
Organizing in Spaces for Social Innovation  

A Community of Practice Perspective  
 

by 

Diana Elena Gaftoneanu and Yatin Sethi 

 

 

Who are “we”? 

 

Greetings! 

 

I am Diana Elena Gaftoneanu, an artist involved with NGO work, originally from Romania but currently 
living in Spain. I am honored to introduce my co-author, Yatin Sethi from India, a social entrepreneur 
working with Young Changemakers at Ashoka Scandinavia. “We”, throughout this summary and the 
thesis itself, are the authors. 

As colleagues, we have agreed to work together on this thesis because of our shared interest in social 
innovation, in the people’s power to get together and work on new ideas to help others. We are 
fascinated by spaces for social innovation and 
their unique ways of organizing based on 
strong principles that hit close to our way of 
thinking and acting.  

We, as researchers, see reality as a creation 
of the mind, within one’s self. We thus base 
our work on the idea that social innovation is 
created through interaction and collaboration, 
through people working together and sharing 
practices, in a community, to achieve their 
purpose. We perceive the external world 
through the lenses of the knowledge we 
already have, past experiences and theories 
and we believe that so do the social actors we 
interact with in our research. In line with this 
way of seeing knowledge, we admit that our 
standpoint, values and background as well as 
the ones of the participants in our study reflect 
in our work. We are aware of our role as 
authors in the paper and that our study may 
be influenced by our appreciation and sharing of certain values such as equality and altruism. Having 
said all this, we would like to welcome the reader to follow our philosophical views and our choices based 
on them, in hope that the findings and conclusions will reveal themselves smoothly and consistently.  

Diana and Yatin 

The following work summarizes the essentials of “Organizing in Spaces for Social Innovation - A 
Community of Practice Perspective”, degree thesis for “Leadership for Sustainability” master program at 
Malmö University, Sweden. The thesis was supervised by Daniel Ericsson and    upon examination (oral 

presentation, defense and final submission) received the grade “A” (Excellent). 



Organizing in spaces for social innovation 

 

Social innovation, at its core, can be defined as new ideas that meet unmet needs. From the need to 
address social problems through collaboration, new patterns of organizations have emerged that are built 
around the purpose of enabling social innovation. 

With a focus on collaboration and co-creation, these organizations that vary from cross-sector 
collaborative projects to social enterprises represent new and innovative ways of creating opportunities for 
people to come together and unite forces for social innovation, both in outcomes and means. 

When naming any one of these organizations a “space for social innovation”, an important element here is 
that they state themselves that their purpose is social innovation. If the overall purpose of the organization 
is not defined as such, social innovation should be visible through the inter-disciplinary collaboration 
leading to new ideas from combinations of existing elements that addresses social needs, leaving behind 
new relationships. Also, it is important to keep in mind that when 
we talk about spaces for social innovation, we refer only to 
spaces of physical nature. 

Physical space is actually a component part of the Centre for 
Social Innovation’s Theory of Change that argues for the 
conditions needed in order for social innovation to emerge. The 
theory is presented in the form of a pyramid that has physical 
space at the bottom, acting as a foundation for the above levels. 
The second level is community, built in the space, which grows 
as people feel more comfortable there and develop 
relationships. Lastly, social innovation lies at the very top of the 
pyramid, as the space and community lead to new ideas, 
collaboration and innovative solutions. 

The idea of a physical space that enables social innovation has had a rapid growth, opening islands of 
innovation across the world. As a field of interest growing exponentially, research has not yet caught up 
with the practice, leading to a “trial and error” approach to organizing in spaces for social innovation. 
Recently, questions like how these physical spaces should be organized to aid the process of innovation 
have begun to preoccupy researchers in the field of social innovation. 

An Innovative Perspective 

 

We asked ourselves how organizing is different when the purpose is to enable social innovation and we 
problematized the particularities of organizing to find the most suitable approach to this problem.  

Mulgan’s Connected Difference Theory emphasizes the key dimensions of social innovations:  new 
combinations of existing elements,  cutting across organizational boundaries  and leave behind new social 
relationships which, in turn, contribute to the diffusion of innovation. 

Combining the aforementioned theory with social constructionist theories on organizing that focus on 
human interaction and relationships, we found that community of practice theory is most suitable to best 
understand social structures in these types of organizations. 

According to Wenger, notorious for coining the expression, communities of practice are “groups of people 
who share a concern or a passion about something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 
regularly”. Besides its grounded meaning, communities of practice can also be used as a way to look into 
the social structure of an organization, from an interaction, relationship based angle, bounding people by 
interests and practice. Communities of practice can cross boundaries and delimitations between business 
units, hierarchies or any other dimensions of social structures in an organization, enabling innovation and 
new knowledge. 

They have long been recognized for their value in an organization and we believed the concept may hold 
potential to be an innovative way of viewing the social structure of the organization in a manner that could 
aid the design and the sustainable development of spaces for social innovation.  



Exploration, as we understand it, is the attempt to develop an initial description or an understanding of a 
social phenomenon, to learn what is going on in a new context explored, usually as a starting point for 
further research.  

Answering this purpose represents an opportunity to fill a gap in current research and practice that can 
open doors for new research in the field of social innovation. In a practical manner, our exploration might 
help in recognizing internal incongruences in spaces for social innovation, aid organizing more efficiently 
and open doors for funding opportunities and support.  

We set to address this purpose by answering two research questions through which our exploration 
touches an initial description of the phenomena as well as basic understanding of it. Recognizing this, 
we called upon using both descriptive and interpretive inferences. In order to answer our research 
questions, we designed our research as case-oriented, initially analyzing within our case studies, 
followed by a between case comparison, in an inductive manner.  

Purpose of research 

 “to explore organizing in spaces for social innovation from a community of practice perspective” 

Data collection 
 

Based on our research design, location proximity, 
university case presentations and previous 
personal connections, we decided on two cases 
from Malmö and Lund, Sweden. After our initial 
research on these cases we also added a third 
space for social innovation from Helsinki, Finland 
that shared several characteristics  with our other 
cases and after a lecture on similarities s between 
the Öresund Region and the Basque Country, we 
added a fourth case from Spain.  

Each space for social innovation was approached 
differently, due to prior connections and nature of 
the space. We personally visited three of the 
spaces for social innovation researched in Spain, 
Finland and Sweden and took guided tours 
organized by either the manager or users of the 
space. During these tours we took notes of our 
observations, pictures and even recorded the 
presentation, to be later analyzed. The last case 
represents a space for social innovation that is still 
in a conceptual stage so a visit to the space was 
unrealistic.  

Besides observation, another instrument we used 
was the semi-structured interview, conducted 
either in person or via Skype, on the basis of 
several preselected themes, with at least two 
representatives for each case.  

Our primary data was accompanied by 
secondary data collection and analysis 

throughout the whole research 
process (initial literature review, 

documents connected to the 
cases, research methods 
literature). 

Data Analysis 
 

Following the steps of the analytical hierarchy, after 
collecting our primary and secondary data from all 
four cases, we re-listened all recordings, 
transcribed main ideas, took quotations and also 
reviewed our notes from observations, 
conversations that were not recorded and 
secondary data such as previous studies and 
annual reports. The results of these transcriptions 
were summarized in documents for each case 
containing observations, quotations and ideas. 
After the initial individual familiarization with the 
data, we summarized the main ideas on post-its 
that were later grouped in clusters based on similar 
concepts found in all four cases. 

To answer our first research question, following our 
case-oriented design, we adapted a community of 
practice perspective and unveiled particularities for 
each individual case. We were then able to form an 
initial description of organizing in spaces for social 
innovation from a community of practice 
perspective. 
 
We then returned to our post-it and revised them, 
allowing us to re-arrange them after new thoughts 
and ideas. We reflected upon the similarities but 
also differences identified in the four cases in  light 
of our new found understanding of communities of 
practice and we were able to delimit four themes of 
organizing in spaces for social innovation from a 
community of practice perspective. After further on 
exploring these four themes and their relevance to 
organizing in spaces for social innovation, we 
discovered a fifth theme that resulted from 
understanding the other four themes as principles 
for organizing. 



We presented the data collected, analysis and findings in line with our research questions, in two main 
analysis chapters. Honoring that structure, this summary will follow the same lead. 

Q1. What can be said about spaces for social innovation  

from a community of practice perspective?  
 

Our exploration of spaces for social innovation from a community of practice perspective started by 
analyzing our data from our four cases, divided in four sections: background, the spaces as communities 
of practice, characteristics of the community of practice and the relationship between community and 
practice in each individual case. We then took this exploration forward and looked for similarities in all four 
cases in order to form a better image of spaces for social innovation from a community of practice 
perspective. Looking at the domain, community and practice of our four cases, we were able to view them 
through Wenger’s community of practice theory, leading us to the following definition: 

A space for social innovation, from a community of practice perspective, shelters a diverse group of 
people who share an interest in addressing social needs and who learn, develop and contribute by 

interacting on an ongoing basis.  

Further on, our analysis allowed us to develop an initial description of the four spaces for social innovation 
using the dimensions of community of practice: mutual engagement, joint enterprise and shared 
repertoire, as well as the characteristics that are shared (or not) among the different spaces for social 
innovation. Our overview, in short, discusses main characteristics and dimensions from which we can 
draw a few conclusions.  

 Spaces for social innovation express their wish to be as opened as possible, welcoming all types of 
members. Jointly defined by these members, the community is the result of the contribution of its 
members through co-creation and collaboration. 

 Freedom, along with no leaders to impose strict rules and the member’s relative equality in taking 
decisions that concern the community encourages negotiation of the shared enterprise. This 
ultimately leads to a sense of mutual accountability for the community.  

 Support and tools offered by the community to its members encourage interaction but are also an 
important part of their shared repertoire. This leads to developing capabilities but also relationships 
throughout the community.  

 In spaces for social innovation, the community of practice is cultivated through communication, 
engagement and collaboration among all members. 

Q2: How do spaces for social innovation organize,  

from a community of practice perspective?  

 

OPENESS: All our four cases, as spaces for social innovation, strive to achieve an open culture that 
encourages communication and feedback. The spaces aim to be flexible both in physical terms and 
accessibility, supporting an open doors policy 24/7 and sporting no kind of restrictions in terms of users.  

PARTICIPATION: Users are encouraged to participate and engage in the co-creation of the space, but 
also work together in achieving their purpose. Collaboration is thus crucial for the four spaces for social 
innovation analyzed. No matter the level of participation, all users are considered important which brings 
us to the third principle: equality.  

EQUALITY in the four spaces for social innovation presented refers to users’ rights in decision making 
and getting support, but also in their responsibilities in terms of offering support and fulfilling ones role. 
Equality also addresses the reticence towards an official hierarchic structure. 

 ACCOUNTABILITY, as an organizing principle for spaces for social innovation from a community of 
practice perspective, drifts away from general rules and policies and in turn embraces mutual 
accountability, a sense of ownership for the space but also respect for the other users.  



During our analysis of these four themes, we were 
witness to the emerging of a fifth theme: the feeling 

of “SECOND HOME”.   

A very basic way of putting it is that spaces for social 
innovation wish that their users would feel as home in 
the space. Home, you are the owner. You are always 
welcomed and you can come and go as you please, 
you can take decisions and change things, but you 
are also responsible for what you do and for 
maintaining the space. Most importantly, at home you 
have a family, or, in spaces for social innovation, a 
community of users that share your interest for social 
innovation. This feeling, in line with Centre for Social 
Innovation’s Theory of Change, leads to comfort, new 
relations, new ideas and ultimately social innovation.  

Our model (right) represents the relation between the 
feeling of “second home”, openness, participation, 
equality and accountability in regards to organizing in 
spaces for social innovation.  

We began with the Centre for Social Innovation’s Theory 
of Change that described the conditions needed for social 
innovation to emerge. From our exploration, we can 
conclude that the feeling of “second home”, built on the 
physical space and the community that is cultivated inside 
it, allows users to make the best out of the time spent 
there, ultimately encouraging social innovation. Thus, we 
would like to wrap up our exploration of organizing in 
spaces for social innovation with some thoughts on our 
findings. Reinterpreting the Centre for Social Innovation’s 
Theory of Change, on the basis of the physical space, 
organizing for the community of practice inside the space, 
a feeling of “second home” evolves which enables 
increased collaboration, new ideas and ultimately, social 
innovation, as illustrated in the figure on the left. 

Contributions 
 

Our overview of the spaces for social innovation, in line with the unique perspective chosen, reveals the 
image of the spaces in new, innovative manners. Our findings can help the cases analyzed understand 
themselves better, but also observe other similar cases. Further on, the comparisons between cases 
pinpoint flaws or best case practices, encouraging thought and offering possible solutions for the spaces 
analyzed. Our results can also be used by the cases analyzed in terms of opening doors for funding 
opportunities and support.  
Our paper can also hold interest for upcoming spaces for social innovation. It is clear that we do not 
presume that the manner of organizing in spaces for social innovation presented is generalizable, but the 
knowledge gathered can indeed be used as a case study by interested parties. Also, our model can be a 
source of inspiration for current or upcoming spaces for social innovation, offering a unique theorization 
molded on the spaces.  
As an exploration, the paper can be used as a basis argument for further research, which for us 
represents our main theoretical contribution. Also, the paper treats innovative concepts such as “spaces 
for social innovation” that are argued for, explained and defined, and can indeed be used further on in 
other research. The unique perspective adopted for this situation lies as a precedent for future works. 
Lastly, our conclusions opened our eyes towards new connections that can be made from our findings, 
such as the reinterpretation of the Centre for Social Innovation’s Theory of Change which represents a 
clear direct impact of our work on the understanding of current literature. 

We believe that this paper holds great potential in terms of findings and ideas presented and we are 

looking forward for all future research that is derived or connected with our work.   
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