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Theme of the PDW 
The increasingly complex, cross-sectorial and international social and 
environmental challenges facing local and global communities call for social 
innovations. Social innovation has been defined as the development of a “novel 
solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable, or just than 
existing solutions and for which the value created accrues primarily to society as a 
whole rather than private individuals” (Phills, Deiglmeier, & Miller, 2008: 36). 
Notably, many social innovations address problems that fall between the domains of 
state or market solutions because they e.g. involve serving individuals or groups 
with limited means addressing problems with causes and symptoms that derive 
from multiple sectorial domains or boundaries making it difficult for public sector 
organizations to engage (Kickul & Lyons, 2012). 

Consequently, due to the complex or wicked nature of social problems, the 
development and implementation of social innovations often involve 
entrepreneurial agency that cuts across and draws on resources from different 
contexts, institutions and sectors. Addressing complex problems thus requires deep 
knowledge of the nature and domain of a problem as well as institutional, political 
and entrepreneurial potency and skills. Also, social innovations may require the 
establishment of new organizations, institutions and organizational forms. 

The enabling and constraining effect of embeddedness of social innovation 
within its context thus becomes of central importance for social innovators and 
entrepreneurs. Existing research in entrepreneurship and related fields shows that 
embeddedness in social, institutional, economic or spatial contexts can help actors 
access resources, build legitimacy and generally enhance performance (Jack & 
Anderson, 2002; R. C. Kloosterman, 2010; Korsgaard, Ferguson, & Gaddefors, 2015; 
McKeever, Jack, & Anderson, 2015; Thornton, 1999; Welter, 2011). Embeddedness 
effects can thus materialize positively through e.g. proximity, knowledge spill over 
or learning effects (Dacin, Ventresca, & Beal, 1999). In particular, the notion of 
mixed embeddedness highlights how being embedded in multiple contexts can 
enable actors because they can draw on resource and knowledge from disparate 



contexts to gain an advantage. This has been shown to enable entrepreneurial 
agency for e.g. marginalized or immigrant entrepreneurs (R. Kloosterman, Van Der 
Leun, & Rath, 1999; Price & Chacko, 2009; Ram, Jones, & Villares-Varela, 2017) and 
entrepreneurs in resource scarce contexts (Korsgaard et al., 2015), and could 
certainly provide an promising prospect for social innovators needing to bridge 
multiple and different contexts to develop and implement complex new solutions to 
social problems.  

However, to do so social innovators have to create embeddedness that are 
coordinated by economic, political and cultural forces (Miller et al, 2012) but also by 
instrumental, emotional and motivational factors (Dees, 2007). Therefore, besides 
the contextual factors mentioned above, having enabling and constraining depths, 
the socio-cognitive, motivational and emotional have to be considered (Miller et al, 
2012).  

Embeddedness may also have constraining effects, something that has 
hitherto received limited attention in entrepreneurship research. Research from the 
intersection of regional development and entrepreneurship suggests that spatial 
contexts experience inertia due to path dependence and lock-in effects, which are 
hard to break and inhibit innovation and development (e.g. Asheim & Coenen, 2005; 
Isaksen, 2016). Such effects may lead to embeddedness in contexts becoming a 
liability for social innovators and entrepreneurs as breaking path dependent and 
locked-in routines and organizational patters may be exceedingly difficult. 
Embeddedness could likely inhibit ideation and creativity in coming up with new 
solutions as well as resistance in the implementation phases of social innovations.  

Gaining a deeper understanding of the complexities of embedding and 
disembedding processes for social innovators and entrepreneurs thus constitutes a 
central challenge in research on social innovation. How can social innovators and 
entrepreneurs leverage (mixed) embeddedness while avoiding its constraining 
effects? How can policy, educational institutions and other institutions help social 
innovators and entrepreneurs by offering, facilitating or preventing embeddedness? 
And how do we research the role of embeddedness in social innovations? These and 
other questions will be the cornerstone of this PDW.  
 
Outline of the PDW 
The purpose of the PDW is to establish a theoretically informed discussion about the 
future of research into embeddedness and social innovation. The structure of the 
PDW will support this through a highly interactive format. The PDW will open with 
a short presentation of a relevant research project in process related to the key 
topics of the PDW. Afterwards there will be a panel discussion featuring three-four 
prominent scholars in the field of entrepreneurship who have all be working with 
different aspects of embeddedness and social innovation/entrepreneurship. 
Possible panellists include Malin Linberg, Monder Ram, Sarah Jack, and David 
Urbano. The panel debate will be moderated by one of the organizers and combine 
short points from the panel on a set of specific questions with open questions from 
the audience.  
 
Target group and take-aways 



We believe that this PDW will be relevant for the majority of the attendants of the 
RENT conference. Not only are the concepts of embeddedness and context 
traditionally strong research themes at the RENT conference, but also the general 
call for more social, environmental and suitability focus in entrepreneurship 
research generally should make this topic broadly appealing. 
 
Furthermore, the interactive comprehensive format will provide an excellent 
platform for networking activities across national boundaries and levels of 
experience; at the PDW as well as later in the conference. 
 
Finally, the PDW will provide the participants with a clear set of take-aways in 
terms of: 
 

 Update on the state of the research on embeddedness and social innovation  
 Ideas for future research projects and possible collaborations 
 Network contacts for future reference targeted to the topic of the PDW 
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