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Abstract 
This paper assesses some of the characteristics of the relationship between social innovation and the 
evolving digital economy. It is based on a study of several not-for-profit organisations, who, as part 
of their operation, have implemented Web 2.0 solutions utilising resources made available under the 
Victorian Government Innovation Statement (2008). While these ‘collaborative internet innovation’ 
projects were primarily funded to increase organisational productivity and economic activity, what 
makes them particularly interesting is their direct social innovation purpose using internet based 
communications technologies. The concept and practice of social innovation is gaining considerable 
attention in the face of increasing demands on government welfare expenditure. For some, 
innovation is needed to increase the productivity of (government) funded community service 
organisations. For others, the innovation process is focussed on seeking solutions to intractable 
social problems that do not ordinarily attract commercial or government responses. Utilising actual 
case studies, the paper argues that public policy for innovation and the digital economy needs to 
look beyond the confines of productivity in order to capture the full range of benefits available from 
investments in high capacity broadband. 

Introduction 
This study focuses on the relationship between social innovation and the internet in selected 
Victorian not-for-profit organisations. While the use of information and communications technology 
(ICT) to improve organisational efficiency is well understood, its use in addressing unmet social 
needs in Australia is less clearly recognised (cf. Jaaniste, 2008). 

The paper locates social innovation and the internet within theories of innovation generally, 
particularly those of ‘catalytic’ or disruptive innovation (Christensen, Baumann, Ruggles, & Sadtler, 
2006). Its starting point is the recent Productivity Commission’s analysis of the Contribution of the 
Not-for-Profit Sector in Australia and the need to boost the sector’s capacity for social innovation 
(Productivity Commission, 2010, particularly Chapter 9: Promoting productivity and social 
innovation). 

Using in-depth interviews, the paper highlights rich insights into the relationship between the 
internet and social innovation in the not-for-profit sector. It proposes the notion of engagement as a 
common characteristic that makes the internet particularly useful and meaningful for social 
innovation, and which also provides a platform to support systemic social change. 

The paper also points out some implications for public policy deliberations relating to the digital 
economy, suggesting that a greater focus on social innovation and the not-for-profit sector will help 
pull through the ‘innovation that raises productivity’ (Stevens, 2009) that is the focus of current 
economic debates (cf. Gittins, 2011). 
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The research approach taken in this study is generally known as Interpretive, which is particularly 
pertinent to not-for-profit organisational inquiry. It focuses on the role of the actors within the 
organisational structures, seeing innovation as a dependent variable, something that inheres, and 
arises out of, the relations between actors and the pertaining context: 

For interpretive researchers the organization is a social site, a special type of community which 
shares important characteristics with other types of communities. The emphasis is on a social 
rather than economic view of organizational activities. (Deetz, 1996, p. 201) 

This approach is also appropriate to the study of social innovation since ‘… interpretative 
phenomenological and critical social theory approaches concentrate on human behaviour and social 
action’ (Maggs-Rapport, 2001, p. 380). 

(In seeking to foreground the voice of the organisations interviewed, the respondents’ original 
comments are quoted in italics to differentiate them from secondary sources.) 

The relevance of the not-for-profit sector 
The not-for-profit sector plays an important role in Australian society, particularly in delivering 
community services. The notion of purpose (versus profits) is a key defining factor: ‘the sector 
comprises organisations established for a community purpose, whether altruistic or mutual in 
nature’ (Productivity Commission, 2010, p. xxv). The Productivity Commission also notes that: 

This sector has grown rapidly over the past decade, and now makes up just over 4 per cent of 
GDP (just under $43 billion), with nearly 5 million volunteers contributing an additional 
$14.6 billion in unpaid work. (Productivity Commission, 2010, p. iii) 

There is a growing appreciation of the ability of the sector to innovate, given its closeness to grass-
roots issues, its flexibility and capacity to recruit staff and volunteers from all walks of life to 
contribute to its operations. 

During some periods in recent history, civil society provided most of the impetus for social 
innovation. (Mulgan, 2006, p. 145) 

The sector often operates in-between and in-connection-with the government and business sectors, 
and such collaboration with diverse viewpoints can be a stimulus for innovation. 

In reality, creativity has always been a highly collaborative, cumulative and social activity in 
which people with different skills, points of view and insight share and develop ideas together. 
(Leadbeater, 2009, p. 7) 

More recently, however, various constraints to innovation have been identified in the not-for-profit 
sector in Australia. In particular, ‘the sector lags behind on the adoption of ICT’ (Productivity 
Commission, 2010, p. 230). In a survey of Victorian community service organisations: ‘Findings 
indicated that the majority of the organisations assessed were lacking in digital proficiency and had 
no ICT … plan in place’ (Infoxchange Australia, 2009, p. 3). While most do use ICT for basic 
business functions they are relatively slow to adopt new forms of electronic communications as a 
way of engaging with their communities: 

they are not … significantly participating in the ‘social web’ revolution exemplified by sites 
such as Facebook, blogs, RSS feeds, mobile technologies etc. This latter aspect is particularly 
worrying because it represents a real risk of not engaging the next generation of donors, 
volunteers, employees, sponsors and supporters. (Connecting Up Australia, 2008, p. 7) 

Even here the use of the ‘social web’ applications is seen to be more relevant to supporting the 
organisation’s business operations (raising support) than to changing the way services are provided. 
The implications of this deficit in regard to the opportunities to be offered by the National 
Broadband Network (NBN) are stark: 
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Participants from the community sector, however, were notably less able to envision how high 
speed Internet could assist them in offering their services — with health-related organisations 
being the exception. (The Allen Consulting Group, 2011, p. vii) 

The relationship between modern communications technologies and social innovation by the not-
for-profit sector is, therefore, of national policy interest. 

Social innovation and business innovation 
There is an increasing interest in the concept and practice of social innovation (cf. Mulgan, 2007). 
The Productivity Commission suggests that: 

Social innovation is critical to achieving better outcomes from public funds spent on human 
services, and over the longer term for reducing reliance on government for the provision of 
these services. (Productivity Commission, 2010, p. 243) 

This interest is occurring even while its precise definition is debated (cf. Dawson & Daniel, 2010; 
Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010; Pol & Ville, 2009). Such debates occur along a number of overlapping 
axes, including: 

 
Purpose <—> Productivity 
Purpose <—> Profit 
Social innovation <—> Technological innovation 
Social innovation <—> Business innovation 
Addressing unmet needs <—> Economic willingness to pay 
Not-for-profit organisations <—> For-profit organisations 
Catalytic-systemic <—> Incremental 

This last axis, in particular, locates social innovation within Christensen’s ‘disruptive technology’ 
framework (Christensen, 1997). A social innovation that has a defined set of characteristics is 
classified as a ‘catalytic innovation’, which produces ‘sustainable social change’ (Christensen et al., 
2006). The following working definition captures the elements of social innovation pertinent to this 
study. 

… social innovations often have aims that draw on notions of contributing to the welfare of 
society and improving social capital. Such innovations may involve using existing technology 
and knowledge in new ways to meet social goals, or they may involve using existing knowledge 
or new technologies in new ways to improve social circumstance by addressing domestic, 
infrastructural or environmental goals. (Dawson & Daniel, 2010, p. 15) 

It is this emphasis on the innovation addressing purposes that are outside of, or larger than, the 
organisation that is a defining characteristic of social innovation, something that seems important to 
the organisations in this study: 

The innovation is in the community engagement, not in the IT. The technology is not rocket 
science. (French, 2011) 

The technology tools are not radical — the radical thing is the giving of voice. (Budd, 2011) 

Its uniqueness is the focus on being seen to take action in your local community. (Davies, 2011) 

While the innovation is not seen to reside in the development of a new technology, but rather in the 
social, community and organisational transformations that occurred, the ‘social innovation <—> 
business innovation’ axis above also points to the possibility of overlap between the two (cf. Pol & 
Ville, 2009). That is, innovations may also change and benefit the organisation and its operations, as 
well as the social need being addressed. Interestingly, Pol and Ville locate the internet at the 
intersection of business innovation and social innovation, contributing to both: 
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… the Internet has provided new business opportunities to many people and has changed the 
way we communicate with our friends and family. (Pol & Ville, 2009, p. 880) 

Figure 1 seeks to show the relationship between social innovation, the internet and business 
innovation as overlapping concepts and descriptors, with differing characteristics of purpose, 
productivity and profit. 

 
Figure 1: Social innovation, the internet and business innovation 
Source: Adapted from Pol & Ville, 2009, p. 884. 

Not-for-profit organisations combine a number of levels of purpose in their work: 

 Direct service provision to or case-work with people impacted by the identified social need; 

 Peer-to-peer worker support and training, both within their own organisation and across the 
sector; 

 Community engagement, education and development activities that seek to increase the capacity 
of the community, or groups within it, to respond to and deal with the identified social need; and 

 Public policy development addressing the causes of and deficiencies in meeting the identified 
social need (including advocacy, critique and public commentary). 

Social innovation, then, may occur at a number of levels vis-à-vis the organisation. For example, it 
may change the way local or disparate communities engage with each other or with service 
providers, and it may change the way staff in an organisation relate to clients or go about their 
work. 

Sampling social innovation 
In 2008 the Victorian Government announced its Innovation Statement, and from a total of 
$300 million in new money it would allocate $15 million for a Collaborative Internet Innovation 
Fund (cIIF, pronounced ‘see if’) ‘to capture more productivity gains enabled by Information and 
Communications Technology’ (Victorian Government, 2008, p. 27). By 2009 a total of 22 projects 
had been funded (see Attachment A). These projects are of particular interest because they have 
been chosen for their relevance to certain productivity and innovation criteria from a large number 
of submissions. Further, the collaborative intent of the program fits well with theories of (social) 
innovation. 

From the 22 projects in total, seven were chosen to be interviewed for this study based on the lead 
organisation being a not-for-profit organisation and the project having a primary focus on social 
innovation, not just organisational productivity. The seven projects interviewed are detailed in 
Table 1., highlighting the specific innovation that is being attempted. 

Internet 

Productivity 
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Table 1: Organisations interviewed 

Organisation Description Innovation 

Field Inc. 
(furthering 
inclusive learning 
& development) 

Provides learning resources particularly to disability 
services workers. The traditional service model is face-to-
face professional development sessions and hard-copy 
resources. The unmet need arises out of the nature of this 
workforce, which often works alone and isolated from 
colleagues and managers. The project enables disability 
services workers to connect into their workplace and 
collaborate with colleagues online. 

Using technology to give 
workers and clients 
‘voice’ to improve 
engagement and service 
quality. 

Moreland Energy 
Foundation 
Limited 

Seeks to engage people in a specific locality to promote 
residential carbon reduction strategies. Conventional 
community engagement models were not working as hoped 
in reaching the required number of residents. The project 
engages local residents in a zero carbon initiative through 
social networking. 

Social networking linked 
to environmental action 
and behaviour change in a 
local community. 

Relationships 
Australia Victoria 

Provides counselling and family dispute resolution services 
to people in Victoria. The primary service model is face-to-
face counselling at one of eight geographical centres. The 
project seeks to provide online peer-to-peer and relationship 
counselling. 

Online user-driven social 
space with wrap-around 
clinical services. 

Social Firms 
Australia (SoFA) 

Seeks to create accessible, durable employment for people 
with disability, particularly people with a mental illness. 
The project uses an online platform for peer-to-peer support 
and education for mental health workers across three 
different service systems to improve client employment 
outcomes. 

New way for three distinct 
service systems to better 
collaborate for client 
support. 

Springvale 
Community Aid 
and Advice Bureau 

Provides services to diverse local multicultural 
communities. The primary service delivery model is face-
to-face engagement of individual clients or families at the 
centre. The project is building a platform for local 
communities to share experiences, provide peer support and 
engage with support services. 

New uses of technology 
for community 
engagement and 
development with diverse 
cultural communities. 

Trust for Nature Seeks to encourage land-owners, particularly in regional 
Victoria, to manage their properties to promote and sustain 
bio-diversity. The primary service delivery model depends 
on face-to-face development and support of conservation 
management networks across Victoria. The project is 
creating an online network to encourage local protection of 
endangered vegetation and habitats. 

New engagement model 
for environmental 
education in regional 
areas. 

UnitingCare 
Moreland Hall 

Provides drug and alcohol treatment and education services 
across Victoria. The primary service delivery model is face-
to-face counselling of individual clients or families who 
seek their services. This project is building online peer 
support, information and counselling for certain users. 

New engagement channel 
allowing people to look 
into the service without 
having to step into a 
service. 

Source: Based on cIIF documentation (Victorian Government, 2010), organisation public web sites and research 
interviews with each organisation. 
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Interviews were held with a key project person from each organisation using an open-ended, semi-
structured questionnaire that covered four areas: (i) social needs and internet-based interventions; 
(ii) the organisational process of innovation; (iii) assessing ‘catalytic’ innovations; and (iv) the 
perceived usefulness of the proposed NBN. 

Social innovation as engagement 
A prominent theme among all of these projects is the use of the internet and social networking 
applications to increase engagement: by organisation staff, by clients of services, and by a range of 
communities. Engagement in this context refers, for example, to taking up and using the online 
service; communicating with other users, other staff and managers, and with the service provider; 
and being motivated to take practical action and behaviour change based on using the online 
service. 

Staff engagement is an important variable in organisations, often measured annually, as it is seen to 
directly relate to productivity. In regard to staff using Web 2.0: 

It provides ways of engaging people, making it attractive and potentially effective. (Morgain, 
2011) 

Personal use is enjoyable, fun, attractive, [engaging,] so bring that into the work space. 
(Stephens, 2011) 

Engagement by (potential) users is an important factor in social and community services in regard 
to enabling a sense of connectedness, behavioural change and ultimately well-being: 

It’s all about engagement, so this increases engagement by reducing hurdles. (Stephens, 2011) 

Interactivity [engagement] versus passivity is more the issue regarding effectiveness’ (Law, 
2011) 

Community engagement is also seen as an important variable to the success of social and 
environmental interventions: 

to get a critical mass, to scale up (Cook, 2011) 

it is a community engagement project, not an IT project. (French, 2011) 

Engagement, then, may be seen as the basis for both the outcomes sought from these social 
innovations, and the use of the internet and Web 2.0 to achieve them. 

Social innovation and the internet 
A great deal of social innovation and economic growth in developed nations is now premised on 
the development or use of innovative online technologies and services (GetUp, 2008). 

… social innovations and technical innovations are inextricably linked in most successful 
designs (Moore & Westley, 2011, p. 3). 

Using ICT, in particular the internet, is a proven strategy for increasing business productivity, 
though one that the not-for-profit sector has struggled to implement given funding and other 
constraints (cf. Productivity Commission, 2010, pp. 225–248). Not so obvious is the effectiveness 
of the internet for purposeful social innovation that is primarily directed at social issues and 
services. 

The usual way for the not-for-profit sector to work with people and communities is face-to-face, 
getting people together in the one place for a meeting, or one-on-one client casework. As would be 
expected with these projects, the internet was seen to provide a wide range of benefits for social 
innovation, including: 
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 Enabling organisational growth through increased efficiency: 

It allows us to scale up and overcome distances, we can’t do it by having field staff physically 
visit face-to-face, one-by-one. (Cook, 2011) 

 Overcoming time and place limitations: 

It has a user driven element, a community of common concern, gathering and interacting in a 
common space. It allows access, for example, in rural and regional areas. (Law, 2011) 

 Anonymity or reduced stigma for users accessing services: 

It can take away the sense of stigma when seeking assistance, it de-identifies, which is not 
possible face-to-face or over the telephone. It allows access at any time, anywhere, even for 
busy demographics. It allows people to look into the service without having to step into the 
service. (Stephens, 2011) 

 A common or neutral space between different communities: 

It can provide a trusted neutral space between different cultural communities and for people 
living between two places. It can allow communities to engage with each other and with the 
wider society and tell positive stories, indeed all sorts of stories. (French, 2011) 

 Time savings and flexibility for busy users: 

The internet has a time-saving factor, it is efficient, you can choose when you want to do it, you 
have flexible control over the level of engagement and the amount of time spent. (Davies, 2011) 

 The ability to provide (supervised) peer support: 

It allows users to talk to users, not just to the service provider. (Stephens, 2011) 

 Sharing information that is otherwise locked-up: 

It allows for the collation, transmission and sharing of information that is otherwise locked up. 
It allows for the efficient tapping into available expertise on specific questions. It provides an 
affordable way of implementing a community of practice, compared to costly face-to-face 
meetings, forums and conferences. (Morgain, 2011) 

However, there was also some caveats placed on online engagement. These relate to unwelcome 
behaviours and the limitations of virtual engagement: 

The internet can reproduce problematic physical behaviours and there is less accountability, less 
responsibility online. Counselling services have a duty of care and so need a moderated model, 
which adds substantially to the cost. (Law, 2011) 

Treatment does not equate to information provision, episodes of care usually means face-to-face 
encounters. Typing in forums does not duplicate the challenge presented by face-to-face 
encounters. (Stephens, 2011) 

Many social service organisations are finding themselves increasingly in the business-of-
information, that is, the demands of knowledge management and information provision are growing 
in quantity and complexity, even if face-to-face engagement is the primary mode of engagement. 
Given a wide variation of people’s needs, there is the opportunity to use online methods to 
efficiently meet differing demands: from simple browsing for information, watching a video, 
chatting to peers, chatting to professionals, to making an appointment for a face-to-face interview. 
Here again we see the benefits of the internet in providing multiple modes of engagement. 

The pull towards online 
Services need to follow people’s expectations and demand for online. People’s expectations are 
the driver. (Law, 2011) 
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While not-for-profit organisations continue to place great emphasis on face-to-face engagement, a 
consistent theme coming from these projects is that they are having to respond to an increasing 
demand from their constituencies or target groups for online engagement: 

The stimulant for this project was the demographic we were targeting, they are tech savvy, were 
already using online forums. So actual end-users drove the choice, forced the innovation. 
(Stephens, 2011) 

There was an observation that social movements based on social networking were occurring, 
and were a lot more powerful. People were already using online communities so there was a 
demand factor as well. (Davies, 2011) 

Even amongst some low-income or disadvantaged groups, despite being on the wrong side of the 
digital divide: 

Nearly all communities were interested, but as pre-users who wanted to be users. Most groups 
had some savvy people among them. (French, 2011) 

On the other hand, some of these projects are deliberate interventions in specific social systems, 
which seek to overcome barriers to engagement that preclude improved outcomes. These projects 
require the active promotion of online participation to groups not necessarily used to working in 
these ways. For example, in seeking to recruit ‘an older, male, rural demographic with poor 
broadband infrastructure’ (Cook, 2011) meant that demand had to be stimulated through other forms 
of community engagement before ‘looking over the fence’ could be as natural and as significant 
through the internet as in daily domestic life. 

In another example, seeking to integrate ‘three different service systems with different cultures that 
don’t necessarily talk to each other’ meant that demand had to be ‘enticed, it can’t be compelled’ 
(Morgain, 2011)and users recruited on the basis of a commitment to better client outcomes. 

This raises the issue of how staff within not-for-profit organisations may or may not be embracing 
new social networking technologies. On the one hand, organisational use was seen to tap into the 
perception that ‘personal use is enjoyable, fun, attractive, so bring that into the work space’ 
(Stephens, 2011). On the other hand: 

It would have been beneficial to bring workers along to a greater extent. There is the issue of the 
capacity of the workforce to take on board new technology when most don’t have emails. 
(Budd, 2011) 

So, while it is apparent that some not-for-profit organisations are experiencing a demand from their 
communities for online engagement, and others see this as a way of extending the boundaries of 
their community engagement, bringing this mode of operation into the workplace is more 
problematic for this sector: 

How do not-for-profit organisations pay for or resource their workers for internet access for 
work purposes? (Budd, 2011) 

The perceived usefulness of high capacity broadband 
The NBN will be a massive positive, due to current regional infrastructure limitations. It will 
give confidence that the system will work. (Cook, 2011) 

The eventual availability of ubiquitous high capacity broadband in Australia was generally thought 
to improve the opportunities for success of these social innovation projects. In particular, there was 
a strong interest in reliable video communications capability, both in terms of calling and 
conferencing, and for handling rich multimedia resources. This was generally expected to increase 
the level of engagement of users: 

Video is what we are really interested in. There is something about seeing the person in the 
home country, even if it is asynchronous. Seeing the people and seeing the place. (French, 2011) 
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Video is important, it will be easier for people to see the value of what they are looking at, for 
example, farming methods; it captures the imagination. (Cook, 2011) 

Video was also seen as a way of allowing people to have a greater voice by showing, for example, 
individual preferences for disability care. This, in turn, could be used to incorporate the user 
experience into training courses for staff and managers: 

People with disability using video to record how they would like their support delivered in 
specific situations. Using video conferencing for staff supervision, group meetings, and 
professional development. (Budd, 2011) 

Related to this desire for video is the expected opportunity to better serve rural and regional areas 
once there is a higher-capacity entry-level broadband service available: 

The NBN will be a big plus as it should allow better engagement and use of interesting video-
based resources including to rural and regional areas, which is difficult at present.  
(Stephens, 2011) 

The NBN’s capacity was seen to be less relevant in terms of engagement for local neighbourhood 
based projects: 

While the NBN may increase the number of people who get online, it will not be a big factor 
given the local focus of this project. Video is not so relevant to people who just get on their bike 
to go meet face-to-face locally. (Davies, 2011) 

The limitations of video for telehealth-counselling applications were noted by one respondent, 
particularly in clinical or case-work contexts: 

… there are still many factors that are not shared, such as the weather, the ambient temperature 
etc., which may affect trust and therefore the level of engagement. (Stephens, 2011) 

A final minor theme was some concern whether high-capacity broadband would be affordable for 
their constituencies and so a continuing desire for community based public access facilities such as 
libraries and other community organisations. This issue, telehealth and NBN affordability for people 
on a low income, was recently highlighted when it was noted that high-definition (HD) video-
conferencing would not be possible on the proposed NBN entry-level service due to the limited 
uplink bandwidth (cf. Aikman, 2011). 

Catalytic social innovation 
Many argue that innovation is not really innovation unless it is successful, that is, unless it is widely 
disseminated and sustained over time. For example, Hindle distinguishes between ‘small-I’ and 
‘BIG-I’ innovation: 

The ability of management to transform the potential of a new idea into an outcome that results 
in value creation and sustainability is the crucial determinant of the innovation process and 
deserves to be a central concern of innovation policy. (Hindle, 2002, p. 52) 

He quotes Catherine Livingstone (then CEO of Cochlear Limited) in support, ‘I will interpret 
(successful) innovation as meaning “the process whereby new ideas are transformed, through 
economic activity, into a sustainable value-creating outcome”’. Hindle also notes that such a 
definition ‘is applicable to a public good as well as commercial outcomes’ (Hindle, 2002, pp. 53, 
54). This also seems to be the basis and vision of the Victorian Government’s public investment in 
innovation: 

Innovation is about transforming good ideas into thriving industries and rewarding jobs, lifting 
productivity and creating a healthier and more sustainable community. (Victorian Government, 
2008, p. 3) 

However, according to Christensen and his collaborators, ‘catalytic innovators’ go beyond just 
success or sustainability (Christensen et al., 2006, p. 101). Such innovations are also disruptive to 



318 Record of the Communications Policy & Research Forum 2011 

 

the accepted way things are done and generally arise outside of and may end up being a threat to the 
mainstream incumbent providers. 

This study sought to learn whether the social innovations attempted by the projects in this study 
could potentially be ‘catalytic’ innovations according to Christensen’s five criteria. Each criterion is 
quoted below followed by an assessment. 
1. They create systemic social change through scaling and replication. 
 Because all the projects are based on the use of online platforms they are seen to be eminently 

scalable or replicable. While it is too early to know whether this will actually occur, what is 
clear from almost all respondents is that that progress towards this new way of working 
becoming business-as-usual has been made, especially within the organisation, which is an 
important first threshold. 

2. They meet a need that is either overserved (because the existing solution is more complex than 
many people require) or not served at all. 

 Almost all the projects are using internet solutions to overcome the substantial costs, hurdles 
and limitations posed by current physical ways of working, including face-to-face (case-work) 
meetings, geographic distances, or even the unwillingness to walk through the door of an 
identifiable community service. It could be argued that such resource intensive physical ways 
of working may either over-service or result in under-servicing of a range of needs. 

3. They offer products and services that are simpler and less costly than existing alternatives and 
may be perceived as having a lower level of performance, but users consider them to be good 
enough. 

 All the innovations were targeted, either in terms of functionality or to the specific groups they 
are addressing. Solutions were ‘rough and ready’ (Morgain, 2011) and in a similar way to other 
digital innovations, such as Apple’s iTunes, try to allow access to the required song or episode 
or information, rather than having to take the whole album or sit through an interview. 

4. They generate resources, such as donations, grants, volunteer manpower, or intellectual capital, 
in ways that are initially unattractive to incumbent competitors. 

 The use of Web 2.0 communications services in all projects is intended, by definition, to allow 
the recruitment and participation of end-users as additional peer-to-peer resources to address 
unmet needs. This is different to current incumbent, top-down, managerial ways of providing 
community services. 

5. They are often ignored, disparaged, or even encouraged by existing players for whom the 
business model is unprofitable or otherwise unattractive and who therefore avoid or retreat 
from the market segment. 

Finally, the problems tackled by these social innovations are difficult for large incumbents to 
address given their institutional and cultural distance from the target groups and the structural silos 
that abound in large organisations or constraining government departments. 

Based on these projects, Web 2.0 solutions do have the ability to enable interesting ideas to actually 
become ‘catalytic’ social innovations. Of course, not all social innovations depend on these new 
communications environments, however, those that do utilise these opportunities may be well on 
their way to creating ‘systemic social change’. 

Recognising the potential of social innovation 
The potential for social innovation by the not-for-profit sector using new communications 
technologies appears to remain ‘below the radar’ (cf. Phillimore, McCabe, & Soteri-Proctor, 2008) 
and generally absent from current policy deliberations, albeit not only in Australia. 
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… policymakers’ comprehension of the importance of this sector for social innovation, digital 
inclusion and socio-economic inclusion still has a long way to go before it becomes solidly 
integrated within policies and governance processes. (Haché, 2011, p. 15) 

For example, the Australian Government’s recently announced National Digital Economy Strategy 
presents a rather narrow view of the opportunities of the NBN for the not-for-profit sector: 

For not-for-profit and community service organisations, engaging online can expand their 
supporter pool to include potentially the entire world and support more innovative fundraising 
models. (DBCDE, 2011, p. 3) 

While the Digital Enterprise program, under this Strategy, targets ‘small-to-medium enterprises and 
not-for-profit organisations (including local cultural organisations)’ (Australian Government, 
2011a),it only provides advice in regard to the NBN. Unlike the Victorian program, it does not have 
a collaborative goal that may be important for innovation utilising the NBN. 

Collaboration and partnerships are key attributes of social innovation and are crucial to how it 
works and its chances of success. (Goldenberg, 2010, p. 210) 

Some of the recommendations from the Productivity Commission report into the Contribution of 
the Not-for-Profit Sector do specifically address social innovation, particularly Recommendation 
9.5: 

Australian governments should require all programs (of over $10 million) delivering community 
services through not-for-profit organisations to set aside a small proportion of the program 
budget (for example, one per cent) to a program related social innovation fund. The fund should 
support trials of new approaches to service delivery, including evaluation of their cost-
effectiveness. (Productivity Commission, 2010, p. xlviii) 

While the Australian Government has now set up the Office for the Not-for-Profit Sector, in line 
with Recommendation 14.1 of the report, its remit is also narrow and does not cover matters 
concerned with social innovation or the use of new technologies (cf. Department of the Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, 2011). This despite the recognition that a ‘concerted effort is needed to 
develop an innovative, appropriately resourced and sustainable [not-for-profit] sector’ (Australian 
Government, 2011b, p. 2). 

Still missing, then, is any national, coordinated program to resource a range of explicit social 
innovation projects in each and every State and Territory, that are potentially scalable or repeatable 
when linked to the ubiquitous availability of high capacity broadband. The Victorian cIIF program 
is a useful model for such a national program. 

What’s required is expanded support for organizations that are approaching social-sector 
problems in a fundamentally new way and creating scalable, sustainable, systems-changing 
solutions. (Christensen et al., 2006, p. 96) 

Conclusion 
It turns out that sociability, not efficiency, is the true killer app for cities. (Ratti & Townsend, 
2011, p. 33) 

It is clear that the affordances of the evolving digital economy, such as Web 2.0 and high capacity 
broadband, are very relevant to the process and potential of social innovation. Not only do these 
technologies enable innovation in organisational processes for efficiency and productivity gains but 
they also stimulate social innovation for increases in service quality, effectiveness, and client and 
community engagement. The concept of engagement underpins both the means and the end, and 
points to the unique characteristic of social innovation. 

While there are many examples, including those discussed here, of not-for-profit organisations 
leading the way with such innovation in Australia, it is clear that the sector generally needs to do 
some catching up in the use of ICT to realise the benefits of such innovation more generally. 
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These two circumstances — the rapid increases in the digital economy, in supply and demand, and 
the ICT deficit in the not-for-profit sector — indicate that in the short to medium term higher levels 
of economic, environmental and social benefit could be realised through social innovation by 
targeting additional ICT resources to the not-for-profit sector to allow for such catch-up. 

In particular, it seems clear that a higher-capacity entry-level broadband service will benefit many 
social innovation projects through an ability to use more immersive, highly engaging forms of 
interaction, particularly real-time video-calling and conferencing, and distributing rich multimedia 
resources. This is in addition to the efficiency benefits that may come as organisations are able to 
scale-up and better serve rural and regional communities. 

Strengthening social innovation through the not-for-profit sector can, then, multiply the benefits 
arising from the NBN. Purpose driven productivity can make an important contribution to making 
the most of Australia’s evolving high-capacity digital economy. 

Appendix 
Victorian Government cIIF Round 1 projects highlighting sample in this study 

Lead organisation Project name What does the project involve? 

Access Melbourne Carpooling 2.0: Real-Time and Mobile CBD workers piloting a real-time 
mobile-based carpooling matching 
system 

Alfred Health Collaborative Generation and Use of 
Research for Practice and Policy Making 

Health researchers and workers 
generating and accessing evidence 
summaries in a secure online knowledge 
exchange 

Australian Practice 
Nurses Association 
Inc. 

Practice Nurse Collaborative Policy and 
Procedures Project 

Practice nurses collaborating online to 
develop and share policy information 

Birchip Cropping 
Group 

Using Web 2.0 for Wildlife Ponds Landholders sharing information online 
about managing wildlife ponds for 
biodiversity in a piped rural water system

Central Highlands 
Agribusiness Forum 

Using Web 2.0 Platform to Improve Farm 
and Environmental Management 

Farmers collecting and sharing 
environmental data from ‘on farm’ 
sensors 

Dairy Innovation 
Australia Limited 

Milk Benchmarks for the Victorian Dairy 
Industry 

Dairy industry sharing milk quality data 
through a new milk benchmarking 
system 

Field Inc. Colleagues Connect Disability services workers connecting 
into their workplace and collaborating 
with colleagues online 

Fire Protection 
Association Australia 

Fire Protection Equipment and Systems 
Hub 

Fire protection service technicians using 
a hub to share ‘on the job’ skills and 
techniques 

Moreland Energy 
Foundation Limited 

Social Networking Integration — Zero 
Carbon Moreland 

Engaging local residents in a local zero 
carbon initiative through social 
networking 
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Lead organisation Project name What does the project involve? 

Museum Victoria Community Collection Management 
System 

Community collection agencies 
cataloguing and sharing their local 
collections and artefacts 

Parks Victoria Healthy Parks Healthy People Online Park users and managers collaborating on 
a user generated online park management 
system 

Peter MacCallum 
Cancer Centre 

Developing a Patient Led ICT Solution to 
Improve Cancer Care 

Developing a shared record to connect 
families and carers of cancer patients 

Public Records Office 
Victoria 

Koorie Archiving System Online space for Koorie community 
members and archivists to partner in 
arranging, describing and interpreting 
government records 

Relationships 
Australia Victoria 

Realives Online peer-to-peer and relationship 
counselling services 

Social Firms 
Australia (SoFA) 

Durable Employment e-Village Developing a platform for peer-to-peer 
support and education for mental 
health workers 

South East Water 
Limited 

Works Central Real-time maps and updates on council 
and utilities works 

Springvale 
Community Aid and 
Advice Bureau 

Living, Learning, Working: A 
Community Channel for Culturally 
and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) 
Communities Project 

Platform for local CALD community 
to share experiences, provide peer 
support and engage with services 

The Association of 
Super Funds Australia 
Limited 

Super Guru Platform for sharing and generating 
superannuation information 

The Song Room Online Remote Music Education Project Peer-to-peer and remote online music 
education for regional and rural 
communities 

Trust for Nature Gippsland Digital Conservation 
Network 

Creating an online network to 
encourage local protection of 
endangered vegetation and habitats 

UnitingCare 
Moreland Hall 

Amphetamine-Type Substances (ATS) 
Community Engagement and Service 
Development Project 

Online peer support, information and 
counselling for ATS users 

Victorian Curriculum 
and Assessment 
Authority 

Web 2.0 in Teaching of Indigenous 
Languages and Cultures 

Using web 2.0 tools to work with 
communities to generate content for 
teaching Aboriginal Languages in 
Victorian schools 

Source: (Victorian Government, 2010) 
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