
Innovating academia? 
Reflections on researching social innovation for 
transformation

Dr. Julia Wittmayer
DRIFT, Erasmus University Rotterdam
wittmayer@drift.eur.nl

date / location
September 17th, 2024
Hochschulkonferenz: Die Rolle von Hochschulen 
und wissenschaftlichen Einrichtungen im Ökosystem 
Sozialer Innovationen
Dortmund, Germany

mailto:wittmayer@drift.eur.nl


Rockström et al. 2009)

Persistent problems: 
• complex, 
• uncertain, 
• difficult to manage, 
• hard to grasp 

(Rotmans 2005) 



Transitions

• long-term process (1-2 generations, 20-50 
years)

• radical and structural change in cultures, 
structures, practices

• system level (e.g. sector, city, region)

• high levels of complexity and uncertainty
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“radical transformation towards a sustainable society
as a response to a number of persistent problems 

confronting contemporary modern societies”

(Grin et al. 2010:1)

https://unsplash.com/@chingiztibei?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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i n n o v a t i o ns  a r e  
t r a ns f o r m a t i v e t o  t h e  
e x t e n t  t h at  t h e y

• chal lenge
• alter
• replace

d o m i n a n t  s t r u c t u r e s  &  i n s t i t u t i o n s
Avelino et al. 2017

Haxeltine et al. 2017



Process-oriented research for 
social innovation



Transdiscplinary research

Pohl et al. (2017)

Transdisciplinarity is a reflexive, 
integrative, method driven 

scientific principle 

aiming at the solution or 
transition of societal problems 

and concurrently of related 
scientific problems 

by differentiating and 
integrating knowledge from 

various scientific and societal 
bodies of knowledge.
(Lang et al. 2012, p.26/27)



SONNET’s overall aim was to generate novel understandings of the diversity, 
processes and contributions of social innovation in the energy sector, and 
critically evaluate and assess their success and future potential towards 

supporting sustainable transitions of energy systems.

This project has received funding from the European Union's Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No 837498.



Build capacity in local government for 
social innovation

Addressing energy 
poverty

Speeding up the local 
energy transition

Addressing energy 
efficiency governance

Addressing energy 
retrofitting/financing

Addressing energy 
consumption

Addressing energy 
consumption Supporting  

learning 
processes in 
addressing 

societal 
challenges 

through reflexive 
monitoring



Antwerp address energy poverty and foster just energy transition: Networks and 
learning 



Reflexive Monitoring

Research: How did learning take place in a 
process of experimentation for energy justice 
in Antwerp and to what extent was reflexivity 
triggered?

Learning by doing through four experiments & 
reflexive monitoring (field diaries, dynamic 
learning agenda, learning sessions, …)



Dark and bright sides of social innovations

For example, renewable energy 
prosumerism:

• Reconciling logics vs. Commercialization

• Energy democracy vs. Exclusion

• Autonomy vs. Instrumentalization

• Small is beautiful vs. Projectification

• Active citizenship & empowerment vs. 
Responsibilization and overburdening

• …

(Pel et al. 2023)

Dark and bright sides in 
relation to in/justices of 

some sort or along certain 
standards of justice



Action research

Action research seeks transformative change 
through the simultaneous process of taking action

and doing research
which are linked together by critical reflection. 

(AR podcast, episode 1)

“critical and relational processes
through which researchers and their co-inquirers 

aim to collaboratively produce 
scientifically and socially relevant knowledge and transformative 

action” 
(Bartels & Wittmayer, 2018, p4).

Striving for: 
enhancement of human flourishing, emancipation, 

democracy and the empowerment of those involved 
(Greenwood and Levin 2007, Reason and Bradbury 2008). 



Strengthen local resilience

- City: Framing problems, finding direction, empower community, getting into
action (addressing recent closure of a community centre)

- Research: Local governance of transitions

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Framework programme 7 under grant agreement No 265191, InContext.



Support transition processes 
& experimentation with self-
governance

Wittmayer & Schäpke 2014, 
Wittmayer 2016



Pursuing such research means…



… running into challenges

Epistemological challenges: 
Related to nature, origin, scope and 
understandability of our co-produced 
knowledge

Personal, social and political challenges

Related to personal and societal values 
and norms of how research is done, 
power dynamics and agendas

Institutional challenges

Related to how formal and informal 
institutions in academia work

Methodological challenges

Related to how to co-produce 
scientifically valid and socially robust 
knowledge

Brouwer et al. (2018), Wittmayer et al. (2021), Turnhout et al (2018) and others



Rethinking who you are 
as researcher
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Degrees of engagement, action and normativity

“even though many researchers are 
undoubtedly perfectly capable of 

separating their double roles, it is well 
imaginable that this double role can 

obscure the analysis. The involvement 
with a policy practice or innovation 
project can possibly function as an 

impediment for a realistic analysis of the 
process. It makes it hard to make ‘honest’ 
claims about the role that the researcher 

himself has played in the process” 
(Duineveld et al. 2007: 26)

https://image.slidesharecdn.com/betacodex-heroesofleadership-130214064359-phpapp01/95/slide-8-1024.jpg
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Roles of researchers
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Changes over time

McGowan et al. 2014



‘Functional-dynamic science-practice collaboration’

(Pohl, C. et al. 2017)



Institutional challenges …

• Focus on efficiency
• Narrow (quantifiable) performance metrics 
• International competition

• Focus on scientific excellence
• Disciplinary boundaries, standards and norms 

• Rigid career paths 
• Strong division between academic and professional staff
• Lack of commitment from key decision makers
• ….

e.g. Kump et al. 2023, Gardner et al., 2021; Vogt & Weber, 2020; Adler et al., 2009; de Jong et al., 2016; Hoffmann et al.; 2017; Bartels et al. 2020, Sauermann et al. 
2020, Loorbach & Wittmayer 2023

But also: Calls for academic system & 
universities to become more societally
‘relevant’



It is not that we are not dealing with those….

25

process Engagement in societal 
challenges through scientific 

knowledge and research 
methods 

Pursuit of academic excellence 
with an outcome that serves a 
societal purpose

Kump et al. 2023



Social innovation in academia



Build capacity at universities for social innovation

“to empower radically 
new ways to do 

research, education and 
engagement for a just 

and sustainable future”



Transformative Research Principles

28



9 key dimensions that 
influence the 

institutionalization of 
transdisciplinary work.: that is 

the enabling and hindering
factors for transdisciplinary 

work within research 
institutions.

Williams et al. 2024



Alternative funding 
schemes

Alternative education: 
MA Societal Transitions

Alternative career 
paths



As part of a broader movement



Process-oriented research for social innovation

• To support the emergence and development of social innovation and enhance 
their transformative potential:

• Build local resilience
• Build capacity in local government for social innovation
• Build capacity in universities for social innovation
• Also: Build a movement of movements
• with open critical eyes

• As a social innovation itself

• Runs into problems and challenges: epistemological, methodological, personal 
and institutional

• Necessitates university transformation



Reminder: co-producing realities

“The point is that reflection on social 
processes (theories and observations 
about them) continually enter into, 
become disentangled with and re-
renter the universe of events that they 
describe” 

(Giddens, 1984, p. xxxii–xxxiii)



Thank you!

Dr. Julia Wittmayer

wittmayer@drift.eur.nl

@drifteur



If you are interested (and I very much hope you are), the thematic scope of your contribution 
could include

(international) insights and learnings from transdisciplinary social innovation research, 

and the (changing) role of science and scientists in transdisciplinary projects. 

It could also be a reflection on what science can do to (help) develop, test and sustain social 
innovations, 

and on the current obstacles in the system of science. 
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