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Social innovation
set of ideas, objects and/or activities that involve... 
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Translocal Empowerment
locally embedded as well as globally connected

Avelino et al. 2020, Loorbach et al. 2020

Cf. transnational diffusion of innovation: Coenen & Truffer 2012, Feola & Him 2016
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To tackle societal challenges, 

innovation is necessary, but not sufficient.

We need systemic, transformative change,

i.e. transitions towards more just & sustainable societies. 
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Problematic power relations:

inequality, oppression, exclusion, exploitation, extraction, injustice

How & to what extent are social innovations challenging and/or 

reproducing power relations? 

What are (un)intended power implications of 

social innovation processes?



1. Power ‘over’ vs. power ‘to’

2. Centred vs. diffused

3. Consensual vs. conflictual

4. Constraining vs. enabling 

5. Quantity vs. quality 

6. Power = knowledge vs. power ≠ knowledge

7. Empowerment vs. disempowerment

Not choose sides but dialectic approach to highlight different dimensions… 

Power contestations 

Avelino 2011, 2017, forthcoming

Avelino, forthcoming
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Power contestation: consensual vs. conflictual 

Violence as “the most concentrated, if bluntest, instrument of human power”.
(Michael Mann 1986)

Violence can destroy power, but “is utterly incapable of creating it”, and 

“power and violence are opposites; where the one rules absolutely, the 

other is absent”. (Hannah Arendt 1970). 

“Subjection is not only obtained by the instruments of violence or ideology; it 

can also be direct, physical, pitting force against force, bearing on material 

elements, and yet without involving violence; it may be calculated, 

organized, technically thought out; it may be subtle, make use neither of 

weapons nor of terror and yet remain a physical order”. (Michel Foucault 1977)







Protest Dakota 
Access Pipeline
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Three faces of power

1. Dahl (1958)                                                        

– beyond ruling elites 

2. Bachrach & Baratz (1962)                                    

– agenda-setting power

3. Lukes (1974) 

– preference shaping power

(De)/(re)centralization: decentralisation in one place can lead 

to (re)centralisation elsewhere. 

Power contestation: centred vs. diffused 

Avelino, forthcoming
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Embracing & owning the paradoxes

Translating to mainstream context while also 
nurturing the radical core (Smith 2006, 2007)

@FlorAvelino

How can/do social innovations that aim to 
contribute to just sustainability transitions, 
gain power while maintaining their 
transformative potential?

Prepare for dialectics of innovation ‘capture’ + 
develop flexible repertoire of diverse strategies 
incl. ‘Trojan Horse’ tactics (Bonno Pel 2016) 
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