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Abstract

Within the paradigm of an emergent social economy where diffusion efforts don’t keep
pace with a culture in which active citizens take stand to address their needs though social
innovations, online platforms with the purpose of enabling the diffusion of social
innovations have arisen, withholding great untapped potential.

This paper aims to explore the diffusion potential of these platforms, by first identifying
the defining features behind them and the role of these features in terms of enabling or
limiting the diffusion, followed by looking into how the identified features inform the
diffusion potential of platforms.

Before proceeding, key concepts that enable the comprehension of choices in terms of
methodology, methods and theory are introduced and explained, specifically arguing for
the paper’s intention to open and encourage a discussion on the convergence points of
communication for development and social innovation fields of study.

To achieve this purpose, two cases are chosen, Appteca and VIC, which are then
contrasted with a theoretical model built on the basis of Everett Rogers’ diffusion of
innovations theory with a social innovation angle. This analysis reveals two sets of
features compiled in tables according to their role of either enabling or limiting diffusion.
Following a cross-case synthesis, four areas of interest emerge around glocality,
reciprocity, adaptability and citizen empowerment, inspired by Waisbord’s key ideas in
thinking and practicing communication for development.

These are then argued for in terms of their potential of diffusion with new theory brought

in from communication for development, social innovation and interaction design.

Key words: diffusion, platform, communication for development, social economy, social

innovations, adaptation, citizen empowerment.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background and problem discussion

Due to the inability of current structures and policies to find answers to pressing issues
that cross across the state, market and household, a new paradigm has emerged where the
consumer becomes active: the social economy, also known as solidarity economy,
alternative economy, non-profit sector or voluntary sector (Murray et al., 2008; Scoppetta
et al., 2014). The two key elements that define the social economy, as described by
Murray et al. (2010, p.5), are ICTs which enable the growth of social networks, and

culture (putting the individual, his/her values and his/her relationships first).

Present in all corners of the world, this new economy is faced with never seen before
levels of citizen engagement and participation. In times in which pressing social issues,
together with remarkable technological advances (from social media to 3D printers) have
reshaped the potential of individuals to collaborate, innovate and improve their condition
without the aid of the market or state (Manzini, 2015), the diffusion® of these social

innovations remains neglected on a global scale.

One reason for which most proven solutions? are not identified outside their community
and diffused is their lack of accessibility, as most of them “too often remain local”
(Waitzer and Paul, 2011, p.144). Even with a mentality geared towards collaboration,
diffusion is not taking place at the speed desired, according to Jegou and Manzini (2008,
p. 122) because existing initiatives and social innovations are woven into the social fabric,

where they lack visibility to anyone not directly participating in them.

In 2013, Sacha Haselmayer, Citymart’s CEO, held a TED talk at TEDXHamburg on
“open, agile and emphatic cities” during which he made a point out of how some of the

most successful social innovation adoptions up to then, such as the shared bicycle system

1 Concept detailed in the pre-understanding section.

2 In this paper, the term “social innovations” is used interchangeably with “proven solutions” as well as
other examples of social innovations such as initiatives, activities and spaces. The term is reviewed more
in depth in the pre-understanding section.



which was adopted in over 600 municipalities, only penetrate an insignificant amount of
the world market (Haselmayer, 2013). Throughout his discourse, Haselmayer urged
citizens to step up and recognize their role in the spread of innovations. A very similar
call is put forward by the pioneer of social entrepreneurship, the late Gregory Dees, back
in 2010, who encouraged its readers to share in the responsibility of social entrepreneurs
towards social change and ask themselves “How can I bring about this change?” (Dees,
2010, p. 3). Furthermore, McBride and Mlyn (2015) criticize the infatuation with finding
a solution to existing pressing problems in detriment of finding a way to “spread and carry

out” already existing, proven solutions for the respective problems.

Acknowledging this calls for action, local governments, higher education institutions and
even citizens have initiated new models of online platforms® that are focused on
facilitating the diffusion of social innovations among citizens, by offering direct access
to proven solutions, as well as tools and support. Through a trial and error approach in an
area with no regulations or thorough research, each of these platforms follows its own
model of achieving their goal of enabling the diffusion of social innovations. This led to
an expanding variety of platforms that hold the promise to reshape citizen’s direct
involvement in the social innovation process as active diffusers.

An initial exploration of such platforms by contrasting their efforts against diffusion
theory could reveal the platforms’ defining features, knowledge that could inform their
diffusion potential, offering a greater understanding of their functionality and ultimately
bringing them, as well as similar or new initiatives, a step closer to achieving this

potential.

1.2.  Purpose and research questions

The purpose of this paper is to explore the diffusion potential of platforms that aim to
enable diffusion of social innovations. In this sense, potential is understood as “latent
qualities or abilities that may be developed and lead to future success or usefulness”

(Potential, n.d.). The exploration consists of identifying their defining features when it

3 Concept detailed in the pre-understanding section.



comes to the diffusion process and analysing how they inform the diffusion potential. In

line with this, two research questions have been formulated:

1. What are the defining features behind these platforms and their role in terms of
enabling or limiting the diffusion of social innovations?
2. In what way do the identified defining features inform the diffusion potential of

these platforms?

1.3. Structure

Due to the counter-intuitive way in which this paper is structured, this section aims to
support the chosen structure as well as guide the reader through it. When writing up social
science research, the recommended structure covers introduction, literature review,
methods, analysis and conclusions, with slight variations (Silverman, 2010). Nonetheless,
influenced by factors such as the researcher’s voice, the topic investigated and its field of
study or by research design, there is a certain level of flexibility with regard to how the
paper may be structured. Rudestam and Newton (2015, p.268), for example, offer the
option of writing a research paper as a mystery story, following the researcher’s thought
process in reaching his/her conclusions.

In line with the explorative nature of the purpose, as well as the inductive reasoning used,
where the researcher starts with a question with “no real idea of what might turn out to
be plausible, relevant or helpful about the subject of interest” (6 & Bellamy, 2012, p. 76),
structuring the paper following how the research was actually conducted ensures the
clarity of decisions taken regarding methods and theory in different stages of the process.
This in turn allows the reader to follow the logical progression of the paper, from defining
the problem to the final discussion.

In this sense, the purpose statement is followed by a pre-understanding section, relevant
for clarifying key concepts and ideas that enable the comprehension of choices and
approaches in methodology, methods and theory.

Once the stage is set, the paper follows with a discussion on methodology, contouring the
research design and touching upon the influence of the researcher throughout the paper.
Informed by the pre-understanding and research design, the theoretical framework
reviews a blend of theories from both communication for development and social

innovation, resulting in a model for analysis.

7



The methods section argues for the two cases selected based on a series of criteria
emerging from the pre-understanding and the previously presented theoretical
framework, followed by discussing how the theoretical framework informed data
collection and analysis.

In the analysis section, the two cases are initially reviewed with regard to the selection
criteria, after which they are analysed using the model constructed in the theoretical
framework to reveal their defining features.

Discussion on these features follows, in an attempt to illustrate the diffusion potential of
such platforms by bringing in new theory that frames and compliments the findings.

The conclusions section sums up the research, followed by a reflection on contributions,
limitations and further research. Lastly, the appendices compile relevant material from

case selection and data collection.



2. Pre-understanding

2.1. Communication for development

Following Lennie and Tacchi’s work on evaluating communication for development as a
framework for social change, the most comprehensive definition of communication for
development is offered by Fraser and Restrepo-Estrada:

“Communication for development is the use of communication processes,
techniques and media to help people towards a full awareness of their situation
and their options for change, to resolve conflicts, to work towards consensus,
to help people plan actions for change and sustainable development, to help
people acquire the knowledge and skills they need to improve their condition

and that of society, and to improve the effectiveness of institutions.” (Fraser
and Restrepo-Estrada, 1998, p.63 in Lennie and Tacchi, 2013, p. 4)

As a field of study, the “Communication for Development” master programme from
Malmo University in Sweden defines it as an interdisciplinary field in theory and practice,
which “explores the use of communication — both as a tool and as a way of articulating
processes of social change — within the contexts of globalisation” (Content, n.d.).
UNICEF offers a comprehensive view of the practical implications and relevance of the
field, as it involves taking into consideration people’s beliefs and values as well as social
and cultural norms (UNICEF, n.d.). Inagaki (2007 in Lennie and Tacchi, 2013) constructs
on this idea, remarking the pronounced relevance of participatory theories and approaches
when it comes to communication for development, though still influenced by

modernization theories such as the diffusion approach.

The beauty of communication for development comes from the theoretical cross-
pollination brought by the diverse backgrounds of scholars and professionals working in
this field, leading to a “positive trend of integrating ideas” from disciplines spanning from
anthropology to information systems (Waisbord, 2005, p.85). As long as the overarching
goal of finding solutions to problems towards social change through the means of
communication is the main priority, communication for development can benefit from a

wide variety of theoretical approaches and practical experience from adjacent fields.



In this sense, Silvio Waisbord observes an emerging shift in the field of communication
for development* regarding the gap between theory and practice:

“First, there is an increasing interest in finding solutions to specific problems.
This shift suggests an encouraging trend in the field: the propensity to engage
in love affairs with specific ideas is giving way to a more eclectic and open
disposition, less attached to theoretical orthodoxies and more interested in
blending approaches.” (Waisbord, 2005, p. 83)

Under the umbrella of social change and following the same goals in practice, a common
ground is emerging between scholars and practitioners from communication for

development and other fields, such as social innovation.

2.2. Social innovation

With the same goal towards enacting social change, the recently trending term social
innovation is defined by the European Commission as “the development and
implementation of new ideas to meet social needs and create new social relationships and
collaborations” (Policy, 2013, p. 3), where these new ideas (products, services and
models) are both good for the society as well as enhance citizens’ capacity to act (Murray
etal., 2010, p.3).

Mulgan (2012) makes an initial observation regarding the theoretical foundations of
social innovation and the field’s coming about, noticing that social innovation has
developed as a field of practice, seldom followed by reflections, with little attention given
to theory and no clear schools of thought. After reviewing different paradigms and
approaches to social innovation, the author concludes that the field of social innovation
“cuts across disciplines, fields an areas of knowledge” (Mulgan, 2012, p.60), whilst not
being contained by any of them.

The biggest critique brought to the field of social innovation challenges the underlining
intentions behind its emergence as a field of research and interest, with the hype build
around it potentially hiding governmental structural deficiencies and budgetary

constraints through self-empowering jargon (Grisolia & Ferragina, 2015).

4 Silvio Waishord (2005) argues for using the terms of development communication and communication
for development interchangeably, with the two blending meanings in practice, which is why the preferred
term communication for development is used in this paper when referring to Waisbord’s work.
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2.3.  Blending communication for development and social innovation

Throughout the process of developing social innovation as a self-standing field of
research, concepts and terminology from development theory have informed the field,
from modernisation to human development, focused on incorporating locally-embedded
bottom-up theories (Millard, 2014, p.40). Recent movements in development theory,
related to a new social economy and ICT’s (Porter, 2011; Gansky, 2010 & Castelles, 2009
in Millard, 2014), “closely mirror the objectives and desired impacts of social innovation
in meeting real social needs in new ways” (p. 42). Millard further on discusses how
participative bottom-up development theory and practice are in line with the social

innovation scope.

Combining these two fields of study, the process of social innovation can be understood
as a process to promote social change, which is articulated through and benefits greatly
from communication for development theories and approaches, specifically in the latter
stages. Communication for development, in turn, could be enriched by the tools and
strategies used to address social problems and diffuse the results, as well as by the wide
variety of best case studies of proven solutions under the social innovation umbrella.
Moreover, as unfortunately the term development is burdened by the associations of what
it used to represent and its past mistakes (Pieterse, 2010), the field can benefit from
associating with social innovation - a new, simple and convenient buzzword, with great

financial support from the European Commission (Policy, 2013).

As practice informs theory, this paper intents to open and encourage a discussion on the
convergence points of communication for development and social innovation, towards a
mutually beneficial blend among the two fields. Where terms overlap by vary in meaning,
clarification on terminology is conducted, as it is important for the work to be legible by

interested parties in both fields.
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2.4. Diffusion

Diffusion originates from the latin word “diffundere” which means pouring out. The term
is native to both social and natural science and is most loosely defined as “the spreading
of something more widely” (Diffusion, n.d.). One of the oldest definitions of diffusion in
social sciences is “the adoption of ideas and practices by individuals, largely through

imitation” (Ryan and Gross, 1943 in Davies and Simon, 2013).

2.4.1. Diffusion and participation in communication for development

Servaes and Malikhao (2005), when reviewing theoretical approaches to development,
mark down the differences between two main models in communication for development:
the diffusion (mechanistic) model and the participatory (organic) model.

The meaning of diffusion in development studies has been strongly associated with
modernist approaches. According to Jan Servaes (2008, p.20), diffusion was introduced
to development studies by Everett Rogers in the 1960’s, as a one-way top-down spread
of information through communication.

In the diffusion model, modernization is seen as a process of transitioning from a
traditional way of life to a more technologically advanced one through systematic and
planned adoption of innovations, where mass media is mixed with individual persuasion
techniques to achieve this goal (Rogers and Schoemaker, 1973 in Servaes and Malikhao,
2008, p. 167).

On the other side, the participatory model® advocates for “reciprocal collaboration
throughout all levels of participation”, with great trust in the ability of a community to
develop itself (Servaes and Malikhao, 2008, p. 169). Participatory development in
practice rejects the top-downism of 'normal’ development focusing instead on grass-roots
level initiatives that empower communities and offer needed self-determination (Mohan
in Desai and Potter, 2008).

Several criticisms have been brought to this dichotomy, some of them from their
originators, such as the following works of Everett Rogers in 1995 and 2003. The

diffusion model, often associated with the informational paradigm in terms of their view

5 Based on the ideas of Paulo Freire.
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on access to information as a gateway to social change (Waisbord, 2014), is considered
insufficient and unlikely to lead to significant social change by itself, as it is neglecting

other factors that constitute a social problem.

Morris (2005) conducts a comparative analysis of these two models, observing that the
diffusion model has moved towards a more participatory angle, whilst the importance of
information transfer has been adopted in the implementation of participatory models. The
author concludes that, in practice, “the gap between diffusion and participatory
approaches is being bridged by proponents of both models, who knowingly or
unknowingly have borrowed elements from one another”, stressing that when it comes to
practice, the key task is finding the best means to address a community’s needs, regardless

of which approach may be considered superior (Morris, 2005, p. 142)

Figure 1: Summary of diffusion and participatory approaches (Morris, 2005, p. 124)

Diffusion model

Definition of communication: information transfer - vertical
Definition of development communication: information dissemination via mass media

Problem: lack of information
Solution: information transfer: knowledge » attitudes » practice
Goal: outcome oriented: behavior change

Frameworks Types of interventions
Modernization Social marketing
Diffusion of innovations Entertainment-education

Participatory model

Definition of communication: information exchange/dialogue - horizontal
Definition of development communication: grassroots participation via group interaction

Problem:. structural inequalitiesflocal knowledge ignored
Solution: information exchange/participation
Goall process-oriented: empowerment, equity, community

Frameworks lypes of interventions
Social change/praxis (Freire) Empowerment education
Social mobilization/activism Participatory Action Research (PAR)

Rapid Participatory Appraisal (RPA)
Community Involvement in Health (CIH)

2.4.2. Diffusion as opposed to scaling in social innovation

The process of social innovation, from need to social change, is composed of six main
steps: prompts, inspirations and diagnoses, proposals and ideas, prototyping, sustaining,
scaling and diffusion and lastly, systematic change (Murray et al., 2010, p. 12-13). In

other words, an identified need is addressed through new ideas that are developed, tested,

13



implemented and sustained, ultimately leading to social change through either scaling or
diffusion of the proven solution.

Though social innovation is often associated with just the first steps of the process i.e.
from idea to innovation, recently, more accent has been put on enabling the growth of
proven social innovations where diffusion is often put alongside or in contrast with
scaling (Murray et al., 2010).

Whilst scaling, a term borrowed from manufacturing and rooted in organizational context,
is most often associated to social ventures, franchising, standardization and central
control, diffusion focuses on the adopter or the innovation and it is preferred for social
innovations that focus around changing behaviours, with an organic spread (Davies &
Simon, 2013; Gabriel, 2014, Murray et al., 2010).

Leaving scaling of social innovations to social enterprises, diffusion is a more relevant
approach towards enacting social change as it focuses on the person rather than on an
organisation, highlighting the complexity of spreading an innovation by taking into
consideration geographical and cultural adaptability, benefits of implementation,

compatibility with values and behaviours and so on (Davies and Simon, 2013).

Offering a more in depth perspective, Murray and his colleagues, in their work “The open
book of social innovation”, use the term “generative diffusion” when they discuss the
growth of the social economy (Murray et al., 2010). They argue for a “complex flow-like
process of interaction and modification”, generative because of their flexible form and
diffusion because of the chaotic spread on multiple paths (Murray et al, 2010, p 82).
Further on, Davies and Simon (2013), in their discussion on diffusion of social
innovation, stress that the process is social in nature®, not rational and never linear. The
two authors also argue that one of the greatest limitations of diffusing social innovation,
in contrast to scaling social innovation, is practical application, with a descriptive rather
than prescriptive research backing it up (Davies & Simon, 2013).

2.4.3. Towards a new understanding of diffusion

From the definitions and approaches above, it is clear that diffusion can be understood in

very different ways. Though most of Rogers’ initial theory has withstood the test of time,

¢ i.e. Embedded in social relationships and thus shaped by them.
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researchers in the field of diffusion studies have later criticized the theory’s belittling of
the importance of human perception in the process of diffusing innovations and of the
overall complexity of innovations (Dearing et al, 1994 in Davies & Simon, 2013). The
main critique Millard (2014) brings to Rogers’ diffusion of innovations is that it creates
an asymmetrical communication relationship, in which society itself is not considered as
a source of innovation.

Following the social innovation discourse on diffusion, a different phenomenon is
emerging, one that is flexible, adaptable, multipliable and overall uncontrolled by external
entities, where the citizen gains command of the diffusion process.

This paper looks at the diffusion process with both lenses, complementing the different
understandings. Everett Rogers’ theory on diffusion with a participatory angle is blended
with theory on diffusion in terms of social innovation, leading to the emergence of a cross-

field theoretical framework.

2.5. Platform

A platform, at its basis, is “a structure for people to stand on that has been built so that it
is higher than the ground” (Platform, n.d.). The term has different connotations in
different fields, in social sciences being often defined as “a place, means, or opportunity
for public expression, an opportunity to voice one’s views or initiate action” (Platform,
n.d.).

Specifically referring to an online platform, it is understood as “a system that can be
programmed and therefore customized by outside developers -- users -- and in that way,
adapted to countless needs and niches that the platform's original developers could not
have possibly contemplated, much less had time to accommodate” (Andreessen, 2007).
Murray et al. (2010) perfectly bring together these definitions to illustrate the
understanding of a platform when it comes to enabling the diffusion of social innovations,
defining it as “the nodes of the new economy, and other ways in which users and
originators can engage in the evaluation and adaptation of innovation”(p. 95).
Furthermore, the authors present some of the elements of platforms that enable diffusion,
such as offering tools and resources for people to be able to organize themselves, allowing

large groups of people to take up and spread new ideas (Murray et al., 2010).
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3. Methodology

3.1. Research design

A research design, at its basis, represents “the logical sequence that connects empirical
data to a study’s initial research questions and to its conclusion” (Yin, 2013). Though it
is generally considered a self-standing document, elaborated prior to the research paper,
the thought pattern behind it plays a crucial role in the research and thus some of the key
elements of it are presented below.

The following research is observational, rather than experimental, decision taken based
on the nature of the research questions as well as the difficulty to isolate variables. Having
exploration as its purpose, the research starts with a question rather than seeking to
confirm a hypothesis, following thus an inductive reasoning and using both descriptive
and interpretive inferences’ to answer it.

As a social constructivist, | consider the world different for different people, as it is
socially constructed by adaptable and malleable people (Moses & Knutsen, 2012).
When choosing an either qualitative or quantitative approach, elements such as the
suitability with the research at hand and its yield are important to take into consideration
(Lindlof & Taylor, 2011 in Tracy, 2012). Following Rudestam and Newton’s (2015, p.40)
table of common differences among qualitative and quantitative studies, | decided to
adapt a qualitative approach, described as being discovery-oriented, holistically exploring
naturally occurring situations heavily influenced by context, in an inductive manner. For
yield suitability, | followed Maxwell’s (2012, p.30) list of goals for which qualitative
research is suited, confirming that the chosen approach falls in line with the stated

purpose.

In terms of the research method, the COSMOS corporation’s figure on “relevant
situations for different research methods” (Yin, 2013, p.8) offers support for the decision
by focusing on three elements: the formulation of the purpose and research questions, the
need of researcher control and the contemporaneity of event studied. Case studies are best

suited for the exploratory stages of an investigation (Yin, 2013), which falls in line with

"i.e. Describing and interpreting patterns towards a larger meaning.
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the research’s purpose of exploring the diffusion potential of platforms. Exploring these
platforms in their own context requires little control on behalf of the researcher and
focuses on contemporary events, which I turn encouraged the decision to choose the case
study as a suitable research method, defined as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context when the boundaries between

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2013).

As for the number of cases to include, Yin (2013) recommends multiple-case studies
when resources are available: “Even if you can do a “two-case” case study, your chances
of doing a good case study will be better than using a single-case design” (p. 61). Among
Yin’s arguments supporting two-case designs are the possibility of direct replication and
increased validity of conclusions, as well as overcoming single-case fears related to their

uniqueness or artificiality, unless it is the purpose of the research.

The cases chosen are instrumental, meaning that they are examined in order to provide
insight into the issue investigated (Silverman, 2010). In this sense, the wider purpose they
withhold is to contribute to the understanding of the diffusion potential of similar
platforms.

When it comes to data collection and analysis, case studies are heavily impregnated by
their own methodology and implications for the research design (Yin, 2013), which is
followed in this research design as well. Yin (2013) proposes four general strategies of
analysing case study evidence, stressing that the most preferred strategy is following the
theoretical propositions that initially inspired the decision to do a case study. This,
according to Yin (2013) is because the theories reviewed would have informed and
shaped the data collection and organize the case study. Further on, following Yin’s five
analytic techniques, the cross-case synthesis was chosen, as it is the most recommended
one for “two-case” case studies. According to the cross-case synthesis analysis technique,
the two cases, predesigned for the same study, are treated initially as individuals,
aggregating findings in word tables with sets of features. The word tables further on
enable a cross-case discussion and conclusion, relying on argumentative interpretation
(Yin, 2013).

In summary, following the exploratory purpose, this research is observational, inductive
and qualitative, aiming for descriptive and interpretive inferences. In order to address the

research questions, it adopts a “two-case” case study method, where the cases are
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carefully selected and instrumental in nature. Collected data is analysed for each case
study according to the theoretical framework dictated by the purpose, followed by a cross-

case synthesis, presented as discussion, from which conclusions are drawn.

3.2.  Self-reflections

As a social constructivist, in terms of epistemology, it is my belief that knowledge should
be approached with scepticism and self-awareness, as the researcher unavoidably
contributes with his/her own experience, values and beliefs to the research process (Moses
& Knutsen, 2012). Self-reflexivity is one of the core concepts related to qualitative studies
and refers to the researcher’s pondering on his/her demographic profile as well as how
his/her past experience influences different stages of the research (Tracy, 2012).
Maxwell (2012) compiled a list of contextual factors that can influence the research
design, among which there are personal experience, research skills and preferred style of
the author, research setting and overall ethical standards.

Acknowledging the effect of my personal experience in the choosing of the theme, to
approach and analysis, | must remark that my academic background in social innovation
and communication for development has influenced my decision of sourcing theory from
both fields of study.

Regarding my context as a researcher, | must also add that | both originate and am
studying in the Global North, which can lead to context-induced biases. More
specifically, I am European and am fluent in both English and Spanish. This is particularly
relevant to understand why language did not impede the researchability of the cases
studied, as both platforms are of Spanish origin, with one of them being almost
exclusively offered in Spanish.

Furthermore, | consider myself a tech-savvy individual, specifically in terms of mobile
technology® and | have access to a constant internet connection, which facilitated
accessing and analysing the case studies. Ethical standards are discussed in detail in the

methods section.

8 Which is at the core of one of the case studies chosen.
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4. Theoretical Framework

The following theoretical framework reviews relevant theory with regard to building a
model for analysis. Following an inductive process, findings resulting from the analysis
led to the need for new theory and models to be brought in to help unveil the potential of
the analysed platforms. Said theory and models are thus introduced, argued for and

applied in the discussion section.

4.1. A Social Innovation angle to Everett Rogers’ “Elements of diffusion

of innovations”

Everett Rogers, in his book “Diffusion of Innovations” with its fifth edition as recent as
2003, defines diffusion as “the process in which an innovation is communicated through
certain channels over time among the members of a social system” (Rogers, 2003, p.5).
This definition is crucial to the understanding of diffusion of innovations from Rogers’
perspective, as it identifies the four main elements of diffusion: innovation,

communication channel, time and social system.

4.1.1. The innovation

The innovation, i.e. “an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual
or other unit of adoption” (Rogers, 2003, p 17) takes a central position in the diffusion of
innovations theory. In terms of innovation characteristics that explain rates of adoption,
Rogers mentions the relative advantage of the innovation compared to the existing
situation, the compatibility with the adopters’ values, experiences and needs, the
perceived complexity in usage or understanding, trialability and observability (whether
or not the results of the innovation are visible to others). Relative advantage and
compatibility are notably important when it comes to presenting rates of adoption, whilst
complexity dictates success rates. In line with this, Murray et al. (2010) remark that social

innovations spread more easily if they are simple, modular and don’t require new skills.
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Though admitting the initial flowed premise that innovations are invariant throughout
diffusion, Rogers introduces after the 1970’s the term re-invention i.e. “the degree to
which an invention is changed or modified by a user in the process of adoption and
implementation”. An important characteristic of re-invention is that innovations with re-
invention potential are more sustainable and more easily diffused.

“Re-invention” in social innovation is associated with “reinventing the wheel” or,
pushing it even further: “reinventing square wheels — creating something new that has
already been developed and tested and found not to work™ (Realising Ambition, 2015, p
3). Rogers’ term “re-invention” corresponds instead to terminology such as adaptation in
the field of social innovation. To avoid confusion, the term adaptation will be used

throughout this paper when discussing re-invention, unless specifically quoting Rogers.

4.1.2. Communication channels

The second element of diffusion is the communication channel. Diffusion, at its core, is
communication, where the message is a new idea and the communication channel
connects a unit of adoption that has knowledge or experience with an innovation with one
that does not. Rogers’ channels are split in mass-media and interpersonal ones, with the
internet falling in between.

Though mass media channels might be efficient in terms of reaching a large group of
people, social innovation requires strong community relationships and bonds (Meroni,
2007). In this sense, intrapersonal localite channels for communication increase diffusion
rate, but also represent a great challenge for diffusing social innovation as the locality of
the process tends to be conserved. Nonetheless, ICT’s have the potential to accelerate
growth, facilitate the diffusion of innovations and encourage greater public participation
and democracy (von Braun and Terero, 2006 in Desai and Potter, 2008). Unsurprisingly,
it is also the preferred environment for platforms that aim to encourage diffusion of social
innovations, allowing a communication channel to have a global reach. Following
Rogers’ diffusion theory, the platforms researched in this paper are communication

channels.

To evaluate and adapt innovations, individuals rely strongly on subjectivity and the
personal experience of others. Diffusion theory has noted that people do not base their

decisions solely on scientific measures when deciding to adapt an innovation, but rather
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heavily take into account subjective evaluations from individuals who have already

adopted it, mostly through interpersonal communication (Rogers, 2003, p. 19).

Following this, homophily (i.e. the degree of similarity or difference between individuals
interacting) plays an important role in diffusing innovations:

“When you share common meanings and a mutual subcultural language, and are
alike in social and personal characteristics, the communication of new ideas is likely
to have greater effects in terms of knowledge gain, attitude formation and change,
and overt behaviour change.” (Rogers, 2003, p.19)

Rogers argues that one of the biggest problems of diffusion of innovation is heterophilous
participants, with the diffuser holding higher economic status, as well as being more
educated, if not completely from outside the adopter’s context.

In viewing diffusion from the social innovation frame, as an organic, chaotic spread on
multiple paths, the importance and relevance of homophily changes. Waitzer and Paul,
(2011) argue for insuring diversity, whilst giving due attention to the people at the edge
of the network who can provide diverse pathways for social innovations to spread outside
their circle. This is partly based on Granovetter’s (1973) work on the strength of weak
ties, which argues for their cohesive power to branch out to new networks.

In this sense, this research approaches the relationship between different players in
diffusion when it comes to the communication channel, acknowledging the overall

complexity of the phenomenon.

4.1.3. Time

Often neglected in behavioural research, time is the third element of diffusion of
innovations that, according to Rogers, can be understood either as the earliness or lateness
at which the innovation is adopted or as the duration of the innovation-decision process.
The adoption categories, Rogers’ most well-known theory as well as most contested,
classifies individuals in a social system based on their innovativeness into five categories:

innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority and laggards.

The innovation-decision process is conceptualized by Rogers in five stages: knowledge
(learning about an innovation and gaining an understanding of its functionality),

persuasion (forming an attitude towards the innovation), decision (either adopt or reject
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the innovation), implementation (putting the innovation in use) and confirmation (seeking
reinforcement for the decision). Throughout these stages, the degree of uncertainty is
gradually decreasing, strongly due to communication channels. Mass media channels are
efficient to reach a large audience at once and spread information (more relevant for early
adopters), whilst interpersonal ones provide a two-way exchange of information and are

more persuasive.

4.1.4. Social System

The fourth and last element of diffusion is the social system, interrelated units joint for a
common purpose of problem solving and common objectives. Diffusion occurs in the
context of social systems and is strongly influenced by them. One characteristic of the
social system that dictates diffusion is its structure, the patterns in behaviour and
communication that form throughout the social system that goes alongside system norms
which usually act as a barrier for change.

Following the structure and norms of a social system, members can place themselves in
different levels of credibility which limits diffusion efforts. Diffusion projects are usually
put forward by a change agent, defined by Rogers as a person who seeks to obtain the
adoption of a new idea, often heterophilous to the members of the social system, at least
in what concerns technological innovations.

When it comes to wide geographic spread of a social innovation, cultural, administrative,
political and economic dimensions need to be taken into consideration as they are crucial

in predicting the reaction to a new social innovation (Weber, Kroger, & Lambrich, 2012).
In the social economy, the agent of diffusion, has a high level of homophily with other
members of the community, most often than not being part of it. It is this dynamic that
has led to many platforms facilitating the process of diffusion to tap into the potential of
other community members to talk about their experiences and contribute actively to the
platforms, whilst also acting as diffusers in their communities.

Contrary to popular belief, Pentland's (2014) observations have shown that it is not the
brightest and most determined people who come up with the best ideas that ultimately
drive change, but those who engage with like-minded people and whose motivation

comes from respect and help from the others, rather than wealth.
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4.2.  Communication for development in practice: Silvio Waisbord’s “Five

key ideas”

When it comes to the practicality of communication for development, disregarding
theoretical disputes between connected disciplines, Waisbord (2005, p. 78-82) identifies
five key ideas that have surfaced regarding consensus in communication for development.
These are the centrality of power (empowering individuals and communities through
knowledge acquisition and problem formulating), the integration of top-down and
bottom-up approaches (including a focus on decentralization as a move away from the
classic development strategies of the 1980°s), the need to use a communication tool-kit
approach (adapted to different contexts), the articulation of interpersonal and mass
communication (and creating a balance between the two as needed), and the incorporation
of personal and contextual factors (particularly relevant in behaviour change programs).
These five key ideas, when related to diffusion in communication for development,
support the general understanding presented above. Specifically, reflections on the social
system relate to the incorporation of personal and contextual factors whilst
communication channels reveal power relationships as well as the integration of bottom-
up and top-down approaches.

Waisbord’s five ideas arose from a pragmatic, practical reasoning and need, blending
different theoretical approaches towards achieving the goal of social change through
communication. It is for this reason that the “Five key ideas” served as a guide for
reinforcing the model for analysis used in this paper as well as for the discussion that

follows.
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4.3. Model for analysis

The following model was developed based on the theories and interpretations presented
above. The purpose of this model is to serve as a tool in analysing the cases featured in
this research. Based around Rogers’ elements of diffusion theory with a social angle, the
following concepts were chosen on the criteria of their relevance in terms of enabling or

limiting diffusion of social innovations featured on online platforms®.

Figure 2: Model of analysis

—[ Platform as communication channel ]

» relationship between owner, contributors and users
« centrality of power

—[ Social innovation portrayal ]

« innovation characteristics
« adaptability

—[ Innovation-decision process

« role in innovation-decision process

—[ Social System

 scale
» context

The first section aims to uncover the platform’s features that enable the diffusion process,
as a communication channel. The framework initially looks at the relationship between
the different entities involved in the diffusion process through the platform in terms of
similarities in culture, beliefs, education and socioeconomic status, as well as the

influence of other’s personal experience in the decision of adoption process. The second

® When discussing platforms that enable the diffusion of social innovations, the diffusion process is
explored and analysed solely referring at the diffusion of the social innovations featured on the platforms
and not the diffusion of the platforms themselves. Though the platforms can also be understood as social
innovations, this paper does not explore this dimension.
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point of the first section refers to the role of community empowerment as a frontrunner
in the diffusion efforts.

The second section, social innovation portrayal, looks at how the platform facilitates the
diffusion process through the way it portrays the social innovations featured, following
relevant characteristics for the diffusion process. The second point, adaptability, refers to
how flexible the social innovations presented are, following the rationale that if
innovations are malleable and adaptable, they can be more easily diffused.
Innovation-decision process, the third section of the framework, looks at the role the
platform holds in the different stages of this process specifically referring to reducing
uncertainty levels to facilitate diffusion.

Lastly, the Social System explores the geographical scale the platform acts on and its
effects on widespread diffusion, as well as the level of awareness the platform has towards
the context of both the users and the social innovations, looking at cultural,

administrative, political and economic dimensions.
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5. Methods

5.1. Case sampling and choice argumentation

General criteria when it comes to choosing case studies are typicality, convenience,
personal interest, accessibility or relevance to topical issues (Sarantakos, 2012), as well
as balance, variety, and opportunity to learn. The choice of case studies follows the
principles presented in the research design, starting with their relevance to the topic and
research questions. Seven criteria were drafted for case selection based on theory

reviewed in the introduction, pre-understanding and theoretical framework.

Combining the pre-understanding definition with the social economy’s key feature of
using ICT’s to create distributed networks to sustain relationships, the platforms need to
be online, allowing a degree of user interaction and input. Collections of proven solutions
or best case studies published in books or brochures do not apply, even if they are in
digital form, as they do not allow interaction. Online catalogues of proven solutions that
are interactive but allow no user input are not taken into consideration either.°

In line with the social economy paradigm, the benefiter and final user of the platform
should be the natural person, in detriment of governmental, non-profit or for-profit
organizations.!

The platforms should also be accessible without restrictions. By being free to access, with
no other restrictions such as age or place of origin, the platforms allow for the widest
possible engagement indiscriminately. Note that geographic delimitations of a platform
does not mean restricted geographic access.

The next criterion is the general character of the solutions offered, englobing a wide array
of problems.*? This ensures that the features that facilitate the diffusion process are not

applicable to solely one type of problem, but are universal.

10 Such an example is EMUDE (Emerging User Demands for Sustainable Solutions), a Sustainable-
Everyday project that compiles a list of best case studies of creative community initiatives, offering details
on their implementation and success.

11 Citymart, a great example of a platform that works towards the diffusion of proven solutions, acts between
governments with input from users representing organizations and is thus not considered.

2. An example of an initiative focused on solely one issue is LISP (Locally Identified Solutions and
Practices: a guide to intensive community engagement) that offers tools for citizen engagement and
solutions to reduce conditions for crime.

26



Furthermore, only platforms that already offer collections of social innovations are
included, in detriment of social media or collaboration platforms.*® Social innovations
refer to new ideas, ranging from products and services to models that “simultaneously
meet social needs and create new relationships or collaborations” (Murray et al., 2010, p.
3). This means that proven solutions, as well as tools for engagement and collaboration,
social initiatives and activities are considered. Lastly but most importantly, is the stated

purpose of the platform and its alignment with the research at hand.

Platforms that loosely fit the given criteria were identified through means of access and
convenience, emerging from browsing databases, reviewed literature, awards given by
the European Commission and informal conversations. A number of 14 platforms* were
then scrutinized based on the above criterial® with the remaining cases being filtered
based on typicality, variety and opportunity to learn. This ensured that the cases selected
hold a level of representativeness with regard to the platforms researched. Following the
option for a two-case case study argued for in the research design, Appteca'® and VIC
were chosen.

One of the main elements that make these two case studies stand out is their complexity,
as the platforms develop at two different levelst’. Further on, notwithstanding the wide
variety of social innovations contained in themselves, they show variety amongst each
other as well, not only in terms of the type of social innovations featured but also the
nature of user interaction. Lastly, as most of the platforms reviewed were offered solely
in English, the two cases selected introduce discussions on language as well.

13 Such an example is Makesense, where the entries are challenges encouraging citizen engagement, but
not offering the final solution.

14 Note that these 14 platforms reviewed do not represent an exhaustive list of existing platforms by any
means, nor does there currently exist such a database.

15 See Appendix 1 for complete list and compatibility.

16 Under the Apps4citizens umbrella.

17 Appteca is part of Apps4citizens whilst VIC hosts the CIVIC project, a platform in itself.
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5.2. Data collection

According to Sarantakos (2012), data collection is dictated by the underlying framework
as well as the nature of the study. Further on, this section explains how data used in the
study was collected.

Primary data results by direct contact between the researcher and the source of data, i.e.
the platforms. In the initial phase of the research, primary data was collected from over
14 platforms and was later analysed with regard to forming a framework of case choice
and selection.

For the two cases chosen, boundaries were set before data collection as it is important to
decide from the beginning what represents knowledge and thus is relevant for the case
study and what not (Somekh & Lewin, 2005). Case boundaries were drawn based on the
domains hosting them, thus not including affiliated social media links or other connected
platformst®,

Inside these boundaries, all main menus and links were traced, as well as a large number
of entries accessed. In order to access specific data on the platforms, user accounts were
created and used. The primary data gathered was recorded through note taking as well as
screenshots, the most relevant of which are featured in Appendix 2 in relationship with
the analysis.

The timeframe in which primary data was collected spans between 1% of September and
10™ of December of 2015. This detail holds particular relevance because of the flexibility
and changing nature of the platforms and their features, specifically in the case of VIC
and its project CIVICS where wikis and open-source code may be changed on a daily
basis. During this timeframe, minimal structural changes have taken place that do not
directly affect the analysis, discussion and conclusion. Secondary data was collected in

form of videos, news articles and blog posts, to compliment the discussion in the cases.

Literature review intervenes at all levels of the research from problem formulation and
understanding of the topic, to choosing appropriate methodology, building the theoretical
framework and analysis. This paper englobes a particular mix of literature from both
social innovation and communication for development, as well as interaction design to

support the final discussion.

18 This being said, connecting platforms are mentioned where it is relevant for the understanding of the
functionality of the platform such as where the open-source code is available or the wiki editing platform.
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Furthermore, creating the cocktail in concepts and theories that this paper has benefited
from represents a great challenge in itself, with no few shortcomings, assuming as well
the risk of “falling between the chairs”. With such challenges taken, the biggest struggles
were maintaining consistency in terminology and the correct usage of the theories and
models adopted. The main theories used are an adapted version of Everett Rogers’
diffusion of innovations and The Young Foundation’s social economy paradigm, whilst

the case studies are rooted in the field of social innovation.

5.3. Data analysis

The first step of the analysis was looking into the primary and secondary data gathered
from over 14 platforms to identify their suitability with the definitions and understandings
outlined in the introduction and pre-understanding. Initially, eight cases were selected for
analysis. Further review of theory introduced new criteria for selection, which narrowed
the cases’ number at five. Due to limitations defined in the conclusions section, even
though all five cases were built, only two cases were chosen and then analysed in detail
in relation to the criteria outlined, to build the profile of the case but also reveal any
relevant features that may aid or limit diffusion.

Further on, the data collected for the two cases was contrasted with each bullet point of
the model for analysis compiled in the theoretical framework, following one of Yin’s
(2013) general strategies of analysing case study evidence. This led to an interesting
discussion on how the platforms enable diffusion, as well as limit it. Several features
became visible from this discussion that were compiled in tables with two columns
according to their role.

The two resulting tables with their respective sets of features were then taken separately
and grouped according to relevant over-arching connections between the cases. Engaging
in a cross-case synthesis, following Yin’s (2013) recommended analytic technique for
“two-case” case studies, four main areas of interest emerged, in which both cases had
either limiting or enabling features for diffusion.

Each area was then explored in detail in relation to the second research question. This
stage of the analysis was the most lengthy as it required reflection on the analysed data
as well as further exploration of theory, including pulling theory in from adjacent fields
such as interaction design to make sense of the latent abilities that can be developed
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towards achieving wider diffusion. Limitations of the analysis process are reflected upon

in the conclusion.

5.4. Quality in research

Quality is most generally measured in terms of validity and reliability. In this sense, one
of the weaknesses of case studies, according to Sarantakos (2012), is the lack of assurance
of objectivity. Nonetheless, efforts can be made towards ensuring a certain level of quality
in research.

Validity, a different way of referring to truth, is more commonly associated with
positivism, whereas social constructivists, in line with the belief that the world and
understanding of truth are socially constructed, propose alternative options to ensure
quality such as trustworthiness (Maxwell, 2012). To avoid abstract theoretical
terminology that generally protects validity claims, Maxwell (2012) outlines two main
validity threat to be addressed: bias and reactivity.

Bias, or researcher subjectivity, intervenes specifically in the process of data collection,
where data is collected in line with preconceived expectations of the researcher (Maxwell,
2012). Following my philosophical beliefs, it is impossible for the researcher to be
completely objective in data collection, though noticing and writing about these biases
and their implications ensures that they are acknowledged and their negative
consequences can be contained. With this in mind, most significant potential biases are
identified and discussed in the self-reflection section of the paper.

Reactivity, understood as “the influence of the researcher on the setting or individuals
studied” (Maxwell, 2012) is the second main validity threat that needs to be managed
when it comes to qualitative studies. Due to the online nature of the case studies, with no
direct contact with other people, reactivity is contained to the number and demographic
of users'®, as well as traffic brought to the platform and connected websites. An
uncontrollable characteristic that can affect the reliability of the case studies is their
flexible, editable nature.In this sense, | placed myself on the inside?® of the researched
cases where | review the cases from the position of the user. To access data as well as to

be able to visualise all sections of the platforms, | have engaged in their activities, made

19 Due to new accounts created in generally homophilous community of which | am not part.
20 Relating to the position of the researcher in relation to the case, as opposed to the objective outside of
the studied case (Somekh & Lewin, 2005)
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user accounts, filled forms, edited wikis as well as accessed the open-source code?’. To
reduce reactivity, no changes have been made to the wikis, no new suggestions or reviews
were added and the source-code was not edited.

The online nature of the case-studies raises questions in terms on how data collection on
the internet affects the quality of the research. In this sense, Rudestam and Newton (2015)
review some main preconceptions about internet methods, concluding, among other, that
internet based studies and findings are as consistent as traditional ones. Moreover, the
structure of the platforms allows for them to be explored holistically, as following all
links leave little to none of the sections of the platform uncovered. This is documented
with rich descriptions and screenshots to reduce the possibility of involuntary data

manipulation to suit results.

In terms of reliability, case selection, data collection and analysis process are detailed to
support relevance and consistency of the information, though due to the changing nature
of the case studies as well as possible influences from the researcher, reproduction of the
study will likely not lead to the same results. Furthermore, this paper does not have
generalization as a priority, as the cases are highly embedded in their context. Following
Schofield’s argumentation on generalizability of qualitative case studies, “the goal is not
to produce a standardized of results [...] rather to produce a coherent and illuminating
description of and perspective on a situation that is based on” (1993, p. 202 in Blaikie,
2009, p.217). Going more in detail, the study is indeed concerned with internal
generalizations??, specifically in terms of the relevance of the identified features to the
case, which is why each feature is argued for in detail, often accompanied by screenshots.
Pursuing all relevant links and reading material further on supports internal generalization
claims. Nonetheless, generalization is left for the reader following Stake’s (1994 in
Somekh & Lewin, 2005, p.34) remark: “good case studies appeal to the capacity of the

reader for naturalistic generalization”.

2L Al these actions were done without saving/submitting content with the exception of a new user account.
22 j.e. Inside a case.
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5.5. Ethics in research

Some types of studies, such as secondary data analysis, archival research or observations
of public data are not required to obtain informed consent, nor the reinforcement of ethics
principles that are highly correlated with interpersonal communication (Rudestam &
Newton, 2015). In this sense, the following study uses data available for a wide, general
and international public?, which is why | believe lack of consent for this specific study
as a degree paper does not hold the potential to cause harm. The discussions and
conclusions of this study will be shared with the platforms’ owners, as their reflective
blogs shows active interest in learning and exploring their potential.

Further on, special consideration and care was given to ensure the usage of politically
correct language, by adopting concepts and terminology from academic fields, as well as
using both gender pronouns simultaneously and avoiding reinforcing stereotypes.
Another significant dimension of ethics in research is plagiarism. To avoid plagiarism,
academic writing tools have been used throughout the paper, such as the Harvard system
for in-text referencing® to acknowledge sources and ideas used, quotation marks to
reference different author’s exact words, as well as references at the end of the paper
following the APA style.

Lastly, independence and impartiality of the researcher, one of the standards of ethical
research featured in the Research Ethics Framework (ESRC, 2005, p.23 in Silverman,
2010, p. 156), remarks that any conflicts of interests or partiality should be clearly stated.
I thus declare that there is no conflict of interest or otherwise partiality that has led me to
this particular topic or cases studies. In this sense, | have no relationship whatsoever with

either of the cases, nor have I been paid or otherwise rewarded to undergo this study.

23 An inherent feature of the platforms studied themselves.
24 In the sections dedicated to the case study analysis, due to the abundance of pages referenced that could
have led to confusion, footnotes were used instead of in-text references.
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6. Analysis

6.1. Appteca®

Appteca.apps4citizens.org

6.1.1. Platform that enables the diffusion of social innovations

Apps4citizens is an online platform built around mobile applications for collective social
and political engagement?®. Its purpose is “to promote mobile applications as a useful tool
for improving the democratic quality of decision making through social and political
commitment of the citizens themselves”?’. Apps4citizens helps create new mobile
applications that address social needs in a collaborative way, as well as promotes existing
mobile applications for social and political engagement, thus acting as a communication

channel for their diffusion.

Apps4citizens consists of four sections?®: Appteca (a mobile application interactive
catalogue), Festivalapp (an event that encourages sharing experiences and new ideas),
Hackapp (building mobile application prototypes for social purposes) and Wikiapp (a
blog for reflections on learnings behind the events organized and literature). As the last
three sections address offline interactions that ultimately support the former, this analysis
focuses on Appteca, the collection of social innovations.

The platform is free to use and interact with at all levels without any restrictions, although
it does require its users certain information if they register in order to review mobile
applications featured on the platform?®. Moreover, though the platform is free, some of
the mobile applications in the catalogue need to be bought, and are accessible only for
iOS or Android operating systems.

% To avoid confusion, in this section “the platform” refers to Appteca, acknowledging that it is a part of
Apps4citizens.

26 http://apps4citizens.org/en/ retrieved November 12, 2015.

27 http://apps4citizens.org/en/about/ retrieved November 12, 2015.

28 See Appendix 2 Image 1.

29 http://appteca.apps4citizens.org/en/legal/terms retrieved November 13, 2015.
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The social innovations featured on the platform are selected based on their compatibility
with one of five axis: social and political action, public services, public spirit (promoting
civil values), social inclusion and supervised policy, and are then fitted in one of seven
areas of work according to their Decalogue: mobility, urban space, economy, paperwork,
education, health and culture®®. Moreover, the platform offers its users a more precise
filter option, with over 12 categories®!, which speaks to the general character of the

platform as well as to facilitated user accessibility through filters.

When it comes to user input, aside from the ability to access and download mobile
applications, users can also act as “experts”, from suggesting applications, to taking part
in their evaluation and rating. To suggest a new mobile application, the user must fill in
a simple form with the name, link and motivation for the suggestion. In order to become
an expert and thus evaluate new or existing applications, the user has to apply by creating
an account, agreeing to the terms and conditions, as well as filling in their field of interest
in the platform and motivation. This information, together with their picture and number
of reviews, are posted on the experts’ page, who can also be filtered by categories or
activity.

Following the above, in line with the sampling criteria discussed in the methods section
of the paper, Appteca, part of Apps4citizens, is an online platform available without
restrictions that features social innovations of general character with which the user can

interact and contribute to, towards achieving its purpose of diffusing social innovations.

6.1.2. Platform as communication channel

The company behind App4citizens is Ideograma, located in Barcelona, Spain.
Appsdcitizens’ team of four have a background in information communication
technology for development (ICT4D) as well as communication and social media®?. The
website contributors are registered experts that evaluate applications or users that, among
other things, can suggest new entries. The platform currently has 31 experts active3®, most

of them of Spanish origin. Expert reviews are mostly in Spanish, with a few exceptions

30 http://apps4citizens.org/en/decalogo/ retrieved November 13, 2015.

31 See Appendix 2 Image 2.

32 http://appsAcitizens.org/quienes-somos/ retrieved November 12, 2015.
Bhttp://appteca.apps4citizens.org/experts/index/filter: AZ as of 10 December 2015.
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in English. There are no direct restrictions in terms of usage: browsing, downloading,
adding suggestions, and signing up as an expert.

Information on the team behind the platform, collaborators, partners and experts is easily
accessible on the platform’s Spanish version, offering also links to their blogs and
professional social media accounts, which shows a high level of transparency on behalf
of the platform.

Transparency supports the Apps4citizen team’s cause and sets the ground to foster trust,
whilst also making the experts more relatable. This refers back to the effect of subjective
evaluations by previous adopters that is considered to encourage the diffusion process:
the mobile applications’ expert reviews and detailed scores, together with the information
offered on the experts and their like-mindedness with the Catalan/Spanish user contribute
to his/her persuasion and ultimately adoption of the innovation.

Following Rogers’ theory, “transfer of ideas occurs most frequently between two
individuals who are similar, or homophilous™ (2003, p. 19), specifically in terms of
beliefs, education and social economic status. Thus, the language choice presented above,
as well as the provenience of the experts, collaborators and team behind the platform
shows a high suitability with the Catalan region of Spain. This is specifically important
for the Catalans, the platform’s initial target audience®*, who are known to value the usage
of their own language and thus be more eager to engage (May, 2011).

A number of Spanish speaking countries (Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Chile,
Mexico®®) have been a recent extension of the platform, showing that the team behind it
are aware of its potential to appeal to different parts of the world. This extension is most
likely due to the already existing Spanish version of the platform which encourages traffic

from these regions.

The power of building and maintaining the liveliness of the platforms is in the hands of
the users and experts. Experts are not paid for their active contribution, but rather have as
motivation the engagement of the users with the specific mobile application and the
benefits that it can bring. Suggesting new applications to be reviewed is also done on a

voluntary basis, creating an environment where the users and experts control the

3 Though this is not stated on the platform, the team behind the initiative is from Catalonia, as are most of
the experts. Further on, having the platform offered in Catalan as well, a language spoken by a small group
of people concentrated by location in one place, point to this assumption as well.

35 See Appendix 2 Image 2.
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dynamics of the platform. The mobile applications featured are prioritized and ordered
based on the number of expert reviews they each have, constantly changing the scenery
of each category®. This implies little to no implication from the platform’s team and
collaborators, who are mostly engaged with creating the proper environment for this type
of interaction and with the other three section of the platform, truly putting the act of
diffusion of innovations in the hands of its users, from choosing which ones and why, to

their evaluation, prioritization and adoption.

6.1.3. Social Innovation portrayal

Each mobile application appears initially with its name, score, number of reviews and
short description, to entice the user to access it>’. Once on the page of the catalogue entry,
a detailed description is accompanied by the availability of the mobile application®,
social media and a detailing of the score and individual expert reviews*®. These features
help inform the user, in particular on the compatibility of the selected mobile applications
with the needs of the user, but also values, and lived or desired experiences. For example,
there is a wide variety of politically engaging applications, each of them appealing and
thus being compatible with a slightly different crowd of users.

In order for the user to understand other characteristics of the mobile applications
reviewed, the experts offer an individual score for four categories: content and
functionality, design and usability, social and political impact and innovation, as well as
pros and cons for each entry®®. This system holds great value in terms of understanding
the ease of use and effectiveness of the mobile applications, offering a clear image in
terms of the observability of results for others. The pros and cons, in turn, can aid in

informing the user with regard to the relative advantage of the selected application.

In terms of the adaptability potential of the mobile applications features, the platform is
very rigid. This is mostly due to the nature of the social innovations featured on the

platform, as well as to the fact that the applications belong to a third entity, and thus

3 See Appendix 2 Image 3.
37 See Appendix 2 Image 3.
38 Language and price wise as well as download source.
39 See Appendix 2 Image 4.
40 See Appendix 2 Image 5.
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neither the users nor the platform’s owners can edit or influence them. In this sense, an
entry is either suitable or not for the user, with him/her having no choice except to adopt
the innovation as it is or pass it. This, in turn, affects the diffusion potential the
innovations hold. Users do have the option of reviewing the mobile application on its own
platform which might lead to minor changes in adaptability such as new languages
introduced, but this is not facilitated or encouraged in any way by Apps4citizens.

6.1.4. Innovation-decision process

Taking a look at the different stages of the innovation-decision process in Rogers’ theory
on diffusion of innovations, Appteca is specifically relevant in the knowledge stage, as it
offers different manners in which a user can find a specific mobile application based on
the field of interest in which his/her need is, as well as information as to what the
innovation is and how it functions. In the persuasion stage, where according to Rogers
(2003, p. 21) the potential adopter is looking for the advantages and disadvantages of such
decision, the expert’s scores, pros and cons list and personal opinions help inform the user
towards whether or not the mobile application reviewed is relevant to his/her needs. The
persuasion stage benefits mostly from one-to-one interactions rather than mass-media as
communication channel, to which the platform adapts ideally.

The decision stage is confined to the entry’s download button, whilst the implementation
stage is out of the grid. In terms of the confirmation stage, which includes the recognition
of benefits and promotion of the innovation to others (Rogers, 2003, p. 199), it is worth
mentioning that the experts are users who have already implemented the innovation*! and
are now able to share their acquired knowledge with future users, evaluating its pros and

cons.

Overall, the platform plays a crucial role in supporting the user through the innovation-
decision process by reducing uncertainty levels through offering the needed information
in crucial moments such as the knowledge and persuasion stage, using adjusted
communication tools in both phases. The platform offers little to no support for the other

stages.

4l i.e. Used the mobile application.

37



6.1.5. Social System

Though no information is offered on the platform with regard to their desired scale of
action, there is a global availability of the resources. Nonetheless, several other limitation
narrow down this scale. The first limitation is the mobile applications themselves. Though
some of them do have a global reach and are offered in a large diversity of languages,
most boil down to either Spanish or English, with some of them being specifically created
for a geographically narrowed region, such as Barcelona.

Location-specific applications are only provided by Apps4citizens in six locations around
the globe (Barcelona, Mexico, Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador and Chile), though an
extension in this sense was noticed.

Even so, most of the mobile applications on the platform address needs and concerns
specific for social and political engagement in the Global North and tailored for it. Such
applications can hold great potential if they were to be adapted for the Global South as
well, specifically for political organization and formation of a general voice.

Appteca, through extending its library to developing Spanish speaking countries such as
Ecuador or Colombia, holds great promise towards the introduction of these

communication tools for engaging citizens in areas that would benefit from them greatly.

Further on, the languages the platform accommodate are only English, Spanish and
Catalan, with certain sections of the platforms, such as “About us” only being available
in Spanish and Catalan and the expert dashboard*? only in Catalan. Nonetheless, this can
be easily overcome through software such as Google Translate and doesn’t suppose great
inconvenience. The requirement to own a mobile phone with Android or 10S further on
limits their reach, not accommodating other operating systems, whilst some mobile

applications are costly and/or have age limitations.

Context is mentioned both in social innovation and development studies as a crucial
element to be taken into consideration when looking at the diffusion of solutions,
especially when it comes to bottom-up approaches, as cultural, administrative, political
and economic dimensions can influence the diffusion process. In this sense, the platform

was initiated and benefits most in terms of interaction flux from the Catalan province of

42 Accessible through an expert account.
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Spain. When selecting applications only available for specific locations, Apps4barcelona
returns 15 results, compared to an average of five for the other regions®.

Catalonia is one of Spain’s most politically engaged regions, as well as most inclined to
social and political change, as shown by the unofficial independence referendum in
September 2015 (Kassam, 2015) and the election of Ada Colau as mayor of Barcelona in
June 2015, a social activist and spokesperson for Barcelona in common (Baird, 2015) 4.
Though the platform is very well adapted to Barcelona and the Catalan region overall,
there is little to no such tapping into the context of the other five regions covered, with
the exception of a general Spanish language.

Moreover, English is used as a method to make the platform accessible to a wider, even
global audience, without any other thought put in connection to non-Spanish speaking
users such as additional languages added, global diversity in terms of mobile applications
including location-specific, wider range of operating systems, encouraging diversity in
expert registration, expert dashboard translated from Catalan and so on. Such context

adjustments would greatly increase the diffusion scale on which the platform is operating.

6.1.6. Defining features

Exploring Appteca as a platform that enables diffusion of social innovations using the
model presented in the theoretical framework, a series of features were revealed and
argued for. These are summarized in the table below according to their identified role in
terms of enabling or limiting diffusion of social innovations. Note that some features are

a result of combining elements reviewed in several sections of the model for analysis.*

43 Appteca.apps4citizens.org/apps/index/metacategory:Apps4Barcelona retrieved November 18, 2015.

4 Translated from Catalan. Original text: “Barcelona en comt”.

4 For example, the feature enabling diffusion “List of pros and cons for each review” is relevant in terms
of Rogers’ innovation characteristics as it informs the user with regard to the relative advantage of the
selected application, but also facilitates the innovation-decision process when, in the persuasion stage, the
potential adopter is looking for the advantages and disadvantages of the innovation.
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Table 1: Defining features of Appteca according to their role in terms of diffusion of

social innovations

Enabling diffusion Limiting diffusion

Location-specific categorization Language

Filters facilitating user interaction Rigid, not adaptable entries

Transparency Reduced access without account

Trust Need for technological/financial resources

for implementation

Recent integration of the Global South Entries created for geographically limited

regions
Detailed expert reviews No possibility of location adaptation
List of pros and cons for each review No  support for  decision and

implementation stages of innovation-
decision process

Subjective evaluations Little contextual consideration for users
outside Catalonia

Volunteer based

Embedded in and homophilous with

Catalan context

Extending to the Global South
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6.2. VIC*

WWW.Viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net

6.2.1. Platform that enables the diffusion of social innovations

VIC (Vivero de Iniciativas Ciudadanas), broadly translated as “Citizen Initiatives
Incubator”, describes itself as an open and collaborative platform that aims to promote,
diffuse and support citizen initiatives and processes, with a focus on urban communities*’.
Originating in Madrid in 2008 as an office where people would come to voice their
concerns (Gil-Fournier, 2012), the platform has since moved online and has grown to
accommodate several continuously changing and growing sections, including a list of
social innovation initiatives and activities, a list of agents*® and a list of physical and
virtual spaces for social innovation, with due information and links supplied.
Complementing all this is CIVICS, the platform’s main crowd mapping project initiated
at the beginning of 2015,

CIVICS is an online project, functioning as a platform in itself, that encourages citizens
to work together in building a “more inclusive, ethical, sustainable, participatory and
liveable city”, prompting the users to help them “connect people with ideas and ideas with
people”°. CIVICS thus stands behind a powerful and wider purpose of not only enabling
the diffusion of initiatives and activities related to solving problems or addressing
citizen’s needs, but also creating a community and social bonds among its users. CIVICS
is based on three pylons: mapping citizen initiatives, mapping activities, and offering
information through which an overall map of the city is revealed featuring initiatives and

activities.

In terms of user interaction, VIC offers its users several possibilities and levels of
engagement. Based on a wiki algorithm, users can add, edit or update information on the
platform’s lists, write blog posts, connect their own website or blog or send in citizen

initiatives and activities to be added. In order to edit the wikis, users need to sign up

46 To avoid confusion, in this section “the platform” refers to VIC, acknowledging that CIVICS, VIC’s
project, is also a platform following the definition presented in the methods section.

47 http://viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/que-es-vic/ retrieved October 1, 2015.

48 i.e. Contributors to the platform.

49 See Appendix 2 Image 9.

50 http://www.viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/civics/iniciativas/#a retrieved October 1, 2015.
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through the WordPress tool, which gives them complete access to all sections of the
platform®L. Moreover, the platform encourages users to contribute by taking initiative
outside of the platform such as spreading the platform’s information in their own

environment®2,

In CIVICS, initiatives and activities can be added on the map by filling in a form with
overall information®, as well as adding the coordinates or postal address of the initiative
so it can be located on the common maps®*, with no need to create an account or accept
terms and conditions, following their privacy policy statement®. CIVICS is also as an
open-source platform® offering an even deeper level of engagement for its tech-savvy
users, detailed in the next section.

Regarding accessibility, all interactions with the platform and its features are free of cost,
though some limitations are imposed by language, as most of the information on the
platform as well as the WordPress editing tool is in Spanish, with some sections of VIC
being translated in English as well. CIVICS is only available in Spanish, and limited by
location as well, with only three cities featured: Madrid, Mexico City and Quito.

Lastly, there is a wide range of activities, initiatives and spaces for social innovation
featured. Specifically, CIVICS’ interactive map marks thematic areas with drawing
symbols and type of initiatives or activities with colours for an easier browsing

experience, as well as a way to filter content®’.

Following this overview on suitability in terms of sampling criteria, VIC, with an
emphasis on its project CIVICS, is an online platform available to all that features social
innovations of general character split in initiatives, activities and spaces with which the

user can interact and contribute to.

51 See Appendix 2 Image 6.

52 http://viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/colabor/ retrieved October 5, 2015.

%3 Name, description, type, theme and so on.

54 See Appendix 2 Image 7.

55 http://www.viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/civics/actividades/# retrieved October 5, 2015.

% i.e. The original source code is freely available, distributable and editable by anyone.

57 http://www.viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/civics/actividades/?city=Madrid retrieved October 9, 2015.
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6.2.2. Platform as communication channel

VIC does not offer any information on the owners or founders, contributing to the feeling
that it belongs to its users and only to them, though the platform’s co-founder, Mauro Gil-
Fournier Esquerra, has been promoting the platform through various lectures and talks,
portraying the spirit behind the platform (Gil-Fournier, 2012). In terms of VIC’s users
that are active contributors, a comprehensive list of the authors editing and managing the
wikis is compiled and public®®, revealing a group of people with very diverse political
and professional background, though most of Hispanic origin. Credit is given to the team
behind CIVICS, a mix between VIC and the five entities with which they collaborate on
the project®®, but in this case the contributors to the maps remain anonymous.
Homophily among the users is brought upon in this case by locality. CIVICS is a platform
that not only allows user input and contribution, but is built around it, featuring an
interactive map as its interface and engaging in crowd mapping to maintain it. Crowd
mapping is the process of building maps based on user input to offer information on
issues®® that concern the communities being mapped, in a bottom-up fashion (NESTA,
n.d.).

As the activities and innovations features can be narrowed down at street level and
timewise down to hours, communities can form and bond by attending these activities or
getting involved in the initiatives offline. This is facilitated by the ability to add and share
activities the user is engaged in through an integrated Google calendar®?.

Though the locality of CIVICS as a communication channel can encourage homophily
levels among people living in the communities mapped, not the same can be said about
the rest of the users who have access at the information offered on the map and can
interact with it, but cannot get directly involved in these initiatives and activities.
Nonetheless, the marginalized users have the potential to act as diffusers themselves,

bringing the activities and initiatives explored to their own communities.

In terms of centrality of power, VIC stands firmly behind the importance of citizen

contribution, to the degree in which a significant part of the platform is completely open,

%8 http://viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/wiki/starring/ retrieved October 8, 2015.

59 http://www.viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/civics/iniciativas/#a retrieved October 14, 2015.

80 The concept of crowd mapping was born as an answer to global disasters and the need for real-time
mobilization, but it has since branched in several other areas of public concern (NESTA, n.d.).

81 http://www.viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/civics/actividades/# retrieved October 14, 2015.
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giving the user liberty in terms of editing the different wiki’s available®?. CIVICS, as a
crowd mapping project, is not far from VIC’s crowd sourcing tools, where users are
encouraged to add their own initiatives and activities.

As mentioned above, CIVICS is an open-source platform, with a link® to the platform’s
source code offered together with the social media links. The source code is hosted by
Github, a code-sharing and publishing service which allows any of its users to write or
edit the platform’s code, adjusting its functionality (Finley, 2012). Such communication
tools hold great power in terms of citizen involvement, implications of which
development studies have just recently started to show interest in (Thomas, 2010).
According to Thomas (2010), both the participatory approach and free open-source
software movement (FOSS) recognize people as active agents for change, with FOSS
being yet another medium of “bottom” expression and participation, brought into
mainstream by ICTs.

Overall, with tools such as wikis, crowd mapping and open-source software, the platform
manages to empower citizens to truly take in their own hands the diffusion of social
innovations, techniques which, according to Shirky (2008), ensure the quality and

efficiency of the platform.

6.2.3. Social Innovation portrayal

As argued above, the user holds a crucial role and significant liberty when it comes to the
form and contributions on the platforms. Due to this, VIC features no guidelines or rules
regarding what information needs to be posted about each entry in their three main wikis.
This freedom allows for lack of consistency when it comes to the information offered for
the social innovations featured. In the “Citizen Initiatives” wiki, the entries resume to
their name and link® whilst the spaces for social innovations are accompanied by a
describing sentence®.

CIVICS, on the other hand, requires more consistency in their entries, due to the need of
their mapping and categorization. Through colour coding and designated symbols,

initiatives are marked on the map together with their thematic area and nature. The map’s

62j.e. List of initiatives, spaces, actors.

8 https://github.com/CIVICS-VIC/civics-alpha-v3 retrieved October 14, 2015.

64 See Appendix 2 Image 8.

& http://viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/wiki/lugares/ retrieved October 15, 2015.
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entry can be filtered out based on city, themes (e.g. urban ecology, free culture, urban art,
collaborative economics), type of space (e.g. community centre, exchange banks, urban
gardens, social markets) and agent behind the initiative (e.g. assemblies, citizen initiative,
neighbourhood association)®®.

Activities can be sorted by theme as well, but also kind (e.g. meeting, event, exhibition,
presentation) and time (e.g. today, next week, next 30 days). Though compatibility with
the user’s needs is addressed through the different filters and information offered, little is
said in terms of relative advantage, trialability or complexity of the specific innovation,

as the platform relies heavily on the user taking initiative outside the platform.

There is no record on whether the information posted in a specific entry in one city has
led to the adaptation of said social innovation in different cities, though the bottom-up,
flexible nature of these social innovations as well as the structure of the interactive map
can facilitate such process. Though this does not necessarily address the adaptability of
the innovation itself, it is relevant to remark the potential that tools such as crowd sourcing

and crowd mapping withhold in terms of adaptability.

6.2.4. Innovation-decision process

The platform focuses its efforts on the initial stage of the innovation-decision process, the
one of knowledge, in which the user becomes exposed to information regarding
innovations. The persuasion stage is not accommodated by the platform, though contacts
and links are offered for all initiatives and innovations, as well as entries on VIC’s lists
that encourage the user to pursue the social innovations outside the platform.

Due to the nature of the social innovations (initiative, activities, spaces), as well as the
format of the platform, the decision, implementation and confirmation stages take place
outside the context of the platform and most likely offline.

Following the stages of the innovation-decision process in relationship with the platform
as a communication channel, it is apparent that the platform focuses on creating

knowledge and spreading information without following other steps that aid diffusion.

% See Appendix 2 Image 9.
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6.2.5. Social System

VIC sets no restrictions in terms of scale, with the potential to have a global reach.
Similarly to Appteca, limitations are brought about by other factors such as language,
with VIC only having few main pages translated in English, such as the description of the
platform®” and the contribution possibilities page®®. Taken into consideration that these
pages are wikis, the added language might be a result of a user rather than the intention
of the platform. This offers interesting insights into the desire of such platforms to have
an englobing character towards other languages on the behalf of the user, as well as into
the potential of the users themselves to implement such change, using the wiki tools.
CIVICS, though sharing VIC’s language limitations, is also constrained by location. More
specifically, CIVICS describes itself as a platform for developing and improving cities,
having a strong urban character. Furthermore, CIVICS is only currently offered in three
cities, all from Spanish-speaking countries. It is noteworthy that Quito was added during
the data collection period, which shows an ongoing extension process of the cities
mapped.

Due to the high importance of locality in CIVICS, the platform is deeply embedded in its
context which influences all elements, including filters such as themes and types of
initiatives. These are dictated by the entries available which in turn are highly influenced
by cultural, administrative, political and economic factors. Moreover, the fact that
CIVICS code is open-source signifies that anyone can edit said filters, thus making the
user’s context even more relevant for the platform. Nonetheless, due to the platform
having a pre-set language in which it operates, as well as the relative homogeneity among

the three maps available, great discrepancies are reduced.

Further on, though the three cities mapped in CIVICS have in common the language as
well as some other cultural elements, they vary in terms of economic progress.
Interestingly enough, this does not affect the variety and number of the initiatives and
activities featured on the platform, with consistency in quality throughout Madrid,
Mexico City and Quito. This reinforces Jegou & Manzini’s (2008) belief regarding the
omnipresence of social innovations in both the Global South and North.

87 http://viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/que-es-vic/ retrieved October 15, 2015.
8 http://viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net/colabor/ retrieved October 15, 2015.

46



6.2.6. Defining features

VIC and its project CIVICS were explored using the model presented in the theoretical
framework revealing a set of features summarized according to their identified role in

terms of diffusion of social innovations, based on the argumentation presented above.

Table 2: Defining features of VIC according to their role in terms of diffusion of social
innovations

Enabling diffusion Limiting diffusion
Crowd sourcing/ wiki Only urban, limited to 3 cities (CIVICS)
Crowd mapping No contextual consideration for users

outside Madrid, Mexico City, Quito
Open-Source code No guidelines

Ongoing extension of crowd mapped Language

cities

Filters facilitating user interaction No support throughout the innovation-
decision process

User-friendly browsing experience Lack of consistency in information

between entries (VIC)
No user data collected or saved
Locality up to street level forming
communities
Potential for adaptability
Creating a feeling of ownership for users
Available in Global South as well

Volunteer based

47



7. Discussion

The tables of features resulting from the analysis of the two case studies reveal similarities
in terms of both enabling®® and limiting”® features, with other features being
complementary’. A mixed list of the features based on this observation was carefully
analysed to reveal common patterns of struggle areas that withhold great potential if
further explored and understood. For example, issues related to locality and scale were
grouped under glocality, whilst the tools and features fostering citizen engagement form
their own group, ultimately leading to four main areas inspired by Waisbord’s key ideas
in practicing communication for development. Discussion follows on how these areas
unveil the potential of diffusion of the explored platforms by bringing in new theory and

models, from design guidelines to lessons on fostering the potential of networking tools.

7.1. Going glocal

According to Manzini (2015, p.2), the world is facing a great transition where humanity
is conscious of its limitations and embraces connectivity, allowing the possibility for a

design scenario where the local meets the global.

Locality has been presented throughout the two case studies as both enabling and limiting
diffusion. Locality enables diffusion by improving homophily levels among users and
allows the preservation or the quality of social innovations which may be lost through
scaling-up efforts. Nonetheless, maintaining a social innovation’s locality and its lack of
visibility due to the fact that it does not require any external communication to achieve
its purpose reduces its access to a larger, even global audience that might benefit from it.
Due to their wide accessibility offered by the Internet, the scale for both case studies was
said to be global, given the reviewed limitations for each. Though not all-encompassing,
as such ambitious scale is debatably unachievable due to technological, financial and
cultural barriers, platforms for diffusion of social innovations have the potential of a
global reach. Thus, the potential of a glocal platform, i.e. taking into consideration both

localization and globalization (Hemer & Tufte, 2005), was considered.

8 Filters facilitating user interaction, volunteer based, extended to the Global South.
0 Language, little contextual consideration, little support in the innovation-decision process.
"1 For example, Appteca lacks flexibility in entries, issue that is addressed in VIC by crowd sourcing.
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Though Appteca slowly adapted and extended some of its features beyond its initial
location, quality has dropped at the cost of an extended reach. As an example, though
Catalan is offered as a language option, the platform does not accommodate other official
or indigenous languages of the featured countries except Spanish.

In the case of CIVICS, the locality of the maps assured interactions between similar
individuals and thus greater diffusion potential in the area, though their crowd mapping
efforts were constrained to three maps. As it is seen in both case studies, efforts to extend
their reach whilst maintaining their local character were undertaken when potential was

identified, though the original structure and design of the platforms hinder this process.

The platforms, as communication channels, should be designed to act according to one of
Waisbord’s key ideas: combining interpersonal communication with a global
dissemination of information, whilst keeping the balance between the local and the global.
Based on observations on recurrent design patterns for innovation diffusion, Jegou and
Manzini (2008) propose a series of guidelines to designing for social innovation that focus
on two key operations: increasing user accessibility and preserving relational qualities:
“The objective is to diffuse these solutions, [...] among a larger audience, making them
accessible but at the same time keeping their original quality and appeal” (Jegou &
Manzini, 2008, p. 110). By following these design guidelines, a balance between reaching
a global audience and keeping the locality of social innovations can be achieved.

User accessibility can be enhanced by connecting people’s demand and supply on a local
radius, showing existing initiatives or solutions on a proximity basis. Simplifying the
solutions offered and addressing the varying resources one is willing to put in the adoption
of asocial innovation also contribute to achieving a larger reach (Jegou & Manzini, 2008).
Though increasing user accessibility is important, it holds the risk of distancing the
solutions from their “substantial humanistic and relational content” (Jegou & Manzini,
2008, p. 116) which is why the solutions’ relational qualities need to be preserved. This
can be achieved by favouring direct, face-to-face meetings which in turn facilitate trust
and grow. Another key guideline is supporting the expression of personal skills in an
environment where people can take ownership of resources and work and express their
talent. Lastly, developing trust-based relationships through personal interactions and
dialogue is crucial for maintaining the relational quality of a social innovation (Jegou &
Manzini, 2008).
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7.2. Building a two-way bridge

Both platforms examined were initiated in Spain’? and are offered in Spanish as the main
language. The fact that Spanish is spoken in both the Global North and South led to a
foreseeable spread towards Latin America, specifically Mexico and Ecuador’®, as well as
Colombia, Argentina and Chile’, that raises interesting questions about the reach these
platforms can truly achieve.

Marras and Priya (2007) address the innovative potential of the Global South and the
value it holds for the Global North. The CIVICS project illustrated how there is no
difference in proportion, quality and spread when it comes to citizen-initiated social
innovations in the cities chosen, whilst Appteca illustrated how social innovations created
for the Global North hold relevance in the Global South as well. This falls in line with
Jegou and Manzini’s (2008) argument:

“[W1]e can say that where this kind of grassroots innovation takes place is not a

question of being a mature industrial country or not, of being rich or poor, of being

in the East, in the West, in the North or in the South. [...] a movement of ideas and

experiences that can go in all directions, from North to South, from West to East,

and vice versa.” (p.34)
Though platforms that enable the diffusion of social innovation can be built to
accommodate the needs of both the Global South and North, it is bridging the two that
holds the greatest potential. Jegou and Manzini (2008) argue that, as the Global South has
a continuously growing urban population as well as a larger technological reach, the wide
array of experiences and tools that have been maturing in the Global North can be adopted
by the former directly. Vice-versa, the fresh view and tradition rich content emerging
from the Global South can lead to new ways of sustainable living in the Global North.

(Priya & Marras, 2008)

Why this bridge of social innovation diffusion is not being built between the Global North
and South is a question that deserves further attention. Clearly, a few main issues stand
out focused around individual and contextual factors that need to be incorporated in the
approach (Waisbord, 2005). Social innovation theory on diffusion illustrates a natural,

not rational and not linear phenomenon that cannot be controlled, aided by flexibility and

2 Barcelona and Madrid respectively.
73 Featured in both case studies.
™ In the case of Appteca.
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adaptability. Roger’s diffusion theory talks about adaptation following new contexts as a
driver of diffusion. Both theoretical paths acknowledge, most importantly, the crucial
importance of context adaptability in diffusion. Though the cases analysed revealed little
effort to recognize and foster adaptability, adjustments in this sense can help platforms

reach their potential to diffuse social innovation.

7.3.  Adaptability on the surface

As discussed in the theoretical framework, if social innovation entries on platforms would
be adaptable to different contexts, in terms of culture, language and accessibility among
others, their diffusion potential would be greatly accelerated. Not only this, but following
Jejou and Manzini’s argument on mutual exchange between the Global North and South,
adaptability would enable global sharing and implementation social innovations.

Weber et al. (2012) stress that literature in social innovation has undermined the
importance of cultural differences when it comes to international expansion. It would be
an impossible task to propose a general manner in which adaptation of all social
innovations at a global level can be achieved. Recognizing the value of participation
development in this delicate conversation, it is my belief that such process should be
discovered in the context of the community which will benefit from it, with no external
dictating entity. To facilitate this, platforms should adopt a tool-kit approach”, with a

multiplicity of strategies moulded around different contexts.

Rogers (2003) explains how an innovation evolves with each passing adoption throughout
the diffusion process, as well as how designing an invention with adaptation in mind
encourages said process. This being said, theory on diffusion in the social innovation field
offers different tools that can be used to better understand and amplify the adaptability
potential of an innovation when replicated.

Weber et al. (2012, p.5) recommend focusing on core elements whilst replicating those
that are more effective in inducing social impact. A more direct approach on adaptability

is given by Realising Ambition (2015)7%, who state that the key to spreading an innovation

75 One of Waisbord’s (2005) key ideas for communication for development practice.

6 The Realising Ambition Programme has been testing this hypothesis in over 25 replications, observing
the importance of finding out “what works, for whom, when and why, who will use what, when and why”
(Realising Ambition, 2015, p.7).
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Is to recognize the difference between its core and surface and how to engage with each
of them. The core i.e. the elements which make it work, need not be changed, whilst the
surface, responsible for the integration of an innovation in its new context, represents the
adaptable component.

Noteworthy is that both the core and surface hypothesis, as well as Rogers’ reflections on
adaptation do not address specifically the social economy, where culture, collaboration
and ICT’s, along with the citizen’s needs take centre stage. Putting the adaptability
potential of innovations in the hands of the users instead of an external entity, through
tools that facilitate such process, can enhance the diffusion potential of given social
innovations.

In terms of the two cases analysed, a lack in flexibility of entries as well as adaptability
tools was noticed, including the lack of tools to get involved or adapt innovations from

one map to another in the case of CIVICS.

Applying the above reflections to platforms that enable diffusion of social innovations,
designing with adaptability in mind is crucial. For each new entry, the possibility of
delimitating its core from its surface and adapting the surface to the need of the user and
its context would allow barriers such as language, cultural differences or economic

resources to be eliminated.

7.4. By the citizen, for the citizen

In a social economy, platforms controlled by the citizens that offer solutions for other
citizens with similar needs have a real potential of achieving their goal of enabling
diffusion using tools that build on a culture of sharing and collaboration. Shirky’s (2008)
“Here comes everybody”, though heavily contested, holds great insight into the power of
people working together for social purposes, with a significant body of literature
following this line of thought. The case selection section builds on this, with one of the

criteria being that the users are natural persons.

Without going too much in detail regarding conditions to be satisfied for users to want to
get involved in the diffusion of social innovations (Rogers, 2003, Deffuant et al., 2005,
Waitzeer & Paul, 2011), I nonetheless feel the need to stress the great potential these
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platforms hold in terms of encouraging a shift in mentality where citizens recognize their
crucial role not in solving problems, but in unveiling, adapting and informing others about
already proven solutions. McBride and Mlyn (2015) build a strong argument for
educating a new generation who understands the value of collaboration, empathy and
compromise: “We need people willing to commit to spreading and carrying out the good

ideas that exist as well as the good ideas that are yet to come.”

Waisbord’s first key idea in the practice of communication for development puts
community empowerment at the centre of interventions, specifically through gaining
knowledge, communicating concerns, making decisions and negotiating power relations
(Waisbord, 2005). The platform acts in this sense as an enabling environment that ensures
its users have access to tools that empower them, facilitating the diffusion process. This
is visible in both case studies, where the users play an important role in how the entries
come about and their progression. Some of these tools offer the possibility to add and
review entries in the case of Appteca, or come in the form of wikis, crowd-mapping and

open-source code in VIC and its project CIVICS.

Scearce et al. (2010), in their article on social change with a network mind-set, discuss
how tools like wikis, already embedded in our daily lives, encourage a working
environment that is open, transparent and decentralized in terms of decision-making. A
combination between collaborative behaviours and technologies, wikis allow people to
self-organize, spread ideas and overcome barriers to collaboration (Scearce et al., 2010).
To foster the greatest potential from networking tools, Scearce and her colleagues offer a
list of eight lessons. Loosely, these are designing around the problem to be solved’’,
learning from mistakes, prioritizing values such as trust and having an element of fun,
pushing power to the edges, ensuring a balance between bottom-up and top-down
strategies, and lastly, being open and transparent (Scearce et al., 2010).

Integrating bottom-up and top-down approaches is an idea stressed by Waisbord as well.
It is important to keep in mind that though a high level of power and control is offered to
the user, the platform can ensure that the potential of the collaborative tools is achieved
through design, features and rules. The relevance of having guidelines was stressed in the

case of VIC, whilst Appteca, which requires users to create accounts for reviewing

" In this case the social innovations being diffused.
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entries, was considered to restrict user accessibility. A balance should be achieved where
guidelines and design lead to the possibility of collecting and editing reliable data on

innovations that can later be adapted, without the need to control users.

Further on, in the same way that user input is crucial in the knowledge, persuasion and
confirmation stages of the innovation-decision process, the aforementioned tools can also
be used to support the remaining stages of the process, or encourage offline support
through design. An idea would be to have a section where users can upload pictures, blog
entries or questions about the social innovation they have decided to implement or adapt.
This would create an accountability feeling as well as support throughout the innovation-

decision process.
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8. Conclusions

8.1. Answer to research questions and purpose

The purpose of this paper was to explore the potential of platforms that enable the
diffusion of social innovations by addressing two research questions. The first research
question focused on identifying the defining features behind these platforms and their role
in terms of enabling or limiting diffusion. This was presented in the form of two tables of
compiled features, split according to their role.

Proceeding to the second research question, regarding how these features inform the
diffusion potential of the platforms, the tables were further processed and analysed
revealing four main areas of interest around glocality, reciprocity, adaptability and citizen
empowerment, inspired by Waisbord’s key ideas in practicing communication for
development. Each area, contrasted with a cocktail of theory from communication for
development, social innovation and interaction design, revealed latent abilities to be
developed towards achieving wider diffusion.

The research achieved its purpose of exploring the diffusion potential of platforms,

opening several lines of discussion and prompting further research on the matter.

8.2.  Contributions

In terms of practical contributions, the research can help the two case studies featured to
frame and have a better understanding of their work overall. Their defining features, both
enabling and limiting, as well as the four areas of interest reviewed, could serve as a great
base for discussion and improvements not only for the two cases, but also for other
existing or emerging platforms. Even more, the research stands as the fundament for
designing a new platform based on the four pylons of glocality, reciprocity, adaptability
and citizen empowerment.

An important contribution to theory is the paper’s attempt to blend theory, tools and
examples from the fields of social innovation and communication for development. From
the development of the theoretical framework, to methodology, choice in cases and

throughout the analysis and discussion, this blend has informed my decisions as well as
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brought about understandings of concepts and tools. This usage is just one of many
possible combinations between the fields that can enrich both, as well as contribute to

practice.

8.3. Limitations

Several decisions taken throughout the research were influenced by its limitations. As a
dissertation paper for a one year master, length was limited to 17.000 words which
influenced the number of case studies chosen, as well as the level of depth presented in
the analysis, for which the discussion attempts to compensate in some regions. More case
studies would have conveyed a better image of the phenomenon investigated, as well as
reinforced a reliability claim.

The time allocated for the research project spanned over a full academic term, from
September to 4™ January during which | was also engaged in a part-time job. This
limitation affected the period reserved for a deep reflection on the features identified and
for gathering additional theory in the discussion section. Time and length limitations also
informed decisions not to approach certain themes, such as the digital divide, that could
have complimented the results. Understanding these limitations and what they imply,
efforts were made to give due importance to reflection and rigour throughout the paper,
as well as to encourage further research on this section.

A third limitation consisted in the lack of literature on platforms that enable diffusion of
social innovations, concept that was built for the purpose of this paper drawing from a
variety of theoretical fields as well as practice.

Other limitations were reviewed in the quality in research section, specifically addressing

the validity and reliability of the study.

8.4.  Further research

As a general observation resulting from this exploration, through flexible interaction
design, modern collaboration tools and user empowerment, these platforms withhold the
capability to achieve global diffusion, within given assumed limits. Exploring the digital

divide and its role in limiting diffusion of social innovations as well as how it can be
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overcome would additionally inform the results of this work. Further research is also
needed in better understanding the role of other variables in diffusion of social
innovations such as homophily, political systems and market power.

Though this research presents interesting insights regarding the potential of platforms that
enable diffusion and how it can be achieved, it is by no means holistic but rather an initial
exploration into the matter that can be developed by looking at several other case studies.
More research is needed as well on validating the efficacy of the proposed four areas in
terms of diffusion potential, some of them being based on hypothesis currently
undergoing testing themselves, such as the core and surface strategy for adaptation.

The aforementioned areas can represent the basis of a theoretical model for such platforms
towards achieving their diffusion potential, with great practical implications as well.
Building a new platform’® based on this model will further on benefit theory by testing
the potential of the platform as well as exploring it in more depth. Employing action
research techniques in the implementation of the new platform has the potential to yield

ground-breaking insights in the field of diffusion as well as in practice.

8 Funds towards such initiatives are already allocated by the European Commission: ICT-11-2017 —
“Collective awareness platforms for sustainability and social innovation” is a Horizon2020 call for online
platforms demonstrating new forms of bottom-up innovation and social collaboration based on open data
and crowd sourcing efforts. The call will open in December 2016. More on ec.europa.eu/digital-
agenda/en/collectiveawareness.
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10. Appendices

10.1. Appendix 1

Table 3: Platforms’ suitability with selection criteria
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platform
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78 Britton, T. (Ed.). (2010). Hande Made: Portraits of Emergent New Community Culture. Blurb

Incorporated.
8 citymart.com

81 appteca.apps4citizens.org

82 heta.makesense.org
8 viveroiniciativasciudadanas.net
8 Curtis, T & Bowkett, A. (2013). Locally identified solutions and practices — a guide to intensive
community engagement. Available at

http://issuu.com/cirtistim/docs/lisp__toolkit__15 with_draft_images
8 sustainable-everyday-project.net/emude

8 digitalsocial.eu

87 shareable.net/sharing-cities

8 community-wealth.org

8 globalimplementation.org
% innovation.300000kms. net
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city®?

10.2. Appendix 2

10.2.1. Case study 1 Screenshots

Image 1: Apps4citizen's four sections®

apps == CitiZens spes para el compromiso socialy politico colectivo ES EN CA

%1 meshing.it
%2 participatorycity.org
% Retrieved November 20, 2015 from http://apps4citizens.org/
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Image 2: Filter by categories®

a_pl]s E (:itizel'ls apps for collective social and political engagement EN f «© 8+

- Fiscalization, transparency and political awareness

- Fiscalization, —

All - Artivism Public administrations apps
- Movility - Empowerment for

ldeclogical checks

- Education and inclusion 4 h
entrepreneurship - Health and life’s quality El Periodico

- Fiscalization, transparency - Responsible tourism Crowdfunding wVoteWatch

and political awareness - Activism and citizen HPERTS @S Europe 4 EXPERTS
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Apps4Colombia

Apps4Ecuador

Apps4Chile

4,6

Apps4México

XPERTS PAT A M ENT 3 EXPERTS
Parlament 2012 Politifact Mobile Dilo Aqui Canal Parlament
Image 3: Entries by category, sorted by number of reviews®
a'pl]s E (:itizel'ls apps for collective social and political engagement EN f « 8"‘

- Activism and citizen participation

& - Activism and citizen
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DI 1
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Dilo Aqui Participa Mobile PulsodelaCiudad GoodGuide

% Retrieved November 20, 2015 from http://appteca.apps4citizens.org/en/apps/index
% Retrieved November 20, 2015 from http://appteca.apps4citizens.org/en/apps/index/Category:activismo-
y-participaci-n-ciudadana
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Image 4: Example of detailed view on platform entry®

Buycott , I0S app reviewed by 5 experts

5 Reviews
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f « &
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Image 5: Detailed view of entry score and review®’

Buycott reviewed by Maria Delfina
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Es interesante el concepto de esta aplicacion gue habilita al consumidor a poder
tener registro de lo que consume, es decir como fue producido, el pais de origen y
las caracteristicas alimenticias. Considero oportuno desarrallar un espiritu critico del
consumidor, en Argentina existe una aplicacion gubernamental que se llama
Precios Cuidados, que podria incluir estos conceptos

% Retrieved November 20, 2015 from http://appteca.apps4citizens.org/en/app/buycott-1/37
97 Retrieved November 20, 2015 from http://appteca.apps4citizens.org/en/app/buycott-1/37
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10.2.2. Case study 2 Screenshots

Image 6: VIC's WordPress tool for editing wikis®®

VIC. Vivero de Iniciativas Ciudadanas
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Image 7: Part of the form to add new initiatives®®
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Image 8: Citizen Initiative entries in VIC%
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Las iniciativas ciudadanas son procesos informales de practica ciudadana que modifican de forma resilente y
adaptativa el entorno urbano. Son praticas auto-organizadas, colectivas que trabajan por el empoderamiento
urbano de la ciudadania y desarrollan procesos criticos sobre la ciudad actual. Entendemos a las iniciativas
ciudadanas como agentes que promueven la innovacion social en los entornos donde operan.
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Menu and filter options are available on top left, with the tab to change between activities
and initiatives on the right. The map, represented the formerly selected city of Madrid
features the different initiatives variating according to colour and icons which relate to
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the filters above. The bottom line provides the legend that clarifies the significance of
colours and symbols. The selected initiative is visible on the left, with information about
its categorization, address, description and contact. In the bottom-right corner, social
media buttons are available, together with an icon that links to Github where the

platform’s open-source code is hosted, and an icon that links back to VIC.
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