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Sheila González Motos, Raquel Gallego and Lara Maestripieri

Contents vii



This page intentionally left blank



About the Editors

Raquel Gallego holds a PhD in Government and an MSc in Public Administra-
tion and Public Policy from the London School of Economics and Political Sci-
ence. She is a Full Professor of Political Science and Public Administration at the
Department of Political Science and Public Law and Senior Researcher at the
Institute of Government and Public Policy (IGOP) at the Universitat Autònoma
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(UAB). Between 2010 and 2015, she was a ‘Ramón y Cajal’ Senior Research Fellow
at the Institute of Government and Public Policy (IGOP) of the UAB. From 2003
until 2010, she was a Lecturer in European Social Policy at the School of Social
Policy, Sociology and Social Research, University of Kent. From 2001 to 2003, she
held a Marie Curie postdoctoral fellowship at the Robert Schuman Centre for
Advanced Studies, European University Institute in Florence, Italy. She was also a
FulbrightVisiting Scholar at theUniversity of Berkeley,California (2018).Hermain
areas of research are comparative public policy and welfare state reform. She has
published in numerous international peer-reviewed scientific journals. With AnaM.
Guillén, she co-edited The Spanish Welfare State in European Context (2011, Ash-
gate) and edited The Transformation of Care in European Societies (2014, Palgrave).
She is the co-Chair of the Spanish Social Policy ResearchNetwork (REPS). In 2018,
she was awarded a five-year ICREA ACADEMIA distinction for excellence in
research (https://www.icrea.cat/es/icrea-academia).

Lucı́a Martı́nez Virto is an Associate Professor of Social Work and Social Services
at the Public University of Navarra. Her lines of research focus on poverty
studies, inclusion policies and social services. She has participated in more than 30
research projects and contracts, in 12 of them as the main researcher. She is the
author or co-author of 69 scientific publications and has participated as a speaker
in 17 international workshops. She has also participated as an expert in several
regional social investment strategies, such as the Basque Family Strategy (2012).
Since 2020, she has been a member of the High Commissioner’s expert committee
on the Fight Against Child Poverty. Since 2019, she has been the Director of the
Social Action and Equality area of the Public University of Navarra.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Social and Policy Innovation
in Early Childhood Education and Care: A
Comparative Perspective
Raquel Gallegoa, Lara Maestripieria and Sheila González Motosb

aUniversitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Spain
bUniversity of Barcelona, Spain

Abstract

In this introduction we present early childhood education and care (ECEC)
as the topic of this book and how we position it in relation to the wider
theoretical and conceptual debate on social innovation. We carry out an
extensive review of the main concepts on which this book is based (social
innovation, policy learning and institutionalisation), and we present the
conceptual model that lies behind the instrumental case of Barcelona that
connects these three concepts. This chapter will also introduce the content of
this book, presenting Part I and Part II, and their role in this book’s
argument.

Keywords: Early childhood education and care; social innovation; institu-
tionalisation; policy learning; welfare state

Introduction: The Rationale of This Book
The role of social innovation (SI) in the provision of services has become
increasingly relevant in the context of welfare state retrenchment and recalibra-
tion. Since the early 2000s, socially innovative schemes have used various dis-
courses to justify their existence and have given fruit to different forms of
interventions. Although most are citizen-led initiatives, some institution-led SI has
emerged, usually as a result of policy learning and different institutionalisation
processes. This makes it crucial to analyse not only how social innovation has
developed but also its implications for equality and welfare. These implications
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are particularly relevant in sectors where the welfare state has not managed to
consolidate universal coverage, and where social investment is considered to be
crucial for equal opportunities. Early childhood education and care (ECEC) is a
case in point, even more because of its intersectional influences across different
dimensions of (in)equality, such as education and gender-related issues.

The bottom-up approach and the local, communitarian practices that char-
acterise most SI initiatives have opened up processes of co-production and
responsibility-sharing in the provision of services, in which citizens can have a
greater say in issues that concern them and advocate for their own well-being in
an active way. However, the evidence demonstrates a socioeconomic bias in who
participates in these initiatives, with highly skilled (although not necessarily
affluent) middle-class citizens opting more for social innovation compared to
more disadvantaged individuals.

This evidence, therefore, questions the capacity of SI initiatives to tackle social
inequalities, especially when it comes to ECEC schemes. In fact, in recent years,
one of the public policies that has received most political attention from inter-
national organisations and most investment at the national and local levels has
been preschool education for the under-threes. This has been in response both to
the increasing pressure caused by the progressive integration of women into the
labour market, and also to the shift towards the social investment state, where
ECEC and other social policies are justified as long as they ensure productivity
and the economic growth of the knowledge society. However, the expansion of
public ECEC provision has not been sufficient to fulfil demand, and in some
pioneering cases (such as in France) the universalisation of the service has been
achieved, thanks to the progressive integration of socially innovative schemes
within public provision. In other cases (such as in Spain), these initiatives do not
come under any specific regulation, and struggle to survive in a context of insti-
tutionalised public and private services that do not cover existing demand.

The concept of institutionalisation (social innovation becoming part of the
public provision or the subsidised or regulated private provision) is central for
policymakers to effectively pursue the universalisation of this service. But how
does the interplay between public policies and social innovation affect the
capacity of ECEC to reduce inequalities and favour the more equal participation
of women and children in society? How does policy learning from social inno-
vation take place in ECEC? The capacity of the public sector to learn from SI can
produce positive benefits for local public policy, which can be transformed in
order to intercept and respond to the ever-diversifying needs of citizens in general,
or the requirements of specific target groups. Therefore, SI is a potential win-win
option, but only if those that make public policy learn from SI rather than
shirking their responsibilities by delegating those obligations. What are the pre-
conditions for successful institutionalisation of social innovation to take place?

In this book, we aim to answer these research questions. We will use the
relevant case of Barcelona to show how bottom-up social innovation practices are
able to draw attention to needs that neither the market nor the state are currently
able to meet. At the same time, however, the case of Barcelona is instrumental in
order to show how public bodies can innovate ECEC policies by learning from
these experiences and consequently become more capable of tackling the
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diversification of needs among citizens. In fact, Barcelona is at the forefront of the
transformation of ECEC services in Spain. Although it is positioned in a national
context that lags behind more innovative systems, such as France or the Scan-
dinavian countries, the local government in Barcelona, inspired by ‘new munic-
ipalism’, developed public policies between 2015 and 2019 that are still in place,
and which are inspired by the idea of democratising public services promoted
through SI. Barcelona offers an excellent opportunity to study a case in which
some institutionalisation of SI is currently taking place but where the process of
integration of SI within public provision has yet to be consolidated. As a notable
and pioneering case in Spain, it will be compared with other relevant cases across
Europe and beyond, allowing us to discuss the potential of institutionalisation as
a source for policy learning in ECEC.

What Is Social Innovation?
The concept of social innovation has steadily gained momentum over the last few
decades in academic and policy-making discourse: after the turn of the century,
there was a rise in the use of the concept in academic literature (Ayob et al., 2016).
The changes that the welfare state has been subjected to in advanced capitalist
countries – mostly in the direction of the retrenchment and rescaling of some
social policies towards local provision (Kazepov, 2008, 2010) – have favoured the
success of grassroots-based initiatives that are active at local levels, and that provide
services to citizens beyond the market and the state. All these initiatives pertain to
the conceptual domain of social innovation. However, this concept has been used in
many different contexts, resulting in an increasing number of diverse definitions
that make the boundaries of what is termed as social innovation unclear.

The concept of social innovation has been used from the late 1970s onwards to
analyse and interpret the grassroots initiatives promoted by the new social and
urban movements (Melucci, 1980). These initiatives have caught the interest of
local welfare scholars because they have proved to be successful and effective in
meeting unsatisfied welfare needs at the local level. They have also offered
emancipatory practices that have sprung up in opposition to public social services
and the increasing pervasiveness of market-based solutions (Häikiö et al., 2017).
Moulaert et al. (2013: 1) have put forward the idea that the term ‘refers broadly to
innovation in meeting social needs of, or delivering social benefit to, communities
– the creation of new products, services, organisational structures, and activities
that are “better” or “more effective” than the traditional public sector, philan-
thropic or market-reliant approaches in responding to social exclusion.’ More
broadly, Pol and Ville (2008, p. 4) define social innovations as all innovations that
have ‘the potential to improve either the quality or the quantity of life.’ In this
sense, social innovations are not driven ‘by the profit motive nor by marketability,
but characterised by social objectives that activate and accelerate the innovative
potential of society (Rehfeld et al., 2015, p. 4)’.
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What these definitions have in common is that they highlight the participatory
nature of social innovation, but they differ in whether they promise the
empowerment of the social groups and individuals involved. Following Ayob
et al. (2016), it is possible to identify two traditions in the academic debate on
social innovation: a weak tradition (represented by Pol and Ville 2008; see above),
which considers that social innovations are all new or alternative practices that
achieve increased personal utility by generating social value; and a stronger
tradition (the above cited Moulaert et al., 2013), which considers social innova-
tions as all initiatives that involve collaborative co-productions that have an
impact on existing power relations (Ayob et al., 2016). In this second perspective,
social innovation arises from the direct participation of citizens in the
decision-making process, which contributes to the co-production of welfare ser-
vices. As such, the relational and community dimension of social innovation
unleashes an empowerment process that is capable of restructuring current social
relations, highlighting the important relational resources found in local commu-
nities (Häikiö et al., 2017). As a natural consequence, mobilisation-participation
processes improve social relations and collective empowerment, and foster a
change in governance structures (Moulaert et al., 2013).

Scholars from this tradition correctly highlight the failures of conventional
service delivery to meet welfare demands, which are becoming ever more diverse.
Applying the analytical frame of social innovation to empirical cases thus
underlines the involvement of multiple actors, citizens included, in redefining the
welfare services agenda. These scholars argue that social innovation disrupts the
traditionally top-down nature of public provision by stimulating a bottom-up
process where citizens actively co-produce the services they need. Citizens
participate directly as active beneficiaries and indirectly through civil society
organisations, generally associations that promote culture or social initiatives as
third-sector operators. The stated advantage of social innovation is that citizens
can regain a voice, empower themselves, exercise autonomy, and actively shape
how the welfare system provides the services they need.

Independently of which side of the debate we consider (the weak tradition or
the strong one), the basic elements of social innovation are the social and the
novel: schemes that are identifiable as social innovation should foster a change in
social relations to tackle social needs that are unmet by pre-existing solutions.
Social innovation aims to address social needs that are not pre-determined but
contextually defined (Oosterlynck et al., 2013). To be socially innovative ‘in their
ends and their means’ (BEPA, 2010) implies two axes of analysis. First, social
innovation should be explicitly aimed at enhancing the living conditions of those
involved in its processes. Secondly, they should operate locally and rely on
community mobilisation to obtain this goal (Cruz et al., 2017). Thus, public
actors assume the role of an enabler rather than a provider. This regulatory
approach favours the mobilisation of ‘hidden resources’ in civil society and
enhances its capacity to represent the diversity and powers of the local context in
which the welfare innovation is located. The association between social innova-
tion and local welfare is explicitly promoted by the European Union policy
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agenda (2010), in which the local dimension is one of the key features identified
with social innovation.

Conversely, because of their participatory and local nature, solutions proposed
in the social innovation framework are said to be more effective and equitable
than conventional solutions that rely on market or public intervention or on
philanthropic initiatives (Moulaert et al., 2013). Social innovation has the
potential to include people who are excluded from pre-existing solutions in two
ways: on the one hand, social innovations foster the participation of those
involved in its processes; on the other, the process aims to tackle socioeconomic
dynamics at the level where they occur – the local one (Cruz et al., 2017; von
Jacobi et al., 2017). However, assuming that the social dynamics fostered by
social innovation also benefit the most underprivileged strata of the population
has been a non-demonstrated corollary of fostering social innovation, and has
been refuted by the empirical evidence collected so far on the matter. Numerous
studies have demonstrated that social innovation might instead create new
inequalities (Arampatzi, 2022; Avelino et al., 2019; Cruz et al., 2017; Eizaguirre &
Parés, 2019; Maestripieri, 2017; Martinelli, 2012).

Several dynamics challenge the positive rhetoric associated with social inno-
vation. Firstly, the solutions proposed by social innovations are tailored to the
needs of the citizens who actively promote and manage them. According to the
literature, the citizens who participate in socially innovative initiatives are more
active and have higher socioeconomic status than the average population in their
communities (Eizaguirre & Parés, 2019). Thus, their actions may work against
redistributive policy aims. This socioeconomic bias of socially innovative projects
and citizen demands for participation in local welfare policy introduces tensions
in the competition for scarce public resources (Avelino et al., 2019) and poses a
challenge to policymakers. Even if the capacity of social innovation to tackle
diverse needs is sound and empirically proven (Gallego & Maestripieri, 2022), at
the same time, fostering social innovation also implies triggering Matthew effects
that might increase inequalities instead of reducing them.

Secondly, public support in terms of investing in and acknowledging social
innovation has encouraged a pro-profit turn in a sector that deals with the
fundamental needs of citizens (Maier et al., 2016). Direct cuts to public invest-
ment in traditional welfare solutions have usually accompanied municipalities’
support for innovative welfare provision projects over the last few years. Sup-
porters of social innovation emphasise that the reduced role of the state is
compensated for by civil society and the private sector. Still, more welfare actors
do not necessarily imply more homogenous support becoming available to all
citizens. The most innovative and disruptive social innovations can only help a
small number of participants. This seriously calls into question the capacity of
socially innovative solutions to scale up and meet the needs of the wider popu-
lation (Häikiö et al., 2017). When welfare funding is cut, requirements to access
public services become extremely stringent, targeting only populations with
multiple problems and leaving out others in need. Thus, the reduction or absence
of public provision may reinforce inequalities if market failings are only
compensated for by social innovations (Arampatzi, 2022; Martinelli, 2012). As a
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result, the attempts at empowerment involved in social innovations may have
unintended counter-effects, in that policies designed to empower citizens often
require people to already be sufficiently empowered to take up the challenge to
respond to a new policy (Avelino et al., 2019). The absence of public policies that
reinforce redistribution may lead to the systematic exclusion of populations who
lack the skills and agency necessary to participate in social innovations and risk
reducing the capacity of local welfare systems to cope with increasing demand.

The rhetoric of social innovation has been forceful in promising the demo-
cratisation of welfare, brought about by the increased activation and participation
of recipients. Still, it has also been applied instrumentally in the context of welfare
retrenchments to cover the progressive withdrawal of public actors from the
provision of goods and services (Oosterlynck et al., 2013). However, social
innovation schemes often arise out of unmet needs, with dynamics that are
explicitly different from those of public interventions, and which might better
address the diversity of needs of contemporary welfare users. As they develop, it is
necessary to examine to what extent they maintain the typical characteristics of
community and social initiatives or acquire elements that are typical of for-profit
initiatives. But it is also necessary to explore to what extent public actors can learn
from social innovation to innovate current public policies.

Social Innovation in Current Welfare State Trends: The Case of
Early Childhood Education and Care
The emergence of social innovation in general and in ECEC in particular needs to
be understood within the context of current welfare state trends. The decades of
neoliberalism of the 1990s and early 2000s resulted in the progressive retrenchment
of European welfare states by cutting investments and resources for the provision
of services (Korpi, 2003; Pierson, 1996). Retrenchment favoured rescaling welfare
provision towards the local level (Andreotti & Mingione, 2016), but in a context
where resources invested in the system had been progressively reduced (Kazepov,
2008, 2010). This step was taken back by public bodies as service providers opened
up new spaces not only for market-driven solutions but also for civil society to step
in (Eizaguirre & Parés, 2019). The initial success of social innovation took place in
this context, since it offered a potential solution to deal with the most severe cuts at
the local level by reshaping market relations in favour of new actors whose main
aimwas to create social value rather than profit (Jenson, 2015). In policy discourse,
social action is often considered a resource for promoting cost-effective strategies
to restructure local welfare services (Avelino et al., 2019). Thus, social innovation
has even been interpreted as one of the ways through which the European Union
has consolidated the neoliberal discourse that has characterised its political project
since the beginning of this century (Fougère et al., 2017).

However, beginning in the 2010s, triggered by the 2008 financial crisis, the
political economy has undergone changes; these are acknowledged under the
umbrella of the social investment turn (Emmenegger et al., 2012). Social investment
does not prescribe the reduction of investment in public policies but reshapes the type
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