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modelling digital social innovation processes in the 
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Abstract

The paper describes the preliminary results of first steps of a research project 
conducted at the University of Turin ESOMAS Department. The project aims to 
explore how the recently emerged and diversified domain of Digital Social Innovation 
(DSI) is equipped for tackling urban sustainability challenges and fueling democratic 
participation processes.  By adopting the analytic perspective of digital geography 
and critical urban studies, the project explores the operative routines of digital social 
innovators communities in Turin and Bruxelles, an
generated by the agency of socio-technological actors and supporting DSI initiatives 
in the city.
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Introduction

In recent decades, cities have been confirmed to be both the loci where multiple 
issues regarding how we live together emerge and as crucial sites to tackle urgent 
environmental, economic, and social crises. While we face climate change as a 
global threat, populations around the world experience in various forms that their 
urban living has become unsustainable due to massive energy consumption, waste 
production and inefficient treating systems, low air quality, etc. At the same time, the 
need to build more cohesive communities and to strengthen democratic principles 
and institutions by fostering participatory processes emerges in all its urgency. In this
regard, common consensus exists on the multidimensional character of urban 
sustainability challenges, which requires a balance between environmental 
protection measures, social cohesion and the provision of democracy and social 
justice (Agyeman, 2003). Notably, in the context of ecological, social and economic 
crises special attention is devoted to the adoption of participatory and transparent 
approaches in science and politics (Pearsall and Poerce 2020).          

In light of a general crisis of democracy in the Global North and considering the 
wicked nature of entwined economic and environmental problems, innovative 
governance processes have been often reputed to play a key role in the attainment 
of sustainability and socially emancipatory goals (Bulkeley and Betsill 2005). To this 
ends, the massive diffusion of the high bandwidth storage and the web 2.0 
architecture has been welcomed as a shortcut toward the democratisation of 
governance processes, out of the inadequacy of traditional participatory approaches 
in terms of inclusiveness, accessibility, and degree of democracy, by generating 
citywide technology-supported leapfrogging and community-based decentralised 
knowledge and policy production systems. 

Notably, diverse initiatives referred to as forms of Digital Social Innovation (hereafter 
DSI) distinguished for their potentiality of bringing together multiple actors in 
leveraging on digital technologies to foster socio-political transformations; and, at the 
same time, for questioning how technology is socially produced. According to a 
seminal definition adopted by the EU project Digital Social Innovation for Europe 
(DSI4EU), DSI is
users and communities collaborate using digital technologies to co-create knowledge 

signalled the existence of multiple and often diverging approaches to digitally
enabled social innovation, whose diversity depends on the socio-political discourses 
mobilised, the cultural and economic context in which they are introduced, and the 
coalitions of actors involved (Certomà, 2021). 

digital social innovation processes in the governance of urban sustainability in Turin 
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. It aims to investigate how heterogeneous 
actors leverage on digital technologies in order to co-create knowledge and to 
collaboratively trace new paths for tackling sustainability issues at the urban level. 
At the same time, the project analyses the multiple spatialities that are co-constituted 
through the work of digital social innovators involved in different projects, mobilising 
recent insights from the so-called digital turn in geography (Ash et al. 2018) 

The present paper introduces the preliminary results of the first phase of the 
research, consisting of a critical review of the literature that either discusses DSI or 
explores projects that could be labelled as forms of social innovation variously 
enabled by the digital. The analysis mainly focuses on both the role of technologies 
and the urban dimension of the investigated initiatives. The body of literature 
employed in order to frame the project is therefore constituted by: 1) reports, 
deliverables, and websites related to EU projects on DSI; 2) academic works 
explicitly referring to DSI in urban contexts; 3) academic works that without 
mobilising the concept of DSI yet discuss practices and initiatives that may fall within 
the boundaries of social innovation through/on the digital dimension of collective life.

The rise of Digital Social Innovation and its relevance for 
urban governance

The entanglement between digital technologies and cities has been widely studied 

scholars have explored how the diffusion of an urban imaginary that praises digital 
technologies for their alleged capacity to solve multiple urban challenge has 
contributed to reframe different urban issues as problems in need for a technological 
solution, both through empirical studies (for an overview, see Karvonen et al., 2018) 
and by reconstructing the genealogy of the smart city narratives (see for example 
Hollands, 2008; Vanolo, 2014). As long as digital technologies became the principal 
mediators of how we live in (and make) the city, their urban dimension has been 
investigated from a different analytical angle, focussing on the pervasiveness of
multiple devices, platforms, apps, etc. as mediators of our urban life. Notably, the 
subfield of digital geography (Ash et al., 2018) has drawn attention on how the 
relationship between digital technologies and the city is characterised by power 
relations and shaped by specific social, cultural, and material practices. 

Recently, digital technologies in urban governance gained traction due to their 
possibility to enhance collaboration, participation, and co-creation processes that 
fuel shared production of knowledge or solutions to pressing societal challenges. 
This kind of application of digital technologies goes under different names, such as 
Digital Social Innovation, Civic Tech, Tech4Good, and Social Tech. The present 
contribution adopts the concept of DSI to refer to all the initiatives in which digital 
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technologies are used to tackle societal challenges by means of an increased 
participation of citizens in collaborative processes that lead to find either new or 
underexploited ways to deliver socially progressive impacts.

Considering the recent introduction of the label, so far, DSI has received limited 
attention within social sciences and urban and geographical research. The lack of a 
clearly identifiable stream of research on the topic draws attention 
interpretative flexibility in which DSI still lays [which] is an understandable result of 
the different communities of actors, geographical ties, multi-layered practices, and 

2021: 70). Therefore, 

e rich debate on social innovation allows to fill the two 
following gaps. 

On the one hand, evidence from research on social innovation provides useful 
conceptual tools to understand DSI in a genealogical way (cf. Busacca, 2013), thus 
making explicit reference to the historical and spatial context in which a specific 
understanding of social innovation is formulated. On the other, research on the 
territorial dimension of social innovation paves the way to study DSI initiatives by 

ave specific needs, and their communities are enabled 
or disabled by specific resources and relations, including their governance system 
and its potential for socio-

Although a minimalistic understanding may lead to interpreting DSI as simply social 
innovation initiatives that are enabled by ICT (Misuraca & Pasi, 2019), digital 
technologies do not play a mere ancillary role. Instead, these represent the core of 
new social innovation processes. Techno

Azad 
np). Notably, the processes and projects encompassed by the label DSI share a 
common understanding of the digital as the dimension where social agency can 
determine social transformations, not only by using digital technologies but also (and 
more importantly) by reconfiguring the socio-technical systems in which technologies 
are produced and adopted (Certomà, 2021: 22). On the one hand, digital 
technologies allow for co-creation practices when different kinds of actors may take 
part in the innovation process (i.e., social innovation through the digital). Stressing 
this aspect, DSI may be considered as a typology of grassroots innovation, going 
beyond the rhetoric of participation and enabling bottom-up approaches toward the 
definition of community needs and potential ways to meet them (Smith et al., 2014). 
On the other hand, digital technologies represent the very means through which 
societal challenges are tackled (i.e., social innovation in the digital), thus signalling 
the possibility for different actors to get involved in the shaping of technology apt to 
implement social, political, and economic transformations.
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To sum up, the literature review allows to understand DSI initiatives as socio-
technical arrangements whose features and outcomes correspond to the contingent 
enactment of specific discourses on digital technologies, their roles in tackling 
societal challenges (notably, urban sustainability), contextual features, and the 
capacities of multiple actors to take part in seeking ways to face these challenges.

Pluralizing urban DSI: scoping the heterogeneity of socio-
technical systems to collaboratively address societal 
challenges

Digital Social I
initiatives may equally situate within the realm of new interventions that leverage on 
digital technologies to address various societal challenges. The analysis of scientific 
and grey literature reporting about initiatives sharing features that are typically 
associated to DSI leads the way to the identification of projects that enlarge the 
scope of constitutive discourses, actor constellations, technologies, and spatialities. 

For instance, recent works hav
(Chiappini & De Vries, 2022), as alternatives to corporate platforms, that are used to
allocate public goods and services through civic and grassroots initiatives, and 
enable different practices spanning from civic crowdfunding (Chiappini & De Vries, 
2022; Gullino et al., 2019) to knowledge-sharing to answer social needs in the city 
context. The platform Commonfare and the connected cryptocurrency (Chiappini, 
2022) clearly exemplify how civic platforms work as urban socio-technical tools for 
welfare provision, since they enable public participation and citizen self-organisation 
in the production and redistribution of goods and services. In a rather similar way, 

enabling processes of re-signification of dominant urban structures.

Other scholars mobilise the framework of
socially progressive -centralised networks of cooperatives, 
associations, and community initiatives experimenting with alternative practices of 
locally rooted, open- (Lynch, 2020). When embedded in 
grassroots initiatives (Balaguer & Rasillo, 2021), digital technologies can foster 
alternative economies, eventually leading to non-monetary value exchange and 
support social cohesion. 

Although highly heterogeneous and not explicitly mobilising the concept of DSI, 
these studies reveal how two of the most important traits of DSI namely, co-
production and collaboration in their practical implementation may span from the 
more institutionalised inclusion of citizens within processes of planning and 
governance (e.g., collaborative governance platforms described by Temmerman et 
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al., 2021), to collaborative effort towards the very replacement of existing institutions
by means of digital tools.

Conclusions and next steps

The review of the literature allowed us to identify the still fragmented and contested
domain of DSI, revealing the need for research that unpacks the heterogeneity of the
phenomenon. This is possible by deconstructing the discourses and material
practices that sustain and enable different DSI initiatives to emerge, by specifically
focussing on those aimed at tackling urban sustainability issues. In the next steps,
the project mobilises the epistemological and methodological approach of Actor-
Network Theory, which is useful to disentangle the multiple human and non-human
elements that shape each and all DSI initiatives. Particular attention will be paid to
the territorial dimension of these initiatives, which usually goes unnoticed but is
instead crucial for identifying the specific societal challenges, resources, and
institutional arrangements of each local community studied.

To finalise the theoretical framework for the subsequent empirical research steps,
further review of the literature is conducted to identify common and distinctive traits
of DSI initiatives dealing with urban sustainability, by scoping the relevant literature
and analysing selected cases. The literature review, together with the analysis of
web portals collecting DSI initiatives (such as the one of the project DSI4EU), leads
also to the identification of examples of DSI in urban sustainability. In this way, a
matrix will be constructed to categorise the initiatives according to some
characteristic features (for example, type of citizen engagement, sustainability issue,
type of technology, discourse, funding, etc.).

In the following phase, the project is expected to identify prominent communities of
digital social innovators in Turin and Brussels. Qualitative research methods such as
semi-structured interviews and participant observation are used to explore how
social actors who adopt digital tools for the definition and resolution of environmental
sustainability problems interact and produce innovative results in the two cities, and
what specific conditions of the intervention sites facilitate or hinder their action. At
the same time, the project will benefit from the collaboration with Edgeryders, an
international community-driven enterprise which involves more than 5,000 people
globally to leverage on in tackling pressing societal
challenges. Digital ethnography and Semantic Social Network Analysis (Cottica et
al., 2020) provide further tools to analyse co-production of knowledge among digital
social innovators at Edgeryders.
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Abstract

Living labs adopt different methodological approaches for implementing their co-
creation process. In this research in progress, we aim to understand how living lab 
methods, tools, and other enabling devices, are used to facilitate user involvement 
and particularly the roles of users during different stages of the innovation process. 
We interview living labs from different sectors and countries to draw the landscape 
of practices and the emergence of methods for user involvement within their 
contextual environment. It shows that living labs use a combination of methods while 
users iteratively play multiple roles during the innovation process. These 
collaborative activities take place in a fluid environment, emphasizing 
of labs. Living labs have also learned and adapted to hybrid methods (physical and 
digital) in recent times.

Keywords

Living lab, co-creation, methodology, user involvement.


