way and may very well impact the rate and direction of scientific and inventive activ-
ity. This raises the questions: What practices matter and in what way?” (Colatat 2015: 
874). 
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tionships among more than two organizations, which remain autonomous, primar-
ily with a view to the enduring sets of interrelationships constituted between them 
(Windeler 2001: 231ff.). Inter-organizational networks are thus linked in a specifi c 
way with the organizations that support them, and practices and regulations at the 
network and organization level are recursively interwoven (Windeler and Sydow 
2001). The recursive linking of organizational practices and regulations among 
participants in the network poses great challenges to the organizations involved 
and requires special abilities from them while at the same time opening up pos-
sibilities for them to expand their capacity to act (Battilana and Lee 2014; Brom-
ley and Meyer 2017; Jandhyala and Phene 2015; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Parsons 
1956, 1957; Pfeffer and Salancik 1978; Thompson 2004; Windeler 2001, 2014). 
By combining cooperation and competition in a particular way, they generate op-
portunities to make joint use of or generate resources in the network, to jointly 
cultivate markets, to collaboratively develop innovations, as well as to jointly in-
fl uence the relevant contexts of action (e.g., to infl uence legislation [Barley 2010]) 
and to pursue collaborative strategies of exploitation or exploration (March 1991) 
of innovations (Windeler 2012). 

If we look at settings such as Silicon Valley, it is obvious that, at the meso level, 
other contexts besides organizations and networks are systematically gaining sig-
nifi cance today. Following Andrew Hoffman (1999), I propose including settings 
such as Silicon Valley as special issue-based fi elds since their theme is innovation. 
Fields of innovation develop around individual innovation issues, each of which 
is recursively constituted in the respective fi eld—such as the innovation of indus-
try regulations, production technologies, or forms of participation—in time-space 
(cf. DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Fligstein and McAdam 2012). Fields of innova-
tion—as the Silicon Valley example demonstrates—are often colonized by various 
populations of actors (be they individuals, organizations, or social movements) 
that may be rooted in different spheres of society, nations, or cultures. They are 
also characterized by specifi c ensembles of regulations, structures, and actors with 
specifi c capacities to act. Fields of innovation’s structures thus frequently refer 
not only to the forms of signifi cation, legitimation, and domination that prevail in 
individual spheres of society; they sometimes combine these or weave them into 
new ensembles of structures and structural characteristics specifi c to the fi elds of 
innovation in question. Under the fi eld of innovation’s governance, social actors 
even from time to time combine the most varied forms of regulation and coor-
dination in parallel, for instance, the type of regulation and coordination char-
acteristic of markets, organizations, and networks. Social actors in these fi elds 
thus deliberately pursue innovation processes in ways that are different from what 
would be possible in markets, organizations, and networks alone. Fields of innova-
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tion hence oftentimes enable actors of varying origin (such as spheres of society, 
professional groups, and cultures) to pursue, generate, and advance innovations in 
a very specifi c way under the conditions of the respective fi eld. This allows actors 
to make creative use of and recombine different systems of regulation and forms of 
coordination to create, advance, or possibly change innovations. Individual types 
of actors can hold central positions in fi elds of innovation—such as, for instance, 
venture capitalists in Silicon Valley or consortia like SEMATECH in the global 
semiconductor industry. The social signifi cance of a fi eld manifests itself in the in-
teractions among participants and in the ideas, narratives, and practices specifi c to 
the fi eld. This signifi cance is also expressed in ensembles of fi eld-specifi c, relation-
ally linked (or decoupled) rules and resources, positions and position actions, and 
the degree of institutional life that they develop. As more recent studies show, the 
logics of fi elds play an elementary role, especially for young fi rms (Pahnke, Katila, 
and Eisenhardt 2015). But even disruptive developments need fi elds in which they 
can evolve in order to generate successful innovations (Ansari, Garud, and Ku-
maraswamy 2015). Often company specifi cs interact with specifi cs of industries 
or fi elds in processes of innovation (Barbosa, Faria, and Eirizy 2013; Windeler 
and Sydow 2001). Political-administrative units (such as nation states) can be of 
great signifi cance for fi elds of innovation, but they need not be—as, for instance, 
our study on the semiconductor industry illustrates (Sydow et al. 2012). This rel-
ative autonomy lends fi elds of innovation their particular signifi cance in a world 
in which political-administrative units are often losing signifi cance—owing not 
least to the increasing (refl exive) development of fi elds of innovation themselves.17

5 Innovating as Refl exive Exploration and 
 Experimentation 

The practice-theoretical perspective developed here obviously does not provide 
the mechanism of innovation that Joseph Schumpeter was looking for, nor does it 
formulate a normative frame of reference that indicates what should be innovated 

17 In the literature on sociation under the conditions of modernity, the prevalent ideas 
of a mechanistic, progressive, internal differentiation and functional specialization of 
society are not well suited to capture the processes that I have referred to in consider-
ing the creation of order in fields of action that cut across different spheres of society 
(Giddens 1990a: 21f.). This is not to say that we must reject these concepts completely, 
but we should probably put them into perspective by thinking of them more in terms of 
possible points of reference and potential results of social practices (for an alternative 
point of view, see Passoth and Rammert in this volume).
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and in which way. It offers something different instead: a theoretically informed 
view of innovation that makes it possible to deconstruct innovation processes and 
sensitizes for the conditions, consequences, and practices of innovation in innova-
tion societies today.

Innovating in radical modernity resembles, as I have tried to show, an ongoing 
refl exive process of exploration and experimentation under conditions of uncertain-
ty and conditions that are given, yet also actively co-created. Ensembles of modern 
institutions, regulations, and actors’ capabilities shape the realm of possibilities for 
innovation, each in their specifi c way, and produce a multitude of possibilities for 
refl exive innovation that become reality only in highly selective contexts that are 
also invariably determined by domination. This strips innovation of any apparent 
innocence and randomness and brings lines of confl ict. One of them is that the 
imperative of innovation continuously summons one to innovate and question all 
that is given, whereas modern institutions and systems of regulation—particular-
ly at the levels of ensembles of societies, organizations, networks, and fi elds of 
innovation—produce a certain uniformity, specifi cally when confronted with the 
fundamental uncertainties characteristic of radical modernity. And this prompts 
the question of what signifi cance is actually accorded to the homogenization of 
practices, standardization, and regulation as well as to forms of signifi cation, legit-
imation, and domination for innovation processes and the further development of 
the social context. Such processes of harmonization tend to decrease the spectrum 
of alternatives and increase the vulnerability to changing circumstances, which the 
fi nancial, energy, and environmental crises as well as the often futile attempts to 
regulate them have demonstrated. At the same time, they tend to favor those who 
are able to set the conditions.

Under the conditions of a radicalized modernity, steering innovation processes 
often resembles ‘driving by sight’, or ‘riding the juggernaut’, as Giddens (1990a: 
139) put it. This processional wagon, which weighs many tons and is used in Hindu 
processions honoring Krishna, has the characteristic that once it gets rolling, it 
develops enormous power and quite simply crushes people who oppose it or land 
under its wheels. It can serve as an image for the refl exive modern era and for re-
fl exive innovations in innovation societies, which are marked by development pro-
cesses that exhibit characteristics of a wagon such as the juggernaut, yet without 
heading for a predictable end. The obvious idea that any attempt to steer innova-
tion is therefore completely in vain turns out to be short-sighted nonetheless: as hu-
mans, we are—precisely with the aid of modern institutions, regulations and forms 
of coordination as well as actor’s modern capabilities—jointly able to steer inno-
vations in desired directions for some time and to a certain degree. But that which 
is harnessed always threatens to get out of control and to go where its momentum 
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takes it, irrespective of the will of those holding the reins. Refl exive action gains in 
signifi cance in the process: precisely because control is always only partial, pos-
sibilities to steer things in desired directions gain strategic signifi cance since this 
skill gives those who master it opportunities to gain a comparative advantage, even 
if they have to ‘drive by sight’ and repeatedly need to correct their course—which 
is easier for those who manage to keep their eyes on what is coming ahead of the 
current situation. By contrast, those who, for whatever reason, are unable to do so 
are largely at the mercy of what is to come. With this in mind, refl exive innovations 
also refer to radical forms of devaluation, disruption, and destruction. If the social 
challenges are to be met, what we need at the very least is the capacity for refl ex-
ivity in order to constitute appropriate, socially relevant refl exive innovations in 
time-space. The side effect of this is that exercising this capacity further advances 
the modern principle of refl exivity and the form of refl exive innovation.

The image of the juggernaut of innovation illustrates something else in a point-
ed manner: the sovereignty trap in the current mode of sociation. Organizations 
in particular are culturally summoned and empowered to act in a sovereign way, 
to produce and reproduce innovations on their own. When actors—from politics, 
business, or other spheres—claim to exercise sovereignty in their actions, individ-
ually or together with others, they are aggrandizing the actor, claiming credit for 
processes that they have long ceased to master or perhaps never have. Even so, the 
continuously asserted claim of sovereignty, also advanced in the media, implies 
that responsibility for the consequences of innovations, particularly the undesira-
ble ones, can be attributed to them. This in turn prompts opponents to claim that 
they could do it better than those who maintain they have solved the task. This sets 
a vicious cycle in motion that alternates between the claimed sovereignty of being 
in control of innovation processes and the actual lack of such control—a process 
that can evolve into a spiral at increasing speed.

Much would be gained if alternatives were to become clear again and if a lack 
of alternatives would cease to dominate the picture. Also much would be won if, 
instead of painting the picture of an ideal, untainted world of successful innova-
tion, there were a greater inclination to take into account the recursive relation-
ship between innovation and society under the conditions of radical moderniza-
tion and more attention were paid to the social processes involved in constituting 
the freedoms required for innovation. This is crucial since it is precisely under 
the conditions of refl exive modernity that innovations and the practices of their 
valuation and evaluation must be questioned refl exively. There may be no escape 
from the innovation society, but it is nevertheless worthwhile to communicate in 
society about substantial alternatives and alternative paths of innovation. It is also 
worthwhile to reach a common understanding in society for regulating innovation 
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and to cultivate the art of refl exive innovation, particularly under the conditions of 
radical modernity. Regulation of any kind, however, resembles ‘driving by sight’ 
given that new regulations inscribe themselves into the textures of regulations, 
which not only mutually determine one another but also continuously evolve and 
sometimes transform themselves in the process. The moment they are established, 
they are again immediately confronted with new challenges. The foremost task of 
innovation research worthy of the name is thus to draw on theoretically informed 
analytical approaches to generate information about which ensembles of forces 
are advancing innovations today, in which settings, and how these ensembles are 
in turn driven forward by innovations, what consequences are associated with this 
process, and which alternatives could be realized and in which ways. I consider 
this task to be a collective one. What we need to do is refi ne theory perspectives, 
as the one presented here, that enable us to understand and explain how innovation 
societies are socially constituted.
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Communicative Action, the New, 
and the Innovation Society1

Hubert Knoblauch 

“Di doman’ non c’é certezza” (Lorenzo di Medici) 

1 Introduction 

While writing this chapter I happened to read an article in a Berlin newspaper 
about a meeting of a group called Berliner Innovation ConSensus, comprising or-
ganizations such as Shell, Google, Deutsche Bank, and the Federal German Min-
istry of Education and Research. The goal of this consortium is solely to inspire 
innovation of whatever kind. In some respects this is precisely the topic that I will 
be discussing in this contribution.

My use of the term ‘innovation society’ borrows from the title of the Research 
Training Group Innovation Society Today: The Refl exive Production of the New, 
which is based at the Institute for Sociology of the Technical University Berlin. As 
this graduate research group is primarily devoted to empirical research on inno-
vation processes in different social fi elds—science and technology, business and 
industry, art and culture, and politics and planning—the purpose of this essay is 
to clarify key concepts that were formulated in the fi rst strategic report (Hutter 
et al. 2015, this volume). To achieve an idea of innovation processes that can be 
valid across different social fi elds, the following considerations necessitate a high 
level of abstraction. Moreover, as the various empirical investigations pursued in 
this context have not yet been completed, these considerations should be seen as 
very provisional. At the same time, however, I shall try to give a unifi ed theoretical 

1 I would like to thank Lilli Braunisch, Anina Engelhardt, Miira Hill, Werner Rammert, 
and the Research Training Group for their comments. 
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framework to the concepts that have emerged from different contexts and, in doing 
so, contribute to constructing a sociological theory of innovation.

Since we are talking about defi ning concepts here, I should begin with a remark 
on methodology. The word ‘innovation’ is evidently not only the subject of scien-
tifi c debate.

The Berlin Innovation ConSensus referred to above has already shown that it 
concerns a category in the social world as such, because ‘innovation’ is a key to 
economic success, money, and social status or, in the case of social innovation, to 
recognition, valuation, or support from other members of society. As members of 
society themselves use the concept of ‘innovation,’ it would actually be necessary 
to examine their use of the term systematically in a way suggested by the sociology 
of knowledge: to view the actors and their knowledge as a subject in its own right 
and to investigate their ‘fi rst-order constructs’ (Schütz 1962). Although some ini-
tial attempts exist to explain innovations in terms of the sociology of knowledge in 
terms of a sociology-of-knowledge analysis of actor knowledge about innovation 
(MacCallum et al. 2009), there is still no study that investigates the discursive use 
of ‘innovation’ in a systematic way based on empirical principles.2 Given the re-
search so far, the use of the concept in intellectual discourse can therefore be sum-
marized quite briefl y.3 The goal of the present work, however, is not to reconstruct 
the meaning of the concept for the actors but to construct the concept in a coherent 
conceptual context that allows us to investigate the ideas of the actors empirical-
ly, including the scientists who participate in the innovations on a practical level. 
Such a comprehensive concept must therefore be broader in scope and focus on the 
new as a communicative construction. This would allow us to include the actors 
involved in the innovation and their actions. 

I would like to begin the fi rst part of this chapter with a rough sketch of the 
relationship between the transformations of modern society and the semantic de-
velopments of the concept of innovation. To compensate for the lack of an em-
pirically based concept, I would like to propose communicative constructivism 
as a theoretical framework for a sociological concept of innovation. This concept 
incorporates the category of refl exivity and refl exive innovation. Innovation will 

2 Moulaert / Van Dyck (2013) formulate it as follows in their adaptation of sociology 
of knowledge: One must incorporate the concepts of planners and scientific advisors 
(who use scientific concepts as a basis themselves), to generate inductively a universal 
concept of innovation. In the majority of contexts they describe, the goal is more about 
reaching a consensus on what is new in each case than about creating a universal con-
cept of (social) innovation.

3 I am relying here on Godin’s works, which follow a similar but not explicitly stated 
methodological model as proposed by Koselleck (2006).
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be defi ned as a form of active construction of the new, the communicative charac-
ter of which reciprocally refl ects the meaning of the new for other people and, in 
doing so, allows its dissemination by them (including its diffusion). The concept 
of communicative action enables us to make the analytic connection to the three 
dimensions of innovation—semantics, pragmatics, and grammar—and to differ-
entiate between two concepts of the ‘innovation society’ that will be outlined at 
the end of this chapter.

2 Discourses and the Meaning of Innovation 

Innovation is linked to the metaphysical question of whether there is really 
anything new under the sun, as Solomon once asked long ago in the Book of 
Ecclesiastes, or whether “the new happens in being”, as in the ontology of the 
French philosopher Alain Badiou (2007: XXVII). However diffi cult it may be 
to decide between these two metaphysical questions, from a sociological view-
point, transformation and the creation of the new is a process that occurs in 
every society. Whereas social theories that work with the concept of evolution 
explain the necessity of the new for the processes of selection, differentiation, 
and forced adaptation to the environment, historical concepts see society as a 
construction in the face of chaos. Even more specifi cally, the new appears as part 
of social theory. As we know, the traditional societies that dominated most of 
history were characterized by the attempt to erect barricades against the chaos 
of the new. Actions become traditional to create stability and defy the vagaries 
of change. Modern societies are distinguished by the fact that change is part of 
their self-description. This is why the sociology of Auguste Comte saw ‘social 
dynamics’ as being the second pillar alongside ‘social statics,’ the stabilized 
institutions of society. 

Comte (1830) actually used the concept of innovation himself when, for ex-
ample, he praised the Catholic Church for introducing a system of general educa-
tion, calling it ‘a great and happy social innovation.’ As Godin (2008) shows, the 
concept of innovation was used in England and France from the beginning of the 
modern age, but however with a negative connotation, almost as an accusation. The 
word acquired a positive meaning only after 1789. We can therefore say that the 
meaning of the word ‘innovation’ was reversed at the beginning of the modern era. 
This reversal also applies to what has been described as social innovation. During 
the nineteenth century, social reformers, including business people (Godin 2012), 
were described as innovators—long before Schumpeter (1939) lauded their role 
in innovation. It seems to be a feature of modernity that innovation has become 
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an explicit topic.4 As far as the future became intraworldly (mundane) and lost its 
religious meaning (Minois 1996), and as far as modernity saw history as progress 
in time (Knoblauch 2005: 39), innovation became an intrinsic characteristic of 
modern society. In light of modernity’s familiar and sometimes deplored tendency 
toward instrumentalism and rationality (Weber 1978), it is also hardly surprising 
that innovation was increasingly restricted to the spheres of science, technology, 
and business. It was in the economy that innovation was seen as an important con-
cept, and it is science and technology that are regarded as key forces of innovation. 

The discourses of innovation I refer to here (and which were reconstructed by 
Godin) are defi ned with explicit reference to the word ‘innovation.’5 Similarly to 
Koselleck’s method of historical semantics (2006), we look at lexical associations 
with the word ‘innovation’ and note fundamental changes in associative patterns 
as an expression of historical semantic changes. 

In his reconstruction of the discourse on innovation and social innovation, Go-
din convincingly argues that the reason for the success of the concept of innova-
tion is that it resolves a particular form of tension. Whereas invention—and this 
applies to discovery and imitation as well—were generally mutually exclusive in 
the pre-modern age, the achievement of the concept of innovation is that it resolves 
this tension. As Tarde’s theories (1962) show, for example, the concept of inven-
tion or discovery and the related processes demand something new and do so in a 
way that blatantly contradicts mere imitation. The concept of innovation, however, 
allows the resolution of the tension between the two concepts and enables us to 
connect them in a linear way: innovation requires a discovery, but it also means 
that an imitation, a copy, must follow on from the discovery—in other words, a 
reproduction and reproducibility of the discovery. This amalgamation of invention 
and imitation in the concept of innovation becomes very clear in different theories 
of innovation such as Rogers’ famous theory of ‘diffusions of innovations,’ which 
was developed in the early 1960s (Rogers 1995). It was also around this time that 
political and economic support for innovation assumed recognizable forms. The 
practical commercial use of the concept of innovation increased dramatically at 
the beginning of the 1960s.6

4 One of the important indications of this is the ’querelle des anciens et des modernes’ 
that concerned the role of tradition and of continual renewal. 

5 I would like to thank Anina Engelhardt for pointing out that Godin’s reconstruction 
probably underestimates artistic movements. It should be emphasized that we still lack 
empirically based reconstructions of the discourse about the concept of innovation. 

6 Peter Drucker was one of the first authors to offer a detailed exploration of innova-
tion—and was also involved in initiating the international debate on the ‘knowledge 
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Despite its relevance to the economy and to knowledge and technology man-
agement, innovation has not become a central category of sociology or other basic 
research. This has a number of consequences for sociological research, for the 
concept has not been defi ned in a conceptual sociological framework that is the-
oretically and empirically coherent. Instead, we are dealing with a concept that is 
used and infl uenced by sociologically examined actors who have a defi nite interest 
in innovation themselves (or, less often, who want to obstruct it). A concept of 
innovation founded on a sound sociological terminology has yet to be developed.

3 The Construction of the New 

If we are looking for a sociological interpretation of innovation that lives up to the 
conceptual principles of sociology, it is useful to consider Rogers’ widely discussed 
work. For Rogers (1995: 11), innovation means ‘an idea, procedure, or project per-
ceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption.’ Although Rogers does 
not follow up this aspect, his defi nition has very strong sociological implications: 
fi rst, he emphasizes that innovation demands perception of novelty, and second, 
this presumes that the perspective of others plays a decisive role. This emphasis 
on recognition and other people categorically embeds innovation in a social rela-
tionship between the subject who actively constructs the new and the subject who 
perceives or adapts to it. As Mead has shown, these two perspectives can only be 
identical in borderline cases. We should note that in this situation the meaning of 
the new is not substantially defi ned but is essentially infl uenced by other people’s 
perception. Here the concept of perception is probably not meant psychologically 
at all, for the new has to be reciprocally perceived—in other words, we are talking 
about an essentially social phenomenon. At the same time this defi nition has very 
strong constructivist implications: it assumes that something that is new is (co-)
defi ned as new in other people’s perception. This reveals that perception can by no 
means be regarded merely as passive sensory perception but, as I have indicated 
above, must encompass everything that becomes relevant at a sensory level in the 
process of social reciprocity. In fact, it covers everything that is communicated. 
Finally, we should add that we are not just talking about signs here. Like Schum-
peter before him, Rogers explicitly emphasizes the importance of new processes, 
products, and therefore objects as well. 

society’ (Drucker 1969). The ‘Sputnik shock’ may be one of many reasons for the 
growth of interest in the technical future of society and in international coordination.
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Even if Rogers pursued other ends, at least three of the abovementioned aspects 
are suitable for developing a sociological defi nition of innovation. If one takes 
one’s own targets seriously, they must fi rst and foremost acknowledge the differ-
ences between thinking, acting, and things, they must contain a concept of the 
sphere of social interaction or of intersubjective perception, and they must be able 
to grasp the relationship between the producer of a new thing and its recipients. 
These three aspects are also at the center of the communicative constructivism 
that I wish to propose as the framework for developing a sociological theory of 
innovation. As I do not have the space to expand on this here, I would simply like 
to outline the features that are particularly important for the theory of innovation. 
I would just like to point out that this approach advances the theory of social con-
struction of reality established by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (Berger 
and Luckmann 1966). However, whereas Berger und Luckmann use the basic con-
cept of social action (borrowed from Weber), the concept of communicative action 
seems more appropriate to me. Although this follows on from Habermas’ theory of 
communicative action (1984), it diverges from it in relation to several problematic 
points: it does not separate the instrumental rationality of the world of objects, of 
work, or, in the present case, of technological innovation from the communicative 
rationality of linguistic usage, of communication, and here, for example, of social 
innovation. Rather, communicative action is a type of reciprocal social action that 
is always connected to specifi c objectivations and is consequently linked just as 
much to other people as it is to objects.

As communicative constructivism has already been outlined elsewhere (Knob-
lauch 1995, 2013a; Keller, Knoblauch, and Reichertz 2013), in this chapter I would 
like to highlight only those aspects of key importance for the concept of inno-
vation. Against the background of Habermas’ work, it is absolutely essential to 
mention that communicative action describes the embodied performance of so-
cial actions because it can only become part of the experience (or the perception) 
of other actors through its embodiments. As communicative actions are oriented 
toward the responses of others, are tailored to them, and are dependent on them, 
we can describe them as fundamentally relational. And just like the concept of 
innovation that I have outlined, the performance of communicative actions neces-
sarily involves a kind of objectivation.7 Bodily performances that engender sounds 
are gestures that can already be described as objectivations, as well as reifi ed and 
materialized objectifi cations produced by means of such embodied objectivations, 
such as signs, technologies, or things.

7 Objectivation is used here in the sense of Berger and Luckmann (1966).
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In other words, communicative action corresponds to all semantic aspects of 
the sociological concept of innovation as described above. But the specifi c factor is 
still missing: the new, or innovation. What, then, is the new? The philosopher Boris 
Groys (2002) proposes possible answer to this question that was recently debated 
enthusiastically. In his essay on the ‘cultural economy of the new,’ he advanced 
the theory that the new resulted from new contextualizations and recontextual-
izations (Groys 2002: 50). While this may appear coherent, every communicative 
action could, in fact, be seen as a kind of recontextualization of meaning (Kno-
blauch 2001). Joas particularly emphasized this in his theory of creative action 
(Joas 1996). According to Joas, every action demands adaptation to the situation 
in relation to other people and objects; this adaptation is expressed in a kind of sit-
uated creativity. Suchman’s (1987) concept of situated action took a similar track 
in considering the adaptation of action to the contingent circumstances of the re-
spective situation. As events do not occur in the anticipated order, actors always 
have to act in a ‘new’ way, even when they are maintaining a sequential order that 
apparently remains unchanged. In arguing this, Suchman also included objects 
and technologies in situated action. For, as Latour (2005) rightly stressed, objects 
help to stabilize order. Yet objects are at the same time also unstable elements, 
particularly in relation to the new. This forces us to ask once again exactly what it 
is that comprises the new.

As I have already mentioned above, temporal semantics plays a role. The new 
is essentially derived from the distinction between ‘old’ and ‘new.’ This distinction 
presupposes, however, that we have a clear idea of what the old is. The defi nition 
of the new must therefore anticipate extensive knowledge as a background against 
which the new can be described as something new in the fi rst place. If, however, we 
refuse to presuppose an omniscient system but one populated by actors with their 
limited knowledge, it seems more appropriate to begin by seeing the new simply 
as the other, as something different.8 By ‘new’ we mean something that is distinct 
from knowledge and the typifi cations it involves.9 We need to stress again that this 
distinction must be socially acknowledged; and moreover, the circle of universally 
assumed knowledge also forms the framework in which what has been differenti-
ated from existing knowledge can be seen as new. In this process it is essential for 
the new that we express the observation of the difference of knowledge in temporal 

8 Patent law makes the same assumption by relating recognition of the new to a funda-
mental totality, that of the recognized patents, which, although vast, is limited. 

9 I am relying here on Schütz’s contribution to the theory of creative action (Knoblauch 
2013b).
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semantics: ‘new’ is the different or strange thing that was previously regarded as 
not yet known. 

We can illustrate this with an example. In an earlier study we examined visions 
of the future (Knoblauch and Schnettler 2000). We realized in the interviews with 
female visionaries who, to varying degrees, had visions of the future that the fu-
turist quality of the visions itself was not, as such, a feature of the experiences the 
women described. The women had visions, but the fact that they referred to the 
future was not part of the vision itself (aside from apocalyptic prophesies). The 
futuristic aspect of the vision fi rst emerged through retrospective narrative con-
structions: it was only after the envisaged event had occurred that these women 
were able to recognize (and reconstruct) that the visionary experience they had had 
before this event was a vision of the future (Schnettler 2004). Because knowledge 
about the future is embedded in the narrative construction here as well, it is easy 
to see that, even in retrospect, knowledge of the new does not have to be explicit (I 
will return to this issue below).

Consequently, the thesis is that to be able to talk about the new we must addi-
tionally consider the temporal semantics of difference (precisely because all action 
and every communication proceeds in time). As action has to be connected to a 
kind of semantics, we are necessarily dealing with communicative action. The new 
has to be communicated, and it has to be reciprocally understood in the commu-
nication in such a way that it can be accepted and passed on (diffused). Innovation 
is thus basically a reciprocally refl ected communicative construction of the new 
as something new. 

The special semantics that marks out the new can draw on the explicit discours-
es referred to in the fi rst section. Its meaning as a goal for action is marked by the 
idea of progress infl uenced by the Enlightenment and formulated, for example, in 
Popper’s notion of the accumulation of knowledge for science. The new, however, 
can also be understood in the framework of other models of time, as described by 
Mannheim (1979). As we know, for instance, the new of the dialectical idea of time 
is distinguished by the oppositional difference to what has already occurred. In my 
conclusion I shall return to the question of whether and which ideas of time are 
involved in the innovation society. Before that, however, we must clearly establish 
that the semantics of the new does not necessarily have to be tied to a linguistic 
lexical frame, nor even to the specifi city of language, but can use other forms of 
objectivation instead.
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4 Communicative Action and Refl exivity

In sociological terms, innovation is based on the orientation of reciprocal social 
communication to the new as something new. I shall call this social reciprocity 
‘refl exivity.’ Refl exivity is an essential aspect of communicative action (Knoblauch 
2001). This refl exivity is already expressed in our basic model of communicative 
construction of the new in the form of the ‘as‘: the new ‘as’ something new. It in-
dicates that the new is not merely existent or something that ‘irrupts into being’; 
it must also be communicated as such. This communication must not necessarily 
be ‘explicit’: the new emerges not only by talking about it, such as through an in-
stitutional act that awards it the label ‘innovative.’10 New forms can develop in the 
course of actions as well and can be built into routines of action without us spe-
cifi cally giving them linguistic expression. Many elements of children’s education 
by fi rst-time parents consist of such ‘social innovations.’ This can also occur with 
ideas, objects, and subjects.

To understand how something can be regarded ‘as new’ without necessarily 
having to be attached the label as new, we need to clarify the concept of refl exivity 
that is contained in every ‘as.’ In the classical version of the theory of action, the 
concept of refl exivity means that agents can act consciously. As Schubert clearly 
shows (this volume), a second aspect of refl exivity can be identifi ed. This aspect is 
highlighted by Beck and Lau (2005), who see the refl exive modern age as an ep-
och turned toward the results of modernity. In other words, refl exivity refers to the 
observation of the results of action. Giddens (1990) emphasizes a rather different 
aspect. He sees refl exivity in ‘monitoring,’ in observing what happens during the 
action. Whereas these ideas relate to the observation of actions by the individual 
acting person (or an acting collective), I would like to highlight another aspect that 
essentially belongs to communicative action: refl exivity in this other sense means 
the circumstance that actions have meaning not only for the agents but also for oth-
er people. We approach our actions so as to signal what we think or want to express 
or do; but these actions are refl exive because in this signaling they are oriented to 
other people (or to what we assume of other people). In other words, actions are 
refl exive to the extent that they are made comprehensible for other people. For this 
reason refl exivity is more of a characteristic of communicative action itself than of 
the actors as persons.11 

10 Once again I must stress that I consider the terms ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ to be mis-
leading because they are ‘logocentric’ in recognizing only language as a characteristic 
form of explication. See also Knoblauch (2005). 

11 For the idea of this reflexivity as a constitutive element of agency, see Archer (2012).
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In terms of the new, this means that it is not created by actors and their knowl-
edge; instead, the new is part of a process of action that is aptly described by the 
word ‘doing.’ Innovation involves a kind of action that must be communicative to 
the extent that the new it contains must also be observable, comprehensible, and 
reasonable for others. In this situation the creation of the new necessarily occurs 
in actu. But the circumstance that the refl exive construction is part of a kind of 
communicative action also tells us that it can be institutionalized and fully be-
come an innovation. This occurs through the patterns of reproduction of the action 
that emerge during institutionalization.12 One aspect of institutionalization is the 
necessity to make the now-routinized action meaningful: in other words, to pro-
vide legitimation. And one aspect of innovation consists in legitimating the new as 
something new. This can occur through communicative processes of assessment 
and evaluation by which evaluation criteria are linked to specifi c actions, ideas, or 
products that are supposed to defi ne ‘newness’ (Lamont 2012); it can also concern 
valorizations to which it is possible to ascribe an economic value (Hutter 2014).13 

As innovation has to be recognized even if it appears in invisible forms (such 
as the emperor’s new clothes), it requires communication, knowledge, institutional 
paths, and structures. If we subscribe to the idea that objects, technologies, and 
materials are part of social reality, as social constructivism and the actor-network 
theory propose, then every innovation can be seen as a social innovation. This is 
why, strictly speaking, social innovations are those intentional changes explicitly 
directed toward particular institutional characteristics of the social structure.14 The 
social character of innovations not only includes knowledge of the new, including 
its evaluation, the relevant experts, and the related (specialist) communication, it 
also requires socially disseminated general knowledge about what is not new.

The advantage of the concept of communicative action is that it refers to inno-
vation as part of actors’ intentionality and that at the same time it relates, due to 
refl exivity, to ‘communicative intentionality.’ Communicative intentions refer to 
shared knowledge about the act of communication (see Levinson 1983: 15ff.).15 In 
relation to innovation, this means that we can also include those forms of innova-

12 For the institutionalization process and legitimation, see Berger and Luckmann (1966).
13 Flichy (1995) emphasized that knowledge about innovation can be communicated in 

ways that are very clearly distinct from the explicit categories of language, for exam-
ple, by pictures, films, and music.

14 Social innovation as the ‘intentional, targeted new configuration of social practices 
emanating from specific actors’ (Howaldt and Schwarz 2010: 89, my translation).

15 The concept is broadly congruent with what Searle and Tomasello have defined as 
‘shared intentionality.’



117Communicative Action, the New, and the Innovation Society 

tion that are not explicitly described as such but function as such by virtue of their 
performance in practice.

5 Refl exive Innovation and Discursive Refl exivity

After considering the discourse about the concept of innovation (that is, what is de-
fi ned as ‘semantics’ in the context of the Research Training Group) and clarifying 
its relationship to communicative action (that is, what the research group defi nes as 
‘pragmatics’), we can now focus on the aspect that the group defi nes as the ‘gram-
mar of innovation.’ This is the dimension to which most of the actors in the social 
discourse about innovation refer. Innovation in relation to the actors refers to the 
social organization of communicative actions in which the new is created. This di-
mension is defi ned by the institutionalized and socially organized forms of social 
co-production of the new. From an analytical perspective we can regard organized 
forms in general as the result of communicative action. To put it more precisely, 
we can regard acting and knowledge as universal preconditions in the construction 
of the new; formal organizations, however, are the necessary (but not suffi cient) 
specifi c preconditions for explaining a particular system of construction of the 
new that is defi ned as innovation (Windeler 2003). In the case of innovation there 
is the additional factor of the kind of organization that led to the connection be-
tween invention and imitation. Examples of this include the practice of registering 
technological innovations in the form of patents, which became established from 
1910 onward. The emergence of research policy also played a particular role with 
its attempt to organize the targeted production of scientifi c and technical results. 
This received a special boost from the national-innovation-system programs pur-
sued by some institutions in the 1980s and by the OECD from the 1990s onward. 
The monitoring and assessment has meanwhile become fairly standardized. It is 
these formal structures of social organization that we describe as the ‘grammar’ 
of innovation. They are now so complex that they have become a topic of research 
on the innovation society in their own right. This has been shown, for instance, by 
Garud and Gehman (2012), who used the example of sustainability to differenti-
ate between the temporal, relational, and narrative dimensions of this ‘grammar’ 
while taking account of technologies and objects as well.

In this context we should always understand innovation in the narrow emic 
sense as the organized creation and communication of the new. As with any other 
kind of institutionalization, organized innovation requires specifi c legitimations 
(Ragu and Gehman, for instance, call them ‘narratives’) that explain to others what 
innovation (including as a novelty) consists of. As communicative action, such 
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legitimations take the form of discourses in which the meaning of innovation can 
be socially negotiated, made obligatory, or disputed. Since we have so far only 
spoken about universal discourses in which the word ‘innovation’ appears, we are 
referring here to specifi c discourses in which the meaning of individual innova-
tions is evaluated in order to assign a value to them (and defi nitely an economic 
value as well). 

In terms of methodology we must extend the historical semantics as developed 
by Koselleck in two ways, each of which relates to the semantic fi eld.16 This se-
mantic fi eld usually encompasses a series of lexical units that are synonymous with 
innovation, overlap with it, or describe individual aspects and attributes, and that 
exhibit a particular ordering of proximity, distance, specifi city, or universality that 
can be delimited from other types of semantics. On the one hand we must look for 
categories related to innovation, which means words in the semantic fi eld of inno-
vation such as ‘creation,’ ‘renewal,’ or ‘novelty.’ In my opinion, this semantic fi eld 
is marked out by the concept of communicative construction of the new outlined 
above. For sociological purposes, on the other hand, we must consider the changes 
in diachronic and synchronic perspective (in other words, the connection between 
innovation and similar words in different institutional spheres, social groups, pro-
fessions, regions, and so on). More detailed observation involves primarily con-
cepts, expressions, and tropes that refer to the whole semantic fi eld of innovation.

Discourses are explicit forms of semantically coded communication about 
a topic (for example, ‘the new’). Discourses are therefore legitimating in a very 
fundamental sense because they not only communicate meaning but also create 
meaning by communicating about innovation and making it a topic.17 The dis-
courses that are about innovation mostly include the consequences of innovation. 
As the legitimizing discourses differ from the pragmatic processes in which the 
new is created,18 they represent a particular form of refl exivity that we can call 
discursive refl exivity. 

Discursive refl exivity distinguishes between organized innovation and the kind 
of refl exivity that implicitly appears in pragmatic actions. Ibert (2003: 23) offers 
an example of this with the observation that while innovation may appear every-

16 In doing this, however, we must also take into account visual discourses, the analysis 
of which probably requires a methodology of its own; see Traue (2013).

17 A more detailed exploration of the relationship between discourse and legitimation 
can be found in Knoblauch (2011). 

18 Aesthetic theory has repeatedly shown us that this naturally applies to pure ‘commu-
nicative innovation’ as well, that is, the spoken word, writings, and visual objectifica-
tions.
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where, as an explicit goal of planning it is a new and trailblazing phenomenon. 
Innovation becomes refl exive as a discourse in, for example, the academic fi eld of 
Innovation Management that makes innovation in its institutionalized form an ex-
plicit topic of its communication. This also applies to debates about the relevance 
of innovation, the measurement of innovation, or the delimitation of innovation 
from other areas such as social innovation.

The refl exivity of organized innovation, however, is not explicitly limited to 
communicating in a discourse. Organized innovation, because it is institutional-
ized, fi nds expression in objectifi ed forms: it can be based in hierarchical or het-
erogeneous organizations and be conducted by fi at in such a manner that it makes 
the new into a constituent ‘idée directrice’ for these institutions. We simply have 
to look at the obvious example of science. In this case we expressly consider the 
question of the new (and how it arises) only in very rare cases—unless we belong 
to an institution explicitly concerned with innovation. All the same, we are under 
pressure to create something new because the institutional structure operates as a 
kind of framework that gives a direction to the institution’s actions and at the same 
time serves as a semantic frame of reference for the ‘right’ actions.

Frameworks like this become explicit as relational factors when they are crit-
icized. This is why scientists can demand as the last resort, so to speak, that the 
novelty of a research result be proved if they do not accept the practical routines 
(as the ‘present state of research’). The same applies to technical matters in indus-
trial research and development departments. Here, as in a series of other institu-
tions, innovation can explicitly be an ‘idée directrice.’ This applies, for example, 
to so-called ‘innovation centers’ as well as to start-ups and a series of institutions 
explicitly dedicated to innovation. In Berlin alone we can see the emergence of a 
growing number of organized centers for technical innovation (Siemens, Telekom, 
Google, etc.) as well as for environmental, cultural, or social innovation. These 
centers tackle special operational problems, but their special feature is that in ad-
dressing their problems they concentrate on innovation in general, specifi cally by 
creating discourses and forms of communication such as future talks, productive 
confrontation, experiment days, and the like.19

19 Using the example of social innovation in the city, Noack (2014) first suggests, and lat-
er shows in detail, that various levels can be distinguished more precisely: innovation 
itself (such as a new form of urban journalism), the process in which this innovating 
arises (for example, the aforementioned types of communication about innovation, 
the organizations in which this occurs, such as civic associations) and, finally, the 
organizational and financial structures that they are linked to innovations (e.g., urban 
institutions), acknowledge them, value, and evaluate it.
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6 The Innovation Society 

A.N. Whitehead once commented that the greatest invention of the 19th century 
was the invention of the method of invention (Godin 2008: 22). If we regard inven-
tion as the principle of the early and classical modern age, innovation appears as 
a characteristic of late modernity. This is especially evident in the mention of the 
word ‘innovation’ in the German language between 1800 and 2000 (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1  Incidence of the term ‘innovation’ in the German language segment of the 
5.2 million  books scanned by Google (source: https://books.google.com/
ngrams/graph?content=innovation&year_start=1800&year_end=2000&cor-
pus=20&smoothing=3&share=&direct_url=t1%3B%2Cinnovation%3B%2Cc0); 
retrieved July 28, 2017.

The institutionalization of innovation, its role in discourse, and the corresponding 
refl exivization throughout society seems to be an even more recent development 
for, as Steve Fuller remarked critically (2007: 103): “Innovation is the fi rst global 
policy craze of the twenty-fi rst century.” In fact, the growing importance of inno-
vation fosters the assumption that it is becoming a principle of action that infl u-
ences today’s society, thereby making it an innovation society. The question that 
increasingly comes to the fore is “how people cope when they are supposed to ad-
just to a society that constantly has to produce innovation to remain capable of sur-
viving economically” (Kehrbaum 2009: 136, my translation). To cite Rammert, the 
innovation society means that “all areas [of social life] must permanently innovate 
and reciprocally coordinate refl exively with each other to do so.” In this manner 
“innovation itself becomes the principle of integration into the future development 
of other areas that are self-innovating” (Rammert 2013: 13f., my translation).

As far as I can see, two different models emerge from the description of this 
kind of (still empirically untested) hypothesis of the development toward the in-
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novation society. If we emphasize the institutional aspects of innovation, as most 
actors in the fi eld do, the innovation society appears as an extension of a principle 
of action from the technical and scientifi c subsystem of society into other sub-
systems. Rammert (2008, 2010), for example, represents this view: Whereas the 
different social subsystems become increasingly fragmented, innovation becomes 
an overarching frame of reference that transcends its boundaries and has an im-
pact on society as a whole beyond the individual systems. Innovation also alters its 
legitimation in this process. It is translated, so to speak, into the ‘logic’ of various 
subsystems and consequently contributes to further fragmentation.

From this perspective the concept of creativity also appears as a translation 
of innovation into the code of particular subsystems or social fi elds such as art, 
education, or mass media. In this process the concept of innovation still seems, 
despite translation, to draw on the rationality of science, technology, and economy, 
with the result that translation concepts such as ‘creativity’ are, we could say, only 
lexical substitutions for a semantics that remains unchanged.

In contrast to this idea we could formulate a different theoretical model of the 
innovation society. According to this model, creativity represents its own inde-
pendent category that transcends the boundaries between different institutional 
areas and systems (Reckwitz 2017). In particular, ever since Florida’s (2004) rapid 
dissemination of the concept, creativity seems to be a possible alternative to inno-
vation. One reason for this could be that, following on from Rousseau’s and the Ro-
mantic movement’s ideas of subjectivity, creativity is increasingly being integrated 
into the educational programs of global educational systems as well. Creativity 
could actually become a code that displaces that of innovation.

Of course, there is no reason why innovation and creativity have to be opposed 
to each other as two alternative models; in fact, we could even surmise that crea-
tivity is, so to speak, the subjective form of appropriation or the form of subjectifi -
cation of an innovation that not only extends across institutions but also empowers 
the subject.20 But even if this coupling of innovation and creativity is possible and 
may currently be gaining general acceptance, we should still remember that from 
the perspective of theory of action, creativity and innovation indicate two different 
directions. 

20 Nowotny (1995: 210f.) describes this aspect in the following manner: “Innovation, as 
the social side of creativity, means that it is a process through which individual crea-
tivity is communicated and thereby negotiated, transmitted and ultimately accepted or 
rejected.” 
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7 Conclusion: The Action Structure of Innovation 
and Creativity 

If innovation as a form of communicative action introduces something new into 
social reality, then what is characteristic of the new, as I have shown, is due to the 
communicative aspect of action. The temporality that is assumed in the new is, 
however, a universal aspect of action. This is because actions are distinguished by 
the fact that they are directed toward a design in the future, toward what Schütz 
(1962) called ‘future exacti.’ Even if, as I have already said, we do not yet have 
enough empirical research on this orientation to the future, we can follow Mann-
heim (1979: 190ff.) in differentiating between various models of future orientation 
or ‘utopian mentality.’ Mannheim identifi es chiliasm as a key ideal type of utopian 
mentality oriented toward a completely different world; and the idea of the revo-
lutionary upheaval of everything currently in existence is also a kind of utopian 
mentality. In contrast to a conservative ideology that is skeptical about innova-
tion—which represents the third form of utopian mentality—Mannheim identifi ed 
a fourth form: the liberal utopian consciousness that tries to achieve changes in 
incremental steps. This is the model that comes closest to the conception of the 
future in relation to innovation. Its proximity to the liberal model is highly plausi-
ble in terms of the sociology of knowledge, given that the more recent innovation 
trend coincides with the idea of the ‘end of ideologies’ after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. Instead of the utopian desire to design new things, this is done step by step, 
even experimentally, so to speak. The ‘destruction of the old’ that Schumpeter 
emphasized is still directed at only a small segment, at special objects, technol-
ogies, or ideas. We can even question whether the idea of ‘destruction’ fi ts with 
the discourse of innovation at all, or whether evolutionary ideas of adaptation, 
improvement, and correction, which certainly have conservative features, are not 
more important instead. We can therefore surmise that innovation is a variation 
of the liberal idea of time. We are no longer talking about planned change and 
incremental steps (which imply the idea of progress); rather, this is about a refl ex-
ive change that monitors its change while performing the steps, or in other words, 
monitors its own changes.

Unlike innovation, which is characterized by a temporal difference between the 
old and the new, creativity highlights a different distinction. First, from a temporal 
perspective it does not aim for the new that emerges in reality but at the particular 
that emerges through the actors. In this sense it stresses the difference the subject 
makes. The important point is not, initially, that which is new in reality. Rather, it 
refers to the fact that something is done by a subject in its own way that makes it 
unmistakable and only new on a third perceptual plane. Whatever might be new 
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about this becomes clear fi rst of all with reference to the diversity of the subjective 
perspective. Even if the creating contained in creativity always has a temporal per-
spective, what emerges here as ‘a new thing’ is not essentially temporally defi ned.

Although the innovation society toys with creativity, we must reiterate that cre-
ativity and innovation involve two different approaches to orientations for action. 
This difference can defi nitely have consequences. As Esposito (2011) explains, 
innovation in modern society occurs as the diffusion of new things through imi-
tation. Imitation is also a model linked to mass production and mass media. The 
mass media allow the things that have been newly created to be disseminated. By 
now, the spread of digital media makes detachment from mass production and the 
mass media easier and affects innovation because products can now be created by 
the subjects themselves. Even if the required means of production are relatively 
standardized, they allow the subjects to design their own products creatively with-
out newness playing a role (even if it is claimed). The otherness that comes from 
this difference is then regarded as the new (an experience that we not infrequently 
have in science).

It is precisely this, of course, that is called into question when we are concerned 
with innovation that has to be proved. For this reason we must clarify whether what 
is subjectively seen as different can also be regarded as new. Independently of how 
this question is answered, we must sharply distinguish between two orientations, 
which can certainly coexist with each other in the innovation society or can be 
intertwined in confl ict. However, whether they do this is an empirical question, the 
investigation of which actually presupposes the concept of the innovation society. 
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The Creativity Dispositif 
and the Social Regimes of the New

Andreas Reckwitz

1 Creativity from the Perspective of Social Theory

A sociological understanding of creativity can mean two things. Either creativity 
is grasped as an intrinsic characteristic and prerequisite of human action or the 
social world, or creativity is understood as a product of a very specifi c sociocultur-
al constellation, primarily of modernity or postmodernity, that defi nes, promotes, 
and reinforces creativity in its own way. In both cases creativity is viewed from a 
sociological angle that is clearly different from that of the ubiquitous psychological 
discourse. Most psychological studies on creativity that have been conducted since 
J. P. Guilford’s (1950) infl uential lecture to the American Psychological Associa-
tion posit creativity as a universal—if perhaps unevenly distributed—faculty of the 
human mind (or brain) and its cognitive structures (see Runco 2007). As soon as 
creativity becomes the focus of sociology, however, this reduction to the cognitive 
dimension is bound to fall short.

Actually, this social dimension can relate to two wholly different constellations. 
At the level of general social theory, creativity can be understood as a structural 
feature of the social, as the inherent characteristic of practices, interactions, com-
munication, or social processes that repeatedly and unpredictably bring about new 
kinds of events of their own accord. Thus, in a way, creativity can be said to pred-
icate the social dimension. Informed by action theory, the work by Heinrich Pop-
itz (1997) and Hans Joas (1996) points in this direction. In quite a different way, 
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s (1987) poststructuralist, postvitalistic theory 
of rhizomatic structures can be regarded as the kind of approach that stresses the 
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inherent creativity of the social world (albeit without explicitly using the concept of 
creativity). Authors in the fi eld of cultural studies, too, such as Paul Willis (1990), 
presuppose the experimental, even subversive potential of social practices and, 
hence, ultimately their inherent ‘creativity.’ For all their differences, these authors 
characteristically share a more or less emphatic normative identifi cation with the 
creative dimension as something ostensibly natural in human beings, a trait of all 
that is alive, or a source of the political.

This perspective that social theory has on the phenomenon of creativity indis-
putably has its merits and serves as a necessary counterweight to explicit or latent 
structuralist approaches, which start from the assumption that social stability and 
reproduction are normal. I want to pursue a different path, however. In my under-
standing, creativity is not a universal trait of humanity or social practice but rather 
a very specifi c social, cultural, and historical product. As a subject of study, the 
phenomenon of creativity thus shifts from the realm of general social theory to 
the theory of modernity, historical sociology, and cultural sociology. From this 
perspective it is crucial to embed the understanding of creativity thoroughly and 
minutely in the historically specifi c social practices and discourses that bring it 
about.

Of course, there is a need in social theory for a vocabulary that acknowledges 
social reproduction and social change alike, a vocabulary that recognizes the rep-
etition of sameness and the inception of the new as much as structuralizing forms 
of the social world. However, such a view easily does without the culturally loaded 
concept of creativity and by no means has to be linked with a modernistic glori-
fi cation of the inception of the new and a complementary normative denigration 
of social repetitions.1 One must in fact assume that social complexes of practices 
alternate between repetition and the emergence of novelties. A complete reproduc-
tion of the same is just as marginal a case as a complete break with the past in an 
utterly new event.

From the perspective of social theory and empirical sociology, however, other 
questions are more interesting: How is it that modernity, particularly late moderni-
ty (the phase since the 1970s and 1980s), has come to be marked by the ever greater 
prevalence of a social constellation that prioritizes and systematically promotes 
creativity? How and why have late-modern subjects learned to see themselves 
as ‘creative’ and to model themselves accordingly as a ‘creative self’? How have 
vastly dissimilar social fi elds been restructured in a way that they follow a social 

1 In my view, one of the key merits of a theory of social practices (see Giddens 1979; 
Reckwitz 2003) is that it places this dual character of repetition and normality at the 
core of the social world.
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regime of the new, especially the aesthetically new? As I see it, the question of 
creativity is not really one of the ‘human being’ but rather one of modernity. My 
basic assumption is that a dynamic dispositif of creativity (the precursors of which 
date back centuries) emerged in Western societies during the 20th century and 
has intensifi ed since the 1970s. As a dispositif, it crosses the boundaries between 
functionally differentiated systems, encompassing the arts as well as broad seg-
ments of the economy, the mass media, city planning, and areas of psychological 
counseling. Thus, late-modern society is changing direction toward a structure of 
expecting and producing the aesthetically new.

My perspective is, then, infl uenced by that of Michel Foucault (although he 
never showed much interest himself in the phenomenon of creativity). Just as Fou-
cault’s genealogical-archeological analysis of the dispositif of sexuality has a de-
mystifying effect and decodes something seemingly natural as a sociocultural and 
historical constellation (see Foucault 1978), a comparable perspective on creativity 
can have a similar effect. How and along which path have Western social practices, 
discourses, and ways of subjectifi cation internalized the form of the creative pro-
duction and reception of the new to the point that it has since come to seem like a 
quasi-natural order of things?

A sociological analysis of the origin and current structures of the creativity 
dispositif is a complex task. The available space confi nes me to providing an ana-
lytical framework consisting of four basic assumptions.

1. The creative complex of contemporary society is a highly specifi c version of 
what I call social regimes of the new in modernity: a regime of the aesthetically 
new.

2. This regime of the aesthetically new requires clarifi cation of the terms of aes-
thetic practices and of aesthetization, which prove to be essential for a sociol-
ogy of the present.

3. The creativity dispositif can be understood as a specifi c constellation of soci-
ality composed of producers, the audience, things, and elements that manage 
attention.

4. The social fi eld of modern art is a structural prototype of the creativity dis-
positif.

This backdrop allows me to summarize my argument, namely, that the cultural-
ization of society, condensed in the dispositif of creativity, has come to represent 
the model that has succeeded the classic industrial, scientistic ‘innovation society.’ 
It also permits me to develop a corresponding heuristic framework for analyzing 
social regimes of the new in modernity, particularly late modernity.
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2 Regimes of the New

In the framework of the creativity dispositif, the status of a familiar core element of 
structure and semantics in modern societies changes fundamentally: the new.2 It is 
a classical diagnosis to say that modern society in its institutions and semantics is 
essentially oriented not to traditional repetition but rather to dynamic self-change, 
that it always has an inherent preference for the new as opposed to the old. Ever 
since its emergence in the late 18th century, modern society has tried to promote 
the new at the political, economic, scientifi c, technical, and artistic levels in every 
way, be it political revolutions and reforms, technical inventions, the circulation of 
commodities, or artistic originality.3 The new is not necessarily oriented to pro-
gress or thinking in terms of ‘absolute breaks.’ Rather it is based on a temporal 
matrix that distinguishes between the past, present, and future as distinct and pre-
fers the new to the old.

However, a regime of the new does not have just a temporal connotation but a 
phenomenalistic and social one as well. At the level of phenomena, the new sets 
what is different apart from what is the same. In social terms, the new points to 
what deviates as opposed to what is normal and normatively expected. Whether 
at the temporal or the social level, the new never exists objectively. It is always a 
function of frequently contested observational and perceptual schemata. ‘Social 
regimes of the new,’ as shown to be characteristic for modern society, are now 
ensembles of practices, discourses, manners of subjectifi cation, and systems of 
artifacts, which do not only observe the new and prefer it but which are also keen 
on promoting and actively bringing it about, escalating it, and intensifying it.

In terms of i  deal types, one can distinguish between three different modern 
forms of the new. They follow upon each other in rough sequence, without the old-
er ones completely vanishing. They are the regime of the new as a stage (New I), 

2 In parts 1 through 4 of this essay, I draw on passages from The Invention of Creativi-
ty—Modern Society and the Culture of the New (Reckwitz 2017), particularly from the 
first and second chapters.

3 For a classical treatment of semantics, see Koselleck (2004). Although the diagno-
sis that modern society is oriented to the new is familiar, analysis of social regimes 
of the new is still awaiting the formulation of a comprehensive sociological research 
program that goes beyond the classical research area that focuses on processes of tech-
nological innovation. Werner Rammert (2010) clearly pointed out the necessity of such 
a detailed analytic approach—on which the   Innovationsgesellschaft heute research 
training group builds. In principle, I am inclined to agree, but at this general level I 
prefer using the term regimes of newness and exploiting the difference between the 
two concepts.
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the regime of the new in the sense of escalation and intensifi cation (New II), and 
the regime of the new as a kind of stimulus (New III). To put it succinctly, these 
regimes of dynamization have three corresponding models of modernity: the mo-
dernity of perfection, the modernity of progress, and aesthetic modernity. The fi rst 
regime of the new aspires to a stage at which an old constellation is replaced by a 
new, more progressive and more rational one once and for all. The new appears as 
something absolutely and clearly novel, revolutionary. After passing through this 
stage, after the new has been achieved, it no longer needs anything fundamentally 
new; at most it only requires incremental improvements. This model is the one on 
which political revolution is based. In the New I constellation, the new is thus sub-
ordinate to the goal of politico-moral progress, which fi nally appears.

The regime of the new in the sense of escalation and intensifi cation, New II, 
is different. In that constellation the aim is to produce the new in a continuous, 
eternal process. Scientifi c development of technical solutions is characteristic of 
this regime, but it also includes economic innovation in the market. The concept of 
escalation encompasses quantitative increases and qualitative leaps. In any case, 
the constellation of New II is characterized by the fact that the individual act of 
the new contains the normative aspiration of improvement and that this sequence 
of improvement is infi nite.

The regime of the new as aesthetic stimulus, New III, which proves to be a key 
part of the creativity dispositif, is organized differently than either of the two other 
regimes. It, too, is about the dynamic production of a sequence of new acts that are 
infi nite, but the value of the new is largely divested of its progressive connotations. 
The value of the new consists not in its integration into a sequence of progress 
but rather in its momentary aesthetic stimulus, which is repeatedly replaced by 
the next different sensual, affective quality. It is not progress or intensifi cation 
but rather the movement itself, the succession of stimuli, that is of interest and 
normative priority. The new determines itself essentially by its sheer difference to 
past, old events, by its difference in the sense of being other than what is identical, 
and by its difference as a welcome departure from the usual. The new is thus the 
relatively new as an event. It does not demarcate a structural break. As part of the 
regime of the aesthetically new, the new shares a semantic fi eld with the interest-
ing, surprising, and original.

The regime of the New III does not imply a concept of progress or intensifi -
cation. Instead, it is based on a pure concept of difference devoid of normative 
connotations and with an affective character. The production of the new no longer 
follows the model of political revolution or that of technological invention but rath-
er the creation of objects or atmospheres that stimulate the senses and meanings 
and that are emotionally operative, as is the case for the fi rst time in modern art.
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3 Processes of Aesthetization

If the creativity dispositif can be basically understood as a social regime of the 
aesthetically new in the sense of New III, then what can one take ‘aesthetic’ and 
‘aesthetic practices’ to mean? Indeed, the creativity dispositif drives a process of 
aesthetization as radical as it is specifi c. But what is the aesthetic, and what are aes-
thetizations? The word aisthesis originally referred to the entire gamut of sensory 
perception. A discriminating use of the term, however, does not equate aesthetic 
with sensory perception as a whole but instead draws on a basic intuition of classi-
cal aesthetics. As I understand it, the aesthetic refers to sensuous processes as de-
noting dynamic processes that have become disengaged from their purposive-ra-
tional, pragmatic embedding. Aisthesis as the totality of all sensory perception can 
then be distinguished from aesthetic perception in particular (see Seel 1996). The 
specifi c nature of aesthetic perceptions is that they are beholden to being ends in 
themselves and that they are self-referential.

This contemporary understanding of aesthetic should be freed from the classi-
cal coupling to good taste, beauty, contemplation, and the autonomous sphere of 
art.4 The crucial point about aesthetic perceptions is not whether they are beautiful 
or ugly, harmonious or dissonant, introverted or pleasurably exciting but rather 
that they are not subordinated to purposive rationality and their cognitive acts of 
mere information processing. They must instead possess their own dynamic and 
an orientation to being acted upon. Aesthetic practices are thus found not only in 
art or the natural environment—the classical cases of the bourgeois philosophical 
aesthetic—but also at the sports stadium or on a tourist trip; in fashion design, inte-
rior decoration, and gastronomy; in sexuality and eroticism; and in ‘creative work.’ 
Aesthetic perceptions include still another dimension in a specifi c way, namely, 
they are not purely sensory activity but rather also contain a considerable degree 
of affectivity, a spontaneous and self-referential emotional involvement of the sub-
ject. Aesthetic phenomena always encompass a double of ‘perceptions and affec-
tions’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 132). Aesthetic sensory perceptions include a 
specifi c affective response of the subject through an object; a situation; a mood, 
state of mind, or arousal; an enthusiastic, concerned, or placid feeling.

4 The notion of restricting aesthetics to beauty is still defended in some sociological 
diagnoses, as in Lipovetsky and Serroy (2013). However, I dissociate myself from the 
concept’s complete abstraction as found in Welsch (1996). He relates aesthetics to 
contingency situations in general, thus dissolving the tie to sensory perceptions and 
affects.
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A p  raxeological look at sensuousness and affective response is central to a soci-
ological understanding of the aesthetic dimension. Two aggregate conditions of the 
aesthetic dimension can be distinguished from each other in this context: aesthetic 
episodes and aesthetic practices. In aesthetic episodes an aesthetic perception mo-
mentarily and unpredictably appears; a subject is affected by an object, thereby 
breaking the cycle of expedience. Then the moment disappears. In aesthetic prac-
tices, by contrast, aesthetic perceptions or objects are repeatedly evoked for such a 
perception in a routine or habitual manner. Aesthetic practices thus always contain 
frequently implied aesthetic knowledge, cultural schemata that guide the produc-
tion and reception of aesthetic events. Such an understanding of the aesthetic em-
phasizes an aspect of social practice long marginalized by rationalist philosophy 
and sociology. The antonym of the aesthetic that refers to spontaneous sensory 
perception and affective response is instrumental and rule-based action in which 
sensory perception surfaces only secondarily as cognitive information processing. 
In this context affects, too, appear to be subordinated to the rationality or norma-
tivity of the action context, which ideally is neutral in terms of affect.

This background to the understanding of the aesthetic can clarify the contours 
of the phenomenon of social aesthetization,5 which involves a precise, defi nable 
structural change. In processes of aesthetization, the share of aesthetic practices as 
a whole within society expands at the expense of primarily nonaesthetic, instru-
mental, and normative practices. The exact form and direction of the aesthetization 
can vary greatly. In reality, aesthetization lends weight to the meaning of ‘pure’ 
aesthetic practices but also increases hybrid practices. Instrumental or normative 
practices, too, are encompassing ever more elements of aesthetic practices (as in the 
work process or a partnership). The distinctive feature of the creativity dispositif 
is that it imposes an a  esthetization oriented to the production and reception of new 
aesthetic events. As stated above, modern society has always structurally driven 
novelty at the political and technological levels as well. Conversely, vastly different 
types of society have always had aesthetic practices oriented not to originality but 
rather to repetition and ritualization.6 The creativity dispositif focuses the aesthetic 
on novelty and focuses the regime of novelty on the aesthetic. It marks an overlap 
between aesthetizations and the social regimes of the new (see Figure 1).

5 Schulze (1992) presented a related concept of aesthetization. However, it focuses on 
the way that aesthetic practices are received, that is, on their consumption-oriented 
aspect.

6 A classic place in this respect is indisputably the aesthetic of ancient Japan and China 
(see Jullien 2010; also Han 2011), (source: own illustration).
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Figure 1  Regimes of the new and aesthetization (source: own illustration).

4 Aesthetic Socialities: Creators, Audiences, Structures 
of Attention

The discussion thus far has shown that a specifi c structure of sociality is charac-
teristic of the creativity dispositif. I generally assume that the social has no fi xed 
suprahistorical structure but rather coalesces from historically specifi c and differ-
ent forms. Now, the sociality of the creativity dispositif does not have a structure 
of simple interactions or communications at its core, nor is it sustained by a norma-
tive system of rules or a structure of exchange between actors driven by some ra-
tional purpose—all ‘classical’ forms of the social world that have been extensively 
discussed in sociology. Essentially, I am talking about a form of the social that is 
characterized by a relation between aesthetic producers or creators, an audience, 
and objects. On the one hand, there have to be practices oriented to the production 
of aesthetically new entities and sustained by corresponding individuals or collec-
tive ‘creators.’ On the other hand, there has to be an audience interested primarily 
in the aesthetic appropriation of objects and events. Practices and audience are 
linked through material cultural objects.

The creativity dispositif’s form of aesthetization is coupled to a particular pro-
duction ethos, that of the creative. It requires that the aesthetically new be brought 
about by a subject or other agent, such as a collective or practice itself. Processes 
of aesthetization that take place in the context of the creativity dispositif thereby go 
beyond the scope of what Guy Debord (1970) understood as being meant by a ‘so-
ciety of the spectacle’ with passive consumers. Within the dispositif, institutions 
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and subjects are in fact confronted by the imperative of having to mobilize crea-
tive potential and produce new aesthetic objects and events: works of art, cultural 
aesthetic goods, services, media formats and innovations, transformations of ur-
ban space, and self-presentations in social networks. The creators in this scenario 
differ from the producers in industrialized society, who were producers of types. 
Instead, I am talking about the productive creation of singularities, of unique, new 
kinds of things.

However, the creative producers depend on an audience as a second, comple-
mentary entity. The aesthetic stimulus provided by the new demands an audience 
that notes the novelty of the new and allows itself to be impressed by it. Ulti-
mately, there is no such thing as ‘the new’ as an objective fact. It depends on a 
corresponding form of attention and valuation that focuses solely on the new and 
distinguishes it from the old. Niklas Luhmann (1990) justifi ably pointed out that 
the social fi elds of modern society all cultivate achievement functions and audi-
ence functions alike. In the case of the creativity dispositif, however, the audience 
maintains a special form. The audience relates to what it observes, receives, and 
uses not in terms of processing information but rather in terms of the symbolic, 
sensory, and emotional excitability. The late-modern audience is essentially an 
aesthetically interested one.

Producers before an audience are always producers of performative acts. They 
‘perform’ in front of an audience. In that relationship, however, audience and pro-
ducers are linked with each other by a third entity: objects. The audience’s interest 
is in the aesthetic objects, which must have a sensually perceptible materiality, and 
they are cultural and aesthetic conveyors of meaning and affect. Aesthetic objects 
include things that can be experienced through sight or touch (images, apparel, 
or furniture), hearing (tones, music), or taste or smell (food). They can be spatial-
ly complex aesthetic surroundings (e.g., urban spaces). Lastly, the subject’s body 
itself can become an aesthetic object before the audience (as in theater and fi lm).

The triad consisting of producers, audience, and objects is held together by a 
specifi c coordinating mechanism: the distribution of attention. The audience is 
a source of collective attention that sooner or later settles on certain objects and 
shifts away from others. In social practice, actors inevitably attend only to a lim-
ited set of phenomena, though. Now, in the context of the creativity dispositif, 
attention is directed by the guiding criterion: the new. Events that the observers 
perceive as novel tend to appear worthy of interest and have a chance of retaining 
their attention for a while in order to produce an aesthetic effect. The management 
of the audience’s attention is thus a key coordination problem of the late-modern 
social world (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2  Sociality of the creativity dispositif (source: own illustration).

5 The Field of Art as a Blueprint

Aesthetic practices and aesthetization, a social regime of the aesthetically new and 
emotionally fascinating, a constellation of creators, audience, objects, and struc-
tures of attention—it is remarkable that the social fi eld of art, the blueprint provid-
ed by the social fi eld for all these structural features of the creativity dispositif, has 
tended to be marginalized by sociological analysis (on this point see also Menger 
2006). But all these features characterized the fi eld of modern art when it originat-
ed around 1800, although its initial form was quite specifi c.

5.1 Modern art constitutes a social ensemble keyed to bringing about aesthet-
ically oriented practices (i.e., those entailed in the production and reception of 
aesthetic events) in as absolute a form as possible. They consist in practices serving 
spontaneous sensuousness and affective response absolved of all rational purpose. 
The practices in modern art are attempts to establish art’s autonomy through var-
ious strategies and methods that differentiate the purely aesthetic from both the 
moral, normative realm and rational purpose as well as from the ‘impure aesthetic’ 
dimension (e.g., the popular and kitsch) and the crafts. Although these attempts to 
establish the arts as an independent sphere of pure aesthetics ostensibly hinder the 
later spread of aesthetic practices beyond art, it is crucial to see that the attempts 
to separate aesthetic experiences sharply from instrumental actions thereby make 
it possible to escalate and intensify the former. This radical project of achieving 
an ‘absolute aesthetic’ by diversifying the fi eld of art is what has enabled aesthetic 
events to retain their amazing attraction in modern times.

5.2 The aesthetic practices of modern art are tied into a social regime of the 
aesthetically new, the aim of which is to evoke a constant series of novel aesthetic 
events, that is, new kinds of works of art offering different sensual and emotion-
al surprises. This regime of novelty has characterized modern art (as opposed 
to premodern art, including neoclassical works) since 1780 and was discursively 
prepared through the positioning of the ‘aesthetics of genius’ against the classical 
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‘aesthetics of rules.’ Whereas in the aesthetics of rules the artist’s task is to apply 
and perfect the use of the rules of ideal art and, hence, to engage in the reproduc-
tion of the old and the universal, the new aesthetic invents the artist as a creator of 
original works that cannot be derived from generally accepted patterns.

5.3 The fi eld of art is characterized by a form of the social world in which aes-
thetic producers and an aesthetic audience rely on each other. The fi eld of art mod-
els the fi gure of the artist as a ‘creative producer’ credited with the competence 
to bring aesthetically new work into the world. The fi eld of art simultaneously 
cultivates the role of an aesthetically sensitized audience to complement the pro-
ducer of originality. At root, the sociality of art is thereby one of neither rational 
production nor intersubjective interaction or exchange. It is rather about the social 
process of producing sensory, semiotic, and emotional stimuli for an audience. The 
fi eld of art invents both of the subject’s positions that characterize the creativity 
dispositif: the creative subject and the aesthetic recipient. From the outset, the fi eld 
of art has also generated its own mechanisms for distributing attention: ‘agencies 
of consecration’ (Bourdieu 1984: 1) such as literary and art critique and academic 
canonization but also disputes between different organs that manage attention (via 
secessions, for example).

6 Culturalization of Society and Regimes of Innovation

My basic argument is that late-modern society is marked largely by social prac-
tices that operate through structural features of the creativity dispositif, through 
a social regime of the aesthetically new, and through a sociality of creative pro-
ducers, audiences, artifacts, and structures of attention. These structural traits are 
discernible in many (though not all) social fi elds of contemporary society, no doubt 
especially in the economy and the mass media. They are apparent, too, in cultural 
ways of life. The hegemonic late-modern way of life is not only directed by ‘in-
dividualization’; rather, given its principal representatives (the academic middle 
class), it systematically adopts the everyday ethos of a successful, ‘creative’ way 
of life. This diagnosis can be the point of departure for a comprehensive research 
program that traces the different manifestations, consequences, and inherent con-
tradictions of the creative dispositif in different fi elds, m  ilieus, and spatial contexts 
(local, national, and global).7

7 In more detail, I traced back the genealogy of the creativity dispositif in Reckwitz 
(2017).
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How do such a line of reasoning and a research program of this kind relate to 
the assumption that modern society is an ‘innovation society’ (Hutter et al., this 
volume)? Of course, the answer to this question depends on how one conceptu-
alizes the relation between innovation and creativity. In principle there are two 
possibilities. Either one takes innovation to be the general term encompassing any 
orientation to the new. In that case, the orientation to the aesthetically new is a 
specifi c subset of this general orientation. Or one treats the regimes of innovation 
and creativity as competing sociostructural forms of the new. As I see it, the latter 
assumption is more informative and heuristically more promising than the former, 
particularly because a third, already broadly formulated concept—the ‘social re-
gime of the new’—is available in addition to innovation and creativity. Drawing on 
all three concepts, one might posit the following hypothesis for a theory of modern 
society: In various social fi elds since the late 18th century, modern society has 
been generally and gradually shifting to social regimes of the new that emphasize 
and promote novelty at the expense of the traditional. It should be stressed that, in 
the genealogy of human societies, this shift to an antitraditionalist regime of novel-
ty is a historically unlikely and highly unusual process. However, the exact form of 
the regime of the new differs from one period to the next, from bourgeois moder-
nity to organized modernity to late modernity.8 In bourgeois modernity the spread 
of the social regimes of the new represents a very uneven and initially rather slow 
process that emanated from discrete urban islands of modernization and gained 
momentum in the course of the 19th century. During bourgeois modernity, this 
basically progressive dynamic is still accompanied by widespread social practices 
that do not readily submit to such a social regime of the new and persist in a logic 
of repetition instead (e.g., in agriculture or Christian religious communities but 
also in the classical bourgeois way of life). In ‘repetition regimes’ of this kind, the 
new is suspect as it were. They are, by and large, traditional societies, where novel, 
deviant elements are systematically eliminated in favor of the received ‘identi-
cal’ structures, with a habitual or ritualized repetition of social practice being the 
goal—which is, of course, never completely accomplished.

The social regimes of the new are arrayed against these practices of repetition. 
Aside from examples that model the ‘new as a stage’ in a process, especially in 
the form of revolutionary practices that prepare bourgeois political revolutions,9 

8 See Reckwitz (2006) on this periodization.
9 Clearly, New I is not really suited to establishing a corresponding regime in the long 

run, for achieving the desired stage would attain the revolutionary goal. Thus, the 
practices of New I tend to have a preparatory character. They are about eventually 
achieving the conditions in which a leap to the desired stage—usually a revolutionary 
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these social regimes have been primarily those modeled on the new conceived of 
as escalation and intensifi cation (New II). Technological progress and its effects 
on economic markets and consumption habits are their backbone. Since the early 
20th century, however, it is organized modernity—called ‘industrial society’ as an 
ideal type in sociology and seen as shaping ‘Fordism’ in post-Marxist terms—that 
has provided the actual sociohistorical context of such domination of technologi-
cal self-intensifi cation. Organized modernity can be understood as a prime exam-
ple of an innovation society in that it subjugates broad swathes of society to the 
‘regime of innovation.’

I wish to use such a regime to paraphrase a novelty regime that sets store by 
material innovations as instrumental improvements that correspond to the model 
of technological progress of the New II kind. This type of society is built around 
the industrial mass production of capital goods and consumer goods that is regu-
larly perfected through technological innovations in production processes as well 
as in consumer goods.10 It is no contradiction to observe that most of industrialized 
society’s work activities—in accordance with principles of effi ciency—continue 
to consist in repetitive practices, albeit less in ritualized or habitual ones than in 
routines stemming from the rehearsal of formal rules.11 An industrial society of 
this kind, a type that did not prevail throughout Western societies until the late 

overthrow—is possible (as in the phases preceding the revolutions of 1789, 1848, and 
1917). The status of the socialist movements in the late 19th century is interesting in 
this context. They initially seemed to be working merely to prepare a revolutionary 
situation (New I). Except for the movement in Russia, they then shifted to working 
on incremental reforms as part of the mainstream democracies (New II). In organ-
ized modernity, however, the focus of this incrementalist reform work is still often 
the imagined achievement of a final stage (meaning, in this example, the welfare state 
offering rights typically associated with civil society).

10 This argument is the point of departure for the broad movement of classic sociolog-
ical research on innovation. See David (1975), Edquist (1997), and Braun-Thürmann 
(2005) to name only a few of the sources to consult.

11 I see the following differences between habitual, routinized, and ritualized practices of 
repetition: Habitual repetition rests from the outset on implicit knowledge, especially 
knowledge transmitted by behavioral imitation. In contrast, routinized repetition is 
based on the communication of formal rules (e.g., principles of efficiency in an organ-
ization structured according to a division of labor) that eventually lead to routinized 
practice (on the difference between habit and routine with respect to practices, see 
Bongaerts 2007). Lastly, ritualized repetition is a repetition marked in a culturally 
specific way and framed as valuable (e.g., a religious ceremony or a seasonal celebra-
tion). In a narrative woven from the theory of modernization, the routinized practices 
of repetition presumably gain relevance at the expense of the habitual and ritualized 
ones. Nevertheless, both latter kinds of repetition still exist today.
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19th century, has been inextricably linked to the Fordist model of mass consump-
tion since the early 20th century. Technological advance is not confi ned primarily 
to industry. Through productivity increases and new functional consumer goods, it 
reaches the mass of consumers. Accordingly, the cultural imaginary of the Fordist 
consumer society is dominated by a combined ideal of technological progress and 
affl uent society, that is, mass prosperity.

The innovation society—or better, social complexes structured on criteria of the 
innovation society—thus basically correspond to the pattern of the New II social 
regime. Since the 1970s, though, the social fi elds and milieus of Western societies 
have been shifting increasingly toward the social regime of New III. In post- or late 
modernity they have been organizing more and more as a regime of the aestheti-
cally new. One could simply speak of a ‘creative society’ or ‘creativity society,’ but 
to avoid the misleading normative connotations of such a label, I speak instead of a 
culturalization of society, specifi cally, a culturalization that has the creativity dis-
positif at its center.12 In this context, I take culturalization to mean a structural shift 
in which the specifi c patterns and rules of the cultural fi eld, essentially the arts, are 
expanding into society at large. In terms of ideal types, the form of orientation to 
the new in culturalized society, which is both a postindustrial and post-Fordist one, 
differs fundamentally from that of the classic industrial society of the Fordist kind 
dominated by innovation. The pattern of material, functional escalation of tech-
nological solutions is juxtaposed with the interplay of differences stemming from 
cultural, aesthetic stimuli as the new key engine of social dynamics. A paradigm 
of ‘inventions’ is being replaced by one of ‘originalities.’ Culturalized society is 

12 My approach to the theory of modernity thus diverges from that in Hutter et al. (this 
volume) and the DFG Research Training Group Innovation Society Today: Reflexive 
Production of Novelty at the Technical University of Berlin and informs a research 
program with a different accent (though it does overlap with that of the research train-
ing group). Whereas their research program starts from the assumption that the special 
nature of late modernity is to be sought in the reflexivity that comes to characterize the 
orientation to innovation, I see the more basic structural change as lying in the cultural 
and aesthetic shift represented by the regime of the new. Of course, I do not wish to 
dispute that the existing regimes of innovation are becoming ‘reflexive.’ (In passing, 
it is also interesting to note how the regimes of the aesthetically new are likewise 
structured reflexively, as with aesthetic management; see Guillet de Monthoux 2004). 
Rather, I am thinking of a fundamentally changed perspective on modernity and post-
modernity that permits examination of other phenomena that cannot be accounted 
for by the theory of reflexive modernization as discussed by Ulrich Beck (see Lash’s 
justified critique of Beck and Giddens in Beck, Giddens, and Lash 1994). The idea that 
industrial society is giving way to the reflexive knowledge society is rooted in the old 
narrative of modernization theory. What is increasingly permeating the old industrial 
and knowledge society is, from my viewpoint, a culturalization of society.
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no longer classical industrial society, but the labels of knowledge society or ser-
vice society do not capture its nature, either. Both of the latter terms remain cast 
in the logic of the industrial society. Rather, at the economic center of late-modern 
society stands cultural production, that is, the manufacture, distribution, and con-
sumption of semiotic-aesthetic objects and services.13

In principle, the regime of innovation and the regime of the aesthetically new 
differ in structure (see Table 1). In the former, affect is reduced; in the production 
and reception of the latter, it is highly charged. By the same token, the normative 
ideal of technological progress and prosperity that characterizes the regime of 
innovation contrasts with the ideal of quality of life and self-realization in the 
regime of the aesthetically new, which centers on aesthetic creation of and by the 
individual. The regime of innovation stands for standardized production and con-
sumption, the regime of the aesthetically new for the pluralized production and 
consumption of ‘singularities.’ The regime of innovation places the primary em-
phasis on technical knowledge as a resource and on the engineer as the agent (with 
the ultimate ideal being the ‘inventor’); the regime of the aesthetically new stresses 
cultural (semiotic-narrative and aesthetic) knowledge and introduces the ideal of 
the creative subject, with the successful ‘artist’ at the apex.

Table 1 Two ideal types of social regime in the creativity dispositif.

Innovation The aesthetically new
Functional, technical innovations as 
escalation or intensifi cation

Culturally aesthetic novelties as change of 
stimulation

Industrialized society Culturalization of society
Technical knowledge/industrial production Cultural knowledge/cultural production
Affect neutrality Affect intensity
Engineer/‘inventor’ Creative spirit/‘artist’
Standardization Pluralization/singularities
Technological progress/prosperity Successful self-realization/quality of life
Bureaucracy Market for goods, market for attention
Supplier/customer Creator/audience

13 On contributions to such a diagnosis of culturalization (related primarily to the econ-
omy), see Lash and Urry (1994), Menger (2006), and Hutter (2011). In many ways, of 
course, the theories of postmodernity (e.g., Jameson 1991) provide important back-
ground to this kind of perspective, but given the spread of the creative economy and 
digital media since the turn of the millennium, the culturalization of society is struc-
turally yet again another step removed from what the postmodern authors of the 1980s 
were able to perceive.
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There are additional structural differences as well. In a way, the dominance of 
the regime of innovation fosters bureaucratic structures that correspond to Max 
Weber’s model of formal rationalism, particularly in the broad fi eld of mass pro-
duction organized around effi ciency, whereas the regime of the aesthetically new 
is inseparably linked with a spread of market structures. Overproduction of con-
stantly new cultural events and things leads to stiff competition for the uncertain 
attention of consumers and recipients.14 Although the regime of innovation has au-
dience-related functions, as in academia, its structure resembles in many respects 
that of suppliers (standardized goods generally recognized as necessary) and cus-
tomers, which contrasts with the culturalized society’s structure of creators and re-
cipients/consumers. Lastly, the orientation that the social fi elds have to innovation 
corresponds in classical industrial society to a logic of progress also at the level 
of biography and life course—upward social mobility and a biographical logic of 
ascending phases of life. By contrast, culturalized society corresponds much more 
to nonlinear biographies and life courses (and, hence, to the ideal of fl exibility; see 
Reckwitz 2006, section 4.2). In that context, constant and successful ‘creation’ by 
and of the individual is a goal and a demand of the subject at work, during leisure 
time, and in the private sphere.

Of course, both the logic of industrial society, which informs a regime of in-
novation, and the culturalized logic associated with a regime of the aesthetically 
new are ideal types. In sociohistorical reality the one logic has not completely dis-
placed the other; rather, their weighting has shifted. This observation means two 
things. First, the logic of industrial society in its day, from 1880 to 1970, was never 
total. Vestiges of repetition regimes (e.g., logics of probation, cyclical treatment, 
and generational legacy) or remobilizations of repetition regimes exist in scattered 
fi elds and milieus in organized modernity (as in late modernity, too). But aside 
from that fact, initial elements of culturalization and aesthetization—and, hence, 
precursory formats of the creativity dispositif—are discernible in Fordism as well. 
They are apparent, for instance, in the early creative industries and the approach-
es of a consumer society that broke through the confi nes of mass consumption 
oriented merely to utility (see Reckwitz 2006: chapter 3). Second, there persist in 
late-modern society—for instance, in the capital-goods industry and healthcare—
powerful complexes of an innovation regime in which the imperative of innovation 
is clearly broadening and fi rmly taking root. Another example is the continuous 
innovation in organizations, which is increasingly undermining the practices of 
repetition that once constituted their Fordist structures. In some respects, the ‘new’ 
logic of the aesthetically new is competing in late-modern society with the ‘old’ 

14 See Menger (2014) on this important point.
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logic of innovation. To some degree, both logics are also combining unpredictably 
in areas such as economics, the media, urban development, and the way people 
lead their lives. The goal of an empirical research agenda for analyzing the regime 
of the new in contemporary society should consist precisely in elaborating on this 
simultaneity of nonsimultaneities between the advanced regimes of the aestheti-
cally new, the regimes of innovation, and the established or recently mobilized re-
gimes of repetition and should closely examine the structural and cultural confl icts 
as well as the hybridizations that arise from them (see Table 2).15

Table 2  Historical overview of the regime of the new and the old.

Type of
Modernity Dominant Trend Secondary Trends
Bourgeois Gradual spread of innovation 

regimes
Strong repetition regimes Revolu-
tionary practices

Organized Innovation regimes Regimes of the aesthetically new
Repetition regimes

Late Regimes of the aesthetically new Innovation regimes
Repetition regimes

15 Special attention should be devoted also to those hybrid artifacts in which technology 
and aesthetics are coupled, as is the case for no small amount of contemporary con-
sumer goods, such as automobiles, housing, and media equipment.
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The Role of Newness 
in the Experience Economy

Michael Hutter

1 Introduction

Since the 1990s, there has been great interest in publications that indicate that 
increased leisure time and income are making experience an ever more important 
factor across all of society, particularly in the economy. Building on such obser-
vations, Schulze (1992) introduced the Erlebnisgesellschaft (experience society) 
as a key concept of what in the subtitle of his book he called a ‘cultural sociology 
of the present.’1 Pine and Gilmore (1999) sketched out an experience economy in 
their eponymous book. Despite initial interest in the notion, however, it faltered, 
possibly because the term is morally loaded. An orientation toward experience was 
equated with hedonism, narcissism, and irresponsibility.

The same period witnessed the emergence of the notion of the creative econ-
omy. In 1985 this notion did not yet exist, but universities have since established 
departments under this label, and the creative economy has become a sector for 
which statistical indicators are being updated annually worldwide. As this chap-
ter shows, an intense academic debate is raging over whether the concept of the 
creative economy is focusing attention on economic considerations in the cultural 
sphere, that is, whether it is leading to an ‘economization of culture.’

Both nomenclatures revolve around the same phenomenon: people, sometimes 
organizations as well, pay for the opportunity to have experiences through prod-
ucts such as concerts, novels, theme parks, or apparel. The fi rst thing that strikes an 

1 All English translations of specific terms are my own unless otherwise noted.
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observer is the relatively consistent ability of producers to deliver surprising vari-
ants of what they offer. It seems more worthwhile, though, to look at the differently 
distributed abilities in society to turn the products into physically and symbolical-
ly mediated experiences that register in a person’s mind and become memories. 
Most of these experiences take place in interactions with other people or while 
one is watching and listening to the successful interplay of teams and ensembles.

I start by tracing the history of this chapter’s two key notions—the creative 
economy and the experience economy—because the ambiguities and misunder-
standings surrounding them reveal the complex nature of the social process. I 
then show the aesthetic and commercial dimensions of the continuous provision 
of cultural experiences. These observations document the signifi cance of novelty 
as an end in itself. The ensuing discussion leads to another, new understanding of 
societal renewal and change.

2 A Conceptual History of the Creative Economy

In 1998, the   British Department for Culture, Media and Sport published a report 
entitled Creative Industries Mapping Document, which identifi ed 13 kinds of ac-
tivities that, taken together, constitute the creative industries. The market volume 
and number of employees for which each of these activities accounted were tallied 
to show the scope and the growth of the sector. The department then proposed 
strategies to promote this sector, which were implemented by a Creative Industries 
Task Force in the following years. The second edition of this report appeared in 
2001, after which time political priorities changed. But the newly created category 
of creative industries had long since been copied and adapted around the world.

The background to this development begins with the critical response of French 
media experts to the position taken by Adorno (2002), who had introduced the 
term ‘culture industry’ (Kulturindustrie) to castigate the way commercial actors 
were exploiting aesthetic processes (see also Adorno 1992: chapter 3).2 Miège 
(1989) countered that valuable aesthetic innovations could indeed come of the in-
dustrialized production of cultural goods such as fi lms or books. Even before the 
appearance of Miège’s publication, this argument had been taken up by cultural 
policy experts of the British Labour Party. Actors at the local and city levels used 
the point to draw a link between the traditional mechanical industries, the pro-
duction spaces of which had been abandoned, and the new workers in artistic and 
related fi elds, who needed spaces for rehearsals, performances, and other forms 

2 The reception refers predominantly to the use of the term in Adorno (1984).
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of collective work (Garnham 1987).3 So it was that the culture industry became 
the cultural industries, which henceforth were identifi ed as the drivers of future 
prosperity. This construct became a component of municipal strategies in cities 
controlled by Labour. After the conservative government under Margaret Thatcher 
dissolved the Greater London Council in 1985, the fi rst projects geared specifi cally 
toward these industries appeared in Sheffi eld and Manchester under the direc-
tion of a specially created development agency. Tony Blair, who was to serve as 
the Labour prime minister of the United Kingdom from 1997 to 2007, took this 
cultural policy program into his election campaign in 1997. However, yet another 
signifi cant semantic shift occurred. The concept of cultural industries belonged to 
the program of Old Labour, from which New Labor wanted to set itself apart while 
seeking to attract a new, young, culturally interested segment of the voting public. 
The term therefore changed from ‘cultural’ to ‘creative,’ from the past-oriented 
reference to culture to the future-oriented notion of creating something that has 
never been seen before. Symptomatically, the Department of National Heritage 
became the Department for Culture, Media and Sport after the Labour Party won 
the national elections. The new name essentially includes all the sectors treated in 
this text as part of the experience economy.

The adjective ‘creative’ had several careers in the fi rst decade of this millen-
nium: Charles Landry (2000) propagated the term creative city, John Howkins 
(2001) the creative economy, and Richard Florida (2002) the creative class, for 
whose members cities were expected to provide attractive work and leisure activ-
ities. The ensuing worldwide enthusiasm for such development strategies culmi-
nated in 2008 at the Creative Cities Summit 2.0 in Detroit, Michigan, where these 
three authors appeared together on a ‘super-panel.’4

The same decade saw the appearance of creative-industries reports for cities, 
regions, and countries around the world. The defi nitions used in these documents 
differed in some of their details, but they had a common core. The resemblances 
surface, for example, in U NESCO’s Creative Economy Report 2013 (Figure 1).

3 For overviews, see Cunningham (2001), Hesmondhalgh (2005), and Pratt (2005).
4 “The highlight of the conference was an überpanel of the creativity movement’s most 

energetic proselytizers” (Peck 2011: 57).
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Figure 1  Six classifi cation models for the Creative Economy. Source: UNESCO, Creative 
Economy Report 2013 (2013: 22).

Initial attempts to have the sector include parts of software production have since 
been discontinued. The sector includes gastronomy and other lifestyle areas, par-
ticularly in reports from Asia. In this context, there seems to be a clash between the 
two semantic fi elds of culture—between a diversifi ed fi eld of sen  suous-symbolic 
activities and a shared understanding of life throughout society.

As a term and a concept, the creative industries were enjoying tremendous suc-
cess among policy-makers and academics, but critics raised their voices at the 
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same time. They pointed out that ‘culture’ had disappeared, taking with it the ref-
erence to shared aesthetic values. Furthermore, the very broad use of the concept 
of industries was tainted with notions of entrepreneurship and claims to ownership 
(O’Connor 2000; O’Connor and Oakley 2015; Pratt 2005). As a result, compos-
ite terms that suggested a dichotomy, such as ‘cultural and creative industries’ 
(Söndermann et al. 2009), became common. East Asian countries had referred to 
cultural industries from the outset. Although their basic strategic focus on com-
mercial market volume is particularly evident, that emphasis nevertheless fell un-
der the broad umbrella of national culture, the inclusiveness of which is virtually 
second nature to the population within it.

Another terminological shift occurred from creative industries to creative 
economy. The switch from ‘industry’ to ‘economy’ suffi ced to mask the work re-
lations that often lead to the exploitation of creative resources. The creative econ-
omy, or cultural and creative economy, thereby becomes an objectifi ed fi eld in 
which sens  uous-symbolic activities take place and which attracts particular at-
tention because of its special character and potential. At least such is the intention 
behind the use of this term by United Nations organizations, especially the Unit  ed 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and UNESCO.5 In 
addition, the term creative economy is also sometimes used to refer only to com-
mercially provided art and media products.6

The uniquely emotional and value-laden difference between the semantic rang-
es of the two adjectives ‘creative’ and ‘cultural’ has become ever clearer and more 
detailed over the course of the past three decades. The argument for attributing 
independent signifi cance to cultural events stems from two different epistemic 
sources. One is the particular variety of neo-Marxist social theory still cultivat-
ed in universities in Britain and the Commonwealth. According to this line of 
thought, access to symbolic capital must be politically assured. The state is there-
fore responsible for providing culture that fosters community-building values. The 
other epistemic source, informed by cultural anthropology, posits that aesthetic 

5 See UNCTAD (2008) and UNESCO (2013). Andy Pratt and David Throsby are among 
the leading authors of both these reports. Pratt explained, “At UNESCO when we did 
the latest report they only retained the name ‘creative economy’ for the ‘brand value’ 
and recognition. The consensus was to call it the cultural economy ... The final itera-
tion would be to return to talking of the cultural sector” (A. Pratt, personal communi-
cation, November 19, 2014).

6 Retrieved February 13, 2015, from the website of the Berlin Chamber of Trade and 
Commerce (IHK Berlin) (http://www.ihk-berlin.de/branchen/Kreativwirtschaft/
Branchen_der_Kultur-_und_Kreativwirtschaft/).
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cultures are imaginary communities that are constantly being renewed and thereby 
sustained in self-made and in purchased experience games.

Such aesthetic experiences can be observed and described from the perspective 
of the players and the audience. In the German sociological literature published on 
this subject, the only writer to have made a mark is Gerhard Schulze (1992). The 
reasons he identifi ed for the increase in the experience of everyday aesthetics are 
similar to those identifi ed above. However, his proposal met with little understand-
ing. Schulze’s representation of shared, playful interactions did not gain currency, 
and experiences—in the sense of sensations—were narrowly interpreted as nonin-
strumental individual activities. Likewise, in the vein of neo-Marxist ideology that 
builds on Adorno, experiences were conceived of as the newest cunning of capital-
ist exploiters seeking to lure buyers away from other, culturally superior activities.7

Publications in English use the terms experience, experience goods, and ex-
perience economy primarily in applied management discourses. Joseph Pine and 
James Gilmore may have a claim to having invented the term experience economy, 
calling for it in 1999 to succeed the service economy. This part of the economy 
offers products that buyers choose for the experience they promise to provide. The 
authors distinguish between four segments in the range of experience on offer: ‘ed-
ucational,’ ‘escapist,’ ‘esthetic,’ and ‘entertainment.’8 The experiences that these 
authors describe therefore go beyond aesthetic experiences, although the three oth-
er segments of experience are compatible with an aesthetic dimension. Recent pub-
lications have consistently referred to Pine and Gilmore (1999). The suggestively 
titled publication by Albert Boswijk and his coauthors, The Experience Economy: 
A New Perspective, is entrepreneurial in its own way (Boswijk, Thijssen, and Peel-
en 2007). This book, which was self-published in 2007 by the European Center 
for the Experience Economy in Amsterdam, addresses a wide spectrum of areas 
in which meaningful experiences are offered. They extend from retail tourism 
and the hospitality industry to wellness and healthcare. The authors position the 
cocreating process, which involves the user of the experience as participant and 
codesigner, at the center of their approach. They expect to see successful business 
models proliferate in this rapidly expanding sector of the economy.

7 See Lonsway (2009), Holbrook and Hirschman (1982), and Lury (1996). The term 
experience good has also been introduced in the macroeconomic literature. However, 
the definition there refers to goods such as washing machines for which an initial ‘ex-
perience’ provides certainty about the product’s performance (Hutter 2011a).

8 See Pine and Gilmore (1999: xix). New interpretations of this classic work are found 
in Sundbo and Sørensen (2013a) and Michelsen (2014).
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A broad discussion about the creative industries has emerged in Scandinavia, 
where economists take the experiences of users or consumers as their point of 
departure. Commercial utility remains uppermost in the minds of the researchers, 
but they take the sector’s interdisciplinary demands into account.9 They also note 
the overlaps between experience and creative industries. Trine Bille and Mark 
Lorenzen (2008) have related experience industries to artistic creativity. For ex-
ample, they classifi ed music and theater as creative experience areas; restaurants, 
sports, and pornographic products as experience areas. Design and advertising 
were placed in the creative areas. The result is a concentric circle model in which 
the high-culture arts occupy the center and media products and products with di-
rect sensory appeal are relegated to the periphery or excluded entirely. All in all, 
these authors are rather skeptical about expanding the economic vocabulary to 
include the category of experience as a way to understand the development of the 
creative economy (Bille 2012).

At best, recognizable evidence that the fi eld of economics has taken the experi-
ence dimension on board surfaces in discussions with managers and entrepreneurs, 
who must engage in very practical and pragmatic ways with performances for their 
customers. General macroeconomic analyses retain their emphasis on the creative 
potential of producers to shape symbolic media in ways that lead to aesthetic ex-
periences.

3 A Sociology of Aesthetic Experiences

Experiences, in particular shared experiences, are used in all differentiated 
spheres of values. Religious ceremonies are experiences in which the emotions of 
the participants range from a vague feeling of solemnity to a physical trance. In 
Christianity, the belief in the resurrection of Jesus as a historically imagined but 
actually impossible event is fundamental. This event is not experienced directly 
by the believers, but the celebration of this miracle nevertheless makes them share 
in it together. In the legal sphere, the collective experience of the process of arriv-
ing at a verdict is possible even in austere functional courtrooms. Other kinds of 
collective experiences are turned to in the sphere of political power. References to 
military victories or defeats are indirect ways of entering the imagination space of 
people over whom power is exercised. Parliamentary debates, elections, parades, 
and memorial events are direct means of doing so. When it comes to the experi-

9 The handbook by Sundbo and Sørensen (2013b) is particularly broad. See also Power 
(2009).
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ence economy, however, the most interesting events are those that occur in the 
aesthetically coded sphere of ‘culture.’

This sphere is about the representation of the world, or, more precisely, par-
ticular parts of it, including the self-image projected by the participants. This rep-
resentation happens in an event that the participants each perceive, take in, and 
remember (or forget) as an experience. Such representations reach far beyond the 
possibilities and concerns of the elite arts. They operate with symbolic means that 
can be experienced with the physical senses and which occasion different kinds of 
enjoyment.10 However, enjoyment results only if the experience is more than one 
that is just being repeated exactly. The representation and, hence, the reception 
of the representation must constantly change. Alteration of the user’s d  isposition 
and setting might suffi ce for that purpose, but users eventually expect new con-
fi gurations of symbols, whether they be a novel, fi lm, videogame, sports match, 
travel route, or cooking recipe. These confi gurations of symbols are components 
of games that perpetuate and renew themselves continually and engage people 
as players or observers. It is these experiences that constantly bubble up in the 
cultural sphere and that reach their spectators, and often their players, through 
‘experience markets.’11

Gerhard Schulze coined the term ‘experience market’ (Erlebnismarkt) in 1992 
in a chapter he dedicated to the notion in his book Die Erlebnisgesellschaft (The 
Experience Society). His analysis, which he illustrated and substantiated with 
descriptive statistical studies conducted in the vicinity of Nuremberg, pointed to 
the same features that remain worth studying today. Schulze characterized the 
episodes in which experience occurs as ‘everyday aesthetics’ (alltagsästhetisch, 
1992: 98f.) if they occur routinely, are motivated by the intention to experience 
something, and are selected from alternatives.12 Everyday aesthetics is therefore 
“a play of sign and meaning” (ibid.: 96). Whereas such play used to be something 
unusual, everydayness (Alltäglichkeit) and the intention to experience something 
are suffi cient conditions today (ibid.: 100). But everydayness does not imply sim-
plicity. The whole experience is a confi guration of signs and meanings for the 
interpretation of which the producer can offer the participants some help at best, 

10 Schulze (1992) distinguished between contemplation (Kontemplation), congeniality 
(Gemütlichkeit), and tension (Spannung). He attributes them to specific social milieus 
(ibid.: 108) but later blurs these classifications (Schulze 2013).

11 For a discussion of the play metaphor as a heuristic for autonomous valuation process-
es, see Hutter (2015: chapter 1).

12 “Aesthetically ordinary episodes often consist in the appropriation of signs that the 
subject decodes in a manner that he or she calls ‘beautiful’” (Schulze 1992: 712).
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but disappointments cannot be avoided. Aesthetic signs turn up constantly and 
can be selected by facilitators and participants for experience-related patterns and 
intentions. Furthermore, recordings can be made, they can be copied and replayed 
as often as desired.

Taking the participant’s perspective, as outlined here, on the experiences that 
are constantly offered and selected lets us draw conclusions as to how innova-
tion is conceived in this sector. The participants fi nd themselves in a stream of 
incessant novelty that virtually consists of their bodily experiences and mental 
recollections.13 The participants discover themselves there as new and changeable. 
They engage in the mode of exploration, as Thévenot (2014) would say, without 
straying too far from the regime of familiarity (ibid.: 135). They seek familiar 
surprises (Hutter 2011b). This form of novelty as a permanent fl ow of variations, 
some of which are repeated and fi nally stabilized, corresponds to the evolutionary 
algorithm of change. It differs from change conceived of as innovation steps (see 
also the contributions by Reckwitz and Windeler, this volume). In that tradition, in-
novations are defi ned as changes that are oriented toward a previously defi ned ob-
jective and whose success can therefore be measured against the degree to which 
that objective is achieved. Novel experiences, by contrast, bear their own inherent 
value. It lies within the new, surprising, moving, boring, everyday aesthetic expe-
riences themselves. The steps involved in such value creation, however, take place 
within the context of social and material conditions. Hence, advances in innova-
tion also keep occurring in markets of the experience economy. The technological 
infrastructure in which symbolic content is confi gured, distributed, and presented 
in ways that can be sensually experienced defi nitely follows a logic of planned 
improvement in technical artifacts.

Value creation has two meanings in this context. In the aesthetic experience it-
self there lies a sensuous-symbolic value for which operationalizations of ‘quality’ 
must be found in the communication among the participants. The production of 
this quality is usually attributed to an individual creator, although other partic-
ipants are aware of their own contribution. Value creation also occurs when the 
participants gain access to the experiential constructs through a market. In those 
cases, operationalizations of commercial value are agreed upon and payable in 
sums of money. I address both kinds of value creation, starting with aesthetic value 
in this section and continuing with commercial value in the next.

13 Schulze refers to ‘subjects’ consisting of the “systems called body and consciousness” 
(Schulze 1992: 734). He thereby alludes to processes that take place inside the partic-
ipants.
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The variety of reasons why people seek experiences for themselves and for 
others invites one to identify different criteria for categorization. Schulze applies 
schemes attached to specifi c milieus (see footnote 8 above) and fi nds particular 
‘variants of experience orientation’ (Schulze 1992: 165) in each of them. These 
variations refer to different dimensions of meaning. They occur substantively, 
temporally, and socially. Furthermore, each dimension is internally structured ac-
cording to another difference; this results in six categories to which illustrations of 
specifi c offers of experience can be assigned.

The material dimension consists of an external and an internal category. Fic-
tional narratives, with their dramatic storylines and familiar endings, represent the 
external world. Furnished rooms let participants experience internal situations. 
The temporal dimension differentiates between past and future. Preserved and 
accessible historical monuments awaken memories, and carefully produced and 
placed advertising messages are construed as promises for the future. The distinc-
tion made in the social dimension is between ego and alter. The subject sets him- 
or herself apart by means of status goods, which may range from a certain brand 
of car and designer handbag to tattoos. All the experience orientations interact. 
Shortcomings in one dimension or the other are sensed and compensated for. Fur-
thermore, many variations of experience satisfy several dimensions of meaning. 
Together they generate the craving for sensation-seeking and event excitement for 
which people willingly pay.

Twenty years after   Schulze, Reckwitz (2017) developed a theory of the experi-
ence society; it mentioned Schulze’s earlier work but made little use of it. Reckwitz 
centered his analysis on the aesthetic dimension of experiences and related it to the 
dynamic of the new (see also Reckwitz, this volume). Like Schulze, he extended 
the aesthetic dimension beyond the elite arts. The decoupling of the autonomous 
sphere of the arts from the traditional sphere is historically relevant. The decisive 
characteristic is self-referentiality, which is experienced as an affective, and there-
fore somatic and mental, stimulus. To satisfy the desire for these aesthetic stimuli, a 
“particular social regime of attention” has been institutionalized “that enables one 
to repeatedly refresh attention for new stimuli” (Reckwitz 2017: 40). He identifi ed 
fi ve ‘agents of aesthetization’ that have promoted development toward ‘aesthetic 
capitalism’ (his version of the experience society): the expansionism of art, the 
media revolutions, capitalization, the expansion of objects, and the focus on sub-
jects (ibid.: chapter 1). In the context of these developments, industrial capitalism 
has been transformed to aesthetic capitalism. The dominant orientation toward the 
new, which Schulze noted and which Reckwitz treated as a primary force, turns 
the experience society into the innovation society, where the boundaries between 
fashions, novelties, and innovations has indeed become fl uid.
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4 Features of the Experience Economy

This now raises the question of the kind of economy that corresponds to the 
changed demands that arise from the understanding of the experience society out-
lined above. In response to the vortex of desires, aesthetic experiences are pre-
pared and presented in a form for which either the players or the observers and 
listeners are willing to part with their money.14 When the experience begins, when 
the cup match kicks off, or when someone pushes the ‘Play’ button, the phase of 
commodifi cation ends (see Kopytoff 1986).

The similarity of experience orientations might permit the cost advantages of 
mass production, but it cannot obscure the fact that the experiences are collective 
goods. They are produced and enjoyed together. Yet when they become available 
in some recorded and prepared form, that form often becomes endlessly replicable. 
This situation results in problems that are well known in economic theories of pub-
lic goods. There are several reasons why people hesitate to offer goods that consist 
primarily of information. One is that the potential participants hope others will 
cover the costs of the shared experience. Another is that the effect of the new signs 
and symbols is hard to predict. A third reason is that the exploitation of successful 
experience products depends on a legal institution of material property that is ill 
suited to immaterial goods (see Hutter 2000, 2006).

Attention is thus shifting back to what is happening in the creative economy, in 
which all cultural and creative industries are clustered. But the focus now extends 
beyond the perspective of the creator and provider of an experiential good. Eyes 
are turning instead to the remembered and hoped-for experiences of the players 
and observers of sensuous-symbolically designed games, in which each move rep-
resents something and can thereby be recognized, experienced, and remembered. 
How do the prevalent subsectors of the creative economy fi t with the experience 
orientations of the participants? And how do the roles differ between those who 
earn money from these games and those who pay for them?

According to the classifi cation established by Pratt and Throsby (UNCTAD 
2008), the creative economy falls into four categories. The fi rst contains the mar-
kets for traditional culture, such as the various applied arts, which use traditional 
materials and patterns, and the provision of national heritage. The products and 

14 Gabriel Tarde has already pointed out the basic role of desire: “Economic progress 
supposes two things: on the one hand, a growing number of different desires, for, with-
out a difference in desires, no exchange is possible, ... On the other hand, a growing 
number of similar exemplars of each desire taken separately, for, without this simili-
tude, no industry is possible” (as quoted in Latour and Lépinay 2010: 35).



160 Michael Hutter

services for this column are mostly state funded, but markets have nevertheless 
been established. Traditional culture also includes gastronomy. Shared meals are 
necessarily a sensuous-symbolic experience. It is possible to heighten the nature 
of the experience signifi cantly by increasing the investment into it, thus leading to 
prices that are comparable to those of opera tickets and designer suits. Participants 
in markets of traditional culture seek experiences that are memorable and that 
provide a sense of belonging. The second category encompasses genres in which 
original artworks are created and attract attention. The participants read invented 
and documented stories, they listen to concerts, they go to plays and sculpture ex-
hibitions, they walk around parks and unique buildings. They thereby experience 
status-positioning, they personally partake in aspects of worlds in which they do 
not normally reside, and they can present themselves in relation to the works they 
have encountered. The third category contains all the products that use media 
for recording, broadcasting, and diffusing content. They range from newspapers, 
radio, fi lm, and television to audiovisual material in digital form. The products in 
this category are always copies of works that belong to the category of original 
culture. In terms of monetary volume, the use of industrial or digital reproduc-
tion techniques generates by far the greatest portion of experience products. This 
category is oriented toward stories in which people can experience tension and 
surprise and toward large game platforms that offer opportunities for identifi ca-
tion and participation, from which the audience can derive feelings of belonging. 
Lastly, the fourth category encompasses four different basic services that shape 
the environment: services in object design, architecture, fashion, and advertising.15 
Advertising’s orientation toward promises is evident, whereas spaces of experience 
and status-positioning are dominant in the other three categories.

The considerations discussed above indicate that a fi fth category should be 
added to the experience economy. It encompasses games, such as sports, games 
of chance, and tourism, all of which only initially appear to lack an aesthetic di-
mension. Sports matches have an unusually high capacity to generate feelings of 
excitement and belonging, even when the game is transmitted only on tiny screens 
or via a sportscaster’s voice. Games of pure chance are actually about playing 
against nature, but they are organized and offered in a social way so that the prom-
ised opportunities to win keep reigniting desires. Every trip that is not confi ned to 
a specifi c purpose or routine is a sequence of experiences, carefully arranged and 

15 Actually, the costs of raw materials and supplies for the entire processing industry, 
from construction to the automotive sector, should be included in the creative indus-
try. After all, it is the creation of experience that makes the investment in production 
attractive.
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enriched by multiple additional services. A successful trip offers a spectrum of 
experience values, from exclusivity to belonging, from tales worth telling to stays 
in hotels and unusual spaces such as beaches or cathedrals, and from memories 
of past civilizations to the hope of possibly seeing the mountain peak that is still 
enshrouded by clouds.

The roles of the players and participants in the various experience markets are 
more diverse than the simple distinction between sellers and buyers would suggest. 
Aesthetic problems are situationally resolved in shifting constellations of players 
with different skills and experiences. Take, for instance, a documentary fi lm that 
has reached a large city’s arthouse cinemas for several weeks of screening. A fi lm 
crew, led by a director, found and fi lmed the raw pictures and sound; the post-
production team edited the material into a reproducible standard length fi lm of 
about 100 minutes. Public funding institutions and private investors have contrib-
uted to fi nancing the fi lm, as have the media hardware companies involved in its 
production so as to enhance their reputation among hobbyist fi lmmakers. The fi lm 
will then be offered for a while to the network of screens (i.e., movie theaters) that 
various companies manage. At the same time, advertising agencies and informa-
tion media try to pique public interest in the fi lm. The viewers pay to gain access to 
the fi lm experience, fi rst by buying tickets, then by buying DVDs and subscriptions 
to streaming platforms (assuming that they own equipment on which to play the 
fi lm). The viewers talk among each other; some also contact the production team 
or travel to the country in which the images were made. Maybe the fi lm will be 
shown on television, fi nanced by subscription fees or by advertising companies 
that use the fi lm content as a way of drawing attention to their products.

Coproduction and cocreation thereby achieve a remarkable level of complexity, 
which then generates unavoidable variation. In turn, variation is symptomatic of 
the sectors or rather of the kinds of experience games that are set in motion across 
the fi ve categories and are constantly supplied with new variations in game moves. 
In aesthetic capitalism—the economic form of the experience society—new prod-
ucts for stimulating aesthetic experiences play a major, ever-growing role. 

5 Dealing with Novelty in the Innovation Society

Future change and self-development of the experience society depend on the extent 
to which the commercial games through which user communities are provided 
with options for experience are able to adapt to the specifi cities of cultural games. 
That success relates to cultural policy as a discrete fi eld of collective design (see 
Flew 2012). It also relates to new forms of collaboration and contractual conditions 
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between products and consumers of experience.16 Especially signifi cant in the le-
gal sphere is the adaptation of basic legal concepts, particularly those relating to 
tangible property rights (see Handke 2010).

In these fi elds, which are peripheral to actual experiences but which neverthe-
less affect them, it is possible to formulate objectives that intentional innovative 
activities can aim to meet. The actors continue to operate within the familiar step-
wise innovation paradigm, just as they do when developing hardware technologies. 
However, within the individual game processes, in which players and their public 
keep having new aesthetic experiences, novelty is not a means to an end but an end 
in itself. The game and the players come into being during play. They achieve and 
change their identity over the course of rounds in the game, in keeping with the 
experience typically associated with tradition, art, media, creative achievement, 
sport, games of chance, and travel. With evolutionary inevitability, variations of 
novelty lead to new practices of play, which in turn establish themselves in altered 
playing communities and thereby continue value creation in the transformed so-
ciety. While conducting social or economic analyses of the innovation society, 
one therefore has good reason not only to observe ways to improve the world but 
also to keep an eye on social activities that relate to the inward-oriented quest for 
experience and joy.

16 Caves (2000) laid the groundwork for such agreements in his discussion of incomplete 
contracts in the creative industries.
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What Is Strategic Marketing 
in an Innovation Society? 

A Frame of Reference

Franz Liebl

1 An Uncharted Territory

At fi rst glance the concept and subdiscipline of strategic marketing seem well es-
tablished in marketing theory and practice. A closer look reveals something else, 
however. Adopted from the Anglo-American literature (Aaker 1984), the term has 
existed in translation in the German-speaking countries for some 25 years, having 
gained currency through Raffée and Wiedmann’s (1985) highly regarded epony-
mous volume of conference papers, yet there is still no clearly recognizable, sys-
tematic understanding of market-oriented strategic management.

The chief reason is that strategic management, marketing, and consumer re-
search—the three disciplinary fi elds capable of making the key contributions to 
genuine strategic marketing—are developing as parallel worlds with minimal sub-
stantive or cultural ties. One might even say that strategic marketing is an unchart-
ed territory between these three disciplines (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1  Strategic marketing as uncharted territory between the disciplines (source: own 
illustration).

Although extensive studies in the sociology of science would be needed to shed 
light on the reasons for this ‘Bermuda Triangle,’ its existence is quite obvious in 
international scientifi c discourse. This chapter aims to identify the underdevel-
oped connections between the various areas (section 2). It then develops a frame 
of reference for genuine strategic marketing (section 3) with an eye to revealing 
the reciprocal relationships between the constitutive elements so that they become 
accessible for use.

The conditions of advanced individualization, which become manifest in par-
ticular ways in an innovation society, pose particularly great challenges to stra-
tegic marketing. However, this fact is not necessarily a disadvantage, as shown 
below; the conditions of advanced individualization simultaneously pave the way 
for moving in a promising direction. The frame of reference is primarily geared 
to innovative practices in society in general and among consumers and clients in 
particular. It prompts a search for relevant sources that can appropriately tie such 
innovative activity back to entrepreneurial, strategic action.

2 Parallel Disciplinary Worlds

This section begins with a presentation of the central issues of the discourses in 
the different disciplines and shows how their different focal points make it diffi cult 
to establish mutual connections. Such an overview requires a case-by-case recon-
struction of individual schools of thought in each of the disciplines, an exercise 
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undertaken only to the extent necessary for treating the question posed in the title 
of this chapter.

2.1 Strategic Management: Strategy without Customers

The discourses of strategic management are the point of departure for this analysis. 
Their primary focus on organizational research eclipses the relevance of the client 
perspective almost entirely. The literature does include a few key articles based ex-
plicitly on the client’s viewpoint (especially Abell 1980; Porter 1980, 1985, 1996), 
but the substantive thrust of the approaches involved differs from those of consum-
er research in that the need for an empathic method—especially an analysis of the 
customers’  life-worlds and imaginations—is not critically examined. For exam-
ple, the contributions by Porter refl ect the premise that mere external observation 
will reveal customer dispositions and values and that conventional, standardized 
kinds of market research suffi ce to create customer value (Band 1991; Gale 1994; 
Stahl and Bounds 1991). Arguably, the turning point in such argumentation did 
not come until the 21st century, when Prahalad (2000) stated that strategic man-
agement had long lost sight of customers and that value for both customers and 
companies is created right at the interface between the two. The role of empathic 
forms of consumer research in strategic management has since been substantively 
and procedurally strengthened, thereby resulting in methodological concepts for 
supporting strategy development (e.g., Liebl and Rughase 2002; Osterwalder and 
Pigneur 2010).

2.2 Consumer Research: Strategy as Persona Non Grata

The fact that disciplinary boundaries are marked not only by the difference be-
tween language-games but at least as much by specifi c attitudes indicates the re-
lationship between consumer research and the various fi elds of business admin-
istration, especially strategic management and marketing. Consumer researchers, 
given their disciplinary backgrounds in sociology, ethnology, or cultural studies, 
attach little importance to the commercial use made of their research results. In 
fact, such practical application even avowedly contradicts the objectives of their 
fi elds because it would mean an exploitation of their own work and, above all, 
of the persons they study. Consumer researchers therefore frown upon following 
up on the strategic implications of their exploration of their subjects’ life-worlds, 
particularly such questions as what the fi ndings about consumer dispositions mean 
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for the development of new products, the design of communication campaigns, 
business-model innovation, or the use of innovative technologies.

2.3 Marketing: Strategy as a Vacuum

For decades critical questions have repeatedly arisen, not least in the marketing 
discourse itself, as to why marketing’s contribution to the fi eld of strategy is per-
ceived as virtually nonexistent (Day 1992; Varadarajan 1992). This is true with 
respect to both management theory and business practice. Literature published in 
German notes “what a weak position marketing has at the level of senior manage-
ment” and states that “it contributes little” of strategic value (Scharrer 2011: 1, my 
translation). Indeed, the marketing discipline has never developed a viable concept 
of strategy or shown recognizable interest in issues of general management and 
leadership.

Three other aspects occupy center stage in the discipline instead. 

• First, marketing is still understood as a defi ned toolkit for managing all kinds 
of exchange relationships, as had once been suggested by Bagozzi (1975). 

• Second, because marketing intended to represent an antidote to the formerly 
predominant production-and-sales orientation, it turned attention to customers. 
The idea was to make them the starting point for business planning and mar-
keting decisions. The notion of ‘customer centricity’ conveyed this orientation 
(Keith 1960), as did Levitt’s (1960) famous article on ‘marketing myopia.’ Mar-
keting saw itself as more than just a function of advertising. Ideally, its express 
objective was not only to communicate the company’s view externally to the 
customers but, above all, to make the needs of the customers known internally 
within the company (Strong and Harris 2004). 

• Third, Kotler spearheaded a broadening of the perspective on marketing by 
showing that the marketing function, like fi nance and human resource manage-
ment, existed in nonbusiness organizations as well (Kotler and Levy 1969). Un-
der the moniker ‘social marketing,’ Kotler and Zaltman (1971) applied market-
ing concepts to social movements or NGOs, whereby themes and issues were 
treated like products and segments of the public were analogous to customer 
groups. The authors even suggested the same toolkit used for the marketing 
process, with the cl  assic four Ps (i.e., product, price, promotion, place) as the 
variables for managing the ‘marketing mix’ of political parties, public admin-
istration, or social movements. This development was prototypical for creating 
a plethora of marketing subdisciplines—marketing hybrids such as ecomarket-
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ing, micromarketing, macromarketing, and B2B marketing—with the aim of 
legitimating and further expanding the marketing discipline. Without any irony, 
Hunt characterized the key concern of marketing as “marketing marketing to 
nonmarketers” (1976: 24, italics in the original text).

This logic of expansion continued with a kind of ‘strategic turn’ to ‘strategic mar-
keting’ that emerged in the 1980s. Strictly speaking, it was only a relabeling of 
a purportedly novel—and thus for theory and practice extremely attractive—dis-
course about strategic planning and strategic management. In other words, stra-
tegic marketing contributed nothing new to concepts of strategic planning. Mar-
keting merely borrowed the analytical and planning instruments developed by its 
neighboring fi elds and used them for its own toolkit: portfolio analysis, SWOT 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis, lifecycle analysis, gap 
analysis, and experience curve (see the chapters in Raffée and Wiedmann 1985). 
At the same time, the prevailing orientation in marketing ceded way to a recogniz-
ably antithetical element—competition as a kind of alternative model to customer 
focus. Taking on board the notion of competition represented one of the major 
conceptual advances in the early phase of strategic thinking. It implied recognition 
that competition, too, existed and that the outcomes of one’s own decisions—one’s 
own competitive strategy—must always be regarded as a result infl uenced by the 
decisions and strategies of competitors. For marketing, this tradeoff between cus-
tomer focus and competitor focus gave rise to a confl ict that triggered years of 
ultimately fruitless discussion about which paradigm to follow. It is moot whether 
this debate had anything to do with the fact that the term strategic marketing was 
fi nally superseded by the expression market-oriented management (see Meffert 
1988, for example). The proponents of market-oriented management subsequent-
ly took ever less notice of the discourses on strategic management and focused 
instead on their instrumental perspective and their disciplinary toolkit (e.g., Day 
1992; Varadarajan 1992).

Precisely that functionalist, instrumental understanding, or rather misunder-
standing, of strategy is at work when reviews of strategic marketing’s sta te of the 
art (e.g., Varadarajan 2010) assert that strategic marketing and marketing strate-
gy are still considered interchangeable or that the conception and application of 
a marketing strategy is the primary interest of strategic marketing. In that kind 
of logic, marketing strategy is not considered from the perspective of business 
strategy or top management but at the subordinate level of functional strategy or 
functional areas (see Hanssmann 1995). All in all, the prevalent term strategic 
marketing suggests a strategic turn that did not exist. Instead of addressing the 
concerns of top management, the discussion in marketing has been much more 
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about satisfying the need to formulate the domains of the discipline as generally 
as possible and about staking out its own claims broadly. Brown characterized 
the resulting relationship marketing as a ple  onasm that merely repackages the old 
notion of customer centricity (1998: 42f.).

Another basic characteristic of marketing as a discipline is that its dominant 
research paradigm is largely shaped by that of the natural sciences. Marketing is 
conceived of as a ‘science’ with a quantitative orientation, standardized research 
methods, and large samples. In the 1990s, this mainstream paradigm came under 
fi re from representatives of ‘postmodern marketing’ (Brown 1995) who argued for 
the introduction of postmodern notions such as ‘plurality,’ ‘ambiguity,’ ‘multiple 
perspectives,’ and ‘fragmentation.’ To the extent that postmodernity was about 
moving into the age of leave-taking, postmodern marketing’s clarion call was to 
dispense with monistic concepts rooted in the fi ction of singularity, especially ex-
pressions such as the core of a brand, the USP (unique selling proposition), and the 
target group. In the same vein, postmodern thinking in this fi eld entailed taking 
leave of research approaches rooted in the natural sciences and thus designed to 
study universal ‘laws of the marketplace.’ Scholars sought to transfer postmodern 
research strategies to consumer research. They therefore favored interpretive and 
nonstandardized instead of positivist and standardized methods of data collection 
and used small samples or case studies coupled with a high number of observa-
tions from each subject, aiming at what Geertz called ‘thick description’ (1971: 3 
and passim).

In summary, the strategically indisputable merit of postmodern marketing 
consisted in having correctly recognized and treated individualization as the key 
challenge (see especially Gabriel and Lang 1995, 2009) and in having given qual-
itative research an appropriate place in the analysis of customers and consum-
ers. In that respect, old-school strategic marketing had a notable shortcoming: it 
did not address advanced individualization. Another correct conclusion at which 
postmodernists arrived lay in their critique of the manifestations of marketing’s 
uncontrolled diversifi cation (Brown 1998).

Although the turmoil caused by the deconstruction of mainstream marketing 
was necessary and fruitful, the project of postmodern marketing has remained 
incomplete. Relevant questions have been posed, but not all the strategically nec-
essary ones. Furthermore, the challenging demands have not gone beyond the do-
main of marketing. There is a degree of irony in the fact that the undisciplined 
aspects of postmodern marketing accommodated disciplinary boundaries so com-
fortably. The project has remained incomplete precisely because of its confi ne-
ment to ironies and deconstructions, as successful and brilliant as they no doubt 
have been. Nevertheless, if the claim of ‘market-oriented management’ is taken 
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seriously in a setting dominated by advanced individualization and ubiquitous 
commitment to innovation, then a methodological and procedural reconstruction 
beyond deconstruction is needed to come to grips with the task of shaping the 
fi eld. In other words, it is necessary to conceptualize a kind of post-postmodern 
marketing that can become genuine, contemporary strategic marketing. Such a 
strategy-oriented approach must lead to conclusions other than those by Brown 
(2001), who, in a post-ironic turn, postulated a reversion of marketing to the old 
production-and-sales orientation.

3 A Framework for Innovation-Oriented 
Strategic Marketing

I can now outline the research and development program of an innovation-oriented 
strategic marketing: mapping and colonizing the uncharted territory described in 
the previous sections. Below, I present a framework with which to move forward 
while doing justice to that landscape’s advanced state of individualization with 
its individualized customer behavior and under the conditions of the innovation 
society. This framework is based on an entrepreneurial view.

3.1 Foundations

In the wake of Schumpeter’s (1934) concept of entrepreneurship, the fi eld of busi-
ness administration has been oriented to innovation. Nonetheless, the topic long 
played only a secondary role in strategic management, seldom being discussed 
in detail (e.g., Ansoff, Declerck, and Hayes 1976). Only recently has an entrepre-
neurial view fi gured in strategic management, with strategic innovation squarely 
on its agenda. The point of departure for innovation-oriented strategic marketing 
comprises two dimensions (see also Liebl and Düllo 2015: 65-68).

• The competitive dimension aims to create differentiation from competition. 
Instead of pursuing strategy development for purposes of adaptation or optimi-
zation within a given set of restrictions, the current discussion takes an entre-
preneurial view (see especially Liebl 2003; Smith and Cao 2007; SMS 2000) 
and focuses on strategic innovation—or more precisely, the innovation of the 
business model (e.g., Doz 2007; Eden and Ackermann 2007). In essence, this 
reorientation implies the creation of new markets and new business models and 
the introduction of new rules of the game into markets. It is at this juncture 
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that Spinosa, Flores, and Dreyfus (1997), who saw entrepreneurship itself as a 
form of sociocultural innovation, made an important contribution. They did not 
consider all forms of business activity to be entrepreneurship. They emphasized 
that such innovations begin with something that can be understood as an anom-
aly that the entrepreneur identifi es in the lifeworlds of customers or consumers. 
Unlike other observers, the entrepreneur does not dismiss the anomaly but rath-
er creates a new kind of product that opens new ‘worlds’ to the future customers 
or consumers. Spinosa et al. used the term worlds in Heidegger’s (2010) sense to 
mean the reciprocal relationship between an object (or product), the particular 
ways of using it, and the identities of the users. By disclosing new worlds, an 
innovation may have a signifi cant impact on the identities of the users. Spinosa 
et al. therefore concluded that entrepreneurs provide ‘history-making’ (1997: 
16-33) through their innovations and the attendant cultivation, not only from an 
economic but also from a social and cultural perspective.

• The political dimension relates to securing the organization’s degrees of free-
dom in order to preserve its scope of strategic action in the future. This political 
space for a company is determined by the expectations of its stakeholders (e.g., 
government, society, media, and nongovernmental organizations) and the de-
gree of legitimacy or acceptance that these actors accord to the organization’s 
business activity.

Unlike conventional marketing, which is characterized by an instrumental orienta-
tion, strategic marketing in an innovation society is both problem and goal orient-
ed. It is about agenda-building (the identifi cation of issues that may be strategically 
relevant to the organization) and strategy development (the development and im-
plementation of strategic options) through innovation activities appropriate to the 
organization. Figure 2 outlines the frame of reference for strategic marketing. The 
general goals are stated on the right-hand side. The processes for achieving them 
are shown in the lower right quadrant.

Why is it appropriate to speak of a frame of reference instead of ‘theory’ or 
‘model’? According to Minsky (1975), a frame of reference is a mental analytical 
structure underpinned by a particular view of the world. That view sets the con-
ditions for the relevant cognitive elements and operators, such as basic assump-
tions about reality, categories for classifying phenomena, and the analytical in-
struments (Shrivastava and Mitroff 1983). Porter emphasized that formulating and 
using frames of reference, or ‘frameworks’ (1991: 97f.), is especially appropriate 
as a kind of prototheory when a comprehensive theory is not yet available, when 
generalizing hypotheses are still empirically untested, or when general quantifi a-
ble models cannot be formulated and validated given the specifi city of individual 
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corporate contexts and the usually vague database. Such conditions must usually 
be reckoned with in strategic management and strategic marketing. Nevertheless, 
this sort of restriction is not necessarily a disadvantage, for the framework’s most 
important function in processes of strategy development and agenda-building is to 
enable the participants to pose new, and better, strategic questions.

Figure 2  Frame of reference for strategic marketing (source: Liebl and Düllo 2015: 73).

The strategic framework depicted in Figure 2 therefore highlights the fi elds that 
offer relevant points of departure for entrepreneurial strategic action. From the en-
trepreneurial point of view, the formulation of strategic options is based essentially 
on three bodies, or sources, of knowledge. 

• The fi rst one consists of the customers’ worlds, which are pivotal for consid-
ering competitive advantage; by ‘worlds’ of the customers, I mean not only 
their lifeworlds but also their mental orientations (e.g., imaginations, desires, 
expectations, phantasies). Porter (1985) pointed out that the precondition for 
every differentiation on the market is that the customer initially perceives a 
difference and then appreciates it properly. A radical change of perspective is 
required to reconstruct those parts of a customer’s world that are relevant to the 
company’s business (or business model). Under the conditions of an innovation 
society, the study and reconstruction of the customers’ worlds take on particu-
lar signifi cance because the innovation activities of customers and consumers 
come to the foreground. Understanding innovations in buying and consumption 
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becomes the basis for developing strategic options in general and innovations of 
business models in particular.

• Insofar as the entrepreneurial view also encompasses the resource-based view, 
the second body of knowledge needed for the formulation of strategic options 
centers on the company’s competencies and resources. Strategic innovation 
then entails combining, recombining, using, and interpreting competencies and 
resources in new ways.

• The third source of knowledge is trends and issues in the corporate environ-
ment, which refl ect changed or new attributions of meaning and practices cre-
ated by single or collective actors in that environment. Such actors thereby in 
effect become stakeholders of the organization because their actions and in-
terpretations have a bearing on it. Eyerman and Jamison (1991) anticipated the 
concept of an innovation society when they ascribed a key place to groups that 
bring about, or at least express, symptoms of change. New social movements 
and post-traditional communities from youth culture are especially conspicu-
ous examples of collective actors driving sociocultural innovation. They can 
also be regarded as cognitive communities because they create new bodies of 
knowledge that eventually culminate in changed value systems.

The monodirectional arrows in Figure 2 symbolize that each of these three bodies 
of knowledge can become a source of inspiration for strategic options and inno-
vations. The bidirectional arrows mean that the impulses stemming from each of 
these fi elds need to be tested against the other two to ensure coherence in the strat-
egy process. For example, the worlds of customers can provide points of departure 
for developing new kinds of products and services. Obviously, though, the ideas 
can be implemented only if the organization has the necessary competencies and 
resources to do so. This coordination applies mutatis mutandis to options in the 
other fi elds of knowledge as well.

In summary, the entrepreneurial goal or challenge in an innovation society is 
to ensure that the innovative potential of customers (consumer innovation) and 
that of the cognitive communities in society (trends and issues) are appropriately 
addressed by innovations in the company’s own business model. The soft term 
‘address’ is deliberately chosen because it encompasses causality in both direc-
tions. It expresses a thoroughly realistic view refl ected in Drucker’s mildly ironic 
observation:

When a new venture does succeed, more often than not it is in a market other than 
the one it was originally intended to serve, with products and services not quite those 
with which it had set out, bought in large part by customers it did not even think of 
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when it started, and used for a host of purposes besides the ones for which the prod-
ucts were fi rst designed (1985: 173).

Entrepreneurial behavior can thus be appropriately grasped as an experimental 
process rather than as a sequence of analysis, planning, and subsequent implemen-
tation. Sarasvathy called this approach to identifying and creating opportunities 
‘effectuation’ and described the underlying logic as follows:

The distinguishing characteristic between causation and effectuation is in the set 
of choices: choosing between means to create a particular effect, versus choosing 
between many possible effects using a particular set of means. Whereas causation 
models consist of many-to-one mappings, effectuation models involve one-to-many 
mappings (2001: 245).

Likewise, Chia and Holt used the metaphor ‘wayfi nding’ (2009: 159-185) to char-
acterize the essence of strategic action taken by companies under the fl uid condi-
tions of individualization and an innovation society. By contrast, strategic market-
ing initially considered strategy and planning to be virtually identical.

3.2 A New Way of Dealing with the New

The mechanics of reinterpreting and reallocating resources for business-model 
innovation are well understood, and multifaceted creative techniques (e.g., con-
tradiction-oriented innovation strategy) have been conceived to support those pro-
cesses. Henceforth, attention must shift to identifying and understanding innova-
tion activities that occur outside the organization. In other words, the challenge lies 
primarily in identifying and developing the sources of ‘the new’ (Groys 2008: 23-
42) that indicate where customers and cognitive communities are generating inno-
vations. Such sources can serve as stimuli for the process of strategy development.

The extent to which the new will be disseminated, expanded, and, ultimately, 
valued can be clarifi ed only later in the process, for it is an expression of entrepre-
neurial behavior to provide for such change on a broad basis, that is, to work to-
ward a normalization (Link 1999) of that change. As Spinosa et al. (1997) empha-
sized, entrepreneurship does not consist in riding on the coattails of sociocultural 
change but rather in actively and decisively driving it forward. Strategic action 
in general and strategic marketing in particular build on a notion of the strategic 
that Gälweiler called ‘potential for success’ (1987: 26-46). According to this line 
of thinking, strategy is about capturing potential for success that is fi rst identifi ed 
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or created and then exploited. By contrast, strategic marketing as originally un-
derstood focused primarily on competition, so it fi xated on what already existed.

Whereas the new represents potential, normalization entails making full use of 
this potential. The former chief designer at Renault, Patrick Le Quément, articulat-
ed the entrepreneurial implications of such an orientation toward potential for suc-
cess for contemporary strategic marketing. According to Büschemann (1999), Le 
Quément does not believe that it is possible to come up with innovative concepts 
by asking consumers what they want. It is much more a matter of giving customers 
what they would like to have but did not know they were looking for, something 
they say they have always wanted when they fi nally get it.

But where does the new come from? In the wake of research by Barnett (1953), 
Koestler (1964), and Groys (2014), an array of cultural practices has been identifi ed 
as sources of the new. Among the most important ones, some of which overlap, are 
bricolage, détournement, postproduction, recoding, cultural hacking, jamming, 
nonintentional design, fandalism, mashup, transgression, deviation, hybridization, 
and cross-appropriation. As Mathews and Wacker (2003) pointed out, they all have 
something illegitimate about them, at least initially—a violation of a rule, a de-
viation from the norm. Characterizations such as ‘subversive’ and ‘intervention-
ist’ surface, too, although they are not analytically helpful (Liebl 2014). In other 
words, contemporary strategic marketing seeks out what is bizarre today and could 
become mainstream tomorrow. From this stance, it appears more purposeful to 
conceive of innovation as bizarreness in a process of normalization than to use the 
conventional notions of invention and diffusion.

Instead of pursuing trend research disguised as diffusion research, strategic 
marketing that operates under the conditions of an innovation society therefore 
needs a management system that resembles a ‘cabinet of curiosities.’ Finding the 
items for this special collection means engaging in what Diederichsen called the 
‘cultural production of originality’ (1996: 162), including literature, art, design, 
and music. Equally important are ‘popular’ offshoots and varieties like pop music, 
comics, and other crossover genres, which attract particular attention because of 
their function as avant-garde media, not because of their presumably wide distri-
bution. Seeking the new in such sources makes sense because, as Groys (2014) 
pointed out, the criteria for justifying the inclusion of particular artworks in cul-
tural archives have been changing since the beginning of the 20th century. The 
deciding factor is no longer masterful craftsmanship or beauty but rather the inno-
vativeness of a work. This shift has turned the sphere of art into a kind of profes-
sionalized zone of innovation. Mathews and Wacker may be overoptimistic when 
they state that “at its heart, all art is inherently deviant” (2003: 112). But research 
in this area has identifi ed a wide range of features and functions that are provided 
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by cultural products of originality in all genres and that are key to contemporary 
strategic marketing. Cultural products of originality serve as a

• sociocultural seismograph with a different or higher-than-normal sensitivity,
• formulation of future scenarios, creation of prototypes, articulation of issues 

that cannot yet be comprehended suffi ciently with scientifi c language-games,
• means of provocation for artists as actors of social change and mobilization, 

and
• reservoir of cultural themes, including the production of new linkages between 

them.

(For an overview, see Liebl and Düllo 2015; Liebl and Schwarz 2012.) The curator 
Pontus Hultén recapitulated these special features pithily: “science deals with what 
already exists; art deals with what does not yet exist” (1995: 29, my translation).

Such a management system, however, requires approaching and using the cul-
tural production of originality differently than has been the case in discussions 
about arts in business. Take, for example, the use of fi ction as an alternative form 
of trend research (building on Hutter 1991), which is just the ‘simple case’ of an 
art form based on written texts. But even that verbal art form poses no small chal-
lenge. It calls for the development of appropriate approaches to and methods for 
reading the texts in order to serve as a resource for innovation-centered strategic 
marketing. A literary analysis of a fi ctional text, such as a novel, would presuma-
bly yield little of strategic value. By the same token, the standard kind of content 
analysis used in media-monitoring would not do justice to the novel as a genre. 
Hence, there is a need for some third type of reading that, informed by literary 
and cultural expertise, could generate strategic insights from fi ctional texts. The 
various aspects of such a method are spelled out in detail by Schwarz (2011) and 
Liebl and Schwarz (2012).

Similarly, strategically relevant art needs to be identifi ed and studied for its im-
plications (Schwarz and Liebl 2013). In terms of strategic marketing, the purpose 
cannot be only to make employees ‘somehow more creative’ but rather to fi nd 
in artworks traces of strategic innovation (i.e., consumption-related innovation, 
trends, issues, and recombinations of resources). It is thus not about the essence of 
art per se but about strategically relevant works of art and their strategic implica-
tions. Bauer (2006) discussed the cultural strategies of innovation that come from 
works that attempt to bring about economic, cultural, or social change. The subtitle 
he gave his dissertation—What Strategic Management Can Learn from Contem-
porary Fine Art—provides a useful, focused program for developing the concept 
of such strategic art. The value of this approach is readily apparent because it 
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addresses a question that has long occupied management research and practice: 
Where are the contexts from which organizations can learn and adopt ideas? This 
approach dovetails with the theory of entrepreneurship put forward by Spinosa et 
al. (1997), which posits that the entrepreneur’s role is to effect cultural innovation 
and to do so decisively by using techniques of cross-appropriation. Seeing not 
only an aesthetic and economic but also a strategic value in artworks is complete-
ly consistent with this theory of entrepreneurship, which underlies contemporary, 
innovation-centered strategic marketing.
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Innovation by the Numbers

Crowdsourcing in the Innovation Process

Arnold Picot and Stefan Hopf

1  Crowdsourcing: Leveraging the Power of Many

Since 2006, when the US journalist Jeff Howe fi rst used the term crowdsourc-
ing—a neologistic portmanteau of ‘crowd’ and ‘outsourcing’—to denote a division 
of labor in which tasks are delegated to countless masses by means of a (usually 
web-based) public appeal (see Howe 2006, 2008), crowdsourcing as a new form 
of organization has met with a rapid rise in scholarly interest. Yet the basic organ-
izational principle is nothing new. Numerous historic examples describe a very 
similar phenomenon. Early Renaissance architects puzzled over how to construct 
the Santa Maria del Fiore Cathedral in Florence for half a century until a gold-
smith and a clockmaker proposed a solution in response to a public announcement 
in 1418 (Boudreau, Lacetera, and Lakhani 2011). In 18th-century Britain, anyone 
who contributed to more accurate and therefore safer methods of maritime nav-
igation was entitled to large monetary rewards under the Longitude Act of 1714 
(Spencer 2012). And in 1879, philologist James Murray appealed to his readership 
to assist in the documentation of the English language, a voluminous undertaking 
that was to be collected in the Oxford English Dictionary, still a seminal reference 
work to this day (Lanxon 2011).

When comparing present-day crowdsourcing with these historic examples of 
collective problem solving, the most prominent difference lies in the digitization 
and accompanying dematerialization of products and services (Negroponte 1995; 
Picot, Reichwald, and Wigand 2008).   Information and communications technolo-
gies (ICTs) that are now widely available in the economy and society—in conjunc-

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2018
W. Rammert et al. (Hrsg.), Innovation Society Today,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-19269-3_9



184 Arnold Picot and Stefan Hopf

tion with collaboration platforms—also greatly facilitate sharing and networking 
among suitable experts. As value chains become more and more immaterial, dig-
ital collaboration processes have grown and quickened in terms of range, applica-
tions, quality, and speed, thereby engendering new forms of support for innovation 
and novel ways to integrate different actors in these processes (Brabham 2013). 
Crowdsourcing is currently implemented for an incredibly diverse array of prob-
lems—from simple, predefi ned tasks such as the de-duplication of   yellow page 
listings to highly complex challenges such as optimizing the landing of a Mars 
probe in its descent through the Red Planet’s atmosphere. 

Figure 1 illustrates the heightened interest in crowdsourcing among the global 
scientifi c community, starting from Jeff Howe’s original defi nition in his 2006 
article The Rise of Crowdsourcing followed by his comprehensive book titled 
Crowdsourcing: Why the Power of the Crowd Is Driving the Future of Business 
shortly thereafter in 2008. Generally speaking, research related to crowdsourcing 
started to spike around 2010.

Figure 1  Search results for the term ‘crowdsourcing’ in EBSCO and Google Scholar by 
year (source: our own research).

The increasingly heterogeneous forms of crowdsourcing mentioned above have 
ultimately led to two basic perspectives on how to defi ne crowdsourcing and clas-
sify its applications.

In their wide-ranging literature review of 209 publications, including 40 origi-
nal defi nitions, Estellé s-Arolas and Gonzá lez-Ladró n-de-Guevara (2012) proposed 
an integrative defi nition of crowdsourcing: 
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Crowdsourcing is a type of participative online activity in which an individ-
ual, an institution, a non-profi t organization, or company proposes to a group of 
individuals of varying knowledge, heterogeneity, and number, via a fl exible open 
call, the voluntary undertaking of a task. The undertaking of the task, of variable 
complexity and modularity, and in which the crowd should participate bringing 
their work, money, knowledge and/or experience, always entails mutual benefi t. 
The user will receive the satisfaction of a given type of need, be it economic, social 
recognition, self-esteem, or the development of individual skills, while the crowd-
sourcer will obtain and utilize to their advantage what the user has brought to the 
venture, whose form will depend on the type of activity undertaken. (ibid.: 197)

The authors distinguish three dimensions of crowdsourcing, each with its own 
lines of inquiry (ibid.: 191): (1) crowd (Who forms the crowd? What is the task at 
hand? What does it get in return?), (2) initiator (Who is the initiator? What result 
does the initiator receive?), and (3) process (How is the process structured? Which 
type of call is used? Which medium is used?).

Figure 2  Basic forms and applications of crowdsourcing in business organizations with 
examples of service providers (source: Picot and Hopf 2013).
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This comprehensive and inclusive understanding often stands in contrast to vari-
ous other crowdsourcing defi nitions with different levels of abstraction; these dis-
tinctions are usually linked to specifi c crowdsourcing applications. In terms of 
classifying different applications, one possibility is to match crowdsourcing forms 
with the value-adding activities of business organizations (see Figure 2).

This systematic differentiation of basic crowdsourcing forms is neither mutual-
ly exclusive nor exhaustive since new forms and applications are constantly emerg-
ing and several, at times substantial, overlaps can be found between basic types of 
crowdsourcing and related terms and phenomena (e.g., collaborative innovation, 
collective intelligence, user innovation; see also Franke and Piller 2004; von Hip-
pel 2005; Malone, Laubacher, and Dellarocas 2009). Based on the overview in 
Figure 2, we can, however, discern the following basic forms of crowdsourcing 
with a view to potential applications (Picot and Hopf 2013):

• Crowd innovation: Integration of external resources to generate, develop, and 
implement new ideas.

• Crowdfunding: Funding of projects or business ventures through numerous 
contributions from different sources, usually in the form of silent partnerships.

• Crowd tools: Applications, platforms, and tools that enable the collaboration, 
communication, and sharing of tasks between different actors.

• Community building: Active integration of individuals in thematic communi-
ties.

• Microwork: The process of splitting tasks into the smallest possible work pack-
ages and delegating them to a virtual workforce.

• Collective creativity: Utilization of creative crowd talent to produce various 
types of original content.

• Collective knowledge: Extraction of information and knowledge for primarily 
commercial purposes.

In the following article, our specifi c emphasis will be on crowd innovation and the 
question of how crowdsourcing can be used to generate or support innovation. We 
will also touch on crowdsourcing aspects from neighboring fi elds where relevant.

In the next section (2), we start by clarifying the relationship between crowd in-
novation and open innovation before going on to discuss the economic signifi cance 
of the apparent shift from manufacturer-centered innovation to customer-centered 
and collaborative approaches to the production of novelty. We continue by explor-
ing different manifestations of crowd innovation and their role in the innovation 
process. In section 3, we outline further topics and needs for research and, fi nally, 
present our conclusions in section 4. 
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2 Crowdsourcing Innovation

Crowdsourcing integrates external actors into the innovation process and can 
therefore be viewed as a specifi c type of open innovation (2.1). In this section, we 
discuss the emerging paradigm that can be found in this new development (2.2) 
and examine different forms and examples of crowd innovation and how they re-
late to the innovation process (2.3).

2.1 Crowd Innovation as a Category of Open Innovation 

Opinions vary when it comes to which paradigm (open innovation, open source, 
etc.) supplies the best fi t for crowdsourcing activities (Erickson 2013). Most au-
thors view crowdsourcing as part of open innovation (Chesbrough 2003) since 
both concepts describe “an innovation-related task awarded through an open call 
to a network of customers, users, and other stakeholders” (Picot and Hopf 2013: 
28, our translation; see also Piller and Reichwald 2009). Crowdsourcing can be 
applied in countless settings, which makes a nuanced analysis of its characteris-
tics all the more essential. Crowdsourcing activities in the microwork sector, for 
example, are seldom innovation-related and can thus be relegated to the categories 
of production and outsourcing. Our focus in the present context lies on crowd inno-
vation, which can be visualized as the common ground between two sets of activi-
ties—in this case open innovation and crowdsourcing (see Figure 3), from which it 
follows that not all open innovation activities can necessarily be considered crowd 
innovation. Involving a lead user in the innovation process (von Hippel 1986), for 
instance, is not a crowd-based form of open innovation. Returning to our initial 
defi nition, crowd innovation occurs when the search for new ideas and solutions is 
directed towards a larger and generally unrestricted audience. In this sense, crowd 
innovation is more ‘open’ than certain forms of open innovation.

Figure 3  Crowd innovation as the intersection between open innovation and crowdsourc-
ing (source: Picot and Hopf 2013).
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In the past, the dominant model for the organized production of novelty was the 
so-called ‘closed innovation model,’ which centered on in-house production by 
specifi c manufacturers. Open innovation activities, in contrast, are essentially 
characterized by the fact that they occur mainly outside, and not within, organiza-

Figure 4  Closed and open innovation models at a glance (source: adapted from Ches-
brough 2003).

The open innovation model refl ects the active ‘relaxing’ of organizational bound-
aries so that external (and internal) ideas can be channeled through internal (and 
external) development processes and, fi nally, to the point of maturity and marketa-
bility (Chesbrough 2003). In addition to growing competitive pressure, an increas-
ingly global labor market, and greater economic uncertainty (Huff, Möslein, and 
Reichwald 2013), this development is driven by technological progress (Baldwin 
and von Hippel 2011), which is a key condition for the cost-effective use of crowd 
innovation.

2.2 Economic Analysis of the Paradigm Shift from 
 Manufacturer-to Customer-Centered and Collaborative 
Innovation

Organizations use crowd innovation, a novel form of customer-centered and col-
laborative innovation based on crowdsourcing, in their innovation processes for 
a wide variety of applications. The model developed by Baldwin and von Hippel 
(2011) provides an economically oriented, dynamic explanation for why innova-
tion is sourced from crowds, individuals, or organizations (see Figures 5 and 6). 

tions (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 5  Feasibility of innovation approaches in relation to communication and design 
costs (source: adapted from Baldwin and von Hippel 2011).

This model describes possible approaches to innovation in relation to two dimen-
sions: communication costs (associated with the exchange of information during 
the innovation process) and design costs (associated with the development of spec-
ifi cations and the defi nition, processing, and integration of tasks to implement a 
design). According to the model, innovation is sourced from individuals when 
design costs are low. Communication costs are insignifi cant in this case because 
individual innovators do not require extensive interaction to complete their work. 
Collaborative innovation, on the other hand, is the preferred sourcing option when 
communication costs are low, since this form of problem solving requires inten-
sive multilateral communication. Design costs in this case are largely insignifi cant 
since individual innovators only make up a small portion of these costs. In-house 
innovation is especially suitable for innovation projects that involve both non-neg-
ligible communication and design costs, which, unlike for individual innovation 
and collaborative innovation, only make sense economically with the coordination 
mechanisms available in an organization. 
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We can model the paradigm shift from manufacturer- to customer-centered and 
collaborative innovation by adopting a dynamic view of exogenous changes and 
their theoretical implications. Signifi cant performance gains (described, for ex-
ample, by Moore’s law, Kryder’s law, and Nielsen’s law) and inexpensively avail-
able information and communications technology are two main drivers behind 
this shift (e.g., Baldwin and von Hippel 2011; Afuah and Tucci 2012; Villarroel 
2013). These developments signifi cantly reduce communication and design costs 
and thereby considerably expand the spectrum of possibilities for individual inno-
vation and collaborative innovation. This can increasingly lead to what is known 
as the ‘producer squeeze problem’ (Villarroel 2013: 184). In other words, in-house 
innovation remains economically superior only for a small spectrum of innova-
tions (see Figure 6). 

Figure 6  Shift in feasibility for different innovation approaches based on reduced com-
munication and design costs resulting from technological advancements (source: 
adapted from Villarroel 2013; Baldwin and von Hippel 2011).
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To address this problem, many companies are now trying to integrate individual 
innovation and collaborative innovation into their innovation process. Crowdsourc-
ing in its various modalities offers a way to co-opt these economically attractive 
forms of innovation and use them for in-house innovation processes. As a ‘solution 
to distant search’ (Afuah and Tucci 2012: 355), crowdsourcing can be leveraged to 
fi nd more cost-effective solutions, above all thanks to inexpensive access to a large 
number of volunteer problem solvers worldwide who already possess the required 
expertise or even the required solution (Afuah and Tucci 2012). 

2.3 Crowdsourcing: Typical Forms and Applications 
for Innovation 

Crowdsourcing can be leveraged as a highly versatile tool in the various phases of 
innovation. For simplicity’s sake as well as to demonstrate different applications of 
crowdsourcing, we will assume a linear model of innovation with fi ve phases: idea 
generation, concept development, prototyping, product/market testing, and market 
launch (e.g., Kupsch, Marr, and Picot 1991; Cooper and Kleinschmidt 1991; Piller 
and Reichwald 2009). Crowdsourcing activities geared toward innovation can be 
grouped into three main categories (e.g., Boudreau and Lakhani 2013; Picot and 
Hopf 2013):

• Crowd contests: Open calls announcing a specifi c problem along with an award 
(fi nancial or other) for the best solution. This form of crowdsourcing is best 
suited to generating a broad spectrum of ideas and approaches for complex and 
novel challenges (examples include Kaggle, TopCoder, and InnoCentive).

• Crowd collaborative communities: Collective endeavors characterized by the 
collection and aggregation of different contributions into a coherent result. This 
form requires a desired outcome to be specifi ed at the outset. Collaboration 
often occurs based on a platform and typically relies on non-monetary, intrinsic 
motivation (examples are Linux, test IO, and OpenIDEO).

• Crowd complementors: Complementary innovations that supplement an exist-
ing product or service, mostly by means of a dedicated platform or an existing 
standard and without the explicit specifi cation of a problem (examples are Ap-
ple App Store, Mozilla Firefox add-ons, and Ford’s OpenXC project).

As an IT-supported process innovation, different developments—technological, 
economic, social, and political—can result in the continuous adaptation and expan-
sion of crowdsourcing and its described forms. The different types of crowd inno-
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vation can generally be employed throughout the entire innovation process, often 
sequentially or in hybrid combinations. In addition to crowd innovation, the other 
basic forms of crowdsourcing mentioned above (e.g., crowdfunding to fi nance an 
innovation or microwork to implement precisely specifi ed tasks in product testing) 
may be employed in the innovation process (see Figure 7). We will continue by 
presenting some possible applications of crowd innovation which, in keeping with 
our focus on innovation and in the spirit of the Latin term innovatio, can prompt 
the renewal of existing concepts, behavior, or things (Schachtner 2001).

Figure 7  Crowdsourcing in the innovation process (source: adapted from Reichwald and 
Piller 2009).

“All innovation starts with the search for ideas” (Piller and Reichwald 2009: 124, 
our translation). Because companies start by gathering as many ideas as possible, 
crowd innovation is particularly useful in this phase since crowdsourcing can be 
utilized as an online-based ‘broadcast search’ to maximize the search radius and 
the number of individuals that can be addressed (Afuah and Tucci 2012). Dell’s 
IdeaStorm can be viewed as a hybrid crowdsourcing-based example that mixes 
crowd complementors and crowd collaborative communities. In Dell’s own words, 
IdeaStorm aims “to give a direct voice to our customers and an avenue to have 
online ‘brainstorm’ sessions to allow you the customer to share ideas and collab-
orate with one another and Dell. Our goal through IdeaStorm is to hear what new 
products or services you’d like to see Dell develop.”1 According to this description, 

1   http://www.ideastorm.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
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the primary goal of the platform lies in generating new ideas for products and ser-
vices through collaboration between customers and Dell employees (e.g., through 
voting and comment functions). In the period from February 2007 to June 2009, 
a total of 8,801 ideas were generated on this platform by 4,285 individuals, of 
which 348 ideas (about 4%) were ultimately implemented (Bayus 2013). Whether 
these numbers actually translate into economic success is largely unclear. In light 
of the fact that Dell offers a mere USD 1,000 for the intellectual property rights 
to an idea (though proof of such a transaction having occurred has yet to be seen) 
with no further fi nancial commitments to the makers of ideas that are chosen and 
implemented, it is rather safe to conclude that the platform is generally profi table 
(ibid.). More problematic, however, seems to be the long-term commitment of us-
ers since on average they tend to submit only one (rarely successful) idea. Most 
ideas selected for implementation come from the relatively small group of ‘serial 
ideators’ (users who proposed more than one successful idea during the period 
under investigation); the idea stream from these users, and with it the innovative 
potential of the crowd, tends to decrease over time (ibid.). An additional study on 
the general quality of crowdsourced ideas confi rms that, when compared to input 
from professional engineers and designers, the conceptual contributions received 
in crowd contests are superior in terms of novelty and usability, though generally 
lacking in terms of feasibility (Poetz and Schreiner 2012). Crowdsourcing’s poten-
tial for idea generation is already apparent in the sheer numbers that it mobilizes, 
in line with the basic principle: “the wisdom of the crowd is proportional to their 
size” (The Economist 2012). What is more important, however, is how these ideas 
can be used to generate real added value (monetary and otherwise) (Afuah and 
Tucci 2012, 2013; Bloodgood 2013).

The phase of concept development comprises central research and develop-
ment activities, including idea visualization, feasibility analysis, and general 
concept evaluation (Piller and Reichwald 2009). A well-known example of the 
use of crowd innovation in this phase is InnoCentive, a platform for “innovation 
solutions from the world’s smartest people, who compete to provide ideas and 
solutions to important business, social, policy, scientifi c, and technical challeng-
es.”2 Organized as a crowd contest, InnoCentive enables businesses to announce 
specifi c challenges (much like a broad collection of specifi cations) as an open 
call or ‘broadcast’ (Afuah and Tucci 2012) and to grant monetary rewards to the 
best solutions. To work on any of these challenges, individuals need to accept a 
call-specifi c agreement, which defi nes items such as the evaluation process and 
criteria, as well as intellectual property rules and the award. Calls on this platform 

2 https://www.innocentive.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
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range from relatively simple and clearly delineated problems to highly complex 
and abstract challenges from diverse application fi elds. The National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration (NASA), for example, used the platform to search for a 
useful secondary function for dead weight, known in technical terms as ‘balance 
mass,’ which is discarded by Mars landers to facilitate entry and landing. NASA’s 
objective was to equip the probes with an alternative balance mass that “should 
perform some type of scientifi c or technological function adding to our knowledge 
base”3 (e.g., sensors that collect atmospheric data). Since its posting on September 
20, 2014, exactly 2,108 ‘active solvers’ contributed their ideas to this challenge, 
which was open for two months (until November 21, 2014). Afuah and Tucci sum-
marized the major advantage of crowdsourcing for the concept development phase 
as providing the ‘solution to a distant search’ (2012: 355). This solution enables a 
‘distant search’ (ibid.; i.e., the search for a solution that lies beyond a current and 
immediate skill set), often bound up with considerable costs for an individual or 
an organization (such as the acquisition of relevant expertise, the evaluation of 
various solutions and providers, and even good old-fashioned trial and error), to 
be transformed into a ‘local search’ (ibid.). The task of problem solving is thus 
transferred to numerous self-selecting individuals with the required expertise and 
perhaps even a viable solution. This presents a far more effi cient and effective 
solution to the problem-solving process itself (Afuah and Tucci 2012). One exam-
ple is a challenge posted on Kaggle—a similar crowd contest site—by the German 
multinational chemical and pharmaceutical company Merck. A computer scientist 
with no domain expertise in pharma proposed the winning solution, which em-
ployed machine-learning software to identify promising chemicals for new drugs 
(Markoff 2013). This form of crowd-based distant search (ibid.: 355) eliminated 
the costly prospect of overhauling the company’s drug discovery process.

Once the initial idea is found, it is transformed, in the prototype phase, into a 
fully functional model (Piller and Reichwald 2009). As discussed in section 2.2 
(see Figures 5 and 6 as well as Baldwin and von Hippel 2011), technical devel-
opments in areas such as computer-aided design (CAD), 3D printing, and rapid 
prototyping software have signifi cantly reduced the costs of design. This makes 
crowdsourcing a cost-effective alternative for prototype creation. In the fi eld of 
software development, one example is TopCoder, marketed as “the world’s largest 
crowdsourcing development, design, and data science platform” with just under 
700,000 users.4 This crowd contest platform is used to post calls for the develop-
ment of various software prototypes. Here, too, the calls contain a specifi c descrip-

3 ibid., Challenge ID: 9933607.
4 https://www.topcoder.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
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tion of a problem, which is delegated to users in the form of a contest. After the 
submission deadline, an internal TopCoder review board selects the best prototype 
in a peer review process. Further examples of crowd-based prototyping can be 
found in open source software development by crowd collaborative communities 
(e.g., Linux or the Apache HTTP Server Project; see, e.g., Brügge et al. 2004; Picot 
and Fiedler 2008). One key advantage of crowd-based prototyping lies in the pos-
sibility of modularization, in other words, using TopCoder to divide a customer’s 
problem into numerous small work packages, also known as ‘hyperspecialization’ 
(Malone, Laubacher, and Johns 2011). Different packages can thus be completed 
in parallel and users can specialize in specifi c tasks or problems, which can then 
be completed more effi ciently over time. On the whole, this not only increases 
the quality of contributions but can also lead to signifi cant advantages in terms of 
costs, lead time, and fl exibility (Lakhani, Garvin, and Lonstein 2010; Malone et 
al. 2011). 

In the product and market testing phase, the prototype “moves into the produc-
tion system, where it is usually manufactured in small quantities for a test market” 
(Piller and Reichwald 2009: 126, our translation). During this phase, crowd inno-
vation is primarily implemented to test software-based prototypes. Small quanti-
ties have ceased to be a necessary restriction in this case since digital goods can be 
produced and distributed at a marginal cost. The combination of digital products 
and services with virtually unlimited test subjects through crowdsourcing results 
in completely new possibilities. As a crowd collaborative community, the German 
company test IO (formerly testcloud), for instance, offers “tailor-made, scalable, 
and cost-effi cient crowdsourced software testing solutions for businesses. Our ser-
vices include all types of explorative, functional, and usability tests for software: 
websites, mobile apps, and enterprise software” by over 8,000 testers in 40 lan-
guages.5 In an increasingly global economy and society, these new possibilities 
mean it is not only possible to recruit testers worldwide but also to test products 
and services in specifi c markets and cultures and adapt them to local requirements. 
Another advantage of crowdsourcing solutions that accompany the entire innova-
tion process is that conventional product and market testing might no longer be 
necessary when the innovation in question is a product of that same market (i.e., 
the crowd) (Piller and Reichwald 2009). Here we can cite Quirky, a company that 
picks up on ideas from inventors, offers support during the development and man-
ufacturing process, and sells the products on its website in return for a portion of 
the sales.6 Because the market is involved in the innovation process and therefore 

5 See https://www.test.io, retrieved May 5, 2016.
6 See https://www.quirky.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
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the selection of promising ideas from the get-go,7 it becomes conceivable to skip 
product and market testing altogether.

The market launch phase involves “price setting, the selection and combination 
of suitable distribution channels, brand and communication management, and sales 
staff training” (Piller and Reichwald 2009: 126, our translation). Crowd innova-
tion in this phase can be aptly illustrated by the German T-shirt company Spread-
shirt, whose business model relies on a crowd collaborative community whereby 
members can design and purchase T-shirts or sell their own designs.8 The process 
starts with creative designs, which users adapt to different formats (e.g., T-shirts, 
mobile phone cases, tote bags). Users can sell the fi nal products on the Spreadshirt 
platform. When it is time for the market launch, users play a key role “by recruit-
ing friends to buy their products, posing as models for the online catalog, and 
spreading the word about the brand” (ibid., our translation). Another application of 
crowdsourcing during the market launch process can be found in what are known 
as ‘predictive markets’ (e.g., Spann and Skiera 2009), or virtual settings in which 
the crowd’s bets on future events can be used as indicators of actual outcomes 
(Wolfers and Zitewitz 2004). Hewlett-Packard, for example, employed predictive 
markets that resulted in more accurate estimates of printer sales than the compa-
ny’s internal numbers (Plott and Chen 2002). For Siemens, the crowd predicted 
the delayed completion of a software solution, contrary to traditional planning and 
projection methods (Ortner 1998). Predictive markets can ultimately be used in 
most, if not all, fi elds: from predictions involving economic data to political elec-
tions to fl u outbreaks. Crowdworx, a German software company and maker of “the 
leading prediction market software for companies”9 promises more accurate pre-
dictions, faster results, and improved cost-effectiveness than conventional market 
research and expert polling. Three main aspects are behind these improvements. 
First, under the right circumstances, groups can be remarkably intelligent, “and are 
often smarter than the smartest people in them” (Surowiecki 2005: XIII), a phe-
nomenon that has also been referred to as ‘collective intelligence’ or the ‘wisdom 
of the crowds’ (e.g., Malone et al. 2009). Second, competition, including that from 
predictive markets, can lead to an effective aggregation of asymmetrically dis-
tributed information and therefore to information effi ciency (Hayek 1945). Third, 

7 In the Web 2.0 context, this is sometimes referred to as ‘perpetual beta,’ an expression 
that describes an early, and often regular, long-term involvement of users in the devel-
opment of software programs (e.g., O’Reilly 2009). 

8 See https://www.spreadshirt.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
9 See https://www.crowdworx.com/prediction-market-software-consulting-companies/, 

retrieved October 6, 2014.
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with the Internet and the widespread diffusion of information and communication 
technologies in our current economy and society, organizations have the means to 
access and integrate a broad audience in the innovation process (Hubbard 2010). 

The examples presented here illustrate just some of the various ways in which 
crowdsourcing can be applied to the innovation process. Continuing technological 
progress will most likely result in even more options as novel forms of technical 
support emerge or new segments of the global population join the digital crowd 
(e.g., Narula et al. 2011). With these dynamic developments come new questions 
and needs for research, which we will briefl y outline in the next section.

3 Selected Research Issues and Needs

As an innovation that pertains to processes in organizations, crowdsourcing has 
an interdisciplinary and multifaceted character. It is not only applied in vastly dif-
ferent fi elds but is also the subject of varied analyses in innovation research. The 
result is a broad fi eld of research in which different disciplines such as economics, 
humanities, law, and engineering have identifi ed and pursued relevant issues re-
lated to the growing phenomenon of crowdsourcing, both within the actual inno-
vation context and beyond. We will discuss some of these crowdsourcing-related 
topics and issues in these established academic fi elds in the sections that follow: 
organizational process and distinct forms (3.1), challenges and tasks (3.2), value 
creation and intellectual property (3.3), and employment (3.4). 

3.1 Organizational Process and Distinct Forms

A process perspective on crowdsourcing as a conduit for innovation opens up var-
ious options for research. These are related, for instance, to how to design and op-
timize the organizational process or to different forms of crowdsourcing that can 
emerge with increasingly stable processes (e.g., the previously described crowd 
contests, crowd collaborative communities, and crowd complementors in the fi eld 
of innovation). In their literature survey, Kittur et al. (2013) classifi ed different 
lines of organizational research according to three dimensions (process, computer 
support, and individuals), which are outlined below. 

The process perspective includes the following topics and needs for research: 
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• Workfl ow organization: Complex crowdsourced tasks often require workfl ows 
that operate in parallel. Collaborative crowdsourcing approaches in particular 
can result in complex dependencies between individual tasks and create the 
need for sophisticated means of integration. One major need for research will 
therefore lie in an analysis of changes in workfl ow organization along with the 
effects on quality and the need for new management approaches to coordinate 
between internal workers and an undefi ned number of external actors. 

• Task allocation: Tasks can be distributed by a central entity or assigned through 
self-selection. In the best-case scenario, users receive tasks that correspond 
with their specifi c expertise, coupled with suitable incentives. Accordingly, 
and in light of notable improvements in task-routing algorithms that effectively 
match content and users (e.g., matching procedures on dating or job platforms), 
researchers can analyze which forms of task allocation are best suited to spe-
cifi c problems or jobs. 

• Hierarchy: Researchers might investigate the extent to which traditional com-
pany hierarchies, including corresponding management structures, can be ad-
vantageous for self-organization, task description, and task allocation in the 
crowdsourcing process. 

• Real-time (collaborative) activities: Crowdsourcing provides fast access to a 
large and fl exible workforce—a major advantage. This makes the question of 
real-time assembly and organization interesting for research: If it can be done, 
which approaches seem promising?

• Synchronous collaboration: For many tasks, rapid attention and processing is 
crucial to success. Through access to a global workforce, crowdsourcing can 
be used to complete jobs in record time. This form of collaboration requires a 
precise understanding of how different cultural or socioeconomic aspects can 
affect virtual collaboration and which measures may be taken to ensure effec-
tive and effi cient synchronous collaboration.

• Quality assurance: For distributed, highly granular work products, quality as-
surance is seen as a key challenge for certain forms of crowdsourcing. It can 
either be achieved through a precise defi nition of jobs or through a post hoc 
analysis of results. Although complex algorithms can cover certain parts of the 
quality assurance process, researchers can still analyze appropriate peer review 
procedures or other quality assurance concepts as well as optimal approaches 
for implementation. When tasks are less clearly defi ned, topics such as the cri-
teria and procedures used to determine award winners can be addressed within 
a quality assurance framework.
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Computer support in the crowdsourcing process has brought up a number of fur-
ther questions and a growing need for research. Advancements in the fi eld of ar-
tifi cial intelligence (AI) in particular create new possibilities that could lead to 
signifi cant improvements in the crowdsourcing process:

• Crowd support for artifi cial intelligence: Crowdsourcing can be used to im-
prove algorithms. Users can help train functions such as object recognition for 
self-driving cars (e.g., recognize people, even as partial images, on photos). 
Topics and relevant research in this area pertain to how users might provide 
content-based support for AI development and how to ‘harness the crowd’ for 
this purpose.

• Artifi cial intelligence in support of the crowd: There are numerous possibilities 
for using AI in the crowdsourcing process. Researchers could especially focus 
on the conditions under which AI can provide content-based and organizational 
support for the crowdsourcing process, effectively replacing human activity. 
This includes aspects related to AI-based process optimization and the auto-
mated request for human intervention. 

• Crowdsourcing platforms: Platforms match ‘task creators’ and ‘task solvers.’ 
Design is therefore a signifi cant aspect for crowdsourcing platforms and the 
crowdsourcing process. Some examples of platform providers (companies that 
provide platforms as a service) were briefl y discussed in section 1 as crowd 
tools. Researchers could continue to analyze the dynamics of platform develop-
ment and their underlying algorithms, which are subject to a steady stream of 
technological advancements.

Finally, the crowdsourcing process also depends on individuals, who can appear as 
clients or users/workers, among other roles. When it comes to ensuring appropriate 
conditions for the latter to complete their chosen or assigned jobs, we can also 
identify a number of specifi c research questions and topics:

• Job design: Work announced on crowdsourcing platforms is highly granular 
and often monotonous over time owing to its repetitive character. Although 
this level of granularity and the precise specifi cation of tasks can make sense 
in terms of effi ciency, keeping workers motivated and satisfi ed might prove dif-
fi cult in the long term. For research, the main question then is how to integrate 
crowdsourcing processes at different granularity levels and within a larger con-
text while still preserving effi ciency. Topics in this case largely correspond with 
those addressed in the Taylorism debate (e.g., Picot 1990). 
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• Reputation and referral mechanisms: Certain mechanisms such as employer 
references and certifi cates provide important signals that simplify the recruit-
ing process considerably for employers and employees alike. Crowdsourcing in-
vokes an increasingly homogeneous repertoire of mechanisms, all of which ul-
timately boil down to a trade-off between sourcing from the anonymous crowd, 
an option with low transaction costs, and the selective recruiting of distinctly 
qualifi ed experts. This trade-off should be subject to a more thorough analysis 
to develop suitable reputation and referral mechanisms. 

• Motivation and remuneration: Workers participate in crowdsourcing activities 
for a wide variety of reasons and their efforts should be rewarded according-
ly. On the basis of fi ndings from psychological, sociological, and management 
research, different motives should be identifi ed and paired with heterogeneous 
(i.e., not exclusively monetary) remuneration mechanisms. Studies analyzing 
the open source movement (e.g., Lakhani and von Hippel 2003; Brügge et al. 
2004) have already laid some of the groundwork. 

Frequently occurring combinations of crowdsourcing processes, computer sup-
port, and individual factors result in distinct organizational forms of crowdsourc-
ing (integrative sourcing without remuneration, selective sourcing with crowd as-
sessment, etc.; see, e.g., Geiger et al. 2011). Identifying these forms will enable 
the further structuring and integration of various research efforts that analyze the 
organization of crowdsourcing processes.

3.2 Problems, Challenges, and Tasks for Crowdsourcing

An effi cient design of crowdsourcing activities requires a comprehensive under-
standing of potential tasks and challenges as well as related implications for the 
organization of crowdsourcing processes. Despite the general increase in crowd-
sourcing research, there are only a few approaches that have attempted to classify 
these activities. Brabham (2013) and Gadiraju, Kawase, and Dietze (2014) have 
provided initial suggestions and classifi cation schemes at different levels of ab-
straction. Gadiraju et al. (ibid.) has proposed an empirical approach based on an 
analysis of 1,000 users registered on the crowdsourcing platform CrowdFlower.10 
Their approach provides a suffi ciently granular classifi cation of potential challeng-
es and tasks that can be addressed by crowdsourcing: 

10 See https://www.crowdflower.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
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• Information search: In this task category, searching for and analyzing infor-
mation (e.g., the most inexpensive fl ight for a specifi c date) is delegated to the 
crowd. 

• Verifi cation and validation: Questions in this area can involve the verifi cation 
of certain aspects depending on given parameters or the confi rmation of cer-
tain information. This might include online identity checks to determine, for 
instance, whether Twitter users are humans or Internet bots.

• Interpretation and analysis: This type of task primarily draws on the wisdom 
of the many by summarizing the interpretation and analysis of users into the 
most representative result possible. One example is classifying reviews as either 
‘positive’ or ‘negative’.

• Content generation: Crowdsourcing tasks in this area involve generating new 
content (e.g., translations). 

• Surveys: Crowdsourcing-based surveys can be employed to collect tar-
get-group-specifi c information, for instance, data on a certain cohort of stu-
dents. 

• Content retrieval: This category involves the simple retrieval of information 
such as a video. 

Additional research on the classifi cation of potential challenges and tasks delegat-
ed to crowds should endeavor to consolidate and integrate previous results and re-
late them to optimal organizational processes while considering key criteria such 
as effi ciency. The contextual consideration of relevant problems and tasks requires 
a detailed analysis of potential classifi cations. In the context of innovation, for 
example, content generation (ibid.) should be assigned further subcategories in 
light of the extremely varied content types it contains (e.g., developing solution 
proposals for pre-structured problems, generating novel ideas, designing comple-
mentary innovations) as well as the requirements this entails for the organization 
of crowdsourcing processes. 

3.3 Value Creation and Intellectual Property

Crowdsourcing’s value-creating potential can be seen in its increasing use in the 
economy and society. Nonetheless, there is not enough systematic research on the 
objectifi cation of this value (e.g., Afuah and Tucci 2012, 2013; Bloodgood 2013), 
widely believed to be a “fundamental factor that fi rms should consider fi rst and 
foremost when engaging in the decision of how to problem solve” (Bloodgood 
2013: 456). Meanwhile, the value produced by crowdsourcing activities can be 
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examined on different levels and based on context-dependent value concepts. On 
the micro level, for instance, the monetary value of an individual task such as the 
crowd-based translation of a text passage can be determined in comparison to a 
professional service provider. On the macro level, in contrast, the strategic value 
of an invention generated through crowdsourcing can be assessed in terms of its 
signifi cance in creating a competitive advantage. Some initial thematic and meth-
odological considerations can be found in the work of authors such as Poetz and 
Schreier (2012); they provided a qualitative comparison of crowdsourced product 
ideas versus those of professional designers and highlight the absorptive capacity 
of companies to profi t from numerous ideas (see Blohm 2013). 

Value creation is closely tied to the issue of a suitable approach to intellectual 
property in the crowdsourcing process. Protective measures used in traditional 
innovation contexts such as strict confi dentiality, shielding off internal processes 
from competitors and customers, as well as the accumulation of large IP portfolios, 
cannot be easily implemented in an innovation process characterized by involving 
as many people as possible (e.g., Brügge et al. 2004; Lakhani and Panetta 2007). 
Different methods do exist to deal with intellectual property in crowdsourcing 
processes, yet more work still needs to be done on best practices in this area. 
T-shirt designers on the platform Threadless11 agree to turn over all copyright en-
titlements to Threadless in return for a monetary payment, for example. InnoCen-
tive,12 a platform for crowdsourcing innovative ideas, enables both submitting par-
ties and ‘solvers’ to remain anonymous to protect IP so that no links can be drawn 
to company-specifi c research and development activities. The legal complexity of 
transferring collaboratively generated intellectual property also results in solvers 
on InnoCentive not being permitted to work together to fi nd solutions to problems 
(or ‘challenges’). This imposes a considerable restriction on the innovative poten-
tial of the crowd. Research in this area—in keeping with the principles of open 
innovation—should strive to identify conditions that foster openness, transparency, 
suitable incentives, and especially close collaboration while also protecting intel-
lectual property (Lakhani and Panetta 2007).

11 See https://www.threadless.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
12 See https://www.innocentive.com, retrieved October 6, 2014.
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4 Conclusion

Crowdsourcing can be applied to innovation in a variety of ways. Its potential 
forms and applications are subject to a dynamic process of change, above all due to 
technological advancements, a situation that generates numerous questions and is-
sues for research. Chesbrough (2003) describes an emergent paradigm of “open in-
novation” characterized by a shift from manufacturer-centered innovation to cus-
tomer-oriented and collaborative innovation; activities in this area are also poised 
to become more economical owing to falling costs of communication and design. 
Crowdsourcing is not only an option for cost savings but also holds signifi cant 
potential for innovation. Various topics in this innovation context, including the 
organization process, problems and tasks delegated to crowdsourcing, value cre-
ation, incentives, and intellectual property, will help tap into its well of potential.
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The Berlin Innovation Panel

History, First Results, and Outlook

Knut Blind

1 Background

Innovations have been signifi cant to economic development for centuries. In re-
cent decades innovations have become the drivers of economic growth and hence 
also generators of employment. The importance of innovation has increased in 
economies with stagnating populations because process innovations have made it 
possible to improve productivity on the supply side, with product innovations stim-
ulating the demand side. In addition, innovations also help solve environmental 
problems, and new markets are developing for environmental technologies. Newly 
industrialized and developing countries in particular benefi t from environmental 
innovations.

The emergence of an innovation requires extensive interaction between various 
actors and institutions in technical and social processes. In addition to the com-
panies that produce goods and services, innovation processes involve scientifi c 
organizations and universities, the users of the new technology or product, as well 
as political decision-makers. The regional context, with its overall regulatory con-
ditions, labor supply, research institutions, specifi c economic structure and busi-
ness networks, and demographic characteristics, thus infl uences the generation of 
innovations.

The institutions responsible for innovation policy have therefore begun to col-
lect information about these regional conditions. Since the turn of this century, 
for instance, the European Commission has been gathering data on innovation 
as part of the European Innovation Scoreboard in order to track the progress of 
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the member states toward achieving the objective of investing 3% of the EU’s 
GDP in R&D. A similar reporting system, the Regional Innovation Scoreboards, 
was subsequently established for European regions, although the availability and 
completeness of documentation of many indicators relating to the research, devel-
opment, and innovation activities in the regions still lag behind the corresponding 
domestic information that exists in the member countries.

The purpose of these initiatives at the European level is to observe the innova-
tion that is taking place in the member countries and the regions alike to gain a 
clearer picture of their position in the national and regional competition as places 
of innovation and as business locations. This benchmarking can also yield infor-
mation about needs to adapt innovation policies and to evaluate initiatives that 
have already been launched.

The fi rst section of this chapter draws on a feasibility study to describe the 
history of the   Berlin Innovation Panel, the world’s fi rst longitudinal study of in-
novation activities in a specifi c city. The second section presents some of the cur-
rently available results. The fi nal section addresses the fi rst measures of innovation 
policy that have been derived from the study.

2 Feasibility Study

The Department of Innovation Economics at the Technische Universität Berlin 
(TU Berlin) was commissioned by the Technologiestiftung Berlin (Berlin Tech-
nology Foundation) to conduct a study on the feasibility of developing a Berlin 
Innovation Panel. One of the fi rst steps in that undertaking was to compare Berlin 
with other metropolitan regions by analyzing secondary statistics.1 The second 
step entailed examining ways to monitor innovation and fi elds of competence thor-
oughly (see Blind, Wachsen, and Weber 2011).

2.1 Innovation Potential and Performance: 
Berlin Compared to Other Metropolitan Regions

A comprehensive set of indicators drawn from available secondary data was used 
to document the innovation potential and performance of Germany’s metropoli-
tan regions. The term metropolitan region (BBSR—Bundesamt für Bauwesen und 
Raumordnung 2009) refers to a large city that is closely knitted with its surround-

1 For detailed results, see Blind and Wachsen (2014).
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ing areas (including rural ones) and distinguished by its size, prominent national 
role, and tight integration into the global urban system. It is noted for its economic 
strength, its effi cient infrastructure, the presence of political and economic deci-
sion-makers, a large labor pool, and potentially strong demand.

To measure the innovation potential and performance of the metropolitan re-
gions under study, indicators that differentiate the input from the output side of 
the innovation system were used. This distinction made it possible to assess both 
the effort required to generate innovation and the success of that investment. The 
indicators referred to research and development (R&D); employment in highly 
innovative sectors, which was derived from data on the number of highly quali-
fi ed employees and the university graduates in specifi c disciplines; the number of 
new businesses created in selected innovative sectors; and the number of patent 
applications.

Figure 1  Innovation potential and performance of the metropolitan regions in Germany 
normalized into intervals between 0 and 100. The volume corresponds to the 
size of each region in terms of the number of persons with a job that entails 
mandatory social security coverage. Source: Blind and Wachsen (2014: 138).

The results of all the regions that were compared were quite diverse (see Fig-
ure 1). Overall, Munich scored highest on both the input and output indicators, 
coming out on top for 10 of the 26 indicators and scoring lowest on none. Other 
metropolitan regions had strengths only in specifi c areas. Stuttgart, with its strong 
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economic sector, posted the highest level of research spending and largest num-
ber of researchers. The Sax ony Triangle, the area that spans the border between 
Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt, was well positioned in publicly funded research and 
showed the highest level of R&D spending in research institutions and universities. 
Rhine-Main and Rhi ne-Neckar had a particularly well-qualifi ed, knowledge-in-
tensive service sector and a large number of university graduates. The strengths of 
Berlin-Brandenburg lay in the R&D personnel in public research institutions and 
in its position as Europe’s leader in technology patents in the sciences. The weak-
est region in terms of concentration and indicator levels was Bremen-Oldenburg.

2.2 Results of the Feasibility Study

The feasibility study explored the possibilities of assessing Berlin’s fi elds of com-
petence. The fi rst step was to identify ways to analyze secondary statistical data 
with a compilation of indicators of Berlin’s innovation policy. The second step was 
to identify and assess the possibilities of gathering primary data on innovation 
performance in the fi elds of competence and in Berlin as a whole. The objective 
was to create a comprehensive analytical framework for continual monitoring that 
would track progress and regression in Berlin’s innovation strategy.

The comparative analysis of the metropolitan regions revealed a broad spectrum 
of information gleaned from available data on innovation potential and innovation 
performance. The use of existing innovation surveys and offi cial statistics offered 
several advantages. It permitted the comparison of results across regions and over 
time because the data were collected in Germany with the same instruments and 
with reproducible sampling at regular intervals. Furthermore, international har-
monization made it possible to relate the benchmarks and their development to 
the European context. The required information was based on secondary sources, 
so it was possible with manageable effort to generate policy-relevant information 
about the innovation activities of the capital-city region of Berlin-Brandenburg 
with respect to Berlin. Strengths and weaknesses could then become immediately 
apparent through interregional comparison.

The advantages of this approach must be weighed against two drawbacks. First, 
it is not currently possible for innovation indicators to capture all the structures 
and processes that matter for innovation. For example, there are few appropriate 
indicators available to describe the diffusion of innovations. Second, two problems 
of demarcation arise from the use of existing datasets. Not all information can be 
acquired at the required level of regional specifi city from the available statistics, 
and the regional attribution of some benchmarks is problematic. In addition to the 
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diffi culty of regional demarcation, there is the problem of specifying the industrial 
sectors involved. The scope of the sample usually used for nationwide data collec-
tion in Germany generates only a tiny number of company cases at the regional 
level. Therefore, such surveys permit only a very rough breakdown by economic 
sector, and particularly innovative sectors often tend not to fi t into the usual clas-
sifi cation of economic sectors.

The feasibility study highlighted signifi cant gaps in Berlin’s innovation mon-
itoring despite the large body of relevant work on the subject. Efforts were made 
to fi nd ways of closing these gaps both for the fi elds of competence and for the 
overall innovation system. The feasibility study gave rise to recommendations with 
different time horizons for these two areas of focus.

2.2.1 Monitoring Fields of Competence

• The monitoring of fi elds of competence in a consistent, practicable manner 
that permits comprehensive longitudinal comparisons between regions and 
segments of economic sectors is possible only by differentiating between eco-
nomic sectors. To assure comparability, one should include only those classes 
of economic sectors that fall completely within a given fi eld of competence and 
refl ect the key areas of the fi elds, most of which are dominated by engineering.

• To ensure that the fi elds of competence are depicted in the most appropriate 
way, the demarcations of the economic sectors are to be continuously checked 
and, if necessary, adapted with the assistance of internal and external experts.

• The monitoring of fi elds of competence fi ts into comparably designed cluster 
monitoring, which reveals the signifi cance that the dynamic core of those fi elds 
has for the overall cluster. Methodologically, this approach simultaneously ad-
dresses the diffi culty posed by inability to depict the size of the fi elds of compe-
tence. The size of the clusters makes their demarcation much easier.

• Employment growth and business fl uctuation can serve as central indicators 
for the monitoring. These data can be obtained from the business register and 
the statistics of Germany’s Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für 
Arbeit). They are to be assessed for dynamics and comparisons.

• Additional information such as turnover and gross value added, which require 
detailed calculations, is to be generated once a year for the fi elds of competence 
and the depiction of the fi elds of competence that these data permit.

• Some segments of the economic sectors cannot be depicted even approximately 
with this method, so their inclusion is to be based on nationwide industry re-
ports and focused surveys.
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2.2.2 Developing a Berlin Innovation Panel: 
Short-Term Recommendations

• Developing a panel survey of the Berlin economy calls for a long-term per-
spective. To reap the greatest benefi t with manageable effort in the short term, 
expand on the Mannheim innovation panel to make it applicable in Berlin.

• Have the scientifi c panel initiated by a well-established Berlin research institu-
tion that has its own academic interest in the results of the survey.

• To ensure synergies for the assessment of the innovation activities, relate the 
results of the company panel to the scientifi c survey and to the monitoring of 
the fi eld of competency.

2.2.3 Developing a Berlin Innovation Panel: 
Long-Term Recommendations

• Have an external institution conduct the survey in a manner in keeping with the 
requirements of the Berlin innovation monitoring. This approach will assure 
the fl exibility necessary for adapting to specifi c information needs.

• Perform simultaneous surveys among industry and public research institutions 
to facilitate detailed analysis of issues surrounding the transfer of knowledge 
and technology.

• Orient the design of the survey instrument also to the specifi c needs of the var-
ious bodies that shape Berlin’s economic, science, technology, and innovation 
policies.

3 History and Method of the Berlin Innovation Panel2

In keeping with the short-term recommendations for creating a Berlin Innova-
tion Panel, the Innov  ation Survey 2012 for Berlin was conducted by the Cente r 
for European Economic Research (ZEW—Zentrum für Europäische Wirtschafts-
forschung) for and in cooperation with the Chair of Innovation Economics at the 
TU Berlin. Technologiestiftung Berlin was not involved.

The methods used in the survey were the same as those in the German  In-
novation Survey that has been conducted annually by the ZEW for the Federal  
Ministry for Research and Education (BMBF—Bundesministerium für Bildung 
und Forschung) for more than 20 years. The Innovation Survey 2012 for Berlin en-

2 See Rammer and Horn (2013: 10f.).
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compassed all Berlin-registered companies that have fi ve or more employees and 
operate in industry or knowledge-intensive services. The survey was conducted 
from the end of February to mid-August 2012. The gross sample for Berlin includ-
ed nearly 5,000 companies, of which about 1,000 came from the main portion of 
the German Innovation Survey and more than 4,000 from the expanded sample for 
the 2012 Berlin Innovation Survey. Just under 1,000 companies of the gross sam-
ple (18%) were considered neutral dropouts because at the time they were either 
no longer economically active, did not belong to the target population, or could 
not be reached despite numerous attempts to contact them by mail and phone. 
Proper responses were received from over 800 companies, which amounts to a 
response rate of 20% of the corrected sample after removal of the neutral dropouts. 
Of the companies that did not participate, almost 1,000 were contacted by phone 
about a few of the indicators of innovation activity so as to control for the possible 
distortion of the data from the participating companies. Information from over 
1,700 companies, 42% of the sample, fl owed into the analysis. The survey of the 
nonparticipating companies was completed in September 2012.

The results of the survey were extrapolated for the total number of companies 
in Berlin with fi ve or more employees in the target sectors covered by the survey. 
This projection was conducted separately for fi fteen groups of sectors and six sizes 
of companies (based on numbers of employees). Data on the number of companies, 
the number of employees, and the level of turnover in the total population were 
obtained from a special analysis of the company register conducted by the Statis-
tical Offi ce for Berlin-Brandenburg (Amt für Statistik Berlin-Brandenburg). The 
data in the company register referred to 2010, so it had to be extended to 2011. In 
addition, various adaptations were made to adjust the methodological parameters 
of the German Innovation Survey for the purpose of this survey:

• The public research institutions were removed from the R&D sector.
• The turnover fi gures for the fi nancial services were adjusted to the gross earn-

ings from interest and commissions.
• Individual large companies in Berlin that were not legally independent entities 

were included.
• Activities were removed if conducted outside Berlin by large companies with 

headquarters in Berlin but only a small part of their activities in Germany there.
• The number of self-employed persons was added to the employment fi gures.

The total population of the Innovation Survey for Berlin encompassed about 
5,250 companies, accounting for about 263,000 employees and a turnover of 
€94 billion.
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4 Results of the First Survey, 20123

Berlin’s economy proved to be much more innovation oriented than other econo-
mies in Germany, a fi nding that contradicts past economic weakness and refl ects 
the improving trend that has been taking place for years. The percentage of sur-
veyed companies that had introduced new products or processes (the innovator 
contingent) was 60% in 2011, 10 percentage points above the corresponding rate for 
Germany as a whole. However, this fi nding did not apply equally to all companies 
in the survey. The large companies scored lower on most of the innovation bench-
marks. Small and medium-sized companies were particularly active innovators in 
both industry and services. The highest rates of innovation in Berlin were found in 
the electrical industry (84%), software and data processing (82%), and R&D ser-
vices (91%). Compared with Germany as a whole, the following sectors showed a 
clearly higher level of innovation in Berlin: energy, water, and waste management; 
engineering and architecture; consumer-goods manufacturing; wood, paper, and 
printing; fi nancial services; the electrical industry, measurement technology, and 
optics; food, beverages, and tobacco; and consulting. Economic sectors in which 
Berlin had signifi cantly lower levels of innovation than in Germany as a whole 
were only found in the metal and stoneware industry and, surprisingly, the creative 
services. The overall higher level of innovation in Berlin companies applied to 
both product and process innovations.

In absolute fi gures the Berlin economy spent about €2.79 billion for product 
and process innovations in 2011, or about 3% of the turnover and hence 10% less 
than the corresponding fi gure (3.3%) for the German economy in total. This lower 
intensity of innovation in 2011 was due primarily to the lower level of investment 
in innovation projects, which accounted for €0.63 billion or 0.7% of the turnover. 
The rate was 0.9% for the German economy as a whole. The rate for R&D expendi-
tures was very similar. Berlin companies spent €1.67 billion on R&D in 2011, or 
1.8% of the turnover. The proportion of R&D expenditure was therefore as high 
as for Germany overall. Berlin small and medium-sized companies were found to 
have an above-average level of R&D, whereas large companies in Berlin reinvested 
a smaller percentage of their turnover in innovation projects than large companies 
did in Germany as a whole. This fi nding held for industry and the service sector 
alike.

The market results that Berlin-based companies achieved with their product in-
novations were lower than those for the Germany economy. In 2011, new products 
accounted for 14% of Berlin’s economy’s turnover compared with 17.4% in the 

3 See Rammer and Horn (2013: 8ff.).
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German economy as a whole. The lower level of returns on product innovation was 
attributable almost entirely to the major industrial companies and was largely due 
to structural conditions. The fi gure for Germany as a whole was strongly affected 
by the automobile industry and the high share of its turnover accounted for by new 
products, but that sector’s role in Berlin is negligible. The greatest proportion of 
Berlin’s turnover attributable to new products was found in the machine-tool and 
automotive manufacturing sector (40%), followed by the electrical industry (37%) 
and consulting (25%). Compared with the corresponding data on Germany as a 
whole, consulting, architecture, and engineering offi ces had a very high propor-
tion of new products, whereas the sectors of software and data processing; food, 
beverages, and tobacco; and metal, glass, and stoneware were signifi cantly lower 
than the comparable data on Germany. Lower turnover results for innovation also 
appeared for two kinds of products: novelties on the market (2.2% in Berlin versus 
3.8% in Germany) and novelties in product mix (2.8% in Berlin versus 3.2% in 
Germany). The differences were smaller for process innovations than for product 
innovations. In 2011, process innovation led to a cost reduction of 3.7% in Berlin 
(4.0% in Germany) and contributed to a 2.6% increase in turnover thanks to qual-
ity improvements in Berlin (2.9% in Germany).

The consistent pursuit of independent R&D activities played a greater role in 
Berlin companies than in Germany as a whole. In 2011, 29% of the companies 
continuously conducted research, nine percentage points more than the German 
average. This result is primarily attributable to the higher level of R&D research 
by small and medium-sized industrial companies in Berlin. The share of compa-
nies engaged in research is also higher in Berlin (14%) than for all of Germany 
(12%).

From 2009 through 2011, 15% of the companies in Berlin commissioned third 
parties for research; the corresponding fi gure for companies in the rest of Ger-
many was 13%. The greater openness to innovation processes in Berlin becomes 
even more apparent from the fi gures for participation in partnerships with other 
companies and institutions that pursue innovation. In Berlin 37% of companies 
participated in such partnerships compared to 30% of the companies in Germany 
overall. The higher level in Berlin is attributable primarily to companies in the 
service sector and to the greater extent of utilizing customers and Berlin’s many 
scientifi c institutions as partners. For example, 19% of Berlin companies worked 
with scientifi c partners on innovations between 2009 and 2011, compared to 11% 
of companies in Germany as a whole.

A comparison of Berlin’s results with those of fi ve other metropolitan regions 
in Germany (Hamburg, Munich, Cologne-Düsseldorf, Frankfurt, and Stuttgart) 
shows that the higher level of willingness to innovate in Berlin is a phenomenon 
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characteristic of a major city. In the other big cities, too, the share of innovative 
companies (63%) was much higher than in Germany overall and actually even sur-
passed the level in Berlin (60%). The companies in the comparable cities also had 
a signifi cantly higher intensity of innovation (expenditures for innovation account-
ing for 5.7% of turnover) and notably higher values for all the indicators of success 
(including an 18.6% share of turnover from new products). Further analyses reveal, 
however, that the higher innovation performance in the other metropolitan centers 
stemmed primarily from structural conditions, as the sectorial constellation and 
the corporate structures there were much more oriented toward innovation than 
was the case in Berlin. When one controls for structural differences, the Berlin 
companies were shown to have signifi cantly exceeded companies in the other met-
ropolitan regions in terms of willingness to introduce product innovations and 
thus have proved to be much more successful innovators than their peers in the 
other locations. When controlled for structural conditions, the inclination of Berlin 
companies to undertake process innovations was also higher and was especially 
oriented toward cost reduction.

5 Comparison of Results over Four Years

To build on the results of the fi rst survey, further surveys were conducted in 2013, 
2014, and 2015, thereby making it possible to compare fi ndings over four years and 
perhaps identify initial structural changes.

Whereas the share of companies that introduced product or process innovation 
over the past three years dipped slightly below the level in 2012 across Germany, 
Berlin’s rate (50%) remained higher than the national average (45%) and equal to 
that in other major German cities (see Figure 2).

A closer look at the four-year trend that the survey shows reveals very different 
patterns. The percentage of innovators in small and medium-sized companies in 
Berlin remained constant or declined, but between the fi rst and fourth year of the 
survey it grew in companies with more than 250 employees (see Figure 3). The 
reasons for these changes lay in the dynamic growth of small, innovative compa-
nies, which increased the intensity of innovation in the categories with more than 
250 employees. In addition, well-established large companies in Berlin, such as 
Daimler AG, increased their innovation activities. For Germany (see Figure 4), 
a weakness in innovation surfaced in all companies except those with more than 
1,000 employees. Berlin companies in the software and data-processing sector and 
in R&D continued to be particularly strong innovators (see Figure 5).
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Figure 2  Percentage of innovators. Data from the Berlin Innovation Surveys 2012–2015, 
Center for European Economic Research (ZEW). Source: my graph. 

Figure 3  Innovators in Berlin by company size. Data from the Berlin Innovation Surveys 
2012–2015, Center for European Economic Research (ZEW). Source: my graph. 
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Figure 4  Innovators in Germany by company size. Data from the Berlin Innovation Sur-
veys 2012–2015, Center for European Economic Research (ZEW). Source: my 
graph. 

Figure 5  Innovators in Berlin by economic sector. Data from the Berlin Innovation Sur-
veys 2012–2015, Center for European Economic Research (ZEW). Source: my 
graph. 
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6 Selected Results from the 2014 Survey and Challenges 
for Innovation Policy

The 2014 survey focused on the fi nancing of innovations.4 The responses showed 
that about 21% of Berlin companies did not pursue innovation activities between 
2011 and 2013 for lack of fi nancial means to do so. Financing was less of a problem 
for German companies as a whole than for those in Berlin. 

Figure 6  Percentage of companies in sectors in Berlin (black bars) and Germany (gray 
bars) that did not engage in innovation activities for lack of fi nancial resourc-
es in 2013 separated by industry. Based on the Berlin Innovation Survey 2014 
(Koglin 2015: 27), Center for European Economic Research (ZEW).

Only 17% of companies in Germany reported lack of funding as a barrier to inno-
vation in this period.5 This problem particularly hampered innovation at compa-
nies in two innovative and important areas of the service industry in Berlin, with 
44% of R&D companies and 28% of software companies reporting that the lack of 
funding had defi nitely impeded their innovation activities. Financial bottlenecks 
clearly limited companies in the electrical industry, measurement technology, and 
optics in their efforts to take their innovation activities forward. Berlin companies 

4 See the full report by the Technologiestiftung Berlin (Koglin 2015).
5 The most recent survey inquired about innovation barriers in general and revealed that 

companies in Berlin reported fewer problems in all categories except for lack of ex-
ternal resources; see the full report by Technologiestiftung Berlin (Kahl 2016). These 
results confirm the validity of the survey.
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encountered far more diffi culty in fi nancing innovation than their counterparts in 
the German sample. However, the data is inconclusive as to whether the difference 
was mostly attributable to a better fi nancial situation in other parts of Germany 
or to lower innovation ambitions. It was stated by 35% of the companies in Berlin 
but only by 28% of those in Germany as a whole that they would have striven 
for additional innovation had more funding been available. Companies in R&D 
(60%), software and data processing (51%), and the electrical industry (46%) in 
particular would have been interested in pursuing additional innovation activities. 
These results suggest that companies already engaged in innovation would expand 
their planned activities if suffi cient funding were available and that companies not 
yet actively innovating would begin doing so. At the same time, easier access to 
external funding was less attractive to companies than having their own funding 
to invest.

7 The Berlin Innovation Panel in the Context 
of the Policy Cycle of Innovation Financing

The experience with the Berlin Innovation Panel can be interpreted in light of the 
fi rst phases of Lasswell’s (1951) model of policy cycles. The innovation surveys 
helped identify the problem that Berlin companies suffer from heavier fi nancing 
restrictions than do companies in the rest of Germany. Unlike the classic policy 
cycle, this problem was not addressed by policy-makers or by interest groups; it 
emerged as a byproduct of a study prompted by scientifi c motives. After the prob-
lem had been identifi ed and empirically verifi ed, it was placed onto the political 
agenda by the Be rlin Senate   Department for Economics, Technology, and Research 
(Senatsverwaltung für Wirtschaft, Technologie und Forschung) in response to the 
Senate   of Berlin’s administrative decision to address the fi nancial restrictions by 
creating a €35 million statewide program to fi nance innovation. The plan, how-
ever, was announced in March 2015 as a general investment program before the 
results of the innovation survey were actually published.

The next phase in the policy cycle, namely, the formulation and implementation 
of policy, was to occur after the release of the report in March 2015. In February 
2016, on the basis of the proposal by the Senate Department for Economics, Tech-
nology, and Research, the Senate of Berlin decided to start the program ‘Berlin   In-
novativ’ with a budget of €10 million for two years. It aims to provide companies 
with up to 500 employees cheap loans for investments, particularly those related to 
innovation. In the future, the implementation of this program to promote innova-
tion fi nancing should be evaluated to determine whether the measure was acted on 
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effectively and effi ciently, the answer to which will lie at least partly in the results 
provided by future waves of innovation surveys. The policy cycle will end with the 
termination of the program after the problems of fi nancing innovations in Berlin’s 
economy have been resolved. With such a development being rather unlikely, how-
ever, an evaluation will probably identify the need for adjustments and thus place 
the topic back onto the political agenda. This step will then lead to a continuation 
or adjustment—that is, a redefi nition—of the original program and an amendment 
of the existing rules or the creation of new ones.

8 Outlook

With a feasibility study and an academically driven innovation study as a point 
of departure, the Berlin Innovation Panel has fully established itself. It entered its 
fi fth year in 2016. The results of the survey’s most recent wave served to initiate a 
government program to promote funding for innovation, thus justifying the perfor-
mance of a long-term study and providing evidence of the survey’s usefulness for 
addressing specifi c questions of innovation policy. The fi xed costs for undertaking 
a long-term observation have already been covered, and the practical utility of an 
innovation study focused on a city has been proven. The cost-benefi t calculation 
for continuing the survey in the years that lie ahead is thus very convincing. More-
over, the innovation survey’s potential is far from exhausted, as the additional data 
it has already collected can be combined with external data sources such as patent 
applications.

The Berlin Innovation Panel has a great deal to offer beyond generating con-
siderations specifi cally about Berlin. It can be used as a feasibility study for other 
metropolitan regions as well, and its results can serve as a reference point for com-
parisons between metropolitan regions or cities. Discussions are underway to this 
effect. If other cities were to decide to conduct their own analogous innovation 
surveys, it would enhance the value of the Berlin Innovation Panel even more for 
its home city because it would be possible to improve currently available compar-
isons between cities.

If several city-specifi c innovation surveys were conducted in parallel, compara-
tive analysis could identify the potential implications for the various phases of the 
policy cycle. Lastly, continuation and replication of the Berlin Innovation Panel in 
other German cities and even in cities in other European countries would respond 
to Shapira, Smits, and Kuhlmann’s (2010) call for innovation researchers to posi-
tion themselves actively as contributors to successful improvements in innovation 
policy.
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‘Flash Mobs’ as Innovation 

On a New Social Form of Technically 
Mediated Congregation

Paul Gebelein, Martina Löw and Thomas Paul1 

“T  he issues that divide or unite people in society are set-
tled not only in the institutions and practices of politics 
proper, but also, and less obviously, in tangible arrange-
ments of steel and concrete, wires and semiconductors, 
nuts and bolts.” (Winner 1980: 29)

1 Introduction

People congregate. This is a phenomenon as old as humanity itself. How gath-
erings come about, get organized, and actually happen depends on their specifi c 
time and place in history. Just like society or—with fewer preconditions—social 
co-existence in general, they are subject to ongoing transformations. How people 
come together, interact, and possibly congregate as a group, in public, semi-public, 
or private spaces, is governed by things such as social norms, legal regulations, and 
political issues as well as by the given constellation of people in a certain territory, 
that is, the arrangement of residential and commercial space or specifi c mobility 
habits. Congregating involves three phases: preparation, the actual gathering, and 
feedback. The fi rst phase involves preparation work, especially mobilizing partic-
ipants. Then, people congregate in a real gathering at a given location. The feed-

1 Writing this paper was made possible by the financial support from the German Re-
search Foundation (DFG) as part of the Collaborative Research Centre CRC 1053 
MAKI – Multi-Mechanisms Adaptation for the Future Internet. The present essay 
documents results from the subproject C04 User-centered perspective. The authors 
wish to thank Peter Noller, who directed the ethnographic field research for the Leip-
zig flash mob and made valuable contributions to the research design. They would also 
like to thank Katherin Wagenknecht and Matthias Schulz for their dedicated work and 
Matthias Krügl for producing the graphics. Wolfgang Effelsberg and Thorsten Strufe 
were also important collaborators at various points throughout the project; they pro-
vided keen insights related to content and process.

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2018
W. Rammert et al. (Hrsg.), Innovation Society Today,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-19269-3_11
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back phase has to do with resonance; it determines how the gathering is received 
and interpreted. 

It has been a little over a decade since we fi rst witnessed a social form that 
claims to be an innovation (Rammert 2010) in its own right: the fl ash mob. This 
phenomenon involves the intentional and systematic creation of a new form of con-
gregation. In this essay we explore how the practice of ‘doing innovation’ (Hutter 
et al., this volume) takes place in fl ash mobs. Our analytical focus lies on the fi rst 
and second phases: mobilization and on-site performance. As we will show, as a 
cultural innovation, fl ash mobs are contingent upon simultaneous innovations in 
the use of space and technology. More pointedly, the success of the fl ash mob as 
a social form is literally built on the systematic coupling of new spatial arrange-
ments and innovative communication technologies. 

2 The Emergence of Flash Mobs

Flash mobs, as they have come to be known, are a new form of congregation that 
dates back to 2003. The year is no coincidence: Text messaging technology and 
mailing lists had become popular among creatives in New York; a new object had 
cropped up in the search for the ‘next big thing’ (cf. Heaney 2005). As described 
by scene members (for instance,    on Wikipedia or in A Flashmob Manifesto2) ever 
since the fi rst ‘fl ash mob’ initiated by Bill Wasik on June 3, 2003, in New York, 
the element of surprise has been a strong part of this new meetup genre (see Hutter 
2011 on the relevance of surprise in innovation). Informed insiders gather at a des-
ignated place where they encounter unsuspecting bystanders. Acting in concert, 
these insiders radically transform the situation, lending it new meaning based on 
mutual knowledge. The result is a situational tension occurring along the boundary 
that separates the on-site public and participants, the knowing and unknowing, 
inductees and outsiders. The invisible line in this case is constituted by access to 
knowledge. What ensues can be interpreted as entertainment, an attraction, irrita-
tion, or perhaps even a threat. 

In retrospect, Bill Wasik described the idea in an interview with Francis Heaney 
as follows: “T  he original idea was to create an email that would get forwarded 
around in some funny way, or that would get people to come to a show that would 
turn out to be something different or surprising . . . [T]he idea was that the people 

2 http://web.archive.org/web/20081228204422/http://aglomerarispontane.weblog.
ro/2004-12-05/20168/Manifestul-Aglomerarilor-Spontane---A-Flashmob-Manifesto.
html; retrieved January 6, 2017.
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themselves would become the show, and that just by responding to this random 
email, they would, in a sense, create something.” (Heaney 2005) According to 
Wasik, the fi rst fl ash mob took place in front of Claire’s Accessories, a small chain 
store near Astor Place in Manhattan. Or it almost did. Wasik reports that police 
appeared on the scene shortly before the scheduled time and prevented people 
from convening in front of the store. “[T]hey’re not letting anybody stand in front 
of the store. They made it look as if a terrorist had threatened to wage jihad against 
Claire’s Accessories.” (ibid.) 

The fi rst fl ash mob failed because authorities caught wind of the organizers’ 
plans. The source of this leak never emerged. For his second attempt, Wasik modi-
fi ed the preliminaries so that potential participants would only receive the location 
details shortly before the event. “So for Mob #2, I hit on the notion of meeting in 
pre-mob locations, and then people would come through at the last minute and 
hand out fl yers with the mob location. That worked fi ne for the second mob, which 
was at Macy’s.” (ibid.) 

Ever since their inception, fl ash mobs have pursued alternate forms of consti-
tuting space, some of which confl icted with established practices. In June 2003, 
less than two years after September 11, 2001, in a charged atmosphere fueled by 
fears of further terrorist attacks, this divisive potential led to the deployment of law 
enforcement offi cials. The second fl ash mob avoided this outcome by tweaking 
the preparation phase. However, the organizers (those who handed out fl yers) were 
clearly identifi able.

“I didn’t want it to seem like there was a leader. The project grew when people took 
it on as their own and forwarded the emails; that was what made the idea work. So it 
was sad having to resort to the pre-mob location, because then there had to be people 
who were clearly in on the planning, walking around with the fl yers.” (ibid.)

This situation changed with the use of text messaging and OSNs (online social 
networks). The technologies allowed the organizers to take a back seat since the 
new technical channels enabled the distribution of relevant information. Passing 
out fl yers in person and on site became a thing of the past.

This new technique for initiating gatherings started to gain traction and circu-
late rather quickly. ‘Flash mobs’ sprang up in all parts of the world with suffi cient 
technological savvy and resources. Different variants began to develop. Whereas 
the fi rst fl ash mobs were organized as spontaneous happenings with no purpose 
other than to interrupt routines and entertain participants, more and more of these 
events began to align themselves with certain goals, frequently political. As a new 
format for political activity, fl ash mobs are also often ascribed political objec-
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tives. Such was the case with ‘smart mobs’ and their underlying concept (Rhein-
gold 2003). As a result, recreational and family-friendly examples of this form of 
congregation coexist with contemporary forms of protest such as the Egyptian 
‘Twitter revolution’ (cf. Gerbaudo 2012) or even violent acts in the USA that have 
received public attention in recent years.3

In the present context, we concentrate our analysis on a recreational fl ash mob 
that took place in Leipzig in 2012, 2013, and 2014. Our empirical material is com-
prised of participant observation data from 2013 and 2014, talks with participants 
on site, and photographs and videos of the events. Event pages used to organize 
or mobilize participants for the mob were also analyzed.4 We employed a method 
that uses an integrated Firefox browser add-on consisting of a ‘crawler’ (Cho and 
Garcia-Molina 2000; Heydon and Najork 1999; Boldi et al. 2004) and a ‘parser’ 
(Charniak 2000). The crawler reads the entire event page; in the process it mim-
ics human interaction with web browsers. This intervention is necessary because 
Facebook suppresses automated access systems.5 Data is then transferred to the 
parser. The parser analyzes the event page structure and stores all posts, com-
ments, ‘likes,’ shared content, and RSVPs (‘Interested’ or ‘Going’ responses) in 
a database. The author and time of posting can be determined for every piece of 
information. The challenge, then, is to weed out irrelevant data (design elements, 
standard information such as legal notices, or advertising). Once we had our data 
in a structured format we were able to apply descriptive and probabilistic methods 

3 On March 24, 2010, New York Times investigative correspondent Ian Urbina wrote: 
“But these so-called flash mobs have taken a more aggressive and raucous turn here as 
hundreds of teenagers have been converging downtown for a ritual that is part bully-
ing, part running of the bulls: sprinting down the block, the teenagers sometimes pause 
to brawl with one another, assault pedestrians or vandalize property.  ” (Urbina, Ian. 
2010. “Mobs Are Born as Word Grows by Text Message.” New York Times. Retrieved 
January 6, 2017: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/25/us/25mobs.html). On August 
2012, Scott Paulson took a similar direction in an article for CBSPhilly:   “By the sum-
mer of 2011, flash mobs were making big city and national headlines for their criminal 
aspects—and the same has continued in the summer of 2012. Via social networking, 
crowds of youth coordinate to show up to a location and very often do something ex-
tremely harmful and illegal. No longer is participating in a flash mob simply a teenage 
or young adult pastime for the bored, but a mission with criminal intent.” (Paulson, 
Scott. 2012. “Opinion: Media Covers Up Violence of Flash Mobs.” CBSPhilly. Re-
trieved January 6, 2017: http://philadelphia.cbslocal.com/2012/08/02/media-covers-
up-violence-of-flash-mobs/). For an investigation of young people’s perspectives on 
flash mobs in Kansas City, see Houston et al. (2013).

4 We only collected and analyzed Facebook data that is publicly accessible to users.
5 This is due to the data-based business model applied by Facebook, which restricts data 

access to competitors such as Google+, LinkedIn, ello, etc.
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and visualize the results. In our research project, we combined sociological and 
computer-science-based expertise at this juncture so that we could also benefi t 
from computer-science methods for our sociological inquiry.

3 Mobilization and Online Activity

Shortly before 3 p.m. on June 15, 2013, visitors to Leipzig’s Augustusplatz, locat-
ed on the city’s east end, were privy to the following scene: The square became 
a scene of bustling activity, fi lling up with an unusual number of people. This 
number accelerated and fi nally peaked, but no one seemed to leave. It appeared as 
though the square itself was their goal. A glance at the throng revealed no signs of 
an impending event. Just before the clock struck the hour, plastic bottles in hand, 
a few people started to blow soap bubbles that fl oated above the crowd. Taken in 
context, it is an unusual activity to fi nd happening at more than one or two places 
in a public space. At three o’clock sharp, the bells in the Kroch Tower tolled and a 
sea of iridescent bubbles erupted over the crowd. On this June afternoon, Augus-
tusplatz played host to its fi rst Seifenblasenfl ashmob (Soap Bubble Flash Mob). 

For people to congregate at a location, some prior organization is required, in 
other words, successful mobilization. Individuals or groups are usually in charge 
of this process. The task is to inform potential participants about the event and 
why they should participate. Traditionally, this preparation work happens as infor-
mation is passed along in (overlapping) friendship circles, communities or scenes, 
or by organizations. Publically available media such as newspapers, radio, and 
television also play a decisive role. The mobilization process for the fl ash mob in 
our study was primarily based on use of the online platform Facebook. Facebook 
utilizes communication among friends and acquaintances and takes it one step 
further to enable 1:n communication (one to many) and limited6 n:n communica-
tion (many to many).7

6 This communication is limited because Facebook’s business model has a strong im-
pact on how information is shared. ‘Personalized advertising’ is usually the keyword 
in this context; however, because the practice could actually be described as personal-
ized information channeling, far more wide-ranging types of persuasion and influence 
should be discussed in this context (see Ochs and Löw 2012). Kramer, Guillory, and 
Hancock (2014) have illustrated how this type of influence occurs. 

7 Current research has examined how information actually spreads in OSNs such as 
Facebook or Twitter. See, e.g., Bakshy et al. (2012) and Romero, Meeder, and Klein-
berg (2011).
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Generally speaking, to initiate a gathering, providing a time and a place on a 
public Facebook event page is all that is required. This information can circulate 
through friend networks and, once it reaches enough potential visitors who are 
willing to meet at the designated time and place, the task of mobilization is com-
plete. What determines the successful circulation of this kind of information? To 
answer this key question, it can be assumed that information is spread on the basis 
of social acceptance, the interests of those involved, and the structural properties 
of the social network. The extent of this circulation and ultimately whether or not a 
fl ash mob will actually occur is diffi cult to predict on the basis of these data alone.8

As a communication medium, the Internet provides many examples of activi-
ties and events that were a resounding—although unexpected—success, along with 
fl ops that no one thought would fail. When something does generate attention, 
the crucial moment occurs with the transition from online to offl ine activity. This 
critical point always harbors the possibility of failure. A case in point is protests 
on Facebook against the resignation of Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg as Germa-
ny’s defense minister in March 2011.9 Despite thousands of online supporters, this 
articulation of support never translated into any sizable physical gathering in an 
urban context.

The Soap Bubble Flash Mobs in 2013 and 2014 in Leipzig were organized us-
ing Facebook event pages on which initiators announced the location, time, and 
desired behavior (to make soap bubbles at the fi rst toll of the Kroch Tower bells). 
Figure 1 shows a screenshot of the Facebook event page.

8 Here current research looks at the ex post recognition of major events. Chierichetti et 
al. (2014) examined how the 2010 Soccer World Cup in South Africa, the 2011 Acad-
emy Awards, and the 2011 Super Bowl were reflected in Twitter streams. 

9 See the Facebook group: Wir wollen Guttenberg zurück (Bring back Guttenburg) 
(https://de-de.facebook.com/zuGuttenBACK; retrieved November 10, 2014).
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 F igure 1  Screenshot of the 2013 Soap Bubble Flash Mob Facebook site (source: https://
www.facebook.com).

The announcement reads: 

“Just like last year, come join us in being a kid again for 5 minutes. :)

The place: Augustusplatz. One of THE places to meet up in Leipzig.

Soap bubbles fl oating in all directions.

Like old times, when we were little. When we could still fi nd happiness in simple 
things like rainbow-colored bubbles. How will people react to thousands of soap 
bubbles fl oating above Leipzig’s Augustusplatz?”

The event page announcement then continues with the following text:
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“Equipment: 
Anything goes as long as it makes soap bubbles: bubble guns, Pustefi x bottles, bub-
ble machines, etc. 
Date: Saturday, June 15, 2013

Schedule:
Before 3:00 p.m.: Gather on and around Augustusplatz, in front of the opera house 
or in the surrounding streets.

3:00 p.m. sharp: Everyone blows bubbles
3:05 p.m. sharp: Everyone disperses

We’ll start when we hear the Kroch Tower bells.
Important: The fl ash mob will only happen in fair weather—no rain or strong winds. 

Come join us! 
Let’s enjoy the moment when confusion turns into smiles and laughter. 
And please spread the word.... we want to break the 6,000 mark from 2012!!! :)”

Not only does the description specify the time and place but also the preferred 
schedule and the conditions for the event (weather). To justify this form of con-
gregation that breaks with everyday routine, the initiators also supply a narrative 
framework: “being a kid again for 5 minutes.” Anticipated consequences of watch-
ing “confusion turn into smiles and laughter” are included as well.

This type of event page makes it possible for Facebook account holders to send 
invitations to an event and, in doing so, draw attention to it. Invitees can go on to 
invite others from their own list of friends. The result is a recruiting process that 
snowballs through different friend networks, all the while gathering momentum. 
The event page is public; all users can add posts and comments. Figure 2 shows 
a ‘wall’ segment from the 2013 Soap Bubble Flash Mob page. The owner of the 
page can send messages to all event participants. In addition, a counter shows how 
many people have been invited as well as how many have indicated defi nite plans 
to attend or at least their interest in the event. Confi rmations are posted in the 
newsfeeds of users’ friends, thereby resulting in more publicity within individual 
friend networks. In the best-case scenario for an event, a self-reinforcing feedback 
loop emerges.
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Fi gure 2  Wall segment from the 2013 Soap Bubble Flash Mob (source: https://www.face-
book.com).

The 2013 Soap Bubble Flash Mob was not the fi rst of its kind in Leipzig. A well-at-
tended event preceded it the year before; a similarly successful gathering followed 
in June 2014. On the basis of this recurrence, one might assume that (nostalgic) 
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memories played a role in the mobilization process. Initiators would then be able 
to count on and motivate ‘repeat participants.’ In actuality, a comparison of the 
names and unique identifi cation numbers (UINs) of individuals who confi rmed 
their attendance on Facebook in 2013 and 2014 reveals little overlap in participants 
between the two years.

The Venn diagram in Figure 3 quantifi es the overlap between 2013 and 2014 for 
Facebook users who said they would participate in the Soap Bubble Flash Mob on 
the event page. Only 724 participants from the fi rst year announced their plans to 
participate again in 2014. One might argue that participants from 2013 might not 
have felt the need to broadcast their interest in the event more than once on Face-
book. Offi cial estimates of the crowd and our impressions in the fi eld, however, 
indicate that the sum of online participants for both years (2013 + 2014 + overlap 
= 8,132 participants) clearly exceeds the actual number of participants in 2014 (be-
tween 3,000 and 4,000). The number of participants on Facebook and the number 
on Augustusplatz were, in fact, roughly the same, making it safe to conclude that 
most Facebook users did not decide to keep quiet about their plans. During our 
interactions with participants in the fi eld and according to our analysis of their on-
line communication, we discovered that many participants were either curious or 
expected the event to be a source of ‘family fun.’ The fi rst motive can be satisfi ed 
with one visit; the second is more likely to recur.

Fig ure 3  Overlap in confi rmed attendance for SBFM ’13 and SBFM ’14 on Facebook 
(source: our research).

When Facebook users indicate their plans to attend an event, they generate posi-
tive press and help circulate the event announcement. The ‘Going’ button harbors 
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a dual advantage: By clicking it, users represent themselves as active individuals 
and link themselves personally to the event and its image. Moreover, users be-
come promoters and lend their support to event initiators in the process. Paolo 
Gerbaudo (2012) describes the initiators of these types of events as ‘choreogra-
phers.’ Neither ostensible leaders nor organizers, choreographers instead remain in 
the background doing a job that consists largely of ‘scene-setting’ or defi ning the 
event’s framework. The choreographer’s role is highly uncertain. Their initiative 
needs to receive enough positive feedback to get the ball rolling in the mobilization 
phase and to reach the critical mass for an event to happen offl ine. In addition to 
information such as the time and place, event instructions, and options to signalize 
participation, the Facebook event page also contains posts and comments. When 
users confi rm their attendance or express interest, Facebook automatically posts 
their choice on the event page. Plotting all wall events (i.e., posts and comments) on 
a timeline results in an activity history such as the one shown in Figure 4.

Figu re 4  Activity history for the SBFM ’13 and SBFM ’14 (0: day of the fl ash mob) 
(source: our research).

The graph shows online activity for the 2013 Soap Bubble Flash Mob (SBFM ’13) 
and 2014 Soap Bubble Flash Mob (SBFM ’14) on the Facebook event page starting 
from the page creation date until 291 days (for SBFM ’13) or 9 days (for SBFM ’14  ) 
past the event. Increased activity can be observed at the start, which is attributable 
to the setup required for the event page and related activities as well as to initial 
publicity efforts. This initial activity spurt is much stronger in 2014 than in the 
previous year. Activity increases two weeks before the event and peaks on event 
day itself, after which there is a considerable ebb. Then, more than 260 days after 
the event, we see a slight increase in activity. This coincides with the announce-
ment of the 2014 Soap Bubble Flash Mob: The 2013 event page receives increased 
traffi c from curious users, for instance, who want to see how the event played out 
in the past. The crucial observation here is that the bulk of activity, consisting of 
attendance signals, posts, and comments, is concentrated shortly before the event.
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The strongest activity occurs on the day of the event. A fl ash mob is governed 
by a precise choreography. Figure 5a provides a visualization of online activity for 
the period from 48 hours before to 48 hours after the start of the event (at 3 p.m.). 
Activity in the hours leading up to the event remains consistently high. Less activity 
can be observed from –16 hours (11 p.m.) to –9 hours (6 a.m.) owing to the time 
of day. The activity pattern increases during daylight hours on the eve of the fl ash 
mob and into the evening. Before that (from –32 hours) another dip can be seen at 
night. An enlarged view (Figure 5b) shows a strong drop in page activity with the 
start of the fl ash mob in both 2013 and 2014. At this moment, the center of activ-
ity and attention shifted to Augustusplatz in Leipzig. Facebook is crucial for the 
preparation phase; for the actual event, however, it is secondary. During the fl ash 
mob and for some time thereafter, the participants are focused on their immediate 
surroundings, which they often observe through the media of fi lm and photography. 
The Soap Bubble Flash Mob lasted longer than the originally planned fi ve minutes, 
but after 30 minutes the square had all but emptied again. In 2013, online activity 
picks up again after 75 minutes, whereas in 2014 it resumes as little as 15 minutes 
into the fl ash mob itself, that is, between 3:15 and 3:30 p.m. This shift is signifi cant 
and might be linked to a more widespread use of the Facebook app on smartphones.

F igure 5a  Activity history two days before and two days after the event (0: day of the 
fl ash mob) (source: our research).

Figure 5b  Detailed view of activity on the day of the event, shown in 15-minute intervals 
(–6 to +6 hours, 0: start of the fl ash mob) (source: our research).
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Technology, as can be seen here, has an enabling function in the accomplishment 
of a fl ash mob by providing the necessary conditions for communication and mo-
bilization. The introduction of mailing lists, mobile text messages, and Facebook 
as an online social network in 2004 all converged to enable information sharing 
among several different contacts at once, in a form that is discrete. Information can 
be spread and concealed on a large scale. These prerequisites make it possible to 
hail a new social form as an innovation: fl eeting, subject-based gatherings that stir 
up their surroundings (and entertain participants). From a similar vantage point, 
Paolo Gerbaudo has argued that social media technology (Twitter, Facebook, etc.) 
has a unifying effect in the face of the increasing commercialization and fragmen-
tation of society: “In front of this situation of crisis of public space, social media 
have become emotional conduits for reconstructing a sense of togetherness among 
a spatially dispersed constituency, so as to facilitate its physical coming together 
in public space” (Gerbaudo 2012: 159). 

Social media are thus ascribed the ability to reconstruct social relationships 
and information fl ows, thereby generating new possibilities for congregating and, 
in the process, for constituting space. They compensate for the diminished im-
portance of co-presence, which Stefan Hirschauer already described for the an-
onymity of major cities in 1999: “socio-spatial compression (urbanization) and 
geographic mobility have all but erased the meaning of co-presence as an oppor-
tunity for interaction” (Hirschauer 1999: 240, our translation). The mediatization 
of communicative action (Krotz 2001) opens up new forms of social contact in 
modern society. 

As an innovative form of congregation, fl ash mobs are only possible, however, 
because they satisfy two spatial conditions: they specify an event location, and 
this site is where the participating actors create a shared space. Once they arrive, 
they are ‘on site’ and constitute the space through their form of congregation and 
associated social practices. They do not gather on Facebook but (in this case) on a 
square in Leipzig, which—preformed by activities on Facebook—is imbued with 
meaning as well as recorded and reinforced by the practices of photography and 
fi lming. In the wake of the gathering, several photos taken on site make their way 
onto Facebook, bringing the process full circle.

4 On Site

The Soap Bubble Flash Mob in Leipzig happened on the northern end of Augus-
tusplatz. In the center of the square lies a large, round, low-lying fountain with a 
jet that shoots out of the center and an oversized yellow duck. Four turquoise glass 
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cylinders mark the entry and exit points leading to a parking garage. The square is 
enclosed by streets to the south and west; a wall to the east and the Leipzig Opera 
House with an open staircase to the north. Figure 6 and Figure 7 show the progres-
sion of the 2013 and 2014 Soap Bubble Flash Mobs.10

Most people arrived at the square from the pedestrian zone at the southwest 
corner (always shown in the top right corner of the photos) and left in the same 
direction. This corner therefore contains the strongest concentration of people.

Comparing the image compositions in the two fi gures, the distribution of visi-
tors in 2014 is skewed slightly more to the east (to the left in the photos). In 2014 
a major coffee producer held a large-scale promotion event on Augustusplatz that 
day, which posed an obstacle to fl ash mob participants who were attempting to 
gather at the southeast corner of the square.

There were no pre-event indications on site; all participants knew about the fl ash 
mob through online media. Facebook assumes an enabling role for such events: the 
platform enables the coordinated, refl exive accomplishment of this form of con-
gregation, which is perceived as new and innovative. Augustusplatz provided the 
physical space for the fl ash mob. The ‘innovative’ part of this congregating prac-
tice is ascribed to the moment of surprise that occurs when a public materializes 
that has hitherto only existed online. The performance happened without cues—no 
posters, no signposts. About 20 minutes before 3 p.m., passersby started to trickle 
onto the square, slowly at fi rst, and then in growing numbers until a crowd formed. 
Then, a layer of soap bubbles suddenly erupted from the masses. Twenty or so min-
utes later, the square was more or less restored to its original state. The soap bubble 
cloud sparked a fundamental change in the situation on site: bubbles suddenly 
commanded the space. People who had been occupied with an afternoon stroll, 
taking a short break, or shopping were reassigned to the role of observers. But this 
transformation happened without shouts, songs, commands, or any other signals 
that might have indicated coordinated activity. In this case, the ‘choreographers’ or 
‘soft leaders’ (Gerbaudo 2012: 134ff.) remained hidden and could not be made out 
through careful observation or by asking around in the crowd. 

10 The photos shown here are screenshots of a video shot from the balcony of the Leipzig 
Opera building.
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Fi gure 6  2013 Soap Bubble Flash Mob progression; view from the Leipzig Opera balcony 
(chronologically from top left to bottom right) (source: our research).

Fi gure 7  2014 Soap Bubble Flash Mob progression; view from the Leipzig Opera balcony 
(chronologically from top left to bottom right) (source: our research).

This novel form of surprise gathering did not create a sense of community—there 
were no conversations on site or online comments to attest to a more enduring 
form of sociality. Few people returned to the event the following year. What the 
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Soap Bubble Flash Mob did provide is a stage for self-expression. Despite its os-
tensible neutrality, the event attempted to promote an ideal (“being a kid again for 
5 minutes,” see Figure 1) and create a platform for new experiences. Surprise and 
irritation were no longer adequate sources of legitimation for the event. Even for a 
non-political fl ash mob as in our case, legitimation comes from a framing narra-
tive: “Like old times, when we were little. When we could still fi nd happiness in 
simple things like rainbow-colored bubbles. How will people react to thousands of 
soap bubbles fl oating above Leipzig’s Augustusplatz?” (cf. Figure 1)

The framing narrative in this case expresses a longing for the past, for child-
hood, for simple pleasures coupled with the desire to generate a public reaction. 
Organizers expected, as they described elsewhere in the announcement, to see 
looks of confusion and happiness among the crowd (see the announcement text 
in section 3). Similar to Facebook activity, the goal was to share good times with 
friends; but the fl ash mob also had a public dimension that went beyond this circle 
of friends. Participants wanted to be seen and—at least at the level of legitima-
tion—be a source of happiness and surprise.

Clicking on an event page is a simple act with minimal commitment. The actual 
doing of innovation, that is, on-site participation in a fl ash mob, is more demand-
ing. First, enough friends need to communicate their intent to show up and partici-
pate. The actual encounter and shared experience can only happen on site. To fully 
benefi t from the event means having been there. Only then is it possible to appear 
in the photos that are uploaded and shared. Only then can participants be tagged, 
thereby increasing their visibility among friends. And only then can they write 
comments that demonstrate their fi rsthand expertise and insider status.

On the square during the SBFM, the casual observer could also have seen a 
number of individuals interspersed among the crowd with pens and notepads re-
cording the physical proximity of groups, along with salient features of their so-
cial background. They turned out to be market researchers who investigate these 
types of events to sell stand space to companies interested in targeted marketing 
campaigns. That most likely also explains the presence of coffee producer Jacobs 
at the event. Jacobs promoted its coffee specifi cally for the event with the claim 
‘Closer with every cup’ (Jede Tasse bringt uns näher), as can be seen on the verti-
cal banner in Figure 8 below. This adept strategy speaks to what Paolo Gerbaudo 
identifi es as a central dimension of gatherings organized online: “[S]ocial media 
have become emotional conduits for reconstructing a sense of togetherness among 
a spatially dispersed constituency” (ibid.: 159). The coffee producer attempted to 
address this ‘sense of togetherness’ that is associated with Facebook but rarely 
carries over into real life. The message is this: what better to bridge this gap than 
the age-old cultural practice of chatting over coffee?
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Figu re 8 ‘Closer with every cup’ (Jede Tasse bringt uns näher) (source: our image).

This practice of leaderless congregation specifi es boundaries. It defi nes what is 
part of the gathering and what lies outside, that is, the limits of the constituted 
space, through shared knowledge, common practices, and accepted ideas, rules, 
goals, and emotions (cf. Schatzki 2002; Shove, Pantzar, and Watson 2012). In other 
words, anyone who has the required knowledge and is capable of reproducing the 
prescribed behavior can cross over and become part of the space. However, as 
leaderless congregations, there are no social roles or structures in fl ash mobs that 
enable a ‘group stance’ toward those who join the space. If someone does not abide 
by the fl ash mob’s rules, the only conceivable—yet relatively improbable—nega-
tive on-site reactions to these crossovers would be a spontaneous dissolution, thus 
causing a breakdown in the constituted space or a radical redefi nition of the situ-
ation, for example, through a spontaneous protest. The coffee producer exploited 
the improbability of sanctions from the fl ash mob and strategically positioned its 
stands at the corner of Augustusplatz (regarding markets and networks see also 
Lamla 2008).
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5 ‘Flash Mobs’ as a New Social Form of Technically 
 Mediated Congregation. Discussion and Summary

Flash mobs are a relatively new social form that has only emerged in recent years. 
They are innovative in a dual sense: through their specifi c mediatization and 
through their institutionalization of surprise (which is both novel and unexpected) 
as a constitutive element. Having teased out these key elements, a fl ash mob can 
be summed up as a well-planned public surprise for general audiences. Whatev-
er occurs when participants ‘happen’ to meet has an element of spontaneity, its 
unexpectedness serves, fi rst, as a source of consternation and refl ection among 
observers and, second, as a source of enjoyment for participants. This new social 
form is enabled by the effective use of modern communication technology (start-
ing with e-mail, then text messages, and fi nally Facebook) to mobilize partici-
pants. Nonetheless, running counter to the claim that fl ash mobs are the product of 
technological innovation, embodied in phrases such as the ‘Twitter revolution,’ our 
empirical analysis shows that both technology and space are wielded in novel ways 
to generate an innovative practice. Facebook enables the effective mobilization of 
participants. It is a technical environment that shapes social practice, allows peo-
ple to communicate in certain patterns, and distributes information on the basis of 
algorithmic rules.

On site at the fl ash mob, however, Facebook relinquishes its primary role. As a 
specifi c means of recruiting, electronic networks do contribute to the constitution 
of the space by eliminating the need for signs or organizers. On-site practices and 
the space produced by a fl ash mob are therefore systematically linked to the on-
line life of the event before and after its instantiation in the real world. Facebook 
furnishes the platform for a refl exive, coordinated fl ash mob. The distribution of 
relevant information is based on sophisticated algorithms that enable highly suc-
cessful recruiting using very brief comments and announcements. Yet the fl ash 
mob itself materializes on site through new forms of structuring space (cf. Löw 
2001: 158ff.; Gebelein 2015). Flash mobs are temporary interventions in institu-
tionalized spatial arrangements. They displace existing constellations and enable 
a new and different experience of the square. The unexpected space that emerges 
is meant to be temporary and is therefore also fragile. By dispensing with on-site 
leadership, the space becomes more democratic; the job of organizing is delegated 
to the online media. Compared to other forms of congregation (demonstrations, 
parades, rallies), the main focus is not about a sustained sense of community or 
strengthening group identity, but instead self-expression, entertainment, and a 
break from everyday norms. This site-based happening exhibits similarities with 
practices in sport subcultures such as skateboarding or parkour: people stake their 
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own temporary space and seek out interesting niches, unusual paths, and innova-
tive forms of movement. The aspects of mobilization, managing knowledge and 
unknowns, and on-site photos and video distinguish the fl ash mob from sport cul-
tures among urban youth. 

In terms of similarities, small groups standing within sight and admiring the 
soap bubbles of their neighbors, without direct interaction, can be likened to the 
casual scanning, ‘likes,’ and shares that happen on Facebook.11 The peaceful ebb 
and fl ow of visitors as they populate and depopulate the square, assured of their 
next steps, provides the basis for innovative action; the surprise can now be served 
up to the uninitiated. The initiated, however, are sometimes not only participants 
but also their own audience. Flash mobs are staged with the purpose of observing 
the surprise. Cameras are also used to observe and record fellow participants. Just 
as on Facebook, the same people can (or must) play two different roles—actor 
and audience. This duality creates a backdoor for commercial exploitation or even 
appropriation since this form of knowledge can be usurped and applied for gain.

11 On the issue of how technology shapes social relations in subtle ways, see Kaminski 
and Gelhard 2014.
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How Does Novelty Enter Spatial Planning?

Conceptualizing Innovations in 
Planning and Research Strategies

Gabriela Christmann, Oliver Ibert, Johann Jessen 
and Uwe-Jens Walther

1 Introduction

Since its emergence in the second half of the 19th century, spatial planning has 
been assigned the task of shaping and structuring spaces (typically defi ned along 
the lines of administrative units) and regulating spatial development in the vari-
ous dimensions of space as a natural, built, infrastructural, economic, and social 
environment. The ways in which this task has been approached, how and which 
goals have been set, and what procedures have been applied to pursue them has 
also always been subject to reorientation and change. This chapter addresses such 
instances of reorientation in spatial planning that are not perceived as simply im-
proving upon and refi ning established routines but as representing fundamental 
changes that break with these routines. At the heart of this chapter is thus the 
question of whether—and, if so, how—such changes in spatial planning can be 
grasped as innovations. We begin by discussing in what respect groundbreaking 
changes in the practice of planning that the practitioners perceive as radical can 
meaningfully be interpreted as innovations (section 2). Transferring the concept 
of innovation from its traditional usage in economic and technological contexts to 
the sphere of institutionally embedded political-administrative practices requires 
a few modifi cations in terms of extending it toward a more comprehensive concept 
of ‘societal innovation’ (Rammert 2010: 24; Hutter et al., this volume), which we 
will discuss in section 3. We further pursue the question of how innovation in 
planning can be examined empirically. For this purpose, we outline the design of 
our research project Innovations in Planning: How Does Novelty Enter Spatial 
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Planning? (InnoPlan for short) (section 4).1 We present our initial fi ndings from 
the project in section 5. We focus on one of the project’s research questions and 
show how the actors involved refl exively and/or intentionally advance the innova-
tions in planning examined in our study (section 6).

2 Previous Perspectives on Change in Spatial Planning 
Practice. On Problems with the Notion of Change and 
the Potential of the Concept of Innovation

Even today, it is rather unusual to systematically apply the social scientifi c concept 
of innovation to the fi eld of urban and regional spatial development. In the inter-
national discourse on spatial planning, the concept of innovation is generally con-
sidered to be an economic issue. In common understanding planning is concerned 
with innovation only to the extent that planning has to accommodate entrepre-
neurial initiatives from the private sector in specifi c ways (e.g., by designating and 
developing areas for knowledge-intensive industries or by planning creative urban 
districts) owing to enhanced innovativeness being a requirement of the economy. 
This is a line of reasoning that has been pursued under the heading of ‘creative 
planning’ (Bayliss 2004; Kunzmann 2004). Authors that have used this concept 
in reference to new developments in planning as such—for instance, the revival of 
‘strategic planning’ (Healey 1997; Albrechts 2004)—have done so in a rather loose 
sense. In these cases, the concept of innovation is not at the center of attention, and 
there is a lack of any systematic discussion of theories of innovation. 

The ‘policy mobility’ approach in critical geography (McFarlane 2006; Peck 
and Theodore 2010) features some parallels to the way the issue of innovation is 
dealt with in planning. This more recent strand of research is preoccupied with 
how new approaches and strategies in local policy-making spread internationally 
(e.g., the instrument of business improvement districts that was developed in the 

1 The project Innovations in Planning: How Does Novelty Enter Spatial Planning? has 
been funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG). It has been conducted at the 
Leibniz Institute for Research on Society and Space (IRS) in Erkner and at the Univer-
sity of Stuttgart.   It was launched on October 1, 2013 and completed at the end of March 
2016. The principal investigators were Gabriela B. Christmann, Oliver Ibert, Johann 
Jessen, and Uwe-Jens Walther. Gabriela B. Christmann and Uwe-Jens Walther are 
also senior members of the   DFG Research Training Group called Innovation Society 
Today: The Reflexive Creation of Novelty. The InnoPlan project team further consists 
of Franz Füg, Thomas Honeck, Oliver Koczy, and Daniela Zupan, who were working 
on their dissertations in this context.
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USA or the beacon strategies geared toward achieving a ‘Bilbao effect’; cf. Mc-
Cann and Ward 2010) and which systematic modifi cations they undergo as they 
are transferred from one territorial context to another. Although the protagonists 
in this debate do not speak of ‘social innovation’ (they would probably even reject 
the term), this discourse is relevant to the question of innovation in planning that 
we are concerned with here in that it makes explicit reference to the spatial and 
social diffusion of new practices, which, according to Schumpeter, is a key feature 
of innovation. However, this discourse has been blind to our key issue, namely, the 
emergence of new policies and practices in planning. Rather, the focus remains 
restricted on the process of diffusion and on the question of how new practices are 
implemented in and adapted to local settings. Moreover, the diffusion of policies 
is critically interpreted as an act of exercising power in terms of societal globali-
zation by which dominant political and economic centers of power expand their 
spheres of infl uence and, in so doing, subject an ever-growing number of countries 
and people to their logic (Peck and Theodore 2010). In contrast to this approach, 
we do not want to rule out the idea that there might be potential for the reform and 
improvement of political planning practice as inherent in and connected with the 
emergence and establishment of novel approaches (often displacing the previously 
dominant ones).

Even though planning-theory discourse over the past two decades has presented 
a picture that is extraordinarily multifaceted and diffi cult to map, one can identify 
some recurring observations in the large body of literature in terms of changes in 
the content of spatial planning: 

Action orientation: Planning has extended its repertoire from the classic ap-
proach of setting the framework to implementing plans. This has become evident 
in the turn to (large-scale) project-based planning, the formation of public-private 
partnerships, and the establishment of development agencies.

Reduction of hierarchy: Planning acts less and less frequently on the premise 
of an authoritarian state that directs the individual actions underlying spatial de-
velopment by means of a politics of command and control. A characteristic feature 
of the new types of planning is that the actors of public planning limit their role 
to that of process initiators, mediators, or simple participants, and in this role they 
seek to convince the private actors.

Informalization: New types of planning rely less on traditional formal instru-
ments, such as laws, statutes, or planning approval procedures. They are replaced 
by private contracts and informal (handshake) agreements.

New spheres of action: In multilevel planning systems, the levels between the 
fi rmly institutionalized strata of administration are gaining particular signifi cance. 
At the top, the infl uence of programs adopted at the EU level is growing in impor-
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tance. At the regional level, functional spheres of action are emerging for imple-
menting higher-level programs.

Marketing and identity management: New planning strategies increasingly 
involve elements of identity management, marketing, and the mobilization of at-
tention and resources. These are all aspects that converge in new strategies for a 
  festivalization of urban and regional planning.

Compared to the traditional understanding of planning, this has led to a sub-
stantial broadening of planning tasks, both in terms of procedures and content. In-
terestingly, the planning sciences have perceived these developments conceptually 
as a process of ‘change,’ yet not as change in planning as such but rather—and this 
is remarkable—as change in the planning environment. We will demonstrate this 
by the example of two infl uential books by Selle (2005) and Wiechmann (2008). 
In his book, Klaus Selle (2005) is specifi cally interested in public actors’ contri-
butions to spatial development and, apart from planning, sees these contributions 
to be in tasks of the kind that he calls ‘development’ and ‘regulation.’ Thorsten 
Wiechmann (2008), by contrast, focuses on tasks related to regional strategy devel-
opment and observes that applying the instruments of planning in the traditional 
sense is only one of several possible modes of strategy development and, moreover, 
not ideally suited to all situations, particularly those that are complex, dynamic, 
and diffi cult to control (Wiechmann 2010).

Both authors underrate the possibility that the planning profession itself could 
also be a proactive driver of change. It is instead assumed that the planning system 
primarily responds to external change in a reactive manner. A theoretical-con-
ceptual grasp of the agency that pushes change remains implicit in their analyses. 
Therefore, they adhere to a traditional concept of planning (comprehensive infor-
mation, clearly defi ned goals, setting the framework for action, separation between 
public measures in preparation for action and private implementation) in spite of 
the changes observed in practice and focus their attention on the interaction be-
tween traditional planning and other types of action. 

Our approach, however, focuses on the scope of action that creates opportuni-
ties to bring about change in spatial planning, for instance, via learning processes 
or by adopting a refl exive stance in dealing with existing practices. For this reason, 
we start from a generic concept of planning that is comprehensive enough to en-
sure that new practices are no longer confused with an absence of planning but are 
understood as new modes of planning: First, we conceive of planning as a type of 
social action that raises claims of applying a higher standard of rationality (Siebel 
2006). We speak of planning whenever actors systematically take into account and 
consciously refl ect on the consequences of action directed at the future in a profes-
sional (and not simply commonsensical) manner. Second, we take planning to refer 
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to a specifi c mode of decision-making. Luhmann defi ned planning as ‘deciding on 
decisions’ (1971: 67, our translation). Decision-based models of planning employ 
two levels of decision-making: ‘operational decision-making,’ which occurs in the 
course of concrete action, and ‘the premises of decision-making’ (i.e., the formu-
lation of the principles) upon which operational decisions are based (Faludi 1985; 
Mayer 1999). The rationality of planning is also the result of deliberately adjusting 
the interplay between the premises of decision-making and operational decisions, 
that is to say, the relation between preparation and spontaneity (Suchman 1987). 
The fi eld of application that we have in mind in our discussion of this generic type 
of planning action is the shaping, ordering, and development of spatial structures. 
In terms of the agents of planning, we focus on all actors that are involved in 
making planning decisions in this fi eld of application. These actors will mostly be 
members of public administrations and policy-makers but to an increasing degree 
actors from civil society and the economic sphere as well. This conception of 
planning is specifi c enough to clearly defi ne the fi eld of activities in question, yet 
open enough to capture changes that are the product of the planning process itself.

Against this backdrop, we suggest employing the concept of innovation to better 
grasp the proactive, intentional, and refl exive action of the actors in the planning 
system. In this vein, we conceive of innovations in planning as emergent effects 
that arise from the interplay of a changing planning environment and learning 
processes among people, professions, organizations, and political actors. A change 
in the planning environment certainly explains why things change, but this per-
spective alone does not let us understand in which direction these changes evolve 
and how they take shape as new practices. This requires taking practitioners’ in-
tentions, learning processes, and freedom to make choices into account.

In our view, turning to the concept of innovation is moreover not only appropri-
ate for theoretical and conceptual reasons but might also be of relevance to applied 
research. A better understanding of how novelty enters spatial planning can be 
expected to improve our ability to organize such processes and design appropriate 
institutional frameworks to support them. However, this requires that we fi rst un-
derstand innovative action in spatial planning.

3 Some Thoughts on the Concept of Innovation in the 
Context of Spatial Planning

From the late 1930s onward, social aspects of innovations were almost exclusive-
ly considered in the context of technological and economic development—in the 
sense that new technologies and business models could be successful only to the 
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extent that they could be effectively incorporated into social practices. Only very 
recently, in the late 1990s did they appear on the agenda of the social sciences as 
an object of research in their own right (cf. Gillwald 2000). Since then, the social 
sciences have taken into account the fact that practices breaking with previous 
routines are found not only in technology and the economy but in other areas of 
life as well. They can occur, for instance, in people’s everyday lives (e.g., commu-
nal living arrangements) or in the way urban planners handle their everyday tasks. 
According to Rammert (2010), social innovations—in addition to technological, 
economic, scientifi c, artistic, and other innovations—are part of what can be de-
scribed by the umbrella term ‘societal innovation’. Even though he lists and treats 
social innovations separately from other types of innovations (e.g., economic, tech-
nological) for analytical reasons, there can be no doubt that social innovations 
must invariably be considered an integral element of other innovations, such as 
those of an economic, technological, artistic, political, or any other nature. Social 
innovations typically occur as ‘prerequisites, concomitants, or consequences’ of 
other innovations (cf. Zapf 1989: 177, our translation; also Ogburn 1937). 

When one considers the concept of social innovation, closer inspection of what 
constitutes ‘the social’ is in order. Two different usages can be distinguished (cf. 
Howaldt and Schwarz 2010: 10). A normative use of the term prevails in the inter-
national research literature in particular (cf. Moulaert et al. 2013). In this literature, 
social innovations are conceived of as novel practices and solutions to achieve 
socially highly valued and desirable objectives. The term refers to approaches that 
offer new, morally superior solutions to social problems. We, by contrast, prefer an 
analytical conception of the term that bears no such normative connotations. We 
understand social innovations in a very basic sense—and this is in accordance with 
the second, analytical, usage—as new ways of or solutions to organizing social 
processes. We fully agree with Zapf, who perceives social innovations as “new 
ways of achieving objectives, in particular, new forms of organization, new modes 
of regulation, new lifestyles” (Zapf 1989: 177, our translation).

Another characteristic feature according to Zapf (ibid.) is that social innova-
tions “change the direction of social change, solve problems in better ways than 
previous practices,” and “for this reason are worth imitating and institutionaliz-
ing.” The aspects of novelty, ‘better’ solutions, imitation, institutionalization, and 
their repercussions on social change will be addressed and reconceptualized below 
in accordance with our own understanding of innovation in the context of plan-
ning. Moreover, we will clarify other important features of and issues related to 
innovative action such as intentionality versus non-intentionality, linearity versus 
non-linearity, the implementation of new ideas in practice, and the spatial diffu-
sion of new practices.



253How Does Novelty Enter Spatial Planning?

Novelty—a social construction: A key criterion for identifying innovations is 
novelty. According to Zapf, something is ‘new’ when it is done differently from 
the way it was usually done before. It represents a deviation from or a break with 
common practice. However, it is not specifi ed how new a mode of action or a 
solution must be or how much it must deviate from the previous practice to qualify 
as a social innovation. This is, of course, a question that is diffi cult to answer in 
principle since any deviation must connect with something familiar to gain social 
acceptance. Thus, even though a certain degree of novelty is a key feature of so-
cial innovation, a new combination of familiar elements (Schumpeter 1934)—or 
also the rediscovery of old ones and their transfer to new situations or contexts, 
including new spatial settings—might play a role as well (Gillwald 2000: 10f.). 
We therefore conceive of the newness in the nature of an innovation as a ‘relative 
novelty’ (ibid.), although it must nevertheless involve some type of ‘break’ with the 
customary. ‘Absolute novelty’ exists only in a historical perspective, specifi cally 
when something comes into being for the fi rst time.

Drawing on Braun-Thürmann (2005: 6), we further assume that a deviating 
practice becomes a novelty only once third parties perceive it as such and experi-
ence it as an improvement over the previous situation. Whether something qual-
ifi es as new or not is therefore also a matter of collective perception in a society. 
With this in mind, we conceive of (social) innovations as social constructions—
and this in two specifi c respects: in the form of subjects who establish a different 
way of doing things and in the form of third parties who perceive something that 
is different to be a ‘novelty’ or ‘innovation.’ Rammert’s defi nition of novelty com-
bines these two dimensions: 

Novelties are to refer to all variations that, temporally, set themselves apart from 
previous variants and are consequently also redefi ned at the semantic level as being 
new; that, materially, evolve or are produced as a modifi cation of one or several 
elements or a combination thereof and as something of a different and previously 
unknown kind; and that, socially, represent deviations from normality that are ac-
cepted, upon confl ict among interested parties, as an improvement and are incorpo-
rated into the body of institutional rules as a new normality or even transform them. 
(Rammert 2010: 45, our translation)

‘Better’ solutions—a fi rst-order construction: In Zapf’s defi nition (1989: 177), 
social innovations are ‘better at solving problems than previous practices.’ This 
formulation is misleading in that it suggests that this assessment of being a ‘better 
solution’ is a matter of the researcher’s judgment. We avoid making such judg-
ments yet take into consideration that the motive underlying social actors’ pursuit 
of innovations is to develop solutions that are ‘better’ or ‘more suitable’ than ex-



254 Gabriela Christmann, Oliver Ibert, Johann Jessen and Uwe-Jens Walther 

isting ones. Of course, what social actors perceive as being ‘better’ than the es-
tablished practice will invariably depend on the specifi c social frame of reference 
that defi nes what qualifi es as an ‘improvement.’ We thus conceive of the actors’ 
perceptions of creating ‘better’ solutions as a social construction as well. In meth-
odological terms, we grasp this as a fi rst-order cons  truction (in the sense of Alfred 
Schütz). The researcher’s task is to reconstruct fi rst-order constructions and the 
judgments implied therein so as to develop second-order constructions, yet to do 
so without the researcher him- or herself adopting the judgments implicit in those 
fi rst-order constructions. 

Non-intentionality and intentionality: We take it that innovative practices or 
solutions can also emerge from modes of action that, from the actors’ perspective, 
are geared toward ‘better solutions’ but not toward ‘innovation.’ Even so, third 
parties can still perceive such action to be ‘innovative’ and imitate it. Conversely, 
we can of course imagine practices that explicitly seek to produce innovation and 
in fact succeed in doing so. Yet it is also conceivable that what is pursued as an 
innovation and is semantically framed beforehand as being innovative ultimately 
fails to take hold as such.

Non-linearity and linearity: In principle, innovations must be considered un-
likely events. Failure, setbacks, and changes in the course of development are 
not just a possibility but must actually be understood as fairly typical structural 
characteristics of innovation. Over the past few decades, this insight has led to 
fundamental criticism of linear models of innovation for being deterministic and 
not doing justice to the matter in question (Balconi et al. 2010). Circular models 
have increasingly replaced phase models to better refl ect the iterative (Kline and 
Rosenberg 1986) and open-ended, ongoing nature (‘permanently beta,’ per Neff 
and Stark 2003) of innovation processes.

However, in our view, there are good reasons for retaining certain elements of 
linear thinking when conceptualizing the dynamics of innovation (Braun-Thür-
mann 2005: 45f.; Balconi et al. 2010). As innovations emerge, there are repeatedly 
critical moments in which facts are established that cannot be ignored in the fur-
ther course of the process. For instance, if a pilot project has successfully demon-
strated the benefi t of a social innovation in principle, all subsequent initiatives 
must take this into account. In this case, it is no longer possible to act as if this 
established fact did not exist (Ibert and Müller 2015). The linearity of otherwise 
irregular and circular processes is a result of the existence of critical thresholds, 
the crossing of which has a crucial impact on the subsequent dynamics and path of 
development. What would be desirable is a phase model that identifi es such thresh-
olds in an ideal-typical manner and in this way takes into account that phases do 
not always proceed in a linear fashion but might also follow a spiral- or wavelike 
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pattern until an innovation has been established. Such a phase model would resolve 
the tension inherent in the question of linearity versus non-linearity.

Implementation in practice, imitation, and spatial diffusion: A conditio sine 
qua non of any innovation, however, is that a new idea must not remain an idea 
but must be implemented in practice to qualify as an innovation—regardless of 
the phase of development in which this happens. This is largely consensual in the 
innovation literature. To the extent that this involves economic and technological 
innovations, ‘market entry’—aside from the act of ‘invention’ as such—is seen as 
the crucial moment. The social innovation literature identifi es the point of ‘intro-
duction into practice’ accordingly (Neuloh 1977: 22; Gillwald 2000: 32). A social 
innovation can be introduced into practice by other actors imitating a novel prac-
tice, which is then spread spatially in this manner, thereby emancipating it from its 
ties to any specifi c place. In the absence of such diffusion, it represents merely a 
new practice; it is no more than a local project and not an innovation.

Institutionalization—the paradox of innovation: In his defi nition Zapf (1989: 
177) rightly points out that novel practices must be institutionalized to qualify as 
social innovations. Other authors, too, agree that innovations must display some 
degree of longevity to distinguish them from temporary, more short-lived trends 
(Gillwald 2000: 41). A paradox lies in the fact that, as institutionalization pro-
gresses, innovative practices transform into an established order and, in the pro-
cess, lose their aura of innovativeness (Häussling 2007: 370; Howaldt and Schwarz 
2010: 66f.). In other words, when reconstructing the process of innovation over 
space and time, this act of reconstruction refers to an object that ‘unfolds’ only 
slowly (Knorr Cetina 2001). As it unfolds, it is not identical to itself at different 
points in time (ibid.). 

Change: Whereas social change is always the unintended product of a chain of 
social processes, innovations can be intentional and developed in a highly strategic 
and coordinated fashion (cf. Howaldt and Schwarz 2010: 54f.). Of course, innova-
tions can also be the result of non-intended processes (see above). Yet it must be 
emphasized that ever since modern societies were fi rst described as knowledge so-
cieties, the refl exive pursuit of innovation has played a pivotal role (cf. Hutter et al., 
this volume). This does not mean that change can be sharply distinguished from 
innovation. Rather, both modes of social variation must be seen as an interacting 
relationship. A specifi c change in the social structure of a society, such as demo-
graphic change, for instance, can trigger innovation. At the same time, innovation 
can in turn—and this is part of Zapf’s defi nition (1989: 177)—contribute to social 
change as well.

Innovation and confl ict: As the pursuit of innovation is geared toward fi nding 
solutions that are different from the existing and established ones, innovation has 
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an ambivalent impact on given structures (actor constellations, power relations, 
and so on). Schumpeter (1934) pinpointed the crux of the matter in coining the 
term ‘creative destruction.’ What he meant by this is that the emergence of new 
products and business models is invariably accompanied by the decline of pre-
viously dominant structures: the stagecoach became obsolete once the railroad 
entered the scene, as did the sailing ship once the steamship was introduced. The 
unfolding of an innovation hence always entails a redistribution of opportunities 
and risks (Lindhult 2008; Schwarz et al. 2010). While some of them might come 
as a surprise, they are in part also anticipated by the actors. For this reason, insti-
tutional friction and resistance motivated by vested interests are concomitant  s of 
innovation processes that must always be reckoned with (Ibert 2003). Negotiating 
new ideas can thus be expected to involve different levels of controversy in differ-
ent local contexts. It is therefore likely that they will fi rst take hold in places where 
resistance is weak and many of the actors involved expect to mostly benefi t from 
the anticipated redistribution of opportunities and risks.

Confl ict is hence not simply an unpleasant peripheral phenomenon that accom-
panies innovation processes; it is rather a fairly typical feature of innovation that 
different rationalities, patterns of interpretation, and rival approaches and interests 
will collide with one another. Confl ict must in fact be perceived as an element that 
accounts for the productivity of innovation in the fi rst place (cf. Martens 2010: 
374) since it can disrupt routines and cause cracks in established patterns where 
the lever of change can be brought to bear. This has been emphasized by Neu-
loh (1977) and also by other confl ict theorists who draw on Coser, Simmel, and 
Dahrendorf (cf., e.g., Dubiel 1999). And, lastly, the solutions that are arrived at 
through processes of innovation are themselves also far from perfect. That is to 
say, innovations do not only produce new solutions but inevitably new problems 
as well. Confl ictuality must therefore be perceived as a dimension that pervades 
the entire innovation process, yet one that changes its nature in the course of the 
process (Christmann et al. 2016).

4 On Empirical Research on Innovations in Spatial 
 Planning, Drawing on Examples from Four Fields of 
Planning

The processes involved in the emergence, implementation, and diffusion of inno-
vations in spatial planning will be traced by drawing on four examples from the 
InnoPlan project in the fi elds of urban development, urban restructuring, neigh-
borhood development, and regional development (see section 1). In all four fi elds 
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of action, InnoPlan inquired into the trajectories (temporal dimension), structural 
characteristics (organizational dimension), and the manifestations (institutional 
dimension) of innovation processes.

1. Trajectories of innovation processes (temporal dimension): Which phases can 
we identify in the emergence, implementation, and diffusion of innovative ap-
proaches in spatial planning? What characterizes these phases and the transi-
tions from one phase to the next? 

2. Structural characteristics of innovation processes (organizational dimension): 
Which actors, arrangements, and entities affect innovations in spatial planning 
in which ways? What signifi cance do they have for the various phases of the 
innovation process? How does collective action emerge around an innovative 
idea? How does a specifi c practice spread? 

3. Manifestations of innovations that have become established (institutional di-
mension): What are the formal, legal, or symbolic manifestations of a newly 
established routine? What role do guiding visions play in pooling individual 
experiences in ways that give rise to collective reorientation? 

4.1 Fields of Action

As mentioned above, we will use these three sets of questions to approach each 
of the four fi elds of spatial planning that have undergone reorientation in terms of 
content and procedures in recent years or over the past few decades. Each fi eld can 
be addressed only briefl y here. In choosing these areas of planning, it was impor-
tant to us that they have great practical relevance and represent signifi cant points of 
reference in planning discourse. Moreover, our intention was to include planning 
processes that range from the neighborhood to the regional level so as to capture 
the breadth of (innovative) planning action across various spatial scales. We were 
furthermore careful to make sure that these new modes of planning had evolved 
to the point that they could be considered successfully established and widespread 
models of planning and thus qualifi ed as innovations in accordance with our defi -
nition (cf. section 3). Our sample nevertheless represents innovations at different 
points of maturity and includes quite well-established (‘New Neighborhoods’) as 
well as more recent innovations (‘Temporary Use’). 

The fi eld of neighborhood development: ‘Neighborhood management’ 
The concept of neighborhood management (NM) represents a new, complex 
approach to urban renewal. Whereas the traditional toolbox was geared toward 
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an understanding of urban renewal as a technical process that revolved around 
construction and the technical instruments that this involved—the side effects of 
which were to be mitigated by social measures (prevention, compensation, partic-
ipation)—the new approaches employing NM now render the social and organi-
zational dimension as an integral part of the task of urban renewal. Not only the 
urban areas themselves but also the established way of dealing with them was to 
be subjected to renewal (‘renewal of urban renewal’; ‘institutional policy,’ Walther 
and Güntner 2005; Güntner 2007). Within a period of two decades, neighborhood 
management has evolved from its fi rst experimental stage (as an element in the 
programs of some German federal states) to a widely accepted and virtually stand-
ardized procedure. Evidence testifying to the relevance of this approach is the 
large number of NM measures that have been implemented and are ongoing, the 
legal framework, and the ongoing debate about the continuation of NM in other 
forms and within other organizational frameworks. To wit, a separate section titled 
‘Social City’ was introduced into the German Building Code. Also, the debates 
over its long-term continuation, on mainstreaming its basic principles, and, iron-
ically, the controversies on cutbacks reach far beyond the expert community and 
all testify to the increased relevance of NM in planning (e.g., Walther 2002, 2004; 
Deutsches Institut für Urbanistik 2003; Häußermann 2005).

The fi eld of urban development: ‘Designing new urban neighborhoods’ 
Planning new urban neighborhoods is among the classic tasks of municipal plan-
ning that local administrations have carried out time and again in recurrent cycles 
over the past 100 years. The cycle prior to the last one resulted in the large resi-
dential complexes of the 1960s and 1970s, which, in terms of urban development 
and as types of housing designs, are widely considered a failure. After a decade 
of stagnation, the dynamic growth in large West German cities in the early 1990s 
in the wake of German reunifi cation triggered a new wave of building large-scale 
housing developments in many of these cities (Hafner et al. 1998; BBR 2007). All 
differences in detail notwithstanding, the new neighborhoods that emerged in Ger-
many in the 1990s (and in other European countries as early as the 1980s) have a 
number of signifi cant features in common that clearly distinguish them from the 
large residential complexes built during the ’60s and ’70s cycle and that have been 
interpreted as a paradigm shift—namely, from functionalist modernism to a com-
pact city of mixed uses. Our project views this shift as an example of innovation. 
This innovation is manifest in the morphology of urban development (block con-
struction), functional structure, types of housing designs, and its layout of transpor-
tation infrastructure, and conception of public space (Jessen 2004). It frequently 
also involved substantial changes in planning and implementation procedures.
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The fi eld of urban restructuring: 
‘Temporary uses by pioneers of urban space as a planning tool’ 
Temporary uses by pioneers of urban space fi rst emerged as an issue in the fi eld 
of urban restructuring in places where a multifaceted process of structural change 
confronted municipalities with vacated properties and buildings. In many cases, 
municipalities that were engaged in urban restructuring reached the limits of what 
classic urban development could accomplish; at least, they were not able to utilize 
urban wasteland as a resource for urban renewal. Unplanned uses by ‘urban pio-
neers’ (cf. Christmann and Büttner 2011)—i.e., citizens who creatively appropriate 
unused spaces and vacant buildings for new (temporary) uses—created opportu-
nities that offered new prospects for development. Against this backdrop, tem-
porary uses were soon deliberately utilized in the context of urban restructuring 
and developed into a planning tool. Temporary uses represent a sharp break with 
previous planning practice in that a kind of appropriation of space that was once 
perceived to be illegitimate and motivated attempts to stop it was now put to stra-
tegic use and later legitimized by building codes. This type of usage has gained 
increasing signifi cance in municipal practice (cf., e.g., Senatsverwaltung für Stad-
tentwicklung Berlin 2007) and has drawn considerable attention from an expert 
public (BMVBS and BBR 2008; Haydn and Temel 2006; Kauzick 2007). 

The fi eld of regional development: ‘Learning-region policies’
A key innovation in the fi eld of regional development in recent decades has been a 
shift toward improving regional adaptability instead of attempting to make regions 
fi t a particular model of development (Grabher 1994). This has led to municipal 
governments abandoning the focus on regional development as a ‘catch-up’ pro-
cess along a predefi ned trajectory in favor of changing the development trajectory 
itself by means of a refl exive process of negotiating regional circumstances and 
future options of development. A prototypical example of this ‘innovation-orient-
ed regional policy’ strategy (Ewers and Wettmann 1978)—designed to not only ad-
dress the economy but also the dimensions of culture and social integration—was 
formulated and implemented for the fi rst time in the context of the Internationale 
Bauausstellung (IBA) Emscher Park (Emscher Park International Building Exhi-
bition, 1989-1999). The IBA pursued a multifaceted approach to regional devel-
opment that sought to integrate several classic areas of planning, such as housing, 
landscape design, and commercial development (Häußermann and Siebel 1994a, 
1994b). In the process, this tradition of German architectural and planning history 
has been turned into a regional policy instrument that has helped to initiate region-
al learning processes, at multiple levels and in various dimensions, that revolve 
around the exemplary transformation of an old industrial area in the Northern 
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Ruhr region. Since then, this model of a refl exive regional policy approach has 
clearly moved beyond its initial context of emergence and has evolved further (cf., 
e.g., Beierlorzer 2010). Internationally this shift has best been characterized by the 
notion of a ‘learning region’ (Morgan 1997).

4.2 Steps in the Research Process and 
Methodological Procedure

We have investigated these four fi elds of action in three steps by applying the same 
research questions and following roughly the same methodological procedure in 
all four areas. There are some minor variations in the details of the methodological 
tools to accommodate differences in the nature of the objects under study in the 
specifi c fi elds of action.

Step 1 was devoted to reconstructing ex post the major fe  atures of the process 
of innovation in the fi eld in question and distinguishing its phases. The respective 
phases have been characterized in terms of crucial nodes and structural character-
istics (places, projects, people, institutions, programs). We specifi ed when, where, 
and under which circumstances the new ideas, concepts, modes of action, and pilot 
projects emerged in expert debate and became a topic among the wider public 
(and, in the event of international points of reference that are mentioned in the 
documents, whether they were or are being imported or exported), as well as when 
and how they were discussed, adopted, and modifi ed (the ‘trajectories’ question 
set). We also inquired into the role of actor constellations and organizational ar-
rangements (the ‘structural characteristics’ question set) and how the innovations 
under study formed into norms, guiding visions, and universalized concepts (the 
‘institutional manifestation’ question set).

Data collection and analysis in step 1 involved several methods. The innova-
tion process was reconstructed by subjecting documents collected nationwide and 
qualitative interviews with experts to quantitative and qualitative discourse analy-
sis informed by a sociology of knowledge approach to discourse (Keller 2008). For 
each of the four fi elds of action, we used well-established methods (cf. Prior 2003; 
Wolff 2008) to analyze various types of documents from four fi elds of discourse: 
science, politics, planning practice, and public media. The types of documents 
were professional journals and books, reviews, conference programs, proceedings, 
and reports, documentations of competitions, offi cial notices of state agencies and 
public institutions, brochures, and press releases. In analyzing these documents, 
we placed great importance on considering their chronology. They must not be 
reinterpreted ex post in light of later knowledge about the course of events. Only in 
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this way can the dynamics, discontinuities, or setbacks in these processes of inno-
vation be worked out. In addition, approximately ten expert interviews in each fi eld 
of action were conducted with key individuals who had been involved in shaping, 
negotiating, or establishing the innovation in question at the national level either 
as participants or critical observers. These individuals are, for instance, federal 
government or state-level experts who refl ect on these issues, decision-makers of 
organizations and associations, key actors prominently involved in planning, rep-
resentatives of urban and regional research, and journalists. In conducting the ex-
pert interviews, we also drew on well-established methods (cf. Kvale 2007; Bogner 
et al. 2009; Gläser and Laudel 2010). 

Step 2 served to reconstruct the innovation process in the four fi elds of action on 
the basis of two to three case studies at specifi c sites that are known to have or have 
had a special signifi cance for the emergence, implementation, or establishment of 
an innovation process in its entirety. At this point, we thus investigated in detail the 
phases, actor constellations, crucial stimuli, organizational arrangements, infl uen-
tial factors, and institutional manifestations for specifi c local segments.

Here we applied the same methodological toolbox, which consists of document 
analyses and expert interviews as in step 1, yet with a stronger emphasis on inter-
views. The experts interviewed were responsible politicians and policy-makers in 
selected municipalities or regions, representatives of organizations involved in the 
issue (e.g., funding bodies or housing associations), and, not least, representatives 
of citizens’ groups. Who actually qualifi es as an expert depends on the specifi c 
issue and case study in question. Suitable individuals were identifi ed and chosen by 
means of a snowball sampling procedure. The guided interviews (between six and 
ten per case study) revolved around questions such as, how did the idea at the heart 
of the new object of planning or planning procedure come into being, and how was 
it further developed, negotiated, and implemented locally? The document analyses 
served to compile additional information that the interviewees might have forgot-
ten. For this purpose, we consulted plans, fi les, documentations, project outlines, 
and professional publications. Conversely, the expert interviews provided informa-
tion that is not documented, not completely documented, or even misrepresented 
in other sources. 

In step 3 of the research process, the fi ndings of the studies in the individual 
fi elds of action—from the nationwide studies of the fi elds as a whole (step 1) as 
well as the local and regional analyses (step 2)—were drawn together and subject-
ed to a comparative analysis across all four fi elds. Comparing the commonalities 
and differences provided us with opportunities to draw conceptual conclusions on 
the typical course of innovation processes in spatial planning.
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5 On Intentionality in the Innovation of Planning. 
Early Findings in Selected Fields of Action

This section presents early fi ndings from step 1 of our research project devoted to 
reconstructing the innovation process (nationwide) for each of the four selected 
fi elds of action. We will focus on some of the fi ndings for our research question 
that pertains to structural characteristics of innovations in planning (see our sec-
ond research question, given in section 4). Aspects of this question are which ac-
tors were involved, to what extent the innovations in planning that they developed 
can be described as an intentional process, and how the refl exivity of this process 
can be characterized.

It became apparent—this much can be said in anticipation of the fi nal results—
that the key actors made a clearly intentional and refl exive effort to arrive at new 
and, above all, ‘better’ solutions or practices. That said, it also became clear that 
non-intentional factors—we might speak of ‘incidental events’ conducive to the 
process—were of great signifi cance as well. In the following, we will outline this 
fi nding in more detail for the four selected fi elds of action.

In the fi eld of neighborhood management, it was initially the practitioners of 
urban renewal planning, but also social workers, who from the mid-1970s on in-
tended to fi nd alternative (i.e., ‘better’) solutions, yet without deliberately seeking 
to produce ‘innovations.’ These actors were motivated to a high degree by the 
shortcomings in the existing set of planning tools that they experienced in their 
respective professional fi eld, which were intended to achieve social objectives 
yet lacked the means to effectively address the mounting, spatially increasing-
ly concentrated social problems in the neighborhoods. Another group of actors 
was social scientists who provided their expertise in the form of expert opinions, 
publications, and policy advice. Their scientifi c expertise furnished an explan-
atory framework on which other actors could draw when criticizing the status 
quo and searching for alternatives. The fi rst steps in the emergence of neighbor-
hood management were therefore intentional acts in that they can be described 
as professional, social scientifi cally mediated learning processes with a specifi c 
objective. It can be shown how the debates in the various disciplines began to 
converge: urban sociology turned to the study of planning issues (sociology of 
urban planning), the planning sciences directed their attention to social processes 
(community-oriented planning), and social work became increasingly aware of 
the spatial dimension of social problems (community-oriented social work, com-
munity organizing). In this fi rst phase, individual actors sought to deliberately in-
fl uence policy-making and, at least in some German states, were quite successful 
in terms of the practical implementation of their preferred policies. To this extent, 
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neighborhood management can be viewed as the result of intentional efforts and 
professional learning.

Yet, at the same time, we also observed non-intentional conditions that had to 
be fulfi lled to enable the breakthrough of the integrated neighborhood manage-
ment approach. After the fi rst pilot projects (IBA Berlin, 1984-1987),   pertinent 
events occurred and discourses emerged in the 1980s and early 1990s that created 
extraordinarily favorable conditions for implementing neighborhood management. 
Even though some of the actors—for instance, the state of North Rhine-Westphalia 
(in 1993)—rightly stressed their contribution to the establishment of neighborhood 
management by having brought their political infl uence to bear at the EU level in 
Brussels, it was only to a very limited extent that these activities directly yielded 
any conclusive results. What they did do, however, is indirectly lay the groundwork 
for further progress in establishing this instrument. The process was facilitated, 
fi rst and foremost, by the intense debates around issues of coping with structural 
change in Germany’s old industrial regions and the increasing fi nancial straits of 
the affected municipalities. These debates made it clear that simply perpetuat-
ing previous urban development policies was unlikely to yield satisfying results. 
Moreover, the gradual redefi nition and reorganization of the European Structural 
Funds (from regional development to urban and district-level development) was 
also a key factor. Only thereafter was it possible to go beyond merely proposing an 
integrated approach, as the EU Commission did, and provide the criteria required 
and program funding earmarked for the respective pilot projects (URBAN) and 
exchanges of experience (  URBACT) (cf. Koczy 2015).

The criticism of the functionalist modernist conception of urban development 
in the form of large-scale residential complexes that began to surface in the 1960s 
did not originate in the fi eld of planning but rather in other disciplines (journalism, 
social sciences, and others) or came directly from the residents of those complexes. 
Among the important points of criticism were their monofunctionality (‘dormito-
ry towns’, original: ‘Schlafstädte’), the insuffi cient and belated provision of pri-
vate and public infrastructure, and the lack of usable and attractive public spaces. 
Against this backdrop, planning practitioners at various levels and in different are-
as (spatial morphological, functional, etc.) soon began to engage in an active search 
for better solutions. However, since there was no longer a need for large-scale 
housing development in the years that followed, new concepts were initially devel-
oped only for certain segments, particularly in the context of urban renewal or as 
‘improvements’ to the large housing complexes. This can nevertheless be interpret-
ed as the profession of planning deliberately departing from established routines. 
In this context, the Internationale Bauausstellung Berlin (Berlin International 
Architecture Exhibition, 1979-1987) provided a prominent framework that was 
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actively utilized to develop prototypes that drew on and modifi ed the 19th-centu-
ry repertoire of urban development (block construction, corridor streets, and so 
on). Although the semantics of innovation did not play a role here, the shift in 
terminology from Siedlung (settlement) to Quartier (neighborhood) nevertheless 
refl ected this break. The fact that, in the course of establishing and disseminating 
the innovation, an actor network formed—largely mediated by a new generation 
taking a leadership role—that made a deliberate effort to overcome resistance and 
solidify the acceptance of the new practices can also be described in terms of an 
intentionally motivated process.

However, it was external circumstances and thus non-intentional factors that 
ultimately accounted for the concept’s rapid breakthrough. The swift dissemina-
tion of the new guiding vision of the compact city of mixed uses only became 
possible once the emerging shortage of new housing in the early 1990s in the 
wake of German reunifi cation caused large West German cities to once again 
plan an abundance of new neighborhoods. What could be demonstrated only in 
an exemplary, piecemeal fashion in the years prior could now be implemented 
in the building of these new neighborhoods—mostly by drawing on the results 
of urban development competitions—and became the new standard: perimeter 
blocks instead of Zeilenbau development (building in rows), creation of oppor-
tunities for local employment at a smaller scale, adherence to the principle of 
mixed development, and clear-cut separation of public and private open spaces 
(cf. Zupan 2015).

In the fi eld of urban restructuring (temporary uses), new ways of appropriating 
spaces by members of the counterculture, artists, and other creative types formed 
the seedbed of innovation. Although these actors were primarily concerned with 
realizing their individual conceptions of life, their activities provided a living ex-
ample of how the opportunity structures provided by vacant spaces and empty 
buildings could be utilized (temporarily) for various cultural projects. These pro-
jects that had evolved since the 1970s were neither perceived as ‘temporary uses’ 
nor as ‘innovations’ by the users at the time; yet, since the 1990s if not before, 
these so-called ‘temporary-use projects’ were increasingly labelled as innovative 
by journalists and social scientists. This lent these temporary uses an aura of in-
novativeness.

The IBA Emscher Park (from 1989 on) was the framework in which these tem-
porary uses were deliberately utilized in the context of spatial development for 
the fi rst time. The IBA actors had the intention of utilizing temporary cultural 
projects to plant the seed for later uses and initiate a spatial revitalization of the 
many vacant and unused spaces in those parts of the Ruhr region that were par-
ticularly hard hit by deindustrialization. Interestingly enough, the IBA Emscher 
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Park’s effort to this end was never discussed in terms of representing an innovation 
in planning.

The systematic incorporation of procedures for temporary uses as a tool in spatial 
planning and the diffusion of this new type of planning practice occurred only by 
virtue of other developments that must be considered to be non-intentional factors 
in the innovation process. A crucial development in this context was the phenome-
non of ‘shrinking cities,’ which was fi rst perceived in the 1990s. In East Germany 
in particular, vast numbers of vacancies and tight public budgets called for creative 
planning tools in urban restructuring. Young planning scholars—inspired by tem-
porary-use projects in Berlin—proposed employing temporary uses as a tool to 
address certain types of vacancies. These Berlin projects were framed as ‘innova-
tive.’ However, it was not until the late 1990s, once the problem of urban shrinkage 
had come to a head, that the city of Leipzig began to deliberately experiment with 
temporary uses. To make this a manageable tool for planning, the city introduced 
a usage agreement—the so-called Gestattungsvereinbarung—in 1999. This agree-
ment created a contractual basis for temporary uses of spaces and became a model 
for other cities. Other non-intentional factors were the European Union’s URBAN 
programs (1994-1999), which were not developed specifi cally for the purpose of 
such temporary uses but could also be used for funding such projects. Another such 
factor was the amendment of the German Building Code in 2004, which involved 
the introduction of a temporary construction permit in art. 9, para. 2. The goal of 
this amendment was to shorten the cycles of commercial real estate usage and not 
primarily to support the employment of procedures for temporary uses in planning. 
Yet, in effect, this legal provision facilitated the use of these planning procedures. 
Not least, the discourse revolving around the concept of the ‘creative city’ was a sig-
nifi cant factor in the diffusion of this planning innovation. In the wake of Richard 
Florida’s theses on the signifi cance of the creative class for urban development, tem-
porary uses were increasingly framed as an expression of creativity. Henceforth, not 
just shrinking or poor cities but also growing or prosperous ones became interested 
in temporary use as a planning tool. These latter cities now hoped to enhance their 
attractiveness via creative experiments (cf. Honeck 2015).

The fi eld of regional development (learning-region policies) was marked by a 
very deliberate, highly intentional search for better solutions in which profession-
als, particularly those from the fi elds of regional planning and economic develop-
ment, pushed for strengthening cooperative forms of policy-making at the regional 
level. Their professionally motivated intent was directed against a parochial poli-
tics, which was considered to be geared to the short-term cycles of election periods 
and to be of limited effectiveness because of an approach to dealing with problems 
that ends at the city limits. In North Rhine-Westphalia, there were attempts to 
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introduce new instruments to overcome these unsatisfactory limitations as early as 
in the second half of 1980s—for instance, the ‘Regional Conferences’ as part of the 
Zukunftsinitiative Montanregion (ZIM; Initiative for the Future of the Coal and 
Steel Region) or Zukunftsinitiative für die Regionen Nordrhein-Westfalens (ZIN; 
Initiative for the Future of the Regions of North Rhine-Westphalia). In Lower Sax-
ony, there was some experimentation with regional development agencies, but this 
too yielded results that were still unsatisfactory. These approaches attracted criti-
cism for their one-sided focus on economic development and their ineffectiveness 
in bringing about structural change, which owed to their emphasis on seeking con-
sensus and their lack of a suitable funding model.

In addition to the fi rst deliberate attempts to search for and experiment with 
alternatives, this fi eld of action was, however, also marked by the presence of 
conducive events and processes that were not pursued intentionally. For instance, 
enormous pressing problems of deindustrialization in the Ruhr region in the late 
1980s led to establishing the IBA Emscher Park, which would later turn out to be a 
window of opportunity for implementing refl exive regional policy strategies. The 
IBA Emscher Park had no intention of advancing regional policy approaches. The 
objective of the responsible ministry of urban development was instead to imple-
ment a program for the development of vacant properties in public ownership. This 
involved addressing two key problems that had already been an important issue in 
the fi rst attempts to develop learning-region policies in North Rhine-Westphalia 
but could not be solved at the time. The fi rst problem was securing the cooperation 
of municipal bodies when it came to policies transcending administrative bound-
aries, and the second one was fi nding solutions with an innovative edge. A unique 
approach of providing support and funding managed to overcome, in an exemplary 
manner, key weaknesses of the initial attempts toward a refl exive regional policy 
quasi in passing. An open call for project applications and the subsequent selection 
of projects according to quality criteria ensured that only projects with innovative 
potential were included in the IBA Emscher Park. The chosen projects received 
ongoing assistance by the IBA planning agency throughout the whole project de-
velopment process to further enhance promising ideas. Furthermore, as the federal 
state government decided that all existing state programs should provide priority 
funding for IBA projects, there were strong incentives for municipalities to coop-
erate on IBA projects so that funding for innovative initiatives could be secured. 
Although IBA Emscher Park was not initiated with the primary intention of ad-
dressing problems of regional policy, such a connection was frequently made in 
later discourse (cf. Füg 2015).

As indicated above, all four fi elds of planning illustrate that the activities of 
the actors involved in each fi eld displayed a clear intent to improve upon previous 
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practices. In all four cases, this intent of improvement was motivated by public 
awareness of and discourse on the need to address pressing problems, partly sup-
ported by social scientifi c diagnoses and expertise, which altogether attests to a 
high level of refl exivity. At the same time, it is noticeable that the motive of de-
veloping an ‘innovation’ played only a secondary role, if at all, among the actors 
involved in planning.

In the case of temporary use, it was journalists and scholars from the social and 
planning sciences who, in the early stages of the innovation process, observing 
from the outside, attributed innovativeness to the changes in practices (whether 
on the part of the temporary users or the planning practitioners fi rst to make use 
of them). It was only later that the planning practitioners themselves referred to 
the tool of temporary use in spatial planning as ‘innovative’—at least in regard 
to individual projects such as Tempelhofer Freiheit in Berlin. However, this only 
happened once the tool as such had already become an established instrument of 
planning. It is nevertheless true for all of the planning fi elds under study that the 
intention to develop innovations was typically not at the forefront of action in the 
early stages of the innovation process. Rather, the primary objective was to fi nd al-
ternative ways of doing things to ‘improve’ a situation deemed problematic and/or 
an outdated practice. This does not hide the fact that the attempt to bring about im-
provement resulted in practices that clearly broke with established modes of action 
and thus can be characterized as innovations (see our description of novel practices 
in the four fi elds of action above; cf. section 4). In view of the planning innovations 
in our study, we can thus conclude in summary that they are characterized by high 
refl exivity in terms of changing established practices but low refl exivity in terms 
of developing an innovation.

It is also worth noting that action specifi cally geared to achieving a particular 
change or improvement is only one aspect of the innovation process. Another as-
pect is the manifold non-intentional events and processes that form the context of 
and can have a major infl uence on a specifi c innovation process. Our analyses of 
the selected fi elds of action indicate that the non-intended factors are at least as 
important for the implementation and diffusion of novel practices as the intended 
measures themselves. The example of IBA Emscher Park, which played a role 
in the fi elds of urban restructuring (temporary uses) and regional development 
(refl exive regional policy), showed that, oddly enough, it was ultimately not the 
initial experimentation with temporary uses by the highly refl ective IBA plan-
ning agency that gave the decisive impulse for the establishment and diffusion of 
temporary use as an innovation in planning. Interestingly enough, this exhibition 
had a much greater impact on another innovation in planning—namely, refl exive 
regional policy—even though the measures developed in the IBA context were not 
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even designed with this fi eld in mind. The discourse on new practices in regional 
development, in which the signifi cance of IBA Emscher Park was typically em-
phasized, attests to this. This example suggests that the dynamics of innovation 
processes in the fi eld of planning are diffi cult to control.

This impression is supported by our empirical fi ndings that innovation pro-
cesses in the four fi elds of planning evolved over the course of decades and thus 
exhibit long timelines of development. It is also worth noting that these innovation 
processes involve complex actor constellations that can feature changing compo-
sitions at different points in time and can offer different opportunities for exerting 
infl uence accordingly (cf. Ibert et al. 2015).

6 Concluding Remarks

This contribution has aimed to show why and how concepts of innovation can be 
put to productive use in research in the fi eld of spatial planning. For this purpose, 
we have presented conceptual considerations and the methodological design of a 
project funded by the German Research Foundation. The goal of the InnoPlan 
project is to employ practical examples to understand the emergence, implementa-
tion, and diffusion of innovations in spatial planning. To this end, we chose urban 
development, urban restructuring, neighborhood development, and regional devel-
opment as fi elds of action for study. We have used a generic notion of (spatial) plan-
ning in the process and referred to the concept of social innovation. The project 
pursues questions about the trajectories (temporal dimension), structural charac-
teristics (organizational dimension), and manifestations (institutional dimension) 
of innovation processes.

The initial results of the investigation attest to the fruitfulness of the approach 
presented here. New developments in spatial planning can be seen as social inno-
vations: Even though any talk of innovation in the self-descriptions of those in-
volved—and often even in the descriptions of others—was rarely a motive actually 
guiding action in the investigated cases, all the novel practices display elements of 
social innovation (in spite of all the differences between the four fi elds of action). 
Such elements of social innovation are present, for instance, in self-attributions of 
having engaged in a confl ictual process of improving defi cient planning tools or 
procedures, or in the paradox of institutionalization, and in many other practices. 
In short, it seems that we must assume that social innovations frequently unfold 
‘outside the limelight of attention’ (Rammert 2010: 36, our translation).
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Germany’s Energiewende 

Path Disruption or Reinforcement 
of the Established Path?

Johann Köppel

1 The Challenge

There are but few areas in innovation society that are currently subject to such 
profound renewal and in such a state of fl ux as the energy sector. A semantics of 
novelty—Energiewende (energy transition)—is the theme tune to a multifaceted 
process of fundamental change at the interface of innovation and environmental 
policy (Foxon and Pearson 2008). At the least, the Energiewende has also long 
become a European transition (Sühlsen and Hisschemöller 2014), and the iconic 
term as such even seems to have gained international currency. More than two-
thirds of the EU member states have issued a national feed-in tariff system for 
renewable energy modeled predominantly on the German example (Sühlsen and 
Hisschemöller 2014). Even promotional schemes based on a more market-driven 
approach, such as those in France (Nadai 2007) or, similarly, in the UK (Bruns et 
al. 2008, 2011), have switched to the German course of action. In many cases, the 
forces driving this development are social constructs such as climate change or 
crisis-tainted perceptions of the predominant fossil and nuclear energy systems. 
Negotiating the transformation of an entire energy system (Strunz 2014) simulta-
neously changes the social perceptions of the resulting alternative paths of techno-
logical development; this pertains specifi cally to wind and solar power as well as 
expansion of the grid and the storage infrastructure. 

This involves the respective actor constellations and their values and beliefs 
that are specifi c to the technologies and locations in question (Aas et al. 2014; Bid-
well 2013) and that may be in line or in confl ict with certain paths of development 
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and infl uence these accordingly. Research on the social acceptance of the trans-
formation of the energy system has demonstrated the need to distinguish between 
acceptance in principle and concrete acceptance of innovation and diffusion in 
the context of specifi c projects (ibid.). Whereas there is widespread general agree-
ment that a large-scale transition at the global and national level is needed, people 
are often opposed to dynamic change that affects them locally (cf. Devine-Wright 
2013). In this context, there are frequently surprising interrelations that are diffi -
cult to predict. 

In their ‘inn  ovation biographies’ of renewable energy sources, Bruns et al. 
(2008, 2011) depicted the ongoing transformation of the German energy system 
as a success story. One of the crucial factors was the innovative power of crises, 
initially the catastrophe of Chernobyl and later of Fukushima.1 These events trig-
gered social or, rather, political interventions, among which was the introduction 
of a long-term guaranteed feed-in tariff for renewable energy sources (ibid.). With 
this in mind, the renewable energy biography could also have been described in 
terms of a successful actor constellation disrupting an established path by way of 
deliberation—a line of reasoning that I will address in the next section. Strictly 
speaking, it involved technological and political innovations on the one hand and 
the diffusion of technologies on the other, which were in turn supported by other 
innovations, such as those in the system of spatial planning and in judicial rulings. 
For instance, the German Federal Administrative Court issued a groundbreaking 
decision that now requires municipal zoning plans to provide substantive oppor-
tunity for wind power, which is to say that municipalities may not ipso facto pre-
vent wind-power facilities by means of token planning (cf. BVerwG 2008). The 
Renewable Energy Sources Act (Erneuerbare Energien Gesetz—EEG) was also 
successful in establishing incentives to accelerate learning curves in technology 
development (feed-in tariffs that are degressive over time; Bruns et al. 2011).

However, over the years, the growing refl exivity of the innovations underlying 
the transition has proven to be a challenge that is diffi cult to manage. General 
consent to a scenario based on an ever-increasing density of energy infrastructure 
(in terms of production, transmission, and storage) can no longer be assured. At 
the heart of this chapter is the emergence of obstacles and the refl exive mode of 
dealing with them in the fi eld of innovations associated with the Energiewende. 

1 In the same vein, hazards (e.g., local earthquakes) can slow down individual inno-
vations in the field of renewable energy as well, which is what has happened to ge-
othermal energy (Bruns et al. 2011). Notable earthquakes that affected (convention-
al) natural gas production near Groningen in the Netherlands have raised questions 
of whether similar events must also be expected when dealing with unconventional 
modes of natural gas production such as fracking (van der Voort and Vanclay 2014).
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This involves a new type of competition with the established system of fossil ener-
gy sources. At this point, it is not yet clear whether these obstacles are transitional 
phenomena or, for example, the promotion of carbon storage and unconventional 
shale gas production will ultimately reinvigorate the fossil system. We thus face 
increasingly complex perspectives, which Bruns et al. (2011) have approached em-
pirically using the method of constellation analysis (Schön et al. 2007). 

Initially, this approach was not particularly theory driven since the main issue 
was to subject innovation phenomena to thorough analyses and gain an initial un-
derstanding. Since then, there have been a number of studies that have addressed 
the transformation of such energy systems from the theoretical perspective of path 
dependence and path disruption. This also applies to wind power, an area in which 
our studies on innovation and diffusion have made the most progress so far (Bruns 
et al. 2008; Gartman et al. 2014; Geißler, Köppel, and Gunther 2013). The signifi -
cance of ‘innovation society’ for the Energiewende becomes manifest in the man-
ifold actor constellations and practices involved. The article concludes by raising 
the question, yet to be answered, of whether the disruption of the established path 
and the transition to a low-carbon energy system will be successful or whether we 
will ultimately experience a revival of the established path and thus a ‘re-lock-in’2 
as a result of the ongoing competition with the fossil energy industry and its inno-
vations (carbon capture and storage [CCS], fracking). 

2 Path Disruption and Path Dependence in the 
 Transformation of Energy Systems

Path dependence can be defi ned in negative terms as processes that fail in ridding 
themselves of their past and therefore making it diffi cult for the new to prevail (in 
line with the work of W.B. Arthur, e.g., 1994 and P.A. David, e.g., 1985; Meyer 
and Schubert 2007). It can, however, also be defi ned as a characteristic of sto-
chastic processes that results in lock-in under conditions marked by contingency 
and self-reinforcement in the absence of exogenous shocks (Vergne and Durand 
2010). A case in point is the German energy supply, which was long concentrat-
ed in the hands of a few large companies with a steadfast commitment to fossil 

2 Foxon (2013: 123), for instance, defines ‘lock-in’ as: “The situation in which past in-
creasing returns for a system creates barriers to changes in that system.” Del Rio and 
Unruh (2007: 1512) use the following metaphor: “In the case of energy technology, 
fossil fuel-based systems can be considered ‘locked in’ the house, while renewable 
energy is ‘locked out’ of the house and excluded.”
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and nuclear power generation. Only in the wake of crises (the oil crisis in the 
1970s) and catastrophes (Chernobyl 1986, Fukushima 2011) were determined actor 
constellations able to set a new course for energy policy. What was once a niche 
constellation around the pioneering developments of renewable energy sources in 
Germany was deliberately established as a path that moved the advancement of 
these renewables to the center stage. Although the fossil actor constellation was 
still present, it could barely make itself heard or attract much appreciation for a 
long period of time (Bruns et al. 2008, 2011). The fact that exogenous shocks do 
not necessarily immediately trigger the transformation of energy systems in inno-
vation societies has been shown by Wakiyama, Zusman, and Monogan III (2014) 
for post-Fukushima Japan. 

Today, there is an increasing number of studies that have addressed the course 
of energy policy from a path perspective (e.g., Garud, Kumaraswamy, and Karnøe 
2010). Karnøe and Garud (2012) described the development path of wind power in 
Denmark. Among other things, they confi rmed the role of windows of opportunity 
that Bruns et al. (2008, 2011) observed for Germany. For instance, Danish man-
ufacturers were there at the right time, ready to equip the new ‘Californian gold 
rush’—which is to say, the early blossoming of wind power in California. Their 
study also demonstrated the role of artifacts and environmental factors in the Dan-
ish innovation path, for instance, with Danish manufacturers learning from fl awed 
rotor blade designs and utilizing lessons to be learned from storms in improving 
them. Simmie (2012) also drew on the concepts of path dependence and path de-
velopment in describing the path created by Denmark as the pioneer of wind power 
in Europe. Similarly to Bruns et al. in their study of the innovation biographies for 
Germany (Bruns et al. 2008, 2011), Simmie directed attention to the incremental 
innovations of early pioneers, the specifi c situation in rural Denmark with its lack 
of a centralized energy supply system, its history of enterprises, emerging institu-
tional and political support, and obstacles to path development. 

Hellström et al. (2013) investigated the early stages of large-scale projects, in 
this case Finnish nuclear power plants. They acknowledged actors’ anticipatory 
capacity and thus their ability to establish paths and avoid (re-)lock-in. Their em-
pirical approach applied an exploratory single-case design based on document 
analysis, more than 30 interviews with individuals directly involved in the estab-
lishment of nuclear energy in Finland, and seminars with these interviewees for 
the purpose of validating and further refi ning the fi ndings. In essence, we chose a 
similar design in our analysis and interpretation of the roughly 30-year innovation 
biography of renewable energy sources in Germany.
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3 Innovation Biographies of Renewable Energy Sources

In two research projects (funded by the Volkswagen Foundation and the German 
Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety), 
we have begun to comprehensively analyze and interpret the innovation biogra-
phies of the advancement of renewable energy sources in Germany (Bruns et al. 
2008, 2011). The liberalized energy markets are one of the factors that have ben-
efi ted this development (Nesta, Vona, and Nicolli 2014). Moreover, domestic pro-
duction capacities as well as high oil prices are additional factors that are well suit-
ed to predict these innovation activities worldwide (Bayer, Dolan, and Urpelainen 
2013). Darmani et al. (2014) have developed a typology of drivers of renewable 
energy technologies and underpinned it empirically for eight European countries 
(they studied wind, solar, biomass, and tidal power). Yet the innovation biographies 
of renewable energy sources in Germany (Bruns et al. 2011) have already been 
infl uenced by the staying power of the established, hitherto dominant fossil and 
nuclear constellation (the ‘incumbents’; Fuchs 2014). For a long time, it seemed as 
if renewables would simply break out of their niche and triumph in an uncontested 
manner (ibid.). Innovation society hence appeared to live up to its name in grand 
fashion.

And yet, as pragmatic action has found itself entangled in an increasingly com-
plex fi eld of innovation (including the expansion of the grid and storage capacity), 
the transformation process has turned out to be a challenge that has become ever 
more diffi cult to manage. The development of renewable energy sources has ben-
efi ted from a variety of different lines of reasoning (‘frames’) that all draw on a 
semantics of novelty and complement one another (from climate policy to em-
ployment, innovation, and industrial policy; Bruns et al. 2011), which has resulted 
in renewables largely being viewed throughout society as an innovation with pos-
itive connotations; at the very least, they are perceived to enable the phasing out 
of nuclear energy.3 All positive connotations notwithstanding, renewables, too, do 
not come without concomitant circumstances of a non-intended and inhibiting 
kind, such as environmental impacts (Köppel et al. 2014; Schuster, Bulling, and 
Köppel 2015), and therefore also raise acceptance issues (Groth and Vogt 2014). 
We have traced these innovation biographies for Germany (Bruns et al. 2011) and 

3 For instance, breaking with nuclear energy was also the primary aspect mentioned 
(in addition to general support for wind power) by those taking a favorable stance in a 
survey on the acceptance of wind turbines in forests (conducted as part of a bachelor’s 
thesis, completed in 2014, by David Weiß with the Environmental Assessment & Plan-
ning Research Group at TU Berlin).
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in an internationally comparative perspective (cf. Bechberger, Lutz, and Sohre 
2008; Portman et al. 2009); however, the period of investigation ended around 
2009/2010.

To get a better grasp of these developments from the angle of innovation socie-
ty, we have turned to constellation analysis (Bruns et al. 2011; Schön et al. 2007). 
Constellation analysis identifi es and investigates innovation phenomena by analyz-
ing and interpreting the relations between technical components, natural factors, 
actors, and symbol systems (regulatory elements). In the process, the heterogene-
ous complexity of the systems under study are deliberately reduced to four catego-
ries (and ‘mapped’ accordingly to assist the analysis; see Figure 1):

• Technical components: relevant artifacts (visualized in blue)
• Symbol systems: policies, strategies, laws, communication, and economic pa-

rameters such as prices or taxes (red)
• Natural factors: biotic and abiotic components in the environment (biodiversity, 

soil, water, climate) (green)
• Actors: individuals or groups and institutions (yellow)

The focus of constellation analysis is on identifying factors that drive or inhibit in-
novation (Bruns et al. 2011). Our experience so far shows that the advancement of 
renewable energy sources has involved the confl uence of a number of factors: con-
nections between the various political levels, a harmonization of the instruments 
and processes of governance, the motivation of relevant actors, the promotion of 
interconnectedness and optimization of technical infrastructure, as well as inno-
vations in planning and the economy.

The methodology of constellation analysis has been infl uenced not only by 
policy analysis but also by actor-network theory, which is capable of taking so-
cial, technical, and natural objects into account in characterizing socio-techni-
cal constellations (Latour 2005; Weyer 2008). This design makes it possible to 
identify coalitions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993) and address relevant solu-
tions in policy making and planning. The visualization of the elements and their 
relationships aids the understanding and an iterative discussion of the constel-
lations under study. This methodology also refers to (exploratory) case studies 
(Yin 2014).

Discourse on the energy transition has come a long way. Present-day debate 
revolves less around just producing ‘green’ energy (e.g., wind and solar) as the pri-
mary issue of concern but rather acknowledges that expansion of both the grid and 
storage capacity must be viewed in concert and advanced simultaneously. In the 
North Sea, for instance, offshore wind farms were initially not able to go online for 
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lack of connections to the grid. By contrast, offshore grid expansion off the coast 
of the Mid-Atlantic states in the USA (and the involvement of interesting private 
investment activities by Google) was planned early on before permission to erect 
even the fi rst wind farm was granted (Lüdeke, Geißler, and Köppel 2012). In this 
case, however, it has been the planning of and investments in the offshore wind 
farms as such that have stagnated.

4 Recent Heterogeneous Constellations

The widespread support for an ever-denser energy infrastructure is becoming 
more and more nuanced (different degrees of support for certain goals of the 
energy transition, debates on siting issues, technologies, risks and dangers, de-
clining real-estate value in the vicinity of overhead power lines, and so forth). 
The rapid growth of wind and solar power in Germany stimulated by the EEG 
(Renewable Energy Sources Act) has resulted in a steady increase in the com-
plexity of the governance task. This requires transparent synchronization and 
communica  tion, as frequent instances of sharp controversy and strong local 
resistance (Bräuer 2012; Zimmer, Kloke, and Gaedtke 2012) call for changes 
in the established practices. At the same time, policymakers have been slow 
to take innovative steps toward more systematic planning and governing the 
process in accordance with clearly defi ned expansion targets (Steinbach 2013). 
So far, participation processes have rather served information and consulta-
tion purposes (‘tokenism’) and lacked genuine opportunities to infl uence deci-
sion making, for example, in matters of routing new transmission lines and the 
choice of technology for grid expansion (Koch, Odparlik, and Köppel 2014). 
In the last instance, a fair participation process would imply that rerouting or 
abandoning a project altogether would also have to be an option (Ciupuliga and 
Cuppen 2013). 

The literature also describes rather refi ned patterns of reasoning along the lines 
of an emerging NIMBY (not in my back yard) effect and discusses more elabo-
rate research designs, for instance, those that take into account that fears of being 
perceived as NIMBYists might lead respondents to modify their responses ac-
cordingly (van der Horst 2007). In some cases, we observe long-enduring, deeply 
entrenched disapproval (Groth and Vogt 2014); in other cases—for instance, con-
troversial offshore wind farms in the USA (Firestone et al. 2012)—there have been 
reports of increasing support among local residents over time that is motivated by 
a growing desire for energy autonomy. In a comparative case study, Sovacool and 
Ratan (2012) identifi ed nine crucial factors for the acceptance of wind (Denmark, 
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India) and solar power (Germany, USA).4 Jolivet and Heiskanen (2010: 6753) drew 
on framing and overfl ow models as applied in actor-network theory and saw re-
quirements that demand high levels of refl exivity on part of the actors involved in 
the fi eld. They spoke of “an actor who is continuously r  eframing and adapting his 
or her project to channel and stabilize the process of wind farm creation, and grad-
ually make it a shared material reality that fi ts its environment.” A long-debated 
wind farm in t  he Hunsrück mountains is a case that displays such characteristics 
to some extent (Figure 1; Bauer 2015).

Figure 1  Constellation for Windpark Ellern, a wind farm in the Hunsrück region in 
Rhineland-Palatinate (source: Bau  er 2015).

4 The nine criteria are strong institutional capacity, political commitment, favorable 
legal and regulatory frameworks, competitive installation/production costs, mecha-
nisms for information and feedback, access to financing, prolific community/individ-
ual ownership and use, participatory project siting, and recognition of externalities or 
a positive public image (Sovacool and Ratan 2012).



281Germany’s Energiewende 

The illustration depicts the constellation for the period 2013 to 2014. It focuses on 
local and regional confl icts. Positioned in the center of the fi gure are effects related 
to the facility proper and its operations that have a crucial impact on its environ-
ment and social acceptance. Also close to the center are technological and meth-
odological aspects of a bat-monitoring program and the shutdown algorithm, both 
of which were agreed upon in negotiations between the project developer, a nature 
conservation organization, and the authorities in 2013. Although these aspects did 
not entail changes in the social perception of the facility, they have in fact involved 
institutional regulations and provisions for the protection of endangered species. 
The key factors that determine the constellation can be unraveled along the groups 
of actors involved—citizens’ initiatives and the population affected, municipalities 
and authorities, nature conservation agencies, and businesses—and summarized 
clockwise as follows: The majority of the dynamics and confl icts are illustrated in 
the upper part of the graph. Although an intercommunal revenue-sharing scheme 
that the Rheinböllen association of municipalities had agreed upon as early as 
2009 resulted in widespread local acceptance and positive feedback, higher-level 
decision making—such as a siting and planning process in the Hunsrück region 
that involved little coordination for years—gave rise to discontent. The all-encom-
passing question that remained here was whether—and if so, to what extent—the 
2014 EEG amendment would change the innovation and diffusion dynamics of 
solar and wind power development in Germany. 

Obvious shortcomings have continuously contributed to ever new and partially 
contradictory constellations. Among these shortcomings is a failure of governance 
and regulatory mechanisms. The EU’s emissions trading system, for i  nstance, has 
not proved to be an effective incentive. Aside from this, the guaranteed feed-in 
tariffs for renewable energy sources have also lost popularity and evolved into an 
issue at the center of much controversy; the latter is also true for the exemption of 
energy-intensive industries (and not just these) from the EEG surcharge (Nordens-
värd and Urban 2015). Moreover, there is doubt and uncertainty about the actual 
requirements in regard to grid and storage capacity. Some studies (e.g., Swofford 
and Slattery 2010) show a frequent correlation between distance from the pro-
ject and project acceptance among local residents. However, this is not always 
the case since people living in the immediate vicinity of projects that have been 
planned carefully and discussed locally have become supporters in some instances 
(Wüstenhagen, Wolsink, and Bürer 2007), not least if revenue is shared equitably 
(Bauer 2015). Reservations among local populations stand in contrast to the wide-
spread approval of the Energiewende among the general population in Germany 
(Forsa 2013).
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Hence, whereas the constellations at the outset of the energy transition was 
largely perceived favorably, recent discourses have partly called this general 
support into question. It now appears that ‘no one’ seems to want—technologi-
cal—innovations such as the novel DC transmission lines any longer (at least not 
the diffusion of these innovations). This technology reduces transmission losses, 
whereas its health effects (such as the much-debated issue of higher leukemia rates 
in children living in the vicinity of overhead power lines) have been investigated 
far less than in the case of its conventional counterparts. The situation is similar 
for underground cables, which were heavily favored in the early debate on grid 
expansion (Menges and Beyer 2013). Even the recently revived display of engi-
neering prowess in the form of pumped-storage plants faces stiff opposition. It is a 
long-established technology that is already being applied worldwide, yet is under-
going a semantic change and being reframed as providing a new contribution to the 
energy transition. For example, the pumped-storage plant in Atdorf in the Black 
Forest, which would be the largest such facility in Europe, is currently in planning. 
However, whether it can be built and operated profi tably remains an open question. 
Juliana M. Müller has analyzed a constellation for such a storage project in her 
master’s thesis (see text box below; cf. Müller 2013; Müller and Köppel 2014).

The Blautal pumped-storage plant is an example that demonstrates how an infrastructure 
project of this kind designed to contribute to the energy transition may not meet general 
disapproval among the local population, yet a fl awed planning process can lead to pro-
tests, delays, and in this particular case ultimately to the choice of an economically less 
favorable location. Once the lot initially favored for the upper basin option could not be 
acquired, the project developer sought to realize an option that had previously been seen 
to have a detrimental impact. This decision was met with incomprehension, triggering 
resistance and leading to the formation of a citizens’ initiative. The consequence was 
that the developer abandoned this option, making a new regional planning procedure 
necessary, which ultimately led to selecting the option that had initially not been consid-
ered for economic reasons. At the heart of the protests were environmental aspects, such 
as the potential impact on water resources, and landscape aesthetics. In addition to the 
issues raised by the opposition movement, doubts as to the liquidity of the main project 
developer also began to surface, which caused further concern among the municipali-
ties, for instance, that the latter might have to shoulder restoration costs in the event of 
developer bankruptcy. The ensuing debates questioned the reasons initially given for the 
project, namely, to support the energy transition, as it could also not be guaranteed that 
only ‘green’ power would be stored.

Also, the main players of the energy transition were not aware early on of the 
feedback mechanisms, which can often respond promptly. An argument can be 
made that this also applies to the debates on pumped-storage plants in spite of the 
continued lack of large-scale technologically and economically viable storage al-
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ternatives (Steffen 2012; Trümper et al. 2014). The grid is unable to absorb surplus 
supply from renewable energy sources in periods of high power feed-in; this excess 
supply is then sold to neighboring countries at very low rates, temporarily stored 
in pumped-storage facilities (for instance, in Austria), and/or accommodated by 
temporarily suspending power feed-in. High midday solar power feed-in in com-
bination with an increasing supply of wind power has already begun to undermine 
the business model of pumped storage plants, which is based on exploiting price 
differentials. The spread between purchase prices during periods of excess supply 
and off-peak periods is no longer suffi cient to ensure profi table operations. 

5 Carbon Storage and Unconventional Natural Gas 
 Production: Is there a Threat of ‘Re-lock-in’?

The processes of deliberation that have disrupted the established energy path and 
laid the groundwork for the energy transition are thus being increasingly dom-
inated by the pragmatic demands for action. What is more, the outcome of the 
last election to the German Bundestag has partly changed how political players 
perceive the formerly dominant constellation in support of fossil energy use (al-
though it is not quite certain whether this applies to society as a whole). It is not 
yet clear whether these are merely transitional phenomena accompanying change 
or whether the (worldwide) promotion of c  arbon capture and storage (CCS) will 
reinvigorate the old system (Hansson and Bryngelsson 2009; Stephens and Jiusto 
2010). Similar questions arise with respect to unconventional shale gas production 
(fracking). It indeed seems justifi ed to speak of a renaissance of coal to some 
degree, as the product of both political pressure (from the Social Democratic Par-
ty and the unions5) and the emission trading scheme’s failed price mechanisms. 
Obvious path dependences have led parts of these advocacy coalitions to develop 
a pronounced aversion to innovation (e.g., in regard to lignite-based power produc-
tion in Brandenburg and Saxony, which dates back to the GDR era) and, at least at 
the regional level, to pragmatically undermine, time and again, the supra-regional 
semantics of the energy transition.

CCS bears the promise of continued coal utilization while ‘greenwashing’ the 
respective constellation that supports the oligopoly of large power companies. In 
this case, a balanced strategy of promoting renewable energy on the one hand 
and continued interim use of fossil energy complemented by carbon sequestra-

5 Both of which claim that the simultaneous withdrawal from nuclear and fossil energy 
sources is not possible.
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tion on the other (‘transition management,’ Meadowcroft 2009) would probably be 
doomed to failure, entailing socio-technological lock-in (ibid.). However, the situ-
ation worldwide is such that the promise of innovation represented by the prospect 
of developing the underground for carbon storage has yet to be realized on a large 
scale (upscaling). So far, mostly pilot projects have been conducted and a few large 
power plants designed to employ carbon capture technologies are either in plan-
ning or under construction; the Massachusetts Institute of Technology maintains a 
relevant CCS database.6 Stephens and Jiusto (2010) quite aptly have called CCS at 
this stage ‘embryonic, hybrid entities (part idea, part hardware, part people),’ and 
it has yet to be proven whether these technologies can be upscaled at reasonable 
costs and acceptable risks. 

In regard to CCS, a coalition with the e  pistemic community of the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC7) seems to have emerged, which has also 
spoken out in favor of committing to the promise of CCS as a bridge technology 
for reducing global warming and, at the same time, as a condition for the coal 
power industry to carry on with business as usual: “As concerns CCS, we have 
lost years and harbored the illusion that renewables would automatically displace 
coal,” said Ottmar Edenhofer of the IPCC (cited in Hecking 2014; my translation 
from German). In the Fifth IPCC Assessment Report of 2014, Working Group III 
makes multiple references to CCS (IPCC 2014)—fully aware that it will remain an 
e  nd-of-pipe strategy for the foreseeable future (Stephens and Jiusto 2010; Unruh 
and Carrillo-Hermosilla 2006).

In the case of CCS specifi cally, reports testify to a sharply divided perception of 
its risks and benefi ts between industry, policymakers, and involved experts on the 
one hand and persistent general skepticism among the public on the other, despite 
the lack of experience with any large-scale implementation of this technology (van 
Alphen et al. 2007). In the same vein, the perspective adopted in assessing the gen-
eral framework conditions suggests that CCS is both an urgent innovation required 
to mitigate the consequences of climate change (e.g., in Norway with its high rates 
of fossil energy production; Shackley et al. 2007; van Alphen et al. 2009) and a 
very risky and expensive path of innovation (Oltra et al. 2010). Laypeople often 
associate CCS with stigmatized technologies as applied in the chemical industry, 
coal production, or nuclear energy (ibid.). A reason for this might be the diffi cul-
ty in demarcating CCS from the previously dominant constellation. For instance, 
high-voltage transmission lines also symbolize the transmission of power from nu-
clear and lignite, and carbon sequestration evokes fears similar to those associated 

6 http://sequestration.mit.edu/tools/projects/index.html (Retrieved January 13, 2017).
7 http://www.ipcc.ch/ (Retrieved January 13, 2017).
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with nuclear waste disposal. The general public tends to distrust overly optimistic 
experts directly involved with CCS and industry (Hansson and Bryngelsson 2009) 
and is more likely to place greater trust in NGOs (Huijts, Midden, and Meijnders 
2007). A case in point is Vattenfall’s exploration of carbon storage in Beeskow, 
Brandenburg, which provoked local resistance and ended in disaster. Va  ttenfall 
was in a problematic dual role of benefi ting from carbon storage (by lending legit-
imacy to utilizing lignite in its Schwarze Pumpe power plant) and being the main, 
but not very credible, source of information (Dütschke 2011).

Another storyline is the reframing of fossil fuels through the introduction of 
fracking, particularly in the USA (Wang et al. 2014), which, at the semantic level, 
even revolves around the term ‘natural gas.’ Fracking’s actual contribution to the 
overall carbon budget taken by itself is already unclear since, even though the 
fracking boom in the USA has led to reduced coal consumption there, it has also 
lowered the price of coal worldwide, triggering a gas-to-coal switch in Europe 
(Cotton, Rattle, and van Alstine 2014). Currently, this provides little incentive to 
substitute renewable for fossil energy sources (Rabe and Borick 2013). Yet, even 
in the USA, not all states have followed the lead of Pennsylvania (with its vast 
Marcellus shale gas deposits), which represents the epicenter of fracking and plays 
down its environmental impacts (Rabe and Borick 2013; Texas takes a similar and 
Colorado, for instance, a more differentiated approach; Davis 2012). In large parts 
of society, however, fracking is nevertheless seen as an environmental issue, as in 
most cases little information is disclosed to the public about what chemicals are 
used and the indirect costs involved (e.g., its detrimental impact on water quality) 
(Davis and Fisk 2014). New challenges also emerge from the perspective of insti-
tutional analysis: whereas the administrative jurisdictions that have traditionally 
applied to gas or oil production essentially fail to prove effective in the case of 
fracking because of its non-point-source effects, effective institutional responsi-
bility has yet to be organized so as to internalize external environmental impacts 
(Holahan and Arnold 2013).

6 A Preliminary Conclusion

Whereas the overarching imperative of the energy transition still seems to be ac-
cepted, the perceptions of the innovations in question that arise in refl exive pro-
cesses on the ground are frequently, and perhaps increasingly, being shaped by 
obstacles. I have given a brief overview of the reasons why not only the expansion 
of grid and storage capacity but also technological innovations such as carbon cap-
ture and storage are now viewed as inconclusive promises of innovation. Groups 
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that might be perceived as otherwise homogenous actors can get caught up in the 
partly contradictory constellations that emerge here, as Yonk, Simmons, and Steed 
(2013) have demonstrated for environmental groups in the USA, which have adopt-
ed divergent views on renewable energy sources. At the same time, the advance-
ment of renewable energy sources, which is still being pushed forward primarily 
by environmental policy, is seen to be a driver of employment and technological 
change (Corsatea 20148). In the same vein, there are a multitude of different re-
search perspectives on the energy transition in the light of innovation society. In 
Germany, there are signs of a new, politically induced process of path disruption 
in the development of renewable energy sources in that the 2014 EEG amendment 
has supplemented the previous promotion scheme based on fi xed feed-in tariffs—
which has proven to be highly effective so far—with a competitive tendering sys-
tem that was previously seen to be inferior (Bruns et al. 2008, 2011). 

Another question is which of the two visions of innovation associated with car-
bon storage will prove closer to reality: ‘CCS as enhanced lock-in, or CCS as 
gateway to a green future’ (Meadowcraft 2009: 331)? Underground carbon seques-
tration—which has yet to prove viable on a large scale and is largely an unknown 
in terms of the expected costs and risks—could at the same time inhibit the nec-
essary investments in the advancement of renewable energy sources and could 
possibly turn out to be less a technology that bridges the transition, as so frequently 
claimed, and more one that paves the way for a resurrection of the initial fos-
sil status quo (Unruh and Carrillo-Hermosilla 2006). In a positive vein, however, 
there is also the possibility of what Simmie (2012) has called ‘layering,’ that is to 
say, when a new line of technology (such as wind power technology in Denmark) 
supplements an existing (fossil and nuclear) constellation without automatically 
resulting in a re-lock-in, even though the established constellation continues to 
exist for the time being.9 

8 In her comparative study of technological capacities and business activities in Europe 
(Germany, France, the UK, and Denmark), Corsatea (2014) also discovered regional 
differences; for instance, Germany’s strong involvement in wind and solar power in 
contrast to France’s greater commitment to bioenergy.

9 “It was started by the mindful deviation of knowledgeable actors in rural and publicly 
created niches. It was developed primarily through incremental innovations that added 
a new layer of electricity generation technology to the existing fossil fuel-based tech-
nologies. This layering process involved adding new rules in the form of legalizing 
grid connection of approved wind turbines; procedures in terms of government subsi-
dies, tax relief and feed in tariffs; structures in the form of government regulations and 
technologies in the form of wind turbines and complementary technological systems 
to the existing electricity supply system in Denmark” (Simmie 2012: 768).
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Thus, the central question, for Germany as well, of whether the deliberative 
disruption of the path away from a fossil and nuclear energy system in favor of one 
with a high share of renewables will ultimately prove successful is not very likely 
to be answered in the near future. This applies to pragmatic everyday action as well 
in that it is regularly torn between a clear commitment to the energy transition on 
the one hand and local resistance and concerns about energy security on the other. 
At the time this chapter was being completed, the Ger  man federal government 
had just adopted a bill on fracking that attracted much attention but avoided clear 
decisions in any direction. Along similar lines, the state of Bavaria, so successful 
economically, has been unsuccessful in grappling with a consistent energy strategy 
(cf. Nordensvärd and Urban 2015). It seems that the Federal Ministry of Economy 
has also not made major inroads thus far in establishing its current strategy to 
achieve the federal government’s reduction goals for greenhouse emissions at the 
expense of large emitters such as lignite-fi red power plants against the opposition 
of veto players in the respective states. 

This is particularly troubling considering that, according to Jacobsson and 
Lauber (2006), the social costs of coal-based power generation are of the same 
magnitude as the funds devoted to promoting renewable energy sources in Ger-
many. A major condition that Foxon et al. (2005) have identifi ed for successful 
innovation systems in the fi eld of renewable energy is that all relevant actors must 
work toward the same goal, each in its specifi c role, and government, industry, 
and research need to pursue a shared vision. The less this is the case, one is in-
clined to add, the less we can assume a shared perception of the transformation 
process in innovation society. At the moment, the situation looks more like what 
Meadowcraft (2009: 323) has characterized as the ‘messy, confl ictual, and highly 
disjointed’ nature of the processes involved in the long-term transformation of en-
ergy systems. Currently, there is much evidence suggesting that, in the case of the 
energy transition, path dependence and path disruption/creation will empirically 
offset one another for the foreseeable future.
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Innovating Governance

Epistemic and Political Refl exivities 
in the Remaking of Democracy

Jan-Peter Voß

1 Introduction 

Refl exivity is tricky. It leads to endless regression. Once one commits to a process 
of not just doing things without thinking—not submitting to interactions and their 
dynamics and conforming with outcomes—but instead makes this conduct itself 
the subject of observation, communication, and new action then there is no escape. 
This observing, communicating, and doing itself occurs according to its own dy-
namics and gives rise to new patterns. These provide a vantage point for a new 
cycle of refl exivity, thereby turning the process of refl ection itself into an object 
of observation, refl exive action, and communication. It can easily be seen where 
this leads. A spiral of refl ection is set into motion that winds into infi nity, like a 
refl ection tunnel created by two mirrors placed opposite each other. But unlike 
the mirrors, the tunnel does not remain the same. This is because subjects change 
in the process of refl exive interaction (Joas 1985; Giddens 1986; Hacking 2002). 
In endless perpetuation, refl exivity erodes Archimedean points: fi xed standpoints 
of perception, knowledge, judgment, and action. Any act of enlightenment might 
itself be subject to a new act of enlightenment that exposes it as a specifi c obscu-
ration.

This process along with the resulting dissolutions, reconfi gurations, and repro-
ductions can be seen as a characteristic of modern Western society (Giddens 1990: 
38-43; Beck, Giddens, and Lash 1994). We can speak of a liq  uefaction of reality 
at the level of individual identity and subject structure as well as at the level of 
societal organization and praxis (Bauman 2000). And even the articulation of the 
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diagnosis of liquefaction can be questioned in relation to its societal embedding 
and effects and thus be engaged with refl exively (Selgas 2011).

Determining an ultimate reality therefore becomes impossible. At best, partial 
ordering can be created as part of an ongoing process of refl ection (Strathern 
2005). Consequently, such partial ordering may also apply to the patterns of re-
fl exive entanglement themselves. This is the attempt I wish to undertake here—
even if only for the attempt itself to become an object of refl ective observation 
in just a moment. So much for the entanglements. Now things will get a little 
simpler.

Let me begin by defi ning a few terms. They relate to the refl exivity of govern-
ance innovations as well as to the specifi c case of citizen panels by which I develop 
my argument. I use the term governance to refer to processes of shaping collective 
orders. Governance innovations are processes of designing and developing new 
and alternative patterns in the shaping of collective orders.

The concrete case that I draw on to discuss the refl exivity of governance inno-
vations is the development of citizen panels. This term refers to a particular model 
of public participation that initially developed in the 1970s in various country and 
problem contexts and under various monikers, such as citizens’ jury, planning 
cell, and consensus conference. Such models spread translocally and witnessed a 
global boom in the 1990s and have since been further developed in transnational 
expert discourses and in the practical work of professional service providers under 
the umbrella term of ‘citizen panels’ or ‘mini-publics’ (Hörning 1999; Hendriks 
2005; Brown 2006; Grönlund, Bächtiger, and Setälä 2014). Their shared format 
entails deliberating ‘public views’ on a given topic in professionally assembled and 
moderated groups of 10-25 citizens. In a broader perspective, citizen panels are to 
supplement (and relativize) liberal representative nation-state democracy with a 
new mobile and fl exible format for legitimating decisions of collective order.

I understand the term refl exivity to refer to the phenomenon in which social 
conduct recursively becomes an object of observation and analysis in relation to 
its own determinants and consequences (for a compilation of the various concep-
tions and an extensive discussion, see Lynch 2000). This precipitates action that 
addresses such determinants and hence ‘denaturalizes’ social conduct.1 My aim 

1 On a societal level, this applies to the observation, analysis, and shaping of societal 
interaction such as, for example, politics, jurisdiction, engaged art, and social science. 
On a personal level, reflexivity relates to the observation, analysis, and shaping of 
one’s own conduct. To give an example, a couple’s relationship can be deemed reflex-
ive insofar as its interaction patterns themselves become a subject of communication, 
are analyzed in terms of their determinants, and are thus influenced in their (re-)pro-
duction.
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in this chapter is to show that innovation processes are refl exive in multiple and 
intertwining ways. This leads to a differentiated concept of refl exivity as connect-
ed with the diagnosis of an ‘innovation society,’ at the center of which is “[…] the 
purportedly new refl exive quality of actions, orientations, and institutions, both as 
an overarching and cross-cutting social phenomenon […]” (Hutter et al. 2015: 31, 
emphasis in the original).

In the following I want to show, for one, that refl exivity plays out to various 
degrees, that is to say, it affects numerous interlocking strata of meaning that in-
termingle in innovation processes (on refl exivity in innovation processes, see also 
the essay by Arnold Windeler in this volume). Each individual act of refl exive 
observation and shaping can itself become subject to refl exivity. The ‘new refl ex-
ive quality’ of innovations thus cannot, as standard, be understood as a one-stage 
relationship between a primary innovative act and its refl exive consideration and 
shaping, for example, in explicit communications of its meaning (Knoblauch 2013, 
and in this volume) or its instrumental use (Schubert 2014, and in this volume). I 
would rather like to argue that the challenge lies in investigating the dynamics of 
innovation processes with respect to specifi c types of refl exivity and more complex 
refl exivity loops.

In a nutshell, my thesis on ‘citizen panels’ is this: I seek to show that govern-
ance innovations are invariably processes of societal (re-)ordering that involve 
several degrees of refl exivity: fi rst, the refl exive shaping of ongoing collective or-
dering and, second, the problematization and redesign of patterns emerging in 
the process of doing the shaping. Then, as also this problematization and rede-
sign is observed and shaped, this leads to a third degree of refl exivity. Finally, by 
considering specifi c activities such as impact assessment or activities that pursue 
alternative courses for the future development of citizen panels—an issue that we 
will address later in this paper—we are already looking at the sixth degree of 
refl exivity. Activities that explicitly contest the methods that are used in this pro-
cess of impact assessment open the seventh degree (see Figure 1). So rather than 
a simple relation between primary innovative action and a process of observation 
that adds refl exivity, we have a cascade of manifold observations of observations 
and numerous acts of shaping the acts of shaping, which results in refl exivity of 
seven degrees.

A second point that I want to contribute is the differentiation of various fram-
ings of refl exivity. As is generally the case for any observation, analysis, or other 
engagement with reality, refl ections on innovation processes also do not ‘come 
out of nowhere.’ They take place within particular perspectives, make reference 
to particular horizons of meaning, and are embedded in specifi c contexts of social 
interaction. As a result, refl exivities (in the plural) possess a particular selectivity. 
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I wish to make this clear by differentiating different ‘framings.’2 In the following, 
I concentrate on political and scientifi c framings of refl exivity.

Here, too, I shall begin by stating my central thesis: What I intend to show is 
that specifi c dynamics of the innovation process result from a somewhat dialecti-
cal interaction of political and scientifi c refl exivity. In an open-ended variation of 
politicization and scientization, the innovation of governance essentially unfurls in 
an endless spiral of refl exivity.

This article is organized as follows: I begin with further remarks on the concept 
of governance and governance innovations as well as on the degrees and fram-
ings of refl exivity. Then I describe the case referred to here by providing a short 
reconstruction of the historical innovation process of citizen panels. As part of 
this description, I discuss an exercise in constructive impact assessment, which I 
pursued with colleagues. Finally, I conclude this article by discussing the impli-
cations and consequences of a differentiated consideration of the refl exive quality 
of innovation.

2 Governance: The Refl exivity of Collective Ordering 
Processes

With the term governance, I refer to the shaping of collective orders. I use the term 
heuristically in order to identify the various forms in which collective orders are 
shaped. In so doing, I am following an understanding that is formed in distinc-
tion to a notion of ‘government’ that assumes that collective orders are primari-
ly shaped through hierarchical regulation, the monopoly of violence of the state, 
and institutionalized politics.3 However, the conceptual extension of ‘governing’ 

2 This does not imply a decision in favor of any particular concept of framing (or any 
more specific framing of the social process of framing, one could say). My argument 
can be specified by reference to Goffman’s concept of framing (Goffman 1974) but 
also by drawing on other concepts such as social worlds (Clarke and Star 2008), social 
fields (Bourdieu 1993), value spheres (Weber 1920), provinces of meaning (Schütz 
1945), communications systems (Luhmann 1975), orders of discourse (Foucault 1972), 
pragmatic regimes of worth (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006), or institutional logics 
(Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012).

3 As variously as ‘governance’ is used in the literature, there is one shared point of 
reference: the departure from a notion of ‘government’ according to which society is 
centrally governed and constituted through the collective ordering activities of nation 
states. This is often based on observations of a transformation of collective ordering 
patterns over the last half century. Among other things, contemporary observers have 
witnessed an expansion of neo-corporatist negotiations, the rise of new social move-
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pursued here goes beyond what is commonly associated with the term in politi-
cal science in that I explicitly include techno-scientifi c processes of ordering as a 
mode of shaping collective order, that is, as a dimension of governance (Callon and 
Latour 1981; cf. Irwin 2008).

That said, what does it mean to investigate innovation in governance with re-
spect to its refl exive quality? By defi nition, the suggested term governance already 
implies the refl exivity of societal ordering processes because it describes the ob-
servation, problematization, and shaping of emergent and ongoing processes of 
social ordering. Governance is per se already a refl exive (re-)ordering of social 
relations. I wish to underline this by conceptually delineating governance from 
purely emergent ordering processes: Even if processes of institutionalization, life-
style formation, language development, and so on can be claimed to shape social 
relations as well (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Bourdieu 1987; Foucault 2005), I 
reserve the notion of governance for activities in which the ordering effects of in-
stitutions, lifestyles, and language are deliberately addressed and shaped.

If we now turn to innovation, then the question is how forms of governance are 
renewed. This comes down to asking how new actors, interaction patterns, and in-
stitutions are confi gured that play a part in the observation, problematization, and 
shaping of collective orders. Attending to innovation in governance thus adds a 
further level of refl exivity. While governance per se already entails active societal 
self-referentiality, governance innovations add refl exivity to that self-referentiality. 
They actively articulate and shape the ways in which governance is performed.

The question about refl exive innovation in governance takes the issue even a 
step further. Here, the focus is on the activities that create new forms of govern-

ments and civil society organizations, and the development of transnational expert reg-
ulation. According to this diagnosis, the governing of society has been decentralized.

 This move towards governance has both an analytical and a political-programmatic 
dimension. Analytically, it points to a de facto existing plurality of intertwining forms 
of collective that are to be empirically investigated with an expanded conceptual ar-
senal (Colebatch 2009), also looking at deeper cultural and material dimensions of 
social order (Shore and Wright 1997; Antoniades 2003; Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson 
2006; Braun, Whatmore, and Stengers 2010; Feldman 2011). In a political-program-
matic sense, the notion of governance serves to promote a pushing back of the state as 
a functional requirement of complexity. This also promotes a draining of governing 
power from institutions of democratic control (Papadopoulos 2004; Heinelt 2008). 
Correspondingly, there are heated discussions about whether the shift in terminology 
from government to governance reflects a given change in reality or brings about this 
so-described change in the first place (Offe 2008; Bevir 2010; Bevir and Krupicka 
2011; Peters 2011a, 2011b).
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ance, that is, on the ways in which the process of innovating governance is refl ex-
ively problematized.4

By focusing on the refl exive quality of governance innovations, we have already 
arrived at a third degree of refl exivity: Refl exivity of the fi rst degree addresses 
governance as an active, formative reference to collective order. Refl exivity of the 
second degree addresses innovations in governance as an active, formative refer-
ence to existing patterns of governance (i.e. to refl exivity of the fi rst degree). And 
refl exivity of the third degree addresses innovation in governance as an active, 
formative reference to the process of renewing patterns of governance (i.e. to re-
fl exivity of the second degree).

It is important to note that these degrees of refl exivity are only analytically sep-
arate. The activities that they involve blend into each other; in concrete situations, 
different degrees of refl exivity are active at the same time. This may, for example, 
manifest itself in a process of citizen participation on the ‘utilization of nature.’ 
The interactions observed here might refer to existing patterns of shaping the col-
lective utilization of nature, e.g. through rules for nature conservation (this would 
be governance). At the same time, they may refer to ongoing attempts at enhancing 
participation in the process of devising rules for nature conservation (this would 
be an innovation in governance), or they might refer to diffi culties encountered in 
articulating and introducing more participatory modes of rule-making for nature 
conservation (this would be a refl exive innovation in governance). All this is not 
a matter of separate forums, committees, or agenda items but is part of one single 
ongoing discussion.

I now return to the point that there are also different framings of refl exivity, not 
just different degrees. What is at issue here are specifi c qualitative orientations and 
selectivities in observing, problematizing, and shaping collective ordering processes.

4 I reserve the term innovation to describe novelty resulting from (distributed) acts of 
shaping this novelty. Actual results may not mirror the intentions of those seeking to 
shape them. Yet, I would not use the term innovation for emergent novelties which do 
not bear the imprint of any intended shaping. Hence, as is true for governance, innova-
tion is also per se reflexive. It presupposes the problematization of existing orders.



301Innovating Governance

3 The Co-Production of Order: Political and Epistemic 
Refl exivity

The term ‘politics’ is often used to describe collective ordering and governing in 
its entirety, that is, to describe what I call governance here. However, I consider it 
analytically more useful to reserve the term ‘politics’ for a particular dimension of 
governance. I use it to refer to a specifi c mode of shaping collective orders. This 
specifi c political mode works via the construction of collective subjects and the 
representation of their will and interests. This is based on a constructionist under-
standing of political representation, which acknowledges that collective subjectivi-
ties do not exist prior to but come into existence only through their representation. 
Representation is thus performative.5 The practical challenge of politics is to ex-
perimentally create acceptance for representational claims and to wield the au-
thority thus generated to mobilize and regulate collective agency (Bourdieu 1985; 
Hitzler 2002; Rosanvallon 2002; Soeffner and Tänzler 2002; Latour 2003; Saward 
2006; Disch 2009, 2011). This is how politics engages in the shaping of collective 
orders by symbolically and materially constructing groups, collective identities, 
common will and interests, and public goods.

This means that not every order and not even every system of rule or every form 
of power or domination is political. Orders may be justifi ed in the name of tradition 
or in the name of nature and practical necessity. Ruling may utilize violence and 
not care much about justifi cation and authority at all. What holds for upholding a 
collective order applies similarly to attempts at subverting it. Not every instance of 
contestation, problematization, or resistance is political (in contrast, for example, 
to Rancière 2015; Barry 2001; Li 2007). Such acts are political only when claims 
that an existing order represents the collective will and interest are contested or 
when alternative identities and collective subjects voice demands for recognition. 
Only in cases of this kind do I speak of politics as a specifi c form of governing via 
the generation of political authority.

Against the background of a broad notion of governance, we can investigate 
science as a further mode in the shaping of collective orders that works alongside 
and in combination with politics. Employing science in the process of ordering does 
not take place via the representation of collective subjects but via the representa-
tion of objective realities. The role of science here is to establish representations 
of objects and factual conditions by way of generating epistemic authority. To the 
extent that science succeeds in securing acceptance for its representative claims, 

5 For the difference between constructivist (phenomenological) and constructionist 
(pragmatist) conceptions of reality-making see, for example, Knorr Cetina (1995).
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it can resolve matters of fact and provide a shared reality. Here, too, I make refer-
ence to constructionist studies that have investigated the practical work that goes 
into establishing representations (Knorr-Cetina 1995). These studies acknowledge 
that the objective realities of science, in order to match a theoretical description, 
must be experimentally constructed in the protected spaces of research, as a local 
reduction of complexity. The challenge is to fi rst reduce broader public interference 
in the process of constructing some selectively reduced order and then to muster 
acceptance for ready-made results among a broader collective to adopt them for a 
shared perception of objective reality (Hacking 1983; Shapin 1984; Knorr-Cetina 
1995; Latour 1999; Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe 2009). To the extent that this is 
successfully accomplished, for example by claiming that research results are neu-
tral representations of nature, science can generate epistemic authority to orient col-
lective action and mobilize support for the installation of technology that ‘applies’ 
the ‘discovered’ functional mechanisms. This epistemic mode of ordering can be 
termed ‘technoscience’ (Bachelard 1984; Rheinberger 2007). Alluding to a broader 
notion of politics as the taking of collectively binding decisions, the decision-mak-
ing about collective realities implied in technoscience has been termed ‘politics by 
other means’ (Latour 1983), ‘ontological politics’ (Mol 1998), or ‘cosmopolitics’ 
(Stengers 2010).

By bringing together politics and science as two modes of collective ordering, 
we gain a broader view of governance as a ‘co-production’ of political and epistem-
ic authority in the interaction of politics and science (see Jasanoff 2004; Voß 2014, 
2016b; Pfi ster 2016). In both modes, authority is generated via the representation 
of a unity that transcends individual subject positions—either normatively, by rep-
resenting the will and interest of a collective subject, or factually, by representing 
objective reality as given independently of any subjective engagements. In both 
modes, practices of representation are performative: they constitute their referents 
(collective subjectivity and objective reality) in the process of representing them.

If we now return to the topic of innovation in governance, we can take account 
of the entanglement of politics and science.6 In the contexts of real-world experi-
ments that simultaneously entail political reform and the production of scientifi c 

6 This conception has been developed from empirical research on the historical emer-
gence and spread of new forms of governance, such as environmental markets (emis-
sions trading, biodiversity certificates, Voß 2007b; Mann and Simons 2014; Simons 
and Voß 2014; Voß and Simons 2014), public participation methods (consensus confer-
ences, citizen juries, planning cells, Voß and Amelung 2013; Voß 2016a), the regula-
tion of infrastructure sectors (Voß 2007a; Voß and Bauknecht 2007), and experimen-
tal sustainability strategies (transition management, Voß, Smith, and Grin 2009; Voß 
2014).
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evidence, political and scientifi c work contribute to the realization of new mod-
els of governance (Voß 2014, 2016b). Likewise, governance innovations can ‘hit 
a wall’ in either the political or the epistemic dimension. Furthermore, political 
and epistemic authority can also deliberately be pitted against each other: the po-
litical anchorage of governance patterns may be disrupted via problematizing the 
dysfunctionality of apparently just and equal orders, or the epistemic anchorage 
may be unhinged via problematizing exclusionary and discriminatory effects of 
apparently effi cient orders.

This conceptual repertoire allows us to probe the refl exivity of innovation pro-
cesses not only in terms of different degrees of refl exivity but also in terms of the 
framings that orient the ways in which collective ordering processes are observed, 
problematized, and shaped. A political framing is concerned with the relations be-
tween diverse identities, values and interests and how innovations affect the ‘com-
mon good.’ An epistemic framing revolves around factual conditions, functional-
ity, and potentials to optimize effectiveness and effi ciency. Let us now turn to the 
case study of citizen panels, which I will use to show how political and epistemic 
refl exivity are interwoven and how they feed a particular dynamic of innovation.7

4 Refl exivity in the Innovation of Citizen Panels

As an innovation in governance, citizen panels addresses the process of construct-
ing a collective will and interest and the generation of political authority. It thus 
concerns a particular dimension of governance: the production and contestation of 
legitimacy.8 Citizen panels propose a new way of practicing politics (in the afore-
mentioned sense of working towards accepted representations of collective will 
and interest). More specifi cally, we might say that they are an innovation in democ-
racy because the collective that is to be represented is the general public of equal 
citizens. Citizen panels come with the claim that they provide a procedure to elicit 
public reason as a collective property of the lifeworld. The verdict of citizen panels 
on specifi c issues is thus claimed to represent a common will.

7 In addition, there are other framings, for instance, of an aesthetic or spiritual nature, 
that can inspire reflexivity. Here, I restrict myself to the interaction of politics and 
science.

8 Other innovations in governance address problems of effective steering and imple-
mentation. Examples include what is usually discussed as ‘policy instruments,’ such 
as the installation of independent regulatory agencies or the introduction of emis-
sions-trading schemes for climate protection.
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There is ample room for debate as to whether these new forms of democracy 
perform better than established procedures of political party competition, parlia-
mentarianism, or referendums (Wakeford et al. 2007; Smith 2009; Geissel and 
Newton 2011; Grönlund et al. 2014). But this shall not concern us here. I do not 
want to focus on the ‘what’ of this innovation but on the ‘how’: How have citizen 
panels become established as a new form of governance? In what way can the pro-
cess of innovating citizen panels be said to be ‘refl exive’? For this purpose, I will 
briefl y sketch the innovation process.9 This description will show how during the 
innovation process seven degrees of refl exivity have unfolded. Each of them has 
emerged from the confrontation of political and epistemic problematizations of the 
innovation process. As a point of departure for the process that led to the innova-
tion of citizen panels, we can refer to an initial problematization of infrastructure 
and technological developments as issues of public concern (cf. Dewey 2012). As it 
became politically problematized with regard to its serving of collective interests, 
it successively became a task of the (emerging welfare) state. What we see here is 
a fi rst degree of refl exivity in ongoing processes of collective ordering: the unco-
ordinated development of science and technological infrastructures as the result of 
distributed social interactions was politically problematized and established as an 
object of governance to be addressed by the state.

A further degree of refl exivity can be identifi ed in what followed the initial 
political problematization and public regulation of infrastructures and technology 
development through the state. The ways in which the political institutions of state 
planning went about the task of shaping technology and infrastructure was prob-
lematized for a lack of functional effectiveness and effi ciency. For ‘rationalizing’ 
the planning process it was removed from the arena of contentious party politics 
and handed over to experts for decision-making based on objective analysis. The 
public management of technology and infrastructure was instrumentally optimized 

9 This is based on our work in the Innovation in Governance Research Group. The group 
was funded from 2009 to 2014 by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research 
(grant number 01UU0906). We reconstructed transnational innovation processes in 
governance by looking at formative events (for example, experimental implementa-
tions of particular models, the establishment of research facilities and network or-
ganizations, key publications and conferences). We used materials such as academic 
literature, practitioner guidelines and handbooks, project reports, personal archives, 
websites, as well as transcripts from 30 interviews and a group discussion with 25 
actors involved in innovation processes (Amelung 2012; Amelung, Voß, and Grabner 
2012; Amelung and Grabner 2013a, 2013b; Voß and Amelung 2013; Mann et al. 2014). 
Starting from a set of conceptual propositions, we developed an interpretation of the 
patterns and dynamics of these innovation processes by means of testing and abduc-
tion (Van de Ven et al. 1999; Yin 2003; Van de Ven 2007: chapter 7).
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by applying scientifi c tools of assessment (like system modeling and cost-benefi t 
analysis). This new ‘technocratic’ way of governing (Saretzki 1994) accompanied 
the development of the modern welfare state well into the 1960s. It sought to put 
the shaping of collective order on a factual basis in order to effectively realize an 
objectively defi ned common good (for example, Lerner and Lasswell 1951).

Around the late 1960s, however, a further refl exivity loop set in when techno-
cratic state planning became subject to political contestation for how it defi ned 
the collective interest. New social movements and intellectuals effectively called 
into question the neutrality of functional analysis and collective legitimacy of ex-
pertocratic planning (Habermas 1971; Marcuse 1991). Critique shed light on the 
value decisions implicit in factual and functional analyses and illustrated the fu-
sion of technocratic policy analysis with societal power relations. Technocratic 
governance was hence once again politically problematized, raising demands for 
a democratization of state planning and science policy (Fischer 1990). Emergent 
forms of participation took shape in the form of public protests, resistance to infra-
structural and technical projects, as well as initiatives for developing alternative, 
and more ‘appropriate’ science, technology and expertise (Saretzki 2001).

These ‘wild’ forms of participation marked the beginning of the development 
of citizen panels as a specifi c procedure: the direct involvement of citizens and 
spontaneously emerging publics in controversial topics triggered efforts to develop 
specifi c procedures that would ensure constructive and legitimate citizen partici-
pation. They aimed at facilitating the articulation of public opinion as a considered 
rational consensus. ‘Wild’ participation was problematized on functional grounds. 
In the 1970s, various kinds of citizen panels developed in different regional and 
issue contexts. The ‘planning cell’ evolved in the context of municipal politics and 
infrastructure planning in the German state of North Rhine-Westphalia (Dienel 
1970, 1971, 1978; Vergne 2009), the ‘citizens’ jury’ emerged in the U.S. state of 
Minnesota (Crosby 1974, 1975, 1995; Crosby, Kelly, and Schaefer 1986; Crosby and 
Nethercut 2005), and the ‘consensus conference’ was developed for parliamentary 
technology impact assessments in Denmark (Joss and Durant 1995; Andersen and 
Jæger 1999). In the 1990s, these methods of citizen involvement spread rapidly 
beyond the contexts in which they were originally developed (Stewart, Kendall, 
and Coote 1994; Coote and Lenaghan 1997). Since then, they have been used in 
professional public participation work, particularly in connection with contested 
technoscientifi c development projects (genetic engineering, nuclear technology, 
neuroscience, nanotechnology, etc.) and applied in thousands of cases in various 
regions and at different levels ranging from municipal administrations to the Unit-
ed Nations (Amelung 2012; Voß and Amelung 2016).
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Towards the end of the 1990s epistemic work was further intensifi ed for ‘hard-
ening’ the functional claims which supported particular procedures of citizen par-
ticipation. This was a reaction to the proliferation beyond local contexts and the 
entry of new actors from commercial public relations and market research onto 
the scene (Parkinson 2004, 2006; Hendriks 2006; Hendriks and Carson 2008). 
This began to erode the trust in citizen panels that had earlier been cultivated 
within personal relationships within local networks. While, in the early 1970s, the 
development and implementation of participation procedures were embedded in 
specifi c political situations and only loosely connected with theoretical considera-
tions, the erosion of local networks required more abstract forms of legitimation in 
form of explicit theories and scientifi c evidence of the functioning of particular de-
signs. This prompted a technoscientifi c approach for establishing evidence-based 
design standards (Chilvers 2008; Bogner 2010; Laurent 2011b). First efforts were 
made to systematically compare and evaluate forms of organized citizen partic-
ipation (Renn, Webler, and Wiedemann 1995; Hörning 1999; Rowe and Frewer 
2000; OECD 2001). Dedicated research centers, networks, and professional asso-
ciations were established. The European Commission played a prominent role in 
this respect by supporting research and development projects to establish stand-
ards. As part of the effort to build an epistemic authority in support of, methods 
were explicitly linked to the theory of deliberative democracy (Sulkin and Simon 
2001; Smith and Wales 2002). Evidence on the functioning of particular designs 
was produced in laboratory experiments and monitored fi eld trials so as to allow 
for the disciplining of practitioners within an emerging profession and to secure 
legitimacy for the procedure and its results with target groups and the wider public. 
In the 2000s, processes such as the ‘citizen jury,’ ‘planning cell,’ and ‘consensus 
conference’ were united under umbrella terms like ‘citizen panels,’ ‘deliberative 
forums,’ or ‘mini-publics’ (Hendriks 2005; Brown 2006; Goodin and Dryzek 
2006). This was for developing a shared methodological basis, also for being used 
in transnational regulation processes (Rask and Worthington 2012). Academic dis-
course discussed citizen panels as a new instrument of participatory governance 
(Elliott et al. 2005) or a democratic innovation (Smith 2009; Geissel and Newton 
2011). A transnational knowledge network for the development and application of 
citizen panels took shape at the intersection of a new academic research fi eld (with 
specialist journals, web portals, regular conferences, etc.) and a new service indus-
try (with its own associations and ongoing efforts at professionalization) (Chilvers 
2008, 2012; Hendriks and Carson 2008; Saretzki 2008; Voß and Amelung 2016). 
Participation has become an epistemic issue and a matter of functional design.

Yet, during the 2000s, this renewed technoscientization of governance was 
again refl ected upon from a political perspective. At this point, it was not a tech-
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nocracy in terms of substantial political decisions that was problematized but a 
technocracy of political process, a technocracy of participation that prescribed the 
ways in which citizens could legitimately engage in public issues and produce col-
lective views. From a political point of view, the emerging technoscience of par-
ticipation was challenged for assuming a particular ontology of social life, public 
communication, politics, and democracy, and for ignoring a diversity of political 
values, rationalities, and situational conditions with the claim to represent a uni-
versalistic approach. Dedicated studies demonstrated the artifi ciality of organized 
deliberation as well as exclusionary practices and built-in biases even if procedures 
were carried out by the book, which they indeed seldom were (Irwin 2001; Gomart 
and Hajer 2003; Lezaun and Soneryd 2007; Bogner 2010; Braun and Schultz 2010; 
Felt and Fochler 2010). In addition to discursive problematization, organized par-
ticipation procedures were soon accompanied by protest actions that demonstrated 
how technoscientifi cally confi gured participation processes reproduced dominant 
discourses and power structures (Laurent 2011a; Pallett and Chilvers 2013). In 
addition, alternative forms of ‘open designs’ were proposed that left procedural 
settings to be defi ned by the participating citizens themselves (Wakeford 2003; 
Wakeford and Singh 2008; Chilvers 2013). All these activities revolve around the 
ways by which we engage in innovation processes as something that needs to be 
refl ected on in terms of political implications (Laurent 2011b; Law, Ruppert, and 
Savage 2011; Law 2012).

But the story does not end there. In a further turn, at around 2010, the outburst 
of controversy over technoscientifi cally devised procedures of participation be-
came subject to epistemic analysis. The confrontation of well-intended participa-
tion work with fundamental critique and radical protest was described in terms 
of underlying social dynamics (Chilvers 2013; Pallett and Chilvers 2013). And 
it became subject to a practical experiment to apply ‘constructive technology as-
sessment (CTA)’ for systematically articulating and feeding back political issues 
in the development of citizen panels. In April 2013, we organized a workshop 
with 25 actors who were practically involved in the development of citizen panels 
to explicate various concerns and ontological assumptions implicit in the contro-
versies over their design. The report has made these issues accessible to political 
evaluation and public debate (Mann et al. 2014). In this case, CTA procedures had 
been devised to redress the political debate in scientifi c terms, that is with regard 
to functional considerations on the organization of political debate about methods 
of participation (Voß 2016a).

A fi nal step in the refl exivization of collective ordering can be seen in the crit-
icism launched by one of the participants against the procedure applied  for the 
assessment process. This participant invoked a collective interest to work towards 
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consensus. He thus problematized our design of an assessment procedure geared 
towards the explication of confl icts. Thus, we had the spiral turn further, with 
another degree of political refl exivity added to our epistemic approach at ordering 
political controversy over the development of participation methods. This opened 
up a seventh degree of refl exivity in the process of collective ordering.

The innovation process as a whole can thus be described as a refl exivity spiral, 
which, in a dialectic interplay of political and epistemic problematization, leads 
to further degrees of refl exivity. In so doing, the innovation of a new form of gov-
ernance comprises several political and scientifi c innovations. Politically, there is 
the constitution of new ‘public issues’ and corresponding political interest groups, 
fi rst, in relation to uncoordinated infrastructural and technological development, 
then, in relation to technocratic state planning, later, in relation to an emerging 
technocracy of participatory process, and, fi nally, also in relation to the procedure 
for the constructive assessment of citizen panel designs. Such political innovations 
are constitutively interlocked with a series of scientifi c innovations: New objects 
of study and scientifi c research fi elds have been established, fi rst, in relation to 
the public management of infrastructural and technological development, then, 
in relation to the design and organization of participation processes, and, fi nally, 
in relation to the social dynamics of controversies over the design of participatory 
procedures. The dynamics of innovation of governance arise from the interaction 
of these political and scientifi c innovations. The result is a cascade of politicization 
and scientization (see Figure 1).

This portrayal of the process makes it clear that, in each case, the refl exivity 
of innovation processes has a form and direction that is connected with a specifi c 
framing for observing and shaping ongoing processes of collective ordering. Vari-
ous refl exivities are possible in a given situation, each of which is selective in spe-
cifi c ways. The refl exivities articulated in the historical process are not necessarily 
forgotten as the innovation process continues. Instead, they can become institu-
tionalized so that the perspectives accumulate and work in parallel. From this it 
follows that, in the long term, the refl exivity of innovation becomes a phenomenon 
with multiple aspects. Depending on which framing asserts itself. Refl exivity can 
give rise to different dynamics of innovation.
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Politicization 1: 
Problematization of infrastructural and 

technological development as an issue of public 
concern, 

state planning
Scientization 1: 
Epistemic rationalization of public action, scientifi c 
policy analysis, and technocratic administration 

Politicization 2: 
Critique of state planning technocracy, spontaneous 

emergence of new forms of citizen participation 
Scientization 2: 
Functional assessment of spontaneous participation 
and problematization of the unprofessional 
management of the participation process, 
technoscientifi c development of participation 
methods 

Politicization 3: 
Critique of transnational technocracy of political 

procedure, protest against organized participation, 
development of alternative approaches

Scientization 3: 
Scientifi c analysis of political controversy 
over participation methods, designs, and the 
implementation of constructive assessment of 
participation methods 

Politicization 4: 
Critique of the assessment procedure in relation to 

the implied diagnosis and goals

Figure 1  Refl exivity spiral in the innovation of citizen panels, a cascade of politicization 
and scientization of collective ordering (source: own illustration).

In specifi c refl exivities, particular aspects of the collective ordering process are 
called into question. In combination, they are then stripped of their self-evident 
quality. They hence become accessible and amenable to discussion and negoti-
ation. Depending on the orientation according to which refl exivity is practiced, 
this results in various disturbances with the potential to affect any particular ap-
proach to engaging in collective ordering and the positions and authority of actors 
involved therein. The question as to which refl exive mode of framing should be 
applied is thus a question that is immediately connected with the interests of the 
actors involved. Confl icting refl exivities may prompt controversies over the basic 
question whether the ongoing process of collective ordering shall be considered, 
politically, in relation to the various representations of collective values and inter-
ests or, scientifi cally, in relation to various representations of objective conditions 
and functionality. The question as to which refl exive mode of framing should be 
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applied is thus a question that is immediately connected with the interests of the 
actors involved. The articulation of competing refl exivities may thus itself become 
an area of struggle. And the competitive assertion of refl exive perspectives on 
innovation may itself turn refl exive, in which case the establishment of specifi c 
meanings of refl exivity becomes a strategic challenge for realizing certain pre-
ferred courses in the innovation process. Practically speaking, this means that ac-
tors might seek to avoid a technical-functional analysis of political value-oriented 
discussion because of their fear of repercussions that might impair their ability to 
pursue a certain line of development. The struggle over refl exivities may hence 
become an arena for the meta-governance of the innovation process.

5 Conclusion

I wish to claim that real innovation processes play out at this level of complexity. 
What can we learn from the conceptual differentiation of refl exivities and the illus-
tration of their interplay in the case of citizen panels as an instance of innovation 
in governance? I divide my conclusions into three parts: First, I present general 
conclusions on the refl exivity of governance innovations, then I specifi cally dis-
cuss the differentiation of degrees and framings, and, fi nally, I discuss the effects 
of continuous refl exivity in the creation of collective orders.

Responding to the research program of the ‘innovation society,’ we can deter-
mine that the innovation of governance considered here is refl exive: The creation 
of new patterns of shaping collective order is accompanied by communication 
about the conditions and strategies for articulating, introducing, stabilizing, and 
spreading citizen participation. It is not just the performance of citizen panels that 
is heatedly debated but also the ways in which performance is conceived and how 
it is materially confi gured. The dynamics of innovation cannot be described appro-
priately without considering this refl exivity.10

10 Yet the approach pursued here cannot be used to determine the extent to which that 
observed reflexivity constitutes a special type of innovation. Conceptual considera-
tions give us reason to suspect that reflexivity is by no means a recent phenomenon. 
However, the accumulation of further degrees of reflexivity suggests that a gradual 
increase in the intensity and complexity of the reflexivity of innovation is likely to 
occur over the history of modern societies. The semantics of innovation gained cur-
rency in the field of politics and governance as early as in the 1960s (in German and 
in English, and with noteworthy variance in their conceptual approaches, for example, 
Lowi 1963; Senghaas 1965; Thompson 1965; Klages 1968; Walker 1969). Neverthe-
less, the public debate on the renewal of governance continued to be dominated by the 
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There are two central fi ndings on the refl exive creation of novelty that I wish to 
highlight. First, it is important to note that the refl exivity of innovations unfolds to 
various degrees. It thus seems appropriate to specify the diagnosis of an innovation 
society in relation to specifi c qualities of refl exivity in innovation. The challenge is 
to analytically differentiate between various forms of problematization and form-
ative infl uences, even if they blend into each other in practical terms. In the case 
of our constructive assessment exercise for citizen panels, for example, efforts at 
scientifi cally developing and standardizing the procedure (the fourth degree of 
refl exivity) were directly interwoven with efforts at problematizing the assessment 
procedure in political terms (the seventh degree of refl exivity). An interesting 
question in this context might be whether such a differentiation of degrees of re-
fl exivity would also be a fruitful endeavor in regard to other innovation processes.

As a second fi nding, I wish to expose the multiplicity of refl exivity, not just in 
degrees but also in terms of frames that might be applied in observing processes 
of collective ordering. The case of citizen panels shows how the multifaceted prob-
lematization involved in this refl exivity equips this innovation with a particular 
dynamic. On some occasions, the consideration of a diversity of worldviews, val-
ues, and interests, which are served by particular orders, moves to the foreground, 
whereas on other occasions, it is the rational consistency and empirical functional-
ity of those orders that take center stage.

It is of interest to note that governance innovations actually fi gure as hybrid 
innovations. Their development has comprised different political and scientifi c in-
novations. These innovations have involved politicizing new issues and mobilizing 
new collective interests as well as identifying new research problems and produc-
ing new scientifi c facts. In the case of citizen panels, the creation of collective order 
must thus be understood as a political and scientifi c co-production. Accordingly, 
the resulting innovation in governance spans a political and an epistemic dimen-
sion.11 This multiplicity and the infi nite nature of refl exivity lends the innovation 

semantics of ‘reform.’ A hypothesis for future discourse-oriented analyses could be 
that the term ‘innovation’ came into play with further degrees of reflexivity. Whereas 
‘reform’ relates to processes of renewal that are embedded in particular state orders or 
political systems, ‘innovation’ relates to the development and spread of new political 
and governance forms across specific contexts of implementation. A decontextualized 
understanding of new forms of governance renders their scientific articulation more 
important—and, with it, the notion of innovation. In the case of citizen panels, this was 
the case in the mid-1990s (See Figure 1: Scientization 2).

11 In this account of the innovation process, I have focused on the entanglement of po-
litical and scientific innovations. However, with respect to the market for professional 
public participation services that has established itself in connection with the devel-
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process its dynamics. Heterogeneous framings and the specifi c activities that they 
trigger accordingly keep fueling innovation. Is the co-production and constitutive 
entanglement of innovations in various fi elds and the resulting dynamic of ‘hy-
per-refl exivity’ a general characteristic of the innovation society?

Finally, I wish to discuss the effects of continuous refl exivity in the creation of 
collective orders. I will address two aspects: the potential of intertwining refl exivi-
ties for integrating multiple societal rationalities and the practical challenges that 
arise from the irony that efforts at refl exively improving collective orders tend to 
contradict one another.

The potential of refl exivity may be seen in the fact that it represents a practical 
way of dealing with side effects, which are seen as an inherent problem of modern 
society. What this case of innovating citizen participation reveals is not a progres-
sive decoupling of differentiated rationalities but rather their mutual enveloping 
and increasing entanglement. What we see is not a drifting apart but rather a closer 
intertwining of institutionalized rationalities (cf. Rammert 1997, 2010). Politics 
and science appear to be part of a fundamental division of power in the shaping 
of collective orders (cf. Shapin and Schaffer 1985; Rip 1986; Latour 1993). The 
refl exivity spiral thus exhibits a practical way of integrating multiple rationalities 
and evaluative approaches into collective ordering processes.

However, there are also specifi c practical challenges. One is that all certainty is 
lost that could provide an Archimedean point in the practical pursuit of problem-
atizing and shaping collective orders. Once one recognizes that no one refl exive 
approach is more than only a partial rationalization, any attempt at being con-
sistently refl exive will eventually dissolve in an endless regression. This entails a 
threat of paralysis. When multiple ways of refl exively problematizing and shaping 
are sought to be synthesized, rather than keeping them separate, institutionally or 
by sequentially learning and forgetting them, then this may result in subverting 
the very dynamics described above. The endlessness of mutually transgressing 
refl ections does not serve as a point of departure for actively engaging in collective 
ordering. If the process of shaping collective order would consequently seek to 
anticipate the excluded other, it would open a bottomless pit of dialectical self-ref-

opment of citizen panels, we can recognize that this participatory innovation is also 
constitutively intertwined with innovations in the commercial field. There have been 
a number of specific technological artifacts that have been developed in association 
with participation procedures (e.g., Metaplan equipment and other facilitator’s toolkit, 
software for online deliberation). And we can further observe the emergence of a new 
aesthetic genre that is closely linked with this innovation in governance: Artists are 
often hired to assist participative deliberation processes by providing graphic or visual 
contributions.
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utation, so that any ability to act seriously would be undermined (Brodocz 2003; 
Reckwitz 2003). As certainties liquefy, the act of thinking about, talking about, 
and creating social order of any kind becomes an ironic endeavor (Rorty 1989). 
Without their orienting illusion of progress considered engagement with collective 
ordering would turn into play. This would, however, lead to the dialectic division 
of epistemic and political powers collapsing and the refl exivity spiral losing its mo-
mentum. Conjectures could be made on how such a postmodern process of playful 
engagements with collective ordering would unfold.

What could also be done is to cultivate an orientation for action that neither 
requires certainty nor unambiguity about purpose for seriously engaging with col-
lective orders, but that would understand itself as a local and temporally restricted 
engagement in practices that are partially rational: their actual worth was not in 
their immediate purpose but in their interplay with other practices and their con-
tribution to a balancing of diverse partialities. The practical challenge of refl exive 
innovation would then lie in cultivating immanent rationalities (e.g. of politics and 
science) at certain moments of engagement in order to become an agent in collec-
tive ordering, even though one might know that they are partial and that other posi-
tions are required to balance them (Brodocz 2003; Rip 2006). Only in this way can 
a diversity of various approaches to ordering, the resulting tensions, mutual bal-
ancing, and the dialectical dynamics of innovation be preserved. The conclusion 
that we might draw from all this is that refl exivity demands that the modern task 
of ordering be performed, even in light of a postmodern liquefaction of realities.
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Epistemic Innovation

How Novelty Comes About in Science

Martina Merz

1 Introduction1

Recent scholarship in the social sciences subsumes the entire range of social in-
novations under the concept of innovation (e.g., Hutter et al., this volume; Ram-
mert 2010, 2014; Passoth and Rammert, this volume). In this literature a concept 
of innovation oriented towards scientifi c and technical progress and its economic 
dimension serves as a counterfoil for such an expanded understanding of innova-
tion. In so doing, technical innovations in particular but also scientifi c   innovations 
are presumed to be adequately understood and rarely considered explicitly. The 
present text addresses innovation in the sciences against this backdrop. It focuses 
on the question of what concepts of epistemic innovation predominate in science 
studies. The term epistemic innovation is intended to express the focus on the 
generating of scientifi c knowledge. Accordingly, neither the social dynamics of 
the development and establishment of new fi elds of research2 nor the institutional 
innovations that originate in science will be addressed.3 The focus will instead 
be on constructivist and practice-oriented science studies with an emphasis on a 
selection of central concepts and debates.

1 For stimulating and wide-ranging discussions, I would like to thank Werner Rammert, 
Barbara Grimpe, and Thomas Völker.

2 On this see, e.g., the chapters in Merz and Sormani (2016a, 2016b).
3 Examples include technological platforms, new practices of computer-supported co-

operation, and the Internet and its forms of use. 
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It should fi rst be noted that the concept of innovation is not prevalent in sci-
ence studies; or rather, when it occurs, it refers to technical innovations (artifacts, 
processes, and systems) and/or the interaction between science and the economy. 
In this respect, this text will be less about a semantic analysis of the debates on 
innovation of whatever kind in science studies; it concerns instead the question of 
how the production and establishment of novelty in science (with regard to its con-
ditions, modalities, etc.) is dealt with conceptually.4 I speak here of science studies 
rather than, more comprehensively, of science and technology studies (STS) only 
to emphasize that technology-oriented innovation research will be disregarded.

Starting with a short refl ection on Thomas Kuhn’s seminal works on scien-
tifi c revolutions (2), I will take a selective look at (early) laboratory studies with 
their micro perspective on knowledge generation (3). On this basis, two prominent 
object-centered perspectives of epistemic innovation are presented (4). A related 
perspective, the argument goes, is also fruitful for the analysis of computer simu-
lation as a new innovation practice: accordingly, simulation is examined both as a 
practiced and as a productive entity with a view to the computer models on which 
simulation is based (5). The text concludes with a comparison of the concepts of 
epistemic innovation presented, particularly as regards the ideas associated with 
them on how scientifi c innovations are established and stabilized (6).

2 Essential Tension Between Tradition and Innovation

Kuhn’s concept of scientifi c revolutions and his criticism of the idea that science 
develops only by accumulating new insights are among the most prevalent and 
well-known positions in more recent science studies (Kuhn 1970). Nonetheless, 
it is worth taking a fresh look at his observations on how novelty comes about in 
science. In so doing, I would like to start with an assessment by Kuhn on the signi-
fi cance of scientifi c revolutions that may at fi rst be surprising. He writes:

Novelty for its own sake is not a desideratum in the sciences as it is in so many other 
creative fi elds. (ibid.: 169)

This statement is to be interpreted in the context of the central and ambivalent sig-
nifi cance that Kuhn attributes to ‘normal science’ for creating the new. On the one 

4 The basis is a concept of innovation that is not associated with new developments per 
se but rather implies the establishment, stabilization, and institutionalization of novel-
ties (see, e.g., Rammert 2010; Passoth and Rammert, this volume).
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hand, Kuhn writes, normal science “often suppresses fundamental novelties be-
cause they are necessarily subversive of its basic commitments” (ibid.: 5). On the 
other hand, “the very nature of normal research ensures that novelty shall not be 
suppressed for very long” (ibid.). How can this apparent contradiction be resolved? 
The starting point is the assertion that an ‘anomaly’ must fi rst be recognized as 
such before a crisis manifests itself; as a consequence, new theories can arise. In 
Kuhn’s words this context is as follows: 

Anomaly appears only against the background provided by the paradigm. The more 
precise and far-reaching that paradigm is, the more sensitive an indicator it provides 
of anomaly and hence of an occasion for paradigm change. (ibid.: 65)

The cumulative concentration of the knowledge base in the normal science mode 
consequently creates an increasingly secure reference system, as well as reliable 
expectations by which an anomaly can distinguish itself. Of great signifi cance for 
this process of manifesting itself is the ‘elaborate equipment’ that develops within 
a paradigm through the progress of research, for example, terminology appropriate 
to the paradigm, an interaction between theory and data that is specifi c to each 
case, and special skills. Normal science therefore promotes the creation of the new 
through, among other things, its routines and the advancement of the practices and 
instruments upon which they are based. In the process, Kuhn situates the creation 
of the new in science in the interplay between ‘convergent’ and ‘divergent’ modes 
of scientifi c research—an interplay that is fraught with tension (Kuhn 1977: 226). 
What is signifi cant here for the understanding of scientifi c innovation but has until 
now rarely been accorded attention in the literature seems to me Kuhn’s idea of, 
and emphasis on, normal science as one “of two complementary aspects of scien-
tifi c advance” (ibid.: 227).5

Outside of science studies, Kuhn’s name is primarily associated with the idea of 
scientifi c revolutions and mutually incommensurable paradigms. However, schol-
ars of more recent science studies who see Kuhn as being one of their founding 
fathers have not placed these two concepts at the heart of their work.6 Instead, in 
the dispute with the dominant positions of a rationalist philosophy of science, they 
mobilized Kuhn primarily as someone who focused his attention on “the cultures 

5 Kuhn writes that “revolutions are but one of two complementary aspects of scientific 
advance” (Kuhn 1977: 227). I have made normal science—the implicitly mentioned 
second aspect in the quotation—the subject of the sentence.

6 See on this Edge et al. (1997), Pinch (1997), and Sismondo (2012).
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and activities of scientifi c research” rather than “formalist accounts” (Sismondo 
2012: 415).7

3 Micro Perspective on Epistemic Innovation

The early ‘laboratory studies’, the authors of which refer positively to Kuhn, have 
changed our view of science, at fi rst methodologically.8 In contrast to Kuhn’s his-
torical approach and the analytically reconstructing methodology of the philos-
ophy of science, an ethnographic and often ethnomethodological approach has 
come to the fore that goes hand in hand with the program of analyzing science 
in terms of its practices in situ. In the early works, this perspective was primarily 
applied to the observation of scientifi c practices in laboratories. It is associated 
with a specifi c concept of how novel insights come into being that has (at least) 
three key characteristics.

First, the view that laboratory studies takes of science is dynamic: science is not 
identifi ed with its facts and/or fi nal products, as is found, for instance, in publica-
tions or textbooks, but rather analyzed as an activity and a practical accomplish-
ment. As a consequence, a process is at the heart of the analysis: the process of 
manufacturing (or ‘fabricating’ or ‘constructing’) scientifi c facts.9

Second, this process is dismantled from a micro perspective. That means in 
particular that the scientifi c production process is “broken down” in laboratory 
studies “through multiplication” (Knorr Cetina 1995: 109, my translation), which 
reveals a great number and variety of incremental decisions, interactions, and in-
terventions (see also Latour and Woolgar 1986). In early laboratory studies, such 
a micro perspective served less to characterize the innovations arising in that way 
or the possibilities of their increase; the interest was aimed instead at the social 
constitution of the process and its individual elements. Thus, for example, Karin 
Knorr Cetina identifi es “contextual contingency as a principle of change” (Knorr 
Cetina 1981: 10), thereby referring to the fact that the contextuality of any decision 
(in terms of its dependency on place and time etc.) is not at odds with a success-

7 See on this critically Jasanoff (2012).
8 I will not go further into other precursors of the laboratory studies, particularly the so-

ciology of scientific knowledge. For an overview of laboratory studies, see, e.g., Merz 
(2005).

9 See on the metaphor of fabrication Knorr Cetina (1981) and on the equivocal concept 
of ‘construction,’ inter alia, Sismondo (1993), Hacking (1999), and Merz (2006).
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ful scientifi c innovation.10 In this respect, ‘constructiveness’ can be understood 
in a dual sense: on the one hand, as already noted, as an explication of the social 
construction mechanisms; on the other hand, as an indication that the “products 
of fabrication” are “purposefully ‘new’ products” (ibid.: 12). Here it should not be 
overlooked that the expression ‘constructiveness’ exhibits an interesting tension 
that is likely to be typical of constructivist approaches. The idea that something 
new is produced in a targeted construction process is promptly counteracted by the 
author’s distancing emphasis (the quotation marks). The new is thus characterized 
as an attribution, an emic construction, towards which the analyst acts agnostically 
in a conscious and demonstrative manner.11

Third, Knorr Cetina’s micro perspective on scientifi c innovation is closely 
associated with the scientifi c laboratory, whereby the contextuality of scientifi c 
activity is fi rst articulated in terms of its socio-material and spatially specifi c em-
bedding. But the concept of the laboratory goes beyond the idea that it is the place 
from which experiments obtain the necessary resources. Instead, the laboratory 
has been turned into a theoretical concept and is considered “an important agent 
of scientifi c development” (Knorr Cetina 1992: 116). The focus here is the idea 
that the laboratory constitutes an “enhanced environment which improves upon 
the natural order in relation to the social order” (ibid.). The key process is the 
transformation of natural objects into scientifi c objects in the laboratory: these 
are miniaturized, enlarged, accelerated, slowed down, or the like to such an extent 
that they become more manageable, which thus promotes or enables the creation 
of new insights in the fi rst place (ibid.; also Latour 1983). This approach moves be-
yond the micro perspective outlined above in that the local production of research 
objects and their relationship to research subjects shifts into focus. Typically, it is 
not explicitly discussed by means of what specifi c transformation and adaptation 
processes insights from the laboratory can become effective beyond this local con-
text.12 In this regard, these are primarily innovations within the laboratory.

In conclusion, the micro perspective of knowledge production of laboratory 
studies shows only little interest in an explicit notion of innovation. Instead, it 
is directed toward the unfolding of the various social processes and practices of 

10 On the different concepts of the relationship between contingency and innovation in 
Knorr Cetina, Collins, and Pickering, see also Pickering (1987) and Zammito (2004: 
160f.).

11 Presumably, one is less likely to come across such a distancing from claims of novelty 
in the innovation literature.

12 Latour (1983) gives a general answer to this question: scientific facts are only valid 
outside of the laboratory where the conditions and practices of the laboratory are ap-
plied (i.e., where ‘society’ is transformed into a laboratory). See also Merz (2006).
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knowledge production and the constitution and nature of the research objects in 
the context of the laboratory.

4 Object-Centered Perspectives of Epistemic Innovation

In the following, two approaches are presented that explicitly address the dynam-
ics of epistemic innovation from an object-centered perspective. The fi rst concerns 
Rheinberger’s concept of experimental systems (4.1); the second is Knorr Cetina’s 
concept of epistemic objects in the context of an object-centered sociality (4.2).

4.1 Experimental Systems and Their Innovation Dynamics 

Like the authors of the early laboratory studies, Hans-Jörg Rheinberger also starts 
with a critical examination of the concept of experiments long predominant in the 
philosophy of science. He criticizes a theory-dominated understanding of science, 
as a result of which experiments are understood as “singular, well-defi ned em-
pirical instances” (Rheinberger 1997: 27). One example of this is Popper’s idea 
that the experiment serves to test theoretical hypotheses. In a study on the history 
of molecular biology, Rheinberger develops as an alternative the concept of the 
experimental system, inspired by work by Fleck and Bachelard as well as by ide-
as and metaphors he comes across in his specifi c area of investigation, namely, 
biology.

An experimental system, as Rheinberger writes about the case of molecular 
biology, is a system “designed to give unknown answers to questions that the ex-
perimenters themselves are not yet able clearly to ask” (ibid.: 28). It is constitutive 
for innovation in science: as a ‘surprise generator’ and a space of emergence. This 
characteristic of an experimental system is based on the dynamic interweaving of 
its two components, which are functionally separated from each other: the epis-
temic things and the technical (or technological) objects. Epistemic things are 
thus material research objects that “embody what one does not yet know” (ibid.). 
In their indeterminacy they are ‘question-generating machines.’ By contrast, the 
experimental conditions that are designated as technical objects are ‘answering 
machines.’ They ‘embed’ the epistemic things, ‘restrict and constrain’ them (ibid.: 
29).

The concept of the experimental system contains a model of the dynamics of 
epistemic innovation. These dynamics are set in motion by the interplay between 
its two components: epistemic things and technical objects. First, it is signifi cant 
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for this that the research objects that materialize in the scope of an experimental 
system require an instrumental setting so that the constantly newly raised ques-
tions are answered. Second, a dynamics of innovation is driven forwards through 
a transformation movement. Epistemic things can transform into technical objects 
and thus become a component of that set of instruments with the help of which new 
research questions in turn can be dealt with. Thus an analytical separation of the 
two functions is necessary

because otherwise we are not able to name and to denote the game of innovation, 
the occurrence of events within the epistemic fi eld. [Footnote discarded] Scientifi c 
activity is scientifi c only and just in that it aims at producing future. (Rheinberger 
1992: 311)

Rheinberger (1992, 1997) traces such a dynamics of innovation exemplarily based 
on the history of the protein biosynthesis system. In his next step (Rheinberger 
2007), he expands the concept of the experimental system to that of experimental 
cultures that he understands as ensembles of experimental systems associated with 
each other. In accordance with Bachelard’s concept of culture (1949), he ultimately 
understands scientifi c cultures as “milieus in which the new can be revealed, in 
which things occur which cannot be anticipated”—i.e., as “contexts of innovation” 
(Rheinberger 2007: 138, my translation).

4.2 Epistemic Objects in the Context of an Object-centered 
Sociality 

Epistemic innovation in Rheinberger’s conception is achieved through the interplay 
and the reciprocal effect between epistemic things and technical objects within an 
experimental system. In contrast, Knorr Cetina (1997, 2001) stresses the particular 
signifi cance and the special character of today’s objects of knowledge or ‘epistem-
ic objects,’ as she also calls them. In the process, she does not start, as Rheinberger 
does, from the interaction of different types of objects but rather expands the con-
cept of epistemic objects itself. She upgrades this object category in accordance 
with the justifi cation that present-day technologies (e.g., in computer hardware and 
software) are not pure answering machines in terms of instruments functioning in 
an unproblematic way but are also in the category of epistemic objects. Starting 
from Rheinberger’s concept of epistemic things and strongly rooted in Heidegger, 
the author characterizes objects of knowledge through their “lack in completeness 
of being” (Knorr Cetina 2001: 181). The objects are continuously becoming; they 
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have the “capacity to unfold indefi nitely” (ibid.) and change their characteristics in 
the process. It is this indisputable incompleteness and the ‘unfolding ontology’ of 
epistemic objects that supplies the dynamics of epistemic innovation: 

Only incomplete objects pose further questions, and only in considering objects as 
incomplete do scientists move forward with their work (ibid.: 176).

The author combines the notion of epistemic object with the conception of a new 
social form: a ‘sociality with objects’ (Knorr Cetina 1997). Condensing a complex 
argument, the idea behind this is that, for the case of science, the objects’ lack of 
completeness has an equivalent in the object relations of the researchers: 

The idea of a structure of wanting implies a continually renewed interest in knowing 
that appears never to be fulfi lled by final knowledge. (Knorr Cetina 2001: 186) 

In this respect, epistemic innovation would presuppose an “object-oriented soci-
ality” that is expressed in an “orientation towards objects as sources of the self, of 
relational intimacy, of shared subjectivity, and social integration” (Knorr Cetina 
1997: 23).

5 Computer Simulation as a New Practice of Epistemic 
Innovation

An object-centered perspective as associated with the approaches referred to above 
is, as I would like to show, fruitful for understanding computer simulation as a new 
epistemic practice with its own dynamics of innovation. Computer simulation has 
in recent decades attained extraordinary signifi cance in the most varied science 
and technology fi elds. A few examples would include climate research, astrono-
my, particle physics, ecology, molecular biology, and industrial development and 
production. Against the backdrop of its widespread use, the question arises of the 
innovation potential of computer simulation—that is, of its ability to raise new 
questions and answer existing ones.

The epistemic signifi cance of simulation, as well as of modeling in general, is 
explained and positioned in varied ways in science studies (cf. Knuuttila, Merz, 
and Mattila 2006; Merz and Hinterwaldner 2012). One central position in the phi-
losophy of science, for instance, attributes the effectiveness of models to their abil-
ity to ‘represent’ a research subject more or less precisely. Practice-oriented ap-
proaches, which have gained ground since the 1990s in the sociological, historical, 
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and philosophical debate  s waged over models in science studies, draw attention 
more strongly to the location, role, and use of (computer) models in specifi c scien-
tifi c contexts. Such a focus is also fruitful for discussing the specifi c contribution 
that computer simulation can make to epistemic innovation, and thus forms the 
starting point for the following arguments.

It is benefi cial to the analysis to take an object-centered perspective here as well. 
Simulation is accordingly to be considered at the same time in its practical use and 
with a view to the objects on which it is based, that is, the computer models. Thus, 
our main argument is that computer models are productive entities that create 
explicit as well as implicit knowledge (for a detailed account, see Knuuttila and 
Merz 2009). That means that models are not only effective in a depictive role—as 
‘models of’—but just as much in a performative, instrumental role—as ‘models 
for’—as Evelyn Fox Keller (2000) so succinctly described the crux of the matter.

The productivity of computer models—and thus their innovation potential—is 
associated with their characteristic as autonomous and materially embodied ar-
tifacts. The autonomy of models was fi rst addressed as regards their relative in-
dependence from both theories and data. This partial independence makes them 
mediators between the two poles and enables models to be deployed as instruments 
in order to investigate these two areas (Morgan and Morrison 1999). Correspond-
ingly, computer simulation is considered an independent and qualita tively new sci-
entifi c practice that constitutes a third aspect between (and also to a certain extent 
beside) theory and experiment. As an applied theory, it processes abstract entities 
and mathematical procedures. In virtual experiments, it enables the exploration of 
natural phenomena and instrumental settings through the deliberate variation of 
parameters, followed by observation of the effects produced in this way. Models 
are not only autonomous; they are also in their own specifi c way materially em-
bodied, concrete, and resistant (Merz 2002). The computer models on which the 
simulation is based are embodied in the form of software and require a hardware 
environment to become productive.

On the basis of these characteristics, researchers can interact with computer 
models in different ways. Models activate learning effects and generate knowledge 
of a theoretical, implicit, or practical nature in a great number of possible interac-
tion situations that are geared toward developing and improving the models as well 
as applying them for instrumental or exploratory purposes. This observation refers 
to two additional characteristics of particularly complex simulations or computer 
models that additionally increase their innovation potential.

Especially complex computer models are characterized by constant unfolding 
and a ‘multiplex’ character (Merz 1999). This means that the same simulation 
model can fulfi ll distinct functions for different actors and in different contexts of 
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use. In one context it might raise new questions as an object of research; in a sec-
ond context, it might at the same time generate answers as an instrument; and in a 
third context, it might be applied in yet other ways. It should be stressed that this 
co-occurring multifunctionality of constantly unfolding objects can be of lasting 
duration without, as described by Rheinberger, resulting in a transformation into 
(purely) technical objects.

Lastly, computer simulation may make a contribution to epistemic innovation 
through its potential to generate and present alternative futures, whereupon it is 
possible to explore these future options, evaluate them, and compare them with 
each other. An initial example is climate change research with its scenario calcu-
lations of future global warming, which have attracted much public debate. A sec-
ond example are the accelerator experiments of elementary particle physics, which 
would not be possible today without computer simulation. Simulation is here both 
a future and a surprise generator (for details see Merz 1999). Just a few indications 
will be given below about their effi cacy in this fi eld of research.

As a future generator, computer simulation enables on the one hand generation 
of knowledge about the functioning of material structures (e.g., accelerators, de-
tectors, and their components) that have not been realized so far. Physicists explore 
various design options and optimize them in terms of often confl icting scientifi c, 
technical, political, or economic priorities. In the preparatory phases of an experi-
ment, simulation has great signifi cance for mediating and negotiating among very 
different fi elds of practice and actors.13

The generation of the future refers on the other hand to the research objec-
tives, which target specifi c physical processes and phenomena (e.g., the search for 
supersymmetry). Various theoretical scenarios are encoded into simulation pro-
grams, the consequences of which are tested by means of simulation and can be 
extrapolated with a view to the planned experiments. For example, it can thus be 
seen whether certain theoretical assumptions can be explored at all in the planned 
experiment.

As a consequence, simulation is a generator for (possible) future equipment as 
well as for (conceivable) alternative theories. At the same time, it is a generator for 
the knowledge associated with the individual scenarios. Thus, from the interplay 
between the two complementary poles—experimental setting versus theoretical 
framework—results the particular effi cacy of simulation, which lies in the fact that 

13 With ‘collaborations’ involving 3,000 people working together on a single experiment, 
elementary particle physics also constantly needs important institutional innovations, 
for example, as regards issues of authorship in publications or the organization of a 
peer review system within the collaboration.
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simulation can mediate between the paradoxical requirements of an experiment to 
be open-ended and at the same time to adjust the equipment in accordance with 
previously defi ned scientifi c assumptions. As a future generator, computer simu-
lation is therefore effective in particle physics both as a thinking tool and as a tool 
for material intervention, as a generator of new questions as well as a generator of 
reliable answers.

6 Conclusion 

To conclude, I would like to juxtapose the analytical perspectives of epistemic 
innovation presented in this chapter. In accordance with an innovation concept that 
implies not only the generation of innovations but their implementation, stabili-
zation, and institutionalization as well (cf. Rammert 2010; Passoth and Rammert, 
this volume), particular attention shall be paid to the tension between these two 
poles.

According to Kuhn, epistemic innovation is rooted in the interrelationship be-
tween a ‘normal’ and a deviating mode of research. The occurrence of anomalies 
is an initial indication of possible innovations. However, anomalies are not suffi -
cient to help an epistemic innovation to be established. There need to be veritable 
crises that are capable of destabilizing the prevailing paradigm and can trigger 
the negotiation of a new one. A scientifi c revolution, substituting one paradigm for 
another, is accompanied by a reconstruction of the entire fi eld, one that involves its 
key characteristics, its objectives, methods, and theoretical generalizations (Kuhn 
1970).

Kuhn’s macro perspective on epistemic innovation provides an interesting com-
parative foil for a new look at laboratory studies, with their interest in constructing 
scientifi c facts from a micro perspective.14 First of all, a surprising analogy be-
tween the two perspectives stands out. The routine processes, procedures, and in-
teractions observed in laboratory studies seem for the most part to originate from 
the sector of ‘normal science’ (Kuhn). Extraordinary events such as crises were 
not of much interest, at least for the early laboratory studies, because the authors 
were interested in reconstructing the day-to-day processes of knowledge genera-
tion. The associated innovations are, one could say, epistemic micro innovations. 
Their stabilization does not take place at a subsequent point in time—in contrast 

14 On the difference between micro and macro perspectives of innovation, see, e.g., 
Braun-Thürmann (2005).
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to Kuhn’s macro conception—but rather as a central component of the generation 
process.15 

Object-centered perspectives of knowledge generation that are at the same time 
practice-oriented in turn yield new aspects of the dynamics of epistemic innova-
tion, whereby the approaches considered differ in their focus. The playing fi eld of 
epistemic innovation envisaged by Rheinberger is neither the scientific community 
(Kuhn) nor the laboratory (laboratory studies) but rather the experimental system, 
which is also the key concept for this approach. Of signifi cance for the discussion of 
epistemic innovation here is on the one hand that the conditions for generating new 
questions are also explicitly considered. “What is genuinely new must come to pass, 
and one has to create favorable conditions for it to be able to do so” (Rheinberger 
2006: 3, my translation). Precisely these conditions are given by an experimental 
system. What is of interest on the other hand is the positioning of the stabilizing 
of innovations within an experimental system. Specifi cally, it is about the shift of 
transforming epistemic things into technical objects. One could also say it is about 
the sedimentation of epistemic innovation in the form of technical equipment and 
as a component of an infrastructure that blazes the trail for further innovations.

Also alternative object-centered approaches such as Knorr Cetina’s or the ap-
proach we developed in the case of computer simulation (Merz 1999; Knuuttila 
and Merz 2009) emphasize that epistemic innovations have a material (or medial) 
dimension and that they are at the same time technical innovations. The approach-
es differ, however, in their idea of how scientifi c innovations become established. 
Whereas Rheinberger assumes a stabilization through transformation, Knorr Ceti-
na stresses the ongoing openness, mutability, and unfolding of epistemic objects, as 
I analogously claim for the case of computer simulation. These object characteris-
tics have as a consequence that the production process of innovations is spread over 
time and concurrently distributed across different actors and contexts. This being 
the case, a stabilizing of innovations remains essentially partial and temporary.

In an interesting way, such a concept of scientifi c objects and the associated 
object-centered perspective of epistemic innovation shift the time references. In 
this case, one is dealing with a dynamics of innovation predominantly aligned 
towards future and potentiality rather than towards the “relationship between old 
and new” (Rammert 2010: 29, my translation). Here computer simulation offers an 
instructive example, as I have endeavored to show.

15 The existence of more advanced processes of stabilizing and institutionalizing epis-
temic innovations, for example, by means of specific forms of representation when 
disseminated beyond the context of origin, is only mentioned here (on this, see Latour 
and Woolgar 1986; Lynch and Woolgar 1990).
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Projectifi cation of Science as an Organiza-
tional Innovation 

A Figurational Sociological Perspective 
on Emergence, Diff usion, and Impact

Nina Baur, Cristina Besio and Maria Norkus

1 Figuration, Innovation, and Science

A central question of innovation research is how innovation processes occur at 
the macro, meso, and micro levels (Hutter et al., this volume). In this contribution, 
we use fi gurational sociology to make sense of this dynamic interaction (Elias 
1978, 2009) and illustrate the usefulness of fi gurational sociology for innovation 
research. We focus on one sphere of action (Baur 2008): science. Science is orient-
ed towards the constant production of the new and, at the same time, has itself been 
affected by innovations over the past hundred years. More specifi cally, we focus 
on one innovation in the fi eld of science, namely, the projectifi cation of science.

We argue that fi gurational sociology is particularly well suited to grasp simul-
taneous processes at different levels of action, as fi gurational sociological analysis 
typically consists of a triad that systematically associates different levels of social 
interaction with each other (Baur and Ernst 2011): 

1. the reconstruction of a fi guration’s rules, structure, and power relations—in 
our case, the fi guration is the organization of German-speaking science (meso 
or macro processes); 

2. the reconstruction of the social and spatial placement of people—in our case 
of scientists—and the individuals’ knowledge and potential for action associat-
ed with their specifi c placement in the fi guration (micro processes); and 
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3. an analysis of the fi guration’s sociogenesis via intentional and unintentional 
consequences of individual actions (linking micro, meso, and macro processes 
in time).

When applying this approach to innovation research, there are some specifi c theo-
retical and methodological problems. First, fi gurational sociology is a process-ori-
ented theory, that is, it assumes that social change is normal. In comparison to 
other approaches to innovation, this reverses the way innovations are approached 
since it is not novelties that have to be explained but rather routines, structures, 
and regularities. This raises the question of how ‘normal’ social change can be 
distinguished from innovation. A minimum condition is that an innovation must 
involve a rupture (i.e., a turning point or radical change) of an existing social pat-
tern. Methodologically, this implies that the time frame that is subject to empirical 
observation must be long enough to allow for observing a ‘before’ and an ‘after’ 
the radical change (Baur 2005: 142-147). However, not every rupture is automat-
ically an innovation. Rather, an additional condition is required: a turning point 
only becomes an innovation if actors (in addition to their actual behavior) also dis-
cursively construct this change as an innovation on the semantic level (in the sense 
suggested by Hutter et al., this volume), as Besio and Schmidt (2012) have argued 
from a systems theory perspective and Knoblauch (2014a) from the perspective of 
communicative constructivism. Consequently, to analyze how projectifi cation has 
infl uenced the fi guration of science, a fourth level has to be taken into account in 
addition to the three analytical levels mentioned above: (4) the reconstruction of 
the discourse.

Second, the concept of fi guration emphasizes that interdependent actors are 
integrated into complex networks of relationships and that therefore various action 
levels always manifest themselves simultaneously when people act. Yet Norbert 
Elias (1995) does not systematically differentiate between micro, meso, and macro 
processes but analytically distinguishes only two levels of action (meso/macro = 
fi guration; micro = individual). In the case of science, however, at least one further 
level of action is relevant: the meso level (Baur et al. 2016). In science, the macro 
level is constituted by the (national and global) science system and its disciplines. 
To ensure long-term continuity and reproduction, the science system is constitut-
ed by organizational units—for example, universities (Meier 2016), non-university 
research institutes (Heinze 2016), and new organizational forms such as collabo-
rative research centers (‘Sonderforschungsberei che’ or SFBs) and clusters of ex-
cellence. These are in turn divided into individual working units (e.g., research 
groups, research projects), which organize concrete, everyday research at a practi-
cal level (meso level). At the individual level, personal career planning is required 
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(Norkus, Besio, and Baur 2016), which in turn is both socially structured and in-
scribed into the person’s CV. Specifi c social interactions can likewise be identifi ed 
at this lowest level of action at which research is undertaken (micro level).

Applying Elias’ framework in analyzing the case of modern science brings a 
third problem to light: In his empirical analyses, Elias primarily dealt with socie-
ties as a whole, for which the nation state was the dominant organizing principle 
at the time. All social spheres (e.g., the system of social stratifi cation, politics, the 
economy) coincided with the nation state’s territory, mutually stabilized each oth-
er, and were conceived as part of the very same fi guration to which an individual 
belonged. Elias did not address confl icts between fi elds. However, in the case of 
modern science, there seem to be several and increasing numbers of different fi g-
urations to which the individual scientist belongs and the logics of which partially 
contradict each other. Each scientist has to simultaneously pay respect to all these 
fi gurations’ demands. For example, academic disciplines usually place different 
demands on scientists than the university (Meier 2016)—but neither one can be ig-
nored because the university is a scientist’s current employer, while the discipline 
is more relevant to a scientist’s long-term career.

To deal with these problems theoretically, we refer concepts from systems theo-
ry (Besio 2009; Besio and Schmidt 2012). In particular, we reconstruct innovation 
processes as a specifi c form of social evolution at the structural level that is accom-
panied by a specifi c semantics, and we stress that these kinds of processes can also 
take place at the organizational level—with consequences that primarily concern or-
ganizations but also extend beyond their boundaries to change broader fi gurations.

We apply this heuristic frame to analyze projectifi cation in science. Projects are 
an innovation at the structural level—‘grammar’ in Hutter et al.’s (this volume) ter-
minology— that also affects scientists’ everyday research practices (‘pragmatics’). 
Both aspects are considered by our analysis of projects’ sociogenesis. Additionally, 
we show how they were discursively constructed as an innovation (‘semantics’).

Methodologically, in line with the recommendations of Baur and Ernst (2011), 
we mixed methods because different data are suitable to different degrees for cap-
turing the specifi c time layers. We re-analyzed historians’ and social scientists’ 
academic writings in order to reconstruct the sociogenesis of the fi guration of 
‘science’ before and after projectifi cation as well as the semantic construction of 
‘projects’ as an innovation (for a discussion of the methodological problems of this 
approach, see Hergesell 2015).

In our analysis of projectifi cation’s consequences, we limit ourselves to two 
levels due to a lack of space: the meso level of the university as an organization 
and the micro level of the individual career. This analysis is based on several qual-
itative case studies (Baur and Lamnek 2005) of both natural science (chemistry, 
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physics) and social science (sociology) research projects in Germany and Switzer-
land. For each case study, we triangulated semi-structured interviews with scien-
tists (Helfferich 2014), ethnographies (Knoblauch 2014b), and process-generated 
data (Baur 2011; Salheiser 2014) such as websites, project proposals, project re-
ports, minutes of project meetings, and so on. The data were purposefully selected 
(Akremi 2014) and analyzed by using qualitative content analysis (Ametowobla, 
Baur, and Norkus forthcoming).

More specifi cally, we collected process-produced data and conducted 14 qual-
itative interviews between 2000 and 2004, which provided information on ten 
research projects at Swiss universities and other research institutions (for more 
details, see Besio 2009). Most of these projects were funded by third parties for 
a period of two to three years. As a rule, they were only poorly or not at all em-
bedded in permanent organizational structures or long-term research programs, 
meaning that the larger research context provided little guidance for research prac-
tice in individual projects.

Additionally, we undertook ethnographic research and conducted more than 80 
interviews with scientists (mainly chemists and physicists) in Germany. A special 
focus were the new forms of research organization—that is, collaborative research 
centers (SFBs) and clusters of excellence in Berlin and Munich (Petschick 2015).

2 Grammar and Pragmatics of the ‘Science Figuration’ 
before Projectifi cation: 
The Classical German University System

To understand how the innovation ‘projectifi cation’ changed the fi guration of ‘sci-
ence,’ it is necessary to know both the grammar and the pragmatics of the classical 
German university system. The German university evolved in the second half of 
the 19th century, and one of its central ideas was that government-funded research 
should ensure the independence of research from outside infl uence. Researchers 
should conduct fundamental research with no direct application in mind, concen-
trating primarily on ‘sound’ and ‘innovative’ results (according to scientifi c crite-
ria). From the outset, German universities were thus intended as places of research. 
To ensure this, universities offered their researchers a basic (government-funded) 
infrastructure. In this vein, German universities since the 20th century have sup-
plied things such as equipment in physics and a laboratory, including laboratory 
assistants, in chemistry (Schimank 1976: 393).

Furthermore, German universities are not organized hierarchically like most 
19th-century companies were but instead consist of departments (‘Institute’ or 
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‘Fachbereiche’) that are independent insofar as the regional public administration 
directly funds them for specifi c research purposes, without having to go via the 
university or faculty (‘Fakultät’). The departments in turn are divided into chairs 
(‘Lehrstühle’) or research groups (‘Fachgebiete’). Each professor also chairs his 
research group, which consists of associated laboratories and staff, for instance, a 
secretary, student assistants, doctoral and post-doctoral researchers, and—if nec-
essary—lab assistants. The professor is supposed to lead and defi ne research in his 
group and enjoys a large degree of autonomy (Nipperdey 1998: 571).

Another important feature of German universities is the Humboldtian ideal of 
the unity of research and teaching. This means that every scientist has the duty 
to do research and teach. The institutionalization of this ideal has resulted in the 
departments being organized along the lines of scientifi c disciplines, which in 
turn further differentiate and specialize into sub-disciplines via the chairs, and 
the specializations themselves being organized along the needs of teaching. For 
each chair this implies that it has to ensure that it contributes to the progress of 
research in its specifi c sub-discipline and that it must guarantee the teaching in 
this sub-discipline as well. The equipment (laboratories, materials, personnel, and 
fi nancial resources) corresponds with the teaching and research needs of the re-
spective sub-discipline (Teichler 1990). The result of this arrangement is that re-
search within a specialization is highly effi cient. This organizational structure has 
been extremely persistent because the specifi c research program is not bound to 
a specifi c person (the chair holder) but to a particular teaching program, and the 
specifi c organizational structure endures even if the chair holder retires or changes 
jobs. To illustrate this, imagine that a professor leaves a department and the depart-
ment would like to change the research program. In engineering and the natural 
sciences, for instance, this would require dismantling laboratories worth between 
several hundreds of thousands up to several million euros and installing equally 
expensive new laboratories. Because of the costs involved, the chair’s denomina-
tion customarily remains unchanged and a newly appointed professor takes over 
his predecessor’s laboratories and staff.

For research, this means that, although research is highly effi cient within es-
tablished fi elds, it is diffi cult to almost impossible to conduct research outside the 
established (sub-)disciplinary boundaries or to pursue new lines of research that 
are distinct from established paths.

University education is divided into several distinct but consecutive phases (un-
dergraduate, graduate, doctoral study, post-doctoral research, tenured professor-
ship), which offer both to the organization and to junior researchers a clear frame-
work for orientation as to what stages have to be mastered by acquiring which 
degrees (Magister-Zwischenprüfung/Vordiplom/Bachelor, Magister/Diplom/Mas-
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ter, Ph.D. thesis/Promotion, Habilitation, appointment to a tenured professorship) 
and in which order to pursue an academic career (Heinz, Briedis, and Jongmanns 
2016). In addition, to prevent social and intellectual closure, universities not only 
traditionally exchange personnel, but tenure tracks within a single university are 
explicitly forbidden. That is to say, scientists are not allowed to become a professor 
at the same university where they completed their post-doctoral phase and achieved 
their ‘Habilitation’ (this is called ‘Hausberufungsverbot’). For young scientists, 
this implies that, if they want to stay in academia, they have to change institutions 
during their career. Historically, there were also implicit requirements on which 
institutions young scientists had to pass through during their career, as there was 
an implicit ranking of the universities: From the 19th century until World War II, 
Berlin was the center of intellectual thought, whereas the Anglo-Saxon scientifi c 
network was not only largely separated from but also mostly inconsequential to the 
Continental European scientifi c network. The consequence for German academia 
was that almost all exchanges of personnel (and therefore academic career paths) 
went via Berlin (Taylor, Hoyler, and Evans 2008). In contrast to the Anglo-Saxon 
scientifi c network, this German system of academic labor migration prevented a 
hierarchy between sites insofar as academic career opportunities were almost the 
same no matter where a career began (Baier and Münch 2013).

Hence, the  German university system has traditionally strongly encouraged 
not only the university as an organization but also individual researchers to con-
duct research along already established paths. Thus, still today, career paths tend 
to follow the established (sub-)disciplinary lines. In the natural and engineering 
sciences, the chair holders also provide access to expensive laboratories (without 
which research is impossible) and facilitate joint publications in major journals 
(Petschick 2016).

Once scientists are appointed as a professorial chair, they typically are tenured 
and receive a lifetime contract (typically as a civil servant, which, among other 
things, means that they cannot be dismissed unless they severely violate their ob-
ligations as a civil servant or commit a capital crime). In contrast to many other 
countries, in Germany, holding a university chair has always been one of the most 
prestigious jobs, one that has been considered equivalent in status to (and thus 
equally well paid as), for instance, judges or middle management in large com-
panies, but much better regarded. Today, according to a survey, professors are the 
seventh most respected profession in the German public (following doctors, nurs-
es, police offi cers, teachers, craftpersons, and priests) (IfD Allensbach 2013). The 
job and income security of a professorship stands in contrast to the path of getting 
there: all contracts for earlier career stages are fi xed term-contracts, and pay is 
typically much lower than other jobs at the same career level (Norkus et al. 2016).
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This has consequences for the power relationships within the fi guration: At the 
organizational level, there is hardly any kind of hierarchy between chairs and chair 
holders. Within the chairs as organizational units, by contrast, the organizational 
structure can be, and typically is, extremely hierarchical. Chair holders are the 
senior managers of all personnel in the research groups. They are therefore not 
only crucial but have the fi nal say in all decisions within their research group. At 
the same time, they supervise and examine younger scholars’ current academic 
work (including that of post-doctoral researchers). In the natural sciences, profes-
sors thus decide how resources are allocated, what content will be taught, and even 
who is allowed to publish with whom (Petschick 2016). Consequently, professors 
can either strongly support and promote junior researchers’ careers or actively 
inhibit the advancement of unpopular or unruly ‘progeny’ and severely limit their 
career options. What is more, the density of scientifi c networks enables professors 
to still exert infl uence even if their ‘offspring’ has long been working in a different 
research group at a different university for a long time. Scientists therefore only 
truly become independent once they themselves are appointed professors.

This fi guration has reproduced itself in a relatively stable manner at the level of 
pragmatics and grammar, yet like all fi gurations it has not been static but subject 
to constant change. Since the 19th century, underfunding of research has been a 
permanent problem and has accelerated fi gurational change. This underfunding at 
fi rst only affected individual scientists. For instance, if a post-doctoral researcher 
was not appointed to a chair, the academic’s only option to remain in science was 
to become a so-called private lecturer (‘Privatdozent’, who is typically meagerly 
paid or not paid at all) or an extraordinary professor (‘Extraordinarius’ or ‘Außer-
ordentlicher Professor’). However, underfunding quickly became a structural 
problem: As progressive internal specialization increased the need for laboratories 
and equipment, research soon could no longer be fi nanced by the money intend-
ed for teaching. The problem of research funding was exacerbated by the strong 
growth of German universities in the closing decades of the 19th century. During 
this period, the number of professors as well as of lecturers and extraordinary 
professors grew considerably (Nipperdey 1998: 568-572).

Since the 19th century, a second development may have caused this fi gura-
tion to waver, namely, the changing nature of research. To examine certain re-
search questions, research units needed to be larger than the traditional chairs. 
Furthermore, certain questions could only be addressed if researchers engaged 
in interdisciplinary collaboration across the specializations and disciplines. Thus, 
the question arose of how to fi nance and coordinate such interdisciplinary issues 
and big science.
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3 Semantics of Projectifi cation: Constructing Projects as 
an Innovation

In order to solve both the problem of underfunding and of coordinating hetero-
geneous research teams, a form for coordinating and funding research that orig-
inated in industry also came to prominence in science: the project. Compared 
with other organizational forms, a project’s specifi c feature is that it organizes 
endeavors that are both substantially and temporally limited (Besio 2009: 27-33). 
A research project defi nes its goals and the suitable means of achieving them in 
advance and does not redefi ne or change them during the research process. Each 
project is thus characterized by limited and short-term planning, which bundles 
objectives, resources, responsibilities, deadlines, and (where appropriate) people 
(Besio, Norkus, and Baur 2016). In contrast to long-term structures (such as aca-
demic disciplines, universities, departments, or chairs), projects are not intended 
to manage activities continuously or permanently. Rather, they are created to carry 
out a one-time task within a designated time period (Levene 1996: 4164). Today, 
externally funded projects in science can take diverse forms: one can fi nd both 
small project teams and large-scale collaborative projects; both interdisciplinary 
and purely disciplinary projects; projects committed both to fundamental research 
and to applied research. While these distinctions may be relevant in other contexts, 
in this paper we focus on projects’ general characteristics as a structure—that is, 
the features common to all these forms.

Since the 1920s and 1930s at the latest, projects have been a central form of 
organizing academic research both in Germany and the U.S.A. The process of 
projectifi cation was fi rst encouraged by American philanthropy and German foun-
dations; the latter had been created by German industrialists to support scientifi c 
progress. Semantically, the project was defi ned as ‘new’ in two ways, or, one could 
say, two innovative moments were attributed to it. It was designed to be a particu-
larly effi cient and productive form of (1) coordinating and (2) funding research, 
and these two functions were discursively interrelated:

1. With regard to coordinating research, projects were fi rst introduced at a time 
when science was no longer conceived as the work of an individual ingenious 
scholar who conducted research independently in his offi ce or private library. 
Instead, it seemed necessary to do research in a (larger and possibly interdis-
ciplinary) group that worked together as a team. This change in the nature of 
academic work motivated the introduction of projects (Krauch 1970: 100-105) 
that were designed to successfully organize teamwork. The idea was that pro-
jects contribute to good research management and can thus guarantee effi cien-
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cy. This idea is particularly relevant because research is not a routine activity 
that can be easily planned and controlled. In fact, research is open in terms of 
results and duration and thus characterized by a high degree of uncertainty. As 
a consequence, the project was explicitly intended as an organizational tool that 
could manage creative and innovative activities.

2. From the outset, projects were additionally intended for fi nancing research in 
a targeted way. Even the fi rst funding agencies that introduced projects as a 
way of funding research already believed that projects would increase research 
productivity (in comparison to classical institutional funding of scientifi c or-
ganizations such as universities; Forman 1974: 52-53). According to this line 
of reasoning, projects were more effi cient because the competitive grant sys-
tem directly supported high-quality research endeavors. In addition, there was 
an element of self-interest involved, as the funding agencies’ agendas, needs, 
and requirements could be incorporated into the process of allocating research 
funds. In this vein, American foundations defi ned the subject areas they in-
tended to support from the very beginning. This moved criteria measuring how 
research contributed to societal welfare into the foreground (Geiger 1986: 149-
160).

This constellation of problems (underfunding and coordination of research groups) 
and the discursive construction of the project as an appropriate solution led to the 
project being fi rst introduced as a ‘new’ form of organizing and fi nancing science 
in the 1920s, and, by the mid-1980s at the latest, it became a standard form of or-
ganizing scientifi c research. In the next two sections, we reconstruct the project’s 
sociogenesis (i.e., the grammar and pragmatics of innovation). We will discuss 
the two entwined sub-processes of projectifi cation separately—namely, changes in 
the typical forms of coordinating and fi nancing research—by reconstructing three 
sequences of these processes (variation, selection, and restabilization). To do so, 
we consider developments not only in Germany but also in the U.S.A. since after 
World War II the balance of power in the global science system shifted from Ger-
many to the United States as the power center of global science. Since that time, 
not Germany but the U.S.A. has been the major driver of innovation in the science 
system itself.
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4 The Project’s Sociogenesis: Changing Grammar and 
Pragmatics in Science

4.1 Projects as a New Form of Coordinating Research

Variation: Searching a New Method of Invention
Innovation research has termed the fi rst phase of innovation processes as the phase 
of variation, phase of discovery, or phase of invention. In this phase, something is 
observed as being different from current standard practices. This can, for instance, 
be a technique, instrument, or, in our case, an organizational form.

The project’s sociogenesis as a new form for coordinating research began with 
the fi rst industrial laboratories in the late 19th century. The key prerequisite was 
that industry (particularly the chemical and electrical industries) identifi ed scien-
tifi c knowledge as a key factor in competition between companies. A case in point 
is the German paint industry, which was one of the fi rst industries to acknowledge 
the economic importance of science in light of an emerging steady market demand 
for new colors (Beer 1975: 106).

However, what was decisive for the invention of the organizational form of the 
‘project’ was that the industrial laboratories, which were originally developed 
around certain gifted individuals, began appointing research teams (Hack and 
Hack 1985: 123-142). The managers of these laboratories were convinced that—
in contrast to the self-reliant individual scholar—organized groups of researchers 
would not produce knowledge on the basis of creative, unique, and therefore less 
controllable ideas but that certain ways of organizing research would ensure the 
generation of a controllable stream of knowledge and technical discoveries. These 
managers also believed that one could control this so-called new ‘method of in-
venting’ (Kreibich 1986: 335) and thus do without the ingenuity of individuals.

As a fi rst step towards improving the coordination of research work, the offi ces 
and laboratories of those involved in research were spatially pooled into one ‘re-
search unit’ to enable better management and monitoring of the research activities 
(Carlson 1997: 211). Companies added to this by developing assessment systems. 
In the early decades of the 20th century, Bell’s lab managers started allocating 
specifi c tasks to each employee and asked them to keep track of their activities in 
a laboratory notebook and also record what results were actually achieved in the 
end (Noble 1977: 120).

While these developments laid the groundwork for introducing the project, the 
fi rst genuine moment of projectifi cation only occurred once research was conduct-
ed to achieve a fi xed goal from the outset. Such objectives were very important for 
industrial companies, which had to ensure market profi ts by introducing promis-
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ing new technologies and thus depended on being able to direct research efforts 
towards solving the problems arising while these technologies were still immature. 
An early example is the ‘Nylon’ project developed in DuPont’s laboratories in the 
1930s. The organizational technique used there included the following character-
istics: a plan, deadlines, defi nition of milestones, and monitoring (Hounshell 1992: 
243-245). This method of organizing research made it possible to set targets for a 
specifi c period of time and focus on them without being distracted by other pos-
sible research paths. The project leader or client defi nes only one application, one 
material, and a limited range of products, and the whole project team is bound to 
these decisions for a specifi ed period. As a result, this structure shifts power rela-
tions within the project team: now it is the project manager—and not the individual 
inventor—who controls the research process.

It should be noted that in contrast to Elias’s (1978) concept of sociogenesis, 
these fi rst experiments in changing the standard method of coordinating research 
show that the project did not emerge silently as an unintended side effect of action 
but was deliberately introduced as a new management method to achieve specifi c 
targets. These fi rst experiences then set a process in motion that ultimately resulted 
in a fundamental change in how research activities were carried out.

Selection: Coordinating Big Science
In the phase of variation, there are always many different discoveries and inven-
tions that imply different  futures. Thus, the next phase of innovation processes is 
selection, in which out of the whole set of possibilities, one single variation is se-
lected and pursued. A variation has been selected when it is applied as a structure 
in practice, that is, when it is used, confi rmed, and condensed. For example, after 
the fi rst positive experiences in business, the ‘project’ as a new organizational form 
soon became the preferred method of organizing research in big science. Since 
then, the project has been considered a good way of organizing research if 

1. this (university or non-university) research requires and processes large 
amounts of data; 

2. there is a need for combining phases of fundamental research, applied research, 
and development; and 

3. the research has to be interdisciplinary in character.

Projects promised to solve the problems of coordination in the circumstances de-
scribed above. As an organizational form, the project was also in line with the 
values, interests, and needs in the specifi c context of big science. This led to the 
positive selection of the project as an organizational instrument and structure for 
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coordinating science and was decisive in bringing about the use of the project as 
an organizational innovation.

After some initial experiences with organized scientifi c research in the labo-
ratories of large American companies in the electrical and chemical industries 
(Noble 1977: 121), from the 1950s onwards, the organizational form of the ‘pro-
ject’ was rapidly transferred to the military and government-funded research and 
became the dominant form of research organization in aeronautical and aerospace 
technology as well as in nuclear research. A prototype of organizational success 
via project work in a team was the Manhattan Engineering District Project (Krei-
bich 1986: 336), which is also a striking example of how the problem of coordi-
nating research can be successfully solved even in cases in which staff members 
work in separate departments or research groups in the same organization or even 
in different organizations.

Restabilization: Projectifi cation of Science I
In the footsteps of the Manhattan Project, the military and industry carried out a 
host of research projects in subsequent years. In the 1960s, a wide range of com-
pany R&D departments used projects to solve temporally limited and interdisci-
plinary problems that involved high degrees of complexity and innovation (Riedl 
1990: 2), thus introducing the third phase of innovation processes: restabilization.

Projects diffused so quickly because project management methods were for-
malized early on. A professional understanding regarding planning and organ-
izing science and technology development emerged as early as the 1940s. In the 
late 1950s, PERT (program evacuation and review technique) was developed. This 
management technique, supported by the U.S. Department of Defense, was so well 
established by the 1960s that it was used as a synonym for project management 
(Blomquist and Söderholm 2002: 27-28). PERT—and other techniques of pro-
ject management that had been developed later—were introduced into companies 
mainly by consultants. The emergence of professional organizations for project 
management experts further strengthened this process of projectifi cation (Blom-
quist and Söderholm 2002: 28-34).

Another diffusion mechanism was cooperation between scientists from differ-
ent fi elds. The project as an organizational form spread particularly in research in-
volving industry and large, publicly funded research centers. Examples include the 
collaborations of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the fi elds of electri-
cal, communications, energy, and process engineering as well as with the military 
(particularly with the U.S. Air Force). Other examples are the collaborations of the 
University of Pennsylvania and the Institute of Advanced Study in Princeton, NJ, 
in the fi eld of IT development or the collaboration of Harvard University with IBM 
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(Kreibich 1986: 335-339). Projects were introduced to universities as a result of 
precisely this kind of cooperation with companies and non-university government 
institutions. The process of projectifi cation was further stabilized by new forms of 
research funding (see below).

At the same time, refl ection continued on how projects could be best organized 
and managed and how research processes could be optimized. In the phase of 
restabilization, the project as a management method was continuously changed 
and adapted to different contexts. Various specialized manuals for project man-
agement were compiled, and the methods that were applied in companies differed 
from those used in other areas, for example, in small teams in the humanities. 
One can also view the phase of diffusion as a phase of incremental innovation, 
in which an innovative product is adapted to specifi c circumstances, meaning that 
the new structure is not only introduced but permanently incorporated within the 
established routines and proven processes.

In the end, a new grammar of the organization of research emerged. Projecti-
fi cation introduced new rules of scientifi c coordination: research in project form 
means producing new knowledge on the basis of a plan (which is a type of or-
ganization that had previously not existed in this form in the classical German 
university system).

4.2 Projects as a New Form of Funding Research

Variation: Financing Science in Times of Crisis
As mentioned above, the process of projectifi cation consisted of two entwined 
sub-processes: projects were conceived as a new form of both coordinating and 
funding research. They were fi rst introduced as a form of research funding by 
the big American philanthropic foundations such as the Rockefeller Foundation 
and the Carnegie Foundation. In the early 20th century, these foundations did not 
attach research funding to concrete objectives because they were convinced that 
the growth of knowledge would automatically lead to social progress. The situa-
tion was similar in Germany in the second half of the 19th century. At the time, 
foundations sustained by industrialists’ private wealth were established (Stichweh 
1988: 72-78). Examples include the Carl-Zeiss-Stiftung (1889), the Göttingen As-
sociation for the Advancement of Applied Physics (1898), the Jubilee Foundation 
of German Industry for the Promotion of Technical Sciences (1899), or even, a bit 
later, the Helmholtz Society for the Advancement of Physical-Technical Research 
(1920) (Richter 1979: 27-39). What these various foundations had in common is 
that the wealthy benefactors upon whom they relied did not seek to fund a pre-
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cisely defi ned research endeavor corresponding to their specifi c business interests. 
Rather, the power relations in these foundations were balanced in such a way that 
no one individual could directly assert his personal interests. The fact that this 
group of donors needed to fi nd a common goal uniting everyone despite personal 
differences made it possible to fi nance research for its own sake.

However, the research foundations’ desire to fi nance research does not neces-
sarily imply that they had to fi nance projects. On the contrary, in the second half of 
the 19th century, the ways in which German research foundations funded research 
ranged from awarding scholarships, fi nancing specifi c infrastructures, and support-
ing a local university up to founding new technical universities (Richter 1979). In 
the 1920s, important foundations such as the Rockefeller Foundation still promoted 
science primarily by structurally strengthening universities (Kohler 1978: 488-489).

It was only later that the foundations changed course and started fi nancing spe-
cifi c research proposals. This type of funding was introduced in Germany in the 
1920s, and in the United States in the 1930s by American philanthropists (espe-
cially the Rockefeller Foundation) (Geiger 1986: 164-167).

There are strong indications that these transition phases are accelerated when 
economic crises concur   with expansion phases of academic research. This con-
stellation could be observed in Germany in the 1920s. World War I destroyed 
the German economy, and Germans had to pay severe reparations to the Allies, 
resulting in a scarcity of available funds for research. This forced scientists to seek 
out new ways of funding and effi ciently distributing these funds. The traditional 
German foundations mentioned above had less capital for funding research (also 
as a result of World War I) while research was becoming increasingly expensive 
owing to a growing need for laboratories and larger research teams. The founda-
tions’ resources did not suffi ce to fi nance all necessary buildings, personnel, and 
infrastructure. To make the best possible use of scarce resources and maintain an 
infl uence on academic research, the foundations began to switch to supporting 
promising research projects (Forman 1974: 52-53).

The most explicit example of the relationship between economic crisis and 
targeted funding is the ‘Notgemeinschaft der Deutschen Wissenschaft’ (NDW) 
(German Science Emergency Association), which was founded in 1920 to support 
science and later became the ‘Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft’ (DFG) (Ger-
man Research Foundation)—an organization that has always been largely gov-
ernment-funded and up until today is Germany’s foremost funding organization 
for academic research, comparable, for instance, to the U.S. ‘National Science 
Foundation’ (NSF). The NDW’s mission statement reveals that it was explicitly 
established in 1920 to (among other things) promote science during the econom-
ic crisis (Zierold 1968: 12; Nipperdey and Schmugge 1970: 14). According to a 
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foundational document, the NDW’s goal was to inspire the confi dence that indi-
vidual scientifi c contributions would not disappear in the maelstrom of the general 
emergency and be severely limited in their impact but rather that good scientifi c 
contributions would be sustained and become a fi rm emergency support structure 
(Fritz Haber’s application to the Rector of the University of Berlin for establishing 
the NDW, March 29, 1920, as cited in Zierold 1968: 12).

In summary, severe underfunding increasingly changed the fi guration of ‘sci-
ence.’ Private foundations and the NDW aimed to close these funding gaps and 
make research more effi cient. This also implied changes in science’s structure, 
working methods, and practices.

Selection: The Project Grant System
The transition from a system of funding long-term structures of research (such as 
universities and long-term positions) to a system of project-oriented funding (pro-
ject grant system) can be regarded as a substantial reorientation in the system of re-
search funding. However, this new system of funding could be widely applied only 
if an appropriate procedure of selecting projects eligible for funding was found. 
For such a procedure to be considered appropriate, it had to correspond with the 
norms of the fi guration of ‘science.’

The procedure that was introduced for the fi rst time in the 1920s by German 
foundations, among them the NDW and the Helmholtz Association (Forman 1974: 
51), is the peer review, that is, the evaluation of project ideas by fellow researchers. 
To date, peer review remains fi rmly in place, as it is considered the most suita-
ble way of evaluating academic research, despite all criticism, disadvantages, and 
shortcomings. From the beginning, the NDW distributed funds on the basis of a 
peer review system of project proposals (Hohn and Schimank 1990: 45).

The project grant system was of great interest to scientists from the outset, as it 
amplifi ed their power within the fi guration by lending primary importance to ex-
pert opinions when choosing projects to be funded (Price 1978: 78-79). In addition, 
the project grant system has the advantage of appearing to be fair. It seemingly 
reduces privileges in the fi guration of ‘science,’ because it replaces the practice of 
allocating funds to heads of departments, who then further distribute these funds 
at their own discretion, with a system of distributing money according to the qual-
ity of individual researchers’ work.

Consequently, projectifi cation and the ensuing changes in the fi guration of ‘sci-
ence’ were perceived as advancing the inclusion of scientists at the phase of selec-
tion via the project grant system. These perceived advantages provided an impetus 
to further pursue and consolidate projectifi cation, marking the beginning of the 
next phase of the innovation process: restabilization.
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Restabilization: Projectifi cation of Science II
The practice of using projects for funding research has become increasingly wide-
spread (Kreckel and Pasternack 2008; Besio 2009). In the course of this diffusion 
process, projects themselves have been transformed from an exceptional form of 
fi nancing research in times of crisis into a standard form of funding research. 
This was only possible because the project corresponded perfectly with central 
structures, values, and interests both within the fi guration of science and its envi-
ronment.

Projects organize science in a way that was intended to weaken privileges by 
basing funding on the quality of research. For this reason, the project grant system 
has always been semantically conceived as being strongly connected to and secur-
ing the autonomy of science. After 1968, not only but especially in Germany, the 
need for a long-term democratization of universities arose as well as the desire for 
greater equal opportunity, fairness, and a reduction of hierarchies and professorial 
privileges (Korte 1987). 

In this context, projects changed the power balances in science: Unlike institu-
tional fi nancing, projects made it possible for funding agencies to target research 
toward desired areas. To meet this objective, the project as an organizational form 
was incrementally innovated, resulting in more advanced forms such as the ‘re-
search program’ (‘Forschungsprogramm’). From the outset, some institutions (es-
pecially American foundations) identifi ed specifi c subjects or research areas that 
they intended to support (Geiger 1986: 149-160).

Projects also matched the classic characteristics of the German university sys-
tem very well with its solid infrastructural base, as discussed above. By provid-
ing a model for fi nancing short-term research endeavors, projects simultaneously 
strongly depend on this infrastructural base, put it to use, and hence legitimize it 
and, in so doing, strengthen the institutional embedding of projects in the fi gura-
tion. Project-oriented fi nancing is further legitimized by the fact that academic 
research at universities is increasingly not a matter of individual scholars but of 
research groups.

Another factor that provided a favorable climate for the proliferation of project 
work was the poor fi nancial situation of the individual researcher. Initially, pro-
ject-based fi nancing was an additional source of income for researchers precisely 
because it was not institutional funding. This meant, for instance, that the many 
private lecturers and extraordinary professors could gain access to a steady salary 
and income for the duration of the project. Even for research staff such as profes-
sors who had a steady income, projects were attractive as they provided opportu-
nities to acquire additional special equipment.



357Projectifi cation of Science as an Organizational Innovation 

As a result of the interaction of these factors, projectifi cation has been acceler-
ating since the mid-1980s at the latest. This acceleration process is refl ected in the 
fact that ‘only’ about 15% of German university budgets, with minor fl uctuations, 
were funded via third parties between 1980 and 2000 (WR 2000, 2002: 59) and 
still only roughly 19% were externally funded in 2006, whereas, by 2012, the fi g-
ure for third-party funding was already nearly 25%. At the same time, there are 
strong regional variations in the degree of universities’ dependence on external 
funding, which ranged from 17% in the state of Hesse in 2012 to an average of 25% 
in Bavaria and up to 33% in Berlin and Saxony (Destatis 2012). Projects have thus 
become a standard form of coordinating and fi nancing research and have hence 
also changed individual researchers’ options for (strategically) operating inside 
the fi guration.

5 Grammar and Pragmatics of the ‘Science Figuration’ 
after Projectifi cation

To sum up the discussion so far, the sociogenesis of the project consisted of two par-
allel processes: searching for effi cient forms of coordinating scientifi c work con-
ducted by several researchers as well as searching for a form of funding research in 
times of economic austerity. As a result of these processes, projects have prevailed 
as a form of organizing scientifi c research, and (mainly externally funded) projects 
have long been shaping everyday research practices (Besio 2009; Torka 2009). The 
project as organizational innovation has diffused and restabilized only gradually 
and over a long period of time. During these phases of transition, the ‘project’ as an 
organizational form changed both its own nature and the contexts in which it was 
applied. We call this specifi c innovation process ‘projectifi cation.’

Projectifi cation has had serious consequences at all levels of the fi guration 
of ‘science,’ that is, it has affected both the scientifi c system (macro level), the 
organizational level (meso level), and academic careers as well as everyday re-
search practices (micro level). Projectifi cation has been affecting science in mani-
fold ways and has changed, among other things, the ways of generating scientifi c 
knowledge itself. In order to illustrate this point, the following section focuses on 
the consequences of projectifi cation at two levels—the university as an organiza-
tional form (meso level) and academic careers (micro level)—by drawing on our 
interviews with scientists and our ethnographic observations.
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5.1 Projectifi cation’s Impact on the University as an 
 Organization (Meso Level)

At the organizational level, our data show fi rst of all that projects still fulfi l the 
tasks for which they were originally intended: they are a useful form of coordinat-
ing research to address specifi c topics within a defi ned time period. Furthermore, 
projects regulate research processes in a particular way. A central aspect of this 
innovation’s grammar and pragmatics is that projects function as clearly defi nable 
units that structure decisions and thereby reduce uncertainty. More specifi cally, 
any activity in the context of a project is expected to be related to the project-spe-
cifi c task: during the project, the project team can neglect time- and energy-con-
suming decision-making procedures as well as other topics and research activities 
in favor of the project objective (Baecker 1999; Besio 2009: 206-207, Besio et al. 
2016). In this vein, one of the researchers we interviewed underlined that projects 
exempt researchers from other tasks:

“The greatest benefi t of working in projects is that you’re no longer obligated to 
give countless courses nor do you need to attend obligatory university meetings” 
(Interview S_I13).

This makes it easier to successfully address the specifi c research questions defi ned 
by the project objectives. In our interviews, many scientists felt that a clearly de-
fi ned research design was helpful for focusing on one’s research:

“With projects, you have to think in realistic limits [...]. The project provides a frame-
work for refl ecting on possible problems” (Interview S_I3).

“[A] schedule [...] facilitates coming to an end and moving on to something else” 
(Interview S_I7).

After completing a project, researchers can turn to new research questions. From 
the organization’s perspective, this means that project work has to be treated as a 
series or a network of separate research endeavors. In this way, scientifi c organiza-
tions are not bound to specifi c issues in the long term and can instead plan various 
research questions for the foreseeable future. This promotes fl exibility in terms of 
resources and seemingly also leads to greater innovativeness: As the organization 
is not tied to a particular line of research, riskier topics can be dealt with more 
easily (Besio 2009). Given the limited time span of projects, researchers also build 
new collaborations in a fl exible way. This fl exibility opens up the opportunity to 
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develop new ideas in cooperation with new partners (Schwab and Miner 2011). 
When projects become the actual sites of research, the traditional fi guration of the 
German universities changes in that the connection between research and teaching 
weakens.

While projects have the advantage of building specifi c spaces for research, 
there are almost always unwanted side effects of social action (Elias 1978), and 
this is also true for projectifi cation. One of the biggest problems is time pressure 
(Besio et al. 2016). A projects’ tight time frame makes it diffi cult to pursue unex-
pected results during a project, which threatens the heart of academic research 
because identifying and pursuing unexpected results is a core trait of scientifi c 
work (Merton and Barber 2004). Instead, research becomes more output-oriented. 
The researchers we interviewed repeatedly complained that exploring unexpected 
results in more depth is almost impossible and that this also inhibits innovation. In 
this spirit, one interviewee complained that

“[…] it is very diffi cult [, for instance,] to refl ect on and handle methodological dif-
fi culties that emerge during the project. That would mean that projects could change 
their course—which may lead to complications. [...] You can only refl ect on the pro-
ject up to a certain point, otherwise you lose your footing” (Interview S_I11). 

These negative side effects are especially strong in the social sciences. Natural 
science institutions have enduring scientifi c structures, lines of research, and ma-
chine infrastructures (Heinze 2016), making it possible to bundle and link projects 
and incorporate the surprising results of one project into a new one within the 
context of the same research program (Hallonsten and Heinze 2013). In the natural 
sciences, these enduring structures in fact combine with projects (Heinze 2016), 
which results in projects’ pragmatics being very different from those of the social 
sciences.

However, projectifi cation’s biggest problem is ensuring the continuity and re-
production at both the organizational and—as we will illustrate below—the indi-
vidual level (Besio et al. 2016). This problem is already implicitly addressed in 
the diffi culties of pursuing long-term lines of research owing to time constraints 
and short project duration. Further, the problem of reproduction points to the well-
known problem of organizational learning (e.g., Hobday 2000; Prencipe and Tell 
2001; Sydow, Lindkvist, and De Fillippi 2004; Schwab and Miner 2011). Along 
these lines, the researchers we interviewed emphasized the problem of securing 
knowledge and skills. For the organization, the knowledge about project man-
agement (planning, organization, coordination of partners, communication with 
funding sources) also includes knowledge about scientifi c practices, for example, 
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on properly documenting and archiving data and research results (Barlösius 2016). 
An important part of this knowledge is tacit knowledge (such as knowledge about 
sampling or fi eld contacts including, e.g., addresses). This kind of knowledge in 
particular is diffi cult to pass on from project to project.

The problem of organizational learning is exacerbated by the decoupling of 
research and teaching mentioned above. Individual researchers often perceive this 
as an advantage since not having to teach strongly reduces their workload even if 
they actually like to teach. However, this has also the consequence that they no 
longer rely on teaching to give their research fi ndings continuity.

Although German universities as well as the DFG currently attempt to mitigate 
these consequences, these are side effects of the project that are diffi cult to control. 
Again, the natural sciences are in a better position to counter these negative side 
effects than the social sciences because their long-term lines of research (Heinze 
2016) and infrastructure (Barlösius 2016) outlast individual projects and provide 
research continuity. It is therefore not surprising that our data show that organiza-
tional learning not only remains diffi cult, especially in the social sciences (Buch-
hofer 1979: 27), but is increasingly endangered. In the absence of strong structures, 
the only solution for long-term continuity are individual researchers’ memories:

“People give continuity to the research” (Interview S_I13).

However, from the point of view of the whole fi guration as well from a organiza-
tional perspective, this is far from being a good solution. The problem owes itself 
to a characteristic of the classical fi guration of the German academic system. As 
discussed above, only professors are tenured and have permanent positions. All 
other researchers have fi xed-term contracts with potential gaps between contracts, 
that is, the system is deliberately based on staff turnover and not on a continuity 
of personnel. This structural problem is even amplifi ed by projectifi cation because 
now the typical contractual periods no longer correspond to the typical phases 
of education (4-6 years). While research associates with teaching duties, who are 
traditionally institutionally funded, have 4-6 year work contracts (depending on 
location), most projects (and hence third-party-funded work contracts and scholar-
ships) usually last only 2-3 years. To ensure organizational continuity, the scientifi c 
staff members are forced to take on additional and very time-consuming adminis-
trative tasks that are not stipulated in their employment contracts (and that in turn 
prevent them from doing research and teaching). Ironically, these time-consuming 
administrative tasks that are not funded include writing proposals for new projects 
and—once a project is funded—project management. Consequently, more and 
more time is invested in applying for projects. In particular, professors spend less 
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and less time on doing research themselves and supervising younger researchers 
and spend more and more time on project management, which further complicates 
organizational reproduction. In 2009, university teachers in the social sciences in-
vested only 20% of their working time (instead of the 33% intended by their work 
contracts) in doing research and 12% in applying for projects. Professors from the 
natural sciences were even able to invest only 17% of their time in research while 
16% of their time was spent on project applications (EFI 2012: 48).

The problem of pursuing unexpected fi ndings and ensuring the continuity of 
research shows that projects work best if they are combined with other, more per-
manent structures (Besio et al. 2016). However, these structures require additional 
funding. It thus becomes clear that projects cannot solve the problem of under-
funding at the organizational level: research institutions (such as universities) ei-
ther have the resources to pay for an expensive scientifi c infrastructure or they 
have to constantly acquire additional external resources to pursue the new fi ndings 
and research questions to create some degree of continuity.

This points another problem. Projectifi cation implicitly has resulted in a shift 
from fundamental to applied research. There are three reasons for this: 

1. Projectifi cation entails the requirement to constantly raise additional external 
resources to ensure the continuity of research. 

2. Research funding today is not only a matter of the DFG and EU but also of 
ministries and privately funded foundations. 

3. The latter strongly and openly infl uence research topics and designs (which is 
precisely what projects were supposed to accomplish). 

This shift from fundamental to applied research is accelerated because, current-
ly, the classical fi guration of the German university, which ensured researchers’ 
(relative) independence from third-party interests (in the past), is changing, and it 
is feared that expanding projectifi cation will result in research being increasingly 
aligned with the interests of donors.

5.2 Projectifi cation’s Impact on Academic Careers 
(Micro Level)

In addition to its consequences for universities, projectifi cation has also had con-
sequences for the scientists who belong to the fi guration. To individual researchers 
in both the social and natural sciences, projects are a double-edged sword that 
involves career opportunities and risks. Although one reason for furthering pro-
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jects was because they were believed to structurally improve the position of junior 
researchers in the fi guration, younger scholars’ situation today is as severe as ever 
(Norkus et al. 2016). Projects provide only a limited solution to the underfunding 
of universities and the precariousness of scientifi c careers because, although they 
fund researchers for the time of the project, the problem of transitions between 
work contracts has not only gone unresolved but has even become worse owing to 
the typically short project durations of 2-3 years. To successfully complete an ed-
ucational phase (doctorate or habilitation), an individual usually needs at least two 
projects that thematically build on each other to pursue a personal line of research. 
However, it is almost impossible to guarantee that an appropriate project will be 
funded at the right time. More frequently than was the case before projectifi ca-
tion’s effects on the fi guration unfolded, this results in job insecurity and repeated 
periods of unemployment (Norkus et al. 2016), which exacerbates the already in-
secure employment situation in academia (Kreckel and Pasternack 2008). In this 
way, the problem of the reproduction of the academic fi eld at the organizational 
level is mirrored at the individual level.

Projectifi cation also has ambivalent effects with regard to the predictability of 
a scientifi c career and the development of an individual research profi le: At the 
beginning of an academic career, projects have the advantage that young scientists 
have more time (because they do not have to teach) and social space for develop-
ing their own research profi le. However, this is only true if the personal research 
interests happen to coincide with the project aims since it is ultimately not the 
individual scientist but the project that defi nes what kind of research is done. By 
comparison, researchers in classical government-funded university positions have 
much less time for exchange within a team, but—at least in the social sciences—
they are almost completely free in their choice of research topic.

Furthermore, projects can help scientists at a more advanced career level to im-
prove their own research profi le by focusing on a specifi c topic during the project. 
In addition, project results can usually be used for a researcher’s own publications. 
The knowledge gained during this time acts as a form of knowledge capital that 
can be applied to new projects or other employment fi elds outside of science (Ar-
thur, De Fillippi, and Candace 2001). Nevertheless, advanced researchers, too, are 
not entirely free in shaping their research profi les. In order to secure follow-up 
funding, they have to keep their research profi les fl exible enough to adapt to the 
(sometimes very rapidly changing) interests of donors.

This hopping from one topic to the next may hinder researchers in developing 
their own scientifi c profi le and result in a curriculum vitae that seems fragmented. 
Moreover, potential confl icts between the demands of the project and the demands 
of the discipline may arise, as the former provides work contracts while the lat-
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ter is still decisive for a researcher’s chances of being appointed a professor: the 
research lines established by funding bodies do not necessarily conform with the 
requirements of a specifi c discipline or scientifi c community, and certain key com-
petencies can only be acquired with diffi culty in projects, for example, experience 
in teaching and educational administration.

At the same time, scientifi c careers are harder to plan today because the binding 
orientation framework that the classical university system once provided has been 
lost: First, projectifi cation has added a second career path (‘the project career’) 
to the classical career path that still is in place for those who work in govern-
ment-funded university positions. Second, younger scholars today need to acquire 
more and more diverse competences in order to have the chance for tenure because 
it no longer suffi ces to have (1) a good track record in research and (2) experience 
in teaching and educational administration; rather younger scholars must now ad-
ditionally be able to (3) raise external funding and manage projects. Whereas the 
fi rst skill set can be acquired both in project and classical university positions, the 
second skill set is typically acquired only in university positions and the third skill 
set in projects. A benefi t of university positions over projects is that they provide 
better individual work contracts; projects, however, provide more time and funding 
(e.g., of equipment) necessary for building a research profi le (which is crucial for 
the next career steps). As both senior university and project positions require some 
knowledge of the respective skills, it is diffi cult to switch between university and 
project positions. This being the case, projectifi cation has complicated academic 
careers. One of our interviewees puts it as follows:

“There are no permanent positions in research. The situation is diffi cult because 
academic careers are in the meantime defi ned by the most recent research programs. 
A researcher’s publications can be too narrow, thematically speaking, or they are 
basically a dead end […] Or the researcher grows older and doesn’t have enough 
time to commit to a completely new topic. Scientifi c trends can lose out to political 
trends” (Interview S_I9).

At fi rst glance, projects seem to satisfy the desire for the democratization of high-
er education; they appear to decrease professorial privileges and reduce hierar-
chies within universities. Projects can give scientists more autonomy in their own 
research because, to some extent, project objectives can shield them from their 
supervisor’s objectives. Social scientists in particular perceive projects as a space 
for conducting research without external intervention. However, this is only true 
for certain forms of projects. Favorable examples are the ‘Temporary Positions 
for Principal Investigators’ (‘Eigene Stelle’) or ‘Junior Research Groups’ (‘Nach-
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wuchsgruppe’) funded by the DFG. However, it is apparent that, in many other cas-
es, the universities’ hierarchical structure remains fi rmly in place because almost 
every project must be embedded in a permanent structure, for instance, a research 
group with labs and long-term personnel (Besio et al. 2016). Therefore, especially 
doctoral students are strongly pressured to be on good terms with university pro-
fessors. In order to secure their next contract, younger scholars in particular have 
to offer professors incentives to invest time in applying for new projects and—once 
funded—offer this new position to them.

Ironically, hierarchies have actually decreased in another way. Instead of im-
proving the situation of younger researchers, the overall situation of the whole pro-
fession seems to have declined by downgrading professorships. Since the 1990s, 
chairs’ occupational prestige has been slowly but continuously declining (IfD Al-
lensbach 2013). Simultaneously, their workloads have increased while their pay 
has decreased. On top of this, there have been several (albeit so far unsuccessful) 
attempts to abolish chairs’ status as civil servants with lifetime tenure. In a way, 
this can be interpreted as an attempt by public administrators to transfer the vol-
atile nature of early academic careers (due to a succession of short-term contracts 
in projects) to the later career phases. So instead of shifting the fi guration’s power 
balance from chairs to junior researchers, projectifi cation has helped to shift the 
power balance from chairs to public administrators.

6 Conclusion and Outlook

In this contribution, we have used the example of projectifi cation to analyze the 
dynamic interrelationship between an innovation (‘the project’) and other levels 
of action from a fi gurational theoretical perspective. We have shown that ‘the pro-
ject’ as innovation solves problems specifi c to the fi guration of ‘science’: Projects 
have proven quite suitable for coordinating both big science and interdisciplinary 
research. However, projects provide a solution neither for the question of how to 
deal with the unexpected nor for the problem of the underfunding of German uni-
versities. Their effect on scientifi c careers is double-edged since, for untenured, 
younger researchers, projects have both advantages and disadvantages. Moreover, 
projectifi cation also has unintended side effects (Elias 1978) at the organizational 
level (i.e., universities): projects threaten the independence of research, discrimi-
nate against fundamental research (which plays an essential role in innovation) in 
favor of applied research, and they above all endanger organizational reproduction 
and continuity in research and teaching.
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This results in a number of unanswered questions for future research, both for 
fi gurational sociology and for STS studies:

We have indicated that fi gurational sociology can only be fruitfully applied to 
innovation processes in science when it is linked to other theoretical approaches, 
such as systems theory, as illustrated above. As the focus of this article was the 
substantial discussion of a specifi c innovation process (projectifi cation), we have 
deliberately refrained from providing a discussion of the diffi culties of this theo-
retical integration—but it is still important that this discussion takes place in the 
future. Furthermore, a number of methodological issues still need to be addressed 
in future research, including the question of how to fruitfully analyze the interac-
tion of processes at different levels of action and over time, that is, how to conduct 
a process-oriented macro and micro analysis in the longue durée.

In this paper, we have further focused on two levels of analysis: the university 
as an organization and the individual career. At both levels of action, the question 
of how continuity and reproduction can be ensured requires closer analysis. At 
the level of the organization, it would be desirable to conduct an analysis of how 
projects are interwoven with other organizational contexts (such as with different 
disciplines or with other forms of organization). These interconnections should be 
of interest because one of our empirical fi ndings is that especially the (seemingly) 
distinct organizational forms of universities (Meier 2016), non-university research 
institutes (Heinze 2016), and new forms of organization (SFBs, clusters of excel-
lence) cannot be separated in practice because researchers may often be funded by 
different organizational forms (e.g., project A as part of a cluster of excellence and 
a classical university position) but, in terms of their actual everyday research, con-
sider themselves as part of the same research group. Moreover, in research prac-
tice, researchers frequently have a work contract with one form of organization 
(for example, project A as part of a cluster of excellence) but actually work in the 
context of a different organizational form (for example, project B at a university)—
or even work for both at the same time. These complex funding/working networks 
remain to be untangled. Further, it needs to be clarifi ed how projectifi cation is 
refracted or reshaped by these various contexts and how specifi c combinations of 
projects and contexts affect other levels of action (e.g., individual careers).

At the level of individual careers, a detailed analysis of social inequality within 
science would be desirable: Are all researchers affected by projectifi cation in the 
same way, or do the effects differ depending on factors such as researchers’ gender, 
social class, ethnicity, age, or disability? When, where, and how is intersectionality 
(Baur and Wagner 2014) operative?

We have limited ourselves to analyzing two levels of action. In a next step, an 
analysis of projectifi cation’s synchronic and diachronic effects over several lev-
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els of action would be desirable, which would mean systematically including the 
levels of the (national and global) science system, the individual working units 
(e.g., working groups, research projects), and the interaction situations in everyday 
research.

A particular challenge is the relationship between science, innovation, and lo-
cality. We found in our data (as an unexpected result, as we were not looking for 
it) that locality and space are central to innovation processes in science at all levels 
of action. Our original research design intended to systematically compare differ-
ent organizational forms (SFBs, clusters of excellence, universities) in Berlin and 
Munich. An early result was that the type of research organization at one location 
(regardless of the formal organizational form) differed little but that greater dif-
ferences were evident between various locations (even for the same organizational 
form). This confi rms results from economic sociology that different regions not 
only exhibit different potentials for innovation but that, after every (economic) 
crisis since the 16th century, regional disparities have been reproduced according 
to basically the same pattern that existed prior to the crisis (e.g., formerly success-
ful sites wound up in the same relatively powerful position as before). Approaches 
such as ‘international business studies’ and ‘regional innovation systems’ argue 
that this stability is caused by a historically evolved combination of institutions, 
research facilities (including universities), economic structures, and infrastruc-
tures that is specifi c to the locality in question and signifi cantly affects a region’s 
overall performance (Heidenreich and Mattes 2012; Heidenreich and Baur 2015). 
‘Economics of conventions’ argues that local culture also plays an important role: 
local suppliers and buyers develop conventions (i.e., common beliefs) about how 
things (including innovations) are done best and by which means (Baur et al. 2014). 
Furthermore, lifestyle research has shown that people with modern lifestyles who 
like to try new things prefer to settle in certain regions and big cities (Otte and 
Baur 2008). These factors seem to mutually stabilize each other and to solidify the 
boundaries of regions—but how lifestyles, science, and business practices interact 
locally and what similarities and differences exist between local conventions is a 
question for future research.
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Social Innovation

A New Instrument for Social Change?

Cornelius Schubert

1 Introduction

Rampant, unbridled change appears as a ubiquitous phenomenon that holds broad 
segments of contemporary society in its grasp. Industrialization, individualiza-
tion, rationalization—they are all seemingly fateful processes that dismantle and 
reconstruct society in a never-ending parade of novel forms. The more differenti-
ation occurs within societal fi elds, the more interdependent they are and the more 
complex and dynamic the exchanges that constitute social order between them 
inevitably become. No matter its outcome, change is virtually the only constant.

These observations refl ect essential insights of modern theories of society. As 
such, they continue to present challenges both on the ground in various societal 
fi elds and from a bird’s-eye view, that is, from the perspective of sociological the-
ory, for the refi nement thereof. On a general level, sociologists have long since 
refl ected on how modern societies cope with the competing challenges of differ-
entiation and integration (Durkheim 2014) and how specifi c fi elds such as politics 
keep up with an endless stream of transformation. At issue is what defi nes a ‘good’ 
balance between renewal and the status quo, so that change can happen without 
fully discrediting established structures. Sociologists are also called on to analyze 
social change as an immanent process and refl ect on its implications.

What I want to argue in the present context is that societal change itself is 
currently undergoing a structural shift in the context of an increasingly refl exive 
and multi-referential ‘innovation society’ (Hutter et al., this volume): institutions 
of political governance, which are tasked with the job of guiding societal change, 
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have registered the increasing ineffectiveness of top-down interventions and now 
look to new bottom-up approaches for solutions. As one example of this shift, I 
will look at so-called social innovations, which have become a popular topic in 
many societal and political fi elds as well as academic discourses. Social innova-
tion, as others have argued, has become a dominant mode of social transformation 
in modern industrialized society and has consequently developed into a refl exive 
tool to control this change (cf. Beck and Kropp 2012). In the political sphere, this 
tool meshes well with postmodern conditions: instead of top-down bureaucratic 
or market-based interventions, it is held to promote community-based grassroots 
inventions (cf. Grimm et al. 2013). This view of social innovation takes the wide-
spread pessimism, both general and theoretical, regarding the governability of 
complex societies (à la Luhmann), observable since the 1970s, and bolsters it with 
new data while also pairing it with a solution. As I will show, in this perspective, 
social innovations are often conceived as immaterial, grassroots initiatives that 
are conducive to civil society. Regardless of its specifi c intentions, this restrictive 
take on social innovation promotes an instrumental (i.e., active and directed), en-
trepreneurial view of social change.

To explain the above claims and the transformation processes they entail, I will 
start by outlining a brief overview of social innovation as a mode of social change 
from a sociological perspective before moving to a more specifi c examination of 
social innovation as a policy instrument for social change. Then I will critically 
analyze the two primary connotations of social innovation as both immaterial and 
bottom-up processes with presumably positive outcomes for civil society. My anal-
ysis of the heightened interest in social innovations at the European Union level 
should serve as a case in point of the diffi culties inherent in this dually restrictive 
interpretation.

2 Transformation of (Post-)Modern Societies

To explore the link between social innovation and social change, I will start with 
an overview of how the former concept has developed. Discussions of social in-
novation have gained momentum in recent decades, but its underlying ideas and 
defi nitions date back much further. Going back in time, innovation itself reveals 
a story of twists and turns, along with close links to more recent discussions of 
social innovation.

Canadian historian Benoît Godin (2015) has noted the changing connotations 
of ‘innovation’ over the centuries. In the late 1400s, it was a derogatory term 
applied to religious or political subversives who aimed to derail existing social 
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or religious structures. This connotation remained throughout the 19th century, 
when innovation was increasingly joined with the adjective ‘social’ to denote and 
devalue—mainly communist—ideas and ideals concerning social change. Such 
negative connotations of social innovation stand in stark contrast to more recent 
attributes that are actively expressed in current discourses, namely, social inno-
vation as a positive force for local, sustainable social change (cf. Howaldt and 
Jacobsen 2010; Rückert-John 2013). According to Godin, social innovation only 
acquired a positive connotation after taking a detour through technology and 
market discourses in the early 20th century, around which time its meaning start-
ed to shift away from a problematic subversion of social order to instead become 
a desirable generator of growth and value in capitalist economies. Once applied to 
socio-political processes, innovation suddenly acquired a clear techno-economic 
connotation. Joseph Schumpeter, regarded as the originator and primary advo-
cate of this turn, coined the phrase ‘creative destruction’ (1942) to emphasize the 
inherent dynamics of capitalist production and the crucial role of innovation for 
economic growth. Even today, the positive connotation of techno-economic inno-
vation remains largely unscathed and present in numerous economic and political 
initiatives that aim to secure Germany’s or Europe’s competitiveness in the global 
marketplace of the future (see, e.g., the 2014 Federal Report on Research and 
Innovation of the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research (BMBF 
2014)).

In the course of the 20th century, social change was mainly attributed to tech-
nological and economic impulses (Schumpeter’s references to Marx are no co-
incidence). Some theorists did, however, manage to look beyond these sources. 
William F. Ogburn in particular developed a more encompassing sociological 
theory of innovation not limited to a solely economic perspective (Ogburn 1922; 
see also Godin 2010). Like Schumpeter, Ogburn assumed that technical and eco-
nomic factors were the primary drivers of change in modern societies. He bundled 
these factors under the term ‘material culture,’ citing examples such as new pro-
duction equipment and means of transportation that relied on steam, electricity, 
or gas. The term also included new techniques in housing construction as well as 
various consumer products (Ogburn 1922: 268ff.). ‘Non-material culture,’ on the 
other hand, consisting primarily of social values, norms, habits, and customs, was 
forced to adapt to the steady stream of changes in material culture. Ogburn coined 
the term ‘cultural lag’ (ibid.: 200ff.) to describe the maladjustment between a 
non-material culture that was always one step behind its material counterpart. 
Ogburn noted that this observation mainly referred to a specifi c form of change 
in modern societies and that change could just as well emanate from non-material 
culture—for example, as a product of changing religious or political ideas—with 
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material culture lagging behind.1 These formative arguments aside, what mat-
ters in the present context is the underlying view of society they entail: ‘cultural 
lag’ is more likely to occur in complex and functionally interdependent societies. 
Differentiation and functional interdependencies in modern society supply, fi rst, 
the basic conditions for different societal segments to operate independently and 
‘do their own thing.’ Second, they come with a clear mandate for governance 
mechanisms to ensure the ongoing functioning of society as a viable ‘whole.’ For 
Ogburn, modern societies existed in a fundamental state of disequilibrium that 
required constant work to coordinate between various interdependent segments. 
From this perspective, many social innovations would appear to be a means of 
repair or innovative fi xes meant to re-insert some degree of adjustment into a 
perpetually disjointed social order.

Drawing on Ogburn and Schumpeter’s concepts, we can distill some fundamen-
tal characteristics of social change and innovation in modern society:

• First, processes of differentiation subject established patterns of social order to 
a continuous pressure to change. Modern society is essentially permeated by 
change.

• Second, this state of society demands ongoing, active adjustments. In Schum-
peter’s writings, this aspect of society is represented by entrepreneurial cre-
ativity and its constant focus on renewal. For Ogburn, adjustments could be 
ascribed to other sources, especially politics, as with occupational safety legis-
lation introduced to combat the growing number of workplace accidents with 
the rise of industrialized society.

No longer an incidental product or an inevitability, social change thus becomes a 
central governance issue for modern societies—depending on the lens that theo-
rists apply in diagnosing the political governability of modern societies (Mayntz 
and Scharpf 1995). If governance is viewed with some modicum of optimism, so-
cietal change becomes a large-scale endeavor that can reach even relatively stable 
social institutions. Everett C. Hughes already addressed the need for entrepreneur-
ial action (understandable in a broad sense as coordination and decision-making 
activities in the face of uncertainty) in the 1930s to stabilize institutions. Entre-
preneurial action as a corrective agent was to be a “crucial feature of institutions 
in a society where the mores, whatever else they may do, do not foreordain that 

1 Ogburn did not introduce material lag as a direct counterpart to cultural lag. He used 
cultural lag to refer to varying rates of change and ‘adjustment problems’ in complex 
modern societies, no matter where the change originally emerged.
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the individual shall stay put and remain within the framework of given corporate 
units throughout his life” (Hughes 1936: 183). Similar to the perspectives offered 
by Schumpeter and Ogburn, Hughes’ thoughts on social change reveal an inherent 
tug of war between change and stability.

The concepts of creative destruction, cultural lag, or institutional entrepreneuri-
alism present various ideas that mediate between these two ends of the rope. Nov-
elty is both engendered from and replaces what has gone before. Furthermore, 
whatever counts as ‘old’ is constantly called on to adapt in modern societies. This 
basic confl ict can already be found in the ‘problem of society’ as described by 
George H. Mead (1936: 361): “That is the problem of society, is it not? How can 
you present order and structure in society and yet bring about the changes that 
need to take place, are taking place? How can you bring those changes about in 
orderly fashion and yet preserve order?”

In the face of sweeping societal change, innovations or the actions that produce 
them, regardless of whether novel developments are classifi ed as techno-econom-
ic or social innovations, appear to be an increasingly dominant mode of social 
change. Although use of the actual term ‘social innovation’ was seldom to non-ex-
istent well into the mid-20th century, we can fi nd evidence for a specifi c perspec-
tive of a social order defi ned by permanent change. With his ideas of ‘piecemeal 
social experiments’ or ‘piecemeal social engineering’ (Popper 1945: 138ff.) ap-
plied to denote incremental changes in circumscribed action contexts, Karl Pop-
per provided the closest approximation of an early concept of social innovation. 
Change in society, he held, does not stem from grand utopian agendas but from 
countless minor innovations: “The introduction of a new kind of life-insurance, of 
a new kind of taxation, of a new penal reform, are all social experiments which 
have their repercussions through the whole of society without remodelling society 
as a whole” (ibid.: 143). Social change in modern society thus becomes a positive 
force, something that can be shaped and formed—fully unlike the negative conno-
tations of social innovation in the 19th century and before.

Yet even Popper expressed a clear skepticism toward large-scale political inter-
ventions and their effi cacy. Change comes from all corners of society, sometimes 
with unforeseen and unintended consequences. Social innovations in Popper’s 
view are more like tenuous experiments rather than predictable instruments. In 
this sense, modern societies are inevitably innovation societies in which the activ-
ity of novelty production no longer remains the exclusive domain of the market or 
politics (Hutter et al., this volume).

In light of the increasingly refl exive use of social innovations as ‘fi xes’ for cur-
rent societal problems, in the next section I consider the growing importance of 
social innovation as a specifi c form of political governance; in other words, my ob-
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jective is to analyze the active use, labelling, and discussion of social innovations 
as intruments for social change.

3 Social Innovations

As explained in the previous section, social innovations are hardly new. Ever since 
the emergence of modernity—at the latest—they have been integral to various pro-
cesses, at times circulating under different names, designed to shape and transform 
society. In her overview of different concepts of social innovation, Katrin Gill-
wald (2000) includes Bismarck’s social welfare legislation among its ranks, and 
Wolfgang Zapf acknowledges in general terms, with a nod to Robert K. Merton, 
that “social innovations employ new means to achieve recognized objectives more 
effectively” (1989: 177, my translation). Gillwald and Zapf list an impressive range 
of social innovations (both top-down and bottom-up) in civil society, the market, 
and the state, such as new lifestyles and social movements, new services and ways 
of organizing work, political transformations and territorial reforms. More recent 
studies on social innovation as well cover a broad range of topics, for instance, 
sustainability (Rückert-John 2013), services and management practices (Howaldt 
and Jacobsen 2010), and protest movements or software development (Aderhold 
and John 2005). In short, no part of society seems to have been spared from social 
innovations. This would appear to hold true for Germany, frequently referred to 
by itself and others as an ‘innovation nation,’ even internationally (Franz, Hoch-
gerner, and Howaldt 2012; Nicholls and Murdock 2012; Ruiz Viñals and Parra 
Rodríguez 2013).

Academic treatment of the subject confi rms that social innovation is no longer 
just a general mode of social change. Social innovations and their associated dy-
namics have become an established topic in scholarly circles, one that is eyed with 
increasing interest from the political sphere (Grimm et al. 2013). To a growing 
extent, social innovations are—or promise to be—tools for actively shaping society 
with the capacity to counteract the tensions in highly differentiated industrialized 
contexts. They are also portrayed as creative policy instruments. Stakeholders and 
scholars alike analyze and evaluate the potential of social innovations; they pro-
duce and revise systematic knowledge about how social innovations can be used 
refl exively to leverage social change. Scientifi c and political discussions at the EU 
level in particular, presented in further detail in the empirical section of this paper, 
appear to confi rm this shift in social innovation from a general mode to a refl exive 
instrument of social change.
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Presenting a broad discussion of social innovation here would be amiss—the 
empirical material and theoretical approaches are far too varied. Instead, I am 
interested in how the now popular concept of bottom-up social innovation is jux-
taposed with a purported loss of top-down control in national and international 
policy and what consequences this portrayal has for an understanding of social 
innovation. This shift in the concept of social innovation from a general mode to 
a refl exive tool for social change carries with it certain restrictive connotations 
related to social change and social innovation. Two of these readings and their 
implications for an analysis of social innovation will be presented below. The fi rst 
sets up an antithetical relationship between social innovation and technical inno-
vation (cf. Howaldt and Schwarz 2010). The second portrays social innovations as 
politically convenient social technologies at the EU policy level or, in other words, 
as promising grassroots solutions to combat a growing ineffectiveness in tradition-
al top-down governance structures (cf. Young Foundation 2012).

3.1  Innovation: Technical or Social?

One important aspect and at once the fi rst problematic connotation of social in-
novation in current discussions is how to distinguish it from technical innovation. 
As they are generally perceived, social innovations do not produce tangible new 
technologies such as new means of production, transportation, or communication. 
What they do create are new forms of social organization in terms of “the inten-
tional, effective reconfi guration of social practices” (Howaldt and Schwarz 2010: 
89). Although a line is drawn here between tangible technical innovations and 
intangible social innovations, the latter still profi t from the positive connotation 
of their technical—or techno-economic, as Schumpeter would have it—counter-
parts. Talking about social innovation then implies that creative problem-solving 
potential can be found in non-market contexts and that whatever novelty is brought 
forth has to do with social organization instead of technical artifacts. This take 
on social innovation versus technical innovation primarily aims to steer academic 
and political discourse away from dominant interpretations of techno-economic 
innovation and towards a broader social science perspective. It is of little value, 
however, when trying to create an analytic or empirical distinction between social 
and technical innovation.

Social innovations are in fact usually socio-technical developments; in the 
same vein, technical innovations rarely happen without some amount of social 
change (Bijker, Hughes, and Pinch 1987). The indivisibility of socio-technical dy-
namics has been a mainstay in sociological research, whether for social practices 
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in general (Reckwitz 2003) or for social and technical innovations in particular. 
The utility of this divide can clearly be questioned altogether. Tracing the use of 
the term ‘social innovation’ in sociology over the past 50 years reveals its use as a 
foil for a number of concepts; technical innovation is rarely among them.

Wilbert Moore (1960) characterizes social innovations as patterns of social 
change that contradicted then prevalent functionalist ideas about continuity. 
Moore’s interest lies in the dynamics of societal change, which he attributes to the 
increasing delegation of social problems to science and technology, an approach 
that, in turn, required the re-calibration (like Ogburn’s ‘cultural lag’) of other areas 
of society. According to Moore, social innovations are central to societal trans-
formation, a force that cannot be kept at bay, and technical innovation is almost 
always the impulse for this change. Social innovation is therefore, more or less, 
an adaptive response to technical change, that is, a part of the same process, the 
two cannot be considered separately. Social innovation in Moore’s reading closely 
approximates Ogburn’s description of innovations as a means of adjustment that 
are undertaken to preserve or restore social order in processes of socio-technical 
change.

James Taylor (1970) pursues a similar argument but identifi es the difference 
between social and technical innovation in that technical innovations (he uses the 
example of new mouse-traps) are typically adopted at a faster rate than social 
innovations, for example, school reforms or rehabilitative programs for offenders. 
Social innovations, Taylor argues, supplant established forms of social order and 
threaten existing sets of values, roles, and skills. This is why social innovations are 
much harder to implement than technical innovations, which can do little, at best 
minor, damage to the social fabric. Unlike Moore, in Taylor’s conceptualization, 
social innovations are not always playing catch-up; instead, the need for major 
social changes can stand in the way of technical innovations. Whether Moore or 
Taylor presents the more convincing argument is ultimately secondary. In consid-
ering how society changes, both thinkers focus on socio-technical dynamics, thus 
providing a strong basis for the explanatory potential of sociological analysis.

Harvey Brooks (1982) also assumes that technical and social innovation go 
hand in hand. While he does distinguish between social, socio-technical, and 
technical innovations, Brooks was quick to add that this distinction is not always 
clear cut (ibid.: 9). Even ‘pure’ social innovations like those found in healthcare or 
the introduction of the supermarket rely on technical artifacts to some extent, for 
example, telescopic or ‘nesting’ shopping carts or machine-readable barcodes on 
products. In these examples, technical innovation follows social or organizational 
innovation. Socio-technical innovations such as passenger car traffi c or television, 
on the other hand, require several different social and technical innovations, even 
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legislative changes, all of which need to happen in a relatively short time period. 
Brooks’ third category of ‘pure’ technical innovation mainly pertains to innova-
tions in materials engineering or in chemical processes. Brooks describes these 
innovations as almost purely technical, since social or organizational changes can 
always be found in their midst. Furthermore, technical innovations always have a 
strong potential to become socio-technical innovations, as Brooks explains, citing 
developments such as the transistor or the laser.

From this perspective, the merit in postulating a fundamental distinction be-
tween social and technical innovation seems questionable. When applied as a heu-
ristic prism to capture current societal dynamics, however, focusing on the social 
and the technical aspects of innovation, as well as their interactions, could prove to 
be a fruitful distinction. Speaking of ‘social innovation,’ then, would circumvent 
an overly restrictive interpretation of ‘innovation,’ specifi cally, innovation defi ned 
solely by processes of technology development, without neglecting the technical or 
material aspects of social innovation. The distinction between technical and social 
innovations can only be made in analytic terms, with different reference points in 
mind or when talking about specifi c patterns of stability or change. Once innova-
tion is conceptualized more generally as a social practice or observed in different 
empirical cases, its socio-technical or material-semiotic constitution becomes ap-
parent (Bijker and Law 1992).

In summary, an interpretation of social innovation that focuses solely on its 
social character falls too short in three respects:

• First, it implies that innovation is solely technical, an idea that has long been 
laid to rest in sociological innovation research. Technical innovations are al-
ways produced socially, from their development through to their execution.

• Second, it relies on a dematerialized model of sociality that maintains a clear 
divide between technical and social orders. Yet the search for a ‘purebred’ so-
cial innovation, free of any essential technical or material aspects, will also 
ultimately turn out to be too limited.

• Third, creating a fundamental difference between social and technical inno-
vation obscures the constitutive interactions between the technical and social 
aspects of societal transformation. Positing an analytic distinction, in contrast, 
makes it possible to paint a more precise picture of the various facets of change 
in modern societies. Then, drawing on the ideas of Ogburn or Moore, we can 
discover which technical developments demand adaptive responses or innovative 
repairs to the social fabric and vice versa. With Taylor we can investigate how 
well social structures and practices hold up in the face of technical innovations, 
and Brooks helps us see socio-technical entanglements in modern infrastructure.
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In addition to these concrete questions, sociological inquiry into the topic of social 
innovation clearly indicates a more far-reaching pattern of social change. There is 
widespread agreement that in increasingly differentiated modern societies, estab-
lished patterns of social order are in transformation. Researchers in this area see 
social innovation happening precisely where different sectors in society struggle 
to become aligned. Social innovation therefore not only possesses disruptive qual-
ities, similar to Schumpeter’s characterization, but it also stabilizes society in two 
ways: fi rst, as a solution to perceived problems (innovation as a fi x) and, second, 
as Zapf describes it (1989: 177, my translation), as a “new means to achieve recog-
nized objectives more effectively” (innovation as an improvement).

Social innovation differs from general processes of social change in that rel-
evant stakeholders must stand behind it, actively asserting and implementing its 
novel qualities, without any guarantee of its success (cf. Rogers 2003 for a wealth 
of empirical evidence). Social innovations can thus be grasped as specifi c coordi-
nation and decision-making activities under the condition of uncertainty, as postu-
lated by Hughes (1936), for example. Seen in this light, it becomes clear that social 
innovation primarily denotes the means to a specifi c end—or the creation of a new 
means entirely. This entrepreneurial approach to social change is not the exclusive 
domain of society’s ‘movers and shakers.’ Starting in the 1960s, sociologists began 
to refl ect on innovation as a template for social change and to employ it to diagnose 
current social macro dynamics.

In recent years, alongside this practice and observation, social innovation has 
been increasingly infused with positive normative connotations. These new qual-
ities can be attributed in part to infectiously positive interpretations from science 
spilling over into the fi eld of policy. However, NGO leaders are also increasingly 
pushing their own ‘pro-innovation’ agendas. I have presented my critique of a fun-
damental divide between social and technical innovation above; now I will address 
the second problematic reading of social innovation owing to a doubly positive 
normative connotation of the concept.

3.2 Innovation: Top-down or Bottom-up?

Taken at face value, a purely analytic separation between technical and social in-
novation requires no additional qualifi ers. All innovations, tangible or not, must be 
recognized as novel and establish themselves over other alternatives (Braun-Thür-
mann 2005). Staying for a moment with this basic premise, we can note that it 
makes no mention of dominant actors, the specifi c thrust of innovative activities, 
or their means of implementation. Once again, analytically speaking, no innova-
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tion, whether social or technical, is good or bad per se, and innovations can range 
in scope from local solutions to global interventions.

In contrast to a purely analytic perspective, social innovations—especially at 
the EU policy level—have increasingly been introduced and discussed as a nor-
mative model for a specifi c form of social change.2 This normative interpretation 
results in several provisos to an analytic understanding of the concept. I want to 
explain these stipulations based on the central criteria contained therein:

• First, and most importantly, social innovations are understood as bottom-up 
processes initiated and advanced by local actors. These efforts contrast with a 
top-down logic of governance. This rather simplistic contrast, top-down ver-
sus bottom-up, appears in the political discourse to underline the potential of 
social innovations as novel instruments for shaping society. In the sociologi-
cal discourse as well, the grassroots level is a recognized source of innovative 
change. William F. Whyte (1982), for example, portrayed social innovations as 
a series of local social inventions in contrast to more far-reaching political in-
terventions. Social inventions, Whyte argued, are developed and applied within 
a group, while interventions are an exogenous force that impacts on the group. 
In other words, social innovations sprout up at the base of society but are rarely 
able to grow beyond their source niches—a perspective also highlighted by 
more recent authors (Mulgan et al. 2007: 37).

• Second, social innovations, in line with Ogburn, are seen as responses to so-
cietal problems and therefore as innovative ‘fi xes.’ In the EU policy context, 
these social ‘repairs’ are not limited to local problems. Policy-makers instead 
see social innovations as having the potential to solve major macro-level chal-
lenges such as achieving carbon-neutral objectives, providing universal health-
care, or fi ghting poverty (Murray, Caulier-Grice, and Mulgan 2010: 2).

• Third, building on the previous dimensions, social innovations are conceived as 
stopgaps for market and policy failures (ibid.: 3). Neither market mechanisms 
nor political regulations are thus conceived to be able to furnish satisfactory 
solutions to the complex problems of modern societies. The failure of top-down 
models is countered with the promise of social innovation as a form of bot-
tom-up governance.

2 The definitions and framings of social innovation found in the Open Book of Social 
Innovation (Murray et al. 2010) constitute my main reference point for the following 
discussion.
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• Fourth, although social innovations are presented as a promising solution in 
the above three points, there is still not a strong connection between creative, 
locally organized, but often fi nancially ill-equipped actors and powerful EU 
institutions (ibid.: 4). This means social innovation cannot make good on its 
promise since there is still no viable link between top-down and bottom-up in 
terms of the selection, fi nancing, and scaling of local social innovations (i.e., 
there is a governance defi cit at the macro level).

• Fifth, this defi cit continues to be promoted by an inadequate scholarly un-
derstanding of social innovation. While innovation and its dynamics are well 
researched for various engineering or medical fi elds, comparable expertise for 
social innovation is still lacking (Mulgan et al. 2007: 5). Faced with this relative 
lack of knowledge, the fundamentally refl exive character of social innovation 
as a means of political governance becomes all the more apparent. Without a 
specifi c understanding of its dynamics, however, social innovation can hardly 
be applied as a tool for social engineering. In other words, the aforementioned 
governance defi cit is compounded by a knowledge gap. Necessary expertise 
must therefore be generated through scientifi c research and made available to 
policy-makers.

Given this situation, Geoff Mulgan, one of the most prominent advocates of social 
innovation in the EU political discourse, defi nes social innovation as follows:

Social innovation refers to innovative activities and services that are motivated by 
the goal of meeting a social need and that are predominantly diffused through or-
ganizations whose primary purposes are social (Mulgan 2006: 146).

Unlike techno-economic innovation, which aims for economic profi t, social inno-
vation endeavors to bring about social progress. The ‘social’ in social innovation is 
not about creating a strict boundary between the social and the technical. ‘Social’ 
in this context consists of (a) a positive assessment, (b) the fulfi llment of a societal 
need, and (c) a contrast between the social and economic. In this sense, social in-
novation can be conceived more specifi cally as innovations driven by civil society 
and social welfare.3 Thus, ‘social’ carries a distinctly positive and normative con-
notation; so does the second part of the social innovation equation, ‘innovation.’ It 
comes with its own positive and normative qualities, derived more or less directly 
from a growth-oriented perspective on techno-economic innovation (Mulgan et 

3 I am indebted to Miira Hill’s phrasing of ‘social welfare innovation’ in a comment on 
this paper.
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al. 2007: 5). Technical and economic innovations, with a nod to Schumpeter, are 
widely believed to fuel economic success in the competition between companies 
and countries. From this vantage point, ‘innovation’ promotes both prosperity and 
progress, and ‘social innovation’ can be seamlessly appended to these positive 
semantics.

With this doubly positive normative interpretation, social innovation starts to 
develop an increasingly ambiguous relationship to techno-economic innovation. 
On the one hand, the difference between the two is clearly postulated: social in-
novation is geared toward civil society and public welfare; techno-economic in-
novation produces technical artifacts and maximizes profi ts. On the other hand, 
social innovation resembles Popper’s ‘piecemeal social engineering’ (Popper 
1945: 138) or, in other words, incremental improvements designed to fi x specif-
ic problems and not to achieve utopian ideals by means of revolutionary change 
(i.e., ‘utopian social engineering’). Social innovation is thus assigned an optimistic 
and instrumental connotation as a social technology (already apparent in Small 
1898: 131) by enabling the effi cient improvement of social relations based on new 
social scientifi c fi ndings. The latter interpretation borders on the growth-oriented 
understanding of techno-economic innovation. In this case, the proximity of social 
innovation to social technology as a form of social change bent more on the idea 
of an instrumental fabrication of social change. Even if social innovation does not 
produce technical artifacts, social and technical innovations still exhibit similari-
ties through the shared assumption that progress can be engineered or planned—or 
so they promise.

Despite the asserted differences from economically motivated innovation, such 
a characterization of social innovation clearly borrows from some of its ideas. 
One of the most obvious indicators is the prominence of entrepreneurs, viewed 
as indispensable for the invention and accomplishment of social innovations (see, 
e.g., the Open Book of Social Innovation or Murray et al. 2010). Entrepreneurial 
agency is not necessarily pared down to economically rational action but consists, 
as discussed by Hughes (1936), more broadly of deliberate coordination and deci-
sion-making activities in an uncertain environment. The entrepreneurs behind so-
cial innovations form a complement of sorts to economic entrepreneurs, or perhaps 
even a ‘new breed’ of actors who are likewise bold and creative in their pursuit of 
novelty. The difference between social and economic entrepreneurs is primarily 
one of orientation: the latter seek to maximize profi ts while the former focus on the 
greater good—even when they achieve it through new forms of economic activity 
(Nicholls and Murdock 2012).

Yet social entrepreneurialism is not a satisfying common denominator since, 
just like other forms of innovation, social innovation can rarely be guided and 
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controlled by individual actors (cf. Phills Jr., Deiglmeier, and Miller 2008). Its pur-
ported potential in terms of social engineering can also turn out to be a fi ctitious 
control narrative. Where top-down political interventions fail, social innovations 
are portrayed optimistically as grassroots alternatives that give policy-makers and 
society access to local creative potential—once certain gaps in knowledge and 
governance are overcome. Optimism in this case is dubious; as emergent phenom-
ena in modern societies, social innovations can rarely be planned, much less con-
trolled by the political sphere (Beck, Giddens, and Lash 1994).

This dual notion of social innovation, as a feat of engineering and entrepre-
neurialism, enables its metamorphosis from a general mode of social change to a 
refl exive tool in the political discourse. Social innovations are politically framed 
as change instruments, wielded and stylized as problem-solution packages for cur-
rent and future challenges (like aging, chronic illnesses, criminality, and climate 
change, to name a few; see Mulgan 2006: 147). Social innovations also become re-
fl exive because, without an a priori guarantee of their success, they cannot get by 
without ongoing scientifi c support and evaluation (Preskill and Beer 2012): fi rst, 
like any business or technical endeavor, they can also fail; second, uncalculated 
and unintended consequences can emerge, which then fuel subsequent innovation 
activities.

When social innovation becomes a refl exive tool for political intervention, it 
is transformed in part from a simple means to an end in its own right. More suc-
cinctly, ends often refl ect their chosen means (Dewey 1939). And as a means, the 
positive normative concept of social innovation also conveys the instrumental and 
entrepreneurial undertones of techno-economic innovation. This interpretation of 
social innovation quietly harbors a specifi c concept of social change and the po-
tential for macro-level governance: the focus on bottom-up processes can also be 
understood as an emphasis of state withdrawal paired with the increasing impor-
tance of entrepreneurial activity. The problems addressed by social innovations 
simultaneously undergo a dramatic upscaling from local needs to global challeng-
es, climate change being an apt example. The failure of large-scale political and 
market-oriented approaches in solving these confl icts is enacted on a stage where 
the innovative potential of local, creative actors in civil society forms the imme-
diate backdrop.

Discussions of social innovation at the EU policy level ultimately appear as an 
attempt by certain stakeholders—in a sense social entrepreneurs such as the UK-
based Young Foundation4 (Young Foundation 2012)—to establish a new political 

4 The Young Foundation is a London-based think tank named after the British soci-
ologist Michael Young. Its mission is to eliminate social inequality through social 
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problem-solution package. In other words, what we are witnessing can itself be 
taken as a social innovation in the EU policy fi eld. This social innovating of social 
innovation will constitute the focus of the next and last section before I conclude 
by summing up my arguments. The goal will be to describe the shift in social in-
novation from a general mode to a refl exive instrument of social change.

4 Refl exive Social Innovation in the EU: New Hopes of 
Governance

Compared to social innovation’s long empirical and conceptual history, its career 
in the international political discourse is still young. In the USA and Australia, 
for example, the White House Offi ce of Social Innovation and Civic Participation 
and the Australian Centre for Social Innovation were both founded in 2009. The 
Bureau of European Policy Advisers published a report on the state of social inno-
vations in the EU around this same time (BEPA 2010).

Political initiatives to establish various social innovations as tools for change in 
society can be understood as social innovations in their own right: fi rst, they are 
relatively new, and second, they offer alternative solutions to existing problems. 
These initiatives are part of an increasingly refl exive, that is, continuously mind-
ful and active, approach to social innovation driven by civil society stakeholders 
such as the Young Foundation and are observable at the national and international 
policy levels.

Once innovation becomes refl exive (Hutter et al., this volume), the countless 
social innovations that had previously been adopted as largely experimental forms 
of social change, outside of politics and throughout society, are made available to 
researchers and policy-makers. This includes a systematic refl ection of the sourc-
es, dynamics, and consequences of social innovation. Consequently, scholars can 
identify a multitude of local social innovations on the one hand and a lack of 
knowledge and governance on the part of science and politics on the other (Mul-
gan et al. 2007). Innovations in technology or the economy have been subject to 
intense study; comparable fi ndings for social innovation, however, are few and far 
between. Scholars have also identifi ed new sites of innovative activity in most, if 
not all, parts of society. In the report Empowering People, Driving Change. Social 

innovation. The foundation was created in 2005 through a fusion of the Institute for 
Community Studies, founded by Michael Young, and the Mutual Aid Centre (http://
youngfoundation.org, retrieved November 19, 2016).
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Innovation in the European Union from the Bureau of European Policy Advisers, 
this problem-solution bundle is summarized as follows:

Firstly, solutions must be found, in a time of major budgetary constraints, to de-
liver better services making more effective use of available resources. Second, the 
traditional ways in which the market, the public and the civil sector have provided 
answers to social demands are no longer suffi cient. In this context, social innovation 
represents an important option to be enhanced at different levels (local, regional, 
national, European) and sectors (public, private, civil) as its purpose is to innovate 
in a different way (through the active engagement of society itself) and to generate 
primarily social value (BEPA 2010: 30).

From BEPA’s standpoint, to tap into the governance potential of social innovation 
for EU policy, the fi rst step would be to eliminate existing defi cits in expertise and 
governance. This would involve closing gaps in fi nancing and scaling up solutions 
from the local to the EU level and developing a better grasp of social innovation 
dynamics. Indeed, there are already several reports and initiatives that are working 
to map and systematically explore the fi eld of social innovation in Europe.

In 2012, for example, a European research consortium on social innovation 
started to receive funding as part of the Seventh EU Framework Programme for 
Research and Technological Development (FP7) under the project title Theoret-
ical, Empirical and Policy Foundations for Social Innovation in Europe (TEP-
SIE5). This consortium is tasked with providing preliminary research to develop 
the fi eld of social innovation. The results are meant to enable actors such as the 
Young Foundation to assume central positions in the future fi eld of social innova-
tion in Europe—in other words, precisely where gaps in expertise and governance 
are identifi ed between local social innovation initiatives and the European frame-
work programs. Together with the non-profi t organization NESTA6, for example, 
the Young Foundation launched the Internet platform Social Innovation eXchange 
(SIX7), and the two organizations co-published the Open Book on Social Innova-
tion (OBSI, Murray et al. 2010). In conjunction with SIX, the Young Foundation 
authored the 2010 Study on Social Innovation (SSI8). Largely similar to the OBSI, 
the study was created as an overview for the European Commission’s Bureau of 

5 www.tepsie.eu, retrieved November 19, 2016.
6 www.nesta.org.uk, retrieved November 19, 2016.
7 www.socialinnovationexchange.org, retrieved November 19, 2016.
8 http://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Study-on-Social-Innova-

tion-for-the-Bureau-of-European-Policy-Advisors-March-2010.pdf, retrieved Novem-
ber 19, 2016.
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European Policy Advisors. Furthermore, the Young Foundation participated in the 
EU-sponsored initiative Social Innovation Europe (SIE9). In February 2013, the 
European Commission, led by the Directorate-General for Regional and Urban 
Policy published the Guide to Social Innovation (GSI10). The Directorate-General 
for Enterprise and Industry11 supported several activities related to social innova-
tion, some of which include the SIE Initiative and a competition entitled Europe-
an Social Innovation Competition. In Horizon 2020, the current EU Framework 
Programme for Research and Innovation, social innovation is, tellingly, part of the 
sixth so-called ‘Societal Challenge’ entitled Europe in a changing world—Inclu-
sive, innovative and refl ective societies,12 which also clearly expresses the refl exive 
nature of social change in society today.

The European Commission’s GSI identifi es social innovation in the context of 
a whole series of challenges facing society, from the current fi nancial crisis with 
its severe consequences for employment to demographic change, competition in 
the global marketplace, climate change, and long-term solutions for healthcare and 
social welfare systems. Social innovation is characterized as a process that can be 
applied to scale up local social innovation to the EU level: “This process is com-
posed of four main elements:

• Identifi cation of new/unmet/inadequately met social needs;
• Development of new solutions in response to these social needs;
• Evaluation of the effectiveness of new solutions in meeting social needs;
• Scaling up of effective social innovations” (GSI: 6).

This model reveals an underlying concept of social innovation borrowed from 
managerial research or the engineering sciences. Strictly speaking, the EU is less 
interested in an analysis of social innovation than in fi nding and proposing ways 
to scale up effective local solutions to the national or international levels. The 
metamorphosis of social innovation, from a general mode to a refl exive means 
of social change, thus indicates a shift towards a more widespread application of 
local social innovations in civil society as well as in political and even economic 

9 https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/socialinnovationeurope/; retrieved November 19, 2016.
10 http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/20182/84453/Guide_to_Social_Innova-

tion.pdf/88aac14c-bb15-4232-88f1-24b844900a66; retrieved November 19, 2016.
11 http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/innovation/policy/social-innovation/index_

en.htm; retrieved November 19, 2016.
12 http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/europe-chang-

ing-world-inclusive-innovative-and-reflective-societies; retrieved November 19, 2016.
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spheres. As mentioned above, not only the problematic aspect of governance but 
also inadequate expertise in science and policy-making are cited as barriers to the 
broad diffusion of social innovations. Both obstacles, however, can hardly be over-
come when ‘social innovation’ embodies competing normative claims or a narrow 
focus on purely social grassroots innovation. These two interpretations muddy the 
analysis of positive and negative socio-technical processes of change at different 
levels of society.

5 Conclusion

In the last section, I advocated understanding the growing political discussion and 
support for social innovation by the EU as an innovation process in itself that is 
driven by relevant stakeholders. With the explicit installation of social innovation 
in the European funding framework, it is also safe to assume an increasingly re-
fl exive approach to social innovation as an instrument for social change. The in-
disputably positive objectives, such as strengthening civil social actors at the local 
level or combating social inequality, still remain bound to a highly instrumental 
concept of social innovation, which conveys a clear slant towards entrepreneurial 
agency. As a means of change in society, from this standpoint, social innovation 
is hardly a neutral device. Instead it conveys a specifi c image of transformation 
processes as well as its own diagnosis of social problems.

In this conceptualization, social innovation is an innovative fi x that recalibrates 
poorly attuned segments of society. It is also a response to more general trans-
formations, such as the global economic crisis or the aging populations of many 
industrial nations. These problems are generally perceived as too complex for any 
top-down intervention at the national or international policy level. Instead, local 
actors in civil society are thought to supply an apparently endless reserve of crea-
tive solutions that should become accessible for use at higher political levels.

In observing these local processes, it quickly becomes clear that a normative 
distinction between social innovation and techno-economic innovation cannot 
hold water. It might even result in an overly restrictive perspective since it ob-
scures the constitutive socio-material interrelatedness of innovation in the making 
while also blurring the structural similarities between ‘technical’ and ‘social’ in-
novations when they are perceived solely as such. Moreover, with this perspective, 
the entrepreneurial undertones associated with ‘innovation’ tend to go unnoticed, 
and social innovations introduced in business organizations fall under the radar. 
While drawing a clear line between social innovation and technical or economic 
innovation does draw attention to gaps in expertise and governance, it does little 
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service to the analysis of social innovation itself. A far more interesting approach 
would be to explore technical and economic aspects in EU-funded social innova-
tion projects or how these projects respond to technical and economic changes as 
refl exive means of political design.
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