
Abstract—Social innovation is a valuable enabler of feedback 

and collaboration among citizens and stakeholders in the devel-

opment  and  implementation  of  Circular  Economy  solutions. 

This article explores the characteristics of current social inno-

vation  toolkits,  their  integration  into  digital  platforms,  and 

their  suitability  for  application  in  the  circular  economy, 

through a literature review and drawing insights from a case, 

the  CSSBoost  project.  Most  toolkits  concentrate  on  busi-

ness-model ideation and provide little advice for policy or com-

munity  practice.  Only  two target  circular  economy contexts, 

and just one combines a knowledge repository with an interac-

tive platform.

Index Terms—social innovation, Circular Economy, innova-

tion toolkits, digital platforms.

I. INTRODUCTION

IRCULAR economy is often positioned as a strategic 

response  to  resource  depletion  and  climate  risk.  A 

strong interest exists in the circular economy (CE) aspects of 

governance,  transition,  and  implementation,  consumption, 

and consumer behavior; however, cultural, political, and lo-

cal practices are often overlooked [1]. This represents an ex-

isting gap between the technical solutions promoted and the 

accompanying social actions needed to implement the solu-

tions.

C

Social innovation offers an alternative to reduce this gap. 

Through key actor engagement and incorporation of user in-

sights, it supports the institutional and behavioral change to 

transform linear supply chains into circular ecosystems.

Systematic knowledge about social innovation tools suit-

able for circular economy projects is scarce. This limits or-

ganizations in their selection of methods to design, pilot, and 

scale circular solutions on national and international levels. 

Therefore,  the  research  goal  of  the  paper  is  to  explore 

what the characteristics of current social innovation toolkits 

are, their integration into digital platforms, and their suitabil-

ity for application in the circular economy.  For answering 

this question, the paper is structured into six sections. Sec-

tion  II  summarizes  the  theoretical  background  of  circular 

economy and social innovations, section III introduces the 

CSSBoost project, and section IV outlines the methodologi-

cal approach. Section V presents the results, finalizing with 

section VI, implications and highlights for future work are 

offered.

II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

A. Circular Economy

In  the  traditional  economic  model,  goods  are  manufac-

tured, used, and then disposed of. The circular economy pro-

poses an alternative consumption lifecycle, in which prod-

ucts are shared, leased, reused, refurbished, and recycled, re-

sulting  in  the  minimization  of  environmental  impact[2], 

[3], [4].

The principles of circular economy advocate for waste re-

duction and countering of premature obsolescence through 

the  improvement  of  durability,  reusability,  upgradability, 

and reparability of products.  Circularity not only supports 

environmental  sustainability  but  also  offers  companies  an 

opportunity to develop long-term competitiveness. With the 

adoption of circular practices,  savings in materials can be 

achieved throughout the improved value chains[5].

B. Social Innovation

First introduced as the impact of innovation on society in 

1989 [6], social innovation (SI) has evolved into a cross-dis-

ciplinary subject, closely linked to creativity, social transfor-

mation,  technological  advancements,  and  entrepreneurship 

[7], [8], [9]. 

The purpose of social innovation can be described as the 

creation  of  social  change  through  innovative  solutions  to 

communities’  pressing,  unfulfilled  social  needs  and  chal-

lenges [10], [11]. Social innovation is driven by a diverse ar-

ray  of  stakeholders,  including  community-based  organiza-

tions,  government  entities,  social  entrepreneurs,  academic 

institutions, as well as nonprofit practitioners[12] [13] [14] 

[15], [16]. Together, these actors develop initiatives that pro-

mote social and environmental wellbeing; such solutions can 

manifest  as  products,  services,  or  models  [17],  concepts, 

strategies, and tools[18], business models or market innova-

tions [9].

An influential framework that explains how social inno-

vation emerges and unfolds is Mulgan’s [19] spiral of social 

innovation. Beginning with the identification and description 
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of unmet needs, it progresses through ideation of solutions, 

which are tested through prototypes and pilots.  Successful 

innovations are then sustained by social innovators, slowly 

escalating to increase their impact, in some cases, achieving 

systemic change in  concepts,  mindsets,  or  even economic 

systems.

III. THE CSS BOOST PROJECT

A. About the Project

The  European  Union,  under  the  Horizon  Europe  Pro-

gramme, supports the development of circular systemic so-

lutions (CSS), demonstration projects that implement circu-

lar  economy  principles  at  a  city  and  regional  scale  [20]. 

Funded by the Horizon Programme, the CSSBoost project 

contributes to this objective through the implementation of 

five CSS pilots across Europe.

Each pilot targets a different sector, responding to coun-

try-specific priorities. In Crete, Greece, the focus is on agri-

culture and livestock.  In Lisbon,  Portugal,  the actions ad-

dress the transportation sector. For the North Black Forest in 

Germany, activities are related to plastics and recycling. In 

Marche,  Italy,  it  is  centered  on  water  recovery.  Over  the 

course of the project, targeted interventions are planned to 

increase value chains’ circularity, accompanied by a feasi-

bility analysis for establishing a circular integrated interna-

tional value chain. In parallel, the development of a regional 

platform for virtualization, monitoring, and analysis of the 

value chains is projected (Regional CE/CSS Platform) [21].

B. Potential of Social Innovation

Redesigning value chains to increase their circularity, ex-

ploring new business models, and motivating stakeholders to 

adopt circular practices are all integral to the development of 

circular systemic solutions. Achieving this goal requires an 

understanding of stakeholders’ dynamics, needs, and moti-

vations to facilitate the proposal of new forms of collabora-

tion and involvement. Within this context, social innovation 

serves  as  a  facilitator  of  the  circular  economy,  engaging 

stakeholders in the development of sustainable solutions. In 

the CSSBoost Project, the social innovations manifest as im-

proved value chains and strategies guided by Circular Econ-

omy principles.

Identified requirements for the implementation of social 

innovation in systemic circular solutions include promoting 

collaborative processes, engaging stakeholders and experts, 

providing specific methods and tools for social innovation, 

with corresponding training resources for both implementers 

and participants. Additionally, alignment with the digital Re-

gional  CE/CSS  Platform  is  considered;  it  could  facilitate 

stakeholder engagement, results, and training materials’ dis-

semination.[21] Ultimately, these requirements resulted in a 

practical need to identify which social innovation tools are 

available and are appropriate for circular economy environ-

ments.

IV. METHOD

A scoping literature review was conducted to identify ex-

isting social innovation tools relevant to the circular econ-

omy context. This approach was selected given the aim to 

map available tools for social innovation.

The search was carried out in Google Scholar, EU project 

repositories, and project websites hosting social innovation 

tools.  Search  terms  combined  “social  innovation”  with 

“tool”, “toolkit”, “method”, and, where possible, “circular”. 

Retrieved resources were screened for addressing social in-

novation,  description  of  at  least  one  tool  or  method,  and 

availability of a complete English text. Those lacking cita-

tions, a description of purpose and procedural steps, or evi-

dence of applicability were excluded. This process resulted 

in eight sources suitable for analysis. 

The  sources  were  then  further  examined.  First,  the  in-

tended social innovation outcome was screened, whether the 

tools were oriented towards creating new business models, 

services,  or  community and social  projects.  Second,  com-

pleteness  was  assessed  by  looking  for  applied  examples, 

ready-to-fill templates or forms, and sufficiently detailed ex-

planations. Third, each item was checked for relevance to 

the CSSBoost project, including links to circular economy 

contexts, support of collaboration among stakeholders, and 

whether it was supported by a digital platform. 

The relevant tools for CSSBoost were organized based on 

their intended purpose in social innovation: finding or fram-

ing social challenges, creating or strengthening stakeholder 

networks, jointly imagining and creating solutions, planning 

pathways for implementation and monitoring, and escalating 

successful solutions. This grouping, aligned to the spiral of 

social innovation, produced the first draft of the CSSBoost 

social innovation toolkit for use in circular economy appli-

cations.

V. RESULTS OVERVIEW

From the explorative review, eight sources met the inclu-

sion criteria. They differ in their intended social innovation 

outcome, level of completeness, and degree of digital sup-

port (see Table 1). Most resources explain the process for 

achieving social innovation and encourage the involvement 

of internal and external stakeholders, yet only in [22] is pos-

sible to find a complete practical example. 

 Brest, Roumani, and Bade [22] offer a guide for decision 

makers  on  integrating  analytic  problem  solving,  strategic 

planning, and human-centered design to create social change 

through projects and services. Progressing similarly to the 

spiral  of  social  innovation,  it  references  social  innovation 

tools accompanied by a descriptive example but provides no 

templates or digital platform support.
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SEED2SCALE [23] project provides resources for policy-

makers and social actors to run collaborative and inclusive so-

cial innovation processes across four stages: investigation, 

ideation, implementation, and evaluation. Materials are dis-

tributed through an online knowledge repository.  

Komatsu, Deserti, and Rizzo [24] organize the social inno-

vation process around a modified business model canvas: un-

derstanding social problems, identifying beneficiaries and 

supporters, specifying revenue and cost structures, defining 

channels and relationships, and identifying social impact 

measures. Worksheets and detailed explanations are pro-

vided, but there are no applied examples and no digital plat-

form support. 

Lackas et al. [25] present a guide for entrepreneurs and in-

trapreneurs where the innovation flow begins with a needs as-

sessment, continues with stakeholder analysis, moves into 

business idea development and prototyping, and concludes 

with impact analysis, resembling the spiral of social innova-

tion. Tools from design thinking are introduced; however, ap-

plied examples or digital platform support are not available.  

The Social Impact Academy Toolbox [26] is a training 

resource to develop social business models. It does not 

provide applied examples, templates, or support from a digital 

platform.  

The NetZeroCities Social Innovation Toolkit [27] offers 

tools for participatory workshops to help cities transition to-

wards climate neutrality through business models, social pro-

jects, and services. Its sequence parallels the social innovation 

spiral, moving through context analysis, problem reframing, 

envisioning alternatives, prototyping and experimentation, 

and the evaluation and scaling of promising approaches. A 

knowledge repository is publicly available, offering basic 

support from digital platforms. 

In Development Impact & You [28], an innovation flow 

aligned with the spiral of social innovation to support business 

models, services, social projects, and strategy development is 

presented. It recommends participatory workshops with clear 

instructions and printable templates; some tools include illus-

trative examples. All materials are downloadable from the 

DIY Toolkit online knowledge repository.  

Created for circular economy contexts, the Circular 

Toolbox [29] focuses on developing socially innovative busi-

ness models. It offers guided templates and partial examples 

for mapping opportunities, understanding the customer and 

the market, prototyping, and improving business model ex-

amples. Users can access a knowledge repository and an in-

teractive set of Miro boards that make remote collaboration 

possible. 

Across the reviewed sources, the strongest suggested 

common topic is the development of social business models 

through collaborative workshops that broadly reflect the 

social innovation spiral. However, explicit guidance for 

circular economy applications and full practical examples 

remain scarce. Digital platform support emerged as an 

improvement opportunity, with only one source providing 

knowledge repositories and interactive templates. 

TABLE I. 

RESULTS SUMMARY OF THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

Source Intended social 

innovation 

outcome 

Completeness Relevance 

Applied 

examples 

Availability 

of templates 

Detailed 

explanation 

of tool usage 

Developed 

for CE 

context 

Promotes 

collaborative 

approaches 

Supported 

by digital 

platforms 

Problem Solving, 

Human-Centered 

Design [22] 

Social projects, 

services 

Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Seed2Scale [23] Business models No Yes Yes No Yes Knowledge 

repository 

SI Business Toolbox 

[24] 

Business models No Yes Yes No Yes No 

SI Method Toolbox[25]  Business models No No Partial No Yes No 

SI Academy Toolbox 

[26] 

Social business 

model 

No No No No Yes No 

Net Zero  Cities SI 

Toolkit[27] 

Business models, 

social projects, 

services 

No Yes Yes Partial Yes Knowledge 

repository 

Development, Impact, 

and You [28] 

Business models, 
social projects, 

services, 

strategies 

Partial Yes Yes No Yes Knowledge 

repository 

The Circular Toolbox 

[29] 

Business models Partial Yes Yes Yes Yes Interactive 

Miro Boards 

VI. DISCUSSION 

A. Theoretical Implications 

Overall, social innovation follows an iterative multilateral 

process, where stakeholders develop solutions to unmet social 

needs. These challenges are present in diverse areas, includ-

ing healthcare, education, economic inequality, social inclu-

sion, and environmental sustainability.  
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The results of the review suggest that social innovation 

toolkits are heavily focused on business model development, 

resulting in a shortage of guiding alternatives for other types 

of innovation, such as policy concepts, public services, and 

community practices.  Most sources are organized around the 

process described by Mulgans’ spiral of social innovation, 

along the stages of need discovery, idea generation, prototyp-

ing, implementation, scaling, and eventual system change. 

Common tools described include empathy mapping, persona 

creation, brainstorming sessions, centering around ideation, 

and user profiling. Comparatively few instruments offer sup-

port for scaling and achieving systemic transformation.  

When it comes to social innovation toolkits in circular eco-

nomic contexts supported by digital platforms, a gap is sug-

gested, with only two sources developed specifically for CE, 

and among them, only one offers both a knowledge repository 

and an interactive online workspace. 

These findings highlight the opportunity for researchers 

and organizations to provide targeted platform supported so-

cial innovation toolkits for the circular economy. 

B. Practical implications 

Redesigning value chains and material flows to increase 

their circularity depends as much on social dynamics as on 

technical solutions. Social innovation provides mechanisms 

to align stakeholders, influencing user conduct towards circu-

lar behaviors.  Involving communities can surface barriers to 

the adoption of CE principles or products and help organiza-

tions move from linear supply chains to ecosystem thinking. 

Social innovation practices and tools can support the institu-

tional change required for the scaling of CSS through stake-

holder networks and targeted education.  Strengthening the 

link between the two fields would offer the opportunity to mo-

bilize stakeholders to address environmental challenges. 

CSSBoost implementors face two challenges, first, improv-

ing selected value chains to increase their circularity for agri-

culture, mobility, plastics, and water recovery. Second, the as-

sembly, testing, and dissemination of social innovation tools 

relevant to CE contexts that support the Regional CE CSS 

Platform across the four pilots. Once the project comes to an 

end, learnings about how regional contexts influence social 

innovation tools adoption, user satisfaction, and contribution 

to circular economy outcomes constitute a valuable input for 

the creation of a CSS social innovation guide.  

Future studies can broaden the search to include non‑Eng-
lish literature and additional grey sources, which will enrich 

the evidence base. Data from the ongoing CSSBoost pilots 

can be analyzed once field activities mature, providing empir-

ical insight into how social innovation tools perform in di-

verse circular economy settings and how digital collaboration 

features shape stakeholder engagement and learning. 

VII. SUMMARY 

This paper explored the current publicly available toolkits 

for social innovation, their suitability for a Circular Economy 

context, as well as their integration with digital platforms. The 

results suggest that most sources concentrate on business 

model ideation and provide limited guidance for policy, pub-

lic service, or community innovations; only two address cir-

cular contexts, and just one offers interactive digital support. 
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