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Abstract 
This paper highlights the variety of social innovation and corporate social innovation 
definitions, and concepts that have been proposed by scholars in the area of sociology, 
technological innovations and economics. However, there is no commonly agreed definition, 
as it depends on the multidisciplinary field, sector and country.  In particular, the concept 
from the business perspective is still vague. This study discovered that widespread 
ambiguities and vagueness dominate the concept of social innovation in general, making it 
difficult to reach a common, unifying definition. Thus, this aims to analyze the contributions, 
discussions and arguments of corporate social innovation (CSI) to be used as guidance for 
practitioners in business corporations to understand how the concept can be implemented. 
Keywords: Technological Innovation, Social Innovation, Corporate Social Innovation, Social 
Issues, Economic Issues, Environmental Issue 
 
Introduction 

The concept of social innovation has been broadly discussed especially in the area of 
technology innovations and society development. However, the concept of corporate social 
innovation in corporate been questioned with multiple meanings and the empirical studies 
are still at its infancy stage. Therefore, firstly this paper explores the definition of social 
innovation in general and secondly, highlights the corporate social innovation concepts that 
have been discussed by scholars particularly in the area of business strategy implementation. 
In this article, the focus is on organizations as main drivers of innovation. 
 
Literature Review  
Social Innovation 

The concept of innovation has its historical origins in the early 1880s, when 
Schumpeter (1939) characterized the capitalist system and emphasized technological 
innovations as proficient, commercial, and beneficial to shareholders (Phillips et al., 2015). 
This idea is supported by previous literature which more focused on performance, 
profitability, and picture of the organization’s benefit (Esen, & Maden-Eyiusta, 2019; Tabares, 
2020). According to the OECD (2005), presented in the Oslo Manual, innovation is divided into 
four types: product, process, organizational, and marketing innovation, all of which affect an 
individual, group, organization, or society as a whole. 
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Social innovation was gradually introduced in the research hub in the year 1986 and 
only began to evolve in the year 2003 with flooded thematic in the research field. Initially, 
social innovation has been introduced particularly to public policies which are sensitive to the 
public services and closely to the public interest in responding to social challenges (Nicholls 
et al., 2016) such as: behavioural issues, health and social issues, environmental inequality, 
poor standard of living and education system, income inequality, and high unemployment rate 
(Nicholls et al., 2016; Mariann & Krisztina, 2018) 

As the current environment is concerned about social worth, another worldview of 
society from the concept of social innovation is made to produce better approaches (Dionisio 
and de Vargas, 2020). As a result, social innovation has emerged as a solution that addresses 
a variety of social concerns and encourages the adoption of an innovative culture. According 
to previous literature, social innovation first appeared around the year 2010, and is primarily 
defined as a social outcome that primarily solves social challenges (Mulgan et al. 2007; 
Howaldt & Hochgerner, 2016; Mariann & Krisztina, 2018;) specifically to provide solutions for 
social challenges (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014) and meet social goals (Phills et al., 2008; Altuna et 
al.,  2015, Mirvis et al. 2016 ; Mariann & Krisztina, 2018). Some author focus on the actor that 
engaged in social innovation system which divided into micro, meso, macro, and global level 
that defining features of social innovation based on its own internal logic ( Nicholls et al., 
2016; Kocziszky et al., 2017).  

 
Figure 1: Levels of social innovation (adapted from Kocziszky et al., 2017) 

 
In 21st century, social innovation (SI) rose to encourage societal nature and also 

economics nature. There is an active debate with Drucker (1985) about whether social 
innovation can add value to economic organizations. Unfortunately, the concept of social 
innovation lacks a strong conceptual foundation and does not focus on a specific field 
(Nicholls et al., 2016). Few authors argue that social innovations may not be suitable for all 
types of actors, but only relevance to a few sectors such as government, public services, social 
enterprise, not-for-profit organizations, NGOs, and so on (CRISES, 2010, Voorberg, Bekkers, & 
Tummers, 2015; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Tabares, 2020).  

Table 1 expedited the concept of social innovation that relates to the development of 
social innovation from first period to latest era. 
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Table 1. Definition of social innovation 

 
 
Corporate Social Innovation  

Kanter (1999) departed the concept of corporate social innovation from social 
innovation since the impact of business on society is the major concern in the discussion 
(Tabares, 2020; Dionisio and de Vargas, 2020). As there are no formal definitions of corporate 
social innovation, the concept of social innovation at the corporate level are applied (Carrillo 
& Gomi, 2017; Dionisio and de Vargas, 2020). 

However, the literature does not give a solid foundation and is immature (Phillis et al., 
2008; Nicholls et al., 2016). According to some literature, there is a lack of clarity on corporate 
social innovation theory as a result of a gray area between corporate social innovation and 
social innovation, as well as a lack of clarity on corporate social innovation theory (Baker & 
Mehmood, 2015; Van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016). Certainly, research on corporate social 
innovation has remained absent in the literature as the enthusiasm more towards social 
innovation instead of corporate social innovation (Martinez et al., 2017; Tabares, 2020). 
According to the previous literature, the current literature does not appear to reach a unified 
understanding and is unlikely to reach any consensus in the academic field due to the 
multidisciplinary nature of the field (Gagliardi, & Cox, 2018). Even though some companies 
have embraced corporate social innovation, there is still a lot of skepticism, especially the 
involvement of social initiatives by employees, external stakeholders and business benefit 
(Van der Have & Rubalcaba, 2016; Dionisio and de Vargas, 2020). 
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Table 2. Definition of corporate social innovation 

 
Table 2 expedited corporate social innovation as a business model, in improving 

human well-being with fulfillment of sustainable development goals objectives (SDGs), which 
focusing on a superior world is 2030 (European Commission 2013; Esen and Maden-Eyiusta, 
2019). From perspective Mirvis et al (2016), corporate social innovation combines a unique 
set of corporate assets including managerial capacities, marketing skills, technology, human 
resource in creating solutions to economic, social, and environmental for sustainability and 
society worth. Some author claims that corporate social innovation are appears as socially 
responsiveness towards business and social challenges which suitable to be recognized as 
culture in the organization’ success (Esen, & Maden-Eyiusta, 2019). 

Furthermore, Table 2 depicts the arguments of corporate social innovation, which 
appear as the role of an investment in a social and environmentally relevant context that is 
also relevant to business investment (Mirvis et al., 2016). In addition, the previous literature 
states that companies do not exist solely to maximize the shareholder value in shaping the 
purpose of businesses, but rather allows them to share their profit to serve society by 
producing products and services at affordable prices, or giving people ownership in a business 
(Odunlade, 2017). Therefore, corporate social innovation is important by introducing the 
social dimension during the process of innovation when the novelty of the product, process 
or services, eventually social needs are fulfilled. 
 
A Framework of Corporate Social Innovation  

Based on the discussion above, this study proposed a corporate social innovation 
framework with three pillars: social, economic, and environmental elements. Corporate social 
innovation usually has a social objective anchored within social goals (Mulgan et al., 2007; 
Kocziszky et al., 2017). A couple of researchers believe corporate social innovation is a 
business model that explicitly addresses a social challenge which has become the socially 
relevant innovation system and discovered as corporate culture that can be source of 
competitive advantage in organizations (Kocziszky et al., 2017; Dionisio and de Vargas, 2020). 
As a result, when organizations invest in corporate social innovation exercises, network 
interactions among stakeholders such as management, employees, suppliers, and customers 
will improve. 

The second element is economics. As indicated by Cajaiba-Santana (2014), it isn't right 
when social innovation is simply only associated with the social advantage results. As a result, 
social innovations can be mentioned as a component of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG), because economic in terms of manageable yields of social, financial, and mechanical 
innovation (Mariann & Krisztina, 2018; Dionisio and de Vargas, 2020) were incorporated into 
products, cycles, and services in tending to complex technology adoption, socio-economic 
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improvement. Corporate social innovations create new unexplored markets and meet 
stakeholders’ expectations more proactively towards a more sustainable pattern of business 
growth and sustainable development relative to social needs (Mirvis et al., 2016). Thus, the 
economics very important to move forward to achieve SDG’s mission of 2030. (Mulgan et al., 
2007; Altuna et al, 2015). 

Finally, element in the corporate social innovation is environmental aspect where the 
businesses integrating the environmental responsibility into their policies and operations in 
creating the business wealth, which applying the transparent environment engagement and 
accountability when creating in the innovation of products and processes (see (Schwab, 
2015). According to KPMG (2014), business will be experiencing to heavily environmental and 
social changes over the next 20 years that meets the highest standards of verified 
environmental performance and has a long-standing reputation for being socially 
responsible.  Therefore, through CSI, companies focus on how society and the natural 
environment related as the platforms of investment in integrating social value and 
environmental value strategies in the corporate business plans (Birchall, et al., 2014; Dionisio 
and de Vargas, 2020). 

 
Figure 2: A framework of corporate social innovation 

 
Conclusion  

Accordingly, corporate social innovation is a partnership between public interest and 
organization interest, and it is reasonable to be the corporate culture in the organizations. 
The robust transformation of social innovation to corporate social innovation in recent years 
casts in response to an acceleration of global crises. Therefore, corporate social innovation is 
relevance to become as a vital business strategy in aligning economic, social, and 
environmental challenges which could be better relationship between businesses, 
stakeholders, society, and communities in mitigating the creation of shared value. Therefore, 
corporate social innovation viewed as the answer to business model in enhancing community 
well-being tie up to the social worth, create the economic advantages and benefitting 
environment angle (Kocziszky et al., 2017; Mariann & Krisztina, 2018). 
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