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Krisztina VARGA1 

THE POSSIBILITY OF MEASURING THE SOCIAL 
INNOVATION IMPACT 

This study aims to explore the possibilities of measuring the impact of social innovation. 
The methodology for measuring social innovation was originally based on economic 
indicators, but aspects of the concept suggest that the fundamental purpose of the process is 
to ensure and increase well-being, which requires a rethinking of the measurement structure. 
Defining a model for measuring processes, both the outcome and impact, requires  
a combination of top-driven (theoretical) and bottom-up (practical) strategies. This paper 
methodologically explores possible methods and approaches for measuring the impact of 
social innovation programs through a structured review of the literature and an analysis of 
different measurement methods. The study concludes that continuous refinement and 
improvement of the methods is essential, and that a transparent and coherent structure is 
warranted. Given the difficulties and limitations of quantifying indicators, it is a question of 
evaluating rather than measuring the impact of social innovation programs. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The social and economic challenges of the 21st century go beyond previous innovation 
research and require a new, thoughtful analysis of different types of innovation. Today's 
emphasis on innovation research also requires the study of innovations related to social 
issues. Alongside technical innovations, there is at least as much emphasis on efforts to 
ensure social well-being (Hochgerner, 1999). Defining a measurement structure for the 
social innovation process is essential because:  

 in addition to economic and technological innovations, the role of social innovations 
in research, policymaking and the life of communities is of increasing importance, 

 measurement helps to further explore the interactions between economic and social 
innovation, 

the specific process of social innovation requires the development of scientifically sound 
and empirically verifiable indicators. 

While there are several methodological recommendations for measuring technical 
innovation (e.g. the Community Innovation Survey – a biannual innovation survey carried 
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out in EU Member States), the framework conditions for measuring social innovation are 
not yet clear. The basic objective of this study is to present a measurement structure that 
can provide a measurement of the social innovation process at the micro, meso and macro 
levels and analyze the link between each level of activity. The measurement framework is 
expected to allow for the analysis of the measurement results to generate social innovation 
efforts and to ’transfer’ good practices that can be adapted to the most disadvantaged areas. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Defining a measurement structure for social innovation is a complex task that requires 
an examination of the opportunities and limitations of methodologies for measuring 
technical innovation. In measuring social innovation, the starting point is to define 
indicators and identify them as input, output and impact indicators, in line with the systemic 
nature identified for technical innovation. 

Defining a model to measure the process, outcome and impact of social innovation 
efforts requires a joint examination of top-driven (often theoretical) and bottom-up 
(practical strategies based on civic engagement) strategies. The literature review suggests 
that measurement emphasizes the systemic nature of innovation processes (Dawson, 
Daniel, 2010; Carvache-Franco et al., 2018; Neumeier, 2017; Döringer, 2017; Mulgan et 
al., 2007; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Benedek et al., 2015; Szendi, 2018), but there is no 
uniformly accepted measurement methodology in the literature (Krlev et al., 2014, 
Benedek et al., 2015, Balaton, Varga, 2017, Szendi, 2018, Varga et al., 2023). The 
European Union guidelines focus on the assessment of the input, output and impact factors 
of the efforts related to the different levels, in line with the systemic nature of the 
innovation process. In addition to measuring the input and output factors of social 
innovation initiatives, the analysis of the impact on society is also emphasized. The main 
objective of each of the methods examined is to identify the social innovation potential at 
national, regional or local level. The focus is primarily on measuring social innovation 
potential, which is the set of capabilities that facilitate the creation of social innovations 
(Benedek et al., 2015; Szendi, 2018; Kleverbeck et al., 2019; Varga et al., 2023), as distinct 
from the basic conditions for social innovation, which are the necessary conditions for the 
creation and implementation of innovations in a given region or organization (Szendi, 
2018; Varga et al., 2023; Varga, Tóth, 2024). 

Studies focusing on measuring social innovation potential initially focused on macro-
level analyses. There is considerable variation between macro-level studies in the 
indicators used. Measurement methods use both quantitative and qualitative indicators and 
consider the range of data available for a given country. 

The focus of the analysis of meso-level social innovations is on the analysis of 
innovative regional cooperation. Once the interrelationships have been explored, it will be 
possible to identify the framework conditions involved in generating regional social 
innovation. Inter-municipal linkages, network analysis, identification and analysis of 
NUTS 2 and NUTS 3 level cooperation will allow measuring the process of regional social 
innovation. Measuring social innovation potential is a priority at regional level to help 
catching up. As in the case of national analyses, regional methods differ both in terms of 
their calculation procedures and the indicators used. One of the main reasons for this is that 
the range of data available in the regions concerned also varies. The analysis of social 
innovation at micro level is based on the involvement of enterprises, social enterprises and 
civil society organizations implementing social innovations at organizational level, 
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complemented by innovative partnerships between residents and municipalities. Through 
innovative co-operations, municipalities provide new responses to community problems 
that meet local needs, while at the same time improving community well-being. When 
examining initiatives at the organizational level, the cooperation between (local) 
government and the civil society based on innovative business models deserves special 
attention (Battilana and Casciaro, 2012; Grassl, 2012; Unceta et al., 2016). Local 
measurement methods are few, but their importance has increased recently. If the results 
of initiatives at local level can be quantified, good examples can be formulated that can be 
adapted to other organizations and municipalities, supporting the generation of further 
innovations. The local method is expected to identify and assess the basic conditions 
(necessary factors) and capabilities of social innovation, i.e. the social innovation potential. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

The possible methods and approaches for measuring social innovation impact vary 
depending on the different economic and social organizations. The aim is to continuously 
refine methods and make them more effective. Due to the difficulties and limitations of 
quantifying indicators, we are talking about assessing rather than measuring the social 
innovation impact. 

The authors Dainiené and Dagiliené (2016) have defined the measurement dimensions 
of the impact of the social innovation process at the organizational level. The proposed 
method is a theoretical approach focusing on the social innovation process and  
a measurement method based on the dimensions of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) 
approach. Each stage of the process also defines each stage of the measurement framework 
(Table 1).  

Table 1. TBL dimensions and indicators 

TBL DIMENSION Indicator 

social 
community relations, product safety, initiatives on 

training and education, charity, volunteering, and the 
employment of disadvantaged groups 

environmental 

compliance with the legislation, insurance, landscaping, 
remediation, number of complaints, reports, water use, 

energy consumption, pollutant emissions, environmental 
risks and hazards, waste generation 

financial 
profit, cost accounting, product and service demand, 

prices, profit margins, innovation applications 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (based on Dainiené, Dagiliené, 2016). 

The study will then identify the dimensions of the process after the selection of the 
social innovation endeavor, followed by the measurement framework and the calculation 
of the resulting social value. The study suggests that the main challenge of the study is to 
combine quantitative and qualitative indicators, one of the solutions being the use of the 
TBL approach to measure sustainable development. The Triple Bottom Line facilitates 
measurement at the organizational level along three dimensions (Elkington, 1997; 
Hubbard, 2009; Slaper, Hall, 2011; Dainiené, Dagiliené, 2016): social, environmental and 
financial. The TBL dimensions aim to identify and measure the impacts of organizational 
activities on people, the environment and the economy. According to the authors, there is 
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no single set of indicators that can be used to assess the full range of initiatives at the 
organizational level, but the use of the indicators proposed by TBL allows the value of 
social innovation to be measured. The dimensions proposed by the study help to measure 
the impact of the social innovation process on the economy, the environment and society. 

The definition of the indicators linked to the dimensions depends on the organizational 
characteristics, but it can be said that they are mainly linked to the social dimensions of 
TBL (community, education, health or poverty). 

The process of social innovation can be defined along the lines of input, output and 
impact factors, as is the case for the systemic nature of innovation. The methods associated 
with each stage of the process are illustrated by the chronological line of social innovation 
(Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1 Chronological line of social innovation 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (based on Veresné Somosi, Varga, 2021). 

4. RESULTS 

Regarding the methodologies assigned to the stages of the social innovation process,  
a relationship matrix can be defined (Table 2), which can be used to characterise the almost 
all the research methods that can be recommended for their application (Veresné Somosi, 
Varga, 2021).  
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Table 2. Methodologies assigned to the stages of the social innovation process 

Methods/ Interpretation 
range of application 

Aim 
Region/ 
county 

Municipa-
lity 

Operating 
organiza-

tion 

Start-up 
organiza-

tion 

Project, 
program 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

SITUA- 
TION 

ANALYSIS 

Compilation 
of a map  
of social 

problems 

Compilation of  
a structured 
information 
market as an 

adaptation of the 
METAPLAN 

method. 

X X X   

Identificatio
n of the 

potential  
for social 

innovation 

Determining the 
input, 

transformation 
and output factors 

characterizing 
social innovation. 

X X X   

Resource 
analysis 

What effect do the 
individual 

elements of the 
organization, and 
their relationships 

have on 
competitiveness 

and sustainability. 

X X X X X 

Risk 
analysis 

Identifying 
sources of danger 
and determining 

the negative 
consequences of 
the occurrence of 

a source of 
danger. 

X X X X X 

SWOT 
analysis 

Structured 
analysis of 

internal 
capabilities and 

external 
environment. 

X X X X  

VRIO 
analysis 

Determining the 
compe-tencies of 

the examined unit. 
X X X   

PARTICIPATORY 
ACTION RESEARCH 

(PAR) 

It combines 
different 

knowledge and 
experien-ces with 

cooperative 
learning. 

 X    
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Table 2 (cont.). Methodologies assigned to the stages of the social innovation process 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

IMPLEMEN-
TATION 

Network 
analysis 

Establishing  
a methodological 

framework model to map 
the pattern of social 

innovation processes and 
organizations. 

X X X   

Feasibility 
study 

Decision support to help 
choosing between different 

options; providing 
adequate information to 
decision-makers on the 
financing, acceptance, 

modification or rejection  
of the proposed solution. 

    X 

Social 
Innova-

tion 
Manage- 

ment 
System 

Providing a sector-neutral, 
innovation-based 

innovation management 
methodology that can be 

used in practice. 

  X X  

Business 
Plan 

In the case of an operating 
organization, the service  
of preparing the strategy;  
in the case of start-ups,  
the concretisation of the 
business concept and the 

creation of financing 
conditions. 

  X X  

FOLLOW-
UP 

Success 
verification 

Measuring the success  
of the social innovation 

process. 
X X X X X 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (based on Veresné Somosi, Varga, 2021). 

This creates the possibility of developing the methodological combinations that can 
most effectively support the development and implementation of social innovation and the 
assessment of the social innovation impact. 

The reference objects for the application of the methods are different: region/county, 
municipality, operating organization, start-up organization, project/program. 

The social innovation impact assessment, which determines the success of the initiative, 
is linked to the third (final) stage of the social innovation process (the follow-up 
assessment). The assessment of success is based on the evaluation of hierarchical success 
criteria. The main objective of the method is to measure the success of the social innovation 
process, which is a complex task. In defining the measurement structure, in addition to the 
quantitative elements, particular attention should be paid to the range of qualitative 
elements that are difficult to quantify. The constant increase in the number of societal 
challenges requiring long-term solutions and the dynamic changes in environmental factors 
require the promotion of innovative collaborations and the acceleration of the 
implementation of social innovation processes. The combined effect of these effects may 
be to increase the failure rate of initiatives. 
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5. DISCUSSION  

To reduce or prevent failure, it is necessary to identify the factors and interactions 
between them that contribute to the success of the social innovation process. Determining 
the success of the social innovation process, as in the measurement used in the project 
management approach, requires the identification of key success criteria. As an initial step, 
it is necessary to identify the main factors contributing to potential failure, which can be 
seen as significant overruns in time and budget. These characteristics can be clearly 
quantified and identified as success factors. However, there is also a strong emphasis on 
the substantive interpretation of the success of the social innovation process, where the 
time and cost parameters outlined above are complemented by a qualitative assessment of 
the outcome of the initiative. The time and cost parameters, as well as the quality of the 
outcome of the endeavor, can be identified as success criteria of the social innovation 
process. However, in addition to these criteria, other criteria play a key role in judging 
success, mainly in terms of the benefits for the initiator or the stakeholders of the endeavor. 
To interpret success, a hierarchical model (Görög, 1996), which also measures the success 
of projects, can be proposed, in which the success of the social innovation process is judged 
at three levels: 

 time, cost and quality, 
 evaluation based on the satisfaction of the initiator of the endeavor, 
 the satisfaction of those involved in the initiative. 
The first level of evaluation in the hierarchical model (Figure 2) can be based on 

quantifiable results. The second level of measurement is for social innovation efforts that 
are difficult to quantify, where success can only be measured over a longer period and often 
indirectly. The third level is defined in the context of an evaluation process to determine 
the extent to which the initiative is being implemented and accepted by stakeholders. For 
this evaluation, it is useful to separate the stakeholders of the individual and/or group 
initiating the endeavour from the other stakeholders of the endeavour.  

 

 

Figure 2. Understanding the success criteria of the social innovation process 

Source: Author’s own elaboration (based on Görög, 1996). 
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The hierarchical model for assessing the success of the social innovation process 
consists of a set of conditional levels but also allows for independent judgements of success 
at each level. This feature of the model offers several possibilities as follows (Daróczi, 
2011):  

 a priority order of success criteria can be established, which can only be determined 
by knowing the specific situation, 

 the participants in the social innovation endeavour and those involved in the 
endeavour can assess the degree of success at a level appropriate to them. 

Initiatives may have different perceptions of success and therefore there are often 
contradictions between success criteria, which makes it difficult to prioritise success 
criteria and reach an appropriate compromise. It should also be borne in mind that 
perceived success may change over time. 

6. CONCLUSIONS  

The paper describes the measurement methods of the social innovation process, their 
limitations and their potential for adaptation. The measurement methods of social 
innovation focus mainly on the measurement of social innovation processes at the macro 
level. Based on the indicators used in the measurement methods at local, regional and 
national level, a set of indicators can be developed which can be defined as the lowest 
common multiple of the different territorial levels. The quantity, type and weighting of the 
indicators used to measure processes at different levels can be determined according to the 
data that can be interpreted and made available at that level. The social innovation impact, 
as the final stage of the process, can be measured using a variety of methods, but the aim 
is to continuously refine and improve the methods. Because of the difficulties and 
limitations of quantifying indicators, we are talking about assessing the impact of social 
innovation, not measuring it. Impact assessment implies a continuous, long-term 
observation, a continuous collection of results, and the interpretation of these results within 
the timeframe set can provide inputs on how to assess the positive impact. The impact of 
the social innovation process can be measured by looking at the social, financial and 
environmental impacts (e.g. per capita income, educational attainment, number of long-
term residential care facilities) generated by the initiatives. The evaluation process of the 
social innovation impact will assess the extent to which the initiative has been accepted by 
stakeholders during its implementation and how the impact of the social innovation 
initiative can be quantified. The analysis of the applicability of the results is also of 
particular importance in the economic development decision-making processes of each 
territorial unit. 
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