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Abstract: In the last two decades, social innovation (SI) and social entrepreneurship (SE) have gained
relevance and interest within the framework of academia at international level. Higher education
institutions (HEIs) are key players in promoting innovation and social entrepreneurship initiatives
that respond to multifaceted challenges. They support strategies on the basis of the strengthening of
participation, collaboration, and cooperation with society and its local communities. However, the
approach of Latin American universities to SI and SE has been very uneven in the way they have
understood them, integrated them into academic programmes, and transferred knowledge to society.
On the basis of the experience of the Students4Change project, we sought to understand the role of
Latin American HEIs in promoting social innovations by analysing the experiences of 10 participating
universities to formalise a pedagogical programme on SI and SE in their institutions. The results
suggest that there is still a need to formalise an academic syllabus that is specifically designed to
promote social innovations and to train universities in this endeavour. This paper contributes to the
identification of the main levers of change, strengths, and challenges that Latin American universities
face to institutionalise SI and SE in their contexts.

Keywords: Students4Change; social innovation; social entrepreneurship; higher education institu-
tions; Latin American universities; academic syllabus; university strategies; Erasmus plus program;
social innovation ecosystem

1. Introduction

The contemporary political, economic, social, and cultural dynamics transcend na-
tional borders and have become global challenges, diverse and complex in nature, requiring,
on the one hand, different approaches to how they are tackled, and on the other, the partici-
pation of different actors in the design of solutions.

The systems in which we are integrated (health, economy, environment, government,
and so on) have seen the emergence of new problems and challenges such as climate change,
the loss of biodiversity, transformations in the world of work, high unemployment, or the
appearance of new pandemics such as the recent COVID-19, just to mention a few, and have
created new areas of vulnerability that require moving away from traditional solutions
and opting for innovative solutions. Globality, complexity, vulnerability, uncertainty, and
their multicausal nature are all intrinsic characteristics of these contemporary problems.
Therefore, these game-changers as defined by Avelino et al. [1] require the adoption of
systemic solutions where social innovation is presented as an “umbrella concept” [2] and as
a useful vehicle to address these current and future challenges at their roots [3]. Moreover,
scholars today agree on the transformative feature of SI itself ([2] and identified it as a tool
which helps develop essential mechanisms for systemic change [4].
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But, as is widely acknowledged, SI as such is not a new concept; indeed, the term with
its current meaning was first coined in the 18th century [5]. However, since the end of the
20th century, and in particular since the beginning of the 21st, popularity of the concept,
definitions, and perspectives have grown exponentially in Europe and North America.
Moreover, it has been the contexts of crisis (2000, 2007, 2019) which have enabled SI to
gain momentum at political, professional, and academic level. Thus, the concept started to
gain relevance and to be considered as a new way of creating solutions to address current
challenges, visualised more as opportunities than problems by the SI field [2]. In particular,
the most recent COVID-19 crisis and the previous financial and economic crisis of 2007
paved the way for the spread of social innovations worldwide.

Some examples of this growing popularity can be found: firstly, in the inauguration of
the Office of Social Innovation and Civic Engagement within the Barack Obama adminis-
tration in 2009, which was created with the aim of bringing citizens and civil society closer
to innovative solutions to social problems; secondly, in the emergence of new congresses,
such as the International Social Innovation Research Conference (ISIRC) organised from
2009 onwards; thirdly, in the publication of academic articles and specialised reviews such
as The Stanford Social Innovation Review; or lastly, in the development of a great number
of community-based innovations. In 2010, the European Commission (EU), in its Europe
2020 Strategy, an initiative to build a more inclusive, sustainable, and intelligent economy,
had already highlighted the great potential of innovation for the transformation of societies
and, in particular, underlined that SI and SE constitute a novel, effective, sustainable and in
many cases fair response [6] to address these problems, creating value for society as a whole.
Thus, research and knowledge exchange projects, such as CRESSI, SI-DRIVE, SIMPACT,
TEPSIE, TRANSIT, SIC, LASIN, SILK, or Students4Change started to be supported and
promoted by the European Commission to delve into the concept, dynamics, and impacts
of SI [7].

In Latin America, SI has been historically present, although many social innovations,
frequently, have not been labelled as such [6]. In many countries of the Latin American
region, a wide range of community and socially based initiatives have been promoted, thus
supporting the creation of a rich field for experimentation of the development of social
innovations. In 2010, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC) carried out a first attempt to map SIs in the region and collected a total of 4.800
experiences [8]. SIs, although many of them had a welfare-oriented approach, represented
good practices for building alliances and networks between communities, the private
sector, and civil society organisations, but had unsignificant social impact due to the weak
support that the field of social innovation has received from public bodies. Unfortunately,
very often these SI did not end up leading to public programmes and policies [9]. For this
reason, this report and subsequent publications on the subject defend the role of academia
as a “catalyst for systemic change” and a promoter of strategic relationships around social
initiatives which can efficiently and effectively support the identification of solutions which
meet the needs of local communities.

1.1. The Role of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in Fostering a Social Innovation Ecosystem

Social transformations demand a change of mentality, a clean break with the old
paradigms, the creation of new ones, and individual behaviour changes, among others.
Within this framework, SI plays a central role in the success of these transformations [10]
in order to build a more sustainable, resilient, and inclusive society. Universities emerge as
the natural space where these paradigms [11] and transformations can be developed [12].

In recent years, HEIs have taken centre stage and have been seen as leading ac-
tors to understand social problems, with a high transformative potential to contribute to
the sustainable development of our societies through the generation, transfer, and use
of knowledge.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO),
within the framework of the two world conferences on higher education held in Paris in
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1999 and 2009, recognises, on the one hand, HEIs as key actors in strengthening social,
cultural, economic, and political development in our current societies [13]; on the other,
it defends the leadership of HEIs in creating worldwide knowledge to address global
challenges [14].

Innovation, and by extension SI, are considered essential elements for economic
development, social cohesion, and the sustainability of the knowledge society. These are
at the forefront of our societies and it is therefore necessary to reinforce our capacities for
innovation [15]. Thus, in a knowledge society, academia may have the most important
role in the development, testing and dissemination of innovations, including SIs. In this
context, HEIs and research institutes represent important platforms to promote intensive
exchanges between different disciplines, business sectors and cultures [16].

The 21st century has seen universities questioning their role and transforming and
changing their traditional functions. In addition to carrying out their two classic missions
(education and scientific research), universities are increasingly developing a third key mis-
sion (commitment to society), producing applicable knowledge and promoting innovation,
training and retraining qualified professionals, promoting research and business projects,
and carrying out territorial development projects in collaboration with other agents in the
economic system [17,18].

Regarding SI, its transformative potential [6,19,20] has drawn the growing interest of
researchers, policymakers, and practitioners around the world [21], which has provided
fertile ground for the study and knowledge surrounding it. Increasing attention has been
directed towards conducting, over the second decade of the 21st century, theoretical and
empirical research in order to understand the plurality of interactions and relationships
that SI reveals from the variety of its spaces of action, influence, and transformation [22,23].

In short, universities play, firstly, a crucial role in conducting research for a better
understanding of multi-faceted social problems; secondly, they play an essential role in
teaching and building capacities to face these challenges; and finally, they are change-
makers by making innovations which should be at the service of the needs of communities.

1.2. Challenges to Incorporate Social Innovation in Latin American HEIs

Nowadays, HEIs around the world are facing a major questioning of their teaching
and research models. These models do not accurately respond to the social and economic
challenges, simply because they have not been prepared for this. Therefore, HEIs should
undertake a transformation process to offer proposals of social value of knowledge on the
basis of interdisciplinarity and context-related research [24].

Within this framework, a main challenge of HEIs in the region is “linked to the creation
of social values oriented to the endogenous local/regional development and sustainable
democratic societies” [25]. Thus, the need to transform education systems is highlighted in
order to prepare them for the challenges of the 21st century [26].

Overall, HEIs in most Latin American countries are undergoing a process of transfor-
mation, and thus they have established some good practices promoting interesting learning
experiences. Nevertheless, they will need to go further in this process and focus more on
both the competences that the new societal and economic challenges require and the results
of the learning themselves [25].

In this endeavour, SI is considered a core strategy to achieve that goal. Specifically,
building a SI ecosystem, developing a culture of SI, and fostering research projects on
social innovation have been mentioned in 4 of the 12 proposed requirements listed by
Didriksson [25], which are as follows:

8. “The construction of a social innovation ecosystem through the structuring of
interinstitutional platforms led by knowledge institutions . . . ”

9. “ . . . All this within the framework of the new autonomy with social responsibility
centred on the self-determination of the thought and construction of social innovation”.

12. “Articulation between public policies, the development of a social innovation
culture in the education system . . . ”
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14. “The strengthening of the model’s level of relevance, which requires a number
of conditions, such as the reorientation of knowledge and its scientific, professional and
investigative learning towards problem-solving, to organise academic choices in line
with the social necessities of the diverse territorial levels and university domains . . . the
promotion of research projects, social and supportive innovation, as well as the design of
pre-professional action research practices, in the service of the community and articulated
through real-life scenarios with authentic problems”.

Nonetheless, although in recent years academia has played an essential role in pro-
moting SI in the region, scholars in the field recognised that Latin American universities
have yet to face the great challenge of embedding this approach into their curricula and
that “specific literature on social innovation is still scarce” [6]. Thus, SI initiatives within
universities are still silo-thinking and use reductionist approaches that fail to connect the
dots. Briefly, three main constraints can be identified within Latin American HEIs.

(a) Lack of a clear understanding about what SI is about.
Awareness and understanding of the “state of the art” of SI have been spurred on

by the efforts of public institutions, companies, and academia. This, in turn, has led
worldwide to an increased demand for more and better knowledge and research into
some concepts related to SI such as social change, sustainability, or the social economy,
just to mention a few. In fact, it may be that this richness, based on openness, multi-
disciplinarity, heterogeneity, and diversity of dynamics and actors, that has made it difficult
for the academic community to agree on a definition and a unitary approach to social
innovation [24]. Thus, SI is still a concept with a varied spectrum of meanings and
approaches [4].

In this sense, although many Latin American HEIs recognise the importance of SI for
societal development and the need to be engaged in this area, there is a real need to clarify
what social innovation is exactly about [19].

(b) No curricula consensus.
According to Anderson et al. (2014), without a common understanding of what SI is

and what it is not, the training content might differ between institutions and, consequently,
might result in confusion [27] (p. 12). By the same token, there is no consensus on what
the important contents to be taught are, or what the abilities needed to educate social
innovators are. Indeed, some scholars hold the idea that the teaching of SE and SI does
not necessarily lead to new societally based initiatives or new ventures. Moreover, in the
words of many scholars, the teaching of entrepreneurship is negatively correlated with the
development of new ventures, and this could be extrapolated [28] (p. 19). Moreover, one
of the most important disagreements in terms of curriculum is whether SI and SE should
be taught or not. Leaving this point aside, there are three main challenges for integrating
SI into the teaching environment in Latin American HIEs: first, defining the competences
needed to implement these approaches; second, designing methodologies and methods
to guide the learning process; and third, training the teaching staff in social innovation
competences.

(c) Little research into SI.
Regarding research into SI in Latin America, this is still germinal and occasional [29].

Issues such as the success factors of SI or its transformative character have scarcely been
studied thus far. Therefore, it is still crucial to continue fostering social innovation research
in Latin American HEIs in order to establish it as a field of research in its own right [30].

There is definitely an urgent need to create a better understanding SI and its new
processes, acquire skills and tools regarding it, and exploit the knowledge coming out of
universities more effectively to drive the SI agenda. Latin American HEIs need to have
an adequate pedagogy, didactic tools, and trained teachers that support SI learning, an
academic model that is not yet developed. This model should involve specific skills, knowl-
edge, behaviours, psychology, and reasoning with trained teachers capable of guiding and
mentoring social innovators.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 5378 5 of 22

1.3. Students4Change Project

The Students4Change Project (S4C) [31] is a three-year initiative funded under the
European Commission’s Erasmus+ Capacity Building Programme to integrate SI and SE
into the curricula and learning environments at universities in Latin America, improving
the quality and relevance of their academic programmes in relation to the knowledge and
skills that ought to be developed by students in order to be active players to implement
social innovations.

To do this, the project strengthened the SI and SE approaches in the curricula of 10
HEIs in 5 Latin American countries (Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico) with the
aim of building skills in students to become change-makers of social transformations. The
consortium of the project was made up of 15 universities: the 10 above-mentioned univer-
sities from Latin America, 5 universities from 4 different countries in Europe (Portugal,
Spain, France, and Germany), and an NGO. The project started in October 2016 and ended
in October 2019.

S4C was structured around seven specific objectives, namely, (1) to implement edu-
cational models that promote training in of entrepreneurial and social innovation skills
among university students; (2) to offer strategies for teacher training oriented towards
developing skills related to social entrepreneurship among students; (3) to design strate-
gies and methodological tools useful to programmes and academic projects (teachers and
students involved) to better understand the needs of communities and improve a joint and
sustainable resolution of identified problems; (4) to develop a model for monitoring and
evaluating the development of social entrepreneurship skills in the curriculum; (5) to design
and implement political and institutional processes linked to administrative, academic, and
management support in order to promote social innovation in Latin American universities;
(6) to establish alliances between Latin American and European universities seeking to
promote social entrepreneurship strategies; (7) to strengthen the existing social incubators
at participating universities and their links with the student learning process, as well as
curricula for generating a better environment for the creation of ideas and improving the
efficacy and sustainability of projects.

S4C was developed in three phases as follows:

1. Research. State-of-the-art research into SI and SE in the participating universities.
2. Action. Development of methodologies for entrepreneurship and social innovation,

the implementation of the training program, and development of the pilot courses
within the 10 Latin American universities.

3. Systemic Change. Assessment of the pilot courses and scaling-up and institutionalis-
ing social innovation in each university.

The expected results of the project were

1. To have a common and clear definition of SI and SE in academia.
2. To design a competence-based model to improve SI skills which could be a reference

for Latin American universities.
3. To build SI capacities among academic staff by training at least 55 teachers from the

10 participating institutions.
4. To build SI capacities among students by training at least 450 students from the

10 participating institutions.
5. To run 20 pilot courses (two for each university) to improve capacities in SI.

In response to the three steps mentioned above and as a contribution to filling the
existing gap of SI in academia, this article has a threefold aim: firstly, it analyses the
approach to SI and SE within the participating universities; secondly, it explores the
landscape of SI and SE in Latin American HEIs; and finally, it focuses on the enablers and
barriers to integrating the social innovation approach into the academic agenda.
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2. Materials and Methods

The data used for this article were generated during the course of the S4C project,
carried out from October 2016 to October 2019. In this project, a broad approach towards
theorising and empirically collecting data on SI within the Latin American HEIs was
conducted. The research is based on a descriptive study of the S4C project, which includes
a sample of 10 Latin American Higher Education Institutions (see Table 1 below).

Table 1. Latin American participating HEIs.

Country Higher Education Institutions

Brazil
PUC Rio

PUC Rio do Sul

Colombia
University of Caldas

Uniminuto University

Costa Rica
University of Costa Rica

Technologic University of Costa Rica

Chile
University of Talca

PUC Valparaiso

Mexico
University of Monterrey

University of Colima
Source: authors’ elaboration.

The aim of the research was to learn about the characteristics of the integration of SI in
academic syllabuses and to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the incorporation of SI
and SE in the curriculum as a result of the implementation of the Students4Change project.

The three main questions which guided the research were as follows:

• Are Latin American universities incorporating SI across their three missions, and if so,
what is the prevailing approach to its deployment?

• What are the barriers and enablers for integrating SI into the curricula of Latin Ameri-
can universities?

• How is SI integrated in Latin American universities?

This research exercise was carried out using qualitative methods, considering three
sources of data. Firstly, grey literature, made up of around 24 documents and reports
generated by the Students4Change project (see Table 2 below), was consulted. The data
gathered from the desk-research contained detailed and useful information about the state
of the art of SI and SE in the participating HEIs providing a better understanding of the
landscape of HEIs in Latin America.

Secondly, data were collected through the participatory observation of the 48 pilot
courses run from August 2018 to December 2018 and integrated into individual reports
for each pilot course; and thirdly, semi-structured individual interviews were held with
students (9) and teachers (29), and focus groups were conducted with academic staff (15),
teachers (5), students (24), internal stakeholders (2), and external stakeholders (2). The
information obtained from these interviews and focus groups helped us to establish a
picture regarding the main barriers and drivers as well as to identify key factors to embed
SI into the academic syllabuses of Latin American HEIs.

The choice of interviews and focus groups was made on the basis of stakeholder
availability and type during the fieldwork and was carried out by local universities with
guidance from the University of the Basque Country.

Bearing in mind that the main purpose of the interviews is to obtain direct information
from the agents involved, particularly from teachers and students participating in the pilot
courses, the interview tool included questions regarding course planning, competence
development, learning outcomes, teaching strategies and assessment techniques, barriers,
enablers, and good practices in SI and SE competence development.
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The data from the grey literature, interviews, and focus groups were then triangulated
together in order to have a holistic approach. Thus, it was possible to develop a rich
understanding of the SI ecosystems in the participating HEIs.

Table 2. Summarised documents from the project.

Documents Type Year

Report of the kick-off meeting of the Students4Change project Internal Report 2017
Report of the consortium meeting in Valencia Internal Report 2017

State of the art of SI and SE in Latin American universities Internal Report 2018
Toolkit to support SI and SE Manual 2018

Preliminary draft report from the online training Internal Report 2018
Report of the training course in Porto Alegre Internal Report 2018

Global report of the pilot courses Internal Report 2018
Ten individual reports of the pilot courses Internal reports 2018

Social innovation and social entrepreneurship in higher education institutions EBook 2019
Report on the support mechanisms in social innovation and social entrepreneurship Internal Report 2019
Report on Latin American meeting on social innovation and social entrepreneurship Internal Report 2019

Report of the project cultivarte (Uniminuto) Report 2019
External evaluation report (Columbus Association) Internal Report 2019

The university as an agent of change in social innovation and the case of
Students4Change (Puc Río) EBook 2020

Students4Change final report Internal report 2020
Social innovation and social entrepreneurship: an experience from academia Document 2020

Source: authors’ elaboration.

3. Results

This section presents the most notable results obtained across the implementation of
the S4C project. Results are presented in two subsections according to the landscape of SI
and SE in the participating universities, and quantitative and qualitative results obtained
from teaching, research, and community outreach activities.

3.1. SI and SE in Latin American HEIs

The project started with a theoretical and empirical collection of definitions, ap-
proaches, and dynamics of social innovation within and outside the universities participat-
ing in the project. The main objectives were to further develop the concept of SI and SE and
also to gain a better understanding of their manifestations in order to design a common
pedagogical model.

Consequently, within the framework of the project, an approach to these concepts was
built through the analysis of, firstly, the existing literature of reference in the international
field; secondly, the results of the collaborative workshop, held within the framework of
the kick-off meeting of the project; and finally, the definitions that each university and
organisation within the consortium adopts in relation to these two concepts, obtained
through an online survey. Thus, the 15 participating institutions analysed how SI and SE
were included within their institutions and offered 15 case studies. In order to choose an
adequate approach towards SI encompassing the variety of manifestations and understand-
ing from the participating institutions, S4C selected a relatively open working definition of
SI and SE.

In this context, S4C recognised the normative, cultural, and social characteristics
behind the diversity of approaches and practices. Thus, in order to have a specific under-
standing of the term within the framework of the project, the participating universities
agreed on a common definition for social innovation and social entrepreneurship, which
was as follows:

“Social Innovation is a new solution developed to meet social needs with the
objective of generating a social impact or system change wherever they are
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inserted. Social innovations are the result of a broad, diverse and participatory
process” [28] (p. 27).

“Social Entrepreneurship is the process of developing mechanisms to create mod-
els of sustainable organisations capable of mobilising and integrating resources
in order to deliver products or services that generate social value”. [28] (p. 29).

As can be identified in these two definitions, SI and SE are two different concepts
which are interrelated. It can be stated that the latter is embedded in the former. A notable
difference between the two concepts concerns the purpose. While social entrepreneurship
focuses on generating social benefits as a result of services, products, or interventions, social
innovation pursues a broader outcome. It seeks not only to create social value but also to
generate a change in people or communities on the basis of the results of the initiatives.
The main elements of each concept are shown in Table 3 below.

Table 3. The main defining elements of SI and SE in the S4C project.

Social Innovation Social Entrepreneurship

What New solution A process
Objective Meet social needs Developing mechanisms to create models of sustainable organisations
Purpose Generate social impact Generate social value

How Participatory and broad process Mobilising and integrating resources

Source: authors’ elaboration.

In parallel to this exercise, S4C developed a mapping of the state of the art of SI
in each Latin American participating HEI. We could observe that most of the partners
were developing many initiatives in the field of SI and SE, although in some cases these
initiatives were not considered as such [28].

Evidence from the project reveals that Latin American HEIs have developed compul-
sory courses, extra-curricular programmes and a variety of methodologies, teaching and
learning tools, and research topics in the field of social innovation and entrepreneurship.
In fact, through a questionnaire addressed to the coordinators of the 10 Latin American
universities participating in the project, we could identify a total of 48 courses (42 un-
dergraduate and 6 postgraduate) which were framed in various disciplines and areas of
knowledge [32], and many of them were taught as voluntary subjects. The multiplicity
of areas of study reported could be explained, indeed, by the diversity of definitions and
approaches to social innovation and social entrepreneurship within the participating uni-
versities, something that according to Galego et al. (2018) [32] could lead to an inadequate
classification of the courses.

When we analysed the ways in which Latin American HEIs have related to the com-
munities, we found that in all of them there is the so-called “Social Service”, a compulsory
pre-graduation programme through which students provide support to the community,
which might be an enabler to SI [33].

Some HEIs have created special facilities or centres whose objectives include social
entrepreneurship as an ongoing activity, as in the case of PUCRio do Sul or Tecnológico
de Monterrey. Other HEIs have gone a step further and have increased social innovation
initiatives by strengthening relations with communities by piloting a new pedagogy of
teaching and learning, as in the case of Uniminuto, while others have developed grassroots
social innovation initiatives by bridging government programmes, community experience,
and university knowledge through learning projects, as represented by the University of
Talca. Finally, many others have had isolated approaches to SI or have hardly had any at
all, exemplified by the case of the university of Colima.

3.2. Quantitative and Qualitative Results from the Implementation of the Project

In order to write this section, we analysed two main sources of information: first,
quantitative information obtained by the Columbus Association as part of the external
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evaluation of the project, and second, quantitative and qualitative information collected
during the evaluation process of the pilot courses by the SC4 consortium.

(A) Teaching activities.
The 10 participating HEIS identified 59 pilot courses and the respective 59 academic

syllabuses, led by 57 academics. A complete list of courses is provided in Supplementary
File S3.

The distribution of the pilot courses by country gives us the following information:
14 pilot courses were planned to be developed in Colombia, followed by Mexico with 13,
Costa Rica and Brazil with 11, and Chile ending the list with 10 (see Figure 1 shown below).
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Regarding the field of knowledge of those pilot courses, Figure 2 shown above presents
the following data: the largest number of pilot courses fell within the knowledge area of
Social Sciences and Law, with a total of 32 in this category. Far behind were the other subject
areas as follows: 10 pilot courses belonging to the field of knowledge of Engineering and
Architecture, 9 to Arts and Humanities, and 5 to Health Sciences; closing this classification
were the only two courses belonging to the area of Science. It is important to note that one
of the courses belonged to a non-specific category.

The implementation of the adapted or transformed courses led to approximately 1614
undergraduate students participating. All the courses ran from August 2018 to February
2019; thus, they were applied within an academic semester.

However, according to the external evaluation carried out by the Columbus Associa-
tion, the 10 Latin American HEIs implemented a total of seventy pilot SI courses, mainly
at the undergraduate level. Thus, the project has exceeded the quantitative objectives set
at the beginning of the project [34]. Three facts corroborate this statement (see Figure 3):
(a) Regarding the number of pilot courses: at the beginning, the project aimed to carry out
20 courses (two per institution); subsequently, after the training course held in April 2018
in Porto Alegre, 59 were identified but 70 courses were finally implemented. (b) Regarding
teachers’ participation: at the beginning of the project, it was expected that 55 teachers
would participate in the project; 56 teachers finally took part in the pilot-courses. (c) Re-
garding the students: S4C aimed to develop SI competences in at least 450 students from
the participating HEIs. The final figure greatly surpassed expectations, with more than
1614 students participating in the different pilot courses.
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Figure 3. Expectations vs. results. Source: Columbus Association, External Evaluation Final Report, 2019.

Both teachers and students were receptive to the introduction of a new approach.
Many results from a survey addressed to teachers (52) and interviews and focus groups
with both students and teachers illustrate this statement. Regarding the pedagogical
practice, the teachers, as shown in Figure 4, very positively valued the didactic materials
prepared within the framework of the project and, in particular, the toolbox, which they
consider very useful for the precise and crystal-clear way in which the processes of SI
are presented. The opportunities provided by the project to exchange experiences with
teachers from other countries as well as the access to advice from experts in the field of
social innovation were also highly appreciated. Thus, according to the academic staff, these
three dimensions should be taken into account when designing a strategy to incorporate SI
into the curricula.
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Taking into account special context features, red tape in universities, and aversion
to change, we found that adaptation of the syllabus was one of the main challenges of
the project. However, more than half of respondent teachers (37 out of 52) to the survey
declared that they could adapt the syllabus to a certain or great extent [34]. Specifically,
they stated that they incorporated new tools and didactics into the respective academic
syllabuses (51), applied new roles in the class (48), and developed a closer relationship with
social actors (46) (see Figure 5 below). The S4C project has demonstrated how students
and lecturers can work together in the field of SI.
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With regard to skills and capacities, both teachers and students considered that the
pedagogical model of S4C had a positive effect on the improvement of their technical,
functional, and social capacities. Specifically, in the same survey, they highlighted that
skills related to an increase in SI knowledge and tools application, and also capacities to
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develop empathy with students and communities were the most valued ones; conversely,
they expressed that the project barely helped them to develop abilities for interdisciplinary
work (see Figure 6 below).
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By the same token, information gathered through interviews and focus groups with
students revealed that they considered the project helped them acquire skills for developing
empathy towards different realities and problems as well as understanding theoretical
content through practice. However, they stated that they had few opportunities to improve
researching skills (see Figure 7 below).
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Some quotations from teachers and students gathered in the interviews and the focus
groups support the data as seen in the following:

“ . . . competencies were well written and they help you focus the project towards
the future . . . ” (Teacher participating in the project).

“The tools were good and understandable. It is difficult to know which one to
select.” (Teacher participating in the project).

“Social innovation was not unknown to me. However, thanks to the project, I
was able to delve into the concept and distinguish between different approaches”
(Student participating in the project).

“Students4Change provided me with a platform in which I could have access to
similar projects worldwide . . . ” (Student participating in the project).

“Students4Change gave us the opportunity to learn from each other and to
strengthen the links between students, teachers from different backgrounds,
countries and contexts” (Teacher participating in the project).

On the other hand, among the weaknesses of the programme, students and academics
agreed that lack of time to implement the model, bureaucracy, and a lack of awareness of
the topic were the main barriers for the programme.

“At the beginning of the course, some students considered the subject to be a
Maria (an easy, less-important subject)”. (Teacher participating in the project).

“ . . . At the beginning of the project, it was really difficult to put the different
knowledge together and focus on a specific goal”. (Teacher participating in
the project).

(B) Research activities.
In the field of research, the Students4Change project promoted the development of

research activities related to the experiences and learning from the implementation of the
pilot projects. The project created two specific moments in order to facilitate the drafting of
articles, papers, or academic presentations: (A) The Students and Teachers Meeting of the
Students4Change Project held in April 2019 in Bogota (Colombia). Through an internal
call for papers, teachers were encouraged to write articles that would showcase the lessons
learned, as well as the barriers and drivers of their experience. A total of 26 articles were
submitted by professors from the participating universities, which were grouped into four
categories: environmental protection and food security, health and well-being, equity and
inclusion, and education and inclusion. (B) Students4Change Academic Colloquium, held
in August 2019 in Mexico City (Mexico). An open call for papers was launched within
the universities participating in the project. Three were the categories of this call: health,
environment, and food security; inclusion and education; and equity and development.
Of the 15 papers selected, 11 came from Latin American institutions participating in the
project, 3 from European universities, and 1 from an expert in the field of social innovation
in Mexico (see Table 4 below).

Table 4. Academic articles presented within the framework of the project.

Meeting Puc
Rio

Puc Rio
do Sul U. Caldas Uniminuto U.

Costa Rica

Inst.
Tecnologico
Costa Rica

U. Talca Puc.
Valparaiso

U.
Colima

TEC
Monterrey Total

Bogota 1 3 2 4 3 3 2 3 2 3 28
Mexico 0 1 0 1 0 2 0 1 1 5 11

Total 1 4 2 5 3 5 2 4 3 8 37

Source: authors’ elaboration.

As shown in Table 4 above, academic staff from the Tecnológico de Monterrey submitted
eight articles, followed by the Uniminuto university and the Technological Institute of Costa
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Rica with five. A relevant fact is that all the universities presented academic articles either
at the Bogota or the Mexico meeting.

The wide range of topics covered in the articles is worth noting. These, within each
of the categories, covered diverse aspects—from a practical application in the field of
cancer cell research by students of one of the pilot courses, to the innovative experience of
midwives in rural communities in Chiapas.

According to the data gathered, 17 articles correspond to the education and inclusion
category; 8 to health and well-being and equity and inclusion; and, finally, 4 articles belong
to environmental protection and food security (see Figure 8 below).
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In this way, the social problems are addressed from different perspectives, but without
losing sight of the fact that SI and SE are the categories that guide the systemic changes in
the different communities where each and every one of them takes place. The complete list
of the articles presented in both meetings can be found in Supplementary Files S5 and S6.

In addition, the S4C project has developed capacities and motivation among the
academic staff of the participating universities to carry out further research in these fields.
Clear evidence of this is the production of additional articles and research projects outside
the scope of S4C, notably Uniminuto, which conducted more in-depth research in one
of the pilot projects (Cultivarte), and PUC Rio, which has published an e-book with a
compilation of articles on the S4C project [31].

(C) Community outreach activities.
Data gathered by both the internal and external evaluation corroborate that SI courses

at each institution resulted in student projects. Each university selected the most outstand-
ing student projects, which were presented at the Bogota meeting in April 2018. Thus,
students from the 10 Latin American universities had the opportunity to exchange knowl-
edge and best practices with their peers through a poster exhibition session run at the
meeting. A total of 45 projects were submitted, responding to diverse themes ranging from
projects proposing innovative initiatives for organisational change to those addressing spe-
cific needs of vulnerable groups or promoting environmental protection. Supplementary
File S4 shows the list of pilot projects including the topic and description.

In all Latin American universities, students developed entrepreneurship or social
innovation projects. As shown in the Table 5, Uniminuto was the university that presented
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the largest number of projects, although this may have been due to the fact that they hosted
the event.

Table 5. Academic articles presented within the framework of the project.

Puc-
Río

Puc Rio
do Sul U. Caldas Uniminuto U. Costa

Rica

Inst.
Tecnológico
Costa Rica

U.
Talca

Puc.
Valparaíso

U.
Colima

TEC
Monterrey Total

Bogota 4 4 3 8 4 4 5 4 5 4 45

Source: authors’ elaboration.

It is noteworthy that many projects continued their development after the end of the
academic semester specifically, as reported by the Columbus Association [34], “around
63.5% of the surveyed academic staff confirmed that some students took their project to a
further level”.

Finally, as regards community engagement, interviews and focus groups with students
acknowledged that the pilot projects allowed them to have closer connections with the
communities, and therefore they were able to put theory into practice by addressing real
social problems. Some actors were involved from the beginning of the project encouraging
students to frame the problem, some others received knowledge transfer from the students
while many others participated throughout the whole pilot project [34]. One of the great
strengths of the project has been precisely the possibility of forging closer ties with the
communities; many voices support this idea, for example:

“ . . . real social change could be achieved if we look to work together with the
communities and other partners. Collaborative and creative forms of work are
essential here”. (Teacher participating in the project).

“ . . . I would like to continue with this project after the pilot. Having direct
connections with the communities led me to change the way I looked at the
actual problems”. (Students participating in the project).

“ . . . social innovation is very enriching. It allows you to take knowledge to the
field”. (Student participating in the project).

“ . . . we understand that we are not going to solve the problems of the world
but the social innovation approach helps us get closer to real problems and
communities” (Student participating in the project).

Although many pilots involved several kinds of actors, this is one of the dimensions
that will require more attention and should be strengthened in the future.

4. Discussion

Considering the aforementioned information, we find that there is no doubt that SI in
the context of Latin American universities has experienced a great boost in recent years,
and HEIs have even been driving forces in the development of SIs in the region, as pointed
out by Domanski, et al. [9]. Despite this, there are still many areas of opportunity for Latin
American universities to become key actors in building up a real ecosystem of SI [35] in
the region.

Building on these and other findings from the project itself, the following paragraphs
introduce some reflections on enablers and constraints for SI in HEIs.

At the beginning of the project, different universities used different definitions and
approaches regarding SI and SE. Thus, the terms were often used interchangeably to
refer to other concepts such as social entrepreneurship, social responsibility, or social
economy. In support to the academic literature, results from the project have revealed that
knowledge about SI was still fragmented and different approaches to its concept were
predominant within both Latin American and European HEIs [16]. This lack of clarity was
also reflected in the absence of a consensus on the content to be taught or the competences
to be developed [36], which led us to consider it as a clear deficiency for the integration of
SI in academia, backing up the existing literature on the topic.
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Therefore, efforts were made to fill this gap, resulting in one of the main contributions
of the project which, through collaborative work, developed a broad and flexible conceptu-
alisation of social innovation, including an open and extensive definition of the concept,
a clear identification of the competences required to create a social innovation-friendly
environment, and a methodological proposal tailored to the contextual and specific needs
of each HEI.

The proposal of the Students4Change project rests on the certainty that in order to
offer social value, HEIs must focus their efforts on competence-based education, which
implies that the student is able to distinguish different issues and look for context-based
solutions that can have a real impact [37].

In this sense, our findings suggest that the Students4Change project has demonstrated
that having a common language around SI and SE must be considered as a key initial
condition for framing an academic syllabus on SI in HEIs of Latin America, and also that
this approach should be broad enough to respond to “each identity, culture and specific
ecosystem”, an issue that is also highlighted by professor Richard Hazenberg in his studies
on SI in HEIs of the East and Southeast Asia [38].

Students4Change has enabled a link to be established between societal challenges, 21st
century skills, consortia of HEIs, businesses, and communities. The project has provided
a portfolio of at least 59 innovative curricula that have been shared among the 10 Latin
American institutions. Transversal competences, such as problem identification and solving,
cooperative and communicative skills, and impact assessment, occupy a central place in the
innovative projects that students from the universities have developed. As is the case with
innovative pedagogical methods such as the flipped learning, SI learning increases student
motivation, boosts collaboration and academic performance, and strengthens students’
links with the community [39].

These 10 HEIs have promoted the full-scale implementation of a common syllabus
on SI by sharing their experience and supporting each other, which has contributed to
a collaborative culture within and between higher education institutions in the region,
as evidenced by the new projects which have been running between many members of
the project.

In addition, the curriculum and training courses provided an innovative and sup-
portive educational resource for teachers, youths, and academic staff, and thus, despite
numerous barriers, HEIs were able to integrate the curriculum into their programmes. In
this regard, the most important challenge for universities is to overcome the aversion to
change as well as to guarantee the sustainability of the implementation of the curriculum
after the life of the project [40].

In short, evidence from Students4Change suggests that although HEIs in Latin
America have developed different educational responses in relation to SI, there is still
a widespread feeling today that there is a need to formalise a programme specifically de-
signed to promote SI and SE and to train universities in that endeavour. Moreover, in order
to incorporate SI within universities, backing up the idea of López-Belmonte et al. [41],
specific training programs on SI and SE are needed not just for students but also for
teachers. Teachers and students should acquire competences to, firstly, interpret a social
problem; secondly, assimilate or transform the interpretation, integrating the knowledge
into prototypes, products, services, or methods that provide answers to the problem that
we want to solve; and thirdly, experiment with and transfer solutions and evaluate their
impact [42].

Research into SI in the Latin American region has been mostly focused on studying
the dynamics related to the social economy and social entrepreneurship, thus leaving a gap
in the analysis of other dimensions related to the concept. The Students4Change project has
contributed towards filling this gap by promoting and opening up research in participating
institutions. It has also confirmed that university-based SI initiatives in Latin America have
moved from being a niche to a mainstream concept [43], and therefore this as a field of
research has also experienced a significant evolution. Despite efforts, research in this field
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in the region is still scarce and siloed, as the project has confirmed. There is still a latent
need for conducting multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary research which helps bridge
the divide between knowledge generated by academia and practical exercises developed
in society.

It is therefore advisable that Latin American universities take an active role in com-
piling, systematising, analysing, and disseminating the different approaches to social
innovation led by universities in the region, as well as carrying out comparative studies
to identify which aspects of these practices can be scalable and which cannot. Thus, the
results of the project have shown us that a big challenge for Latin American HEIs is to
establish linkages and learning opportunities which can have a clear potential to develop a
SI ecosystem.

Alongside the two traditional missions of teaching and research, a third mission linked
to the contribution of universities to local development and the well-being of communities
is increasingly gaining momentum in academia [44]. Within this framework, universities
are encouraged to foster innovation, in general, but also SI, in particular, as a way to
contribute towards the development of human capital. Although, as with the terms SI
and SE, there is no unanimity within academia about what the third mission is and what
activities it involves, for the purpose of this article, we endorse the approach of Benneworth,
et al. for whom the third mission would be represented by engagement activities that “take
place within the processes of knowledge creation and dissemination and in which both universities
and external actors are involved” [44].

In this sense, establishing long-term relationships with actors from different societal
sectors is seen as one of the key factors for the successful work of Higher Education
Institutions in the field of social innovation. Scholars such as Schröder and Krüger point
out the influence that the network of actors has on the failure or success of social innovations
in academia [10]. Students4Change has demonstrated that involving local communities in
SI research and practice initiatives, making visible the benefits of the third mission, within
the universities and building partnerships with them, have proven to be important factors
for the successful and sustainable implementation of social innovation courses in the Latin
American partner universities.

Lastly, many of the participating HEIs have developed added valued activities such
as SI labs, incubators, or projects and they have conducted research in topics such as social
entrepreneurship, supported by specialised facilities. The “state of the art” and other
documents produced within the project reveal the existence of a two-speed process in the
integration of SI in Latin American universities and three types of developments in the field.
Some universities have developed basic and specialised courses, conducted research on
specific topics, or developed social innovation incubators and labs to implement initiatives
with local communities, while in other universities, the social innovation approach is
still premature [45]. Regarding the development of teaching programmes, research, and
community-based initiatives, the analysis of data leads us to distinguish three types of
universities. A first group made up of universities with experience in the field of SI and
SE; a second group, with a long background in the field of SE but little experience in
SI (mostly linked to welfare interventions); and finally, a third group made up of those
universities which, prior to the project, declared that they had not developed SI initiatives
(although they had implemented social innovation initiatives without being aware of it)
(see Supplementary File S1).

All in all, linked to the above and according to the literature in the field, many
social innovation systems identified in the Latin American HEIs find themselves at the
early stages of formation, with very limited SI capabilities, as well as underdeveloped
networks and collaborations between different actors of the social innovation ecosystem.
Moreover, technological and market-oriented innovation still drives the field of innovation
in Latin American HEIs [46]. This led us to define that while SE is well stablishing in the
region, the challenge is in how to integrate SI into the universities. Similar limitations
were found by Hazenberg in his research, who emphasised the need to, firstly, foster
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relational universities [47] that place collaboration as a strategic element; secondly, create
knowledge networks and alliances between students, teachers, and communities; and
thirdly, encourage the creation of policy frameworks that foster SI in HEIs [48].

In Table 6, we have summarised the strengths and weaknesses for the integration of
SI and SE, which have become apparent through this article.

Table 6. Summarised strengths and weaknesses for integrating SI and SI within participating HEIs in
the project.

Strengths Weaknesses

• Co-curriculum: collaborative work
• Common understanding and approaches
• Courses linked to practice: learning based

on challenges
• Motivations
• Student demand: interest and demand by

students for new courses and
opportunities in the social innovation
field manifested in pro-active
participation in competitions and
knowledge exchange activities

• Need to attract and retain students
• Support of academic leaders
• Peer exchange

Resource constraints (internal and external)
Competitiveness
Social innovation is new for many teachers
Bureaucracy
Novelty of the field in the university
Time constraints: social innovation is not an
issue for a 6-month programme Faculty buy-in
Clear leadership
A clear policy on social innovation
Links with communities and stakeholders
Multidisciplinary and
trans-disciplinary research

Source: authors’ elaboration.

This research hopes to outline possible changes that can be applied across the HEI
sector in Latin America to foster the growth of social innovation research, curriculum
development, and knowledge transfer to local communities.

Thus, this paper is interesting because it will contribute to identifying the main levers
of change, strengths, and challenges that Latin American universities face in order to
institutionalise SI and SE in their contexts and will also contribute to strengthening the
momentum of a SI ecosystem in the region. The research also provides a comprehensive
analysis of existing SI activities in research, teaching, and community engagement led by
those HEIs. Thus, this research is of great interest to researchers who want to develop future
lines of research into designing proposals for strengthening curricular models through the
integration of new approaches such as social innovation with social impact, as well as for
practitioners who seek to deploy effective strategies within local communities.

4.1. Limitations of the Research

Since every research project has its limitations, this one is no exception. On the basis
of analysed experience, we would highlight the following limitations:

1. The article is limited solely to the study of social innovation in 10 Latin American
universities in the five countries participating in the Students4Change project.

2. The way in which social innovation is integrated into each academic syllabus differs
from country to country, and these differences have not been analysed in the research.
Therefore, they may well be the subject of further research. Obviously, this would
need to be conducted on a smaller scale, and multiple case studies appear to be an
appropriate method.

The data cover a very limited period of time, in all cases corresponding only to the
implementation of social innovation in one academic semester. This circumstance has
made it possible to identify results in the short term and to outline possible results in the
medium term but has made it difficult to obtain results in the long term. Therefore, it has
been hard to measure the long-term impact and to analyse the transformative impact of
HEIs as active actors of systemic change. In fact, this identification has only been possible
in the case of those Latin American HEIs with previous experience in social innovation.
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These limitations lead us to recognise that the results offered in this paper should be
considered as insights.

4.2. Future Lines of Research

Taking into account the limitations outlined above, in terms of future lines of research,
we found that the results of the Students4Change project are a good starting point for
further empirical research, specifically:

Firstly, a future line of research should focus on deepening the analysis of the meaning
of social innovation and social entrepreneurship within the institutional framework of Latin
American universities by conducting comparative studies of these approaches in different
countries. Some possible research questions could revolve around seeking answers to
questions such as: What are the roles of academia in social innovation practices? What
geographical differences exist? among others.

Secondly, it would be advisable to carry out a transversal and solid analysis of how
social innovation is inserted into the curricula of the different disciplines within universities.
In this sense, questions which may guide the research are, for example, What are the
new ways of framing, doing, organising, and learning that are taking hold? How do
institutional environments enable or hinder behaviour? How can universities shape the
social innovation ecosystem in general?

Thirdly, stream research could be used to conduct a strong line of research into
understanding and identifying the impacts on students of engaging in social innovation
during their studies on the basis of questions such as: What is the impact of research and
teaching on students during and after their studies?

Fourthly, a more comprehensive comparative country-based analysis of the social
impact of social innovation initiatives on HEIs and local communities is advisable. A
line of research in this direction could explore the relationships between the HEIs and the
stakeholders focusing on the differences between countries; for example, exploring how
academia can effectively engage with communities in ways that foster empowerment, or
to what extent HEIs’ work with communities is in line with their mission statements and
organisational intentions.

Finally, and on the basis of the two previous points, we strongly recommend that
research be carried out into designing a model of indicators to measure the impact of social
innovation activities led by universities and to measure how and to what extent a fruitful
combination of academia and social innovation practice can lead to a transformative impact.
In the same token, there is an opportunity for universities to set themselves apart and put
themselves at the front of the change process around the world by offering proposals to
connect social innovation with sustainable development goals (SDGs).

All in all, we would like to stress that in a world of continuous and ongoing transfor-
mations, universities must become agents of change and SI is indispensable. The interest
generated by the project inside and outside the HEIs participating in the research leads us
to believe that interest in SI is growing rapidly and that it will be increasingly integrated
into the curricula of Latin American universities.

5. Conclusions

According to the academic literature, Latin American universities, as active agents of
local development, have made a great effort to integrate SI into their activities. Backing up
this idea, lessons learned from the project lead us to emphasise six aspects:

1. To observe that contemporary global challenges demand changes in mindsets and
behaviours, and that, in this endeavour, universities are becoming central actors and
social innovation is gaining momentum as a useful tool to face these challenges.

2. To recognise that, although it is important to generate common understandings,
objectives, and strategies to integrate SI, the “one size-fits-all” [48] approach is not
valid in all cases, as the way in which we understand, deploy, and approach it
responds to the specific characteristics of local contexts.
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3. To acknowledge that further and more diverse cross-sectoral and transdisciplinary
research is needed to deepen the understanding of social innovation and to measure
the social impact of the initiatives and, therefore, the fact that Latin American HEIs
face the great challenge of turning SI into a structured academic discipline.

4. To reflect on their transformative role as agents of change and thus strengthen actions
to integrate social innovation holistically into their three missions [16] by functioning
properly both in a single and collective way.

5. To firmly anchor SI into the strategy of the HEIs. Universities have to strategically
manage SI, and to do this they have to incorporate social innovation in university poli-
cies and strategic plans, allocating more resources (technical, financial, and human)
to ensure its sustainability.

6. To be aware that if they really want to introduce SI into a new academic curriculum,
universities should undertake a transformative process that allows them to leave
aside the red tape which framed the institution and to think critically about how to
redesign the way we learn to foster activities which contribute to systems change.

In short, Latin American HEIs are moving from an early stage of development and
implementation to a stage of growth, evolution, and institutionalisation. Within the
Students4Change project, not only has each HEI developed a proposal to introduce SI
and SE into the curricula, but also they have promoted this approach for driving social
change within their local communities through research, training, and knowledge transfer.
However, although promoting connections between universities and societies is beneficial
for both HIEs and communities, incorporating a SI approach is not a straightforward
endeavour. Indeed, there are still considerable gaps, as well as external and internal
barriers to embedding social innovation in academia [49].
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