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Abstract
In this article we investigate the role of social innovations in territorial development. More specifically we examine the 
ways in which social innovations can contribute to growth-independent local and regional development. By growth-
independent territorial development we understand the ways in which a society, including its economy and its institu-
tions, can continue to fulfill its functions such as providing public services, while not being existentially dependent on 
economic growth. Growth independence is a precondition for a post-growth society. Based on case studies of social inno-
vations in the Bernese Oberland (Switzerland), this article shows that the examined social innovations can contribute to 
economic growth independence through entrepreneurial decisions that foster (re-)localization, de-commercialization, 
low capital intensity, and self-governance. These decisions help make the social innovation initiatives growth-independ-
ent and hence they contribute to a post-growth society. Our research adds to the literature on the role of social innova-
tion for a post-growth society and clarifies the role of socially innovative initiatives in territorial development.

Zusammenfassung
In diesem Artikel untersuchen wir die Rolle sozialer Innovationen in der territorialen Entwicklung. Konkret 
analysieren wir, wie soziale Innovationen zu wachstumsunabhängiger regionaler und lokaler Entwicklung 
beitragen können. Als wachstumsunabhängige territoriale Entwicklung verstehen wir die Art und Weise, wie 
eine Gesellschaft, einschließlich ihrer Wirtschaft und ihrer Institutionen, weiterhin ihre Funktionen, wie bei-
spielsweise die Bereitstellung öffentlicher Dienstleistungen, aufrechterhalten kann, ohne dabei existenziell auf 
Wirtschaftswachstum angewiesen zu sein. Wachstumsunabhängigkeit ist eine Voraussetzung für eine Post-
wachstumsgesellschaft. Auf Grundlage von Fallstudien sozialer Innovationen im Berner Oberland (Schweiz) 
zeigt dieser Artikel auf, dass die untersuchten sozialen Innovationen zu wirtschaftlicher Wachstumsunabhän-
gigkeit beitragen können, indem die beteiligten Akteure Entscheidungen treffen, die (Re-)Lokalisation, Dekom-
merzialisierung, tiefe Kapitalintensität und Selbstverwaltung fördern. Diese Entscheidungen tragen zur Wachs-
tumsunabhängigkeit der sozialen Innovationen, und dadurch zu einer Postwachstumsgesellschaft bei. Unsere 
Forschung ist ein Beitrag zu der Literatur zu sozialen Innovationen für eine Postwachstumsgesellschaft und 
verdeutlicht die Rolle sozial innovativer Initiativen in der territorialen Entwicklung.

Vol. 152, No. 4  ·  Research article

D I E  E R D E
Journal of the 

Geographical Society 
of Berlin

DOI:10.12854/erde-2021-592

Heike Mayer, Pascal Tschumi, Romario Perren, Irmi Seidl, Andrea Winiger, Samuel Wirth 2021: How do social innovations 
contribute to growth-independent territorial development? Case studies from a Swiss mountain region. – DIE ERDE 152 
(4): 218-231



219DIE ERDE · Vol. 152 · 4/2021

1. Introduction 

The concept of social innovation is discussed in de-
bates about alternative economies (e.g. Jaeger-Erben 
et al. 2017; Nicholls and Ziegler 2019). Social innova-
tions (SIs) – understood as new forms of cooperation 
or new ideas that have a positive impact on society or 
solve social problems and challenges – may be poten-
tial means to achieve independence from unbridled 
economic growth (Tschumi et al. 2021). While there is 
emerging research on the impact social innovations 
may have on territorial development (Ravazzoli et al. 
2021) and potential economic growth independence 
(Tschumi et al. 2021), not much is known about the 
ways in which the entrepreneurial actors who devel-
op, run and implement social innovations conceptual-
ize and act upon the economic growth independence 
paradigm. Accordingly, our research questions are:  

•	In what ways do social innovation actors take and 
implement strategic orientations that foster eco-
nomic growth independence? 
•	In what ways do these entrepreneurial actors per-

ceive the impact of their initiatives in terms of eco-
nomic growth independence? 
•	In what ways do social innovations contribute to 

growth-independent territorial development? 

In this article, we examine the ways in which social 
innovation actors act upon economic growth inde-
pendence in terms of their entrepreneurial practices. 
Growth independence can be defined as the ability of 
a society, including its economy and its institutions, 
to continue to fulfil its functions, but not to be exis-
tentially dependent on economic growth (Schmelzer 
and Vetter 2019; Seidl and Zahrnt 2010, 2021). Seidl 
and Zahrnt (2010, 2021) define a post-growth society 
as an economy and society that pursues no policy to 
foster economic growth, reorientates its relevant in-
stitutions (e.g. social security, labor market) towards 
growth independence and limits its energy and re-
source consumption to a level compatible with the 
planetary boundaries. Note that post-growth makes 
no statement regarding a shrinking of Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) whereas the concept of degrowth sees 
a need for such a reduction (e.g. Kallis et al. 2012). Bak-
ker et al. (1999: 9) define growth-neutral enterprises 
as follows: these “do not produce to make a profit 
(which of course remains a secondary condition), but 

to deliver useful products and services. They do not 
produce to grow; rather, they welcome moderate busi-
ness growth, but do their best to ensure that it does 
not frustrate their real objectives. In this sense they 
are growth neutral”. In our understanding, growth 
independent enterprises are able to persist without 
having to grow. 

To understand the various impacts social innovations 
may have on growth-independent territorial devel-
opment, we provide empirical material from seven 
different case studies of social innovations in a Swiss 
mountain region. We deliberately chose the seven 
social innovations because as such they have the po-
tential to influence territorial development trajecto-
ries in the direction of growth independence as we 
will argue based on the existing literature. What they 
have in common is an entrepreneurial motivation to 
orient the initiative not towards maximizing profits, 
but rather towards alternative economic, social and 
ecological goals. They also pursue alternative forms 
of production and consumption. The cases represent 
organizations that range from cooperatives to pri-
vately held businesses in fields as diverse as agricul-
ture, renewable energy and housing. The seven social 
innovations were chosen from an inventory of social 
innovations in the Bernese Oberland that we devel-
oped in 2019 (Tschumi et al. 2021).

The presented cases and resulting data help us to bet-
ter understand the ways in which social innovation ac-
tors perceive the effects their initiative has on the local 
and regional economy. Given that regional economies 
and in particular more peripheral rural and mountain 
regions face a number of challenges (e.g. demographic 
change, climate change, de-industrialization), the fo-
cus on traditional forms of innovation (technical, mar-
keting, etc.) leaves out a range of possible solutions to 
complex problems. Thus, several scholars have called 
into question the narrow focus in innovation studies 
(Coenen and Morgan 2020; Tödtling and Trippl 2018). 
This paper contributes a critical analysis of the role of 
social innovations and offers insights as to their multi-
dimensional effects, which is especially important for 
policymakers. In the case of Switzerland, for example, 
social innovations are not addressed in regional policy 
and can hardly get funded as they do not fit the underly-
ing theoretical model (export-base theory, which is an 
economic growth oriented model) (Mayer et al. 2018).

How do social innovations contribute to growth-independent territorial development? 
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The article is structured as follows: first, we provide 
an overview of the theoretical background of social 
innovations and their link to growth-independent 
development. Following this section, we present the 
methods. In the results section we discuss the ways in 
which social innovation actors conceptualize and act 
upon a set of indicators we identified that contribute 
to economic growth independence. We conclude with 
a discussion about our contribution and policy impli-
cations. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1  Defining social innovations 

Definitions and understandings of social innovation 
differ widely in the literature. This may be due to the 
fact that various disciplines such as transformation 
studies, sociology, regional science or business admin-
istration make use of their own definitions (Edwards-
Schachter and Wallace 2017). At the same time, meta-
analyses on the SI literature suggest that there are 
different research streams (Ayob et al. 2016; Edwards-
Schachter and Wallace 2017; van der Have and Rubal-
caba 2016). One important stream is the literature on 
local development, in which SIs are defined as having 
a positive impact on society, empowering people and 
altering social relations (Moulaert et al. 2013; Mulgan 
et al. 2007). A more sociological perspective (Franz 
et al. 2012) focuses on changes in social relations and 
practices. For example, Mumford (2002) takes an or-
ganisational perspective and regards SIs as new ideas 
about how social relations and social organisation can 
be shaped to achieve a common goal. 

For our study, we use a definition that integrates 
these different perspectives, based on the bibliomet-
ric analysis of Ayob et al. (2016). We define social in-
novation as follows: 

A social innovation consists of new forms of coopera-
tion of individuals or organizations that lead to new 
ideas, of which the implementation is at least consid-
ered. In regional development, such innovations can 
have a positive impact on society, improve the quality 
of life and/or change social or power relations. 

This definition allows us to approach the empirical 
field with a broad understanding of social innova-
tions. The context of rural regions/mountain regions 
provides for a rather diverse socio-economic environ-

ment with numerous challenges (e.g., demographic 
changes, economic dependence on resource-based 
sectors or industries such as tourism, environmental 
changes resulting from climate change, etc.). Next to 
such challenges, there are also various opportunities 
that actors take notice of and that they utilize when it 
comes to social innovations. In such a context, social 
innovations address societal challenges but also op-
portunities. Thus, we utilize a definition that incorpo-
rates two aspects: positive impact on society in terms 
of improvements of quality of life and changes of so-
cial and power relations. 

2.2 Social innovation and growth-independent 
development 

SIs are rarely a topic in the literature on economic 
growth and development (Sousa and De Fátima Fer-
reiro 2020). But studies on how SIs can promote socio-
economic development of regions and countries have 
emerged in recent years (Moulaert and MacCallum 
2019). The literature on the role of SIs in territorial 
development dates back to the 2000s with Frank Mou-
laert and his colleagues among the first authors (Mou-
laert et al. 2005; Moulaert and Nussbaumer 2005). In 
this literature, the notion of territorial development 
does not equal regional/local economic growth. Rath-
er, it is understood in a broader sense, proposing an 
alternative to the vision on “economic growth, pro-
ductivity and market-rational behaviour” (Moulaert 
and MacCallum 2019: 26). Territorial development 
encompasses people’s empowerment, needs satisfac-
tion, neglected or exacerbated by the state/market 
apparatus as well as new forms of ecological/insti-
tutional relations and polities (Moulaert and MacCal-
lum 2019: 26). As such, SIs “may not necessarily have 
an economic impetus” (Neumeier 2012: 58) and “may 
contradict economic growth strategies as is reflected 
in the many cases of social innovations that refuse 
growth” (Terstriep and Rehfeld 2020: 4).

In this paper, we connect the aforementioned liter-
ature on the influence of SI on territorial develop-
ment with writings on the question what constitutes 
territorial development. While traditionally local or 
regional development was equated with growth in 
employment, income or productivity, more recent 
definitions include broader social, political, and even 
non-economic and alternative value-oriented con-
cerns (Martin 2021; Moulaert 2009; Pike et al. 2007). 
Thus, we follow the definition of local development 

How do social innovations contribute to growth-independent territorial development? 



221DIE ERDE · Vol. 152 · 4/2021

that describes a place-specific process that address-
es the internal social needs rather than external 
markets and that aims to improve the qualitative di-
mensions “for example the sustainability (economic, 
social, environmental) and forms of growth, the type 
and ‘quality’ of jobs, the embeddedness and sustain-
ability of investments, and the growth potential, sec-
toral mix and social diversity of new firms” (Pike et al. 
2007: 1260). Pike et al. (2007: 1260) further argue 
that “depending upon the context, the sustainability 
of growth may be evaluated in terms of its ecologi-
cal impact; the ‘quality’ of jobs might be assessed by 
their employment terms and conditions, […] and the 
extent to which each form of ‘development’ contrib-
utes to the enhancement of citizens’ capabilities”. In 
this sense local development does not merely depend 
on quantitative growth measures such as number of 
jobs, but also on development of more sustainable and 
even growth-independent forms of socio-economic 
activities (e.g. (re-)localization of economic activities 
or self-governance).

In the following we highlight the characteristics we 
were able to identify in the SI literature that most 
closely align with the literature on economic growth 
independence and post-growth. Some of these char-
acteristics are neither new nor special, particularly 
when we take the literature on territorial innovation 
models (e.g. regional innovation systems, clusters, 
etc.) into account. The following characteristics have 
been central for a long time, for example, in the con-
cept of regional innovation systems (RIS) (Asheim 
et al. 2019). Yet, recent writings on RIS acknowledge 
the dominant focus of technological and business in-
novations and call for an alternative understanding of 
innovation processes and one that pays attention to 
grand challenges and the role SIs can play in address-
ing these challenges (Tödtling et al. 2021). Thus, also 
the RIS literature calls into question the traditional 
focus on economic growth through, e.g. the promo-
tion of traditional forms of innovation, and highlights 
the potential of alternative forms of innovation such 
as SIs. In the following, we discuss the characteristics 
and their implications for economic growth independ-
ence:

•	Close relationships between economic actors: collab-
oration is one of the hallmarks of SIs. In the local/
regional development literature, SIs are character-
ized as collaborations between actors with aligned 
interests (Neumeier 2012) , often with close ties and 
direct interaction between actors (Terstriep et al. 

2020) as well as with actors from different sectors 
such as civic society, public administration or pri-
vate sector (Bock 2016; Kleverbeck et al. 2019; Neu-
meier 2012). Close relationships between economic 
and non-economic actors may lead to building of 
trust and thus limited price competition, a certain 
guaranty for sales, consumer fit, and lower pressure 
for returns – all characteristics that are highlighted 
by post-growth authors (Gebauer et al. 2017; Paech 
2012; Posse 2015). 
•	Regional/local markets with short and regional value 

chains: another frequent feature of SIs is that they 
are quite often locally or regionally specific and em-
bedded, for instance through the integration of lo-
cal and regional actors (Moulaert 2009; Rehfeld and 
Terstriep 2017): “[S]ocial innovators are not gener-
ally interested in spreading their idea beyond the 
actual context” (Rehfeld and Terstriep 2017: 13). Lo-
cal and regional embeddedness is a crucial charac-
teristic of growth-independent enterprises (Baner-
jee et al. 2020) in such a way that they aim for local 
and regional markets and they rely on regional value 
chains in the production of their goods and services 
(Gebauer 2018; Gebauer et al. 2017; Paech 2012; Pos-
se 2015). As value creation is bound to a certain ter-
ritory, value chains are short and small or medium-
sized businesses/initiatives are involved (Gebauer 
2018). Short value chains are defined by few actors 
involved in the production process. Hence, there is 
less pressure to generate returns (Paech 2012). In 
regional value chains, it is more likely that produc-
ers, consumers and capital providers create close 
relationships, which may lead to cheaper (low-inter-
est) conditions for debt-capital (Gebauer et al. 2017; 
Paech 2012; Posse 2015). This, in turn, makes organi-
sations and enterprises less dependent on generat-
ing returns (Binswanger 2009). 
•	De-commercialization of production/service delivery: 

users are often involved in the SI innovation process, 
acting as knowledge and solution providers or as 
co-producers (Terstriep et al. 2020). Integrating con-
sumers in the product/service production process 
makes them prosumers and is considered one di-
mension of de-commercialization. De-commerciali-
zation may take place if prosumers (consumers who 
at the same time are engaged in the production of 
the product or service that they later consume) con-
sume less due to an increased consumer-fit and due 
to their meaningful activities, which may decrease 
compensation consumption. Also, as the product is 
aligned with the needs of the consumers, produc-
tion resources are used more efficiently, leading to 

How do social innovations contribute to growth-independent territorial development? 



222 DIE ERDE · Vol. 152 · 4/2021

less waste of resources (Leismann et al. 2012). Ad-
ditionally, relationships of the involved actors are 
strengthened (Bakker et al. 1999; Schor 2010).
•	 Low levels of capital intensity in production/service 

delivery: sometimes SIs are described as mainly non-
material, their material outcomes only being a sup-
plementary result (Neumeier 2012). Such low capital 
intensity of the economic activity reduces depend-
ency on external capital because less needs to be 
invested in capital (machinery, etc.) (Paech 2012) 
which strengthens growth-independency (Tschumi 
et al. 2021 and above).
•	 Democratic ownership, equity and self-governance: 

integrating beneficiaries – users and others – in the 
SI development process is also mirrored in the fact 
that SIs incorporate governance structures such as 
co-operatives, self-management and self-reliance 
(Bock 2016). Self-governance, democratic owner-
ship and equity characterise growth-independent 
organizations (Banerjee et al. 2020) and reflect an 
understanding of (entrepreneurial) success that 
goes beyond economic growth. Such organizations 
attempt to create value that is unrelated to growth 
and emphasize the redistribution of wealth (Baner-
jee et al. 2020).
•	Small or no efforts to advertise products or services: 

this is a feature of SI activities and growth-independ-
ent enterprises (Tschumi et al. 2021). In this way, 
consumption and thus production of new products 
and services can be reduced (Gebauer et al. 2017) 
and this results in efforts towards de-commerciali-
zation. 
•	 Financing via interest-free or low debt-capital: this 

feature, which is characteristic for SIs as well as 
growth-independent enterprises (Tschumi et al. 
2021) makes enterprises less dependent on gener-
ating returns (Binswanger 2009) and on the capital 
providers’ expected returns (Posse 2015). 

This discussion indicates that SIs may comprise vari-
ous features of growth-independent organizational 
and entrepreneurial behaviour. Besides these fea-
tures that may contribute to growth independence, 
each of these can also lead to growth-inducing effects 
as, for example, has been shown in the literature on 
industrial clusters or regional innovation systems. 
For example, close relationships with economic actors 
and short value chains have significantly contributed 
to the competitiveness of regions like Silicon Valley, 
Baden-Württemberg or Northern Italy (Piore and 
Sabel 1986). Yet, the literature on social innovations 
has so far not taken a close look at the mechanisms 

by which social innovations and their involved actors 
can contribute directly to their economic growth in-
dependence and as a result more indirectly towards a 
post-growth society. If Terstriep and Rehfeld (2020: 4) 
are correct that “the many practices at the micro-lev-
el of individual initiatives can add up to patterns and 
regularities at the macro-level”, SIs can contribute to 
growth-independent regions.  

3. Research Methods 

The seven social innovations (for a short description, 
see Table 1) were chosen from an inventory of SIs in 
the Bernese Oberland that we developed in 2019 (Uni-
versity of Bern 2021). The inventory includes 68 SIs, 
which emerged in the period between 1997 and 2018. 
We identified the SIs out of a database consisting of 
innovative projects, organizations, offers and initia-
tives, which we merged from separate databases of 
innovation prices and regional development fund-
ing programs. Additionally, we conducted an online 
survey of the municipal secretaries (the senior ad-
ministrative officers) of all 76 municipalities of the 
Bernese Oberland. In this way, we collected data on 
979 potential SIs. Applying a set of criteria that we de-
rived from our SI definition, we found 68 SIs that fit 
the criteria. All identified SIs were analyzed in terms 
of their potential economic growth effects, applying 
a set of indicators, which we derived from the liter-
ature on enterprise growth drivers (Gebauer et al. 
2017; Mewes and Gebauer 2015; Posse 2015; Richters 
and Siemoneit 2019) and strategies of non-growing 
enterprises striving for growth independency (Liesen 
et al. 2013; Posse 2015). In a previous publication (Ts-
chumi et al. 2021), we illustrate the indicators and the 
various growth-related effects that can range from 
stimulating economic growth to creating economic 
growth independence which may, for instance, be the 
result of de-commercialization. All 68 SIs were quali-
tatively evaluated based on 20 growth independence 
indicators and 19 growth stimulation indicators (for 
a detailed description of all 39 indicators see Tschumi 
et al. (2021)). For this article, we focus on the cas-
es of social innovations that contribute to economic 
growth independence. From the 68, we chose the SIs 
that fulfilled the largest number of the 20 growth in-
dependence indicators. Out of those SIs, we then chose 
the ones that at the same time fulfilled the least num-
ber of growth stimulation indicators. As a result, we 
came up with eight SIs comprising potential growth 
independence effects. Seven out of these eight were 
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further analyzed for the present study because they 
represent entrepreneurial initiatives that are incor-
porated as economic entities (cooperatives and small 
businesses) and not as a voluntary association. 

To gain actor-centered insights about the ways the SI 
actors implement strategies toward growth-indepen-
dent behavior and how they perceive their impact on 
growth independence, we further collected empirical 

How do social innovations contribute to growth-independent territorial development? 

Selbstbaugruppe Energiewendegenossenschaft
2019 (ongoing) | Renewable energy  |  Cooperative  | Individuals

The cooperative Energiebaugenossenschaft is characterized by its self-help model. Customers who purchase a solar 
system help with the installation. In addition, they contribute hours of work to the construction of further solar 
systems. This means that the systems can be built more cheaply.
Solidarische Landwirtschaft Erlengut
2017 (ongoing) | Agriculture | Private business | Individuals, companies

This solidarity-based agriculture project was founded by a small company (Biogemüse Erlengut). It equates to a 
community supported agriculture (CSA). The aim is to build food production in which producers and consumers 
organize themselves. In this way it can be planned how much and which vegetables are needed. The vegetables do 
not have to meet market standards and long transport routes are eliminated. 
IG Kiley-Alpen
2005 (ongoing) | Agriculture | Cooperative | Companies

Seven farmers in the Diemtigtal recognized that more and more cheese dairies were disappearing and that it was 
becoming increasingly dif�icult for them to have their milk processed. They joined to form the Kiley-Alpen coopera-
tive and took over the Kiley alpine cheese dairy. With the purchase of the dairy they were able to stop the disappea-
rance of farms and secure their existence. The cooperative operates today’s largest organic alpine cheese dairy in 
Switzerland and the organic status contributes greatly to its success.
Kuhleasing.ch
1976 (ongoing) | Agriculture | Private business | Individuals

A farmer couple founded kuhleasing.ch (leasing of cows). Today, their daughter has taken over the business and 
leases cows to customers for a summer. The latter receive between 70-120 kg of cheese per cow and work one day 
on the alpine farm. The aim of engaging the customers is to give them an understanding of life on the alp and thus 
strengthen the understanding between the urban and the mountain population. Also, it shows the ecological 
importance of mountain farming and thus ensures its preservation for future generations.
Wollreich Haslital
1996 (ongoing) | Agriculture | Private business | Companies

In 1996 a farmer family received three black-nosed sheep as a gift. More and more animals followed and today the 
family owns about 200 sheep. The product range expanded considerably. Innovations such as sheep’s wool balls for 
pillows and nursing rings as well as duvets and bed pads �illed with their own wool led to success throughout 
Switzerland. 
Generationenwohnen Hasliberg
2016 (ongoing) | Housing | Cooperative | Individuals, educational and research institutions

For two years, the Lucerne University of Applied Sciences and Arts worked together on the “Future Hasliberg” 
project. This gave rise to the idea of this multi-generational housing project. The aim of the project is to create 
needs-based forms of housing and living for older people in Hasliberg. This requires a suitable form of living in a 
central location. During this time, a working group consisting mainly of the elderly population from Hasliberg has 
laid the foundations for a future generation house through voluntary work.

Genossenschaft Lebensraum Belmont
2013 (ongoing) | Housing | Cooperative | Individuals
Eight people founded the cooperative Lebensraum Belmont. With the perspective that people want to live in 
harmony with each other, the multi-generation project was created, in which different generations live together 
in a former hotel. The project aims to treat each other with respect and tries to build a benevolent community.

Table 1 Background information on the seven social innovations. Source: Social Innovation Inventory (University of Bern 2021: n.p.)
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data. During summer and fall 2020, we conducted 
13 semi-structured qualitative interviews with the 
actors that were most involved in the respective SIs. 
We identified the interviewees via desktop research 
and snowball sampling. We found that only one or 
two person(s) per SI had enough profound knowledge 
and experience in the SI to answer the questions ade-
quately. Except for one interview, the interviews were 
conducted via telephone or video conference due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic. The interview guides were 
based on 10 of the 20 growth independence indica-

tors. We chose to take only 10 indicators, which were 
most fulfilled by the seven selected SI cases. Table 2 
presents the 10 indicators, which we summarized into 
four categories, all of which comprise highly relevant 
features for SIs, as we showed in the previous section. 
It is important to note that the indicators describe 
potential effects, which can empirically go in either 
direction of inducing growth or reducing growth. All 
interviews were transcribed and analyzed with qual-
itative content analysis by three researchers inde-
pendently, applying the categories in Table 2. All sev-

How do social innovations contribute to growth-independent territorial development? 

Overall 
orientation 
of social 
innovation

Economic growth 
independence 
indicator

Description indicator Enhancing economic growth independence

Social innovations aim for local/regi-
onal markets and relocalization of 
economic activities
Social innovations aim or incorporate 
short value chains, which means that 
they include a limited number of 
economic actors in the production/
delivery of their products/services
Social innovations aim for local/regi-
onal value chains and/or relocalizati-
on of their value chains

Social innovations aim for close, 
stable relationships with economic 
actors/partners such as investors, 
consumers, suppliers, other �irms/
initiatives
Social innovations aim to de-com-
mercialize production/service 
delivery
Social innovations aim for small/no 
efforts to advertise or market their 
products/services
Social innovations aim to reduce or 
eliminate debt capital or obtain 
low-interest capital
Social innovations aim for or 
incorporate a low level of capital 
intensity and/or higher degree of 
labor intensity
Social innovations are organized as 
small or medium-sized businesses/
initiatives or their organization 
leads/supports small size and little 
organization complexity 
Social innovations choose a partici-
patory organizational form, make use 
of prosumers and thereby incorpora-
te demand side

Little competition based on price, certain 
guaranty for sales, consumer �it, support of 
small and medium-sized businesses/initiatives
Limitation of number of involved (potentially 
debt-�inanced) economic actors and hence of 
actors with economic growth ambition; 
production volumes are adjusted to demand

Limited price competition, participation of 
smaller businesses/initiatives, secured 
demand, production volumes adjusted to 
demand, possibly favorable �inancing condi-
tions
Limited competition based on prices, certain 
guaranty for sales, consumer �it, building of 
trust, lower pressure for returns

Limitation of economic growth dynamics on 
consumption side, higher degree of self-suf�i-
ciency
Limitation of economic growth dynamics on 
consumption side

Lower pressures for returns in order to pay 
interests/dividends, low/no heteronomy by 
external capital providers
Lower pressures for returns in order to pay 
interests/dividends, low/no heteronomy by 
external capital providers

Low economic growth ambition, low econo-
mies of scale, higher resilience to crises, low 
dependence on market dynamics

Understanding of entrepreneurial success that 
goes beyond economic growth, fostering small 
and medium-sized business 

Regional/local 
markets

Short value chains

Regional value 
chains

Close relationships 
between economic 
actors

De-commercializati-
on of production/-
service delivery
Small/no efforts to 
advertise/marke-
ting
Low levels of debt 
capital

Low levels of capital 
intensity in 
production/service 
delivery
Small or medium-
sized business/initi-
ative

Democratic owner-
ship, equity and 
self-governance 

(Re-)localiza-
tion

De-commer-
cialization

Low capital

Self-gover-
nance

Table 2 Indicators and their potential effects on growth independence. Source: adapted from Tschumi et al. (2021)
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en SIs are situated in the Bernese Oberland, which is 
a mountainous region in Switzerland. They emerged 
between 1976 and 2019. At the time of publication of 
this article, all of them still operated. Four of the seven 
take on the form of a cooperative, an organizational 
structure that is common in Switzerland. The remain-
ing three are private businesses. The sectors range 
from renewable energy (1), agriculture (4) to housing 
(2). Stakeholders who are engaged range from indi-
viduals to companies and educational institutions. 
Table 2 provides a short overview.

4. Results

4.1 (Re-)localization

Efforts to (re-)localize economic activities (produc-
tion and distribution) are a central part of the social 
innovations we examined. Beyond a short supply 
chain, which implies that there are few economic ac-
tors involved, there is often also the goal to region-
alize the value chain which means the value added 
remains within the region. (Re-)localization also ben-
efits from close contacts among the economic actors. 
For all seven social innovations, we can observe con-
scious efforts to (re-)localize economic activities, al-
beit to varying degrees and in different forms.

Through the interviews, we learned that in all cases 
the social innovation actors consciously work towards 
(re-)localization. When we consider their efforts and 
strategies at building local/regional markets, we no-
tice a few important differences. Local and regional 
markets are important for the energy cooperative, 
the community-supported agriculture initiative and 
the dairy cooperative. The energy cooperative made a 
conscious decision to limit its market to the region be-
cause the primary goal was to remain locally embed-
ded. Cooperative members mentioned that through 
this local embeddedness they could see a higher level 
of acceptance of their activities, an important aspect 
considering that the cooperative would like to con-
vince as many homeowners as possible to construct 
a solar roof. The community-supported agriculture 
(CSA) also consciously limited its market reach by opt-
ing out of delivering to an organic store and instead 
setting up four local pick-up locations. Even though 
the dairy cooperative counts a national supermarket 
chain as one of its main customers and thus its spatial 
market reach goes beyond the region, it also engages 
proactively with the regional nature park in order to 

market its products. This provides a niche to the dairy 
cooperative and averts price competition. 

In contrast, the two housing initiatives do not limit 
their offerings to only those interested from the local/
regional market. They instead are open to potential 
inhabitants from other regions in Switzerland. Yet, 
they pay attention to local sourcing when it comes 
to the renovation and building of their houses. The 
two agricultural initiatives do not limit their markets 
and they find customers for their products nationally 
and in one case even internationally. Yet, these they 
put emphasis on creating short and regional value 
chains. Overall, we observe a continuum of local em-
beddedness in terms of local/regional markets. While 
the energy cooperative places a very strong empha-
sis on local markets and represents a local/regional 
market-oriented social innovation on the one end of 
the spectrum, the housing cooperatives and the two 
private agricultural initiatives (while promoting local 
agricultural products) utilize a larger market reach 
in order to find inhabitants or sale opportunities and 
increase value creation. In sum, all initiatives active-
ly search for ways to embed themselves with the lo-
cal/regional market and to therefore foster economic 
growth independence through supporting of other 
local businesses, averting price competition, and en-
suring consumer fit. While these efforts illustrate a 
conscious focus on the local, which is often mentioned 
in the literature on growth-independent enterprises 
(Banerjee et al. 2020; Gebauer et al. 2017; Posse 2015), 
we can also detect differences in the ways the SIs po-
sition themselves in the market due to the nature of 
the respective markets. This is something that the 
literature on SI has so far not taken up in a differen-
tiated manner and which needs to be included in the 
analysis of social innovations. 

Short but also regional value chains are elements that 
are common in the strategies of the SI actors. The in-
terview partners mentioned that whenever possible, 
they either consciously limit themselves to a few part-
ners and/or they place great emphasis on fulfilling 
the tasks themselves rather than engaging additional 
contractors or specialist firms and thereby extending 
the value chain. When they need to cooperate with 
other economic actors, they are interested in finding 
and working with those partners who are in the re-
gion (customers, suppliers, inhabitants, etc.) thereby 
strengthening regional value chains but also trust and 
social relationships. The CSA, for example, creates all 
the seedlings itself and does not involve any external 
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service providers such as accountants. In all cases 
that we examined, we found that value chains are kept 
short and regional whenever possible. Yet, they can 
also extend across many actors when external con-
ditions force them (e.g., solar panels from China). In 
the case of the solar cooperative, there is a conscious 
effort to limit the number of actors that are involved 
once the raw materials and inputs are in the country 
or in the region. The interview partners mentioned 
that they deliberately work with only one wholesale 
dealer in Switzerland and that they engage only with 
local electricians and scaffolding companies. Through 
the interviews it became clear, that the social innova-
tion actors see a long or non-local/non-regional value 
chain not only to lose control, but also as a danger to 
create impersonal and distanced relationships with 
other economic actors. Thus, as also argued in the lit-
erature, shortening and regionalizing the value chain 
allows the entrepreneurial actors to create economic 
growth independence through closer contacts with 
partners (Gebauer 2018), through increased control 
over their own activities and through fewer actors 
with potentially low growth pressures (Gebauer et al. 
2017).

In all SIs we examined, close contact with other eco-
nomic actors played a central role – something that 
is also relevant in traditional economic geography 
concepts such as industrial clusters, RIS, etc. (Porter 
2000; Asheim et al. 2019). These concepts, however, 
usually discuss the interaction of economic actors 
such as research institutions, firms and state-led in-
stitutions (the so-called triple helix) with the goal 
of enhancing competitiveness and regional growth, 
whereas the actors in SIs are much more diverse (in 
the sense of the quadruple helix) and their goals may 
be less concerned with growth. The contacts differed 
depending on the activities. Yet, the effects and out-
comes in terms of growth independence are similar. 
In four cases (energy cooperative, CSA, the two hous-
ing cooperatives), consumers are involved as co-pro-
ducers and they thereby act as prosumers. The solar 
cooperative engages the consumers in the construc-
tion of the solar roofs. The CSA also engages their 
subscribers through voluntary work that amounts to 
four half days/year. In both cases, a reduction of costs 
results from the engagement of consumers in the pro-
duction process and the products/services become 
more affordable in comparison to traditional com-
mercial offerings. The housing cooperatives engage 
their inhabitants in the planning of the houses to fit 
them to their needs. In the case of the agricultural of-

ferings, there are close contacts to consumers either 
through occasional visits (Kuhleasing), through di-
rect marketing of the produce in public fridges (dairy 
cooperative) or through contact with specialty stores 
(Wollreich). From the perspective of the interview-
ees the implications of close contacts with customers 
are manifold: there is an increased appreciation of 
the products and services on behalf of the customers 
if they are engaged in the production/delivery of the 
products or services. In some cases, the price for the 
products could be lowered and the offerings become 
more affordable thereby promoting its distribution. 
This is something that plays in the hands of initiatives 
like the solar cooperative, which aim for an increased 
use of renewable energy. And lastly, through the ac-
tors’ close relationships, the social innovation actors 
receive important feedback from customers and oth-
er economic actors that they engage with. This allows 
them to tailor their products and services more close-
ly to their demands and needs. Thus, close relation-
ships are consciously created, and as also argued by 
other post-growth authors they implicate smaller 
competition based on price (Posse 2015), affordable 
prices, and lower pressures for returns (Gebauer et al. 
2017). Therefore, these entrepreneurial strategies 
contribute to greater economic growth independence. 
Additionally, being closer to consumer needs, the ini-
tiatives may not create additional consumer demand.

4.2 De-commercialization

The de-commercialization of production and service 
provision is an important element in five social in-
novations. We find different mechanisms by which a 
de-commercialization is achieved. One is the involve-
ment of consumers as producers (so-called prosumers) 
and the other is voluntary work. As mentioned earlier, 
de-commercialization strategies in the case of our so-
cial innovations directly lead to cheaper solutions for 
the products and services. This is the case for the CSA 
and for the solar cooperative as the involvement of the 
consumer as producer edges out commercial solutions. 
This is but one effect. A secondary effect of engaging 
consumers as producers and in terms of incorporating 
voluntary work is related to conviviality, a non-com-
mercial value that was mentioned by the interview 
partners: in four cases (solar cooperative, CSA and the 
two housing cooperatives) we find that the entrepre-
neurs engaged in the formation and running of the so-
cial innovations highly value the social benefits such as 
well-being, sense of belonging (Mayer 2020), etc. that 
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result from co-production and co-creation. The entre-
preneurs noted these non-commercial benefits and 
they highlighted them as important additional goals. 

The renunciation of advertising and marketing also 
contributes to de-commercialization as it does not 
create additional demand. In all cases we find that 
the social innovation actors are not engaged in ex-
tensive marketing or advertising efforts. Sometimes 
they mentioned that they had a concept or even a 
budget for advertisement, but that they did not use 
it much. Most tend to rely on word-of-mouth recom-
mendations. In some cases, they were quite successful 
and were able to add additional users or customers 
through word-of-mouth recommendation. This how-
ever, led to a very cognizant understanding on behalf 
of the entrepreneurs of the negative effects a quan-
titative increase in demand would have on their ini-
tiatives. Hence, de-commercialization contributes to 
enhanced economic growth independence.

4.3 Low capital

All seven SIs are characterized by a low degree of 
capital intensity. We examined whether and to what 
extent the SIs rely on debt financing and we asked 
questions about the capital intensity of the opera-
tion. Regarding debt financing, only one of the SIs – 
namely the Belmont housing cooperative – relies to 
a large extent on debt financing. Yet, their model is 
quite interesting and aimed at reducing dependence 
on large-scale external investors. The need for around 
CHF 3 million was covered by a first round fund rais-
ing from friends and relatives of those engaged in the 
initial set-up of the cooperative. With this financing, 
the founding members were able to convince a local 
bank to give them a loan. A second round of invest-
ments by friends and family yielded another CHF 1 
million (from around 50 different investors). This 
then convinced another bank that is specialized in co-
operatives to give an additional loan and to even act 
as a fiduciary so that solvent private investors could 
invest further in the project. This yielded an addition-
al CHF 700,000. The cooperative sees this type of fi-
nancing as fitting to its needs. All other interviewees 
emphasized – often with both a sense of pride and no-
ticeable relief – that they were not reliant on outside 
investors. This helps them reduce their dependency 
on external capital and relieves them from additional 
growth pressures through for example an increase in 
capacities or sales. This effect is also described in the 

literature on growth-independent enterprises (Geb-
auer 2018; Posse 2015).

In terms of capital intensity, the initiatives can be de-
scribed as having a low degree of capital intensity and 
a conscious effort to keep machinery and other immo-
bile production factors rather low. It seems that often 
the actors involved were afraid of possible disecono-
mies of scale that would be at work if they would have 
increased their capital intensity. When there is a need 
to invest, the initiatives did so with little to no debt 
financing as discussed earlier. This also decreased 
their pressure to grow, and it increases their econom-
ic growth independence.

4.4 Self-governance

Self-governance, democratic ownership and equity 
are important elements of growth-independent orga-
nizations and these characteristics can also be found 
among the seven SIs. The cooperatives offer very for-
malized opportunities for voice and accountability, 
for example at the general assembly meetings. In the 
case of the solar cooperative and the CSA, the inter-
viewees placed an important emphasis on the value 
of participation of the consumers. They saw in the 
consumers’ engagement not only purely economic 
benefits in terms of lowering the costs, but also social 
benefits in terms of ‘having a good time together’ by 
sharing the work and a good meal. Thus, these SIs also 
help to improve social wellbeing and quality of life for 
those involved. This may also contribute to economic 
growth independence as goals other than purely eco-
nomic ones are valued.

In terms of size and organizational complexity, all 
seven SI initiatives were organized on a small scale 
and the actors involved mentioned that there is little 
to no desire to grow. When growth of capacities was 
desired, the goal was not based on making addition-
al revenues, but fulfilling ecological or social goals. 
The CSA for example will expand its cultivated land 
to integrate additional buffer and compensation ar-
eas. The Belmont housing cooperative sees growth 
in the number of inhabitants to become more socially 
diverse. No initiative was decidedly economic growth 
nor revenue oriented. Often the interviewees made 
explicit statements about not wanting to create reve-
nues. These arguments are understandable within the 
context of the literature on social innovation as there 
is a broad consensus that SIs emerge out of a recog-
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nition of problems and needs (Neumaier 2012) and 
altruistic concerns to solve these problems (Terstriep 
and Rehfeld 2020). 

5. Conclusion

With this study, we seek to contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the role of social innovations in con-
tributing to increased economic growth independ-
ence and thus we explain how social innovations may 
contribute to post-growth development at the local 
and regional level. While there is a wealth of studies 
that focus on the impacts social innovations have on 
territorial development and specifically on rural or 
peripheral regions (Ravazzoli et al. 2021), these stud-
ies often claim positive socioeconomic effects without 
regard for the specific quality of the economic effects. 
More specifically the studies lack a differentiation 
between economic growth dependence versus inde-
pendence. And there is rarely a detailed focus on en-
trepreneurial decisions to be made towards increased 
economic growth independence and their effects. 
Thus, one aim of the article was to examine a set of 
economic growth independence indicators and illus-
trate whether and how they are met by those involved 
in social innovations. For this purpose, we utilized 
seven case studies of social innovation that emerged 
in a Swiss mountain region.

We show that the examined social innovations can 
contribute to a post-growth society at the local and 
regional level. The involved entrepreneurial actors 
develop innovative initiatives in response to so-
cio-economic challenges, but also when they see op-
portunities to change a situation, which allows to ful-
fill socially desired values. These social innovations 
target not only economic goals, but – and in many 
cases more importantly – social and ecological goals. 
In response to the challenges, but also in response to 
their own value systems, the entrepreneurs chose or-
ganizational forms and strategies such as (re-)local-
ization, de-commercialization, low capital intensity, 
and self-governance that directly contribute to eco-
nomic growth independence. These characteristics 
help make the social innovation initiatives growth-in-
dependent and thus they contribute to local/region-
al post-growth development (see Fig. 1). Figure 1 il-
lustrates this process and places social innovation in 
the context of local/regional post-growth develop-
ment. As territorial development has to respond to 
socio-economic challenges and opportunities (such 

as demographic change, energy transition, health 
care provision, etc.), actors take up the opportunity 
to find alternative solutions and develop social inno-
vations that not only target economic outcomes, but 
also ecological and social objectives. Through specific 
entrepreneurial practices such as (re-)localization, 
de-commercialization, low capital intensity and self-
governance these SIs contribute to a region’s econom-
ic growth independence.

With this study we also show that there is a type of 
innovation – namely social innovations – that can 
contribute in post-growth-oriented ways to local and 
regional development. Innovations are often viewed 
as one-dimensional: technological innovations are fa-
vored because only those are seen to contribute to eco-
nomic progress. Along the same lines some argue that 
(technical) innovation is indispensable for economic 
development because without innovation there will 
be no economic growth and our society would come to 
a standstill. Yet, the examined social innovations illus-
trate how local and regional challenges and opportu-
nities inspire actors to become entrepreneurial and to 
take risks by developing socially innovative business 
initiatives that address social and economic well-be-
ing. In doing so, they choose organizational and entre-
preneurial strategies that solve needs and problems of 
the local and regional population and economy and at 
the same time foster economic growth independence.

How do social innovations contribute to growth-independent territorial development? 

Fig. 1 Social innovations and post-growth development at 
the local/regional level. Source: own elaboration
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However, we need to consider certain limitations of 
our research. First, we were not able to measure the 
mechanisms by which the social innovations can in-
duce growth independence, as we only conducted 
data on the social innovation actors’ perceptions of 
how they contribute to growth independence and did 
not apply (econometric) evaluation methods. Second, 
our study is not representative for all SIs because we 
have limited our cases to one region and to a specific 
time period. Third, because we want to illustrate in 
which ways growth independence indicators were ap-
plied in SIs, we have only focused on those SIs which 
fulfilled the largest number of growth independence 
indicators from our previous analysis (Tschumi et al. 
2021). We excluded all other SIs we identified in the 
study region, also those that might be growth-indu-
cing.

Despite these limitations, regional policymakers need 
to consider ways in which they can support these 
types of entrepreneurial actors and social innovation 
initiatives. Peripheral rural and mountain regions or 
small towns that do not possess a strong export sector 
or that are plagued by demographic decline can bene-
fit from this type of development as social innovations 
may allow these regions to develop based on a differ-
ent, namely growth-independent model of develop-
ment (Franklin 2020; Sept 2021). Yet, in the context of 
Switzerland, social innovations are currently not sup-
ported by the traditional regional policy efforts (May-
er et al. 2018). We argue in line with Moulaert and 
Nussbaumer (2005) that both theory and policy need 
to revise the reductionist view of territorial innova-
tion and support community-based and post-growth 
oriented notions of territorial development.
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