
Bente Jensen 
The Danish School of Education 
Aarhus University 
Institute of Learning 
 
Abstrakt OLKC, Boston, june 2010  
 
Keywords: social innovation, organizational learning, practice-based, macro- and micro-
perspective, implementation theory   
 
Social innovation in the public sector’s strategies toward endangered children   
An organizational learning theory approach to understand the foundations for social innovation  
in early efforts towards endangered children.  
 
The paper discusses organizational learning as a foundation for social innovation, defined as 
“change in the public sector focusing on improvements of social benefits”. Inertia in the general 
public sector can be proven and specifically related to socially endangered children, that means 
children from socially deprived living conditions. Maybe the inertia results from, as Drucker (1985, 
1998), shows, that well-defined goals, incentive, and a type of product orientation is lacking or 
perhaps the form of entrepreneurship that large social innovations have been managed by over the 
years, is missing (ibid.)? Empirical justifications for Drucker’s claims are evident. Conversely, we 
must also understand that, in a time characterized by great complexity, a need exists to ask 
supplementary questions concerning, how does the inertia manifest itself, and what can be done to 
break with it? A suggestion would be to bring a theoretical perspective about conditions – external 
and internal – for organizational learning into the analysis of social innovation.  
 
Today we see a number of political initiatives, new legislation, and municipalities seeking renewed 
efforts internally (municipality) (Brandi, 2008, 2009) and externally (individual institutions) 
(Jensen, 2005) without them obtaining the desired effect. Other studies support this finding, that 
social innovation in Danish municipalities is difficult to establish (Ploug, 2007, Mehlbye & Jensen, 
2009). A lack of coordination between ‘social worlds’ (Strauss, 1993),  dominance of concept and 
goal uncertainty, and cooperation between trade groups is insufficient (Brandi, 2008, 2009, 
Mehlbye & Jensen, 2009), are identified. Other mechanisms are hindering, e.g. routines, cultures, 
general reluctance towards change, and the great distance between social worlds  (Feldman, 2003 
Nicolini et al., 2003, March, 1991, Leppitt, 2006, Pettigrew, 1987, Wittington et al, 1999). 
 
The assumption, tested in this paper is that innovation and barriers towards innovation, in the public 
sector must be seen in the field between a macro-perspective and a micro-perspective on 
organizational learning. Based on macro-perspectives, socioeconomic surroundings, legislation, 
politics and politics design, as well as target group composition/behavior (Winter, 1994, 1998, 
Winter & Nielsen, 2008, Fixsen et al, 2005), are focused on. Based on micro-perspectives, 
organizational learning and organization of processes for organizational learning (Argyris, 1991, 
Beer & Nohria, 2000, Elkjær, 2004, 2009, Nicolini et al, 2003), are focused on. As Argyris (1991) 
statest, it is about understanding changes – not just as something that arises by itself, or just because 
that one (as a decision-maker) wishes the personnel to think differently. The message should be 
communicated in-depth and in a very involved way (Argyris, 1991). It must  be noted that such 
processes do not arise by themselves. The claim is, though learning processes are put into practice 
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in the organization, and are constructed around involved communication and practice-based 
learning processes, a number of barriers still exist.  
  
The paper’s argument is connected to an empirical case, The HPA-project) (Jensen et al., 2009, 
Jensen & Holm, 2009, www,dpu,dk/hpa), which is a pedagogical intervention emphasizing 
personnel involvement, thorough and involving communication forms and practice-based 
organizational learning. Managers and other professionals in 60 institutions in two municipalities 
and 3000 children, participate. The intervention is implemented based on an organizational learning 
perspective and aims at optimizing children’s cognitive and non-cognitive competences (Heckman, 
2008). Hereby implied, that the learning results and the learning process are looked upon as 
outcomes. 

The analysis (a comparison of intervention- and reference institutions based on a RCT-design), 
shows   that management is a decisive prerequisite for positive learning results in the organization 
and thereby significant for innovation (see  Elkjær, 2005). The analysis emphasizes, that it is not just 
management seen as entrepreneurship from an individual perspective (Drucker) which is worth 
mentioning.  On the contrary, the management’s involvement, motivation and concrete managerial 
activities also related to  conducting external relations (macro),  increase the likelihood for, the 
implemented organizational learning processes (micro) leading to social innovation.  

The paper argues that this approach results in changes in thinking, development and research in the 
public sector in general and more specifically geared towards early efforts towards socially 
endangered children. The argument is structured around four overall sections. The first section 
describes how the social innovation approach can be conceptualized in relation to an organizational 
learning. The second section presents the method, data, and, the analytical strategy that focuses on 
strategic changes in a pedagogical intervention, which constitute the study’s empirical case. The 
third section discusses based on the case, examples of barriers and opportunities for social 
innovation seen in light of organizational learning theory. Finally, it is concluded that Drucker’s 
claims cannot stand alone in a late modernity characterized by great complexity (Richards, 2003), 
but have to be confronted with the phenomenon, that latent and manifesting relations affect 
organizational learning processes (Bradshaw & Boonstra, 2004).  
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