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ABSTRACT 
Over the past decade, research on social innovation has grown substantially, yet much of it remains 

fragmented and lacks a robust systems perspective. Existing approaches often focus on micro or meso 

level analyses and typically either overlook broader systemic dynamics or rely on frameworks originally 

designed for technological innovation. This paper addresses these limitations by proposing a novel 

conceptual framework for social innovation ecosystems through the integration of the helical models of 

innovation and with insights from the social innovation. In the meanwhile, based on the conceptual 

framework established in this research, through empirical research further investigates the multilayered 

dynamic interactions among the government, university, enterprise and civil society, and the element of 

social context is also being considered.  

This study is qualitative research and adopts case study research based on China’s rural revitalization 

strategy as the background. The study adopts semi-structured interviews, conducts in-depth research on 

multi-actors (the government, university, enterprise and civil society) in Dashigai village and Guyan 

Painting village, Zhejiang Province, and uses thematic analysis and manual coding to systematically 

sort out, interpret and sublimate the first-hand data. It is found that the social innovation ecosystem is 

an integrated dynamic evolution system with interconnection and co-evolution attributes, and the 

application of the helical models of innovation in social innovation ecosystems shows different system 

mechanism characteristics. 

This study illustrates its significance in social innovation area which has long lacked systematic 

mechanisms and integrated comprehensive frameworks. Due to the lack of paradigm guidance of social 

innovation ecosystem, most existing practices are trapped in fragmented case narratives, resulting in 

serious misalignment between theoretical construction and practical evolution. The development of 

social innovation ecosystems is of great significance to drive the institutionalized embedding of social 

innovation in multiple scenarios, especially to strengthen its position in national innovation systems and 

organizational strategies. Besides, it is helpful to enhance the inevitability of future social innovation 

actions, efficient diffusion and sustainable development. 

This research contributes to proposes and constructs a forward-looking system framework. Besides, 

through empirical research, the helical mechanism is truly internalized in the social innovation 

ecosystem, and the ambiguity of cross-domain paradigm application is resolved. Furthermore, it 

strengthens and expands the theoretical cornerstone of social innovation and provides a clear theoretical 

guide for the practical action of multi-actor collaborative of social innovation development. Finally, 

through the in-depth reflection on the synergy of the system mechanism in the two fields, it provides 

profound conceptual insights for the balanced development and shortcomings of the overall innovation 

ecosystem in the future. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
1.1 My Research Journey 
The deeper real motivation behind this research mainly stems from my love for the countryside. Based 

on my observations of rural development in Zhejiang Province during my time there, I realize that the 

national strategy for rural revitalization is not simply a top-down policy implementation in a single 

dimension but represents a profound and dynamic practice of social innovation. Besides, in the early 

careful review of innovation field, I keenly realized that the mainstream innovation paradigm is overly 

biased toward technological and economic rationality, while the highly complex rural social 

transformation urgently calls for the application of social innovation paradigms to solve complex rural 

problems. Before officially launching the in-depth research, what I hope most is to penetrate the top-

down macro policy surface and restore the real and vivid practice of rural revitalization strategies at the 

local level through firsthand narratives from actors, especially I wish to approach this from multiple 

perspectives, thoroughly capture the insights and concerns of participants from various organizations, 

to understand their true understanding, core values, and deeper concerns regarding rural revitalization. 

To open research opportunities and obtain authoritative key information, I joined the China Academy 

of Art as an employee through relevant social networks. As a top national university with a high 

reputation in social issues, this platform provided me with essential support in terms of trust and 

networking for my empirical research. During this period, I actively sought out experts and key 

personnel in relevant fields within the institution. Through preliminary professional discussions and the 

establishment of trust, I not only received valuable guidance and recommendations, but also overcame 

the interpersonal barriers that hindered the data collection and access to the fieldwork. In fact, before 

starting this job, my research journey faced numerous setbacks from the beginning. In the second year 

of my research journey, it was interrupted due to the pandemic. Subsequently, affected by the pandemic, 

two of my supervisors resigned one after another, causing my research journey to be stuck in a state of 

continuous interruptions and stagnation. Faced with external doubts and a sense of isolation, I felt like 

a ship lost in the dark ocean, unable to see any lighthouses or a clear direction. I even felt as if I was 

abandoned by the whole world. I was deeply trapped in self-doubt, depression, and the pain of being on 

the verge of giving up. But after enduring repeated anxieties and through some time of reflection, I 

decided to regain my faith and move forward again.  

My determination to never give up gave me the opportunity to experience the positive aspects in later 

stages. I was able to engage in in-depth dialogue with leaders of various organizations, visit real rural 

conditions, and obtain detailed first-hand qualitative corpora, this process was very interesting. In 

addition, the evolution of conceptual models from vague conceptual concepts to clear closed loops in 

coding brought a highly sense of academic fulfilment and strengthen my resilience in follow-up heavy 
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coding workload. Looking back on this journey, these challenges have transformed me both 

academically and spiritually. In my research, I learned to approach problems from a critical perspective, 

stepping outside existing frameworks. For example, through careful consideration and the introduction 

of interdisciplinary approaches, I developed a conceptual framework for social innovation ecosystems， 

this allowed me to reflect on traditional technological innovation models and adapt them to different 

contexts. But most importantly, experiencing the entire process from identifying problems to strictly 

adhering to academic standards in conducting independent research and verification greatly enhances 

my sense of respect for academic exploration, and greatly develops the psychological resilience to carry 

out and complete complex research projects independently. 

1.2 Introduction 
The focus of this thesis is to identify social innovation ecosystems and discover its innovation dynamics 

mechanism. For a long time, technological innovation has been in the spotlight as the dominant field of 

innovation, it is nominated as an important factor in promoting economic development and national 

competitiveness, no matter for national system of innovation, the regional innovation system or the 

focus on the innovation ecosystem, almost revolve around technological innovation. Although 

Schumpeter pointed out that the ‘creative destruction’ caused by entrepreneur and technological 

innovation is the core driving force behind the long-term evolution of economies and societies, and it 

constitutes the inherent nature of the development of capitalism (Schumpeter, 1942). Pinto et al. (2024) 

critically indicated that such technological disruption often leads to significant social unrest, class 

differentiation and cultural fragmentation while restructuring industries (Pinto et al., 2024). This not 

only reveals the inherent paradox of the duality nature of technological innovation, both as a problem 

solver and problem creator, but also confirms that an excessive focus on technical rationality and 

entrepreneur as heroic catalyst may lead to a structural neglect of the participation of broader social 

actors in the governance of social issues (Howaldt, 2019). 

This has prompted scholars in the technical field and other fields to further reflect on the systemic 

mechanisms of innovation, especially the relationship between innovation and social dimensions and 

its impact on sustainable development issues. Innovation categories with social attributes are 

increasingly emerging, such as frugal innovation (Ahuja et al., 2012), the bottom of pyramid innovation 

(Srinivasan and Goel 2005), doing well by doing good innovation (Varadarajan and Kaul 2018). 

Especially, social innovation is considered to be an important innovation paradigm that will trigger 

profound social changes and transformation mechanisms in the 21st century (Dias and Partidário, 2019; 

Howaldt, 2019). Although some innovative practices have been developed in the social sphere, 

reflecting the characteristics of social innovation, unlike technological innovation, which has relatively 

mature systemic mechanisms guiding its practice, many social innovation practices often lack clear and 

effective theoretical support and systemic operation mechanisms, resulting in a significant time lag 
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effect between theoretical construction and cutting-edge innovation practice (Bataglin and Kruglianskas, 

2022; OECD, 2025). 

In recent years, China’s rural revitalization strategy has garnered considerable attention and is a crucial 

national policy. Guided by this strategy, rural practices across provinces and cities have explored and 

experimented with diverse approaches to achieve rural revitalization. In a sense, China's rural 

revitalization strategy represents a large-scale mobilization of social innovation, with distinct strategic 

characteristics (Chen, Knierim and Bock, 2022). Villages across China are actively exploring new 

development strategies, redefining and revitalizing rural values, and contributing significantly to 

addressing social issues related to rural development and urban-rural development. This practice 

suggests the necessity of non-technical innovation in addressing social problems and needs (Lu et al., 

2025). The evolution of the innovation paradigm has significantly surpassed the traditional model of a 

specific subject performing a predetermined function in the corresponding space, such as the Triple 

Helix model (Leydesdorff and Etzkowitz, 1998). Instead, it moves toward a collaborative network that 

deeply integrates multiple social forces. The actor, functional and value dimension of innovation are 

further extended, with the redefinition of the role of civil society, the dynamic evolution of social 

relations, and the transformation of knowledge sharing forms, the innovation field shows a high degree 

of situational diversity in a multi-dimensional context (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). This evolutionary 

process profoundly reveals the ecosystem characteristics of contemporary innovation, that is, 

innovation is no longer an isolated functional realization, but a product of the collaborative evolution 

and value co-creation of various elements within complex systems (Babu et al., 2020). 

Although China’s rural revitalization strategy has greatly stimulated the endogenous driving force and 

innovation vitality of rural development, most of the existing overall actions are still in the stage of 

fragmented practice and have not yet formed a mature theoretical framework or systematic innovation 

system (Lin et al., 2025). This stems from, firstly, the limitation of the theoretical cognitive dimension 

of social innovation in China (Zhang, Auricchio and Selloni, 2025); and, secondly, the inadequate and 

vague of research on the mechanisms of social innovation ecosystems (Terstriep, Rehfeld and 

Kleverbeck, 2020; Berg-Postweiler and Leicht-Scholten, 2024). This situation makes it difficult for 

academic and policy circles to clearly define and deeply analyse the systematic operation mechanism 

behind these grassroots practices, which in turn restricts the theoretical sublimation and paradigm 

transformation from spontaneous exploration to structural and sustainable models to a certain extent 

(Berg-Postweiler and Leicht-Scholten, 2024). relevant discussions and research of social innovation 

have undeniably highlighted that social innovation is not simply presented as an innovation paradigm 

but rather involves a more complex and holistic consideration of the mechanisms of its innovation 

ecosystem (Phillips, Luo and Wendland-Liu, 2024). Therefore, it is urgent to deepen the understanding 

of social innovation from a systems perspective.  
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1.3 Social Innovation 
In the past two decades of academic evolution, social innovation has transcended traditional concept of 

technological innovation frameworks and is defined as a new paradigm that addresses thorny social 

challenges and leads structural transformations (Grimm et al., 2013; P. Appiah and Grimm, 2025). As 

a potential force driving social systemic change, it has aroused widespread attention and discussion in 

contemporary academic context. Although social innovation has become the focus of interdisciplinary 

discussions, the theoretical construction surrounding this concept still exhibits significant fragmentation. 

Due to the lack of a unified definition, this term assumes different connotations within various 

disciplinary contexts, and no cohesive, clear, and concrete theoretical consensus has yet been reached 

in the academic community (Beckman et al., 2023; Havas, 2025; Pacheco, Turro and Urbano, 2025).  

Besides, current discussions on social innovation research tend to focus excessively on a single sectoral 

perspective, such as social entrepreneurship (Zahra et al., 2009; Dacin, Dacin and Tracey, 2011; 

Dwivedi and Weerawardena, 2018; Fauzi, Muhamad Tamyez and Kumar, 2025), but ignores the deep 

concern for its systematic approach and operation mechanism. Although the endogenous characteristics 

of social innovation and the complexity and multi-dimensionality of the elements involved have long 

highlighted the essential characteristics of the innovation ecosystem, the existing theoretical 

construction has not been fully integrated with its systematic attributes. Scholars generally agree that a 

single organization is no longer able to cope with today's complex and highly interconnected social 

challenges, and that the macro nature of social innovation requires it to go beyond a narrow 

departmental perspective (Melece, 2015; Beckman et al., 2023; Irungu et al., 2023). Many cutting-edge 

practices have proved that social innovation activities have moved away from the rationality of pure 

economic tools and the drive of financial interests , and have been deeply embedded in the cross-

departmental leadership and multi-organizational collaboration network based on the concept of 

synergy and co-creation (Phills, Deiglmeier and Miller, 2008; Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; 

Domanski, Kaletka and Krüger, 2023), so as to build a systemic change force that transcends the 

boundaries of individual organizations. 

Scholars believe that local and regional development will become one of the most critical frontier areas 

in future social innovation research. Different from the fragmented perspective of a single sector, 

research in this field indicates ‘innovation in social relations’, emphasises the deep participation of civil 

society and the collaborative interaction between multiple actors (Moulaert et al., 2005; Moulaert, 

Simmons and Parra, 2024), which highlights the ecosystem characteristics of social innovation. This 

innovative nature based on specific social and institutional contexts not only breaks down traditional 

sectoral barriers, but also highlights the structural supporting role played by multiple actors in 

addressing complex social challenges (Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 2025). 
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1.3.1 Social Innovation with Territorial Development  
The diversity of rural problems or challenges is getting attention from the academia, civic public and 

policy makers, especially after the financial crisis, which exacerbates the social problems and gradually 

marginalized some rural development. Today, the social-economic change of rural is more necessary 

than urban, that’s why social innovation in rural development gain especially interests and most often 

be used (Bock, 2012; Slee, Lukesch and Ravazzoli, 2022). Rural issues are not only the local problems 

but relates to a national’s economic, political, and cultural, and the whole civic public wellbeing. 

Understanding and motivating social innovation in rural area is play a significant role both in 

stimulating the economic modernization development and diversified value transformation of rural 

(Bosworth et al., 2016; Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 2025).  

Social innovation is recognised a key element in the organisation and regional development of any 

institution, movement, or social network (Rover, De Gennaro and Roselli, 2017; Steiner, Calò and 

Shucksmith, 2023). Good social innovation initiatives can help offset markets failure, especially after 

the influence of financial crisis, the local community needs to help themselves through social innovation 

to achieve the targets which market and public policy cannot satisfied, citizens and businesses as self-

reliant development actors, taking change and development into their own hands, replacing government 

involvement to achieve development and growth (Neumeier, 2017; Millard and Fucci, 2023). It 

emphasised the innovation strategy and decision-making process based on local participate or actors, 

local people and institutions are perceived the best experts in innovation process and problem solving 

(Kopoteva and Nikula, 2014; Baselice et al., 2021). Although it is necessary to encouraging more 

economic activities through bottom-up ways to stimulates local development in diversity, in China or 

the other developing countries, due to polices difference, more strategies have to remain top-down ways, 

therefore the development of rural areas also requires the support of public policies (Zhang, Lin and 

Mao, 2024). Besides, although local communities know well about the local conditions, resources, 

cultural and history, and stimulating rural development needs respect local context, the knowledge, 

abilities, and resources from external urban and cross-border could give insights to local problems 

solving and help revitalize local innovation development (Noack and Federwisch, 2019; Klemens et al., 

2023).  

It indicates the diversity development of rural economic to a certain extent needs dynamic synergy 

mechanism, it is not only requiring the interact among various agents, participants, or actors, but interact 

between people with local resources (Culkin and Kyriakopoulos, 2024). There still exist ambiguity of 

what is the starting point for collaboration among stakeholders to implement social innovation, and 

which actors or combination of actors make social innovation possible in rural areas, the role they play 

in these processes (Vercher, 2022), and building formal and informal networks that connect external 

resources (such as research institutions) with local actors is key to solving global challenges (Guerrero-
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Ocampo et al., 2024). Therefore further clarifying the relationship between the government, university 

and cross-border organizations has become central to effectively promoting future rural development 

(Morales and Kristensen, 2026). These point to the need to understand the application of social 

innovation in promoting rural development from the lens of social innovation ecosystems. 

1.3.2 Social Innovation Ecosystems 
To some extent, the innovation ecosystem is significantly diverse and highly integrated across the 

dimensions (Neudert, Smolka and Böschen, 2024). Existing systematic studies have shown that the 

conceptual complexity and core characteristics of social innovation have far exceeded the micro 

paradigm of a single subject as the determinant, and this exclusive perspective is easy to ignore other 

key functional attributes in the comprehensive framework of social innovation (Domanski, Howaldt 

and Kaletka, 2020). Although the driving role of enterprises, universities, governments and civil society 

(i.e., the Quadruple Helix model) has been reflected at the practical and theoretical levels, and scholars 

have emphasised the significance of ‘cross-sector fertilization’ to the development of social innovation 

(Phills, Deiglmeier and Miller, 2008; Montanari, 2011), the empirical research on the dynamic 

interaction and evolution logic between these heterogeneous subjects is still insufficient. 

This indicates research on social innovation has reflected an urgent call to identify and develop its 

innovation ecosystem, the research of social innovation ecosystems is scarce and the mechanism of it 

in promoting innovative activities are still rather vague (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; Berg-

Postweiler and Leicht-Scholten, 2024), only few studies that explicitly focus on the discourse of social 

innovation ecosystems. It is worth noting that the construction of social innovation ecosystems is 

increasingly shifting towards an interdisciplinary perspective (Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020; 

Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2021), which is mainly due to the limitations of earlier research in this field, 

traditional literature often focuses on the lens of micro approaches, resulting in a long-term lack of deep 

concern for systemic innovation pathways. This trajectory of development forms a stark contrast with 

the field of technological innovation. For decades, technological innovation has consistently focused 

on advancing theoretical exploration at the systemic level, particularly through systematic paradigms 

represented by the helical models of innovation (Cai and Lattu, 2022), which have provided solid 

theoretical support and methodological guidance for the structured evolution of technological 

innovation. 

Nowadays, no matter social innovation and technological innovation, it is almost imperative to consider 

the Triple Helix, Quadruple Helix, and N-tuple helix from the perspective of innovation regionalization 

(Galvao et al., 2019). It illustrates that it is necessary to integrate different innovation models in a 

transformational innovation strategy (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; Neudert, Smolka and 

Böschen, 2024). Even if some studies try to employ helical models of innovation from technological 

innovation field to promote the understanding of social innovation mechanism, but usually either lack 
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of rigorous consideration or neglect to dialectically discuss the differences of innovation nature and 

potential synergies between them, thus failing to effectively integrate the insights of the two fields. 

1.4 Innovation Ecosystems and Helical Models of Innovation 
Compared with social innovation which focuses on its conceptual development and micro-level, 

technological innovation has always focused on the development of its system mechanisms. The 

national system of innovation and related innovation policies has been developed since 1990 (Nelson, 

1994; Freeman, 1995), which have a particular science and technology focus, and in such context, the 

Triple Helix model of innovation holds a clear economics purpose (Leydesdorff and Etzkowitz, 1998). 

Along with innovation and social development, the acknowledgement of innovation around science and 

technology based on knowledge economy has been expand further to knowledge democracy and socio-

ecology (Carayannis, Campbell and Grigoroudis, 2022), and the traditional innovation model of Triple 

Helix have developed to Quadruple (public society) and Quintuple Helix (natural environments) 

innovation systems (Carayannis and Campbell, 2010), and the holistic consideration of Neo-Triple 

Helix model of innovation ecosystem which dialectically integrated Triple Helix, Quadruple and 

Quintuple Helix (Cai, 2022). 

The evolution of technological innovation systems reflects a shift in scholars’ ideological understanding 

of innovation. First, innovation no longer hinges on economic development based on technology 

development by a limited number of innovation actors (universities-enterprises-governments). Instead, 

the Triple Helix model emphasises R&D in specific spaces, government regulatory control, and the 

interactive functionality of others, such as academic enterprises and entrepreneurial universities 

(Leydesdorff and Etzkowitz, 1998; Etzkowitz, 2008), to achieve economic development benefits 

tailored to specific market targets and targeted at a limited audience. The Quadruple and Quintuple 

Helix innovation systems strengthen the social connectivity of innovation, with the concept of 

knowledge democracy emphasising the importance of social media and the public as a social discourse 

context for innovation implementation (Carayannis and Campbell, 2010; Carayannis, Campbell and 

Grigoroudis, 2022). Second, the dimensionality of innovation has expanded. The focus on economic 

objectives has further incorporated social considerations and sustainable development, albeit to a 

limited extent. Finally, the mechanisms of innovation systems have been refined. Neo-Triple Helix 

model of innovation ecosystem solves the coordination and compatibility issues between its theoretical 

framework and dynamic mechanism caused by the expansion of the innovation spiral mechanism, 

further integrates the multi-spiral elements into an innovation ecosystem, which shed the light on 

integrating the spatial relationships of helical models of innovation and their dynamic synergy 

mechanism (Cai, 2022). 

Nevertheless, the main attention of innovation system literally still carried out around the dimension of 

technological breakthrough and economic growth. In the Quadruple Helix model, the functions of the 
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social dimension are often limited to knowledge production, democratic construction, and the discourse 

influence of the public and the media as the background of innovation. In contrast, social innovation 

focuses more on the substantive participation and dynamic interaction of various actors in the social 

structure. This deep involvement of multiple actors in the innovation process means that innovation is 

not limited to rhetoric at the discourse level but is truly embedded in social fabric through concrete 

social actions. Under this paradigm, the role of the public has shifted from a passive innovation context 

to an active driving force, incentivizing a broader social group to participate in innovation, thus 

transcending the narrow category of beneficiaries, such as user innovation (Smith et al., 2025). This 

shift in participation mode indicates the reconstruction of existing relationships and system dynamics 

between innovation subjects, which will further shape and improve the operation mechanism and 

evolution path of the future innovation ecosystem. Furthermore, the sustainability concerns addressed 

by the Quintuple Helix primarily focus on the impact of innovation on the ecological environment. 

However, sustainable development extends beyond ecological issues to encompass broader, more 

pernicious social issues facing the public. This is precisely the difference in the core innovation 

attributes of social innovation compared to technological innovation: social innovation concerns broad 

social problems related to sustainable development goals (Jareh, 2025), emphasises the impact of 

substantive innovation on social value, while non-technical innovation remains focused on the 

economic benefits of technology, prioritizing social value as a spillover effect or shadow impact of 

technological development. 

1.5 Problem Statement  
The above discussion highlights several pressing issues in social innovation research. First, the 

conceptual and theoretical perspectives on social innovation need to shift further from micro to meso 

and macro dimensions (OECD, 2025). Scholars are increasingly recognizing the need to understand the 

complex interactions and co-creation within social innovation ecosystems (Howaldt, Domanski and 

Kaletka, 2016) and to establish appropriate governance frameworks (Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 

2020). Second, a more systematic approach is necessary (European Commission, 2025). This implies 

identifying and developing an inclusive social innovation ecosystem framework that captures the core 

innovation characteristics of social innovation and integrates its essential elements. Third, technological 

innovation research has a richer tradition of applying systems approaches, necessitating a cross-

disciplinary approach to dialectically understand and develop social innovation ecosystems. Finally, 

insights into and exploration of the innovation dynamic mechanisms of social innovation ecosystems 

are needed to further enrich and strengthen their theoretical foundations and connect relatively 

fragmented knowledge chains (Havas, 2025). 

The modern innovation paradigm embodies the essential transformation from the traditional linear, one-

way, and sequential path to a networked and systematic architecture (Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2021). 
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For a long time, social innovation research has focused too much on fragmented analysis of a single 

industry or specific field, resulting in a lack of deep insight into the macro and cross-disciplinary context 

of the academic community. This limitation is inherently contradictory to its innovation attributes. The 

discourse of contemporary social innovation clearly points out that social innovation is a highly 

complex innovation paradigm with multi-level connotations. It is not only committed to solving deeply 

nested social problems, but also aims to drive structural social change, and its interdisciplinary and 

cross-border essential characteristics are deeply embedded and subject to diverse social situations and 

institutional backgrounds (Howaldt, Hölsgens and Kaletka, 2024; World Economic Forum, 2025).  

This confirms that social innovation is inherently a systemic innovation paradigm. Research focused on 

a single sector is no longer sufficient to further understand and integrate its conceptual knowledge and 

strengthen its theoretical foundation. A more fundamental issue lies in the lack of a systematic 

perspective in both theoretical understanding and empirical research, which further hinders the 

examination of the dynamic mechanisms underlying social innovation, and in turn, significantly 

restricts the ability to gain a deep understanding of the dynamics of innovation among various actors 

and organizations. Due to the lack of universal and guiding conceptual framework, the existing social 

innovation research is often fragmented, limited to the descriptive differences of practical cases in 

different contexts (Phillips, Luo and Wendland-Liu, 2024). It may further exacerbate the conceptual 

ambiguity and logical confusion in the theoretical sense of this field (Pacheco, Turro and Urbano, 2025). 

However, even if the research of social innovation has developed considerably, the exploration on its 

system level is relatively scarce. Although some scholars have been deeply aware of the systemic nature 

of social innovation, due to the lack of specialized research on its internal operating mechanism and 

evolutionary path, it has turned to drawing insight from interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks and 

analytical tools to understand the complex system mechanism of social innovation. However, the 

problem is, while few research adopts systematic approaches of Quadruple and Quintuple models, but 

have not yet offered a theoretical explanation of the ecosystems’ operational mechanisms (Bellandi, 

Donati and Cataneo, 2021; Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2021), possibly due to the inherent limitations of 

these models (Cai and Lattu, 2022). In addition, they usually lack of dialectically discussion the synergy 

and adaptation between different innovation systems, ultimately failed to effectively integrate the 

wisdom of these two fields. Despite the challenges of applying cross-disciplinary insights to social 

innovation ecosystems, there is a consensus among scholars on the importance of integrating various 

innovation models within a transformative innovation strategy (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 

2020).  

As an innovation paradigm with complicated innovation attributes, scatteration, fragmentation and 

unsystematic approaches are detrimental to the sustainable capture and creation of the innovation value 

and understanding potential innovation dynamics. This not only hinders the theoretical development of 
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the social innovation ecosystem but also fails to provide action guidelines for social innovation practices. 

More importantly, this systematic lack and conceptual ambiguity at the theoretical level further weakens 

the motivation of policymakers and related organizations to institutionalize social innovation and 

hinders the process of deeply embedding it into the core of future national innovation systems and 

organizational strategies. 

1.6 China’s Rural Revitalization Strategy 
Rural development is an important concern for almost all countries. For a long time, China pay attention 

to the exploration of rural development. Since the reform and opening in 1978, from the very beginning 

strategy of ‘construction of new rural areas’ to the strategy of ‘rural revitalization’ in today, China has 

achieved world-renowned achievements in poverty alleviation in rural area (Jiang, 2017; Sun, Zhang 

and Wang, 2025), which be called the Chinese miracle. While the rural problems in China not limited 

to poverty. In recently years, the question of unbalanced development between urban and rural areas is 

imperative to notice, the main contradiction of society is transformed into ‘the contradiction between 

unbalanced, inadequate development and the people’s ever-growing needs for a better life’. It indicates 

beside the basic needs, the need for improve the quality of life is as important as the quantity of life, 

especially for rural area (Ma and Mu, 2024). Therefore, President Xi proposed the strategy of ‘rural 

revitalization’ in the report of the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China in October 

2017, and it is emphasised again at the 20th national congress in October 2022 (Full text of the report 

to the 20th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, 2023). It emphasis that in the 

implementation of rural revitalization strategy is a key measure to build a beautiful rural and beautiful 

China, an important foundation for building a modern economic system, an effective way to inherit 

China’s excellent traditional culture, a solid strategy for improving the pattern of modern social 

governance, and an inevitable choice for realizing the common prosperity of all the people (Y. Zhang 

et al., 2023).  

Social innovation as an innovation paradigm which acquire lively discussion and attention in western 

and has been recognized as an integral part of rural development, it remains a big room to further 

exploring both in its empirical and theoretical research, but the significance of social innovation in 

stimulating social development just acquired little attention in China (Zhang, Auricchio and Selloni, 

2025). Rural revitalization in China is a crucial national strategy, its strategic significance and 

dimensions have long reflected the characteristics of social innovation and its related innovation 

ecosystem level, rather than remaining at the policy discourse level. So far China’s rural revitalization 

practices are more focused on diverse and decentralized case descriptions (Ying et al., 2025), few 

studies recognized the conceptual reflection, refinement, and enlightenment on the broader innovation 

systemic mechanisms behind this strategy or underlying its practice (Ding et al., 2025), which represent 

a lack of both an interpretation of the concept of social innovation and a deep understanding of the 
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innovation dynamic of social innovation ecosystem. This result in inadequate of development in further 

refining and theorizing various complex practice and hinders further clarification and sublimation of its 

innovation dynamic mechanism.  

As mentioned above, social innovation research urgently calls for further clarification and exploration 

of its innovation ecosystem and the insight of its dynamic mechanism, and it is significance to put social 

innovation research under different socio-political, economic, and cultural contexts. Focusing on the 

territorial development practice of rural revitalization provides a broad space and hotbed for further 

improvement of social innovation theoretical research. China’s unique and complex social, cultural and 

institutional environment can provide valuable practical experience for further understanding the 

concept composition and dynamic mechanism the social innovation ecosystems, it is necessary to 

further exploring and deepening this innovation paradigm under the context of socialism with Chinese 

characteristic context. 

1.7 Research Aims, Questions and Objectives  
Therefore, the purpose of this research is to identify social innovation ecosystems and discover its 

innovation dynamics mechanism. The research objects of this research are included organizations from 

the government, university, enterprise, and civil society, and the research setting is at the context of 

China’s rural revitalization strategy. The main research questions of this research are: How do multi-

actor innovation dynamics within social innovation ecosystems function in the context of China’s 

rural revitalization strategy? 

To answer this question, two necessary steps need to be taken. First theoretically, identify and build 

social innovation ecosystems. By dialectically reflecting upon the potential synergies between cross-

disciplinary innovation models (helical models of innovation) and the systemic characteristics of social 

innovation (currently not fully integrated), and by integrating the fundamental attributes, core elements, 

and dimensions of social innovation, we identify the essential conceptual components and potential 

dynamic mechanisms of the social innovation ecosystem. The social innovation ecosystems in this 

research are consists of three key components, namely innovation genes, social structures, and 

sustainable development goals, and the relationship between two of them respectively are described as 

well. Second empirically, clarify and discover innovation dynamics mechanism in case study research.  

The social innovation ecosystem built in this research consists of two interconnected layers of helical 

interactions: innovation dynamics and sustainable development dynamics, the details are scrutiny in 

chapter 3. According to this, related sub-questions are also incorporated like: 1) what is the motivation 

of organizations being involved in rural revitalization strategy? 2) how different organizations interact 

and collaborate with each other? 3) what are their respective organizational functions? 4) how the 

innovation genes empower and interact with civil society? 5) what kinds of social contexts factor 

influence the organizations practising social innovation?  
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Specifically, the objective of this research is: 

RO1: To develop a comprehensive conceptual framework of social innovation ecosystems by critically 

integrating the core inherent characteristics of social innovation and the interdisciplinary helical models 

of innovation. 

RO2: To empirically investigate the innovation dynamic mechanism of multi-actors among the 

government, university, enterprise, and civil society within the context of China’s rural revitalization. 

RO3: To critically examine the helical models originates from technological innovation in the 

application to social innovation contexts and further reflect and develop the helical models of innovation 

that reveals the underlying mechanisms of evolution in the social innovation ecosystem. 

RO4: To drive policy insights for guiding future rural and the other social innovation practitioners based 

on the comprehensive framework established in the study and inspire reflections for the imbalance 

between technological and social innovation to achieve dynamic equilibrium in entire innovation 

ecosystem. 

1.8 Research Significance  
Based on the identification of the problems, this study reflects several important aspects. 1) the 

importance of refining the concept of social innovation; 2) the importance of further exploring and 

developing a comprehensive framework of social innovation ecosystems; 3) the importance of 

exploring the dynamic mechanisms of innovation within the social innovation ecosystem; 4) the 

importance of dialectically drawing on and integrating cross-disciplinary innovation paradigms while 

preserving the essential characteristics of social innovation and clarifying their synergistic effects; 5) 

the importance of promoting the practical application of social innovation paradigms in different 

regional contexts and enriching understanding of the importance of social innovation in promoting rural 

development; 6) fill the relevant gaps in research on social innovation in China, and address the current 

issue of the lack of systematic and holistic conceptual awareness; 7) the importance of further expanding 

the social dimension of innovation ecosystems and identifying more participants and the potential shifts 

in the associated innovation dynamics. 

Social innovation research lacks a unified understanding of its concepts and definitions. This study 

identifies, refines, interprets, and integrates the relatively fragmented conceptual characteristics and 

elements of social innovation from a new perspective, further enriching and strengthening 

understanding of the concept. Given the relative paucity of research on the concept of social innovation 

in China, the insights provided by this study will further enhance understanding and dissemination of 

this paradigm. The social innovation ecosystem has been described as a theoretical approach and 

heuristic model (Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020), and fail to identify it will result in social 
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innovation practices often transcend and challenge existing institutional context (Terstriep, Rehfeld and 

Kleverbeck, 2020; Phillips, Luo and Wendland-Liu, 2024). However, it is also significance to 

dialectically identify and develop the importance of social innovation ecosystems (Berg-Postweiler and 

Leicht-Scholten, 2024), it means it is necessary to rigorously clarify the synergy between 

interdisciplinary innovation system mechanisms and social innovation. This study provides insights into 

the systemic concept of social innovation from a novel perspective while adhering to the essence of 

social innovation. Which provides important theoretical and dynamic guidance for more effective and 

clearer future social innovation practices, avoiding non-dialectical vague application of 

interdisciplinary innovation system mechanisms and misinterpreting the dynamic mechanisms of social 

innovation. 

Advancing exploring and understanding of social innovation ecosystems is conducive to further 

enriching social innovation conceptual characteristics and laying out its theoretical foundation, 

differentiating and integrating the more fragmented subject knowledge (Pacheco, Turro and Urbano, 

2025). Especially, breaking the single-path-dependent mindset to understanding social innovation at a 

multisectoral perspective, which is helpful to further clarify and address deficiencies in exploring and 

understanding the complex dynamic mechanisms of social innovation (Havas, 2025; World Economic 

Forum, 2025). In addition, pay attention to the dynamic interaction among multi-actors will stimulates 

the exploration, generation, development, diffusion, and sustainability of social innovation practices in 

different social context. This is particularly prominent and important in the research on social 

innovation promoting territorial development, especially in rural area (Bosworth, McAreavey and 

Kennedy, 2025). Finally, the study provides important insights for enriching theoretical research on 

innovation ecosystems. Currently, theoretical research on innovation ecosystems remains primarily 

focused on business and technology, failing to effectively integrate broader social dimensions (Parjanen 

and Pässilä, 2025). Therefore, this study has important theoretical implications for enriching the social 

value dimension often neglected in the field of technological innovation, the lack of theoretical 

development of systemic mechanisms in the field of social innovation, and the overall imbalance in the 

innovation ecosystem. 

1.9 Research Methodology  
This study mainly follows a qualitative strategy, with philosophical ontology and epistemology 

anchored in the constructivism interpretive social sciences. Out of the research question to be explored 

based on this study, the case study research will be conducted. Case study research is seen as ‘a bridge 

across paradigms’ (Luck, Jackson and Usher, 2006), and is suitable for interpreting complicated 

phenomenon of social world, it usually refers to the intersection of diverse interests and variables, which 

is helpful for research to have a deep and comprehensive understanding of social phenomenon (Bryman, 

2012). Besides, case study ‘it is not assigned to a fixed ontological, epistemological or methodological 
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position’ (Rosenberg and Yates, 2007) , but it has the ability to adapt to a range of philosophical 

positions because its fluidity and evolution among them, so through case study there can be 

opportunities to design studies that fit into the inherent complexity of the research problem (Harrison 

et al., 2017a).  

This study adopts a multiple case study method and selects two representative cases for in-depth 

analysis. In the data collection stage, semi-structured interviews are mainly used as the core tool. This 

method is highly flexible and in-depth. It can not only ensure that the interviews are carried out around 

the core research objectives, but also conduct retrospective questions based on the real-time feedback 

of the interviewees, thereby capturing the participants' unique insights, potential motivations and 

emotional dimensions of complex phenomena (Creswell, 2013). To ensure the rigor of the research tool, 

the development of the enquiry questionnaire was closely based on the conceptual framework and 

highly connected to the research questions. This study designed four sets of nuances differentiated 

questionnaires for the four major innovation entities of the government, university, enterprise and civil 

society, which show a mutual verification manner from different organizational perspectives and 

significantly enhanced the validity and credibility of the research. In the data analysis process, this study 

strictly followed the six standardized steps of thematic analysis and used manual coding to conduct in-

depth interpretation and sublimation of the original data (Braun and Clarke, 2023). Although computer-

assisted software is increasingly popular, manual coding shows a high degree of rationality case studies. 

It strengthens the ‘interpretive nature’ of the researcher as the subject of analysis (David, 2017). 

Through repeated reading and perception of the data, fragmented information is transformed into 

attributes and categories with theoretical significance, and ultimately a logical leap from raw data to 

qualitative discovery is achieved. 

1.10 Outline of Thesis 
The foundation of this research is the concept of innovation ecosystems, more specifically, social 

innovation ecosystems. Therefore, the literature review in Chapter 2 focuses on two research areas. 

First, it analyses, refines, and attempts to conceptualize the concept of social innovation. This chapter 

briefly discusses the development of social innovation and the discussions it has sparked in recent 

decades as a new innovation paradigm. This chapter focuses on and integrates the basic definition, core 

attributes and dimensions, and related fields of social innovation, most importantly, reflections on the 

social innovation ecosystem and its urgent need for further development. Second, it reviews relevant 

content on innovation ecosystems, more specifically, helical models of innovation of technological 

innovation, including the Triple helix model, Quadruple and Quintuple helix innovation systems, and 

the Neo-Triple helix innovation ecosystem. Besides, proposes a conceptual framework of a social 

innovation ecosystem. This framework integrates the helical models of technological innovation as the 

main field and the conceptual attributes of social innovation as the adaptation field. Through dialectical 
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discussion of the synergistic effect of these two, it develops a conceptual framework of a comprehensive 

social innovation ecosystem. In order to conduct an effective investigation, a rigorous philosophical 

and methodological foundation is required. Chapter 3 explains the philosophical paradigm, 

methodology and concrete method that underpins the research and the subsequent approach to obtaining 

data. Chapter 4 primarily present the qualitative data analysis and findings. This combines case study 

analysis with thematic analysis of interview transcripts using manual coding. Chapter 5 systematically 

presents the core empirical findings derived from qualitative analysis and constructs the key conceptual 

model of this study. Chapter 6 provides an in-depth critical discussion by triangulating these empirical 

findings with the existing literature in direct relation to the primary research questions. Finally, Chapter 

7 synthesizes the overarching thesis, systematically articulating the main theoretical contributions, 

implications for broader case studies, actionable insights for policymakers and practitioners, as well as 

the research limitations and fruitful avenues for future inquiry. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction 

The national system of innovation and related innovation policies has been developed since 1990 

(Nelson, 1994; Freeman, 1995), which have a particular science and technology focus, and in such 

context, the Triple Helix model (universities-industries-governments) of innovation holds a clear 

economics purpose (Leydesdorff and Etzkowitz, 1998; Zadegan, Ghazinoory and Nasri, 2025). With 

the rapid development of technological innovation, Industry 4.0 is gradually transitioning to Industry 

5.0, as Schumpeter said that innovation is a process of ‘creative destructive’, there will be destruction 

with creation (Nicholls, Simon and Gabriel, 2015; Pacheco and Iwaszczenko, 2024). Alongside the new 

breakthrough of technology, new social challenges are following as well, therefore scholars highlights 

the ‘human-centred’ innovation attributes of Industry 5.0, which brings the new discourse for 

reconsideration about the relationship between the technology, society and humanity (Carayannis, 

Campbell and Grigoroudis, 2022; Garan and Güneş, 2025). For instance, some scholars have attempted 

to quantify both innovation and sustainability by establishing links between environmental 

sustainability, quality of life, and economic advancement within urban regions, examining innovation 

processes catalysed by innovation policies and the knowledge economy (Cantafio and Ieromonachou, 

2019). It represents that the acknowledgement of innovation around science and technology based on 

knowledge economy has been expand further to knowledge democracy and knowledge society 

(Carayannis, Campbell and Grigoroudis, 2022; Diessner et al., 2025); the traditional innovation model 

of Triple Helix have developed to Quadruple (public society) and Quintuple Helix (natural 

environments) innovation systems (Carayannis and Campbell, 2010; Marchesani and Ceci, 2025), and 

the holistic consideration of Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystem (Cai, 2022; Rabelo Neto 
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et al., 2024). 

Correspondingly, social innovation has sparked the interest among scholars in last two decades. Social 

innovation is closely related to sustainable development (Repo and Matschoss, 2020; Humphreys and 

Imas, 2022; Bucio-Mendoza and Solis-Navarrete, 2025), aims at addressing various social needs or 

challenges (Mulgan, 2007; Scaffidi, Micelli and Nash, 2025), leading potential social and institutional 

change(Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Howaldt and Schwarz, 2025), it emphasises innovation in social 

relations, referring to actions and contribution from diversity participants (Moulaert, Maccallum and 

Hillier, 2013; OECD, 2025), the innovative value is created through co-creation and not limited to 

private interests and advocates for the creation of shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2011; Leyen et al., 

2025) to improve either the quality or quantity of life (Pol and Ville, 2009; Avelino et al., 2024). 

Compared with technological innovation, social innovation mainly focuses on the social value impact 

caused by innovation rather than technology based economic or business impact. It focuses on broader 

issues related to sustainable development goals rather than just limited to the ecological environment. 

Nonetheless, this does not mean that social innovation is a purely social consideration and ignores the 

economic dimension. The social innovation practice of some large multinational companies shows that 

it is not only a tool to achieve social goals but also can achieve shared value creation through reasonable 

strategic arrangements (Kramer and Pfitzer, 2016; Tabares, Dionisio and Parida, 2025). Furthermore, 

compared with the helical models of innovation, it involves a wider and more diverse set of actors in 

the social structure and emphasises features of substantive participation, empowerment and governance, 

co-creation, and even collective action, which highlights the qualities of ‘innovation in social relations’ 

rather than just considering the social public as the context for innovation (Moulaert, Maccallum and 

Hillier, 2013; Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). At the same time, the value generated by innovation covers 

a wider range of social groups rather than limited stakeholders or main market audience (Phills, 

Deiglmeier and Miller, 2008; Phillips, Luo and Wendland-Liu, 2024). 

No matter for technological innovation or social innovation, the innovative attributes highlight the 

characteristics of the innovation ecosystem. However, even if the research of social innovation has 

developed considerably, it is relatively centred on its conceptual understanding or focus on single 

sectors’ perspectives, which is contrast to the continuous evolution of technological innovation at the 

level of its system mechanisms. Some studies try to employ helical models of innovation in 

technological area to promote the understanding of social innovation ecosystems, but usually either lack 

of rigorous dialectical consideration or ignoring its relationship with social innovation attributes, failing 

to effectively integrate insights from both domains. The development of innovation both in 

technological and social area illustrates the primary discourse of innovation is no longer satisfied focus 

on economic growth dominated by technological and specific organization (Fagerberg, 2018; 
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Kuhlmann, 2018; Schot and Steinmueller, 2018; González-Martínez, García-Pérez-De-Lema and 

Castillo-Vergara, 2025; Li and Duan, 2025), but with more comprehensive considerations at the 

perspectives of innovation ecosystems. Nowadays, no matter social innovation and technological 

innovation, it is almost imperative to consider the Triple Helix, Quadruple Helix, and n-tuple helix from 

the perspective of innovation regionalization (Galvao et al., 2019; Hossen et al., 2025). It illustrates 

that it is necessary to integrate different innovation models in a transformational innovation strategy 

(Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; Boni, Velasco and Ghosh, 2025).  

 

Therefore, the main purpose of this research is focus on developing social innovation ecosystems and 

exploring its innovation dynamics by integrating the wisdom of social innovation conceptual attributes 

and helical models of innovation (including Triple, Quadruple, and Quintuple Helix models). Although 

get inspiration from different innovation system may exists possible limitations, the discourse and 

boundary of innovation around technology and society have inevitably become more integrated and 

intertwined. This research by dialectically integrating their both insights bring new possible collisions 

to the development of social innovation ecosystem, which may inspire for future scholars, policymakers 

and various potential social actors who are interested in social innovation research and practices.  

2.2 Innovation Ecosystem 
The general concept of an system idea stems from: a system consists of a set of elements and a set of 

relationships between those elements (Bertalanffy, 1968). The most well-known source for the 

discussion of the system concepts comes from Moore’s 1993 first introduction to the concept of 

business ecosystems (Moore, 1993; Kumari et al., 2025), after this the topic around business ecosystem 

is growing interests, and scholars construct an analogy between a business ecosystem and a biological 

ecosystem (Iansiti and Levien, 2004; Mariani and Dwivedi, 2024) , and Adner further proposed the 

conceptual terminology of innovation ecosystem, which highlights the importance of coherence and 

coordination between the various actors (suppliers/partners/customers) and the company during 

innovation process to finally succeed in the realization of innovation marketization (Adner, 2006; Wang 

and Xie, 2025), this has a similar concern to Iansiti and Levien's conceptual proposition, and further 

emphasise also placed on the layout and planning methods of the innovation ecosystem (Adner, 2012; 

Baldwin et al., 2024). Scholars highlighted characteristics of innovation ecosystems including actor 

networks, value creation and collaboration, products, services, and resources (Gomes et al., 2018; 

Walrave et al., 2018; Arroyabe et al., 2024), which shows some common and important characteristics 

of innovation ecosystems, such as emphasizing the co-creation of value and the co-evolution between 

elements, in recent years, scholars especially emphasis the exploration of its multi-agent dynamic 

mechanism and governance structure. 
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Although the discussion on the innovation ecosystem has been continuously enriched, the definition of 

innovation ecosystems remains vague and lacks interdisciplinary coherence (Gomes et al., 2018; 

Thomas and Autio, 2019; Granstrand and Holgersson, 2020), even if there is no shortage of scholars 

who have made efforts to do so. Especially, innovation ecosystems often have blurred boundaries with 

business ecosystems. The concept of innovation ecosystem is constantly explored across disciplines, 

holistically the concentration literally still carried out around the dimension of business ecosystem, such 

as pay attention to platform construction (Gawer and Cusumano, 2014; Jacobides, Cennamo and Gawer, 

2024), and related roles during innovation ecosystem at the birth stage (Dedehayir, Mäkinen and Roland 

Ortt, 2018; Secundo et al., 2025). In specific contexts, many studies revolve around the technological 

dimension. Scholars emphasise that innovation ecosystems focus more on value creation while business 

ecosystems focus more on value capture, Oh et al. (2016) question it from its roots that claimed 

interdisciplinary analogies should not stop at metaphors, but clarify analogical relationships, but 

apparently the currently analogies between natural ecosystems versus business or innovation 

ecosystems is not rigorous enough.  

 

Nevertheless, for a long time, the exploration of innovation ecosystems in technological innovation 

fields, specifically, the helical models of innovation, is constantly pay attention to the evolution of its 

systemic mechanisms. It has been continuously evolved from relatively micro to macro perspectives 

and further clarifies the coordination and adaptation mechanisms of interdisciplinary analogies. 

Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) claimed that the ecosystem perspective more generally reflects the 

characteristics of networking and co-production for contemporary innovation (Etzkowitz and 

Leydesdorff, 2000). Carayannis and Cambell (2009) suggested the essential elements of co-evolving 

between innovation networks and knowledge clusters in shaping innovation ecosystems (Carayannis 

and Campbell, 2009; Diessner et al., 2025), and further mentioned the significance of public society 

and natural environment in innovation generation at the perspectives of innovation participants and 

ecological sustainability, which nominated as Quadruple Helix and Quintuple Helix innovation systems 

(Carayannis and Campbell, 2019a; Hossen et al., 2025). Indirectly, to a certain extent, this slightly 

responds to the problem of the lack of ecological elements in the analogy with innovation ecosystems. 

Cai (2022) proposed that the conceptualization of innovation ecosystems is largely based on the ‘socio-

ecological system’ developed by Kenneth Boulding, a co-founder of general systems theory (Cai, 2022). 

Cai developed the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems through interdisciplinary 

integration of Lewontin’s ecological Triple Helix conceptual metaphor and framework understanding, 

which essentially integrates the spatial relationships and retains their core conceptual propositions 

between the elements of technology or economics (Triple Helix), society (Quadruple Helix) and nature 

(Quintuple Helix) in a holistic innovation ecosystem, and theoretically and logically shed lights on the 

interdisciplinary analogy problems from different perspectives (Cai, 2022; Afzal, Li and Andez-Lara, 
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2024; Rabelo Neto et al., 2024). 

The evolution of the helical models of innovation mainly reveals changes about innovation ecosystems 

at the following points. First, the mode of the innovation. The innovation modes break the path of 

unidirectional, linear or sequential to the modes of non-linear, recursive which refers to complexed 

networked, interactive and systemic process. Second, the main innovation actors. The main actors in 

innovation as institutional spheres consist of elites and authoritative subjects (university-industry-

government) gradually transition to open to society, which incorporates media and culturally based 

public (Quadruple Helix) and to a certain extent represents the social inclusiveness of innovation 

generation. Third, the expansion of innovation dimensions. The reconsideration of the value dimensions 

of innovation indirectly indicates the transformation of its driving forces. Traditional modes focus on 

technology-based economic development or competitiveness developing to the consideration of 

ecological sustainability (Quintuple Helix). Finally, the transformation of knowledge modes. The 

reliance of innovation generation on technology transfer which pay attention to academic enterprises 

and entrepreneurship universities (mode 2) has shifted towards an open and inclusive participation of 

knowledge co-creation for advocating knowledge democracy (mode 3).  

The evolution of helical models of innovation represents how technological innovation focus on its 

systematic transformation towards innovation ecosystems, the expansion of kernel elements indicates 

the necessary consideration not only about the reflection on the innovation modes but also about how 

to develop a systemic mechanism which can inclusively integrate the essential components and their 

dynamic synergy, and the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystem give insights into this 

complex mechanism. The helical models of innovation heuristically shed light on understanding the 

innovation genes and their interactive dynamic mechanism. Nevertheless, the development of 

innovation ecosystems still has its limit in real integrating social dimensions and sustainable 

development issues, the motivation of its core innovation attributes is centred in business area or 

technological success in pursuing economic effectivity. 

2.3 Discussion of Chinese Innovation System, Innovation Ecosystem, 
and Social Innovation 

Different from the national system of innovation in western that research emphasises the core role 

played by enterprises as the main body in promoting innovation, in China’s national innovation system 

during the transition period, the state and the government mainly played a leading role, which is mainly 

reflected in the state’s participation and leading role in policy guidance and resource allocation in 

innovation activities (Liu and White, 2001; Cao and Shi, 2021; Bussy and Zheng, 2023). Before and 

after reform and opening up, the path of China’s national innovation system has gone from a relatively 
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closed and unitary planned economy to a model that emphasises technology transfer, introduction, 

digestion, absorption, and re-innovation (Lee, 2013). This model has enabled China for 40 years to 

achieve the development results of developed countries in 200 years, achieving industrialization and 

technological catch-up relatively efficiently, highlighting China’s performance at incremental 

innovation. In the new century, China’s model of innovation has once again undergone an ideological 

shift, emphasising the development of independent innovation, can understand it as from Made in China 

to Create in China, which reflects the transformation of China’s national innovation system mechanism 

from incremental or imitative innovation based on technology transfer to disruptive and destructive 

independent innovation (Yip and McKern, 2016; Tse et al., 2024). Scholars have proposed that China 

is transforming from a technology catcher to a global technology leader, especially for breakthroughs 

in emerging fields (Lundvall and Rikap, 2022), which indirectly reflects the Chinese government’s 

institutional advantages in the national innovation system. 

In the paradigm shift, the state and government still play a central role in the innovation system, and 

scholars have emphasised the need to further strengthen the role and autonomy of enterprises in 

innovation in order to better promote China’s capabilities in technology and comprehensive national 

competitiveness (Yang et al., 2019). This emphasises the need to promote the Triple Helix model, that 

is, the collaboration and interaction mechanism between universities, enterprises and governments, in 

order to improve the efficiency of knowledge flow and innovation that meets market needs (Murillo-

Luna and Hernández-Trasobares, 2023). Therefore, China’s national innovation system pays special 

attention to the collaboration of industry, academia and research in stimulating technological 

development under regional innovation systems. Practicing Triple Helix model in China has always 

emphasised the need for continuous localization, scholars mentioned that China’s national innovation 

system is adapting from a statist model to a more interactive and cooperative Triple Helix mode, which 

is further balancing the coordination mechanism between government guidance and market autonomy 

to accelerate the formation of innovation networks and improve the effectiveness of innovation outputs 

(Ye and Wang, 2019; Luo and Zhao, 2024). On the one hand, the core leadership of the government is 

conducive to ensuring the efficiency of policy intervention and implementation, resource allocation, 

and financial support. On the other hand, this may bring challenges and obstacles to the subjectivity and 

collaboration of each actor in the Triple Helix model to fully and freely perform their functions in 

promoting innovation. 

However, some scholars have suggested that China’s government dominance is gradually weakening, 

and local governments are playing more of a supporter and coordinator role in innovation, they usually 

rationalize strategy formulation by complying with central policies, promote the establishment of 

innovation platforms and networks, and provide corresponding policy incentive mechanisms and 

infrastructure construction to catalyse innovation (Dai et al., 2024). Although this still shows a strongly 
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policy-oriented, innovative development relies more on the delivery and conversion of knowledge and 

technology between enterprises and universities. That is, the effectiveness of the connection between 

industry, academia and research is particularly important in promoting the economic benefits brought 

by innovation. Therefore, universities develop innovative knowledge R&D and transfer capabilities that 

respond to market demand, and enterprises’ knowledge absorption, innovation management, and 

technology management capabilities determine the development of innovation to a certain extent 

(Cohen and Levinthal, 2000; Ye and Wang, 2019; Coviello et al., 2024). This puts forward requirements 

for effective cooperation and interaction between enterprises and universities in innovation. For 

example, new technology transfer centres, science parks and new R&D institutions play an important 

role as China’s localized institutional innovation under the Triple Helix model to bridge the gap between 

them in order to more efficiently promote the formation of cooperation networks and the efficient 

transfer and flow of knowledge (Leydesdorff, 2012b; Leydesdorff and Smith, 2022), accelerating 

regional innovation and economic development through coordination of market mechanisms and 

government guidance, as well as the flexibility and decentralization of the national innovation system. 

It can be shown that China’s national innovation system still revolves around technological innovation. 

The government’s policy guidance and institutional norms, the technical tilt of universities in 

knowledge research and development and application, and the attention of enterprises to economic 

benefits based on technological innovation all reflect the technical and economic attention of the 

national innovation system (Sun, 2002; Jia, Tang and Kan, 2020; Liu, Fu and Schiller, 2024). Scholars 

mentioned that China in its innovation strategy still remain space for further integrating the Quadruple 

and Quintuple Helix innovation systems based on Triple Helix model. This reflects the lack of an overall 

coordination mechanism for China’s national innovation system to further incorporate the social 

dimension and the sustainable development dimension as well as the innovation dynamics between 

them. The Quadruple and Quintuple Helix innovation systems do incorporate social participation of the 

public as a social media as the background of public opinion, and the Quintuple helix proposes the 

ecological driving force and impact of innovation (Carayannis and Campbell, 2019a). However, as 

mentioned above, the overall helical model of innovation is still developed around the category of 

technological innovation to ensure economic benefits. Therefore, in general China’s national innovation 

system shows a tendency to excessively focus on technological innovation and neglect of consideration 

of social innovation, which is also relatively missing part in the reflection of innovation systems and 

innovation ecosystems both in theoretically and empirically area. 

Currently, with the acceleration and complexity of global economic, social environmental and regional 

issues, diverse social problems are becoming increasingly prominent, especially those related to the 

Sustainable Development Goals. Innovation is no longer limited to focusing solely on the efficacy of 

technology as a panacea for economic and social production, or with key authoritative leading actors 
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placing value around promoting the economic benefits generated by technology (Schot and 

Steinmueller, 2018). Innovation has inevitably evolved into a more complex, multi-faceted, multi-agent 

and interactive model in terms of dimensions, participants and dynamic mechanisms (Pacheco, Turro 

and Urbano, 2025). The government's policy leadership needs to improve the consideration of social 

innovation in its system mechanism (Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020; Parjanen and Pässilä, 

2025); as an important knowledge production and dissemination organization, universities should not 

be limited to the role of technical knowledge in creating economic value, but also strengthen the focus 

on non-technical knowledge or art universities (Carayannis and Campbell, 2019a), as well as the impact 

of universities as important social organizations and their knowledge application on creating beneficial 

social value; enterprises, as the main profit-making entities, should rethink their strategic positioning of 

innovation to promote their impact on social benefits or shared value creation (Phillips, Luo and 

Wendland-Liu, 2024). This requires strengthening the emphasis on social innovation paradigms in 

transforming innovation systems and further improving the reflection on the mechanisms of innovation 

ecosystems. It is not only reflected in the need to balance the weight, role and influence of technology 

and society in innovation development, but also the need to establish a comprehensive framework to 

accommodate and coordinate the complex dynamic mechanism of innovation among multiple actors 

and dimensions. 

Technological innovation and social innovation are the Yin and Yang sides of innovation. Whether in 

the East or the West, the overemphasis on technological innovation in national innovation systems has 

led to the neglect of the role of social innovation in solving broader social needs and challenges and 

leading potential social changes in the future (Gaziulusoy and Erdoğan Öztekin, 2019; Jareh, 2025). 

However, social innovation has ignored the systemic approach, which will aggravate its further 

institutionalization in the national innovation system and its impact on its strategic practice. In fact, 

China’s policies and strategic orientations at the national level have highlighted the attributes of social 

innovation and have reflected its social rather than technological innovation ecosystem mechanisms in 

a wide range of practices, such as China’s rural revitalization strategy. However, there is currently a 

lack of theoretical refinement and clarification of the innovation paradigm behind this mechanism, 

resulting in a lack of effective theoretical guidance in practice, which remains scattered and vague 

(Zhang, Auricchio and Selloni, 2025). The concept and understanding of the social innovation paradigm 

are relatively scarce in China’s innovation system and in its practical exploration under its guidance. In 

addition, research on social innovation ecosystems, as well as in the interdisciplinary construction of 

social innovation ecosystems, dialectically exploring the main characteristics of social innovation and 

the synergistic mechanism of the helical models of innovation are relatively scarce for the development 

of social innovation ecosystems. This not only affects the theoretical construction of social innovation 

ecosystems and their understanding of the dynamic mechanism of innovation, although this currently 
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also has limitations in the helical models of innovation, it further affects the complementarity and 

integration of the two and the overall reflection on innovation ecosystem research. 

Whether in the field of technological innovation or social innovation, it shows the need to further 

strengthen the reflection on the social and sustainable development dimensions of the innovation 

ecosystem. However, the exploration and development of social innovation at the level of its system 

mechanism is relatively lagging behind, which shows the importance of interdisciplinary mechanisms 

to develop social innovation ecosystems. All along, technological innovation continues to evolve at the 

level of its system mechanism, which provides insights for dialectical discussion, integration and 

comprehensive understanding, and the development of a compatible and flexible social innovation 

ecosystem framework. On the one hand, this framework dialectically integrates the wisdom of the 

technological innovation system mechanism, on the other hand, it retains the core conceptual attributes 

of social innovation, while potentially bridging the overall lack of the innovation ecosystem. 

2.4 Social Innovation 
2.4.1 Key Innovation Attributes  
With the emergence of various situations such as regional wars and pandemic, various social issues are 

coming to the fore, technological innovation, aimed at enhancing overall competitiveness and economic 

benefits, is no longer regarded as the sole means of driving social change and economic development. 

At the same time, social innovation is seen as an innovative paradigm that solves evil social problems 

and key social transformational forces in the 21st century is highlighted by scholars (Banda, 2025). 

Scholars believe that the history of social innovation predates technological innovation and can be 

traced back to the 1920s, and Drucker (1957) even mentioned that ‘social innovation can be traced 

back nearly 200 years’ (Edwards-Schachter and Wallace, 2017). Social innovation is first rooted in the 

sociological heritage (Ayob, Teasdale and Fagan, 2016), before the 20th century, social innovation was 

used to explain social changes or social movements, and was closely related to socio-political and 

religious topics etc (Edwards-Schachter and Wallace, 2017; Satalkina and Steiner, 2022). Scholars who 

practiced the concept of social innovation during this period, although it is not clearly defined as a term, 

usually came from a wide range of fields like political economists, historians, philosophers, etc 

(Satalkina and Steiner, 2022). In the 20th and 21st centuries, social innovation became an independent 

term and began to be widely used, the concept began to gain frequent controversy and discussion, and 

the number of publications related to the term increased suddenly (Ayob, Teasdale and Fagan, 2016). 

Especially in the 21st century, the discussion on the connotation and definition of the concept of social 

innovation has been interpreted across disciplines (Bataglin, 2021). Scholars define the type of social 

innovation development in this period as the evolution of the ‘utilitarian approach’, while the other is 

considered to be relatively ‘radical’ in relation to the discussion of social relations and social change 
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(Ayob, Teasdale and Fagan, 2016; Fu and Cooper, 2025).  

As a new paradigm of innovation, social innovation has attracted the interest and attention from policy 

makers and various sectors, and scholars try to interpret social innovation from different disciplinary 

perspectives, but there are still ambiguity and fragmentation in the understanding of its theories and the 

definition of its concepts (Phillips, Luo and Wendland-Liu, 2024). Among the diverse approaches to 

comprehending social innovation, two predominant perspectives emerge, one rooted in sociology and 

the other in economics (Nicholls and Murdock, 2012; Păunescu, 2014; van der Have and Rubalcaba, 

2016). From an economic standpoint, to regard it as a tool-based solution, and to emphasise that social 

innovation represents a method that is more effective, efficient and sustainable than existing approaches, 

through introducing new ideas, products, services etc. committed to solving pressing societal challenges, 

the core logic lies in transcending the limitations of private interests and aiming to achieve incremental 

of the overall well-being of humanity. This perspective focuses on addressing social needs overlooked 

by the market and tackling a range of social issues or challenges (Mulgan, 2007; Phills, Deiglmeier and 

Miller, 2008; Pol and Ville, 2009). Research adopting this economic perspective frequently explores 

areas such as entrepreneurship (Weerawardena and Mort, 2006), corporate social innovation (Mirvis et 

al., 2016), creating shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2011).  

From a sociological viewpoint, social innovation is viewed as a unity of process and purpose, with an 

emphasis on the transformative force it generates as a purposeful and planned form of social practice. 

Under this paradigm, social innovation gives birth to new practice models through the creative 

reorganization of existing resources, and relies on the logic of collective action to finally achieve deep 

social change and structural transformation (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Howaldt, Domanski and Kaletka, 

2016). This perspective often intersects with elements of psychology, regional development, structural 

and institutional theories, offering a multi-dimensional understanding of social innovation (Westley and 

McConnell, 2010; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; van Wijk et al., 2019).  

Although the definition of social innovation in the academic community presents different preference 

and controversies, it is crucial to acknowledge that these differences in perspective are not mutually 

exclusive, instead, they are interconnected and complementary, collectively reveal the systemic 

characteristics of social innovation. In these academic discourses, social innovation is portrayed as a 

dynamic process involving multiple actors and their collaborative networks (Howaldt and Schwarz, 

2025), relate to governance, empowerment and associated social contexts factors (Moulaert, Simmons 

and Parra, 2024). Therefore, it indicates social innovation is a complex concept that intertwines multiple 

dimensions and involves multiple types of elements (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). This multifaceted 

nature means that social innovation covers both the instrumental effectiveness of the micro dimension 

and the structural change at the macro level, and the process dynamic as the meso level, thus constituting 
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its depth and breadth as a systematic mechanism nature. For instance, studies on regional development 

often demonstrating its interplay nature from micro to macro level (Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 

2025). No matter from which perspectives, the value generated by social innovation typically embodies 

a ‘duality of social, economic, and other objectives’(Terstriep et al., 2015; Tabares, Dionisio and Parida, 

2025a), but the essence lies in social value creation, which is fundamentally different from technological 

innovation. 

Despite the diverse perspectives present in social innovation research, several common themes and 

understandings have emerged: 

1. Key Motivators and Actors (Micro-Level): Research highlights the pivotal role played by 

various sectors and groups in driving social innovation. This includes social entrepreneurship 

and corporate social innovation (Mirvis et al., 2016; Leyen et al., 2025), universities (Bayuo, 

Chaminade and Göransson, 2020; Málovics et al., 2025a), public sectors and civil society 

(Neumeier, 2017b; Livingstone, 2025). 

2. Main Approaches and Networks (Meso-Level): The importance of multi-actor collaboration 

and interaction in fostering innovation is emphasised (Slitine, Chabaud and Richez-Battesti, 

2024). Innovations often arise through new ideas in activities, products, services, processes, or 

models (Pol and Ville, 2009; Cunha, Ferreira, et al., 2025), or through collective social practices 

(Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Howaldt and Schwarz, 2025). 

3. Main Objectives and Social Impacts (Macro-Level): Social innovation is recognized as an 

effective means to fulfil unmet social needs and address complex social issues or challenges 

(Mulgan, 2007; Banda, 2025). It acts as a catalyst for potential broad social changes (Cajaiba-

Santana, 2014; Howaldt, Domanski and Kaletka, 2016) , enhancing either the quality or 

quantity of life (Pol and Ville, 2009), and can also lead to the transformation of existing systems, 

structures, and institutions (Edwards-Schachter and Wallace, 2017; Satalkina and Steiner, 2022) 

4. Value Creation: At its core, social innovation is about creating social value, contributing to 

the well-being of society as a whole rather than individual gains (Phills, Deiglmeier and Miller, 

2008). However, it also encompasses socio-economic and technological values; for instance, 

corporate social innovation represents a means for profit-oriented enterprises to create shared 

value for both the economy and society (Mirvis and Googins, 2017; Fu and Cooper, 2025), 

distinct from traditional corporate social responsibility approaches. 

Figure 2.1 illustrates the general conceptual attributes of social innovation and their interrelations. 
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Figure 2.1 Essential Attributes of the Conceptual Understanding of Social Innovation 

Source: the author 

2.4.2 Research Fields 

It is clearly to see that social innovation is not just a buzzword, it has been used in various disciplines 

as a new innovative way to address diversity social problems or challenges, it shows of a characteristic 

both an instrumental and an outcome. The well-known program that practiced by the Nobel Peace Prize 

winner Mohammed Yunus who innovated the micro-credit lending aiming at helps the poor people 

access to the resources of funds (Bayulgen, 2008). Based on the impact of this case, many studies on 

the role of social innovation in creating shared value have appeared in the fields of business and 

management. In some large multinational companies, business practices related to social innovation of 

achieving a win-win situation in terms of commercial benefits and social targets have been developed 

(Mirvis et al., 2016; Bitencourt et al., 2024). Accordingly, the research in this area more focus on 

corporate social innovation (RAMI´REZ, 1999; Porter and Kramer, 2011; Herrera, 2016; Kramer and 

Pfitzer, 2016; Crisafulli, Dimitriu and Singh, 2020; Tabares, Dionisio and Parida, 2025) or social 

entrepreneurship (Mair and Martí, 2006; Dacin, Dacin and Tracey, 2011; Dwivedi and Weerawardena, 

2018; Zahra, 2020; Fauzi, Muhamad Tamyez and Kumar, 2025; Yoon and Ho, 2025), the former one 

through social innovation greatly enhancing the overall reputation and core competitiveness of the 

company; and the latter one meets more resources and balance problems when dealing the business 

with social targets.  

In addition to business and management, social innovation also extends to active exploration and 

interdisciplinary study in various fields. For example, some research relates social innovation to 

technological innovation, especially in recent years, research pay attention to the application of digital 

technology in promoting social innovation, and eco-economic and sustainability (Wittmayer et al., 2019; 
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Rodrigo and Palacios, 2021; Scheidgen et al., 2021; Nowaczyk-Basińska, 2025). In public sector, new 

attempts have also been made by the university, non-profit organizations and public policy practices 

under the subject of social innovation (Arocena and Sutz, 2021; Bellandi, Donati and Cataneo, 2021b; 

Solis-Navarrete, 2025). Besides, there are also some relevant studies in the field of psychology, art and 

territorial development (Moulaert and Sekia, 2003; Moulaert et al., 2005; Nordberg, Mariussen and 

Virkkala, 2020; Ding et al., 2025). Different from the other perspectives, the social innovation with 

territorial development to a certain extent presents the characteristics of the social innovation ecosystem 

mechanism (Ding et al., 2025). Research in this area connects to capacity building at a systematic level, 

which embodies the features of new relationship creation and interaction between diversity actors in 

addressing social challenges or needs to improve human well-being and promote sustainable 

development. 

2.4.3 Social Innovation and Rural Development 

Since the 21st century, social innovation, as a key mechanism for driving rural transformation and 

sustainable development, has increasingly become a core topic in global rural research and policy 

making. Social innovation is closely linked to sustainable development issues. In diverse rural practices, 

social innovation covers multiple topics such as rural industrial revitalization, agricultural promotion, 

ecological sustainability, rural governance, community building, heritage protection, and urban-rural 

transformation. It opens new space for social innovation in addressing rural problems and empowering 

rural development, regional and national cooperation, and global sustainable development research 

(Sarfo et al., 2025).  

Currently, at the level of methodological approaches and empirical evidence, studies on social 

innovation that aim to empower rural development focus on qualitative research. Based on the regional 

distribution and findings from existing empirical studies, scholars have mainly identified these 

empirical results from three dimensions. In terms of rural economic transformation and spatial 

restructuring, empirical studies of European villages have shown that bottom-up social innovation 

practices can effectively leverage local heterogeneous resources, thereby serving as a driving force for 

the diversification, prosperity, and modernization of rural economies (Bosworth et al., 2016; Vercher, 

2022). Meanwhile, case studies focusing on developing regions such as China have further expanded 

this dimension of space and governance. Through field investigations in specific rural areas and analysis 

of spatial changes, it has been demonstrated that social innovation plays a structural role in optimizing 

rural spatial arrangements and reshaping rural governance networks (Ding et al., 2025). In terms of 

industrial ecosystem integration and the internal motivation within communities, scholars often use in-

depth case studies to explore mechanisms for resource integration. Relevant studies indicate that social 

innovation can effectively reorganize the ecological and material elements within and outside rural 
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areas. By leveraging the internal capital of communities, it facilitates the coordinated development of 

rural circular economy and value of ecological products (Celik et al., 2024). In the context of 

agricultural extension, empirical studies conducted in local agricultural communities across various 

countries show that social innovation, by fostering new types of actors and cooperation mechanisms, 

significantly enhances farmers’ resilience to external socio-economic fluctuations, as well as their 

ability to develop on their own (Avelino et al., 2019; Kandel et al., 2025). In the area of empowering 

vulnerable groups and reshaping the connections in the digital society, studies on marginalized groups 

have enhanced the inclusive nature of social innovation. In the rural areas on the periphery of Europe 

reveal that micro-social innovation initiatives have transformed the ways in which traditional 

marginalized groups, such as the elderly, can participate in community life,  to enhance the strength of 

micro-social capital and local relationships networks (Lombardi et al., 2020; Noack and Federwisch, 

2020). Furthermore, recent research on the experiences related to the digital transformation of rural 

areas indicates that the combination of digital tools and community innovation activities can effectively 

break down generational barriers. This approach provides practical ways for the living preservation of 

local rural cultural heritage(García-Mieres et al., 2025). 

It deserves to be noted that in research on social innovation promoting rural development, China and 

the West show significant differences in theoretical understanding and practical approaches to rural 

social innovation. Western academic and practical research shows a strong reliance on bottom-up and 

local-based governance paths. In Western contexts, rural social innovation is often rooted in highly 

developed civil societies and mature community organizations, emphasizing autonomous participation 

of rural residents, endogenous exploration of social enterprises, and horizontal network cooperation 

among diverse actors (Vercher, 2022; Steiner, Calò and Shucksmith, 2023). For example, the EU’s 

LEADER program is a typical example of this paradigm (Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 2025). 

The core logic of this practise is that the community-led development model can more accurately 

identify and utilize unique local resources, thereby more effectively responding to the actual needs of 

rural communities (Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 2025). In research addressing complex rural 

issues, the LEADER Program is frequently discussed as a highly representative innovative project. Its 

core philosophy is not to impose fixed, standardized solutions on rural areas, but to emphasise 

continuously strengthening deep interaction with local communities through an open and inclusive 

approach (Kopoteva and Nikula, 2014). The evolution and choice of governance paths are also deeply 

influenced by the macro-institutional environment, which shows unique policy momentum and 

governance characteristics in rural practices in some East Asian and transitional countries (Steiner, Calò 

and Shucksmith, 2023; Xin, 2026). Like research focusing on China’s experiences indicates that rural 

social innovation practices exhibit more pronounced characteristics of a top-down system. It suggest 

that rural social innovation in China relies heavily on the national rural revitalization strategy, as well 
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as the rapid mobilization of administrative and social capital by governments at various levels to 

transform rural industries and spatial patterns within a short period of time (Huang, Broto and Westman, 

2024; Ding et al., 2025).  

In addition, related studies generally emphasise that the core value of social innovation in building new 

types of social relations to overcome rural development challenges. In this process, the initiative of key 

actor such as government, enterprises, and universities plays a decisive role in breaking through the 

bottleneck of traditional rural development (Sarfo et al., 2025). On the other hand, it indicates the active 

participation, deep embedding, and establishment of social trust by civil society and grassroots 

community groups are important supports for the effective implementation and long-term operation of 

social innovation in rural scenarios (Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020; Richter and Christmann, 2021). 

Through the continuous construction, multidimensional interaction and reshaping of rural development 

models and evolution by diverse social actors, rural communities can flexibly respond to diverse and 

interwoven social challenges and dynamic changes (Vercher, Bosworth and Esparcia, 2022), 

fundamentally reshaping the resource flow patterns and value creation paths in the urban-rural 

transformation process (Jia and Desa, 2020).  

The discussions on how social innovation in promoting rural development reflect the core 

characteristics of social innovation ecosystems to varying degrees. This leads to the necessary attention 

and contribution in further exploring and developing the social innovation ecosystem constructions in 

rural aera. Scholars emphasise that cross-sectoral collaboration, the integration of various resources, 

and the flow of local social capital play a crucial role in fostering innovation in rural areas (Vercher, 

2022). This requires the establishment of efficient grassroots connected governance model, closely 

linking scattered, spontaneous grassroots social innovation practices with the overall systematic 

transformation of rural areas, thereby laying a solid governance foundation for long-term sustainable 

development in rural areas (Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020; Marini Govigli et al., 2020).  

2.4.4 The Particularities and Advantages of Social Innovation in Promoting the 
Future Rural Development 

Against the backdrop of the profound intertwining of globalization and social transformation in the 21st 

century, rural areas are facing a complex and systemic dilemma, including intensified population loss 

and aging, single economic structure, fragile ecological environments, insufficient public service supply, 

and broken traditional social bonds etc (Baselice et al., 2021; Celik et al., 2024). Faced with these highly 

complex and dynamically evolving real challenges, social innovation, as an innovation paradigm 

characterized by comprehensiveness, multidimensionality, and systematic attributes, demonstrates 

stronger explanatory power and practical action guide value in breaking through rural development 
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bottlenecks and guiding rural areas toward sustainable transformation compared to traditional rural 

development theories. 

Since the second half of the 20th century, rural areas in Western countries have undergone profound 

socio-economic transformations. The traditional exogenous development model has long relied on 

external capital, technology introduction, and top-down policy interventions, but has revealed 

limitations in addressing rural decline, environmental degradation, and regional development inequality. 

Against this backdrop, Sustainable Development Theory (Murdoch, 1993), Endogenous Development 

Theory (Ploeg and Dijk, 1995), and Neo-Endogenous Development Theory have been introduced and 

applied in Western rural research (Ray, 1997). Sustainable development theory is understood from a 

macro perspective, emphasizing that while meeting the needs of the present does not compromise the 

ability of future generations to meet their needs (Murdoch, 1993). In Western rural development 

research, this theory mainly emphasises the balance and coordination of three core elements: ecological, 

economic, and social sustainability (Marsden, 1999). This is also mentioned in the enterprise sustainable 

development model and is known as the triple bottom line. The core of rural sustainable development 

theory lies in systematic coordination and cross-generational equity, rejecting the old model of 

sacrificing the environment for short-sighted economic growth, and advocating for viewing the 

countryside as a complex system interwoven with social, economic, and ecological subsystems, 

emphasizing long-term development and comprehensive balance (Murdoch, 1993; Bulkeley et al., 

2026). 

Comparatively, endogenous development theory often focuses on micro or local levels and is a 

reflection on the traditional top-down exogenous development. This theory emphasises that the driving 

force of rural development should originate from within the community (Ploeg and Dijk, 1995). It 

mainly focuses on activating local resources, with bottom-up decision-making mechanisms and 

development capabilities in local communities, the added benefits of development value tend to remain 

locally rather than spread outward. The core of endogenous development theory is bottom-up control 

and local identity. It advocates that the decision-making power for rural development must rest with 

local people, and the fundamental goal of development is to enhance the autonomy of local communities 

and improve the resilience of rural areas against external shocks (Lowe, Murdoch and Ward, 1995; 

Zang et al., 2023). Although endogenous development theory emphasises local dominance, in the 

context of globalization and regional integration, purely isolated endogenous development easily 

degenerates into closed development (High and Nemes, 2007; Shortall, 2008). Around the year 2000, 

the neo-endogenous development theory emerged. It more reflects the flow of internal and external 

resources at the meso level, with a core feature emphasising local and external interaction, such as 

building networked links between local and external networks, with rural communities and local actors 

acting as key nodes translating and absorbing external resources, and multi-level governance initiated 
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from both bottom-up and top-down (Ray, 1997; Qu and Zollet, 2023). The neo-endogenous 

development theory mainly emphasises complementary internal and external resources and 

collaborative network governance, which breaks the simple opposition between endogenous and 

exogenous. 

In contrast, rural development in China is often closely integrated with policy initiatives at the 

theoretical level, shifting Western theories, for example, endogenous and neo-endogenous theories to 

distil localized academic concepts and explanatory frameworks, reflecting a theoretical system with 

local Chinese characteristics. In the early days of reform and opening up, the transformation of the 

urban-rural dual structure and the theory of urban-rural integration were emphasised in rural 

development (Liu, Yang and Lin, 2022). At that time, China faced a severe urban-rural separation, and 

academia explored mechanisms from urban-rural opposition to urban-rural coordination, ultimately 

moving toward urban-rural integration (Yang et al., 2021). Its core mechanism emphasises two-way 

flow of factors and spatial balance, meaning that the countryside is not a vassal of the city or a place for 

factor extraction, but rather a space for factor restructuring and value reshaping on equal footing with 

the city. By strengthening the two-way free flow of production factors such as labour, land, and capital 

between urban and rural areas, basic subsistence is addressed to improve agricultural and rural 

productivity (Hualou et al., 2023). This period reflects the exogenous characteristics of rural 

development. 

Entering the 21st  century, the country further proposed the construction of socialist new countryside 

and beautiful countryside, aiming to address the severe infrastructure challenges in rural areas and the 

need for ecological civilization and liveability (Long et al., 2010), highlighting the application of 

sustainable development theory in China’s rural development. With rapid industrialization and 

urbanization, rural areas face crises of hollowing out due to people leaving and houses being empty, 

industries declining, and environmental degradation (Chen et al., 2021). In 2017, the country proposed 

the Rural Revitalization Strategy as a phased policy goal to fully achieve common prosperity by 2035, 

scholars quickly regarded the countryside as a multifunctional and complex system, with the policy 

theoretical core emphasising comprehensive promotion of rural revitalization and innovative 

development, possessing innovative ecosystem characteristics (Liu, Zang and Yang, 2020). The 

countryside is a dynamic, multi-body system interwoven with culture, economy, resources, and 

environment, the essence of rural revitalization is the overall reconstruction and empowerment of the 

regional system structure and functions of rural areas (Tu and Long, 2017). It links rural revitalization 

with the important goal of national-style modernization for common prosperity, further highlighting its 

ability to empower participants and create shared value (Lu et al., 2026). The rural revitalization 

strategy reflects some characteristics and elements of neo-endogenous in promoting rural development, 
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but its essence and practice more highlight the systemic characteristics of the social innovation 

ecosystem. 

Researchers’ attention further shifts from the main rural theory of neo-endogenous to the social 

innovation paradigm stems from the latter’s deep integration and organic extension of the former’s 

theoretical essence. And more importantly, social innovation, as a systemic paradigm, shows tolerance 

and integration beyond traditional development paths, and can more accurately match the complex 

social ecology and multi-dimensional development dilemmas of rural areas. 

1) First, compared to the core problem of the neo-endogenous theory, which focuses too much on 

the local versus external dominance problems, it tends to confine the focus to how to keep 

resources within a specific rural geographic space (Navarro-Valverde et al., 2022). However, 

the challenges faced by modern rural development, such as industrial transformation, resource 

revitalization, and promoting urban-rural integration, are highly complex and cross geographic 

boundaries (Noack and Federwisch, 2020). Social innovation breaks traditional geographical 

limitations, emphasises centring on social issues and needs, attracts and encourages deep 

collaboration between external organizations and local forces, and achieves a leap from purely 

rural economic retention to overall transformation of potential rural social innovation systems 

(Richter and Christmann, 2023; Di Maso et al., 2025). 

2) Second, the neo-endogenous development model in Western practices heavily depends on 

policy project support from governments or regional autonomous organizations, once the 

external project cycle ends or funding is terminated, local networks often face the risk of 

shutdown (Mattijssen et al., 2026). Social innovation emphasises the combination of 

commercial feasibility and social value, focusing more on resource expansion through 

diversified market approaches and social capital. It does not rely solely on policy funding or 

problem-solving limited to fixed models but focuses on mining and enhancing existing local 

rural capabilities and resources and cultivating sustainable capacity (Navarro-Valverde et al., 

2022). Through innovative actions, services, products or models to addresses core local issues 

or meets local development needs, stimulating self-circulating momentum for rural 

development (Bucio-Mendoza and Solis-Navarrete, 2025). 

3) Third, social innovation is an innovation paradigm that inherently possesses the characteristics 

and methods of an ecosystem, possessing the ability to integrate heterogeneous elements and 

network dynamics with greater strength. The supralocal networks mentioned by the neo-

endogenous theory usually have relatively fixed structures, mostly around government 

community local enterprises. Social innovation involves multi-helix interaction, promoting 

multi-party collaboration and resource integration (Neumeier, 2017; Casais and Soares, 2024). 

Social innovation breaks down barriers in single disciplines and fields, building bridges for 
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cooperation among the government, enterprise, university, and civil society to jointly advance 

rural revitalization, reflecting the networked dynamic nature of ecosystems and the synergy 

among multiple organizations (Bock, 2016; Bellandi, Donati and Cataneo, 2021). 

4) Finally, Social innovation focuses on rebuilding social relations and empowerment. The neo- 

endogenous theory places greater emphasis on internal and community leadership, often 

overlooking the development of innovative governance models that coordinate multiple internal 

and external actors (Navarro-Valverde et al., 2022). The social innovation paradigm 

demonstrates the innovation and development of potential social relationships in the process of 

diversified problem-solving, it emphasises direct participation and empowerment of 

beneficiaries, such as civil society organizations, mobilizing marginalized groups to participate 

in the practice and distribution of benefits in the innovation process (Sarkki et al., 2024). This 

makes solving rural issues sustainable rather than relying solely on external or local resources, 

fundamentally stimulating genuine internal vitality. 

Table 2.1 Comparison of the Neo- Endogenous Theory with the Social Innovation Paradigm 

 Neo-Endogenous Development Social Innovation Paradigm 
Origins  Relate to the development of 

geography and sociology (stemmed 
from reflections on 
exogenous/endogenous models) 

Relate to the innovation and system 
studies, management and sociology 
(originating from the need to go 
beyond technological/economic 
innovations dimensions in solving 
social problems and satisfy social 
needs) 

Core attention Breaking the binary opposition 
between endogenous and exogenous 
factors, focus on how external 
resources can be transformed into 
benefits for local development 

Solving complex social problems and 
challenges, sharing the benefits of 
value creation, innovating in social 
relationships, and promoting social 
change 

Representative 
attributes 

Complementary internal and external 
resources 

Reconstruction or innovation of social 
relations and collaborative creation of 
systemic value 

Driving 
mechanism  

Rely on the complementarity between 
bottom-up community efforts and top-
down policy initiatives 

Crossing the boundaries of markets, 
governments, and civil society, 
through the collaboration of multiple 
actors and mutual empowerment  

About external The external entities are mainly 
providers of resources, funds, and 
policies, while the local entities act as 
receiving and translating nodes 

Crossing regional and organizations, 
external entities and local actors 
represent heterogeneous nodes within 
an ecological network. Through 
collaborative efforts among multiple 
actors, cross-border exchanges, 
knowledge sharing, and mutual 
empowerment, these nodes can work 
together towards co-governance and 
co-creation 

Types and Emphasis is placed on rural Involves innovation in governance, 
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boundaries of 
innovation 

development projects such as 
diversification of the rural economy, 
cultural tourism, and the development 
of local specialty products 

services, products, activities, models, 
and relationships through collaboration 
among multiple participants to address 
the diverse social issues in rural areas 

Potential 
relationship 
transformation 
between them 

From Local control 
From Networking 
From Local resources translation  

To empowerment and multi-
governance  
To multi-helix ecosystems 
To value co-creation 

Source: synthesized from the Neo- Endogenous Theory (Ray, 1997, 2006; Bosworth et al., 2016) and 

the author 

The neo-endogenous development theory focuses more on who should be the main actor in rural 

development and how to balance internal and external resources (Ray, 2006), while the social 

innovation model possesses diversified, multi-helix dynamic synergy in an ecosystem characteristic, 

reflecting how rural areas can achieve sustainable transformation through social relationship 

restructuring and multi-actor dynamic co-creation when facing complex social crises (Bock, 2016; 

Richter and Christmann, 2023). Therefore, the social innovation ecosystem paradigm does not 

completely reject the neo-endogenous theory, but rather incorporates a systemic perspective based on 

its internal and external connections, including perspectives on sustainable development issues and 

innovation dynamics, providing more inclusive and adaptive insights and frameworks for the 

increasingly multi-participant collaboration in solving complex and diverse rural problems and 

achieving rural revitalization and sustainable development. For example, scholars propose using social 

innovation to compensate for the shortcomings of LEADER in rural development. By emphasizing 

community empowerment and reshaping social relations through social innovation, enabling villages 

to more sensitively capture external innovation opportunities, possess stronger risk resilience, and 

reshape social relationships to promote greater social inclusion (Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 

2025). 

Besides, in rural development research, new growth theory and institutional theory have also attracted 

the attention of some scholars in building rural innovation system (Yin, Chen and Li, 2019, 2022). The 

core of the new growth theory is to emphasise the decisive role of knowledge investment and 

technological innovation in long-term economic growth, it believes that continuous knowledge 

accumulation is the fundamental cornerstone of driving endogenous growth (Kim and Nelson, 2000; 

Xu, Tanamee and Romprasert, 2025). However, it is difficult for an economic model that relies solely 

on knowledge and technology factors to directly smooth the gap between urban and rural areas. Rural 

areas generally face multiple practical obstacles such as weak innovation infrastructure, underdeveloped 

knowledge and information trading markets, low social trust in risk-taking, short-term behaviour, and 

vulnerability to poverty, resulting in extremely high cultural and environmental barriers to knowledge 
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creation and dissemination (A. Husen, K. Loos and H.A. Siddig, 2017; Chaudhary et al., 2023). At this 

time, institutional theory starts from the perspective of supplementing the shortcomings of market 

allocation of resources and advocates the introduction of multiple entities such as the public sector and 

non-profit organizations through institutional changes to provide institutional guarantees and incentive 

mechanisms for individual talents and innovative activities (Yin, Chen and Li, 2022). Scholars point 

out building community-based network and intermediary platform, innovation in rural revitalization 

requires the participation of multiple parties in such an open social process (Yin, Chen and Li, 2019, 

2022).  

This shows that neither economic factor or institutional regulation alone can independently solve the 

systemic problems of rural diversity, which drives the academic community to move towards a more 

open and inclusive comprehensive innovation paradigm. Nonetheless, scholars’ advocate technology, 

institutional management and community-based networks in rural innovation system have largely itself 

embraced and applied a wide range of social innovation approaches. At the level of social practice and 

change, social innovation covers attention to technology and institutions (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; 

Albuquerque and Siqueira, 2025). In social innovation, technology as a tool or method can effectively 

promote the development of social innovation, and the reconstruction of social relations and social 

practice caused using technology is one of the manifestations of social innovation (Fahmi and Arifianto, 

2022). Second, although it mentions communities, its starting point is still largely based on the new 

growth theory and industrial or technological systems frameworks. Traditional economic or 

technological innovation theories tend to simplify rural areas into agricultural output value (OECD, 

2025), while social innovation focuses on public welfare, creates shared value, and solves a series of 

rural social and sustainable development issues including ecological problems (Bucio-Mendoza and 

Solis-Navarrete, 2025), which can prevent rural communities from being hollowed out in the process 

of pursuing economic growth. In addition, social innovation breaks through the limitations of top-down 

and activate both endogenous and exogenous power (Perikangas, Kostilainen and Kainulainen, 2024). 

Therefore, in a sense, the social innovation paradigm and its ecosystem rely on the participation, 

empowerment and governance of multi-helix actor, the innovation of social relations, and the high 

sensitivity to situations, which compatible meet the needs of the complex rural environment, and 

provide an inclusive and systematic path for rural transformation scenarios that are diverse and require 

a high degree of flexibility and adaptability. 

The intrinsic connection between social innovation and rural development still holds vast research space 

in terms of empirical exploration and theoretical construction. From both systematic and macro 

perspectives, social innovation demonstrates the distinct attributes and paradigm characteristics of an 

innovation ecosystem in addressing rural difficulties and driving rural transformation. Existing research 

generally emphasises that social innovation aims to solve rural problems by reshaping social 



47 
 

relationships and promoting multi-actor collaboration (O’Shaughnessy, Christmann and Richter, 2023). 

Among these, the diverse interconnected networks formed by the government, enterprise, and university, 

along with deep empowerment and broad participation from civil society, together form the core driving 

forces of this ecosystem (Sarfo et al., 2025). These actors have provided effective pathways to alleviate 

social pains and capture development opportunities by activating rural endogenous resources, 

promoting knowledge co-creation and sharing, and guiding profound transformations in governance 

paradigms (Celik et al., 2024). However, regarding the comprehensive social innovation ecosystem 

framework encompassing multiple elements, and the dynamic interaction mechanisms among multiple 

actors is still lacks systematic theoretical refinement and in-depth empirical analysis. 

2.4.5 Discussion of the Applicability of Social Innovation, Technological 
Innovation, and other Innovation Paradigms in Rural Revitalization 

The complexity of rural revitalization necessitates the adoption of an ecosystem-based perspective, and 

the ecosystem-oriented characteristics inherent in social innovation provide unique theoretical insights 

and practical approaches for reshaping rural development at the systemic level (Lombardi et al., 2020; 

O’Shaughnessy, Christmann and Richter, 2023). However, when discussing about the social innovation 

ecosystems and the driving forces behind rural revitalization, it is essential to further understand why 

traditional technological innovation frameworks, which are based on systematic methods and helix 

mechanisms and have already reached a relatively high level of maturity, cannot be directly applied in 

this context. Although technological innovation offers a relatively comprehensive framework for 

mechanism design, its inherent attributes and value orientation prevent it from independently 

undertaking the task of systemic rural sustainable development. In contrast, social innovation 

demonstrates insightful explanatory power and practical applicability in addressing the complex 

challenges faced by rural areas. This is evident in the following key areas: 

First, there are fundamental differences between their innovative cores and value orientations. 

Technological innovation is rooted in the knowledge economy and breakthroughs in technology. Its 

core logic lies in using technological iterations to promote economic growth and enhance market 

competitiveness (Kandel et al., 2025). Essentially, it focuses on creating private value and maximizing 

the benefits for those with limited purchasing power. On the other hand, social innovation aims to 

address complex social issues, meet practical needs, and address the challenges faced by marginalized 

groups, embodying a people-oriented approach to innovation (Bataglin and Kruglianskas, 2022). Its 

value orientation is to create shared value and improve the well-being of society as a whole, particularly 

for vulnerable and marginalized communities (Bitencourt et al., 2024). This non-utilitarian value 

orientation determines that technological innovation can only serve as a technical tool for rural 

revitalization, providing support but unable to replace social innovation as the driving force behind 
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comprehensive rural development. Second, the consideration of inherent tension between market 

mechanisms and the characteristics of rural areas. Technological innovation is highly dependent on 

economic rationality and market-driven mechanisms. However, rural areas generally possess inherent 

traits such as high investment costs, numerous interwoven issues, and long return periods (Georgios 

and Barraí, 2023). Under the utilitarian logic of maximizing economic benefits, market participants lack 

the intrinsic motivation to invest core resources in rural areas on a long-term basis, which can easily 

lead to market failures (Q. Zhang et al., 2023). Even when technological innovation strives to balance 

economic and social benefits, the nature of its economic logic makes it difficult to ensure that various 

stakeholders make sustained and stable efforts in addressing long-term rural challenges (Bååth and 

Fuentes, 2025). 

Third, the depth of collaboration mechanisms among participants and the reshaping of social relations 

varies. The social dimension in technological innovation has its limitations and does not fully reflect 

the specific circumstances of rural contexts. Although recent technological innovations have 

incorporated social and ecological considerations (such as Quintuple Helix), these are often confined to 

a single aspect of the ecological environment. The primary goal remains to gain public recognition to 

justify the economic benefits of the technological advancements. Meanwhile, within this framework 

(such as Quadruple Helix), the public often serves merely as a discourse or supervisor of innovation, 

remaining in a passive position that receives feedback from the periphery without substantial 

involvement. In contrast, social innovation encompasses a comprehensive approach to sustainable 

development goals that includes ecological aspects and advocates for innovation and change in social 

relations (Moulaert, Simmons and Parra, 2024). It emphasises collaboration among various stakeholders 

based on a shared vision and values aimed at addressing challenging rural issues and enhancing public 

welfare. This involves genuine participation from civil society, empowerment, and collaborative 

governance, thereby continuously providing resources and intrinsic momentum for rural development. 

Finally, considering the compatibility of the systematic ecological paradigm with the complex rural 

environment. In comparison to other derived innovation paradigms such as User Innovation, Frugal 

Innovation, and Bottom of the Pyramid Innovation (Bhatti and Prabhu, 2019), these approaches, while 

highly valuable for targeted projects in specific fields, lack the systematic ecological framework 

inherent in social innovation, usually hard to integrate various elements and value orientations in an 

organic manner (P. B. Appiah and H. M. Grimm, 2025). Rural areas are localized environments deeply 

embedded in diverse cultures, complex historical contexts, and social relationships, characterized by 

high environmental sensitivity and dynamic complexity. Social innovation, with its inclusiveness, 

flexibility, and ability to reshape systems, demonstrates greater theoretical explanatory power and 

practical guidance in addressing the diverse needs of rural communities, activating social capital, and 

promoting shifts in governance paradigms compared to other innovation approaches (Rogelja et al., 
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2023). In the subsequent development of the conceptual framework for social innovation ecosystems, 

this study will further clarify the differences and applicability between technological innovation and 

social innovation, thereby laying the groundwork for subsequent empirical discussions on the 

introduction and deepening of the concept of social innovation ecosystems. 

The city is the laboratory of Western sociology, while the countryside is the laboratory of Eastern 

sociology (Park, 1915). Precisely because rural development is deeply embedded within diverse local 

contexts, the academic community urgently needs to further enhance comparative studies on social 

innovation across different geographical settings, institutional and cultural backgrounds. This is 

necessary to continuously consolidate the theoretical foundation of social innovation and improve the 

accuracy of practical guidelines. The way out for China’s sustainable development lies in rural 

revitalization, and the key to the success of this great transformation lies in enhancing rural innovation 

capabilities by establishing a strong rural innovation system, only in this way can China achieve its 

goals of rural revitalization, poverty alleviation, improving people’s well-being, and achieving 

sustainable development (Yin, Chen and Li, 2019). Therefore, it is of decisive importance to further 

develop and explore the conceptual framework of social innovation ecosystems and its application in 

rural area, as well as to clarify the dynamic interactions and collaborative evolution mechanisms among 

multiple organizational participants in the innovation process, it play a pivotal role in guiding future 

rural governance practices and sustainable development.  

2.4.6 Social Innovation Ecosystems 
The social innovation ecosystem has been described as a theoretical approach and heuristic model 

(Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020; Gutiérrez et al., 2024). But the research of social innovation 

ecosystems is extremely scarce and the mechanism of it in promoting innovative activities are still rather 

vague (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025), only few studies that 

explicitly focus on the discourse of  ‘social innovation ecosystems’.  

 

Studies related to social innovation ecosystems usually mention the topic of value co-creation, social 

networking, and some of them using the insight of helical models of innovation from an organizational 

perspective (Rho, Wha-Joon, 2014; Bellandi, Donati and Cataneo, 2021; Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2021). 

Just like the attention on single sector perspectives, scholars also tend to understand the social 

innovation ecosystem from the perspective of social entrepreneurs, they usually pay attention to a 

conducive ecosystem in supporting social innovation capabilities or performance for social enterprises. 

Such as Audretsch et al. (2022) tries to understand social innovation ecosystems based on the important 

elements in entrepreneurship ecosystem model. Scholars developed a social innovation ecosystem at 

the perspective of social business model to guide future social entrepreneurs in social innovation 

business practise. It based on Quadruple and Quintuple Helix innovation systems incorporates the key 
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participants in Triple Helix model and core elements of civil society and environment, and emphasises 

targeted open innovation is a key element of business model innovation in society (Carayannis et al., 

2021). However, the focus on the discussion of social enterprises or social entrepreneurship, this kind 

of monolithic exclusive view ignoring other key attributes of comprehensive concept of social 

innovation (Domanski, 2018). Research on social innovation and its ecosystems shows that its 

conceptual complexity and salient features go far beyond one agent as determining factors (Domanski, 

Kaletka and Krüger, 2023).  

Some scholars have proposed a framework of open social innovation based on the concept of open 

innovation, which is nominated social innovation is a complex system concept and provide the diverse 

potential participants of social innovation. Scholars emphasising that the functions of different 

participants play in innovation are more important than the departments or organizational identities to 

which they belong (Pacheco, Turro and Urbano, 2025). In a certain sense, this indirectly implies that in 

the complex context of the innovation ecosystem, any participant may become the subject of innovation 

promotion, and roles are flexibly allocated according to the functionality played in innovation. To a 

certain extent, it breaks the dominant setting of the functions and roles of authoritative institutions in 

technological innovation and reflects the true multi-role participation under social structure, rather than 

the limited participation of the public as a social discourse background. Other scholars have also 

highlighted the importance of participatory governance and the use of digital technologies by civil 

society and other non-profit organizations for the sustainability of social innovation, especially in rural 

areas (Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 2025; Jareh, 2025). 

Scholars maintain that social innovation consists of multi-actors, they tend to use general approaches 

to clarify social innovation ecosystem. Like Pel et al. (2020) and Andion et al. (2022) through cross-

border mapping and platform construction tracking approach tried to explore network configuration of 

social innovation ecosystem in transnational and public area. Domanski et al. (2020) claims that social 

innovation will trigger social change through social practice (Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020; 

OECD, 2025), they focuses on the main role of the reconfiguration and combination of social innovation 

ecosystems in cross-sectoral cooperative practices in promoting social innovation governance structures 

and cooperative actions. It has the similarities with design thinking in building social innovation 

ecosystems, they all value the development of social innovation on existing configurations of practices 

and resources, stressing the significance of multi-actor collaboration and social innovation 

infrastructures (Bijl-Brouwer and Malcolm, 2020; Ding et al., 2025).  

 

Besides network perspectives, the ecosystem perspective also highlights governance patterns, 

potentially supportive infrastructure, and factors that hinder and support social innovation in the social 

innovation ecosystem, which indirectly emphasised the mutual penetration or influence of the 
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contextual sensitivities within a particular ecosystem (Moulaert, Maccallum and Hillier, 2013; 

Christoph Kaletka, Mona Markmann and Pelka, 2016; Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020; Terstriep, 

Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; Burton, Pikkemaat and Dickinger, 2025). Scholars mentioned three core 

elements named actors, institutional and networks (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; Pinto et 

al., 2024). It suggests the need to identify the main players, while showing that innovation does not 

occur in isolation, but to analyse network actors in a specific sociocultural context. Due to the 

inadequate of social innovation institutional in most countries (Chatzichristos et al., 2023), the relevant 

social innovation supports (policies and infrastructure) is relatively insufficient, social innovation often 

faces the problem of sustainability and diffusion (Howaldt, Domanski and Kaletka, 2016; Domanski, 

Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020). Scholars hold the perspective of regional development and regional 

innovation systems to further understand social innovation ecosystems (Terstriep, Rehfeld and 

Kleverbeck, 2020; Pinto et al., 2024; Bosworth, McAreavey and Kennedy, 2025) , especially stressed 

the significance of further understanding social innovation ecosystems through the perspectives of rural 

area (Millard and Fucci, 2023; Celik et al., 2024). 

Although the concept of ecosystem is widely used, there is still a lack of unified consensus in the 

discussion and research of social innovation ecosystem. These problems are mainly highlighted in the 

fragmentation of its conceptual definition and theoretical basis, and the failure to effectively 

dialectically integrate and build a collaborative mechanism for interdisciplinary innovation ecosystems 

and social innovation ecosystems. This directly affects the theoretical construction and understanding 

of the dynamic mechanism of the social innovation ecosystem and brings challenges to the further 

measurement and evaluation of social innovation and its sustainability in solving the sustainable 

development goals and further model replication and diffusion in the future (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). 

Due to the lack of attention and discussion on its systematic approach to social innovation, scholars 

have proposed the importance of integrating interdisciplinary wisdom to understand and develop social 

innovation ecosystem mechanisms. Even so, only few contributions have explored the connection 

between social innovation concepts and helical models of innovation (Bellandi, Donati and Cataneo, 

2021b), and there is often a lack of in-depth and rigorous discussion of the two fields, the ecosystem of 

social innovation that promote their respective innovative activities are still rather vague (Terstriep, 

Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020).  

2.5 Research Gaps 

Firstly, research on social innovation has predominantly focused on the micro level, with many 

empirical studies concentrating on individual or organisational perspectives, often with an emphasis on 

social entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, the essence of social innovation is inherently multi-faceted, 

extending well beyond the scope of individuals and organizations (Domanski, Kaletka and Krüger, 2023; 
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Phillips, Luo and Wendland-Liu, 2024). Consequently, while social entrepreneurship plays a crucial 

role, it should not be conflated with social innovation itself but rather viewed as one of several catalysts 

within a large system (A. C. M. Sottini, Zupic and Giudici, 2025).   

Secondly, there is a noticeable shortfall in the exploration of multi-actors innovation dynamics of social 

innovation (Pel et al., 2020; Bataglin, 2021), especially in empirical research on social innovation 

empowering regional rural development, more exploration of its dynamic mechanisms from a holistic 

systems perspective is required (Nordberg, Mariussen and Virkkala, 2020; Kasumaningrum et al., 2024). 

Scholars mentioned that some of the most pioneering endeavours in social innovation are situated at the 

confluence of various sectors  (Murray, Caulier-Grice and Mulgan, 2010). This perspective marks a 

shift away from narrow sector-specific viewpoints towards a broader appreciation of the interplay and 

collaboration between different organisational or sectoral entities, deeply rooted within specific socio-

cultural contexts (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; Cunha, Silva, et al., 2025). The complexity 

of rural contexts provides an appropriate research field for in-depth analysis of their systematic 

operating mechanisms. 

Finally, the study of social innovation ecosystems is still in its infancy, with the dynamic mechanism 

through which they foster innovation remaining somewhat unclear (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 

2020; Perikangas, Kostilainen and Kainulainen, 2024). There  is a growing recognition of the need to 

understand the intricate interplay and co-creation within social innovation ecosystems, as well as the 

need for appropriate governance frameworks (Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020; Yoon and Ho, 

2025). Since technological innovation has been relatively focused on the development of its systematic 

mechanism, taking insight through across interdisciplinary approaches is encouraged (Morawska-

Jancelewicz, 2021; Muñoz-Morales, Taboada and Rueda Varón, 2024). Nevertheless, research adopts 

systematic approaches through the lens of helical models of innovation to developing and understanding 

social innovation ecosystems often lacks dialectical clarification and discussion of its applicability and 

compatibility in the social innovation ecosystem, result in fail to integrate two domains wisdom.  

The recognition of these gaps suggest a paradigm shift in social innovation research from micro-level 

analyses to macro perspectives, highlighting the need for a more systematic perspective underlined by 

inter-disciplinary insights (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2020; P. B. Appiah and H. M. Grimm, 

2025b). Therefore, the most urgent issue for the social innovation ecosystem is based on the 

interdisciplinary system mechanism, that is the systematic approach of helical models of innovation, to 

develop a social innovation ecosystem framework that is comprehensive, compatible, flexible and 

adaptable to different social context, and dialectically integrates and retains the common theoretical 

depth of both. This framework needs to have the flexibility to adapt to a variety of complex social 
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contexts, while clarifying and covering the core innovation genes of social innovation, key components, 

and the coordination of dynamic mechanisms between them. 

2.6 Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations 
2.6.1 Methods of Integrating Interdisciplinary Theoretical Mechanisms 
The research will follow the approach inspired by Jaakkola (2020) practical strategies for conceptual 

research to organize literature review for these two parts and reconceptualising social innovation 

ecosystem. Conceptual research differs from empirical studies in that it primarily relies on literature 

review, leveraging existing concepts and theories rather than experiential data. Although similar to 

literature reviews, conceptual research uses them as tools to achieve broader objectives, rather than as 

ends in themselves. Jaakkola (2020) identifies two main goals of conceptual papers: first, to investigate 

phenomena that existing research has not sufficiently explored, and second, to refine underdeveloped 

concepts, theories, or research domains. This research aligns with the latter objective, as seek to enhance 

the conceptualization of social innovation by adopting a systemic perspective. To achieve this, the 

researcher follows Jaakkola’s (2020) recommendation of employing the theory adaptation method in 

our conceptual paper.  Theory adaptation entails ‘changing the scope or perspective of an existing theory 

by informing it with other theories or perspectives’ (Jaakkola, 2020, p. 22). In the process of theory 

adaptation, Jaakkola emphasises the importance of distinguishing between two categories of theories: 

domain theory, which is concerned with a specific body of knowledge within a substantive field, and 

method theory, which acts as a higher-order framework for examining the relevant issues of the domain 

theory.  

According to Jaakkola (2020), the theory adaptation includes several crucial steps. The rest of the paper 

will be organized around these four steps. First, the initial phase in a theory adaptation study involves 

selecting the theory or concept to be examined or adapted, which in our case is the concept of social 

innovation, designated as the domain theory. This step entails a thorough review of the concept, 

followed by a critical assessment to identify any existing gaps or issues related to the concept. Second, 

to address the identified gaps, we introduce a theoretical framework known as the method theory, which 

offers a new perspective to re-interpret the domain theory. It is crucial to thoroughly justify the selection 

of the method theory, particularly in terms of its capability to bridge the gaps in the domain theory. 

Specifically, the researcher adopts the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems (Cai, 2022) as 

our method theory. The researcher will demonstrate how the Neo-Triple Helix model enriches the 

concept of social innovation by broadening its scope from the micro and meso levels to include a macro 

perspective. Finally, applying the method theory as a new analytical lens allows us to discover and 

thoroughly articulate new facets of the domain theory. This involves conceptualization of social 
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innovation ecosystems by re-theorizing social innovation through the lens of the Neo-Triple Helix 

model of innovation ecosystems. 

2.6.2 The Evolution of the Helical Models of Innovation 
2.6.2.1 Triple Helix model  

The emergence of the Triple Helix model provides a solution to the threat of regional deindustrialization 

brought about by globalization, and if the region is to maintain sustainable competitive advantage, it is 

necessary to continuously develop a knowledge-based economy and innovation system that brings the 

university, industry and government closer together (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 2000; Rossoni, de 

Vasconcellos and de Castilho Rossoni, 2024), become a model based on knowledge structures 

(Leydesdorff and Etzkowitz, 1996, 1998; Leydesdorff and Meyer, 2006), the role of universities as 

knowledge production is emphasised (Leydesdorff, 2012a; Natário, Couto and Almeida, 2012; Forliano, 

De Bernardi and Yahiaoui, 2021; Flores et al., 2024),and the achievement of results depends on the 

effective construction and transfer of knowledge (Park and Stek, 2022).  

 

The most enlightening aspect of Triple Helix model is its understanding of the dynamics of innovation 

in a non-linear way, which emphasises the interaction process between (more diverse) actors in national, 

sectoral and regional information systems (Schot and Steinmueller, 2018; Zhou and Wang, 2023). Triple 

Helix model uses a DNA metaphor, Etzkowitz defines the linkage mechanism of the university-

industry-government from neo-institutional theory, and further clarify its identity attributes with 

knowledge, consensus and innovation space (Etzkowitz, 2008), the separate academic, industrial, and 

governmental domains and the "flow of knowledge" between them are the foundation of institutional 

definitions of the Triple Helix (Leydesdorff and Etzkowitz, 1998; Chaudhary et al., 2024). And 

Leydesdorff uses neo-evolutionary theory further clarified the specific functions of knowledge 

production, wealth creation and normative control (Leydesdorff, 2012a). These two viewpoints are 

shaped the innovation dynamics among universities-industries-governments, and the core mechanism 

of them is ‘taking the role of the other’, this overlap of each other's identities indirectly reflects the 

frequency of their interaction mechanisms (Cai and Etzkowitz, 2020; Cai, 2022; Austin and Jones, 

2024). Therefore, the Triple Helix model is ‘a synthesis of evolution on the vertical axis and circulation 

on the horizontal axis’ (Etzkowitz, 2008), and it means that their functions are constantly evolving and 

choosing as the environment and system change. 

 

Although Triple Helix model referred to both between top-down and bottom-up initiatives in functional 

mechanisms and civil society was encouraged to play an active role (Cai and Etzkowitz, 2020), it 

focuses more on technology to create the impossible (Leydesdorff, 2012b) and the transformation of 

technological innovation into business operations to promote national and regional economic 
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competitive advantage. So far, the Triple Helix model have provided an effective mechanism for 

national and regional competitiveness, but with the emergence of diverse social issues and challenges, 

some researchers claim that the existing framework of R&D and national innovation systems for 

science, technology and innovation policy is ignored to address environmental and social challenges 

(Schot and Steinmueller, 2018a; Park and Stek, 2022), under such open questions, the focus on Triple 

Helix began to progress towards more spirals. 

2.6.2.2 The Quadruple Helix and Quintuple Helix innovation systems 

The Quadruple and Quintuple Helix explicitly refer to this socio-ecological transformation of the 

economy, society and democracy (Carayannis, Barth and J, 2012; Rabelo Neto et al., 2024). The 

Quadruple Helix is ‘media-based and culture-based public’ emphasised of knowledge democracy and 

knowledge society, and the Quintuple Helix is referring nature environment of social ecology 

consideration (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009, 2010; Carayannis, Barth and J, 2012). Scholars 

emphasises the concern for the public and social ecology in the context of society, and integrates its 

model into the open innovation in the Industry 5.0 scenario to further practice to explore the knowledge 

transfer process of ‘human-centred industrial paradigm’ (Carayannis et al., 2022; Sivarajah, 2023; 

Troisi, Visvizi and Grimaldi, 2024). Generally, the transition from the Triple Helix model to the 

Quadruple and Quintuple Helix innovation systems mainly reflects five conceptual shifts (Carayannis 

and Campbell, 2009, 2010, 2019a, 2019b; Carayannis, Barth and J, 2012; Carayannis, Draper and 

Bhaneja, 2021; Carayannis, Campbell and Grigoroudis, 2022) :  

First, the first point is the concept of innovation, which has been transformed from the techno-economic 

category to the concept of social ecology, that is, innovation not only revolves around the category of 

technological innovation in order to improve the overall competitiveness of the economy, but places 

innovation in a broader social and ecological context. Second, the second point is the Mode of 

knowledge structures, that is, the evolution of innovation around the knowledge economy (Mode 1 and 

Mode 2) has changed into co-evolution of innovation with knowledge society and knowledge 

democracy (Mode 3). Third, the third point is the innovation actor/agent, which has developed from a 

science and technology-based knowledge institution around the university-industry-government to the 

impaction of broader knowledge organizations or group in public society such as the resonance of 

science universities and art universities in innovation participation. Firth, the fourth point is the concept 

of innovation systems, innovation systems gradually represent towards innovation ecosystems with co-

evolve between innovation networks and knowledge clusters, and shows a ‘multi-layered, multi-modal, 

multi-nodal and multi-lateral ‘system interaction of social ecology. Finally, the fifth point is the concept 

of industrial context, which translates from the technological innovation focus of Industry 4.0 to 

Industry 5.0, where people and technology complement each other and are oriented towards solving 

broader social problems. 
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2.6.2.3 The debates 

The development of helical models of innovation triggers some debates about the innovation trilogy. 

Behind the debates relate to helical models of innovation actually shows that on the one hand, the 

development of innovation model is inevitable evolve towards complex and multi-dimensional 

ecosystems’ consideration; and on the other hand, the essence behind the debates is essentially about 

the problems of how to develop a synergistic and compatible innovation ecosystem which properly 

organized the key components and their innovation dynamics.  

Scholars argue that the concept of Triple Helix model does not explicitly incorporate the two broader 

concepts of knowledge democracy and social ecology into the main dimensions of innovation 

(Carayannis and Campbell, 2010; Carayannis, Draper and Bhaneja, 2021) and triggers the discussion 

about whether to add higher-level spiral dimensions. Etzkowitz and Zhou have proposed the Triple 

Helix twin using the Chinese concept of 'yin and yang', that is, another triple-helix university-public-

government parallel to the original one dedicated to achieving social considerations for economic and 

sustainable development (Etzkowitz and Zhou, 2006), the main idea is still not to break the balance of 

the main components between the original three spirals. Recently, Leydesdorff and Smith claimed that 

too many helices may cause unnecessary confusion, and the next level of a leap (e.g., to Quadruple, 

Quintuple or n-tuple helices) can be broken up and reconstituted into interacting triple helices. For 

example, in the case of four helices A, B, C and D, ABC, ABD, ACD and BCD can be distinguished, 

and each triplet can generate synergies (Leydesdorff and Smith, 2022). However, some scholars believe 

that democracy (Quadruple Helix) and ecology (Quintuple Helix) represent the essence and basic 

principles of Quadruple and Quintuple Helix innovation systems, without the consideration of these 

two dimensions, there will be Quadruple and Quintuple Helix innovation systems, and spiral 

reconstruction is not an abstract game (Carayannis, Campbell and Grigoroudis, 2022), and this 

seemingly efficient and convenient integration may reduce the dynamics involving the innovation of 

other participants in the formation and development of the multi helix model (Park and Stek, 2022). 

Among these complex discussions, Cai develops Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystem 

which gives a heuristic model to solve the problems of innovation dynamic mechanism between multi-

spirals in an effective systematic framework while proper maintain their kernel innovation attributes. 

2.6.2.4 Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems 

Seeking to theorise the mechanisms underlying innovation ecosystems, Cai (2022) conceptualises the 

Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems, highlighting the complexity of multilayered 

interactions that drive innovation in society. This model integrates the Triple Helix (Leydesdorff and 

Etzkowitz, 1998) Quadruple Helix (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009) and Quintuple Helix (Carayannis 

and Campbell, 2010) frameworks. In the Neo-Triple Helix model, Cai identifies two kinds of helices: 

1) the local layer of university–industry–government that foster ‘innovation genes’ and 2) the global 



57 
 

layer of interactions between innovation genes, social structures and the natural environment. These 

helices generate innovation dynamics and sustainable development dynamics, respectively. According 

to Cai (2022), an innovation system is driven mainly by innovation dynamics, but an innovation 

ecosystem requires both innovation dynamics and sustainable development dynamics.  

The model draws inspiration from Lewontin (2001) biological Triple Helix by focusing on the 

dialectical relationships among its elements, reminiscent of the interactions between genes, organisms, 

and the environment in Lewontin's theory (Cai, 2022). This influence manifests in two principal aspects: 

Firstly, Cai draws parallels between the interactive triangular relationships among genes, organisms, 

and the environment in Lewontin’s Triple Helix, and the innovation dynamics (the Triple Helix 

interactions among universities, industries, and governments), social structures, and natural 

environment in the Neo-Triple Helix model. Unlike previous models that treat the Triple Helix, social 

structures, and the natural environment as distinct entities, the Neo-Triple Helix model proposes a more 

integrated approach. It envisions a framework where multiple Triple Helix configurations, referred to 

as innovation genes, are embedded within social structures, which are themselves encompassed by the 

natural environment. This layered perspective sheds light on the intricate spatial and functional 

connections that characterize innovation ecosystems. Secondly, inspired by Lewontin (2001) who 

challenged genetic and environmental determinism, the Neo-Triple Helix model introduces the concept 

of mutual influence and co-evolution among its key components. It suggests that innovation dynamics, 

social structures, and the natural environment are interdependent, engaging in a complex web of 

interactions that shape and are shaped by each other. This model facilitates a more profound 

examination of the collaborative and conflicting forces within innovation ecosystems, underlining the 

entwined relationship between technological advancements, societal factors, and environmental 

considerations. 

From the innovation Triple Helix model to Quadruple and Quintuple Helix innovation systems to Neo-

Triple Helix innovation ecosystems, the core concept attributes of them have been pointed out above. 

Scholars used different disciplines’ metaphors according to their concept dimension, and finally in Neo-

Triple Helix innovation ecosystems reach the goal by different routes, not only maintaining the core 

conceptual norms respectively but realizing the possibility of dialectical integration. First, it adheres to 

the principle of ‘no increase unless necessary’ of Occam's razor theory, and maintains the basic stability 

of the structure between the necessary components; Second, it achieves overall compatibility similar to 

‘matryoshka dolls’, using the conceptual framework of Lewontin’s Triple Helix, retaining the Triple 

Helix model as the core innovation gene and forms a new triangular structure with Quadruple and 

Quintuple Helix, which in turn is in line with the theoretical basis of the original Triple Helix model 

namely Simmel’s dyads and triads sociological theory. Finally, as with the evolution of ‘innovation in 
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innovation’ triggered by the overlapping of innovation dynamics between the original Triple Helix 

model, the Neo-Triple Helix innovation ecosystems further achieve the evolution of ‘triads in triads’ in 

function and structure.  

Figure 2.2 presents an approximate chronological synthesis to enhance understanding and illustrates the 

conceptual foundation of the social innovation ecosystem. The Neo-Triple Helix model offers 

significant potential for conceptualising social innovation ecosystems. In the next section, we will delve 

into its complementary contributions to understanding social innovation ecosystems. 

 

Figure 2.2 The Evolution from Triple Helix Model to Neo-Triple Helix Innovation Ecosystems 

Source: the author 

2.7 Integrating the Helical Models of Innovation with Social 
Innovation and Capacity-Building 

As previously noted, the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems incorporates both 

technological and social dimensions of innovation, suggesting its potential applicability to the 

conceptualisation of social innovation ecosystems. However, because the model is primarily grounded 

in insights from technological innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystems, originating with the Triple 

Helix and extended through the Quadruple and Quintuple Helix models, its effective application to 

social innovation requires further development through integration with the specific insights and 

characteristics of the social innovation domain. 

This integration can be achieved through theoretical adaptation, such as broadening the scope the social 

innovation concept (as the domain theory) to align with the perspectives of the Neo-Triple Helix model 
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(as the method theory). The objective is to bridge gaps in social innovation research by expanding 

beyond the predominant focus on micro-level analyses to encompass broader meso and macro 

perspectives, thereby advocating for a more systematic approach. 

The potential of using the Neo-Triple Helix model to enhance the conceptualisation of social innovation 

through theory adaptation can be understood across three key dimensions. Firstly, the model emphasises 

the concept of triads as the fundamental unit of analysis, proposing that complex social innovation 

ecosystems are best examined through three-party interactions. Limiting the framework to three core 

elements aligns with Occam’s Razor—the principle that, among competing explanations, the one with 

the fewest assumptions should be preferred. In this context, it means maintaining analytical simplicity 

by avoiding unnecessary complexity, while still capturing the essential dynamics of innovation. 

Secondly, within the Neo-Triple Helix innovation ecosystems, the research focuses on two 

interconnected layers of helical interactions: innovation dynamics and sustainable development 

dynamics. These layers form the structural basis for understanding social innovation ecosystems, and 

we can identify counterparts in social innovation contexts for the specific components within each layer. 

Thirdly, the research utilizes the interactive relationship between innovation genes, social structures, 

and the natural environment in the Neo-Triple Helix model as a framework to conceptualize the 

mechanisms of social innovation ecosystems. 

2.8 Conceptualising Social Innovation Ecosystem 

When applying the Neo-Triple Helix model to broaden the concept of social innovation into the social 

innovation ecosystem, the researcher first establishes a correspondence between the core components 

of the Neo-Triple Helix model and those of the social innovation ecosystem. Subsequently, the 

researcher elucidates the relationships among these identified components. 

2.8.1 Key Components in Social Innovation Ecosystems 
Table 2.2 The Analogy between Neo-Triple Helix Model of Innovation Ecosystems and the Social 
Innovation Ecosystem 

Structures Innovation 
ecosystems 

Neo-Triple helix model of 
innovation ecosystems 

Social innovation 
ecosystems 

key components Innovation genes 1) Core role:  
universities-industries-
governments, universities 
are major roles. 
2) Innovation function:  
--universities: technical 
knowledge for economic 
benefits (entrepreneurship 
universities) 

1) Core role:  
The university-industry-
government 
play important role in 
generation social innovation. 
2) Innovation function:  
--universities: knowledge for 
social value creation (social 
entrepreneurship 
universities) 
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--industries: wealth 
creation 
（entrepreneurship） 
--governments: normative 
control (government 
control) 
3) Value proposition:   
mainly for economic 
purpose. 

--industries: economic and 
social value creation (social 
entrepreneurship; corporate 
social innovation) 
--governments: normative 
control (government 
incentives and public sector 
social innovation). 
3) Value proposition:  
embracing both social and 
economic value, social is 
primary. 

Social structures Role of civil society for 
innovation:  
discourse communication, 
knowledge democracy, 
innovation participants 
mainly emphasise user 
engagement. 

Role of civil society for 
innovation:  
collaboration, participant, 
empowerment, governance, 
innovation initiator; 

Environmental Innovation impact or 
issue of concern:  
environment 

Innovation impact or issue 
of concern:  
issue relates to sustainable 
development goals (includes 
environment) 

Relationship 
among key 
components 

Innovation genes  
and social 
structures 

both top-down and bottom 
up 
1) innovation genes display 
to social structures. 
2) social structures enable 
innovations. 

both top-down and bottom 
up 
1) innovation genes 
empowerment and 
interaction with  
social structures. 
2) social structures give 
insight or enable innovation 
genes. 

Innovation genes  
and sustainable 
development 

1) the human behaviour 
and new technologies 
produced through 
innovation genes change 
the environment. 
2) the ethos for sustainable 
development can be  
institutionalized in 
innovation genes; 

1) innovation genes by 
providing relevant expertise, 
resources, and abilities, 
through new ideas, process, 
activities, products and 
models to stimulates 
sustainable development. 
2) the solution of sustainable 
development has been 
further promoting and 
enhance the consensus and 
evolution of innovation 
genes at the institutional and 
structural levels; 

Social structure  
and sustainable 
development 

1) social actions lead to 
environmental changes. 
2) environmental 
challenges affect the value 
systems and the discourse 
of communication. 

1) civil society can promote 
sustainable development 
through collective 
intelligence and social 
actions. 
2)  the solution of 
sustainable development 
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further promotes the 
evolution at social structure 
system. 

Two 
interconnected 
layers of 
 helical 
interactions 

Innovation 
dynamics 

1) dynamics between 
innovation genes:  
‘Taking the role of the 
other’ 
2) dynamics between 
innovation genes and 
social structures:  
highlight the impact of the 
social public's knowledge 
democracy on innovation 
genes. 
3) knowledge flow: key 
information and knowledge 
come primarily from 
universities; knowledge 
mainly as the 
representative of the 
university's identity. 

1) dynamics between 
innovation genes:  
exists multi functions and 
forms but their interaction of 
how they 'taking the role of 
the other' need to be further 
clarified. 
2) dynamics between 
innovation genes and social 
structures:  
highlight 'innovation in 
social relations', multi-
actors’ interaction under 
social structures. Scholars 
emphasised the importance 
of helix model and cross-
fertilization, but their 
dynamics need to be further 
explored.  
3) knowledge flow:  
universities as main 
knowledge provider is still 
unclear, civil society may 
provide usable local 
knowledge; knowledge as 
one of the resources rather 
than representative of the 
university's identity. 

Sustainable 
development 
dynamics 

Innovation dynamics 
(innovation genes and 
social structures) regard 
towards environment. 

Innovation dynamics 
(innovation genes and social 
structures) regard towards 
sustainable development 
goals includes environment 
and broader social issues. 

Source: synthesized from (Cai, 2022) and the author 

2.8.1.1 Innovation genes 
Cai (2022) employs a gene metaphor within the Triple Helix DNA framework to illustrate innovation 

dynamics, identifying three primary dimensions: spatial, functional, and actor-related interactions. 

Spatial interactions refer specifically to the domains of knowledge, consensus, and innovation. 

Functional interactions encompass knowledge production, normative control, and wealth creation. 

Lastly, the actors involved primarily include universities, industries, and governments (UIGs). Given 

that innovation traditionally prioritises technical knowledge aimed at economic growth, universities 

occupy a crucial role within this framework. 
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While innovation genes represent the functional attributes of their respective domains, social innovation 

broadens these attributes by emphasising the creation of social or shared value rather than solely 

economic value. Firstly, universities extend beyond their conventional focus on technological 

knowledge for economic development, employing their expertise to drive innovations that address 

social challenges. This shift marks the evolution from entrepreneurial universities toward social 

entrepreneurial universities, a concept encapsulated as University Social Innovation (USI) (Bayuo, 

Chaminade and Göransson, 2020; Málovics et al., 2025). Secondly, industries expand their traditional 

wealth creation role by integrating social impact considerations. Entrepreneurship evolves into Social 

Entrepreneurship (SE), where enterprises strategically institutionalize Corporate Social Innovation (CSI) 

to simultaneously generate economic and social value through innovative business models (Dacin, 

Dacin and Tracey, 2011) (Porter and Kramer, 2011; Kramer and Pfitzer, 2016; Lorenzo-Afable, Lips-

Wiersma and Singh, 2025). Thirdly, governments move beyond their conventional regulatory and 

control functions by actively facilitating social innovation through supportive policies, infrastructure 

development, and targeted incentives (Domanski, 2018; Xin, 2026). Nevertheless, given variations in 

social innovation mechanisms across different national contexts and the existing gaps in policies and 

ecosystem structures relative to technological innovation, the role of government can either foster or 

hinder social innovation, thus warranting further investigation. 
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Figure 2.3 Innovation Genes/Innovation Dynamics  

Source: synthesised from (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 2000; Etzkowitz, 2008; Carayannis and 

Campbell, 2009; Cai, 2022; Carayannis and Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2022) and the author 

 

2.8.1.2 Social structure 
Within the Neo-Triple Helix model, social structures are described through various helical models, 

Triple, Quadruple, and Quintuple Helix, each providing distinct perspectives. The Triple Helix 

primarily considers social structures as a contextual backdrop without detailed elaboration. In contrast, 

the Quadruple and Quintuple Helix models introduce the concept of knowledge democracy, 

emphasising the role of media-based and culturally-influenced public and civil society in shaping 

innovation systems through discourse and public dialogue (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009; Cai, 2022). 

This public discourse, influenced by regional and global variations in social values and cultures, 

indirectly impacts the nature and effectiveness of innovation practices. Additionally, social structures 

are recognised as dynamic configurations of organisations and institutions with multidimensional 

internal connections (Cai, 2022; Masyuk et al., 2019). However, despite this detailed description, the 

substantive interactions among multiple actors are not deeply explored within the Neo-Triple Helix 

model. 

In the context of social innovation, social structures represent active, dynamic interactions among 

diverse actors rather than merely a passive background or discourse framework (van der Have and 

Rubalcaba, 2016; Satalkina and Steiner, 2022). These interactions involve multiple actors, institutional 

frameworks, and social networks within various societal dimensions (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Ding et 

al., 2025). Such interactions foster ‘innovation in social relations’ (Moulaert, Maccallum and Hillier, 

2013; Moulaert, Simmons and Parra, 2024), highlighting participation, collaboration, empowerment, 

governance, capability building, and resource sharing among innovation genes and civil society. This 

differs significantly from open innovation models, which primarily aim to deliver economic or 

technological value to users. Social innovation participants from civil society actively engage in bottom-

up processes, contributing local knowledge, resources, and institutional insights, thus creating a 

reciprocal relationship with traditional innovation actors at local and regional levels (Moulaert, 

Simmons and Parra, 2025; Pacheco, Turro and Urbano, 2025). 
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Figure 2.4 Innovation Genes in Social Structures  

Source: synthesized from (Cai, 2022) and the author 

Triple Helix+: This term denotes the inclusion of broader societal actors beyond traditional university-
industry-government roles, recognizing potential actor substitutions or expansions involving civil 
society. Universities themselves may also be replaced or complemented by civil society as principal 
knowledge providers, reflecting a shift towards knowledge democracy. 

 

2.8.1.3 Sustainable development 
In the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems, sustainable development is primarily 

associated with addressing environmental challenges that emerge from technological innovation. This 

model underscores the interconnectedness between the natural environment, society, and the economy, 

emphasising how innovation should consider their mutual influences. 

In contrast, social innovation is more comprehensively aligned with the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) (Sustainable Development Goals, 2015), encompassing a broader range of 
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societal needs and challenges (Humphreys and Imas, 2022; Littlewood et al., 2026). While the Neo-

Triple Helix model focuses on the environment as a driver of innovation dynamics, social innovation 

engages with diverse issues—including, but not limited to, environmental concerns. These issues span 

education, health and care, employment, housing, social capital and networks, political participation, 

and the environment, as outlined in the TEPSIE project’s integrated measurement model (Unceta, 

Castro-Spila and García Fronti, 2016). 

As such, the economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainability are integrated within 

social innovation ecosystems, giving rise to an interconnected framework comprising socio-economic 

development, institutional social structures, and both social and environmental sustainability. In 

contemporary contexts, whether through technological or social innovation, the impact of innovation 

extends beyond isolated environmental concerns to the broader socio-ecological system. This reinforces 

the understanding that sustainable development challenges must be addressed in their full complexity 

and not be reduced solely to environmental issues. 
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Figure 2.5 Innovation Genes and Social Structures relating to Sustainable development Goals  

Source: synthesized from (Cai, 2022) and the author 

 

2.8.2 Relations among Key Components 
2.8.2.1 Innovation genes and social structures 
In the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems, University–Industry–Government (UIG) 

relations are conceptualised not as a system, but as ‘innovation genes’. Social structures are seen as the 

contextual backdrop for these genes. Innovation genes are embedded in social structures, and these 

structures in turn influence and enable innovation (Cai, 2022). This interpretation emphasises the role 

of social structure as a contextual condition that shapes innovative actions. For example, in the context 

of knowledge democracy, social structure manifests as a respect for public engagement. Here, 

 
 

SDGs 
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innovation genes primarily serve economic purposes with limited participation, and innovation is 

chiefly aimed at securing economic benefits. 

In contrast, within social innovation ecosystems, the interaction between innovation genes and social 

structures is more reciprocal and substantive. It centres on empowerment, participation, and the 

transformation of social relations (Moulaert et al., 2005; Moulaert, Simmons and Parra, 2024) . The 

aim of innovation shifts towards creating social values. Social structures are not mere background 

conditions but become co-creators of innovation alongside civil society actors. Innovation may emerge 

from both top-down and bottom-up processes. 

Firstly, innovation genes support or empower civil society by providing the knowledge, skills, and 

competencies necessary for participation in socio-economic activities, particularly for vulnerable or 

marginalised groups. This occurs through education, training, employment, and community 

engagement (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2022; Campos et al., 2025). Secondly, social 

structures reciprocally contribute to innovation genes by offering unique knowledge sources, such as 

local cultural heritage (Nordberg, Mariussen and Virkkala, 2020) and intangible resources like social 

capital (Tran et al., 2024). These dynamic interactions foster ‘innovation in social relations’ through 

new relational configurations and governance models, facilitating knowledge exchange and social 

learning, thereby enhancing inclusion and mutual capacity development (Terstriep, Rehfeld and 

Kleverbeck, 2020; Moulaert, Simmons and Parra, 2025).  

2.8.2.2 Innovation genes and sustainable development 
The Neo-Triple Helix model highlights the relationship between technological innovation and 

economic development, with environmental sustainability as a secondary consideration. Innovation 

genes, through human behaviour and technological advances, alter the environment, and over time, 

sustainability values may become institutionalised within innovation genes (Cai 2022). Here, 

sustainable development is largely framed in terms of environmental concerns. 

 

In social innovation ecosystems, sustainable development encompasses a broader range of goals beyond 

the environment, including addressing pressing social issues. Rather than being guided by abstract 

ethical imperatives, social innovation aims to institutionalise practices that create shared economic and 

societal value. Innovation genes contribute by providing expertise, resources, and new ideas, such as 

novel business models, optimised processes, or new products, that support institutionalised responses 

to unmet social needs (Phills, Deiglmeier and Miller, 2008; Phillips, Luo and Wendland-Liu, 2024). 

These initiatives may stem from public or private organisations, including social enterprises (SE), 

corporate social innovation (CSI), or university social innovation (USI). 
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Conversely, successful social innovations can reshape innovation genes at institutional and structural 

levels. For example, universities may establish dedicated social innovation centres, courses, and think 

tanks; industries may integrate social innovation into their business strategies (Herrera, 2015; Tabares, 

Dionisio and Parida, 2025); and governments may formulate supportive policies, provide incentives, 

and embed social innovation within regional or national innovation systems. 

2.8.2.3 Social structure and sustainable development 
In the Neo-Triple Helix model, the mutual shaping of social structures and the environment is evident. 

Social actions drive environmental change, while environmental challenges, in turn, reshape social 

values and public discourse (Cai 2022). Economic-focused innovation that overlooks environmental 

concerns often face public scrutiny, which may prompt higher environmental awareness and 

expectations. 

 

Social innovation ecosystems extend this interaction further by actively involving civil society in 

addressing a broad range of sustainability challenges. Here, social structures are not passive but engage 

in bottom-up innovation practices. Civil society addresses social problems through collective 

intelligence and action, reconfiguring existing practices or combining resources in new ways (Howaldt, 

Kaletka and Schröder, 2016; Liodaki and Stockdale, 2025). The diffusion of successful social 

innovations can catalyse broader social change, influencing societal structures, cultural norms, 

behaviours, and institutions (Nicholls, Simon and Gabriel, 2015). Such transformative social 

innovations are vital for tackling systemic issues overlooked by markets or conventional innovation 

actors, including economic crises, pandemics, climate change, inequality, unemployment, and 

healthcare shortages (Banda, 2025; OECD, 2025). Social innovation thus serves as a key driver of social 

transformation in pursuit of sustainable development. 

2.8.3 Two Interconnected Layers of Helical Interactions 
2.8.3.1 Innovation dynamics 
The innovation dynamics in the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems involve both 

interactions among innovation genes and their relationships with social structures. The dynamics among 

innovation genes refer to the capacity of actors to ‘take the role of the other’ (Etzkowitz, 2008). In this 

context, actor identities, particularly universities, industries, and governments, are defined through their 

engagement in technological knowledge production and economic value creation. The aim of these 

dynamics is primarily to enhance economic competitiveness, as seen in concepts such as the 

entrepreneurial university or academic enterprise. In contrast, social innovation prioritises social value 

creation, although the idea of shared value, which stressed both economic and social value, is also 

recognised (Porter and Kramer, 2011; Camilleri et al., 2023). Actor identities in social innovation are 

more multifaceted, yet the mechanisms of ‘taking the role of the other’ among these actors remain 

underexplored. 
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In the Neo-Triple Helix model, innovation genes are not exclusive actors—they are seen as secondary 

players (Cai and Etzkowitz, 2020). With the inclusion of the broader public, the mission of innovation 

extends beyond economic value to include considerations of the ecological environment. However, this 

often reflects a normative advocacy of ‘knowledge democracy’ rather than tangible participatory 

processes. By contrast, social innovation entails transformation in social relations. Scholars emphasise 

cross-sectoral fertilisation among universities, enterprises, governments, and civil society (Phills, 

Deiglmeier and Miller, 2008; Montanari, 2011). As innovation becomes more socially embedded, actor 

diversity increases and dynamics become more complex and unpredictable. This complexity can disrupt 

the balance of traditional innovation gene interactions. For example, when governmental 

responsiveness lags (Cai and Etzkowitz, 2020), leadership may shift to universities and industries. In 

some cases, civil society actors may assume central roles, forming new configurations such as 

University–Industry–Civil Society (U–I–C), even if the formal participants include governments. This 

shift suggests a transition from a system-based to a super-system logic (Mair and Marti, 2009; 

Chatzichristos et al., 2023). 

These shifts in innovation dynamics have direct implications for the flow of knowledge. In the Neo-

Triple Helix model, universities are the primary source of knowledge as producers of technological 

expertise. In social innovation ecosystems, however, knowledge becomes a broader resource for value 

creation. Owing to the context-sensitive nature of social innovation, effective knowledge may originate 

from civil society. Moreover, overcoming the limitations of local knowledge is essential for inclusive 

innovation (P. B. Appiah and H. Grimm, 2025). In this sense, universities are only one among several 

contributors. The scope of knowledge also expands beyond technological domains to include 

experiential, cultural, and social knowledge aimed at meeting human needs. 

2.8.3.2 Sustainable development dynamics 
The second layer of dynamics involves sustainable development. In the Neo-Triple Helix model, this 

refers to interactions between innovation genes and social structures in relation to the natural 

environment. However, the model treats social structures narrowly focusing on how knowledge 

democracy shapes innovation through cultural and value contexts. When the environment is 

conceptualised as embedded within multiple social structures, innovation becomes a potential enabler 

of environmental stewardship (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009; Zakaria et al., 2025). Yet two 

limitations remain: (1) the model underestimates the diversity of public discourse on social concerns 

linked to innovation, and (2) it narrowly equates sustainable development with environmental issues, 

whereas environmental sustainability is only one among many sustainable development goals (SDGs). 

 

A broader understanding of sustainable development dynamics is thus required, particularly within 

social innovation ecosystems. These ecosystems engage with a wide range of social and environmental 

issues aligned with the SDGs (Littlewood et al., 2026). Public actors and core innovators alike are 
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driven by a shared mission to address sustainability challenges. Both bottom-up and top-down 

initiatives are essential. Disruptive and incremental innovations, technological or social, can foster 

sustainable development and help resolve specific challenges such as climate change, poverty, or 

employment. Addressing sustainability issues also contributes to the evolution of social systems and 

institutions, potentially leading to broader social transformations. These include movements and 

structures such as fair trade, global climate action, and international public health collaborations 

(Busacca and Coscarello, 2025). 

 

 
Figure 2.6 The Social Innovation Ecosystem  

Source: synthesized from (Cai, 2022) and the author 

 

2.8.3.3 Framework conditions 
There is one dimension that is not mentioned in Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystems but 

needs to be highlighted in social innovation ecosystems. The social innovation ecosystem is jointly 

defined by extremely diverse framework conditions, which have an impact on the traits, the design, 

SDGs 
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actors allocation, diffusion, and sustainability opportunities of social innovation (Terstriep et al., 2015; 

Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). Social innovation involves broader political, social and economic discourse 

and context embeddedness (Rösing Agostini et al., 2017), social innovation is contextually 

heterogeneous (Nicholls, Simon and Gabriel, 2015; Domanski, Howaldt and Kaletka, 2020), it is 

difficult for social innovation to be effectively and completely replicated in another social environment 

even if dual with the same social problems. Scholars call for engaging in context-sensitive consideration 

in social innovation ecosystem (Christoph Kaletka, Mona Markmann and Pelka, 2016; P. B. Appiah and 

H. M. Grimm, 2025b). This implies that the development of the social innovation ecosystem needs to 

incorporate certain framework conditions to ensure the applicability, differentiation and flexibility of 

social innovation actions in different social context. 

 

European Project TEPSIE (Theoretical, Empirical and Policy Foundations for Building Social 

Innovation in Europe) has developed an integrated model to measure social innovation at the 

national/regional macro level, the framework conditions as are one of the composite models, which are 

based on the model developed by Miles et al. (2009) in NESTA, seen as an important factor in 

measuring social innovation in different contexts. It is mainly composed of four framework conditions, 

which are political framework, institutional framework, societal climate framework and resource 

framework. Among them, the political framework mainly refers to the relevant institutions, policies, 

incentives, or interventions that promote social innovation. The institutional framework mainly refers 

to the behaviour that conforms to social values, rules, norms, and laws. The socio-climate framework 

mainly refers to the attitudes or awareness, acceptance, and general trust of innovative behaviours from 

society. The resource framework mainly refers to the relevant resources for the promotion of innovation 

and development, such as technology, financial knowledge, etc. 

Framework conditions can be understood as the pulling factors of the innovation process, which have a 

moderating effect, and they are not completely separate from each other but are interrelated, providing 

an environment for social innovation (Unceta et al., 2019; Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). Due to the 

environmental sensitivity of social innovation, framing factors may promote or hinder the process and 

outcome of social innovation in different contexts and according to specific social needs and have 

different degrees of influence on different processes of social innovation (Han, 2025). It shows the 

framework conditions may evolve at the same time as the iterative process of social innovation, enabling 

and empowering the implementation of new social innovations. Therefore, the macro contextual 

background and the first two dynamic layers may jointly determine the emergence and development of 

social innovation in a specific environment, the impact of innovation on society, and sustainability and 

other factors. Researchers define it as the third potential dynamic layer, that is, contextual dynamics.  
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Figure 2.7 The Social Innovation Ecosystems with Conditional Frameworks  

Source: synthesized from (Cai, 2022) and the author 

 

2.9 Conclusion 
The growing academic discourse on social innovation reflects a paradigm shift in innovation thinking, 

responding to the long-standing dominance of technology-centric approaches. However, compared to 

technological innovation, research on social innovation remains relatively fragmented and lacks a 

systematic theoretical foundation. Given the complex and multi-dimensional nature of social innovation, 

single sector perspectives are insufficient for explaining its innovation dynamics. This study therefore 

adopts an interdisciplinary approach to construct a theoretical framework for the social innovation 

ecosystem, integrating insights from both the social innovation literature and the Neo-Triple Helix 

model. This integration enriches the theoretical understanding of both fields. Through a theory 

adaptation approach, this study offers novel perspectives on social innovation ecosystems, contributing 

to the conceptual development of this emerging field (Jaakkola, 2020). First, it consolidates the core 

elements and characteristics of social innovation, addressing definitional ambiguity across disciplines. 

Second, it bridges two previously disconnected strands of research, innovation ecosystem models and 

SDGs 
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social innovation scholarship, through the Neo-Triple Helix model. Third, by identifying distinct 

components and proposing testable propositions, it provides a clear analytical structure that can support 

empirical investigations into actor roles, knowledge flows, and systemic interactions. 

 

Importantly, this study advances the existing models of the Triple, Quadruple, and Quintuple Helix by 

repositioning civil society and environmental considerations not as contextual elements, but as integral 

to the innovation and sustainable development dynamics. The Neo-Triple Helix model, when adapted 

to the context of social innovation, provides a more inclusive and systemic framework for understanding 

innovation processes, particularly in addressing complex societal challenges. This reconceptualization 

extends the boundaries of traditional innovation ecosystem theory by capturing the multidirectional, co-

evolutionary relationships between innovation actors, social structures, and sustainability imperatives. 

In addition to its theoretical contribution, the proposed framework also offers strong potential to guide 

empirical research. It provides a structured lens for examining actor roles, knowledge flows, 

institutional arrangements, and value creation mechanisms within social innovation ecosystems. 

Researchers can apply this framework to study how innovation is shaped by contextual conditions, how 

cross-sector interactions are configured, and how sustainable development goals are integrated into 

innovation practice. Nonetheless, this research remains theoretical in nature, with potential limitations 

related to conceptual completeness and interdisciplinary applicability. Thus, further theoretical 

refinement and empirical validation are necessary to advance the study of social innovation ecosystems. 

3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Introduction  
This chapter systematically and carefully clarified the methodological approach adopted by this 

research as the core guide principle for conducting empirical enquiry. Before the description of concrete 

methodological approach, the ontological and epistemological as the fundamental philosophy 

orientation to underpinning research are introduced. Since the philosophical orientation plays a pivotal 

role in determining the execution of research methods, through epistemological descriptions and 

comparisons of different ontological worldviews, this study mainly follows a qualitative strategy, with 

philosophical ontology and epistemology anchored in the constructivism interpretive social sciences. 

According to this, and relate the research questions and purpose of interests, which have fully stated in 

previous content, therefor the research will conduct the case study research. Case study research are 

seen as ‘a bridge across paradigms’ (Luck, Jackson and Usher, 2006), and is suitable for interpreting 

complicated phenomenon of social world, which is helpful for research to have a deep and 

comprehensive understanding of social phenomenon, it usually refers to the intersection of diverse 

interests and variables (Bryman, 2012).  
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3.2 Research Paradigm 
When we investigate the real world, we need to first think about and clarify the basis for understanding 

this real world, which is ontological, epistemological and methodology. Ontology is concerned with the 

philosophy of reality, epistemology is concerned with how we know it, and methodology is the way of 

concrete practice, they are interconnected and consistent (Krauss, 2015). Social ontological questions 

are closely related to the conduct of social research, and the formulation and conduct of research 

questions need to take into account the impact of ontological assumptions and commitments (Bryman, 

2012). They constitute the philosophical paradigm of research and as ‘basic belief system or world view 

that guides the investigation’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). A ‘paradigm’ is often a basic set of scientists' 

shared beliefs, following a research paradigm is beneficial in defining effective research (Krauss, 2015; 

Rahi, 2017). Scholars climes that ‘the objectives, scope, and nature of inquiry are consistent across 

methods and across paradigms’ (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). No matter what point the paradigm 

is based on, social sciences illustrious a well-founded view of human beings (or specific groups of 

human beings) and the environment in which they live and evolve (Biesta and Burbules, 2003).  

3.2.1 Ontology 
Ontology comes from the Greek word 'being' and relate to the philosophy of reality, which is about the 

fundamental nature of reality, i.e., the existence of ‘being’ (Djamba and Neuman, 2002). In general, 

when comes about to understudying the knowledge of the social world, there mainly exists two different 

ontological perspectives, one is the realist and some scholars also categorized it as objectivism, and the 

other is the nominalist and some scholars categorized it as constructivism (Djamba and Neuman, 2002; 

Bryman, 2012) . The central direction referred to this two different stance is the question of whether 

social entities can and should be seen as objective entities with the external reality of social actors, or 

whether they can and should be seen as social constructs established by the perceptions and actions of 

social actors (Bryman, 2012).  

Realist believe that the world is exists in ‘outside’ or extrinsic, and social phenomena face us as external 

facts that we cannot touch or influence, which means the social entities pre-existent and independent of 

human and other interpretations, it is attainable and waiting to be discovered and captured to produce 

objective knowledge (Guba and Lincoln, 1982; Djamba and Neuman, 2002; Bryman, 2012). Realist as 

well as be divided into two different directions with understanding, which includes absolute or naive 

realist and critical realist. Absolute realist believes that the natural and social sciences can and should 

employ the same methods for data collection and interpretation, they indicate the infallible scientific 

method can lead to universal laws and advocates for scientists to pay attention to external reality, this 

stance leaving little room for critical scrutiny or error (ibid). Critical realist acknowledges the reality of 

the natural order and the events and discourses of the social world and acknowledges and accepts that 

the categories they use to understand reality may be temporary (Bryman, 2012). Critical realists 
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recognize that the object of study is different from the reality that the researcher understands and 

interprets and describes, and therefore they do not believe that the nature of reality can be understood 

through observation (ibid). Therefore, although critical realist believe that reality exists objectively, all 

the measurements are imperfect, it is not easy to capture directly, and it is hard to exclude biased and 

that theoretical explanations need to be incorporated (Djamba and Neuman, 2002; Bryman, 2012). In 

addition, they identify that the form of reasoning involved in generating causal mechanisms is neither 

inductive nor deductive, but rather a retrospective reasoning (Bryman, 2012). Human pre-existing ideas, 

i.e., subjectivity and/or cultural interpretations affect our contact with reality, therefore it is necessary 

to constantly and critically examined theories and so-called universal laws (Guba and Lincoln, 1982; 

Djamba and Neuman, 2002).  

In contrary, the nominalists or constructivism agree with the position that human beings have never 

directly experienced the ‘outside’ world, the reality world is ‘intrinsic’, and reality or physical 

representations cannot be separated from human interpretation and internal subjectivity. Constructivism 

asserts that versions of social reality are changing rather than already determined, it believes that social 

reality is a continuous achievement of social actors and asserts that social phenomena and their 

meanings are constantly being done by social actors, and that social interactions can generate and 

construct meaning, and that they are in a state of constant revision (Bryman, 2012). The constructivist 

position is not extreme, and the existence of culture can precede the persistence of a particular group 

and at the same time can constantly shape each other with the participants (Bryman, 2012). In addition, 

the subjective factors of culture, history, and social environment shape the experience of the material 

and social worlds, and that there is no absolute objective knowledge of any kind (Guba and Lincoln, 

1982; Djamba and Neuman, 2002). 

3.2.2 Epistemology 
Correspondingly, the word epistemology comes from the Greek ‘epistêmê’, which imply the term for 

knowledge (Djamba and Neuman, 2002). Epistemology deals with our ontological-based philosophy of 

reality and the ways in which knowledge, or this reality is produced or known (Krauss, 2015). In terms 

of epistemology, realists hold a realism or positivism position, critical realists hold the post-positivism 

position, and nominalists hold an interpretivism or constructivism position (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; 

Crossan, 2003; Krauss, 2015). As for these belief systems, the essential distinction is that positivism 

and post-positivism emphasises the production of objective knowledge (ibid). They claim that reality is 

externalized, the empirical world is independent of our inner thoughts and perceptions, and ideas usually 

are quantitatively verified and aggregated to produce a wide range of principles and laws (ibid). The 

latter one tends to believe the explanation, subjection, and meaning-constructing of knowledge, 

Knowledge is context and time-dependent (ibid). The interpretation and subjective views of the 

observer and the observed influence and shape their words and actions, so that the reality experienced 
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by the researcher with others is co-constructed in a continuous process of interaction and interpretation 

at a particular place and time (ibid). 

The positivism paradigm often referred to as quantitative research, positivism advocates the application 

of the methods of the natural sciences to the study of social reality and beyond. Science must (and 

probably can) be conducted in a valueless (i.e., objective) way (Bryman, 2012). Positivism holds that 

the world and the universe are a single concrete reality that is deterministic and objective. With this 

paradigm, the object of study is independent of the researcher's attitude or concept, and knowledge is 

discovered and verified through science experiments that phenomena are directly observed or measured, 

and the construction of facts comes from dismantling phenomena to examine their components (Crossan, 

2003; Krauss, 2015). Scholars have criticized although this method producing useful data, the data are 

inadequate and superficial for explicating the phenomena investigated (Krauss, 2015).  

The post-positivism paradigm represents a critical realist ontological view that can be both qualitative 

and quantitative. Post-positivism assert that value is cognizable, rather than being at the two levels of 

total uselessness (positivist social science) and value-filled (interpretivist social science) (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). It acknowledges the shaping of social context, personal creation and multiple 

perceptions of people who are involved in the research and indicates that the reality independent of the 

mind is not rigid and does not exist in a vacuum (Crossan, 2003; Krauss, 2015). The post-positivism 

paradigm argues that researchers determine causality based on beliefs and interests, that concepts cannot 

be manipulated solely by quantitatively measuring facts, that the researcher and the researched are 

interactive rather than independent of each other in the research process, and the research question 

cannot be reduced to the simplest elements (ibid). 

The interpretivism paradigm is often referred to as qualitative research, used to describe epistemology 

that contrasts with positivism. The understanding of the social world based on social science-based 

interpretivism has a different research procedural logic from that of positivism based on natural science 

(Bryman, 2012) . Interpretivism is based on the idea that a strategy that respects the differences between 

humans and natural scientific objects is needed, and therefore requires social scientists to grasp the 

subjective meaning of social action (Bryman, 2012). In this cognitive paradigm, scholars argued that 

reality is not given, but is constructed in the world being interpreted, and reality is not singular but 

constitutes of multiple realties from multiple perspectives (Krauss, 2015). Researchers are often seen 

as one of the tools for acquiring real-world knowledge (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), while affirming the 

importance of the participant's life and work and the context of the study to the research. During the 

investigation, it is necessary to be as close as possible to the person being studied, and the researcher 

and the person being studied are interconnected and interactive. Generally, constructivism 

epistemologists often understand the world in terms of historical and social perspectives (Crotty, 1998), 

and that the world is created and enhanced by human beings through action and interaction (Creswell, 



77 
 

2009; Goldkuhl, 2012).  

The most used methodological distinction centres on the differences between quantitative and 

qualitative research, with qualitative and quantitative operating under different ontologies and 

epistemologies. Although there are many differences between quantitative and qualitative 

epistemologies, after all it said and done, the core debate between quantitative and qualitative is 

philosophical rather than methodological (Krauss, 2015). Different modes of study allow us to 

understand different phenomena and different causes (Deetz, 1996), the method chosen depends on 

what one is trying to do, rather than a commitment to a particular paradigm (Cavaye, 1996; Luck, 

Jackson and Usher, 2006). Therefore, the approach employed must match the specific phenomenon of 

interest (Krauss, 2015) . 

3.2.3 The Paradigm in this Research 
The fundamental belief of researchers to a large extent decides the selection of research methodology, 

this is centred in the theories perspectives of researchers (Krauss, 2015). The philosophical assumptions 

embraced by this study are nominalist interpretivism or constructivism and referred as qualitative 

research, clarification from the following points respectively.  

For the researcher herself, she claims that there is flexibility in the conception and perception of 

knowledge so that there does not exist a single objective reality but a multiple reality. therefore, the 

researcher acknowledges the reality is constructed and interpreted; reality is influenced by specific 

social conditions and contextual circumstances. Besides, the researcher recognized the logical 

interpretations based on existing knowledge of researchers and the different life and work background 

and social context of respondents makes them hold some subjective interpretations intrinsically, this 

interpretive nature constitutes a diverse perspective on real-world knowledge and social experience in 

different context. So, attempting to ‘establish validity’ in any external or objective sense is pointless 

(Nanda et al., 2004). What’s more, the researcher acknowledging the existential value of human systems 

and herself in exploring the social world and understanding the social world is shaped by the interaction 

between investigator and respondent rather than being isolated from objective reality. Despite the risk 

of bias, but actively report the value biased and ‘position yourself’ is helpful to present meaningful and 

heuristic explanations (Creswell, 2009) .  

For this research, it is appropriate to the research problem, purpose and questions of interest. First, 

qualitative research strategies confer the ability to gain deeper knowledge of organizational dynamics, 

which is relevant to understanding the nature of organizational experience, especially the process of 

organization and organizational unfolding (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013). The research problem 

of this study is closely related to social phenomena, and the research question and purpose of interest 

are mainly to discover the specific innovation dynamics of multi-actor interaction in the social 
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innovation ecosystem, which not only involves the intersection and overlap of many points of interest 

and variables (Yin, 2009), but also requires the interaction between the researcher and the respondents 

in the research process, rather than being isolated from the respondents.  

In addition, as an emerging research field, social innovation has just received a lot of attention in recent 

years, and it’s centred on the status of necessary to further explore, discover, strengthen and improve 

the construction of theoretical foundations in empirical research. Constructivism advocates the 

interaction of the researcher with the respondents rather than imposing established indicators, which 

give chance to create abundant opportunities for discovering new concepts rather than affirming existing 

ones, and the discovery of new concepts not only promotes the formation of meaning, but also has 

important implications for further strengthening, developing, and structuring existing theoretical fields 

(Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013; Krauss, 2015) . Finally, based on the core innovation characteristics 

of social innovation, social innovation emphasises and highlights different social contextual conditions, 

the practice of social innovation in different social contexts may have a certain degree of heterogeneity. 

Therefore, it is necessary for the researcher to focus on the way in which members of the organization 

construct and understand their experiences, and their actions and events of various organizations related 

to social problems in the context of the specific social world cross (Crossan, 2003), rather than on the 

number or frequency of measurable events (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013). 

3.3 Research Design: Case Study Research  
3.3.1 Research Questions and Conceptual Framework 
The main purpose of study design is to avoid situations where the evidence is irrelevant to the question 

to be studied. Even though qualitative research does not have a specific set of design methods, scholars 

have mentioned the importance of the research purpose, questions, and methods being interrelated and 

connected (Creswell, 2013). So, clarifying the question is one of the important steps in developing a 

research design. The main purpose of this study is to develop an integrated social innovation ecosystem 

and further explore the dynamic mechanism of multiple participants in the social innovation ecosystem 

through empirical research, in order to further enhance the conceptual understanding of the social 

innovation ecosystem and improve its theoretical and practical foundation. In Chapter 2, the researcher 

developed a conceptual framework of social innovation ecosystem based on theoretical foundations, 

but the research specifically focused on the innovation dynamic mechanism mentioned in the 

conceptual framework, as well as the dynamics of innovation genes and the dynamics of innovation 

genes and sustainable development. More specifically, it focused on multi-organizational participants 

and the interactions and connections between them in promoting social innovation. 

After clarifying the purpose and questions of the study, the researcher chose to use case study research 

in qualitative research as the primary research method to plan and conduct the study. Case study research 
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is generally described as a versatile qualitative inquiry that serves different research topics and purposes. 

It is adopted by many disciplines as a common method for in-depth investigation and understanding of 

complex real-world issues (phenomena, events, situations, organizations, plans, individuals, or groups) 

(Stake, 1995; Merriam, 1998; Luck, Jackson and Usher, 2006; Creswell, 2009, 2013; Yin, 2009; 

Harrison et al., 2017). Choose case study research is in line with the research questions of this study. 

Case study research is frequently tailored to some constructivist or interpretivist principles since the 

entire research process involves both subjective and interpretive elements (Creswell, 2013). It is 

primarily exploratory and explanatory, which mainly used to answer real life questions about ‘why’ and 

‘how’, and it often contains a variety of variables, and the lines between context and question are often 

blurred (ibid). Besides, it in line with the research scenarios and methods of this study. Case study 

research aims to provide a comprehensive, meaningful, and in-depth analysis of the problem or 

phenomenon of interest relate to the context. Researchers can understand and present their perspectives 

by approaching the respondent and trying to further explore through their point of view (ibid).  

Scholars mentioned the necessity of constructing a certain conceptual foundation and framework as 

well as relevant assumptions before conducting qualitative research for targeted data collection and 

analysis (Yin, 2011; Creswell, 2013). Yin (2014) mentioned theoretical construction or theoretical 

hypothesis based on the knowledge of existing subject domain before collecting data. And it is advisable 

to formulate research questions and/or propositions to select cases, determine focus, and refine 

boundaries to effectively establish these elements in the study design (Stake, 1995; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 

2009). In Chapter 2, the researcher constructed a framework of the social innovation ecosystem based 

on interdisciplinary dialectical integration to guide the development of the research. In this conceptual 

framework, it mainly consists of three components: innovation gene, social structure and sustainable 

development goals. The research mainly focuses on two mechanisms: 1) The main participants 

(innovation gene) include the government, university, enterprises and social structures (civil society 

organizations); 2) The research mainly focuses on exploring the two layers innovation dynamic 

mechanism, first, innovation dynamics, involving the interaction mechanism between universities, 

enterprises, government and civil society, and second, sustainable development dynamics, where 

participants jointly promote social innovation, that is, a mechanism to solve sustainable development 

problems. This study puts forward some preliminary hypotheses based on this conceptual framework, 

which can effectively help research analysis and valuable research findings.  

3.3.2 The Enquiry Phases and Objects 
After further confirming and clarifying the specific research purpose, questions and methods, and the 

conceptual framework to guide the research, the research cases and units are further defined to enable 

the research to be carried out in an orderly and clear manner. It is necessary to define and scope cases. 

Defining a case is critical to focusing, structuring, and managing data collection and analysis. This 
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includes selectively and concretely identifying the parameters of the case, including the participants, 

location, and/or process to be explored (MERRIAM, 2009; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2014). The researchers 

mainly used a multiple-case embedded survey method. This study focuses on two cases, the object or 

unit of analysis of a case study research may be an individual, an organization, an event or an entity, 

etc.(Yin, 2011), the definition of the unit of analysis is related to the research question mentioned 

previously, and the research question of interest indirectly shapes the specific unit of analysis. The 

embedded units of analysis in this study therefore mainly involve the university, enterprise, government 

and civil society. Specifically, the main case background of this study is China’s rural revitalization 

strategy, and the case study is selected as a representative rural revitalization village that meets the 

research question and interest, and the embedded analysis unit is different types of organizations related 

to the rural revitalization construction of the selected village. Table 3.1 simply shown the main focused 

cases selected and analysis units. The details of reasons that how and why to choose these cases and 

access to research objects will be elaborated in following sections. 

Table 3.1 Qualitative Enquiry Phases of Multiple-Case 

Qualitative  Background  Location  Cases  Embedded units 
Phases 1 
 (cases 1) 

China’s rural 
revitalization 
strategy 

Zhejiang Province 
Hangzhou 
City  

Dashigai 
Village 

The government, university 
enterprise, civil society 

Phases 2 
 (cases 2) 

Zhejiang Province 
Hangzhou 
City 

Guyan 
Painting 
Village 

The government, university 
enterprise, civil society 

Source: the author 

3.3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 
In this research, the researcher mainly uses the semi-structured interview method. Semi-structured 

interview is a form of interview that is in the middle of unstructured and fully structured interview. In 

this research, the main reason for choosing semi-structured interviews is because first, it guarantees 

investigation with a fairly clear focus to solve the specific problems relates to research questions (Yin, 

2011; Creswell, 2013). Therefore, the researcher followed the constructed conceptual framework to set 

research questions related to the research purpose and problem, and constructed the interview guide 

accordingly, and the researcher has a series of questions or specific topics, which can effectively keep 

the interview from the research topic of interest and control the interview process within a reasonable 

range. Second, a certain degree of flexibility and openness is ensured. Semi-structured interviews are 

very flexible; the interview situation can be flexibly adjusted according to the actual situation (ibid). 

The researcher did not strictly require the interviewees to answer the questions according to the 

questionnaire guidelines, includes the sequence of answering questions and some reply beyond the 

questionnaire guidelines. This was to allow the interviewees to answer as freely as possible when they 

have special thoughts from different angle and potentially shows some other key points. So, the 
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researcher gives interviewee enough leeway to answer the questions, to let them feel like a provider of 

information than just a question answerer. It is worth noting that this study has strictly implemented the 

academic Ethics Review procedures before conducting the actual visit, and the participant information 

sheet and the consent signature was provided to all respondents. This is aimed at ensuring that 

respondents’ right to know is fully protected and that their identity privacy and data security are strictly 

protected (Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2011). In addition, the study clearly promises that the use of the 

information obtained from the interviews will be strictly limited to the academic research scope of this 

paper, ensuring compliance and ethics in data processing. 

Here is necessary to mention that this study is based on interpretivist and constructivist epistemologies. 

The core of qualitative case studies lies in the depth of context, and the generative construction of 

meaning rather than hypothesis testing or statistical validation using standardized measurement tools 

(Creswell and Poth, 2016). Under this paradigm, the standardized pilot studies that are based on 

positivism and intended for the use of closed scales or to assess measurement reliability do not align 

with the naturalistic approach to studying the dynamics of complex rural societies (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). The preparatory phase in qualitative research focuses more on 

exploratory, reflective processes that are adapted to specific contexts (Kim, 2010). Therefore, this study 

adopted an exploratory pre-field work as pilot phase engagement before the official data collection, 

prior to the actual data collection, the researchers conducted informal visits and observations at the rural 

sites. On the one hand, it help researchers to fully understand the local context of rural areas, cultivate 

contextual reflection and adaptation of respondents’ communication language patterns, and build trust 

with the participants, which laid a solid foundation for the subsequent case study data collection (Blumer, 

1986). On the other hand, these effectively improve the relevance of the semi-structured interview 

questions, like the researcher made certain adjustments to the questionnaire’s questioning mode and 

structure (Kim, 2010), which ensuring that the core issues are accurately addressed in relation to local 

practices, while also preserving the essential openness and exploration possibilities that are necessary 

for qualitative research (Stake, 1995; Tisdell, Merriam and Stuckey-Peyrot, 2025).  

3.4 Research Context 
Specific village-related information, news, and images can be easily accessed in Google Search, the 

following information is a general introduction to the basic context. 

3.4.1 Dashigai Village 
Dashigai village is in the east of Daicun Town, Xiaoshan District, Hangzhou City, bordering Shimatou 

Village to the east, Daicun Village to the south, Shangdong Village to the west, and Fuxing Village of 

Yiqiao Town to the north. As the location of Daicun Industrial Park, the village’s industries are mainly 

agricultural and sideline product processing and building component production. Agricultural cash 

crops include courgettes, edamame, peppers, etc. In 2023, it passed the acceptance of the Xiaoshan 
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District Digital Village Model Village and built a digital governance platform that combines the 

blockchain credit system with the Internet of Things. The village retains the ancestral complex of the 

Qing Dynasty and the remains of lime kilns of the Ming Dynasty. The Yongxing River passes through 

the village. In 2023, it was selected into the second batch of mutually prosperous villages in Hangzhou 

and became a typical case of rural revitalization. 

The most prominent industrial representative supporting the core development of the village’s rural 

revitalization is the Yingshanhong Agricultural Science and Technology Development Co., Ltd. In 2019, 

it piloted the ‘Yingshanhong Village Governance Plan’ in Dashigai village, exploring the autonomy 

model through ‘portraits’ of villagers, and promoting the improvement of village appearance and the 

development of the ancient breeding industry. In 2020, took the lead in developing the ‘Ying Season’ 

to expand sales channels for agricultural products. In 2022, he was selected as a candidate for the 

‘Golden Bull Award’ for the leader of rural revitalization and mutual wealth in Zhejiang and has 

distributed free seedlings to Daicun Town and surrounding villages for three consecutive years starting 

from 2020, forming an industrial chain of ‘seedling supply-technical guidance-product recycling’. Its 

company united 23 villages (communities) to establish the ‘Yingshanhong’ rural wealth party-building 

coalition and cooperated with more than 30 bases in 26 counties in mountainous areas. It has led more 

than a thousand villagers to participate in planting, increasing villagers’ income by more than 3 million 

yuan.  

3.4.2 Guyan Painting Village 
Liandu Guyan painting village is in Liandu District, Lishui City, Zhejiang Province, the first ecological 

city in China. It is 23 kilometres away from the central city. The block control area has a total area of 

13.18 square kilometres and a core area of 3.91 square kilometres, including Dagantou Town, Pingdi 

Peninsula, Yantou and Baoding of Bihu Town. The town integrates landscape, history and culture. It is 

a national AAAA tourist attraction, a national water conservancy scenic spot, the site of the world's first 

batch of irrigation engineering heritage and a UNESCO heritage. It has successively won the honorary 

titles of the first batch of rural tourism maker demonstration bases in the country, the most beautiful 

nostalgia art town in the country, and the first batch of Zhejiang Province characteristic town cultural 

construction demonstration sites. It has been awarded the Zhejiang Province Outstanding Characteristic 

Town Creation Unit for three consecutive years. On September 26, 2019, it officially passed the 

Zhejiang Province ‘provincial characteristic town’ acceptance and is the only one in Lishui City. 

Guyan Painting Village is the birthplace of ‘Lishui Barbizon Oil Painting’, an art sketching base listed 

by the Chinese Artists Association, and the main creative base of the ‘Hometown of Photography in 

China’. It receives more than 150,000 sketching artists every year. The town is lined with galleries, 

homestays and other types of business shops. Nearly 500 makers have settled here for development. 

Special homestays with a strong sense of nostalgia, such as ‘Hermitage in Painting Village’, ‘Painting 
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Residence with Craftsmanship’, etc., are often popular to book among artists, digital nomads etc. 

3.5 Sampling and Participant Selection 
3.5.1 Logic and Criteria for Case Selection 
In the case study research process, scholars have mentioned the law of ‘replication’, and the number of 

item-by-item reproductions is not determined by a specific formula, but by the researcher. Yin suggests 

that even if the case study is conducted by a single scholar, it is best to conduct multiple case studies of 

even two cases whenever possible (Yin, 2011), and choosing different sites or participants in order to 

increase the possibility that the research results reflect differences or different perspectives (Creswell, 

2013).  Out of this consideration, although the research resources and time required may be beyond the 

capacity of the individual researcher, and as a single researcher needs to process more data, the 

researcher still selected two cases to maximize the diversity and validity of the study. The conclusions 

derived from multiple cases are usually more convincing, making the whole study more worthy of 

scrutiny.  

However, it is important to note that it is a mistake to think of a case in a multi-case study as multiple 

interviewees in a statistical survey or as multiple test subjects in one experiment. The main reason is 

that these two are based on different theoretical foundations, the former being the ‘replicate’ law and 

the latter being the ‘sampling’ law (Yin, 2009). It is completely wrong to apply the sampling rules of 

statistical surveys in case studies. Because the case study research does not investigate the frequency of 

occurrence of a particular phenomenon, and it involves the study of the phenomenon itself and its 

contextual relations, which will generate a large number of variables, the application of the sampling 

method to the case study will make it impossible to conduct empirical investigation on many important 

issues (ibid). Therefore, scholars refer to purposeful sampling strategy, that is, selecting cases with a 

purpose (Creswell, 2013) about the topic of interest. There are three factors that need to be considered 

in the purposive sampling method, they are about who is selected as the research participants (or 

location), the specific type of sampling strategy, and the sample size to be studied. Below the researcher 

will introduce in detail the specific reasons and details of case selection and sampling based on these 

points. 

3.5.2 Typology of Sampling Strategies  
Due to the vast territory of China, researchers mainly focus on the rural revitalization practice in 

Zhejiang Province. Zhejiang has always been in the country's leading position in existing revitalization 

practices. It is the first place in China to create beautiful countryside. It took the lead in implementing 

the ‘Thousand Village Demonstration and Ten Thousand Villages Improvement’ project in 2003. Over 

the past 20 years, Zhejiang has insisted on drawing a blueprint to the end and continued to polish the 

golden business card in rural revitalization practice. Nowadays, thousands of villages in Zhejiang ‘each 
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have their own beauty, and the beauty is shared’, give full play to the leading role of rural revitalization, 

accelerate the construction of a new pattern of rural revitalization of ‘a future for thousands of villages, 

common prosperity for thousands of villages, and harmonious beauty across the region’, create a high 

quality rural revitalization demonstration province, comprehensively promote the revitalization of rural 

industries, talents, culture, ecology, and organizations, and accelerate the development of a new 

provincial practice path for comprehensively promoting rural revitalization and realizing agricultural 

and rural modernization. Even so, Zhejiang Province is equivalent to a European country, and it is 

difficult for a single researcher to cover and obtain all the towns and their practices. Therefore, the 

researchers further anchored Hangzhou, the provincial capital of Zhejiang. However, Hangzhou still 

contains countless villages and towns. When considering case selection, researchers must not only think 

about its typicality and prominence, and its relationship with the research problem, but most importantly, 

how to enter the case purposefully and selectively. The researchers mainly used the comprehensive 

consideration of three strategies to conduct purposive sampling, namely snowball chain, convenience, 

criterion.  

Because this study explores the innovative dynamic mechanism of multiple organizations in the social 

innovation ecosystem, mainly involving the government, enterprise, university and civil society. For 

this reason, it is relatively easier to start with the organization and then use a snowballing method to 

further discover other interactive organizations related to the organization that are committed to rural 

revitalization related to the case. Scholars mentioned that using snowball and chain can more effectively 

identify cases of interest from people you know, using the researcher’s social relationships and social 

capital, because these people know which cases are rich in information (Creswell, 2013). At the same 

time, as a single researcher, there is another strategic consideration when using strategies, which is for 

the accessibility and convenience of research, convenience can save time, money and energy as much 

as possible for individual researchers, but it may have a certain impact on information and credibility.  

Therefore, the researchers conducted sampling by anchoring the most authoritative organization rather 

than any random organization. The projects carried out by authoritative organizations have certain social 

credibility and government compliance. At the same time, they have rich resources, experience and 

information. The projects they carry out are important projects with influence at the municipal level and 

even the country. Therefore, case selection based on experience recommendations from authoritative 

organizations can not only meet research standards, but also greatly improve the quality and credibility 

of case selection. Most importantly, the cooperation and interactive organizations related to the research 

goals recommended by authoritative organizations are also the most representative, further improving 

the level of participants. Scholars mentioned the sampling levels of qualitative research, that is, 

researchers can sample at the site level, event or process level, and participant level (Creswell, 2009, 

2013). Based on this, the researcher mainly starts from the university. In China, relevant units and 
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personnel at the government level are difficult to easily access, and the office environment is relatively 

serious, formal and closed, making it difficult for independent researchers to directly connect. As public 

organizations, the university not only have a certain degree of authority and social representation, but 

the researcher can establish relationships with relevant professionals more flexibly and easily. At the 

same time, the university have close ties with the government. The entry of sample selection through 

the university can more effectively directly understand and contact key government personnel related 

to the case, so as to improve the accuracy, effectiveness and authority of sample selection.  

In Hangzhou, there are two top main influenced universities that are famous at home and abroad. One 

is Zhejiang University and the other is China Academy of Ar. The researcher has focused primarily on 

the China Academy of Art as the starting point for snowballing samples. Due to questions of interest in 

the research, this study focuses on social innovation ecosystem rather than technological innovation. 

Comparably, Zhejiang University’s mainly focus on technological and economic aspects. In an 

ecosystem where the helical models of innovation is constantly opening and evolving towards the social 

dimension, scholars have mentioned that compared to technical universities, the existence of art 

universities in promoting innovation and solving social problems has always been ignored (Carayannis 

and Campbell, 2019a). Social innovation is innovation dedicated to solving social problems and 

meeting social needs rather than meeting the market and technical economic benefits related to limited 

beneficiaries. Therefore, it is more constructive and research meaningful to explore the role of artistic 

university in social innovation dedicated to rural revitalization. In addition, for establishing authority 

and accessibility for qualitative research, and building of rapport (Creswell, 2013), the researcher were 

introduced in my research journey in Chapter 1.  

3.5.3 Research Participants and Sample Size 
This study mainly involves 12 participants, who are key organizational representatives of the 

government, university, enterprise, and civil society organizations involved in the rural revitalization of 

the two villages. To balance the principle of privacy protection in academic ethics with the authority 

and authenticity of qualitative research, the specific personal names and precise titles of the respondents 

have been anonymized in this text, and they are presented based on primary organizational affiliations. 

However, it should be emphasised that the 12 core respondents selected are all authoritative experts, 

industry leaders, and key actors who have actively participated in local rural revitalization and spatial 

development initiatives. The groups interviewed included key individuals from the China Academy of 

Art, local leading agricultural technology enterprises, such as Hangzhou Yingshanhong Agricultural 

Technology Development Co., Ltd., as well as those from private enterprises involved in tourism and 

culture industries, and from local government like rural agricultural departments and resort management 

committees, and key participants  from semi-civil society and semi-governmental organizations such as 

women’s federations, village Party branches, and oil painting associations. It is necessary to mention 
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that several respondents possess cross-sectoral roles, however, these roles are all related to rural and 

regional development. In promoting rural revitalization, their extensive professional expertise and 

practical experience in local contexts provide robust empirical support for this study from a credible 

and multi-dimensional perspective. Table 3.2 presents the information about the participants’ 

organizational type. 

Table 3.2 Participants Information 

Representative Code Organizational Type  
I1 Higher education and enterprise 
I2 Private enterprise and civil society 
I3 Private enterprise 
I4 Civil society and local government  
I5 Civil society and local government 
I6 Local government 
I7 Local government 
I8 Private enterprise  
I9 Private enterprise and civil society 
I10 Higher education and local government 
I11 Civil society  
I12 Civil society  

 

3.5.4 Discussion about Saturation, Purposive Sampling, and Positionality 
In the methodological framework of qualitative case studies, the assessment of sample size and data 

adequacy should not follow the statistical representativeness principles used in quantitative research. 

Instead, it should be based on the depth of interpretation and the amount of information that the data 

provide for the exploration of key research questions (Yin, 2009). Many qualitative methodology 

scholars point out that, in deep case studies of specific complex social phenomena, the pursuit of an 

absolute comprehensive saturation often leads to conceptual limitations (Braun and Clarke, 2013, 2021). 

Scholars introduced the concept of theoretical sufficiency, a more operational and interpretive 

methodological approach. He argued that the goal of qualitative research should be to gather sufficient 

depth of information to support and clarify the core concepts and causal mechanisms, rather than simply 

focusing on the quantity of samples (Dey, 1999; Malterud, Siersma and Guassora, 2016). This view is 

accord with information power as proposed by scholars, they points out that the size of the sample size 

is inversely related to the amount of information required for the research (Malterud, Siersma and 

Guassora, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2021). When the data from a study can reflect and match the research 

aims and in-depth interviews, even a smaller sample size can still produce a high level of information 

power, thereby reflecting and ensuring sufficient methodological rigor. Besides, the choices made by 

respondents in case study research should be strictly aimed at achieving a thorough understanding of 

the case context, organizational collaboration processes, and underlying dynamics, and the 
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contextualized knowledge obtained through in-depth interviews is far more valuable than superficial, 

generalized sampling methods (Creswell and Poth, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2021). 

In terms of the selection criteria for respondents and the definition of the sample boundaries, this study 

follows the purposive sampling approach along with strategies such as key case sampling and 

snowballing methods that commonly used in qualitative case studies (Yin, 2009; Creswell and Poth, 

2016). The focus of this study is on exploring the dynamic interaction mechanisms between 

organizations within the multi-helix collaborative network for rural revitalization. Therefore, the 

respondents must be key actors who are directly involved in this cross-organizational network and 

responsible for making critical decisions and carrying out specific actions. These 12 representatives 

from the practice networks in two villages cover all the aspects necessary for driving rural 

transformation at public governance, intellectual support, market operations, and social capital 

organization systems, who serve as the core decisionmakers and actors that enable the two villages to 

achieve significant development. Therefore, this research do not include a wider range of stakeholders, 

such as ordinary villagers, non-key faculty members or temporary workers, are due to while the general 

population indirectly involved as participants or beneficiaries, they do not directly engage in the 

strategic planning processes nor play a role in making decisions related to cross-border collaboration. 

Nevertheless, the researcher also addressed issues related to the actual responses and impacts of 

grassroots during interviews with organizations, this effectively supplemented the perspective on 

grassroots feedback. For example, interviews with the party members who lead the village committees 

responsible for organizing, coordinating, and mobilizing villagers to carry out agricultural and 

collective activities. 

Meanwhile, this study follows and reflects the strategy of in-depth analysis of key individuals (Malterud, 

Siersma and Guassora, 2016). For example, special attention is given to leader I1. I1 is an expert in 

rural development and played a unique role in the implementation of rural revitalization initiatives in 

two villages based on his abundant experience and special social identity, he provided both organization 

resources and continuously involved. In this context, the in-depth interviews conducted with I1 provide 

a high level of information content and authenticity. Therefore, the boundaries of the sample group 

accurately capture the key factors that drive the development mechanisms in these two villages. This 

approach ensures that the focus of the study is maintained, while also presenting a comprehensive view 

of the core organizational networks involved in the rural revitalization process. Similarly, Yingshanhong 

Agricultural Development Co., Ltd. serves as the sole leading enterprise responsible for promoting the 

modernization of agriculture and rural areas, as well as rural revitalization in this village, it has 

extremely high popularity and represents a model within its region. In accordance with the principle of 

thoroughly exploring the information provided by key stakeholders, targeted interviews were conducted 

with the key participants to analyse both the top strategic planning and the operational aspects of the 
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business. 

In addition, in order to address the potential conflicts of interest and research biases that may arise 

regarding the composite identities represented by the researcher and respondents, this study takes into 

account the issue of the reflexivity  and information cross-checking in qualitative research (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985; Yin, 2009; Berger, 2015). To facilitate access to the field and build mutual trust, the 

researcher conducted internships at the China Academy of Art. With the introduction of a key informant 

(I1) from this institution, the researcher was able to obtain research permissions and access to the 

snowball referral entry point from authoritative cross-organizational participants. Considering the 

potential subjectivity and institutional bias arising from both the researcher's role and the cross-

organizational identities of participants, to effectively mitigate and manage potential information bias 

and conflict of interest issues, first, the researcher strictly maintain reflexivity and focus on specific 

research questions during interview design and data analysis (ibid). The interview and coding are 

tailored to serve the research questions and aims of the study, rather than defending the interests of the 

individual’s own organization alone; and second, since this study considers various perspectives from 

the government, enterprise, university, and civil organizations, it provides a basis for conducting cross-

checking of multiple statements related to the interaction process (ibid). This enables the verification of 

key facts to be done effectively, while avoiding one-sided subjective interpretations. At the same time, 

the overlapping agreements and differences in understanding among various parties are used as 

evidence to illustrate the multi-organizational interactions, which to a certain extent reduces the biases 

that may arise from individual respondents, thereby ensuring the objectivity and reliability of the 

research findings. 

3.6 Data Collection Method and Tool 
3.6.1 Interview 
This study conducted face-to-face interviews. The interviewees are willing to communicate and discuss 

face-to-face with the researcher and are very interested in the researcher's background and research 

topics. This kind of interview form allow researchers to indirectly gain insight into respondents’ true 

attitudes toward some research issues by observing their emotional changes. This lively interaction 

brings the researcher and respondents closer and establishes a certain amount of trust. Because the 

establishment of good relationships helps the researcher obtain more potentially valuable information, 

and at the same time, the interviewees recommend relevant key interview figures, which helps the 

researcher improve the efficiency of the interview. Up to now, the researcher and the interviewees have 

maintained good contact. They are very concerned about the researcher's research progress. At the same 

time, the researcher has also been paying attention to the further development of the villages which are 

investigated. 



89 
 

A total of 12 interviewees were interviewed in the two cases of this study. The interview duration for 

each interviewee was about 40 minutes to an hour. Among them, the interview time for particularly 

important organizational figures, such as authoritative figures from the university and government, who 

play a major role in coordinating and promoting bridge-building in rural development, will be relatively 

longer. In some interview scenarios, because they are the key figures introduced by them, other relevant 

interviewees hope to have their presence during the interview. When the researcher interviews the 

interviewees, they sometimes exchange each other’s ideas. This adds a certain richness to the interview 

data collection and obtains the difference in perspectives on the issues under the two organizational 

identities. The researcher did not isolate them to conduct isolated interviews when this happened, but 

they did not influence each other’s speeches and opinions, because they had also established 

relationships other than work in previous interactions. Although they were in different organizational 

fields, they respected each other’s organizational positions and were very concerned about local 

development. 

In addition, interviewee who as key organizational figures and involved in rural construction for both 

villages were interviewed to shared insights into the two cases, and the interview time last from one to 

two hours because of special identity. What needs to be further clarified about the organizational 

identities of the interviewees is that although the interviews involved four organizations in the research 

design, the researcher intended to interview one or two main key figures who can represent each 

organization. However, based on the background, functional abilities, and social identities of some 

figures, they often also have other identity functions at the same time. For example, the person in charge 

of a business organization also performs part of the functions of the government or part of the functions 

of a civil society organization. The reason for having these functions, in addition to the formal 

appointment, also includes their own initiative for rural construction and obligations beyond their own 

functions, which stems from their passionate for the countryside and their sense of responsibility for 

rural construction. So, interviewing them represents part of a multi-organizational interview at the same 

time. 

3.6.2 Interview Questions 
The questionnaire for this study was designed based on the conceptual framework established in 

Chapter 2. All questions revolve around the research purpose and questions of the study. The content of 

the questionnaire mainly followed the relevant content of the theoretical framework mentioned above. 

The researcher designed 4 questionnaires for interviewees (the university, government, enterprise and 

civil society). Except for differences in organizational perspectives, the overall questionnaire used the 

same questions, with only very few nuances. The purpose of this is to verify the consistency of the 

answers to the same question or phenomenon between these organizations, so that they can form multi-

angle evidence to corroborate each other, so as to discover the main commonalities and differences from 
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different angles. This also embodies the characteristics of the evidence triangle in a certain sense. 

Besides, the questionnaire is divided into three parts, with a total of about 16 questions and 3 open-

ended questions. The three open-ended questions are flexible. The researcher will selectively ask 

questions according to the situation and the identity of the interviewee during the specific interview. 

Finally, at the beginning of the questionnaire, the researcher gave a definition of social innovation and 

introduced it to the respondents. The reason for this is that the concept of social innovation is relatively 

unfamiliar in China. It lacks an overall clear theoretical introduction and in-depth research and has not 

been incorporated into a clear national or regional governance innovation system. Therefore, most 

organizations have a vague concept of social innovation, even though the practical affairs they are 

engaged in are already practicing the substantive core of social innovation, they lack a higher-level 

theoretical refinement, understanding and generalization behind the practice. Therefore, the researcher 

introduced this concept at the beginning of the questionnaire to give them a certain understanding of 

the innovation paradigm of social innovation. 

Interestingly, in the cases interviewed, the interviewees were very interested in the consistency between 

the concept of social innovation and the practices they engaged in. They believed that the researchers 

provided theoretical guidance for their practice content and hoped that the researchers would further 

use this theoretical framework to inspire, elaborate and define their rural development and innovation 

practices in the future. When completing the design of the questionnaire, in order to ensure the 

feasibility of the questionnaire, the researcher communicated with a well-known professor in the field 

of innovation in academia. He believed that the scholar's questionnaire was feasible in guiding the 

qualitative research of this study. 

Table 3.3 provides the content of the questionnaire from the perspective of the university. This is used 

as a reference to further explain the questionnaire and conceptual framework and the core research 

questions related to it below.  

Table 3.3 Case Interview Questionnaire (University)  

1) For what reasons or vision does your organization participate in the rural revitalization of XX 
village? 

2）Is your organization mainly an initiator, promoter, supporter or participant in promoting (the 
rural revitalization construction of XX village)?  

3) What organizational functions does your organization mainly undertake and perform in 
promoting (the rural revitalization construction of XX village)?  

In addition to creating main organization function, does it also create value or perform other 
functions? 

4) How does your organization interact with business? 
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5）How does your organization interact with government? 

Is collaboration usually formal or informal? What is the main promoting and hindering factors? 

6) In what ways has your organization’s interactions or collaborations with business and 
government contributed to changes?  

7) Among your organizations, enterprises and governments, which organization has played the 
most critical role in (rural revitalization of XX village) and why? 

8）How does your organization interact with groups or organizations from civil society? In what 
ways have they empowered you? 

9) How does your organization join forces with enterprises and the government to empower rural 
governance in XX village? 

10) In promoting (the rural revitalization of XX village), is your organization the main knowledge 
provider? What knowledge does it mainly provide? To which organizations is this knowledge 
mainly provided, and in what ways is it shared and transferred? 

11）In your cooperation or interaction with other organizations, what level of innovations, such 
as good ideas, products, services, activities, models, etc., have been brought to (the rural 
revitalization construction of XX village)? 

12) What social and sustainable development issues have you jointly solved in XX Village? For 
example, industrial development, ecological civilization, employment poverty, social inclusion, 
etc. 

Did these results result from joint action or collaboration with other organizations or groups? 

13） (Rural Revitalization of XX village) What changes in awareness, structure or system have 
the development of XX village brought to your organization? For example, changing the service 
model, increasing project activities, building a rural construction platform, etc. 

14) What factors facilitate or hinder your organization’s drive for rural revitalization? For example: 
infrastructure construction, knowledge, funds, talents, etc. 

15) What systems or policies support or limit your organization’s efforts to promote rural 
revitalization?  

16）What kind of response has your organization received from local and surrounding people or 
organizations about the rural revitalization of XX village? 

Open questions 

1) How do you understand China’s social innovation? 

2) Do you think the rural revitalization development model of this village is sustainable? 

3) Do you think the development model of this village will be further imitated and spread in the future? 

It is necessary to mention that because every interviewee have different mindset or thinking way to 

answer questions, and sometimes the topic may easily to extend to the other aspects, therefore although 

the questionnaire shown above has a certain sequential, in the actual interview situation, the researcher 

did not strictly follow the order of the questions but flexibly adjusted the order of the questions based 

on the respondents’ answers. The reason to do so is the researcher respects the respondent's freedom to 
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answer questions of interest and to interpret or understand the phenomenon.  

3.6.3 The Link between Interview Questions and Conceptual Framework 
The above questions are consistent with the conceptual framework and main research questions in this 

study, which is also reflected in the detailed introduction of the specific connections between them in 

Chapter 2. To enhance the validity and coherence of the research tools, this study further clarified the 

relationships between each question in the interview questionnaire and the literature basis and 

conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2. By presenting the design criteria and logical connections 

between the questions, the research boundaries were defined, and it was ensured that data collection 

focused strictly on the research objectives and key issues, which is helpful to ensure the rigor and 

standardization of the research design from a methodological perspective. 

In the conceptual framework, it mainly consists of three components: innovation gene, social structure, 

sustainable development goals. According to the research question, the research focuses on two 

interconnected layers of helical interactions: innovation dynamics and sustainable development 

dynamics. These layers form the structural basis for understanding social innovation ecosystems, and 

we can identify counterparts in social innovation contexts for the specific components within each layer.  

Therefore, reflecting in questionnaire, in part 1, for innovation dynamics, involving the interaction 

mechanism between innovation genes, namely the government, university and enterprise (Triple Helix); 

in part 2, for sustainable development dynamics, where multi-actors, namely innovation genes and civil 

society (Quadruple Helix) jointly committed to innovative ecosystems, which facilitate the resolution 

of social problems or the creation of shared values (Quintuple Helix). In part 3, the author mainly raised 

several questions about the framework conditions, that is, what resources or constraints promote or 

hinder the development of rural revitalization, and ideas about related systems and policies. In the open-

ended questions, since China’s social innovation and rural revitalization are both in the exploratory 

stage, the researchers still asked the interviewees about the sustainability of the current rural model and 

the possibility of further spread in the future and wanted to understand more potential contextual factors. 

Table 3.4 Connections between Questions, Sources and Considerations 

Quesitions Sources Considerations  
For all  organizations  
1 (Mirvis and Googins, 

2017; Banda, 2025) 
Based on the value orientation of social innovation, this 
study examines the intrinsic motivations and core value 
aspirations of organizations involved in rural 
revitalization. 

Part 1: Innovation dynamics 
2 (Terstriep et al., 2015; 

Richter and Christmann, 
2023) 

Identify the role and functional boundaries of the 
innovation gene (Triple Helix) within the social innovation 
ecosystem. 
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3 

 

(Phills, Deiglmeier and 
Miller, 2008; Cai and 
Etzkowitz, 2020; 
Leydesdorff and Smith, 
2022) 

In the key mechanisms of innovation dynamics of ‘taking 
the role of the other’ within the Triple Helix of 
technological innovation, pointing at a single entity not 
only performs its own function but show cross functions 
(like academic enterprises). It aims at identifying the core 
and multi functions of organizations within social 
innovation networks. 

4/5 (Neumeier, 2012; 
Howaldt, Domanski and 
Kaletka, 2016; 
Domanski, Howaldt and 
Kaletka, 2020; 
Chatzichristos et al., 
2023) 

Identify the Triple Helix cross-border cooperation 
pathways of social innovation (formal/informal) and the 
mechanisms that drive collaboration. 

6 (Cai and Etzkowitz, 
2020; Cai, 2022) 

Based on the evolutionary mechanism of the Triple Helix 
systematic approach driven by technological innovation, it 
aimed at exploring whether the innovative elements can 
break through existing boundaries and trigger changes in 
internal strategies, institutions, and governance structures. 

7 (Cai and Etzkowitz, 
2020; Cai, 2022) 

The aim is to identify the core dominant entities within the 
network of innovative genes, analyse power structures, 
resource allocation, and leadership mechanisms, and 
evaluate the effectiveness of system coordination. 

Part 2: Sustainable Development dynamics 
8 (Moulaert et al., 2005; 

Terstriep et al., 2015; 
Park and Stek, 2022; 
Moulaert, Simmons and 
Parra, 2025) 

Based on the Quadruple Helix model, it aims at exploring 
the interaction mechanisms between innovative genes and 
civil society and reveals the social empowerment 
mechanisms and resource feedback processes between 
them. 

9 (Moulaert et al., 2005; 
Neumeier, 2012; 
Terstriep et al., 2015; 
Carayannis and 
Campbell, 2019b) 

From the perspective of Quadruple Helix, it aims at 
exploring the power structures, governance and 
interactions among innovative genes and civil society. 

10 (Bock, 2016; Bosworth 
et al., 2016; Terstriep, 
Rehfeld and 
Kleverbeck, 2020; 
Kluvánková et al., 
2021) 

Relate to the knowledge flow among multi-helix of 
technological innovation, it aims at to identify the primary 
sources of knowledge and reveals how cross-sectoral 
knowledge sharing and transformation. 

11 (Phills, Deiglmeier and 
Miller, 2008; Nicholls, 
Simon and Gabriel, 
2015; Howaldt, 
Hölsgens and Kaletka, 
2024) 

Based on social innovation attributes of new 
ideas/activities/products/models/processes to explore the 
cross-border interactions and their practical effectiveness 
in social innovation practice. 

12 (Porter and Kramer, 
2011; Melece, 2015; 
Kramer and Pfitzer, 
2016; Humphreys and 
Imas, 2022) 

Based on the attribute of social innovation in relating to 
SDGs (Quintuple Helix), it aims at exploring how 
innovation genes and civil society across boundaries 
collectively address complex issues related to rural society 
and creating shared value. 

13 (Cai and Etzkowitz, Relate to Quintuple Helix model, it explores how solutions 
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2020; Cai, 2022; 
OECD, 2025) 

to rural problems can act in reverse and drive dynamic 
changes for organizations. 

Part 3: Framework conditions 
14 (Terstriep et al., 2015; 

Howaldt, Domanski and 
Kaletka, 2016; 
Domanski, Kaletka and 
Krüger, 2023) 

Considering the context sensitivity of social innovation, on 
the dimension of resources, it aims at exploring the 
enabling and restrictive effects of key resources such as 
infrastructure, funding, and talent on the implementation 
process. 

15 (Rover, De Gennaro and 
Roselli, 2017; Unceta et 
al., 2019; Chatzichristos 
et al., 2023) 

Considering the context sensitivity of social innovation, on 
institutional and policy aspects, it aims at exploring how 
external institutional environments empower, guide, and 
constrain organizational practices. 

16 (Unceta et al., 2019; 
Domanski, Howaldt and 
Kaletka, 2020; Parjanen 
and Pässilä, 2025) 

Considering the context sensitivity of social innovation, on 
the cultural atmosphere aspect, it aims at exploring the role 
that local social identity, public acceptance, and responses 
play in shaping the practice. 

 

3.7 Data Analysis Method 
In this study, the researcher built a conceptual framework based on the integration of interdisciplinary 

theories and concepts. However, the research on the social innovation ecosystem involved in this study 

is still in the emerging stage, so this study is more of an exploratory study. In qualitative research and 

case study, theoretical foundations and conceptual frameworks are of great significance in guiding 

research. Even if researchers build a conceptual framework based on their understanding of the field 

involved, researchers prefer to combine limited known knowledge in actual empirical research to 

construct and interpret more in-depth and meaningful research results. Therefore, this study mainly 

adopts the data analysis method of thematic analysis. 

As one of the basic methods of qualitative analysis, the study uses a certain conceptual framework as a 

guide to collect and analyse data, this is to prevent the study from completely deviating from the 

research purpose and questions, this helps to interpret research questions more meaningfully and richly 

and avoids superficial understanding (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2013, 2023).  Thematic analysis not only 

satisfies the researcher’s flexibility in analysing data but also provides depth. It allows researchers to 

identify, analyse, and present data themes to provide rich and detailed data explanations for complex 

data. In reflexive thematic analysis, the importance of the researcher himself in constructing and 

interpreting the meaning of the research is emphasised. The researcher is not regarded as a threat to the 

validity of the research. The researcher’s understanding and sublimation of the data are instead an 

important factor in constructing the meaning of the research, giving the researcher the freedom to 

generate, create and construct themes (ibid). Thematic analysis satisfies the possibility that theoretical 

development in an emerging field provides practice-based in-depth insights into relevant elements and 

findings, rather than being satisfied with the pursuit of limited data saturation in empirical research to 

prove the exclusivity of a single fact that exists objectively. 
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There are six main steps when conducting thematic analysis, and researchers mainly conduct data 

analysis within the guidelines of these six steps. First, familiarisation with the data. In this step, the 

researcher transcribed the recording into text, read the text and took relevant notes, and initially explored 

the meaning of the text. Second, coding the data. In this step, the researcher used manual coding 

systematically organizes the data to generate initial meaningful labels. Third, generation initial themes. 

In this step, the researcher begins to identify groupings of data, understand underlying meaning-driven 

stories, and develop underlying themes. Forth, reviewing and developing themes. This step aims to 

check the validity of the themes, such as their coherence and distinction. Fifth, refining, defining and 

naming themes. In this step, the researcher can basically refine and confirm the scope of the theme and 

the focus and significance of the narrative behind it, as well as the interpretive stories and analysis 

related to each theme. Finally, producing the report. It mainly integrates the findings in the analysis, 

relevant arguments and data excerpts to ensure that the report can smoothly create and construct 

meaningful expressions. 

The reason for using manual coding is because it is seen as a legitimate and inspiring scientific research 

method. The scholar clearly pointed out that coding is essentially an ‘interpretive act’ and its core value 

lies in the researcher's analytical reflection and in-depth thinking rather than simply relying on tools 

(David, 2017). For some research projects, manual coding is not only completely feasible, but also no 

different in validity from software coding, because both ultimately point to capturing the attributes of 

the meaning of the data (Rogers, 2018). Although manual methods may face efficiency and management 

challenges when processing large data sets, it can eliminate the false technical sense of ‘computer 

automatically coding’ and allow researchers to more directly generate equally effective and profound 

qualitative insights through various paths such as descriptive, original or procedural coding (Wertz, 

2014). This approach emphasises that the cornerstone of good qualitative research is human thinking 

rather than mechanical programmed operations. Besides, to preserve the authenticity of the Chinese 

interviews and their local cultural nuances to the greatest extent possible, both the manual coding and 

category refinement processes were carried out directly based on the original Chinese transcripts. The 

translation work was performed independently by researchers, which effectively avoids the risk that 

third-party translations might not accurately reflect the context in which they were created (Temple and 

Young, 2004). 

3.8 Conclusion 
This chapter mainly introduces the philosophical stance and choice of the study, the research design 

based on the philosophical stance, and the background scenario on which the research is based. It 

describes the sampling logic and relevant participant information in detail and explains the researcher's 

considerations and collective situation in data collection and use methods, the relevant information of 

the questionnaire guide and its connection with the established research framework, research purpose 



96 
 

and questions, and the analysis strategies and comprehensive considerations that the researcher will use 

in data analysis in the next chapter. 

4 DATA ANALYSIS 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter mainly presents the relevant information and main findings of rural revitalization based on 

the case studies of Dashigai village and Guyan Painting village. Dashigai village is a suburban village, 

which takes advantage of the location advantage of the neighbouring city, under the guidance of the 

grassroots government, by incubating the main local agricultural industry, and at the same time 

introducing collaborative capacity of the university and mutual empowerment with civil society, 

innovatively implementing digital governance tools and integrating flexible governance methods, it has 

realized the revitalization of traditional agricultural industrial resources and an effective rural 

civilization governance mode. Guyan Painting village is a remote village, and its development mainly 

relies on cultural and artistic intervention and social network activation. Its development began with the 

spontaneous sketching of early painters, as the university explore their cultural potential combined with 

government macro level planning and entrepreneur support, a composite ecology combining art, 

tourism and cultural communities has been formed. One of these two villages is in the provincial capital 

city, and the other is in a fourth-tier city, one has an agricultural industry base as the core and the other 

lacks a strong industrial foundation, but both have effectively realized rural revitalization. Behind this 

effectiveness is the dynamic interaction between the government, university, enterprise and civil society 

in driving the transformation of rural resources into economic and social benefits and promotes the 

innovative development of rural areas and the solution of various sustainable social problems. 

Through the analysis, the study mainly identified 5 themes and related sub-themes. The research 

analysis mainly covers two layers of innovation dynamics in the conceptual framework, the dynamics 

of innovation gene and the dynamics of sustainable development and includes the analysis of key 

components and the relationship between them. The researcher unfolds the topic logically according to 

the conceptual framework and the main research question, which are interrelated and progressive.  

Through in-depth empirical research on typical cases of these two villages, this chapter aims to describe, 

analyse and interpret the leadership resonance, multi-actor dynamic interaction, role and function inter-

embedding, cross-border knowledge transfer, top-down and bottom-up two-way empowerment and 

social context factors, and based on this to present their symbiotic co-creation and co-evolution drive 

of social problem solving and sustainable development goals and final stimulates the effective of rural 

revitalization and rural innovation and development. 
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4.2 Data Processing 
In this study, the thematic analysis method was used to systematically process the in-depth interview 

corpus. Thematic analysis explains the deep logic behind the text by identifying and analysing patterns 

in the data. This method not only focuses on the explicit expression of the respondents but also strives 

to extract common meaning patterns from the rich interview corpus, which is suitable for analysing the 

complex dynamic interaction mechanism of multiple subjects in the social innovation ecosystem, which 

allows researchers to dig deeper into the motivations, strategies, and behavioural shapes of actors (Terry 

et al., 2017). In order to ensure the standardization of the research process and the reliability of the 

results, this study strictly follows the six-step model of thematic analysis proposed by Braun and Clarke 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2023), and systematically processes the interview data, so as to accurately 

extract the core themes that explain the research phenomenon. The data analysis of this study is closely 

focused on the two cases of Dashigai village and Guyan Painting village; the data source is mainly 

based on semi-structured in-depth interviews. In the systematic combing and coding of nearly 200,000 

words of interview texts from 12 interviewers, this study follows the standardized process of thematic 

analysis, and in line with the core principle of not deviating from the conceptual framework and the 

main research question. Through the systematic manual coding of interview corpora, and after pattern 

recognition and concept clustering, researchers can integrate fragmented experience fragments into 

logical and self-consistent themes. This study involves multiple subjects such as the government, 

enterprise, university, and civil society, and the interactive relationship network between these subjects 

is complex, covering multiple dimensions such as role evolution, collaborative mechanism, knowledge 

flow, and value co-creation. Through the analysis of these themes and sub-themes, a total of 5 themes 

and 12 sub-themes were sorted out. The research findings are not limited to the simple text translation 

and interpretation of the interviewee' answers, but on this basis, the research implying rich, vivid and 

in-depth interpretation and refinement are carried out to discover the deep connotation and substantive 

meaning behind the text information. 

4.3 Themes and Sub-themes 
4.3.1 Theme 1: Innovation Genes 
The theme mainly reflects and corresponds to one of the core components of the conceptual framework, 

the innovation gene (Cai, 2022), which is mainly composed of three parts in space, forming a triad as a 

promotion of social innovation ecosystems, mainly including the government, industry and university. 

This theme represents the findings of the main functions that make up the core innovation gene, some 

key practitioners personal and social background, and the main roles they play in promoting the social 

innovation ecosystem. 

4.3.1.1 Sub-theme 1: Government dominant leadership 
In the practice of promoting rural revitalization, the government mainly plays the function of 
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standardized control, and at the same time plays the role of the main initiator and promoter of action. 

First, the government implements macro-level planning and guidance functions for the specific 

development and practice of rural areas. When implementing an action, the government will unify a 

standard according to the policy and proactively select the appropriate institution or person responsible 

for implementing the plan. Of course, this is not mandatory, instead of the policy guidelines, the 

government will also use a more consistent way when implementing the policy, they will communicate 

with the relevant responsible persons of each village to see if they have a vision and whether they can 

follow up and complete the task well. Once the actions carried out by the executors are in line with the 

policy requirements and directions of the upper level, and at the same time are reasonable and 

satisfactory actions that the government considers within the scope of the policy, it will proceed more 

smoothly and will receive effective support. On the contrary, if the action does not meet the 

government's policy scope standards and main will, you impose it forcibly may play a negative role, 

but it is basically do not have the ability to impose it forcibly, because the government is the main 

authority to formulate the policy, and if it does not conform to the government's macro orientation, it is 

useless to initiate it, because the government team will deny the plan after discussion, and if they think 

it is not in line with their overall development arrangement, they will not agree at the beginning. And if 

the government does not agree, it will not mobilize the people to implement it, and the mass base will 

be correspondingly weak, and the efficiency will be relatively inefficient. Because the government has 

its own office rhythm and process, it needs to issue instructions layer by layer, and cadres at all levels 

will implement it in accordance with the requirements of the upper level. In addition, only infrastructure 

and incentives related to actions agreed by the government can be followed accordingly. Therefore, 

policy elements and the government's willingness to promote relevant actions based on policies play a 

very important determinant role. Because if the government does not carry out macro control and 

supervision, it will cause chaos, which is a terrible consequence for the ruling staff. Therefore, even if 

the government delegates relevant enforcement powers to relevant enforcement agencies or personnel, 

it will not completely ignore it while supporting the action, or it will still supervise whether the 

behaviour is within a reasonable scope as a whole and will not give full authority to the relevant 

executors to freely implement the project. 

Table 4.1 Samples of quotes about government dominant leadership 

Government 

dominant 

leadership 

Quotes of interviewee 

Macro-level 

planning and 

guideline 

‘The most important thing is the government, especially in China, which is a 
powerful regime, and if the Chinese government does not agree to you, no matter 
how big the good things are, they will not be able to implement it’ (I1) 
‘…and of course, the guidance of the government is more important. If the 
government says that the place that leads…is not called Guyan Painting village, 
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it means that you still develop your other things, which may not be like this’ (I9) 
Initiator ‘The town also found a lot of five or six villages to chat with their villages to see 

if they were willing to do it’ (I3) 
‘The mayor is now a director of the Zhejiang Provincial Department of Science 
and Technology, he was temporarily posted here, and he worked here for three 
years, and he realized that because he also talked to the town mayor talked to the 
village chief……he found that B1 had an idea and had the momentum to push 
something…’ (I1) 

Promoter ‘Of course, it is particularly important to have the support of the government, if 
the support of the government is not important, if there is no government support, 
I think we may not develop like this…and its direction is different’ (I9) 
‘……the government is indeed the promoter, and the way the government 
promotes is often promoted in the form of policies’ (I7) 
‘If that your government does not support it, even if you do it, it would play a 
negative role… The cadres in that village only want to mobilize the people and 
the people to do their support work’ (I4) 

Normal control ‘Supervisor, if you don't supervise, the people will be messy. The village and town 
levels are still the rule-makers, the rules of the game…’ (I5) 
‘……you said that after I handed it over to you, I really didn't care? It won't be 
like this. I still have to supervise your action……’ (I7) 

 

In addition, the government's normal control also contains legitimacy granted, because the policy 

represents a certain degree of legitimacy and rationality of actions based on it. In this case, the relevant 

executors appointed and implemented project practices or innovative behaviours are verification of the 

rationality of government policies rather than violating or exceeding the scope of the policy. Under this 

authoritative recognition, company’s operation behaviour and the deployment and scheduling of 

relevant personnel are within the normative control of the government and then play the corresponding 

functions to cooperate with the government's dominance in relevant practices. However, the overall 

scheduling of the government has its own systematic considerations, because within the scope of 

compliance, the government needs to screen and match talents for implementation, such as the need to 

weigh their political identity, party members will be prioritized, social experience, the authority and 

recognition of the industry and unit in which they are located, generally the relevant enterprises and 

institutions under the state organs will be more credible. Even other non-governmental organizations 

like civil society must be appointed under the recognition of the government's legitimacy. 

The government will take the lead in matters that only government functions can promote. In general, 

in this case, the whole is more beneficial to the civil society. In terms of macro resource allocation, the 

government will plan the overall housing renovation and deployment, because if it is not for the 

government personnel to come forward, the people will cause disputes over allocation, such as building 

houses in violation of regulations by personal private will, after all, enterprises and other organizations 

do not have the authority to conduct private transactions or deploy infrastructure. At the same time, the 

relevant actions of the villagers are carried out within the framework of the government's normative 

guidance, and there are relevant inspection standards, and only villagers who meet the conditions can 
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receive further financial support and labour continuity, and those who do not meet the standards will be 

rectified or eliminated. However, civil society groups and organizations that meet the standards and are 

willing to cooperate will receive incentive subsidies such as rent reduction, financial subsidies, and 

employment guidance. 

Table 4.2 Samples of quotes about government dominant leadership 

Government 

dominant 

leadership 

Quotes of interviewee 

The talent 

legitimacy 

granted by the 

government 

‘So, for this reason, our province's No. 1 document this year is a talent document, 
not an economic document……I am in Xiaoshan, but I don't know that I will be 
in the only provincial development park in Xiaoshan, I originally applied for 
Lishui, because I made a movie there’ (I10) 
‘For this reason, the Propaganda Department of the Provincial Party Committee 
felt that we were recommended by his subordinates…the Provincial Federation 
of Literary and Art Circles recommended me, and the reason why he thought of 
me first was because I had experience in local service, the second I belonged to 
the party member, and the third was public institutions…’ (I10) 

The policy 

legitimacy 

granted by the 

government 

‘Some houses, for example, may not be easy to build for his personal business, or 
the property rights cannot be done by him, then our government or village will 
come forward to build them, and we have subsidies to help them apply for national 
policy subsidies’（I6） 
‘What you said has a side, including mass mobilization, policy support, and then 
some infrastructure construction, we all have this consideration’ (I6) 
‘… that is, 4 months of rent is free, the village collective pays expenses, and the 
village collective does not charge the land fee’ (I2) 

The action 

legitimacy 

granted by the 

government 

‘You can get work points, you have points, and you could participate in the 
planting of the ‘initial passion vegetable garden’. Second, each villager has a 
piece of private land, and if the private land is planted well, you can meet these 
two conditions…and it is the last elimination system, and only those who plant 
well can come to the top 100 to farm, and this land is money-making and paid 
(I5) 
‘It is to say that because of this policy, I can attract everyone to participate, and 
then test the rationality of the policy, to test its benefits, its transformation, its 
conversion rate, and so on’ (I7) 
‘It's just to complete what my government should do, right…it is not political 
culture, it is a political achievement, and then there are enterprises to implement, 
and there is university in the middle’ (I7) 

 

Based on the above policy macro level orientation, the government takes the lead in planning and 

leading and empower the actions of relevant organizations and personnel based on the legitimacy 

granted, the government will deploy resources and standardize the implementation of the action. If the 

government believes that the place has the possibility of continued development and is in line with the 

government's policy direction, it will continue to build and give corresponding subsidies and awards. 

However, this incentive is not easy to obtain, because the government’s funding review process is very 

strict and cannot be issued casually, and enterprises and other organizations need to fight for it 
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themselves, and only those who meet the requirements can get allowances, such as rent reduction and 

free incentive office space. In addition, it also provides potential platform resources, such as social 

platforms related to introduction and referral, entrepreneurs and other social capital relations, etc. 

The government’s unified allocation of resources has legitimacy on the one hand and reduces 

unnecessary civil disputes. At the same time, administrative efficiency is improved, resources such as 

funds or talents can be used in the most effective places, the utilization rate of funds and resources is 

improved, and unnecessary waste and abuse are avoided. In addition, even if government-supported 

projects cause certain losses, the government will also help solve the problem and provide protection 

and coverage. However, the problem of macro allocation of resources is that projects that are not 

supported by the government will be quickly cooled down and cannot be carried out, because there are 

no continuous government infrastructure resource support and policy incentives and subsidies. At the 

same time, it indirectly reduces the initiative of enterprises and other organizations, because enterprises 

sometimes have good innovative ideas, but they cannot get the government’s recognition or support and 

can only be forced to put projects on hold, which in a certain sense reduces the local innovation initiative. 

Table 4.3 Samples of quotes about government dominant leadership 

Government 

dominant 

leadership 

Quotes of interviewee 

Policy 

incentives 

standards and 

resources 

support  

‘Because the government's funding is very strict in many aspects…and some 
activities you can use if you don't match them, you can't use this fund…In fact, we 
really want to combine many things with this art, and in the end, the government 
will take you away… in the end it became such an investment promotion’ (I8) 

‘The secretary of the party committee in the town…he will recommend you know 
more entrepreneurs, friends, and social capital, and will push enterprises to more 
enterprises and institutions, such as state-owned assets cooperation…’ (I2) 
‘We have subsidies to help them apply for national policy subsidies, and then this 
house is built, so it will be used by entrepreneurs like them’(I6) 
‘It turns out that the government has primarily focused on developing the cultural 
and tourism industries. In our case, in the area of Guyan Painting village, the 
current leadership has shifted its focus to other commercial endeavours and has 
directed more resources towards Bihu. As a result, Guyan has been neglected 
（I8） 
‘After activating this place, the government felt that this place could have a new 
development model …so it was in line with the entire direction of the government's 
promotion. The second is also in line with a direction of the development of this 
place, it is like this’ (I9) 

 

When the government’s macro supervision and management functions are relatively large, the personal 

leadership of government personnel becomes extremely important, because the vision, experience, 

cognition, sense of social responsibility and work initiative of local government personnel play a pivotal 
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role in determining local planning, transformation and development. The success of these two villages 

in the forefront of rural revitalization is inseparable from the presence of government officials with 

excellent leadership. Some of their common characteristics are, first of all, they can keenly discover 

and recruit talents, have good judgment and taste for professionalism, are very sensitive to emerging 

knowledge and innovation, and often have cross-industry discipline or practical experience, and most 

importantly, have a strong sense of responsibility and work initiative, and have a spontaneous desire to 

benefit the local area and promote local development. Such as I7, as the main government official who 

promotes Guyan Painting village, he is also an artist in addition to this identity, with an aesthetic sense 

and professionalism that surpasses the public and ordinary government officials, and at the same time, 

he has a strong sense of work mission and social responsibility. This gives him advanced consciousness 

and aesthetics, which is reflected in his respect and trust in the professional forces of the university.  

Similarly like I10, as a government commissioner, he is also a director and university teacher, and before 

carrying out rural revitalization, he conducted many interviews and field research on I2 and his village, 

as well as went to the United States to conduct field trips at his own expense, just in the hope that under 

his influence, the countryside dominated by agricultural bases can be integrated into local construction 

through good projects and operations, so as to improve the spiritual well-being of the people. They all 

realized the essential leap from mediocre transformation to artistic and cultural infiltration by placing 

professional understanding in the position of ‘top-level design’. In addition, they often have a sense of 

spontaneous responsibility and social responsibility. Outstanding grassroots cadres (such as I2) have 

shown a strong sense of social responsibility, and even in the face of identity changes (from village 

party secretaries to entrepreneurs), he still regards rural governance as their own responsibility. They 

are not only members of the bureaucratic system, but also social practitioners who are deeply involved 

in the local area, and this feeling of putting the public before private has won the emotional recognition 

of the people and resolved the natural gap between the administration and the people. Finally, they could 

collaborate with leadership and discover and build flexible social capital. They do not stand high in 

their interactions with other organizations, but act as bridges. By establishing long-term informal 

collaborative relationships with university professionals, sharing market risks with enterprises, and even 

daring to be the first to open a trend for start-up projects through personal reputation, which make the 

communication and collaboration costs of all parties are greatly reduced. 

Table 4.4 Samples of quotes about government dominant leadership 

Government 

dominant 

leadership 

Quotes of interviewee 

Sense of 

mission, vision 

‘Of course, it is also necessary to be like I7, and they are also village sages like 
I2, right? …there is a more rational and more wanted local government who is a 
little older than them…are jointly promoted’ (I1) 
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and social 

responsibility of 

government 

personnel 

‘Our cognition, including practical action, is now starting to empower others, 
because I think this is what we must have’ (I7) 
‘Seeing good things, he will remember what you once gave him good things, I 
believe he will change the art of a group of people or township enterprises, and 
their ability to innovate may also change’ (I10) 
‘Then he called me over and chatted for a long time, so he pulled me here. At that 
time, I felt that this place was good, and then I began to understand, I said what 
policies you have here, and he said that I can give you any policy you want’ (I8) 

 

4.3.1.2 Sub-theme 2: Enterprises responsible initiative 
In this research, I2 was born as a farmer, had experience in starting a business and working in other 

places, served as a village secretary after returning to the countryside, and later left the government 

official to choose to start a business in the countryside to promote rural development. He was first a 

member of the countryside, belonging to the return of the villagers, and when he was young, he went 

out to work and earn money like others, but now there are very few people like him who are willing to 

return to the countryside from big cities and choose to build own villages. His rich field experience has 

given him a broader vision and the courage to accept and develop new things rather than staying in 

traditional thinking. At the same time, during his tenure as village secretary, he accumulated rich 

political work experience in serving the masses, and he had a good understanding of the government 

work system, and the villagers were also very satisfied with his work attitude and style, and accumulated 

a good mass base, so the people trusted him very much, which is why the mayor of the town later wanted 

him to be the main promoter of the village. He subsequently resigned as village secretary, chose to be 

an entrepreneur, and was stationed in his own village instead of going elsewhere for the market and 

profit. Because he found that as a government worker, there were many status restrictions that could not 

bring greater service and help to the people, so he chose to change his identity and embark on a new 

path.  

He has not received a systematic cultural education, but he has a deep personality charm. He is a very 

daring person and is not afraid of difficulties. Although he has a low level of education, he has a lot of 

social experience, which is based on his past work experience in various big cities. Therefore, he can 

flexibly deal with people from all walks of life, without the bureaucracy of government officials and 

the mercenary values of entrepreneurs. He always thinks that he is a farmer, standing with the masses, 

hoping to contribute to his hometown to the best of his ability. At that time, the government and several 

villages talked about the use of digital network platforms to promote rural governance, but only I2 dared 

to really practice and try, and of course, the successful implementation was inseparable from the support 

of government personnel. Subsequently, I2 also drove other surrounding villages, and he collected his 

own enterprises to help them sell farm products, and helped them develop agricultural and sideline 

products, such as snacks, to help them deliver the characteristic products of the countryside. To provide 

more agricultural products and services more widely, he also actively promoted the construction of non-
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governmental organizations, such as rural alliances, to unite everyone's resources to promote the 

development of agriculture and rural areas. Whether it is I2’s daring to resign and start a business in the 

countryside or daring to promote projects that other villages dare not try when he is the village secretary, 

it reflects his courage to initiate change and accept innovation as a leader. 

Table 4.5 Samples of quotes about enterprises responsible initiative 

Enterprises 

responsible 

initiative 

Quotes of interviewee 

Entrepreneur  

I2’s vision and 

mission 

‘In fact, Yingshanhong company is also a practitioner, a leader, and a 
communicator. We are also participants, leaders, and reformers’ (I2) 

‘You see that he didn't see greenhouses in the local area, they are all planted in 
the open air, so simply talk about traditional planting…then in this process, he 
also went to buy and collect, no matter how much your people sell, he will accept 
it’ (I1) 
‘Use its own integrated platform to help some large farmers, such as vegetable 
basket bases, including some units with good products in hand, to solve 
marketization’ (I3) 

 

This leadership is also reflected in the other two entrepreneurs. I8 is a veteran collector who has lived 

in Italy in the past and has good relationships with many local galleries and artists and is a person with 

an international vision and cultural level. According to secular standards, as an overseas Chinese, he 

has already lived the happiest and most successful life in the eyes of the public. But he chose to return 

to a village or town in his remote hometown to contribute to the rural revitalization of his hometown, 

which is something few people would do. It was almost incredible to open an international 

contemporary art museum in a fourth-tier village area away from the provincial capital, but he did it. 

He himself could open an art museum in a first-tier metropolis like Beijing and Shanghai, but after 

communicating with the local government official, that is, the government officials with leadership 

mentioned above, he was moved by I7’s vision and sincerity in building hometown, and he believed 

that his hometown lacked art education and hoped to spread the culture of art and beauty, so he finally 

chose to come to Guyan Painting village to build the international art museum.  

There are many well-known first-line paintings in this art museum that he bought with his own hands, 

such as the works of international famous painters such as Picasso and Dali, and many works that cannot 

be seen in international galleries, which can be said to be a great nourishment for the artistic aesthetics 

and spiritual civilization of the local people. After returning, he also continued to travel to major first-

tier cities, with the aim of continuously expanding domestic resources to enhance the development of 

rural art museums. At the most difficult time of the epidemic, he not only did not choose to give up, but 

took out the paintings of his favourite painters to solve economic problems and carry the most difficult 



105 
 

period, with the purpose of continuing to contribute to his hometown. He also funded himself and spent 

millions of dollars to use his connections in Italy to hold exhibitions of world-famous artists in Guyan 

Painting village to enhance local popularity and contribute to his hometown. In addition, he also helps 

local painters find ways to connect with resources in big cities to help them promote their paintings. 

Even though I7, a government official, gave him financial support when he came back, such as rent 

reduction, in fact, his subsequent contribution to Guyan Painting village has far exceeded the scope of 

his functions as an entrepreneur himself. 

Table 4.6 Samples of quotes about enterprises responsible initiative 

Enterprises 

responsible 

initiative 

Quotes of interviewee 

Entrepreneur 

 I8’s 

vision and 

mission 

‘So, when we came back at that time, we thought of one thing: since I understood 
that such a thing didn’t exist yet, I would be the one to start creating it – I would 
be the first to develop it’ (I8) 
‘But in my place, I did an exhibition for two years in Guyan Painting village, I 
took 100 prints of Modigliani, all in high definition, too powerful, I spent millions 
in Italy at that time to cooperate with the Modigliani Art Research Centre, 
cooperation… so I spent this money to buy the copyright of his entire China 
exhibition tour’ (I8) 

 

There is also the proprietress of a well-known local homestay, she is different from the other two 

entrepreneurs, she has always taken root in Guyan Painting village, providing comfortable and 

convenient life services for artists who come to the local sketching group and artists and students from 

other universities, so that they can focus on creation. In the early days, when there was no concept of 

homestay in China, that is, the Western concept of Airbnb, she can be said to be the first person to 

practice and innovate in this area. Nowadays, many artists come to the local area, in addition to the 

natural landscape scenery of Guyan Painting village, mainly because she is here, so that the group of 

painters can feel the warmth of home even if they come here to sketch. She constantly communicates 

with painters, understands their needs and wishes, constantly upgrades her service processes, 

infrastructure, and purchases advanced technology products to provide them with a good sketching 

experience. In addition, she also sincerely communicates with painters to understand their creations and 

enhance the painter's intrinsic value.  

But she didn’t stop there, to contribute to the local area to a greater extent, she built a local art museum 

and built a communication platform for local and foreign painters. He opened relevant aesthetic 

education training lectures and invited experts to come to the class to enhance the local people's 

understanding of beauty. She also actively wish to build and innovates new development plans, finds 

ways to obtain funds, and invests a lot of money also herself, hoping to further expand service 



106 
 

capabilities and create a larger local cultural and art block construction project, so as to create a 

comprehensive international art community and build a platform for more painters from all over the 

country to provide them with an ideal creative environment. At the same time, she hopes to provide 

painters with a better creative space, and more painters come here, which can bring well-being to the 

artistic aesthetics and spiritual happiness of the local people. 

Table 4.7 Samples of quotes about enterprises responsible initiative 

Enterprises 

responsible 

initiative 

Quotes of interviewee 

Entrepreneur 

 I9’ s vision and 

mission 

‘In fact, sometimes because I identify with our artist group, I feel that this artist 
group needs something. On the one hand, I will do something towards his needs, 
I will design these thoughts and the like, they will also give me some suggestions, 
of course, their suggestions will not be so specific, but I will make it concrete, I 
will implement it little by little ‘(I9) 
‘So, when I come to me, there are artists from all over the country, and I am not 
only a window to introduce local artists to the outside world, but also a window 
for foreign artists to come to us to do some exchanges with the local community’ 
(I9) 

 

In addition to their own leadership and their own organizational functions in promoting rural 

development, their functional scope has long gone beyond the entrepreneurs themselves. The main 

driving force and vision behind allowing them to take so many spontaneous actions for rural 

revitalization is due to their strong sense of social responsibility and feelings for building their 

hometown. I2 has always believed that he is a farmer, he came out of the people, his ancestors have 

been in this village for generations, he has always had a very simple original intention to improve the 

quality of life of the villagers and rural development, that is, he hopes that the hometown environment 

and the people's lives are getting better and better. And he believes that only by enhancing social value 

can we better empower the development of enterprises, he not only regulates himself, but also requires 

his employees to do things with this value when leading company development. Even if most people 

start a business in pursuit of personal wealth, for him this is secondary, and the development of the 

happiness of the people in his hometown is his first driving force. Therefore, after he resigned as village 

secretary and turned into an entrepreneur, he did not change his original intention but strengthened his 

sense of mission to serve the society, so whether the economic benefits were good or bad, he was 

thinking of various ways to give priority to solving the economic problems of the people. 

I8 also wants to contribute to her hometown that here does not have, enhance the cultural heritage of 

his hometown and enhance local cultural dissemination. He knows that it is very difficult to open an art 

museum in such a place for cultural dissemination, although his art museum is top-level if it is opened 

in a first-tier city, he chooses to open it in his hometown, even if his hometown is a relatively remote 
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fourth-tier city, but he believes that there must always be the first person to practice, and he is willing 

to be the first person to open the trend, rather than thinking about how much economic return he can 

get first. So even if he sells his paintings in the later epidemic, he will continue to do it, because he 

knows that the local education level cannot access these scarce and precious resources, and it is difficult 

to go to big cities to see exhibitions, so he thinks that he must do his best and work hard no matter what, 

just to increase the well-being of the local people and young people. Including I9, she serves artists and 

provides meticulous services to the artists around the world who come here, more out of her own love, 

wanting to make Guyan Painting village develop better because of her own existence, and even if the 

government encounters problems, she chooses to persist and continue to use her energy to help govern 

the countryside. 

Table 4.8 Samples of quotes about enterprises responsible initiative 

Enterprises 

responsible 

initiative 

Quotes of interviewee 

Entrepreneur’s 

motivation, 

vision and 

mission 

‘The vision is because I am a native farmer, I grew up in the countryside, my 
ancestors have been in this village for generations, and then after returning from 
work, I was a village cadre, and the responsibility of village cadres is to establish 
their hometown, that is, to establish a place where their ancestors have survived 
and grew up here’（I3） 
‘Yes, because our own starting point …it comes from rural governance, he comes 
from the village, but also from the people, so our original intention he will never 
forget, we are from the village, the people and the village and our company are 
mutually empowered, so subtly, whether we are doing distribution or supply 
chain, we still haven't forgotten the field in our hometown, we haven't forgotten 
the land rectification at the beginning, The original intention that changes 
people's hearts’ (I3) 
‘In fact, the reason why Yingshanhong company has been able to survive to this 
day is precisely because of its strong will. This will stem from the pressure exerted 
upon it, from the concerns and worries of thousands of ordinary people. After all, 
that was your original intention from the very beginning’ (I2) 
‘Then I came back here, my purpose was to think that I wanted to be the first 
person to eat crabs in Lishui, even if the crab eater may be very hard, just 
dedicated, has no income…but why do I still have to do it, I said that even if I hit 
my head and bleed, I will come back for a local culture in Lishui…’ (I8) 
‘For me, the purpose of spreading art was precisely this……. In that sense, my 
participation in this community was purely about contributing and helping to 
spread art’ (I8) 
‘Even now, even today, the policy incentives have passed, and I rent this exhibition 
hall with my own money…I hope to give some local people, whether it is a 
learning opportunity for young people, or a cognitive improvement as a local 
person, I hope I can provide them with some help’ (I8) 
‘The economic benefits are actually almost non-existent, and you can pay 
employees' salaries, but we just insist on doing this, which is a kind of love for 
this group and a recognition of this matter’ (I9) 
‘The point is that we have been insisting on doing it... and we have always 
followed this goal…I sometimes think that if the government has nothing to say, 
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it can still be said on our own, and I am the backing’ (I9) 
 

4.3.1.3 Sub-theme 3: University collaboration capacity 
In rural revitalization, the intervention of professional forces in the university is not only the output of 

technology, but also a profound knowledge to the countryside and cultural reconstruction. The 

university mainly play the professional function of top-level design and concept guidance in rural 

revitalization and use their keen aesthetic foresight of local resources and the output of professional 

knowledge to establish a visual and functional order for rural development. Taking Guyan Painting 

village as an example, Xu Jiang, president of the China Academy of Art, just went there to sketch, and 

immediately discovered the local resource endowment, opened up the potential cultural resources of the 

Guyan Painting village, indirectly attracted more artists to sketch in the local area, and drove the local 

art and economic development. The significance of this empowerment is not the renovation of one or 

two buildings, but the successful transformation of rural ecological resources into cultural capital 

through professional operation. The same rural aesthetic transformation also plays a good role in 

Dashigai village, and I1’s professional team has created a design for Dashigai village that is in line with 

the local ecological scene, cultural connotation, people's liveability and local customs, which eliminates 

the gap in urban and rural information, and allows professional technology to be transformed into 

sensible, accessible and sustainable productivity in the field. 

Table 4.9 Samples of quotes about university collaboration capacity 

University 

collaboration 

capacity 

Quotes of interviewee 

University’s 

professional 

empowerment  

‘It is this village that wants to design, so we went to help them design, and the 
design process is also very particular…It has become a saying that the garbage 
field in front of and behind the house has become a green ecological vegetable’ 
(I1) 
‘I think the first and most important thing, I just talked about the leading role of 
universities, so that they know what is right, what is beautiful, what is 
sustainable and hopeful, and they also slowly learn because we are constantly 
entangled with each other’ (I1) 
‘Guyan Painting village was originally not famous, because Dean Xu Jiang and 
his group of artists went there to paint oil paintings, and suddenly found that 
why did we go so far, of course we in Zhejiang Lishui will also drive for three or 
four hours, in such a place there is such a beautiful place similar to a 
paradise…then from then on greatly enlarged the local reputation, all people 
like this place’ (I1) 
‘In the early stage, it is like planning and design at the top level to the overall 
positioning layout, including the village positioning of beautiful villages, and 
some cultural excavations in history must be dominated by universities, such as 
the China Academy of Arts… because they are a combination of theory and 
practice from academics…’ (I1) 
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What supports the lasting effect of this empowerment is the sense of social responsibility of college 

personnel beyond their duties. I1 has a deep sympathy and sense of mission for the fate of the 

countryside. He also runs the school’s enterprise, but despite this, in addition to completing the 

commissioned design tasks, he spontaneously travelled back and forth between the two villages several 

times to provide free professional advice to I2 and I7. Because I2’s education and culture level is low, 

but he is very wise, I1 himself appreciates his vision of building a countryside and his local feelings for 

his hometown, and feels that he is a rare person who really does pragmatic things in the current society, 

so he often spontaneously gives I2 some development opinions at the strategic level of enterprises, and 

also helps him introduce people from different industries, help build relationships and promote 

corporate culture to help him expand his agricultural product brand sales channels. In the indirect 

empowerment of I1, I2 not only had more good inspiration for the development of village but also built 

a good informal connection. 

I7 is different from I2, he is a painter and a government worker and has a good level of education. I1 

believes that I7 is different from other government officials who do not commitment enough and 

appreciates his vision and sense of social responsibility very much, so he often communicates with him 

and provides creative ideas for the better development of Guyan Painting village, some of which have 

indeed achieved good results in practice. Despite the unsatisfactory economic environment after the 

epidemic, I1 still held forums on rural revitalization and invited and other relevant people who are 

interested in rural development to participate, providing and building a platform for them to exchange 

experience in rural development and expand potential resources, although this does not bring him actual 

income, and they do not need to promote the brand too much because they have a university background. 

He is completely out of love for his countryside and his own sense of social responsibility. Generally, 

many teachers with qualifications like him choose to just finish the work at hand and have a good 

relationship with the leader to make the leader happy, but he is the most active and special one, he 

spends most of his time outside the school to expand and practice, always thinking about over 

completing the affairs within his own scope of responsibility, and rarely wastes practice on building 

leadership relationships in the school, but is more willing to do practical things. Therefore, he is not 

satisfied with the company’s design business but always takes the initiative to create opportunities and 

activities, or hands-on to promote the development of the countryside. 

From the spontaneous sketching of Guyan Painting village in the early days and the self-sale of 

vegetables in Dashigai village, I1 has transformed the identity of the university from an external 

observer to an endogenous promoter through several years of in-depth counselling and continuous 

follow-up. This sense of responsibility is not only reflected in the excellence of the project, but also in 

the care of people, society and the local community, by improving the quality of the space, they 

ultimately point to the growth of local people’s income and the innovation of their spiritual outlook. 
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This empowerment truly reflects the combination of academic ideals and social values, and the school 

no longer only focuses on cold subject research but practices a warm social practice. I1 deeply connects 

the function of a think tank as a college professional with the needs of the countryside, so that 

professionals are no longer lonely in the ivory tower but have turned into a powerful engine to reshape 

rural self-confidence and drive common prosperity. 

Table 4.10 Samples of quotes about university collaboration capacity 

University 

collaboration 

capacity 

Quotes of interviewee 

The sense of 

social mission, 

personal 

leadership and 

driving force of 

leaders 

‘In our opinion, we suddenly found such a zealous, the image of such a village 
party secretary and entrepreneur of today's rural reform, then I think we should 
especially support such a person, the reason why we also see that he has 
feelings, we also have feelings, why don't we help him, so we have also become 
a promoter and participant’ (I1) 
‘So this matter did give him a lot of advice…I went to him at least dozens of 
times…and I also invited other teachers, which is this field to help him build a 
better modern management method and brand awareness, and at the same time 
allow him to establish a so-called business model’ (I1) 
‘In the middle of this, I am very positive to see such a person, seeing people like 
I7, we must want to think of different ways to help…as work in university we 
cherish talents, and we can do a little like this within our ability, which is such a 
role’ (I1) 
‘The role of university participants and promoters lies in the fact that at the 
beginning, the point that may be the local government invite us to design, but in 
fact, we involuntarily do the role of promoting the government, promoting the 
people, and promoting its practitioners to move forward’ (I1) 

 

4.3.2 Theme 2: Dynamics of Innovation Genes 
This theme mainly reflects and presents the dynamic interaction between innovative genes, which 

corresponds to the first dynamic layer mechanism in conceptual framework. It explains their interaction 

methods and role functions, and presents how ideas, services, products and activities to promote rural 

revitalization are generated in their interaction process. In addition, it has found a multifunctional 

identity that transcends their own organizational functions, and this special multifunctional identity 

plays a deep role in indirectly promoting effective interaction between them and driving successful rural 

innovation development practices. Finally, the ways in which knowledge is exchanged and flowed 

between them and which organization is the primary knowledge provider are analysed. 

4.3.2.1 Sub-theme 1: Interactive actions (ideas/products/activities/services…) 

In the rural revitalization and development of Dashigai village, enterprises and the government have 

jointly promoted the deep connection between digital empowerment and people's livelihood in rural 
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governance and development and reshaped the value bond of rural life. For example, the use of 

‘Yingshanhong’ APP and 'Work Points System' in the sales of agricultural products and rural digital 

governance has enabled the entire village to promote a series of virtuous circles in industrial 

development, revitalization of local resources, mobilization of people’s participation and the 

construction of civilized rural governance. I2, as the former village secretary and current entrepreneur 

of the rural industry are taking responsibility to implement and land, and he joined forces with the 

village committee to guide the people to discover the environmental and safety problems in the village 

through mobile phones, and to earn points by spontaneously reporting problems, which can be 

exchanged for products in the village supermarket as action rewards. There is a QR code in front of 

each house, and tourists or outsiders who come to the village can scan the code to see the contribution 

of each household to the development of rural civilization. This ‘Work Points System’ governance 

method can allow the people to easily participate in rural self-governance, stimulate the sense of 

ownership of maintaining and building rural areas, and the positive reward mechanism of points greatly 

mobilizes the enthusiasm of the people.  

In addition, when I2 turned from a village secretary to an entrepreneur, he hoped to use more market 

behaviour to help the people solve the problem of unsalable agricultural products, in addition, he 

encouraged the people to plant spontaneously in front of and behind the house, and he would focus on 

purchasing these vegetables, chickens, ducks and geese and other agricultural products, so that the 

people could use the spare land and obtain certain economic benefits. He also recruited idle labourers 

in the village to work at his vegetable processing centre to help the elderly who were older but had 

nothing to do, who still had the ability to work and wanted to enrich their lives, re-employed. Their 

children often work in big cities, in fact, many times the elderly are very lonely, he activates these labour 

forces, not only brings them the well-being of life, but also increases their disposable economic benefits, 

rather than relying only on their children to provide subsidies, so that they can live with more dignity 

and value. The development of ‘Yingshanhong’ APP puts agricultural products on an open centralized 

platform for sale, and lands them as an operable tool, which not only helps the people sell vegetables, 

but also drives the surrounding villages to encourage them to develop characteristic agricultural 

products according to the characteristics of their own villages. Because the government advocates and 

encourages the revitalization of idle rural resources and drives the development of rural industries, 

which is in line with the policy requirements and direction, it provides I2 with free idle factory space in 

the village for him to use as enterprise supply chain transformation and office space and gives certain 

financial support to his enterprise.  

The arrangement of land resources in front of and behind the house and the macro design arrangement 

of the countryside are jointly promoted by the government and university. The university and the 

government have joined forces to transform the design concept into practical land that can help people 
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increase their income. In the rural planning and design of Dashigai village, they abandoned the 

unrealistic design idea of spending funds on excessive beautification and packaging, and college 

professionals investigated Dashigai village as a rural concept with agricultural products as the main 

development, and gave them a design plan that meets the needs of local ecology, history and culture 

and people living habits, which not only solves the problem of rural planning beauty to a certain extent, 

but also retains the ecological sustainability. This proves that the core of rural revitalization is not 

beautification, but revitalization, through professional intervention, to reconnect fragmented 

smallholder production to the modern market value chain, and to avoid the abuse and waste of 

government funds. As mentioned in Theme 1, experts with a sense of social responsibility in the 

university not only complete design tasks or project purchases but continue to help I2 out of social 

responsibility and common vision, provide him with platform resources, suggestions on development 

strategies, and continue to help the development of rural revitalization in an informal way of 

participation. 

Table 4.11 Samples of quotes about interactive actions of Dashigai village 

Interactive 

actions of 

Dashigai village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Government and 

university  

‘In addition, our Academy of Fine Arts has such an organization, which 
appropriately intervened at this time, helped them make such a design, and 
helped them do such a conceptual guidance, then everyone thinks this thing is 
very good, so they will continue to do it’ (I1) 

‘It can only be said that they use their good idea to do this. There are 
references…’(I5) 
‘Then some of the designs we invite from universities …because they have some 
aesthetics, this kind of architectural design and landscape design still have 
advantages…then we will also invite some experts in this architectural 
landscape to help us make suggestions’ (I6) 

Government and 

enterprise 

‘Then our government or village will come forward to build it, and we have 
subsidies to help them apply for national policy subsidies, and then this house 
will be built, then it will be used by entrepreneurs like them’ (I6) 
‘The mayor is now a director of the Zhejiang Provincial Department of Science 
and Technology, he was temporarily posted here, and he worked here for three 
years, and he realized that because he also talked to the town mayor talked to the 
village chief……he found that I2 had an idea and had the momentum to push 
something…’ (I1) 
‘I think the team of I6 is very professional first, and secondly, the communication 
cost between us is very low, because what we want to do, the values are similar, 
and the aesthetics are also similar’ (I10) 
‘It can be traced back to I2, our old secretary he started at that time, and that 
opportunity was just right, because to make a beautiful countryside, after your 
environment was upgraded and transformed, it was a lot of land after the whole 
house…what should we do with these lands? …what the people are best at? 
Farming, raising chickens, and then starting from that time…you don't take care 
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of them and don't manage them, and then they are deserted, and then they are 
made into ‘initial passion vegetable gardens’ (I5) 

Enterprises and 

university  

‘In our opinion, we suddenly found such a zealous, the image of such a village 
party secretary and entrepreneur of today's rural reform, then I think we should 
especially support such a person, the reason why we also see that he has 
feelings, we also have feelings, why don't we help him, so we have also become 
a promoter and participant’ (I1) 

‘So this matter did give him a lot of advice…I went to him at least dozens of 
times…and I also invited other teachers, which is this field to help him build a 
better modern management method and brand awareness, and at the same time 
allow him to establish a so-called business model’ (I1) 

In the rural revitalization and development of Guyan Painting village, unlike agriculture, Guyan 

Painting village has truly developed from only natural landscape to a unique and nationally renowned 

painting township. At that time, it was not famous, and after the famous president of the China Academy 

of Art came here, he discovered its potential cultural value attributes, and under his influence, Guyan 

Painting village began to become a well-known sketching town, and painters in this period were the 

medium for the development of Guyan Painting village. At that time, a group of painters imitated the 

Barbizon School of Fontainebleau in France, calling themselves the ‘Lishui Barbizon’ School. After 

seeing the potential cultural value attributes of Guyan Painting village, the government began to 

introduce painters from outside to live here, especially painters in their hometowns, and gave them 

policy allowances and subsidies such as rent reduction and exemption from the policy. The government 

takes the lead and promotes the transformation of the originally simple natural ecological countryside 

into content and creative scenes, and art is the main medium for constructing this scene. However, the 

government only leads the project, and how to integrate art into the construction and design of rural 

development requires the empowerment of professional knowledge.  

When the government faces rural governance, beautiful rural construction and cultural improvement, 

there are natural design blind spots or the limitation of simply pursuing engineering, such as focusing 

more on the hardening of infrastructure. The intervention of the university such as the China Academy 

of Arts appropriately fills this gap, transforming villages that may have been mediocre to the height of 

artistic empowerment. The two sides jointly completed the transformation of Guyan Painting village. 

This transformation is not only limited to simple project design, such as street renovation, but also 

transforms the countryside into a highly recognizable art brand through specific activities and products 

such as sketching conferences and art exhibitions. The university have not only brought design, but also 

brought national attention, turning the countryside from a point on the map into a cultural landmark. 

More importantly, the intervention of aesthetic expertise in the university has made the government 

realize that the countryside not only relies on natural scenery to exist, but also the carrier of spiritual 

civilization and cultural dissemination. The government borrowed the professional vision of the 
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university to complete a re-upgrade of rural assets, which allowed the government to accurately invest 

valuable administrative resources in projects with aesthetic premiums. 

Table 4.12 Samples of quotes about interactive actions of Guyan Painting village 

Interactive 

actions of 

Guyan Painting 

village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Government and 

university 

‘…It involves the renovation of Guyan Painting village…several streets were 
renovated, and there are detailed renderings of the construction work, there are 
even formal contracts in place’ (I1) 

‘It was we who came up with a China sketching conference…they hit it off 
immediately and were very excited. They also spent money to hire us to handle 
the planning…we organized a forum, an exhibition, and an opening ceremony. 
We managed to invite leaders from the provincial government, as well as 
officials from the China Academy of Art and famous artists…we successfully 
held the first edition of the large-scale ‘China Sketching Conference’ (I1) 
‘Therefore, it means that the relationship between the government and 
universities is equivalent to only talking about content and not about the 
economy. Therefore, he actually belongs to the social value orientation is 
greater than the economic value orientation’ (I7) 

This vitality transforms the originally lonely village of Guyan Painting village into an art, culture and 

spiritual civilization field that can attract young people to return and inspire the self-confidence of the 

local people, which is one of the embodiments of the professional empowerment of the university, that 

is, to achieve a win-win situation of social benefits and people’s livelihood and well-being through top-

level design. This constitutes the unique business card of Guyan Painting village, which has become 

the hometown and sketching base of Chinese sketching, and through the professional empowerment of 

the university, the originally cheap rural landscape has been redefined as an ‘artistic asset’. This asset 

has a strong sustainable effect and subsequently attracts many trainees, tourists and artists. To provide 

these groups with a good transmission environment and experience, the intervention of enterprises has 

successfully solved this problem and driven the local economic development. I9’s homestay, as 

analysed in the first theme, has become the second home of the group that came here. I9 closely follows 

the government's guidance and call to provide multi-functional services that ordinary homestays cannot 

provide for sketching groups who come here, forming a green economic cycle that does not depend on 

traditional industries. Because of I9’s homestay, many sketching teams come here because she is here, 

so they can create with peace of mind without worrying about any problems other than creation, even 

if it is a weather problem, I9 can provide corresponding space and equipment for painters to still 

complete their sketching as usual. In addition, the free course training programs she provides give locals 
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the opportunity to improve their aesthetic perception and artistic aesthetics, which has brought the 

design and beautification of many other stores to a new level. 

As an overseas Chinese entrepreneur, I8 chose to return to his hometown from Italy to open an 

international contemporary art museum under the recommendation of government officials, which is an 

incredible thing in rural China. He could have opened an art museum in a super-first-tier city with more 

people, funds and resources guided by personal interests, but because he was moved by the vision of 

the local government personnel I7, and his own local feelings and sense of social responsibility for the 

development of the countryside, he returned here to carry out the art communication work in his 

hometown, even if he posted money and encountered the impact of the epidemic, he insisted on doing 

it, because he knew that if he didn’t do it, no one would have the resources, courage and original 

intention to do the same thing, and it is difficult for the Guyan painting town to become a painting town 

in the true sense. Because of I9 and I8, more and more artist groups, tour groups, and schools have come 

here to visit and stay, which has driven the cultural and tourism industry of Guyan Painting village, and 

cultural tourism has become the new medium of rural development at this time, which is injecting new 

productivity and new lifestyles into Guyan Painting village through cultural tourism, driving the cultural 

and educational level, aesthetic ability, spiritual happiness and economic income of the local people. 

This is ostensibly an operational activity of enterprises, but in the long-term interaction between 

government and enterprises, they indirectly assume public functions such as exhibitions, education, and 

even community governance.  

Table 4.13 Samples of quotes about interactive actions of Guyan Painting village 

Interactive 

actions of 

Guyan Painting 

village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Government and 

enterprise 

‘Then when I8 came in, he actually belonged to us who were still developing 
cultural tourism, then I knew that the format of art should be rich enough, it 
turned out that there were only painters…but I8 is different, he is still an 
entrepreneur first…so the sociological concepts you use are very accurate, in 
fact, he is involved in social innovation’ (I8) 
‘…the rhythm of the government was highly consistent with his individual 
rhythm, and it also supported our cultural tourism …we urgently needed some 
international top works of art, so he used his personal ability to build a bridge 
for the government and introduce some works’ (I7) 
‘When I was doing a sketching base, it was just food, accommodation and 
transportation, but then there was a concept of Guyan Painting village…It 
shows that the government pays attention to this point… then we will be 
honoured to become a cultural industry’ (I9) 

Enterprise and ‘So now when many people come here, the Guyan Painting village they find are 
not only such a sketching team…and then he can also come to the Museum of 
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university Contemporary Art to see very contemporary artworks, and even the works of the 
world's top masters in Europe…I have all kinds of works by Dali, Picasso… 
which is very critical. They may not see things in big cities, but they can see 
them in Guyan Painting village and they are genuine’ (I8) 
‘We will mention the changes in the people, townships, customs, how to improve 
the income of the local people…local intangible cultural heritage, to the 
shaping of the local cultural, tourism… even sometimes they don't talk about 
them just entrusting other things, but we can't help but talk about these so-
called soft things…these things are just the most vital’ (I1) 

 

4.3.2.2 Sub-theme 2: Multi-function performance 
In the practice of Guyan Painting village and Dashigai village, the tripartite functions are no longer 

isolated administrative, teaching or profit-making units, but present a complex ecology of cross-border 

identities and complementary responsibilities. Overall, the functions of the government reflect more of 

the role of standardized supervision and leadership, such as providing administrative guarantees, giving 

legitimacy to a series of policy endorsements, supporting strategies for basic governance, and providing 

financial incentives that meet policy standards. However, in the rural revitalization and development of 

these two villages, some different characteristics are reflected, which mainly stem from the multiple 

identity attributes involved in promoting the government personnel in these two villages.  

When he first began to implement rural revitalization and development, I2 was a member of the 

government, and later he wanted to do more for the people of the village due to various factors of 

spontaneity, so he embarked on the road of entrepreneurship from the role of village party secretary. 

This indirectly means that in government positions, many things cannot be completely let go, because 

the government has its own scope of office permits, and it is difficult to really have the energy to 

implement more innovative actions due to too many official duties. This is why when the government 

and several other villages talked about digital governance of villages, only I2 really initiated and 

implemented this matter in Dashigai village and achieved effective results, while other villages did not 

really implement it. Because I2 was the initiator of the original single government position, he later 

became the resource integration and partner of village construction. Besides, because he accumulated a 

good foundation of the people when he was a government official, he was still a social service provider 

when he turned to entrepreneurship and took root in village construction, but it was far beyond the scope 

of social services that he could provide as a government official. He paid attention to the people's life 

problems and mobilized the participation of multiple parties to promote the harmonious governance of 

the village. 

I7 was responsible for promoting a series of implementation measures for the rural revitalization of 

Guyan Painting village at that time, and if he had just completed the work step by step, Guyan Painting 

village would not be today’s development. In addition to his government status, he is an artist himself, 
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and he has a very good professional academic vision. Therefore, when he promoted rural development, 

he had extremely high aesthetic ability and forward-looking, and this broad vision led to in-depth 

cooperation with the China Academy of Art. In addition, he later introduced I8, an outstanding overseas 

Chinese entrepreneur, into the countryside and constantly interacted with the homestay owner I9, as 

well as spontaneously communicated with I1 to obtain more creative and innovative ideas to promote 

the development of the village, which made him contribute a lot to the overall aesthetics and high-

quality industrial development of Guyan Painting village. On the one hand, more actions come from his 

excellent leadership, sense of responsibility and initiative to do things actively as a government worker, 

which is rare among grassroots government workers, and on the other hand, it is more from his 

extremely high standards and pursuit of beauty, quality, and more importantly, a strong sense of social 

mission in his hometown. 

Table 4.14 Samples of quotes about multi-function performance 

Multi-function 

performance 

Quotes of interviewee 

Government 

‘taking the role 

of the other’ 

‘As a result, he was forced to take another path and began selling vegetables. 
Originally, he was the village secretary, but now he was forced to do this because 
if the vegetables couldn’t be sold, it would dampen the enthusiasm of the local 
people…’ (I1) 
‘Yes, but I feel that as an artist, I have eased his relationship with the government 
to some extent. Because I am an artist, I am a cadre of an artist in the 
administrative system’ (I7) 
‘A common goal, yes…because the government does want to build the Guyan 
Painting village well, and I7 does want to build it well’ (I8) 

 

I1 from the China Academy of Art is quite different. He embodies multiple roles simultaneously. Not 

only does he act as a professional mentor, fulfilling academic responsibilities, but he also runs a design 

firm affiliated with the university. In addition to this, he undertakes many functions traditionally should 

be taken by civil society or non-governmental organizations. His team was invited to participate in the 

strategic planning of villages, which was a paid collaboration based on his professional expertise. But 

that wasn’t all; he went on to make voluntary trips to these two villages on multiple occasions, engaging 

in numerous discussions with entrepreneurs and government officials who were actively working on 

development issues, and providing them with strategic advice beyond what was required of him. I2, 

who had limited educational opportunities, received valuable suggestions from I1 that helped his 

business develop sustainably. I1 also assisted I2 in leveraging his social connections to expand his sales 

channels and networks. Moreover, I1 came up with innovative ideas such as organizing sketching events 

to promote rural innovation and sustainable development, and hosting forums to create platforms for 

like-minded individuals dedicated to revitalizing rural areas, thus facilitating their exchange of ideas 

and resources. What he has done goes far beyond the responsibilities that a university professor, in his 
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role as an expert that should fulfil. He hopes to use his professional knowledge and social influence to 

help them provide better services to their rural areas. Similarly, I10 himself is a teacher and famous 

movie director, but when appointed as a government commissioner to work on rural development at the 

grassroots level, his first concern was not personal fame or gain, but how to help promote his community 

through cultural and professional means, and how to enhance the cultural and artistic atmosphere of the 

entire agricultural village. His goal was to integrate aesthetics into the daily lives of the local people 

and thereby enrich their spiritual well-being. 

Table 4.15 Samples of quotes about multi-function performance 

Multi-function 

performance 

Quotes of interviewee 

University 

‘taking the role 

of the other’ 

‘So first of all, our position improvement is also different from other villages, we 
invited the China Academy of Art to help us form a top-level design of a 
village…we are designing a beautiful village at the same time, we have taken into 
account the beautiful economy’ (I2) 
‘The role of university participants and promoters lies in the fact that at the 
beginning, the point that may be invited to say is that the local government invites 
us to pay or explain to invite us to design, but in fact, we involuntarily do the role 
of promoting the government, promoting the people, and promoting its 
practitioners to move forward’ (I1) 
‘Because when I do something, I always put the public interest ahead of my 
personal interests. I never consider things from a selfish perspective. If I had such 
a narrow mindset, I would never have been able to become a special 
commissioner’ (I10) 

 

As entrepreneurs, I2, I8 and I9, their existence is the core catalyst for promoting the dynamic operation 

and development of the two villages. They are both villagers and entrepreneurs, and at the same time 

perform many functions that governments and civil society organizations should undertake. They have 

a commonality, that is, although they are business owners, they have never set their sights on personal 

interests, but have a larger pattern and sense of mission, which is related to the innovative development 

of local villages and the vital well-being of the people. In addition to paying employees' salaries, they 

always insist on their original intentions even if they pay out of pocket by themselves and still 

unswervingly take root in rural revitalization and construction. Each of them could develop outside to 

obtain greater personal economic returns, but they still want to help the development of the countryside 

and help solve the problems of the people who lives here. I2 actively led the people to devote themselves 

to rural governance and solved their employment problems to help the elderly increase their personal 

income and purchased the vegetables and agricultural products that could not be sold by the local people 

and surrounding villages. As a successful overseas Chinese, I8 gave up his luxurious overseas life to 

choose to give back to his hometown’s community, and during the epidemic, he would rather sold his 

famous piece work of art to insist on maintain the art museum exists in the local village, because he 
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knew that the meaning behind the village far exceeded the economic return. I9 has always taken root in 

the countryside, providing artists with services beyond ordinary homestays, because her existence has 

allowed sketching groups from all over the country to come to Guyan Painting village, driving the 

development of local cultural tourism, and actively opening free aesthetic courses and training to 

improve the cultural literacy of local people and enrich their spiritual life, she has always believed that 

she is a very important existence in village governance. 

Table 4.16 Samples of quotes about multi-function performance 

Multi-function 

performance 

Quotes of interviewee 

Enterprise 

‘taking the role 

of the other’ 

‘In fact, Yingshanhong company has been able to get to this day, it is actually 
relying on a strong will, this will be because of the pressure behind you, that is, 
the thousands of local people you care about, because your original intention was 
like this at that time…’(I2) 
‘You see why I sold all of Chu Teh-Chun's artwork when I finally had no choice, 
and I still have to do this… although we don't know what I get in the end, but I 
have indeed worked hard…’ (I8) 
‘So it can only be said that it is a slow and cultural one for the local people. 
Infiltration… Slowly infiltrate, including I will also do some things, such as doing 
exhibitions, people who know will come to see it’ (I9) 
‘For example, among these people in our aesthetic education training, like the 
proprietress of Lan She, who is now working as a homestay by the river, she came 
to study for 8 sessions’ (I9) 

 

4.3.2.3 Sub-theme 3: Mechanism of knowledge flow 
In the rural practice of these two villages, the university are the core professional knowledge providers. 

The top-level design of the university, the precision of professional vision and the guidance of aesthetics 

provide an irreplaceable role in the overall planning and design of the countryside. The government is 

more of a policy guidance and governance framework, but professional and high-quality 

implementation requires the professional knowledge of the university to fill it. In addition to formal 

professional guidance, such as formal project agreements and design proposals, the study found that the 

informal interaction and emotional connection between university personnel and other organizations 

provided consulting and advisory services brought effective inspiration and ideas for local development. 

The experiential intervention of university personnel spontaneously and repeatedly goes to the 

countryside and discusses with local enterprises and government staff in a comfortable and easy going 

way, breaking the institutional boundaries and allowing knowledge to play a role in the construction of 

trusting relationships and common visions. This allows the originally blunt administrative decisions and 

cold academic views to run in innovative products and ideas that are most in line with local 

characteristics in the cross-border exchange after dinner. At the same time, the resource background and 

social capital of university personnel are also invisibly built in this exchange, providing more social 

channels and operational potential for government development strategies and enterprise operations. 
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This moderate knowledge penetration model out of responsibility and mission is more vital than blunt 

official document issuance or economic cooperation, which further broadens the strategic vision of 

entrepreneurs and gives grassroots officials a higher artistic vision and development pattern. This flow 

invisibly shapes not only the implementation and application of knowledge, but also the unity of the 

value system, which indirectly builds rural development towards a common goal. 

Table 4.17 Samples of quotes about mechanism of knowledge flow 

Mechanism of 

knowledge flow 

Quotes of interviewee 

University 

formal 

knowledge  

‘So first of all, our position improvement is also different from other villages, we 
invited the China Academy of Art, Wangjing Design Institute to help us form a 
top-level design of a village…’ (I2) 
‘Because I still use the word expert in universities, you can easily understand, 
what expert means strict means that it is authoritative, it is a standard setter, so 
when the government introduces policies, we will always find some experts or 
judges to review, or experts to do symposiums’ (I7) 
‘In terms of concepts, we need their idea, we have less contact with the outside 
world…so maybe their vision and vision are slightly wider’ (I6) 

University 

informal 

knowledge 

‘In most cases, these discussions are informal. Either people express that they 
share the same ideas in private, or they discover some common ground that leads 
them to establish a common goal and begin formal efforts towards it’ (I3) 
‘We proposed that the China Sketching Conference …but I said that you have 
been sketching and writing for so many years, it can be said that I have played a 
more important role, I said why don't you do a sketching conference’ (I1) 
‘So I just said that I met the right person, we thought it was reasonable, and he 
also listened to our suggestions, so it formed today's big event’ (I1) 

 

4.3.3 Theme 3: Social Structures Mutual Empowerment with Innovation Genes 
This theme mainly analyses the relationship between innovation genes and civil society organizations 

in the conceptual framework structure, it mainly analyses how social structure, that is, civil society 

organizations and groups, and innovative genes empower each other in jointly promoting the 

development of rural revitalization. The results are mainly analysed through two sub-themes, namely 

the top-down model, that is, the specific way of enabling innovation genes to civil society, and the 

bottom-up model, that is, the way civil society in turn empowers innovation genes. 

4.3.3.1 Sub-theme 1: Top-down (innovation genes to civil society) 
The top-down empowerment first stimulates their subjective initiative, and the demonstration effect of 

the leader here provides a good exemplary leading role. Through the improvement of the position of 

the government and enterprises, village cadres and private leaders take the lead in practice, for example, 

party members and villager representatives take the initiative to adopt land for cultivation, and the 

people see that the party members are personally implementing, which will be enough persuasion to 

enhance the trust of people to make them realize that this matter is valuable and beneficial to themselves, 
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and then the village committee will organize and mobilize the people to participate as much as possible. 

This participatory model is carried out in a way that is based on meeting the main needs of the people 

and mutual benefit. For example, imparting skills training, monetary incentives and providing 

employment, and transforming external resources into villagers' consciousness of action. For example, 

the governance mechanism of the ‘Work Points Systems’ digital platform implemented by Dashigai 

village, as long as the villagers do good deeds and use their mobile phones to report to the 'Work Points 

Systems’ platform, such as caring for the lonely and widowed elderly, garbage classification, sanitary 

planting and other positive actions, they can get points, and the points can be used to exchange for daily 

necessities. This makes it possible to link environmental improvement with the income of villagers with 

the assistance of the enterprise’s digital platform. At the very beginning, everyone may do it to receive 

things, but over time they will form a sense of responsibility to care for the village and begin to hope to 

do more good deeds to get points instead of receiving things. There is a QR code in front of each house, 

through which they can see how many points have been done and how many good deeds have been 

done, which is a sense of pride for them. And it is also incentives for farming land. If the land in front 

of and behind the house is clean, the land is planted well, and points will also be earned, and the points 

is a qualification to measure whether have the chance to plant the ‘initial passion vegetable garden’ to 

obtain more economic benefits, so this improves the autonomy and labour initiative of the villagers, 

and the whole village will naturally become neat and beautiful. 

In addition, the people are encouraged to make good use of the land in front of and behind the house to 

grow vegetables, and spend money to buy and help them sell, which greatly improves the enthusiasm 

for labour. Those who do not have land can go to the factory to choose vegetables, many left-behind 

elderly people and children’s families are not around, and there are men who go out to work to leave 

women alone at home, I2 summoned them to do some simple agricultural product processing tasks, 

which is also what they are good at and love, working together can also communicate with each other, 

which not only exercises brain power, but also enriches life, and can also get labour remuneration. This 

empowerment is not only to provide a job, but also to allow villagers to participate in rural governance 

and enhance their sense of ownership. Besides, this also indirectly introduces the management model 

of some modern enterprises into the private sector, and when villagers gain benefits by participating in 

the work assessment of digital platforms, it also indirectly makes them feel the benefits of the spirit of 

contract. This reciprocal mechanism leads the people’s survival to the development of the people and 

transforms the scattered and surplus labour force into participants and productive forces with modern 

skills through employment relations, to establish a system of reconstruction of the life order based on 

contribution and reward in civil society. Clean streets and orderly planting are not only the improvement 

of the physical environment, but also the transformation of spatial governance into people’s heart 

governance, which not only improves the civilization of rural customs, increases the income and well-

being of the people, but also strengthens the rural autonomy system. 
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Table 4.18 Samples of quotes about top-down empowerment of Dashigai village 

Top-down 

Empowerment 

(innovation 

genes to civil 

society) of 

Dashigai village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Reciprocal 

mechanisms 

 

‘…for the improvement of rural civilization, for good people and good deeds… 
then when you get 100 points…go to the village to change bottled water, or there 
is rice, oil and salt at home…to guide everyone to move, at the beginning everyone 
was indeed to receive things, sitting for a long time, they felt that I loved the 
behaviour of my hometown…I should have found a way to fix it’ (I1) 
‘Anyway, there is data in the background that can give him points, assign to him, 
he can also get a certain amount of credit points and remuneration, he consumes 
in the store, for example, to do anything has priority, then this is to mobilize his 
enthusiasm to do something.’(I6) 
‘…if we sort (vegetables)…we will summon these women in our village to let them 
sign up, and after screening, we will use them to work in Yingshanhong, so that 
we can help local villagers re-employ’ (I4) 
‘… we mainly use some examples such as the recycling of vegetables, and when 
we are busy, we will call some people nearby…some agricultural and sideline 
products they grow, we can help them do consignment, and help them do some 
relatively standardized guidance’ (I3) 
‘I was thinking, I let the best artists with international vision who hold exhibitions 
in first-tier cities put them in the art museum in this village, so that others can 
enjoy international exhibitions in this village’ (I10) 

Stimulate 

initiative 

participant 

‘Let these party members and villager representatives take the lead first, he must 
be like this, party members and cadres look at village cadres, and then the people 
look at party members…so between the villagers and the villagers, he will go to 
discuss this matter after tea and dinner’ (I2) 
‘It is that the village has taken out nearly 120 acres of land, so that the people 
can try to plant for 4 months, is free, and if you have the ability to have labour, 
will give you a trial plant, and the products grown will be sold by the 
Yingshanhong Service Centre to help you’ (I2) 

‘We treat the village as a big family, that is, let our villagers take the initiative to 
participate, which is also their old profession, and it is also the work they love, 
and they can find the same energy they had when they were young’ (I1) 
‘In fact, they also want to find such an ecology, but no one leads them. After 
activating all these idle lands, and then these villagers participated, basically 
85% of the families were involved’ (I2) 

 

In the rural construction of Guyan Painting village, meeting the basic needs of the painters settled here 

is the key to promoting the development of local culture and tourism, almost all of them belong to the 

local oil painting association of the non-governmental organization, this demand satisfaction and 

reciprocity mechanism is often reflected in the government to provide policy incentives such as rent 

reduction and exemption to the painter groups settled here, so that they have enough space to create 
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without worrying about economic problems, and at the same time invite entrepreneurs to hold some 

charity auctions. It not only solves the problem of marketing and sales of painters' works, but also 

indirectly solves some social problems. In addition, various platform construction activities, such as 

free booths at art exhibitions and large-scale events such as the China Sketching Conference, also have 

the opportunity to allow painters to come into contact with the resources of some enterprises and other 

organizations, helping them better broaden their art sales channels and build favourable network 

resources. In addition to being an entrepreneur, I8, as the chairman of the local Federation of Overseas 

Chinese, sometimes receives funding support from the government to help them promote activities that 

are within the scope of the policy and are beneficial to local development. The international art museum 

and homestay of I8 and I9 greatly nourish and meet the spiritual and cultural needs and aesthetic 

education of local people and other merchants and provide the visiting sketching groups with art 

appreciation opportunities and pleasant sketching life experience that are difficult to access in first-tier 

cities. 

Table 4.19 Samples of quotes about top-down empowerment of Guyan Painting village 

Top-down 

Empowerment 

of Guyan 

Painting village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Reciprocal 

mechanisms 

 

‘We are now mainly the subsidies that the government has given us now, so usually 
some platforms are shared, he invites entrepreneurs over, we get to know each 
other again, in fact, I think it is to build such a platform, because people still rely 
on each other to support information or something’ (I11) 
‘…they give us a housing support subsidy, and we have solved the problem of food 
and housing, which is originally a big problem…so this is the first to solve a kind 
of housing for us, and usually build some platforms for us (I11) 
‘No, he just subsidized the rent, and then when he first came here, he went out to 
show something and provided some booths, free booths’ (I12) 
‘But the government does have it, like our Federation of Overseas Chinese, he 
will have tens of thousands of yuan a year…to help complete the task’ (I8) 
‘Because they also have their own needs…and then their needs I provide services 
for them…Yes, why I do it is actually an educational package’ (I9) 

Stimulate 

initiative 

participant 

‘It is that some people will slowly realize that this is a cultural phenomenon, and 
they will follow it, for example, to make a homestay, and they will also feel that 
they need to design, how to beautify, or what kind of theme they need to think…’ 
(I9) 
‘You can’t do it if you don't do it yourself. Many artists came, a feel wrong when 
they didn't see me, and they had to see me to feel at ease’ (I9) 
‘We keep doing activities and exhibitions here, a month or two months, we paint 
an exhibition desperately, I let local people understand more about contemporary 
art, so that the art of this place is more diversified’ (I8) 
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4.3.3.2 Sub- theme 2: Bottom-up (civil society to innovation genes) 
The study found that in the rural revitalization of Dashigai village, the Women’s Federation provided a 

platform for enterprises, social capital and the empowerment of female labour force through the 

resources of the Women’s Federation. Through its organizational network, the Women’s Federation 

connects enterprises to market-oriented platforms and provides many indirect sales channel network 

resources for I2’s Yingshanhong Company. At the same time, they provide a stable female labour force 

by selecting female labour force that meets the criteria to join I2’s vegetable and agricultural and 

sideline product processing business. In addition, they used the platform of the Women’s Federation to 

help I2 establish the ‘Jinguo’s Common Prosperity’ workshop, ‘Jinguo’ in Chinese represents the 

outstanding female power, and this workshop was opened in the village, which was filled with female 

staff, and the workshop sold agricultural and sideline products from Dashigai village and surrounding 

villages, which virtually enhanced the social brand image and brand credibility of I2’s enterprises. The 

women’s federation also actively organizes rural activities, such as makeup and flower arrangement 

courses, which greatly improves the richness and happiness of the women left behind in the village, 

balances and alleviates their boring labour work in the fields and realizes the balance between life and 

work. The reason why the rural governance and people's mobilization in Dashigai village can be 

successfully implemented is not only the use of digital technology, but also the trust and endorsement 

of non-governmental organizations such as women’s federations and village committees. The ‘Work 

Points System’ required by the government are easily reduced to cold algorithmic indicators without 

the daily coordination and emotional mobilization of non-governmental organizations. Through this 

bottom-up participation, civil society groups provide real public opinion feedback and behaviour 

samples for the digital decision-making of governments and enterprises, ensuring the temperature based 

on human centric and effectiveness of rural governance. 

Table 4.20 Samples of quotes about bottom-up empowerment of Dashigai village 

Bottom-up 

Empowerment  

of Dashigai 

village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Women’s 

Federation 

Resources 

(platform/social 

capital/resources) 

‘Because he needs to have women at every stage, and there are many, I always 
think that in many details, it must be women who play a greater role, and men 
may be a leader to make a decision, but many work details to do to participate 
are women…’ (I4) 
‘That's right, we set up a women's common prosperity workshop, we were 
originally there…which is more women-oriented, and then gives you approval, 
so that you can show it better, in the city and the province, and then there will be 
a certain economic subsidy’ (I4) 
‘For organizations like women's federation interact with them, we primarily use 
these informal, non-official platforms to expand our sales network. Through 
these platforms, we can promote our product concepts, brand image, and 
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corporate initiatives, and in turn, attract business opportunities from them’ (I3) 
 

In Guyan Painting village, the Oil Painting Association plays a very important role, because one of the 

cores of the entire Guyan Painting village lies in the artists, and artists are an important medium to 

trigger local cultural tourism business. They provide more participatory empowerment, stationed on 

both sides of the main cultural tourism blocks, and need to spend a lot of time creating here, so that 

tourists can feel the strong artistic atmosphere of the painting township when they come. The Oil 

Painting Association provides soft power support for the government’s rural governance through 

cultural injection and life-oriented display, transforming artistic creation into a perceptible rural 

landscape, and they are the landscape itself, which is not only artistic creation, but also a reconstruction 

of spatial value. By activating the original rural cultural genes, the Oil Painting Association allows the 

government to perceive the governance potential of art intervention, thereby promoting the Guyan 

Painting village from an unnamed town to a cultural benchmark. In addition, because their existence 

indirectly attracts more tourists to come here, it has brought a lot of economic benefits to local homestay 

family companies and other shops, and they will often do some activities together to empower each 

other. For example, they will write some free couplets during the Chinese New Year and actively 

participate in service activities such as street sanitation governance to empower the government to 

jointly promote local rural governance. 

Table 4.21 Samples of quotes about bottom-up empowerment of Guyan Painting village 

Bottom-up 

Empowerment  

of  

Guyan Painting 

village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Oil Painting 

Association 

(participatory 

Empowerment) 

‘We are quite like ‘actors’, have such a scenery here, and then when it first got 
up, it had not yet become an official scenic spot…the road was done and the store 
was renovated, and after these people were invited, as the equivalent of the first 
batch of builders, it can also be said that we the pioneers…an uninhabited island, 
you need someone to go, then we immigrate there’ (I11) 
‘Then we are a cultural injection on behalf of it, that is, the person who 
paints…they come to have something to see, then this is first to open a gallery, 
and then the scenic spot is a little bit of advertising is also being promoted…and 
then the scenery is good…then slowly there will be more tourists, and there will 
be more tourists before this so-called homestay will be produced’ (I11) 
‘They also have a homestay alliance, and then our oil painting association and 
calligraphy and painting alliance will often engage in activities together’ (I12) 
‘After painters activating this place, the government felt that this place could have 
a new development model, so it proposed the construction of Guyan Painting 
villages, so it was in line with the entire direction of the government's promotion. 
The second is also in line with a direction of the development of this place…’ (I12) 
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In addition, the township sages and the Federation of Overseas Chinese are also part of the backbone 

of empowering rural revitalization. For example, I2 himself also belonged to the return of the township 

sages, and I8 was the chairman of the Federation of Overseas Chinese who returned to the countryside 

for village construction. They usually have rich social experience, overseas vision, and some financial 

advantages, and their willingness to return to the countryside virtually breaks the closed loop of rural 

information and provides diversified perspectives for government decision-making and rural 

governance. Their years of social experience and social prestige abroad are also an endorsement to 

enhance the credibility of local investment promotion. Civil society groups provide meaning and 

contextual transformation for rural governance, and they transform rigid planning into daily life that 

villagers can understand and participate in. This empowerment is a powerful supplement to the 

administrative logic of the government and the academic logic of the university. The government 

provides land and policies, the university provide professional development recommendation, but civil 

society groups inject loads of real perceptible fireworks and emotional connections. This bottom-up 

feedback has turned the originally blunt planning and governance requirements into an invisible 

spiritual and cultural orientation. 

Table 4.22 Samples of quotes about bottom-up empowerment of Guyan Painting village 

Bottom-up 

Empowerment  

of  

Guyan Painting 

village 

Quotes of interviewee 

Other 

associations  

 

‘Then our other business is some private associations, yes, that is, the resource 
side is still some association organizations…’ (I3) 
‘The township sages have also returned, because these people have mastered 
external information resources and certain connections, and some township sages 
have strong financial strength in doing enterprises outside, so they must be 
attracted to provide some scientific and technological funds and technical 
information for the local area after returning, and give full play to their 
advantages…’ (I6) 
‘…our locals have limited perspectives; they don’t often go out, and they don’t 
have a very clear understanding of the outside world. Their ideas are relatively 
traditional. Therefore, some external information might help break these 
constraints and lead to the emergence of new ideas’ (I6) 

 

4.3.4 Theme 4: Dynamics of Sustainable Development 

The theme mainly reflects the second layer of dynamic mechanisms in the conceptual framework, and 

the relationship between sustainable development goals (SDGs) and innovation genes and civil society. 

This theme mainly analyses which SDGs are jointly promoted by innovation genes and civil society 

under the condition of mutual empowerment, in other words, what specific social problems or needs 
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are solved by successful rural revitalization development or the implementation of social innovation. 

On the contrary, the study also analysed the adverse effects of successful SDGs implementation or social 

innovation on innovation genes and civil society, that is, which triggered the simultaneous evolution or 

spawning changes of organizations and civil society groups. 

4.3.4.1 Sub-theme 1: Value co-creation relates to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
Through an in-depth examination of the rural practice of Dashigai village and Guyan Painting village, 

and with the joint efforts of the dynamic interaction of innovative genes and the mutual empowerment 

of civil society, they all together have fulfilled the reconstruction of rural values and innovative 

development and co-governance and symbiosis. Its core value creation covers the solution and digestion 

of the local economy and employment, the revitalization and replacement of rural resources, the 

activation of rural civilization governance, the improvement of rural ecology and the revitalization of 

people's spiritual well-being. This process aligns well with the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) (Sustainable Development Goals, 2015) on poverty eradication (SDG 1), good health 

and well-being (SDG 3), gender equality (SDG 5) decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), 

sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), and partnerships for the achievement of the goals (SDG 

17). 

In the practice of rural revitalization in Dashigai village, the ‘Yingshanhong’ APP agricultural and 

sideline product integration platform and the digital governance of the ‘Work Points System’ provide 

certain technical support for sustainable development. But this is not the most important thing, the most 

important thing is that in the specific rural governance, in the common actions of many parties and the 

participation and mutual empowerment of the people, the governance tool is no longer to complete the 

cold indicator task, but to connect the hard administrative logic of the government with the flexible 

logic of civil survival. By recycling agricultural products and promoting digital operations, enterprises 

have solved the main social problems of connecting the smallholder economy with the big market, 

revitalized and transformed the original rural resources into new production methods, and at the same 

time solved the employment problem of the people and improved their disposable income. Through 

digital governance, the government transforms public affairs such as environmental improvement and 

civilized habits into quantifiable ‘points’ and uses effective leading demonstrations and incentive 

mechanisms to enhance the spontaneous participation of the people. This not only improves the 

development of rural industries, environmental ecology, and people’s livelihood and well-being, but 

also subtly establishes a set of modern governance models that adapt to sustainable development. 

Besides, in the traditional rural development model, value is often limited to agricultural output. 

However, Guyan Painting village has aesthetically empowered rural resources through the spontaneous 

sketching of natural landscapes by painters and artistic intervention into new production and lifestyle 

transformed into culture and tourism. When other artists introduced sketching conferences into 
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nameless villages, the originally cheap land and houses had a cultural premium. This leap from survival 

to aesthetics and cultural dissemination is essentially the regeneration and reconstruction of the logic of 

rural resources and assets, which makes the countryside no longer just the back garden of the city, but 

a cultural tourism scenic spot and cultural and artistic base with independent civilization characteristics. 

This dissemination from natural scenery to cultural tourism culture has produced a strong chemical 

reaction in civil society, allowing villagers to evolve from simple existence to guardians and 

beneficiaries of cultural space. 

Table 4.23 Samples of quotes about value co-creation relates to SDGs 

Value co-

creation relates 

to SDGs 

Quotes of interviewee 

SDG 1 

SDG 5 

 

‘…if we sort (vegetables)...we will summon these women in our village to let them 
sign up …so that we can help local villagers re-employ’ (I4) 
‘That's right, we set up a women's common prosperity workshop, we were 
originally there…which is more women-oriented, and then gives you approval, so 
that you can show it better, in the city and the province, and then there will be a 
certain economic subsidy’ (I4) 

SDG 8 ‘…Male labourers work 8 to 10 hours a day for 200 yuan, and female labourers 
work for 150 yuan…So I2 said that there is work to do, and they are willing to do 
it, because our grandparents have labour insurance, they don't have labour 
insurance, one has money, and the second is Alzheimer's disease when watching 
TV at home, why don't you go? So they went…’ (I1) 
‘We feel that what we are doing is first to solve the employment problem of many 
local people… 90% of whom are local, all of whom are nearby villagers’ (I9) 

SDG 3 ‘…we also advocate what the life group advocates …we are talking about is 
called traditional planting, including don’t use of pesticides and chemical 
fertilizers’ (I1) 
‘In fact, we thought it was relatively simple at the beginning, because many people 
bought our products and vegetables at the beginning, and they felt that what you 
ate was safe’ (I3) 
‘In the follow-up, we use the front and back of the house to clean up the dirty 
mess, some idle land can be used as these ecological parks, these ecological 
parks…and our villagers were gardeners’ (I2) 
‘This is just a point of the economic empowerment, in fact, the real point is their 
inner pleasure, the spiritual enjoyment in their hearts’ (I2) 
‘We empower them to improve their aesthetics, improve their eyes, and then let 
them know the value of artworks, because it is rare to receive contact with this 
thing in the countryside…’ (I8) 

 

In addition, the embodiment of value creation lies in the profound creation and stimulation of people’s 

life and the dual prosperity of the modern economy and spirit. Through ‘top-down’ resource investment 

and ‘bottom-up’ private undertaking, the enterprise, university and government have jointly completed 

a reshaping of the ideal space and spiritual civilization and happiness of people’s living environment. 

For business owners, their identity has been sublimated from the main creator of economic benefits to 
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a rural partner with a sense of social responsibility, and for the university, their academic functions have 

extended from a single teaching to a governance think tank and flexibility to serve the society. The most 

profound changes occur in the villagers, when they obtain additional wealth through labour re-

employment and personally participate in rural governance, their survival dignity and quality of life as 

the main body of their hometown have been improved like never before. In addition to economic 

benefits, the most important thing is that the profound and intangible spiritual well-being caused by this 

provides support for maintaining the long-term stability of rural ecology and harmonious development. 

Therefore, the rural revitalization practice of Dashigai village and Guyan Painting village provides a 

model of China’s social innovation ecosystem with multi-dimensional value co-creation. Administrative 

power is transformed into field construction, and the government is no longer a single manager, but 

builds infrastructure and mobilizes participation for value creation through policy support and digital 

guidance. The empowerment of intellectual capital in the university injects aesthetic soul into the 

localized space of traditional villages and elevates the rural society from a low-end labour market to a 

cultural space connected with beauty. Through operational revitalization and a dual vision based on 

economic and social value, the company ensures an endogenous sustainable cycle of value creation. 

Through participatory empowerment, civil society groups can accurately transform top-up resource 

investment into bottom-up economic and cultural revitalization. This deep interaction based on the 

SDGs goals finally realizes a sustainable value co-creation symbiosis on the countryside, which allows 

economic growth to be accompanied by aesthetic dignity, digital transformation to be accompanied by 

emotional connection, and resource utilization to be accompanied by ecological protection.  

Table 4.24 Samples of quotes about value co-creation relates to SDGs 

Value co-

creation relates 

to SDGs 

Quotes of interviewee 

SDG 11 ‘Dashi Gai is the village and took us to the secretary and their propaganda 
committee…we negotiated or communicated with them...because of the 
relationship between I10, I have communicated with them more, this time I 
designed an art museum for them’ (I1) 
‘He revitalized all our land, and this is the greatest empowerment…’ (I5) 
‘So it can only be said that it is a slow and cultural one for the local people. 
Infiltration…slowly infiltrate…such as doing exhibitions, people who know will 
come to see it’ (I9) 
‘As soon as the export of these ducks that are put into the countryside for common 
prosperity is solved, it is the problem of surplus agricultural products that cannot 
be sold. The second is how to make farmers generate income. He ducks are raised 
for local employment, and then teach them let more farmland is used to reduce 
pesticides’ (I2) 

SDG 17 ‘Then we did some design there… design improvement…some planning…we 
participated in its whole is its architecture, its entire cultural state, its format, its 
form, its ecology, its active state, it can also be said that we have deep involvement 
in the five states, so I7 has also become a good friend with you’ (I1) 
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‘Now you can see that their village is always very clean and beautiful, because 
everyone has a strong awareness of hygiene, because we can see that there are 
QR codes in front of and behind their houses, I can scan the QR code to give them 
a score of their home…’ (I2) 
‘I think this is good for our local township enterprises, for the local youth, his 
spark can be burned, seeing good things, he will remember the good things you 
once gave him, I believe he will change the art of a group of people or township 
enterprises, and their ability to innovate may also change’ (I10) 
‘…I let the best artists with international vision who hold exhibitions in first-tier 
cities put them in the art museum in this village, so that others can enjoy 
international exhibitions in this village’ (I10) 

 

4.3.4.2 Sub-theme 2: Co-evolution mechanism to innovation genes 

The development of rural revitalization in Dashigai village and Guyan Painting village has brought 

some organizational changes to the government, efficiency and enterprises. The government’s work 

philosophy has shifted from traditional administrative instructions to more scientific and rational 

planning. The government began to pay attention to the pre-planning of land use, reviewed land 

compliance before the start of the project, avoided useless work, and shifted from typical establishment 

to policy iteration. By implementing digital platform management measures, the government has driven 

the spontaneous participation of the people and achieved efficient governance of grassroots governance, 

which is rare in the case of rural revitalization. This method not only improves the quality of the rural 

environment but also establishes a new incentive and feedback relationship between the government 

and the villagers. In addition, the government has improved the aesthetic planning thinking concept of 

rural construction, rather than simply built practical infrastructure and completed index tasks. The 

demand for sustainable development has prompted the university to think about the new discipline 

direction of social innovation and the construction of social application value, the development of the 

discipline began to focus on social empowerment rather than staying in the traditional closed model of 

ivory towers, laying the foundation for the depth of institutional innovation in the future. For example, 

the university have changed from passive invited design to active strategic advice based on social 

mission calling. The university through formal and informal intervention in the governance process to 

contributing design, creativity and theoretical empowerment and enhancing the cultural brand position 

of rural areas.   

Table 4.25 Samples of quotes about co-evolution mechanism to innovation genes 

Co-evolution 

mechanism to 

Innovation 

genes 

Quotes of interviewee 
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Government  ‘We are doing some things now, we also learn lessons, one of us is to plan the 
land in front, the last project, we must first see whether this land is in line with 
the law, look at this plan, is it right, to avoid all the useless work later… The 
second is the operational potential, my thing is built, I must find a good object 
first, I will get it, if I don't find the object, it is built and left there, then it will be 
abandoned after a few years…’ (I6) 
‘It must have changed slowly. From the relatively old and old-fashioned thinking 
to the current innovative thinking is being introduced little by little, this must have 
changed gradually, right’ (I5) 
‘He also felt that this might not be sustainable, so he made up his mind to do that 
and become an entrepreneur…’ (I1) 
‘…it is typical to confirm the rationality of the policy, and then it can promote the 
iteration of the policy’ (I7) 

At the same time, the profound artistic concept is transformed into cultural products that ordinary people 

can participate in and benefit, and the social value spillover effect of knowledge is realized. Rural 

revitalization has stimulated the endogenous rejuvenation of corporate social responsibility, and 

enterprises take the initiative to assume social responsibility based on local feelings and participate in 

solving local livelihood problems. Besides, in the interaction with the government and university, the 

operation of the enterprise has become more in line with the laws of the market and more rational, in 

addition to the original intention of local feelings, but also actively improve the operation model and 

ideas through interactive resources, so as to ensure the sustainability of the business model. More 

importantly, through deep participation in rural governance, business owners have gained a sense of 

emotional identity and honour, which far exceeds material remuneration and further stimulates their 

enthusiasm for long-term rural cultivation. The solution of sustainable development issues indirectly 

shapes the common evolution mechanism of the government, enterprise and university, which promotes 

the government to shift from large-scale to refined empowerment, promotes the university to transition 

from paper to rooted in the earth, and promotes enterprises to shift from predatory development to 

symbiotic management. 

Table 4.26 Samples of quotes about co-evolution mechanism to innovation genes 

Co-evolution 

mechanism to 

Innovation 

genes 

Quotes of interviewee 

University and 

enterprise 

‘So those old people liked I2 very much, and they regarded him as the equivalent 
of the children of their fellow villagers, and he also gained this sense of honour 
and emotional value’ (I1) 
‘We also follow the development of the times, because they have come to the 
countryside, they may be more advanced than us in the city…and he also needs 
some new technology to support, so I will get it up’ (I9) 
‘It is more in line with the laws of the market, calmer, more rational, and more in 
line with the laws of the market…’ (I1) 
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4.3.4.3 Sub-theme 3: Co-evolution mechanism to social structures 

The realization of the SDGs in rural areas is not only the improvement of the physical environment or 

the elimination of poverty indicators, but also the fact that it triggers a profound revolution in civil 

society subjectivity. This change presents a progressive evolution from matter to organization to 

spiritual soul. First of all, sustainable development has completed the capitalization and restructuring 

of rural idle value and the deep revitalization and transformation of existing resources, giving the masses 

economic independence and dignity. In the traditional context, rural labour (especially the elderly and 

women) is often seen as an inefficient asset. However, through top-down resource empowerment and 

operation, these idle labour forces are accurately embedded into the modern industrial value chain. 

When villagers find that their labour can be transformed into value output, their identification with 

sustainable development changes from an abstract slogan to a solid main driving force. This is not only 

the elimination of poverty, but also the re-anchoring of the value of individual life in the modern 

economic system, so that the masses can obtain equal social dignity and happiness in life while creating 

economic benefits. Secondly, the coupling of digital governance and civil society has built a modern 

grassroots order with autonomous participation. The sustainable development of rural areas has long 

been trapped by a relatively loose structure, and a reasonable rural governance model promotes the 

collective spontaneous initiative of the people.  

Table 4.27 Samples of quotes about co-evolution mechanism to social structures 

Co-evolution 

mechanism to  

Social structures 

Quotes of interviewee 

 Subjectivity 

of civil society 

‘Yes, he will feel that when he introduces it to others, I will have a sense of pride 
when you come to play in Guyan Painting village’ (I9) 
‘In recent years, whether it is rural revitalization or the implementation of 
beautiful villages, the people's sense of gain and satisfaction has been 
significantly improved, which is also a social benefit’ (I6) 
‘There is also a kind of finding his own trace, he is proud to do this, I am from 
Dashigai village, and then the villagers of other villages said that the things you 
grow in Dashigai village are reimbursed, which is different from our village’ (I2) 

Initiative of civil 

society 

‘They actively participated in the activities organized by the Women's Federation, 
and then the response was very enthusiastic, and then this was actually a kind of 
repercussion’ (I4) 
‘Everyone loves their hometown, and this energy is an inexhaustible sustainable 
and resilient local spirit’ (I1) 
‘Because his own starting point is to make life better, isn't it, to make society more 
harmonious, its starting point is such a starting point, everyone must be very 
happy to take part in’ (I4) 
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Finally, the infiltration of art and education has contributed to the cognitive awakening of the masses 

from the limitations of their survival identity to cultural consciousness. When the masses are 

transformed from a state of ‘only knowing how to farm and watch TV and sleep’ to ‘participants’ who 

can take the initiative to introduce their hometown art to outsiders, take the initiative to learn 

photography and etiquette, the boundaries of identity are broken. This improvement in cognitive and 

spiritual education has narrowed the long-standing cultural gap between urban and rural areas. The 

villagers’ pride in their homeland is not vanity, but a return of self-confidence based on the value of 

their homeland that has been highly recognized by modern civilization. This spontaneous cultural 

consciousness is the most valuable internal vitality brought by sustainable development, and the masses 

are no longer passive objects waiting to be redeemed, but have become the masters of guarding, creating 

and inheriting local civilization. In this process, the grassroots masses have completed the leap from 

passive followers to value co-creators. This change proves that true sustainable development has not 

only achieved economic enrichment in the process of modernization but also gained cognitive 

enhancement and rediscovery of the value of self-existence, as well as a deep sense of dignity and pride 

as the owner of one’s hometown.  

Table 4.28 Samples of quotes about co-evolution mechanism to social structures 

Co-evolution 

mechanism to  

Social structures 

Quotes of interviewee 

Cognitive 

enhancement of 

civil society 

‘…It has driven the cultural awareness of a large part of the local people, not that 
they only know how to far…and then they will say that they will watch art 
exhibitions or that some people may progress to the point of saying that they will 
listen to an opera, or that I will also paint’ (I9) 
‘His governance of the entire village has achieved certain results, including the 
use of digitalization, how to manage the field with QR codes, how to use less 
pesticides and fertilizers for natural growth, and thus driving other areas’ (I8) 
‘In this regard, I think what is more important is that Yingshanhong Plan and 
‘Work Points System’, it is a means of modern mobile communication in the new 
era, so that people can return to the village rules and people to do good deeds’ 
(I2) 

 

4.3.5 Theme 5: Social Contexts Conditions 

This theme mainly presents the impact of the framework conditions in the conceptual framework on 

rural revitalization. It mainly analyses the main influencing factors of social context conditions on the 

sustainable development of rural revitalization, which mainly includes specific analysis of policy and 

institutional factors, socio-cultural or climate factors, and resource and environmental factors. 
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4.3.5.1 Sub-theme 1: Institutional/policy environment 

In the process of rural revitalization; there are many policy and institutional factors that limit its 

sustainability and innovative development. Although the government provides some incentives for 

actions within a reasonable range of policies, it largely depends on the personal leadership and overall 

literacy of tenure government officials. If the tenured government personnel have a strong sense of 

social mission, work initiative, and are willing to listen to professional and grassroots organization’s 

suggestions and make bold innovation ideas, they can play a better role in the process of promoting 

rural revitalization. Because in China’s environment, the government’s macro plans and orientation are 

still the key factors in determining the overall development direction, and good innovative ideas and 

actions will not be supported by policy and legitimacy if they do not conform to the government’s 

overall regional planning or are considered risky initiatives. 

In the practice of rural revitalization, there is often a contradiction between the instability of 

administrative logic and the sustainability of long-term development. The frequent change of 

government leadership has led to the inability to effectively continue policy implementation. In order 

to demonstrate personal ability or shift focus, new leaders will largely change the practices of previous 

leaders, resulting in the sudden interruption or loss of continuous incentives for projects that were 

originally on the right track. In a certain sense, the administrative logic is limited by the performance 

appraisal and tenure system, and if each official only cares about personal administrative performance, 

he often pursues short-term efficiency or efficacy, and rapid visualization of ‘typical role model’ results. 

However, the development of rural areas needs continuous incentives and maintenance to ensure their 

sustainable development, which causes a dislocation between administration and development rhythm, 

resulting in the phenomenon of when officials are in office, all development is as usual, and when 

officials leave, all administrative support leaving as well in rural governance. Besides, the standardized 

work mode of administrative logic is difficult to match the complexity and uniqueness of the 

countryside. The complexity and lack of flexibility in procedures stems from the government’s habit of 

achieving regulatory security through standardized documents and processes, which indirectly makes 

it difficult to innovate boldly in order to be controllable and avoid errors.  

Table 4.29 Samples of quotes about co-evolution mechanism to institutional/policy environment 

Institutional/policy 

environment 

Quotes of interviewee 

Insufficient 

leadership  

‘The change of term is just about to change. He wants to change the original 
leader's approach, I won't push the things you push…although the prior one is 
working excellent…but after I came on stage, I didn't push this, I did some 
things, I tried my best to change one’ ( I1) 
‘There is also a change of government, each leader comes up with his own 
policies, and then his change of strength is to make you uncontrollable’ (I8) 
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Insufficient 

engagement 

‘So I also told our mayor secretary that this is not how the work division 
treasure is made. Because they will stay for two and a half years at most, and 
now I still have half a year left, they think what will I give you…’ (I2) 

Management 

rotation 

‘…the continuity of a government policy is very important, and now our 
government has a policy that is not a continuity, too short, because he changes 
quickly, so the leadership policy are not the same and not connected, resulting 
in us, especially a gallery like us, in this kind of place, it is difficult for it to 
survive’ (I8) 
‘…generally, it only stays for two or three years before it changes, and his 
sustainability does not exist, so after the change, he will not do this exhibition’ 
(I9) 

Insufficient 

incentives 

‘It turned out that the government was mainly building cultural tourism, and 
the current leader of our Guyan Painting village was transferred to another 
business…then here was left out, resulting in planning like when we first came, 
there were nearly 100 artists in this place, resulting in only a few dozen left…’ 
(I8) 

What’s more, rigorous and relatively restrained incentive mechanisms do not match the continuous 

incentive needs needed to create rural value. The ‘icing on the cake’ incentive orientation reflects the 

conservative mentality of administrative decision-making under risk control. The government tends to 

support successful and brand-effective ‘typical role model’ projects, and this fixed-pie mindset often 

leads to the rupture of resources. Because the development of rural revitalization is inseparable from 

the continuous innovative development strategy, due to regulators do not always participate in actual 

governance, their decisions may be out of touch with reality, and it is difficult to carry out new value 

potential that is beneficial to rural development found by other organizations in practice. And actions 

without government legitimacy cannot be rationalized, enterprises cannot solve the problem of 

infrastructure investment and capital breakage. The government's conservatism not only frustrates the 

innovation initiative of enterprises but also leads to good projects that either cannot be carried out or 

are in trouble due to the inability to obtain corresponding subsidy adjustments during the 

implementation process. This allows the system to only exist on the basis of policies and the will of 

official leaders, and enterprises can feel the ‘icing on the cake’ rather than ‘come to rescue’. Finally, the 

asymmetry between the government office logic and other organizations’ operation frequency. 

Government officials believe that they tend to start from the overall system and have their own office 

rhythm, while enterprises pay more attention to the implementation of projects, so that the two often 

lead to communication deviations due to different underlying logic in cooperation. At the same time, 

due to the government's relatively conservative publicity of policies, grassroots organizations have a 

relatively single channel to obtain policy information, and there is attenuation or misreading in the 

process of information transmission, which also causes a certain amount of policy waste. 

Table 4.30 Samples of quotes about co-evolution mechanism to institutional/policy environment 

Institutional/policy Quotes of interviewee 
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environment 

Insufficient 

management 

flexibility 

‘The most important thing is the government, especially in China is a powerful 
regime, if the Chinese government does not agree to you, no matter how big the 
good things are, it cannot be implemented…but the power of the government is 
so great that it is boundless…we have a saying that the government is dominant’ 
(I1) 
‘You say he has no effect; he will have to supervise you tomorrow immediately; 
this is not right or that not right’ (I2) 

Procedure 

complication 

‘Something can be very fast solved but now seem to be solved very slowly, just 
procrastinated, I don't know what's going on, it seems that there are more 
people working, and things are slow’ (I2) 
‘His policy is not always to conform to the people's will, he is what he loves to 
decide… the town government must not dare to do anything… just like our 
Yingshanhong has a project is to get subsidies, we have invested money for 4 
years or 5 years, my subsidy has not come down yet’ (I4) 

Frequency 

misalignment 

‘I often talk to my friends about this matter, including the officer leader, our 
policy has been introduced, and he hopes that everyone can get this policy, but 
in fact very few people know about it’ (I9) 
‘That is to say, the government is a system, it has its own rhythm when it 
operates, and he does not mean that a certain leader is useless and there is no 
way, because he is only a part, and we are all a part. Yes, so many times the 
embarrassment is that there will be a misalignment in the rhythm’ (I7) 

 

4.3.5.2 Sub-theme 2: Social culture/climate environment  

The success of rural revitalization in the early stage often depends on the emotional governance brought 

about by the personal prestige of the leader, which is behind the local feelings and the trust of the local 

people, and the interaction between organizational leadership based on the same vision is an important 

factor to promote the smooth development of rural revitalization. Although the establishment of 

affection and trust driven by a sense of common mission in grassroots governance is an effective way 

to jointly operate rural revitalization and development, this kind of governance, which relies heavily on 

organizational leadership, also has certain vulnerabilities and instability. The reality is that it is difficult 

for most villages to encounter this synergy, so even if the countryside has good resources, it is difficult 

to achieve rural development without assembling with people who are willing to create and operate 

together. In addition, gaining the understanding and support of the local people is very important for 

rural revitalization and development. If the people feel that this is really helpful to their living 

environment and personal life, they will jointly promote rural governance through the mode of 

spontaneous participation, which will be smoother for the government, enterprise and university as 

relatively authoritative organizations in the process of rural transformation and operation. If it is only a 

superficial project, or a random demolition and construction, as well as an operation model that 

sacrifices the living environment only for private or higher organizations’ profit, it will not be possible 

to promote the sustainable development of the countryside without the support of the local people. This 

is why these two villages can achieve certain success, because they have improved the villagers’ self-



137 
 

awareness and existence value to some extent, which is the most beneficial social capital. This change 

in the social and cultural environment has transformed the people from empowered to self-worth 

operators, and this kind of spontaneous action has well driven the sustainability of rural development 

and indirectly resisted the impact of ‘bureaucratic hierarchization’ and ‘policy non-continuity’. 

Table 4.31 Samples of quotes about social culture/climate environment 

Social 

culture/climate 

environment 

Quotes of interviewee 

Emotional 

governance 

‘In fact, the main thing is that I2 himself was a village cadre, so what he could 
gain the trust of the local people was to say that he was standing with them, not 
with the government or other interests’ (I5) 
‘The people must first trust you, a village cadre, before he will come to do this 
with you. If there is only one village cadre, even if it is the village secretary, no 
matter how enthusiastic he is, the people do not support you how you do things’ 
(I4) 

Trust of civil 

society 

‘Yes, at least comparing looking for the government, local people which must 
be more friendly to us, because the government has to be in charge of 
everything’ (I3) 
‘They actively participated in the activities organized by the Women's 
Federation, and then the response was very enthusiastic, and then this was 
actually a kind of reply’ (I4) 

Overall, in the current social and cultural environment, the understanding of social innovation is 

relatively weak. The lack of understanding of social innovation is not reflected in action, but in the lag 

of cognition and theoretical consciousness. Although the behaviour of the participants has deeply 

practiced the core concept of social innovation, due to insufficient understanding of the innovation 

paradigm, there is a serious disconnect between practice and institutionalization. In some way, the rural 

revitalization is essentially shown the attributes of restructuring of social relations. The definition of 

these actions within the organization remains at the level of policy directives, project execution or 

governance means, and fails to identify them as a social innovation action that changes the logic of 

social governance. This lack of cognition leads to innovation often relying on the contingency of 

specific individuals or organizations, rather than on the inevitability guided by macro innovation 

theory.When innovation behaviour is only regarded as a practical pilot under the guidance of policy 

rather than an institutionalized strategic orientation, once faced with management rotation or change, it 

is easy to lose innovation results. Although all parties have assumed cross-border functions in practice, 

this multi-functional performance is mostly based on individual vision rather than strategic 

consciousness. This state limits the leap of rural revitalization to a higher-dimensional rural innovation 

and development strategy, and it is easier to making rural revitalization often reduced to a material 

repair rather than an overall reconstruction of social ecology.  
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Table 4.32 Samples of quotes about social culture/climate environment 

Social 

culture/climate 

environment 

Quotes of interviewee 

Disconnection 

between practice 

and theory  

‘Its overall social innovation, it actually needs to have a bold idea and a 
superhuman idea…so that it can be boldly innovative, and now it does not dare 
to create’ (I2) 
‘I think we can continue to push, but we need to innovate, or inject some new 
ideas and models, which needs to be constantly explored’ (I6) 

Disconnection 

between practice 

and system 

‘The government is actually still working hard in this regard, although they may 
not have figured out how to do it now, how to do this thing, he has not yet sorted 
out this thing, but this place is still concerned…’ (I8) 
‘We know something, but we can't refine it into a pattern, or refine it to a certain 
height, they have thinking, that is, both sides have to combine’ (I6) 
‘Because we have also inspected many places, in fact, many places are not 
comparable to us at all…in fact, he has always lacked a real value system that 
truly sorts out from the cultural level and belongs to the entire value system of 
Guyan Painting village’ (I7) 

 

4.3.5.3 Sub-theme 3: Resources environment  

The resources environment also affects the development of rural revitalization in a certain sense, which 

is not only reflected in the shortage of factors, but also in ecological dilemma. The core resource of 

rural revitalization not only represents in land or capital, but also talents with business awareness. 

Traditional rural construction mainly relies on the improvement of facilities, while modern rural 

revitalization requires the operation of the countryside as a branded product. The deep reason for the 

current lack of talents lies in the lack of supporting environment, which requires financial matching, 

and needs the cognitive resonance and full support of local chiefs of government (such as village chiefs 

and town mayors). Without this synergistic environment, it is difficult for talents to produce sustained 

chemical reactions even if they enter the countryside. Besides, the capital environment presents a 

contradiction between fragile investment orientation and relatively weak financial support. Enterprises 

in rural revitalization face extremely high operating thresholds. This can easily lead to many enthusiastic 

private enterprises becoming pioneers rather than beneficiaries and have to withdraw in the face of the 

reality of the broken capital chain, which has hit the enthusiasm and innovation of enterprises. More, 

environmental emergencies (such as the epidemic) reveal the fragility and limitations of the rural 

industrial chain. The epidemic is not only a public health event, but also a heavy blow to the rural 

export-oriented cultural economy. Once the environment fluctuates, the shrinkage of downstream 

consumption will quickly go upstream, resulting in the countryside on the resource side (such as 

painting sales, tourism consumption) to stagnate completely, blocking the flow of rural and top art 

resources, and making rural cultural products lose the window to export to the city. The resource 

environment of rural areas is dynamically interacted with the government and related organizations, so 
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its elements are not static, and its obstacles are not only due to the absolute lack of talents or funds, but 

also because the channels of resource flow are hindered by rigid management procedures, unstable 

policy continuity and sudden environmental changes.  

Table 4.33 Samples of quotes about resources environment 

Resources 

environment 

Quotes of interviewee 

Macro 

environment  

‘At that time, I had contacted many top art museums, including Beijing, 
Shanghai, and Guangzhou, but I was blocked by the epidemic for 20 years…’ 
(I8) 
‘And now you look at the tourists who come out and basically don't consume, 
unless they actually eat everyone has to eat, right? He is very cautious when 
he buys things’ (I12) 

Talents ‘…if I2has a better think tank, if there is a think tank team or a young 
franchise who comes in and manages well, if he has his own ambitions, he 
will become a very famous Chinese agricultural brand in a few years’ (I2) 
‘…infrastructure of village is to be promoted, it has always been a problem to 
introduce talents, and there is no way, at the level of our villages, there are 
basically no talents, and talents cannot be retained’ (I5) 
‘… still lack some operational talents, they used to be called build villages, 
and now they are called running villages. If you run it, you let the village 
cadre work part-time, and he will not be able to mobilize his enthusiasm’ (I6) 

Capital  ‘Therefore, many private enterprises are full of enthusiasm, spending three or 
four years for him, and the funds are also broken and quit, because he does 
agriculture…he must have come with full of passion, he must also come with 
funds…so the survival rate of agriculture is only 5%, it is to rely on a will to 
do this thing well’ (I1) 
‘Funds have always been a big problem for agricultural enterprises, because 
agricultural enterprises have a lot of investment, whether it is a site, it is not 
its own assets, it is rented, and its investment is heavy investment…the bank 
has his own concerns, he is unwilling to take higher risks, although you are a 
good project…’ (I3) 
‘Why is it too difficult to do this art museum in the countryside, this road is 
really difficult, I hope that you as this business owner…the gallery manager 
you have to be able to hold on, you have to have this financial strength to play 
here, otherwise you basically can't play’ (I8) 

 

4.4 Conclusion  

This chapter mainly systematically analyses the results and findings of data collection, and summarizes, 

refines and interprets the rural revitalization situation in Dashigai village and Guyan Painting village. 

On the whole, the essence of rural revitalization is a social innovation practice with the collaborative 

participation of multi-dimensional subjects, and its success lies not only in the renovation of physical 

space, but also in the dynamic interaction and mutual empowerment between administrative power, 

university professional knowledge, enterprise operation and civil society to jointly promote the 

sustainable development of rural areas and the solution of social sustainability problems. Through the 



140 
 

resonance of leadership and the endogenous sense of social responsibility, the government, university 

and enterprise have broken the rigid boundaries of traditional governance and jointly driven the 

innovation and development of rural areas in the cross-border of identity and role embedding. At the 

same time, mutual empowerment with civil society has created innovation in social relations (Moulaert, 

Simmons and Parra, 2025), so that the rural governance model can jointly promote the solution of social 

problems and sustainable development problems through effective mechanisms such as participation 

and reciprocity and accurately anchor the grand policy picture on the material benefits and spiritual 

well-being of the people. This collaborative interaction realizes value co-creation under the framework 

of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which not only reshapes the civilization consciousness 

and organizational resilience of the people, but also promotes the common evolution of all participants, 

so that rural revitalization has leaped from an external blood transfusion administrative task to a life 

community with self-hematopoietic ability. Although this process still faces the constraints of the real 

environment such as management rotation, institutional rigidity and weak factor support, the efficiency 

of knowledge flow and two-way empowerment energy it shows have explored a very vital path for the 

modernization and transformation of China’s rural areas.  

5 FINDINGS 
5.1 Introduction 

Based on the in-depth empirical research on Dashigai village and Guyan Painting village, the research 

found that the operating logic of the social innovation ecosystem is manifested in the innovation genes 

composed of the government, enterprise, and university (Triple Helix) and civil society (Quadruple 

Helix) as the core innovation factors through a dynamic mechanism of deep synergy in the social 

structure and evolve together with the sustainable development goals (Quintuple Helix) and the overall 

social innovation ecosystems. In the evolution of practice, due to the reality of the institutionalization 

of social innovation in organizational functions and the national innovation system, its dynamic 

promotion is highly dependent on informal multi-actor and multi-functional inter-embedded 

collaboration. The activation of this collaboration mechanism essentially stems from the value 

resonance between multi-organizational leaders in terms of initiative, cognitive dimension and sense of 

social mission. The mutual empowerment of innovation genes and civil society has achieved interactive 

influence in the process of giving birth to innovation in social relations, driving the iteration of synergy 

mechanism and the reshaping of social structure. This multi-dimensional co-evolution not only 

promotes the solution of sustainable development goals but is also constrained and guided by 

environmental factors such as social institutional, cultural climate, and resource factors. 
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Literally, the term rural revitalization is not accurate enough to describe the practice of these two 

villages in promoting rural development, because their practice is not limited to the infrastructure or 

surface transformation of rural water, electricity transportation or sanitation rectification. These two 

villages reflect that rural revitalization is not only the reshaping of physical space but also involves how 

multi-actors jointly drive the solution of rural social problems and sustainable innovation and 

development. Therefore, the essence of rural revitalization in these two villages is a profound social 

innovation practice and reflects the characteristics of the social innovation ecosystem. The following 

section, based on the social innovation concept analysis framework constructed in this study, will distil 

and present core research findings according to the multi-level coding of thematic analysis, and then 

systematically explain the innovation dynamic model of the social innovation ecosystem constructed in 

this research. 

5.2 Data Saturation  

Before presenting specific empirical findings, it is necessary to provide a methodological explanation 

regarding the adequacy of the sample size used in this study and the degree of data saturation. This 

study employs purposive sampling techniques, focusing on two representative cases of rural 

revitalization, precisely identified 12 key leaders from various innovative entities including the 

government, university, enterprise, and the civil society. In the qualitative research paradigm, the 

adequacy of the sample does not depend on the pursuit of statistical or mechanical information 

redundancy, the meaning is not a predetermined object that can be simply discovered but it is generated 

through the continuous interpretation process between the researcher and the data (Braun and Clarke, 

2021). The adequacy of the sample in qualitative research does not depend solely on the absolute 

number of participants but depends more on the information power contained within the sample 

(Malterud, Siersma and Guassora, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2021). When the research objectives are 

highly focused and certain specificity, and the dialogue is high quality relate to theoretical support, a 

smaller sample size can still provide extremely rich explanatory potential (Dey, 1999; Braun and Clarke, 

2021). Correspondingly, in this research, the objectives focus on multi-helix coordination mechanisms, 

the samples exhibit industry and organization specificity, The participants in this study were directly 

and deeply involved in the decision-making processes related to rural revitalization and the 

collaborative efforts among various entities. As holders of key information specific to different 

organizations, they provided highly targeted, context-specific, and detailed firsthand accounts. The 

interview discussion is thorough, backed by a solid conceptual framework, then these data contain a 

vast amount of information and potential for interpretation. Besides, during the detailed manual coding 

process of analysing 12 respondents from various sectors including the government, enterprise, 

university and civil organization, the data and conceptual analysis framework demonstrated a high 

degree of theoretical alignment and cognitive depth. The intrinsic characteristics, action logic, and 
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interaction mechanisms of each core category have been fully and thoroughly empirically explained 

and contextualized from multiple perspectives, without new dimensions that challenge or reconstruct 

the core theoretical logic, thereby achieving solid theoretical sufficiency and qualitative saturation at 

the epistemological level. 

5.3 The Dynamic Mechanism of Social Innovation Ecosystems 
5.3.1 Finding 1: The Dynamic Mechanism of Triple Helix 
5.3.1.1 Innovation genes-motivations 

The study found that the implementation of social innovation by the government and the public sector 

usually is mainly driven by national policy influence. In China’s specific governance context, rural 

revitalization is positioned as a core strategy to achieve common prosperity. This national macro-level 

policy advocacy provides legitimacy support for the local government, and local officials should 

respond to governance actions within the policy framework. Under the national policy directives, the    

university concern for social issues and the localization of subject knowledge drive them to play an 

active role in promoting rural revitalization practices. The main leader responsible for collaboration 

with rural revitalization in the university are not limited to formal project-based paid cooperation but 

also intervene in an informal way based on social responsibility and empower local sustainable 

innovative development by providing professional strategic consulting advice to the government and 

enterprises. The enterprise in promoting rural revitalization and development is not limited to private 

economic gains, but out of a strong sense of social responsibility and local attachment to their roots. 

Solving local problems requires continuous policy and financial support, however, even if they 

encounter capital turnover problems, they are still willing to continually promote rural sustainable 

development by using their own money or resources, it shows entrepreneurs’ social responsibility in 

solving the local social problems and promoting the activation of local resources and the transformation 

of rural value.  

‘……the government is indeed the promoter, and the way the government promotes is often promoted 
in the form of policies’ …. because of this policy, I can attract everyone to participate, and then test 
the rationality of the policy, to test its benefits, its transformation, its conversion rate, and so on’ (I7) 

‘In the early stage, it is like planning and design at the top level to the overall positioning layout, 
including the village positioning of beautiful villages, and some cultural excavations in history must be 
dominated by university…The reason why the China Academy of Arts is now in the forefront of the 
country is encouraging everyone to serve in society and encourage everyone to do things’ (I1) 

‘The vision is because I am a native farmer, I grew up in the countryside, my ancestors have been in 
this village for generations, and then after returning from work, I was a village cadre, and the 
responsibility of village cadres is to establish their hometown, that is, to establish a place where their 
ancestors have survived and grew up here’（I3） 
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‘So, when we came back at that time, we thought of one thing: since I understood that such a thing 
didn’t exist yet, I would be the one to start creating it, I would be the first to develop it’ (I8) 

5.3.1.2 Innovation genes- functions 

The study found that in the collaborative governance network of social innovation, the government 

mainly plays a leading role. Based on the macro-planning orientation of the region, the government will 

give legitimacy to the selected executors to implement and operate the plan and provide corresponding 

support and supervision for relevant actions within the scope of the policy, such as investing in public 

infrastructure and financial incentives and other preferential policies. Besides, the cognition, work 

initiative and sense of mission of the current government leaders let them show the function beyond 

basic routine. For example, the government officials in the case are more daring to practice innovation 

because of their cross-field professional knowledge and rich social experience. Their broad vision and 

cognition enable them builds the relatively inclusion policy environment. The function of the university 

shows a collaborative capability through embodying the knowledge application and value translation. 

Therefore, it is not only an educator, but also a connector and promoter. Through providing professional 

solution and planning suggestions to reconstruct the value of the countryside, transform the originally 

fragmented and inefficient rural space into cultural capital with high premium capabilities, and reshape 

rural functions and features in terms of physical space and cultural shaping. In addition to formal project 

cooperation to obtain knowledge payment, the university also played multiple cross-border roles as 

governance consultants, such as providing strategic guidance for government planning and enterprise 

development through informal non-commercial cooperation, but it mainly depends on the personal 

sense of social mission and leadership of university leaders. 

‘……you said that after I handed it over to you, I really didn't care? It won't be like this. I still have to 
supervise your action……’ (I7) 

‘For this reason, the Propaganda Department of the Provincial Party Committee felt that we were 
recommended by his subordinates…the Provincial Federation of Literary and Art Circles recommended 
me, and the reason why he thought of me first was because I had experience in local service, the second 
I belonged to the party member, and the third was public institutions…’ (I10) 

‘I am actually a social practitioner, not just an official, an official is just an identity I use…the reason 
is that we are turning, and we also have an academic framework’ (I7) 

‘In the middle of this, I am very positive to see such a person, seeing people like I7, we must want to 
think of different ways to help…as work in university we cherish talents, and we can do a little like this 
within our ability, which is such a role’ (I1) 

The enterprise are mainly the specific implementers and operators of the government’s macro-planning 

and guidance. In the collaborative ecology of rural revitalization, the main functions of enterprises are 

resource transformation and market-oriented operations. Through capital injection and operation 

management, rural resources are revitalized and reorganized into sustainable commercial formats. In 
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addition, the enterprises show part the governance and service functions of the government, which 

comes from entrepreneurial leadership and a strong sense of social responsibility. They show a 

transformed attributes from business operators into social governance partners by cooperating with the 

government to develop governance tools and other products and services. Besides, as an intermediary 

of trust between the government and civil society, the enterprise undertakes part public obligations to 

through a series of social services. This multi-functional role makes enterprises no longer mere investors, 

but co-governors deeply embedded in the rural social ecology.  

‘Use its own integrated platform to help some large farmers, such as vegetable basket bases, including 
some units with good products in hand, to solve marketization’ (I3) 

‘So, there are artists from all over the country, and I am not only a window to introduce local artists to 
the outside world, but also a window for foreign artists to come to us to do some exchanges with the 
local community’ (I9) 

‘For me, the purpose of spreading art was precisely this……. In that sense, my participation in this 
community was purely about contributing and helping to spread art’ (I8) 

5.3.1.3 Core dynamic mechanism  

The dynamic mechanisms of innovation genes are mainly reflected in three interrelated levels. First, the 

core dynamic mechanism in the complex social innovation ecosystem of rural revitalization between 

the innovation genes embodies the hierarchical characteristics in its functions and dynamics. The 

government is the leading force, located at the first level, and is the main macro guideline for launching 

actions. Under the guidance of the national policy-oriented macro-strategy, the government formulates 

regional policy planning and development plans that are in line with the national strategic orientation. 

Enterprises are the main execution force and are located at the second level. The government selects 

operable enterprises for implementation and provides legal action and policy incentives. On this basis, 

enterprises carry out market-oriented operations according to local conditions. The university show 

toward a collaborative capacity and are located at the third level. Through formal and informal means, 

the university cooperate with the government to provide top-level design plans based on professional 

knowledge for local policy planning and informally provide strategic advice and insights such as 

innovation and creativity to the government and enterprises based on a sense of social responsibility. 

‘The most important thing is the government, especially in China, which is a powerful regime, and if 
the Chinese government does not agree with you, no matter how big the good things are, they will not 
be able to implement it’ (I1) 

‘…and of course, the guidance of the government is more important. If the government says that the 
place that leads…is not called Guyan Painting village, it means that you still develop your other things, 
which may not be like this’ (I9) 
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‘So first of all, our position improvement is also different from other villages, we invited the China 
Academy of Art, Wangjing Design Institute to help us form a top-level design of a village, at that time 
it was a universal beautiful village, in fact, we are designing a beautiful village at the same time, we 
have taken into account the beautiful economy’ (I2) 

‘Use its own integrated platform to help some large farmers, such as vegetable basket bases, including 
some units with good products in hand, to solve marketization’ (I3) 

Second, the hierarchy attributes are a catalyst for initiating collaboration, while the dissolution of role 

boundaries and the inter-woven of multi-function performance is the core elements in promoting the 

effectiveness of inter-helix interactions. The government loose partial administrative space during 

interaction have promotes the effectiveness of collaboration. By giving respect and trust to other 

organizations decision-making power at the micro-management level, the university are allowed to fully 

utilize professional ideas in top-level design and implement them according to the plan. At the same 

time, they are given operational space, and some public culture and service governance functions are 

delegated to socially responsible enterprises. The enterprise fulfils some of the functions of grassroots 

government through operation and management models that suit local characteristics, while the 

university transcend academic research and assume the functions of discovering resource potential and 

providing governance advice. This mutually dynamic function performance to a certain extent reduces 

the institutional transaction costs brought by the bureaucracy and improves the response speed of rural 

social innovation. 

‘Then some of the designs we invite from the university …because they have some aesthetics, this kind 
of architectural and landscape design still have advantages…’ (I6) 

‘It's just to complete what the government should do…it is not political culture, it is a political 
achievement, and then there are enterprises to implement, and there is university in the middle’ (I7) 

‘I think the first and most important thing, the leading role of universities in this part, so that they know 
what is right, what is beautiful, what is sustainable and hopeful, and they also slowly learn because we 
are constantly entangled with each other’ (I1) 

Third, the coupling and resonance of cognition, leadership and sense of mission is the key trigger of 

inter-woven function performance among inter-helix leading to continues informal and formal 

interaction and transformation. When the government and social forces reach a consensus on values, a 

spontaneous coordination that goes beyond administrative orders can be generated to reconstruct the 

grassroots social order. In this case, the government is not limited to implementing policy orders and 

supervision, but by giving a certain amount of administrative inclusivity to cooperate with entrepreneurs 

and the university to smoothly carry out innovative ideas and actions; entrepreneurs are not only carriers 

of capital, but also as social partners, transforming personal local identity into social innovation 

practices; the university transcend the boundaries of the academic ivory tower and serve as boundary 

spanners, deeply bind its third mission of participating in social innovation with the reconstruction of 
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rural values. This dynamic mechanism prompts the three parties to move from a cooperation model 

driven by a purely formal contractual relationship to an informal collaboration model driven by value 

coupling, laying a deep emotional trust and foundation for continued dynamic interaction. 

‘I think the team of I6 is very professional first, and secondly, the communication cost between us is 
very low, because what we want to do, the values are similar, and the aesthetics are also similar’ (I10) 

‘A common goal, yes…because the government does want to build the Guyan Painting village well, and 
I7 does want to build it well’ (I8) 

‘I2 said that even I pay out of pocket and I would do it, at this time his role was still the village secretary, 
so he did it, and then it was impossible for the village to pay out of money…’ (I1) 

‘Because when I do something, I always put the public interest ahead of my personal interests. I never 
consider things from a selfish perspective. If I had such a narrow mindset, I would never have been able 
to become a special commissioner’ (I10) 

Figure 5.1 shows the government, university and enterprise as innovation genes constitute the Triple 

Helix and its dynamic mechanism, the size of the circles in the diagram below shows their 

organizational hierarchy in function identity and dynamic interaction. The size of the circle is flexible, 

which is manifested in the fact that it may have different coverage mechanisms in different social 

institutional contexts. In addition, the interwoven parts of the circle represent the dynamic interaction 

mechanism of innovation genes, in the Triple Helix of technological innovation, call this core dynamic 

mechanism as ‘taking the role of the other’. While in the finding of this research, the interaction 

mechanism shows an informal ‘taking the role of the other’ rather than out of complete institutional 

confirmation, therefore, here the figure is marked follow, as multi-functional interwoven to show the 

findings of its dynamic mentioned in above, which will be further discussed in detail in the discussion 

chapter.  
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Figure 5.1 The Triple Helix Mechanism of Social Innovation Ecosystems  

Source: the author 

The government, university and enterprise promote the realization of sustainable development goals 

and the collaborative evolution of organizations through dynamic interaction. In the process of solving 

sustainable social issues such as employment, economic growth, and people’s well-being, the three 

parties have solved a series of problems such as scattered elements and governance failures in rural 

development through leadership resonance based on a common vision, a hierarchically nested 

collaborative model of action, a synergistic mechanism of interwoven multifunctional elements, and 

formal and informal knowledge flows. This is reflected in the non-equivalent power structure, which 

achieves collaborative order through functional complementarity and the establishment of a trust 

mechanism based on a shared vision, in particular. 

5.3.2 Finding 2: The Dynamic Mechanism of Quadruple Helix  
 

5.3.2.1 Civil society-the identity and function 

In China’s rural revitalization, civil society shows a very local identity attribute, they are not only deeply 

empowered participants in the governance system, but also flexible enablers to maintain the operation 

of rural society. The identity attributes are not based on management and decision-making power, but 

on the interaction with the government, university and enterprise, through the embedding of social 

identity and the implementation of functions to achieve value transformation and common governance. 

The subjective identity of civil society is participatory rather than dominant. The party members through 
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taking the lead and coordinating with the enterprise to mobilize grassroots to participate in rural 

governance based on reciprocal mechanisms. For example, through digital tools, individuals’ daily 

behaviours can be transformed into quantifiable social credit and economic benefits. This way of 

motivating through action participation stimulates the initiative and ownership of the grassroots masses, 

at the same time stimulates the villagers’ cultural and action consciousness from the material level to 

the spiritual level. Besides, the civil society mainly play an assistant role, and they become a bridge for 

coordination between multiple organizations and resource expansion through flexible force intervention. 

For example, the new sage often has strong social capital and local attachment feelings, and by taking 

the lead in providing and introducing resources, they have injected value added space into their 

hometown beyond the land itself. However, their authority stems more from the sense of honour and 

emotional identity among neighbours and lands than from rigid administrative power. This informal 

influence based on the emotional identity of the countryside and neighbourhood resolves the rigidity of 

administrative directives in governing the countryside, so that complex governance goals can be 

harmoniously promoted through emotional bonds. 

‘This is the women's federation that recognizes you, and then recommends it to you, and then conducts 
organizational inspections or something, and then it can be approved, and if it is approved, there will 
be a certain amount of financial subsidy’ (I4) 

‘After painters activating this place, the government felt that this place could have a new development 
model, so it proposed the construction of Guyan Painting villages, so it was in line with the entire 
direction of the government's promotion. The second is also in line with a direction of the development 
of this place…’ (I12) 

5.3.2.2 Mutual empowerment with innovation genes 

In the complex field of social innovation in rural revitalization, the research found that innovation genes 

and civil society jointly improve the innovation quality and value spillover of social innovation through 

top-down and bottom-up empowerment, and the mode of new social relations are further developed and 

reflected in the co-governance, co-construction and symbiotic. The participation mode of civil society 

is not an isolated individual behaviour, but a dynamic participation process in the collaborative network 

of the government, university, and enterprise. The interactive mode of bidirectional empowerment is 

on the one hand, top-down resource input and institutional absorption, aiming to activate the internal 

vitality of the countryside through authoritative organizations. on the other hand, it is the bottom-up 

social capital empowerment and emotional feedback, and the synergy of governance goals is achieved 

through the localization and nourishment of civil society. 

The top-down empowerment mechanism is the main driving force in the early stage of rural 

revitalization, it embodies the government, university and enterprise use their political, academic and 

capital function and power to systematically reshape the functions of fragmented civil society. Which 
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is not only a one-way investment of resources, but also a mobilization of collective action. The 

government, university and enterprise transform governance goals into symbiosis and co-governance 

to meet the survival and development of the grassroots through a series of actions such as policy 

guidance and incentives, reciprocal mechanisms and cultural and educational infiltration. By solving 

practical problems and empowering participation modes to mobilize and stimulate the initiative of 

grassroots, so that rural governance and public affairs can be directly linked to the value and need of 

civil society. The government provides administrative empowerment through system plan, technology 

tools, construction of infrastructure and subsidy incentives. The enterprises fulfil livelihood 

empowerment through market embedding and recapitalization, such as absorbed disadvantaged groups 

(left-behind women and the elderly) into the value chain, realizing the initiative from passive poverty 

alleviation to active income generation. And the university shows cognitive empowerment through 

knowledge input which have broken the closed loop of rural information and promoted its cultural value.  

‘Let these party members and villager representatives take the lead first, he must be like this, party 
members and cadres look at village cadres, and then the people look at party members…so between the 
villagers they will go to discuss this matter after tea and dinner’ (I2) 

‘…if we sort (vegetables)…we will summon these women in our village to let them sign up, and after 
screening, we will use them to work in Yingshanhong, so that we can help local villagers re-employ’ (I4) 

‘…they give us a housing support subsidy, and we have solved the problem of food and housing, which 
is originally a big problem…so this is the first to solve a kind of housing for us, and usually build some 
platforms for us’ (I11) 

‘No, he not just subsidized the rent, and then when he first came here, he went out to show something 
and provided some booths, free booths’ (I12) 

In the rural society, pure administrative governance and market-oriented behaviour often lack the 

flexibility and adaptive capacity of implementation and on the ground execution. In this case, the civil 

society as soft and flexible power like represented by the women’s federation, business association, 

village committee and the special elites transformed the blunt policy goals into an emotional rural 

governance model through their own prestige, social resources and social capital, giving the social 

foundation of government governance and the trust and endorsement of business activities. At the same 

time, civil society integrate their own affairs and activities into the deep responsible participation of 

rural development through actions, provide scenario content and value empowerment for government 

planning and top-level design of the university, and indirectly increase resources and operational 

benefits for enterprises. This bottom-up empowerment reflects the contribution of civil society in 

transforming the originally blunt policy text into a vivid collective action of social innovation and 

provides its unique institutional resources to innovation genes, thereby enhancing the synergy and value 

extension of the entire governance system. Without this bottom-up active participation, the rural 

revitalization initiate exclusively between innovation genes will be reduced to a soulless field 

construction, without the support of the grassroots masses, the solution of sustainable social problems 
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will lose its meaning, and social innovation actions will be difficult to carry out smoothly and 

sustainably locally.  

‘Because he needs to have women at every stage, and there are many, I always think that in many details, 
it must be women who play a greater role, and men may be a leader to make a decision, but many work 
details to do to participate are women…’ (I4) 

‘For organizations like women's federation interact with them, we primarily use these informal, non-
official platforms to expand our sales network. Through these platforms, we are able to promote the 
product concepts, brand image, and corporate initiatives, and in turn, attract business opportunities 
from them’ (I3) 

‘Then we are a cultural injection on behalf of it, that is, the person who paints…they come to have 
something to see, then this is first to open a gallery, and then the scenic spot is a little bit of advertising 
is also being promoted…and then the scenery is good…then slowly there will be more tourists, and 
there will be more tourists before this so-called homestay will be produced’ (I11) 

‘We are quite like ‘actors’, have such a scenery here, and then when it first got up, it had not yet become 
an official scenic spot…the road was done and the store was renovated, and after these people were 
invited, as the equivalent of the first batch of builders, it can also be said that we the pioneers…an 
uninhabited island, you need someone to go, then we immigrate there’ (I11) 

‘They also have a homestay alliance, and then our oil painting association and calligraphy and painting 
alliance will often engage in activities together’ (I12) 

Figure 5.2 shows how innovation genes and civil society as innovation factors interact with each other, 

which manifest the dynamic of Triple Helix and Quadruple Helix in social innovation ecosystems. The 

ellipsis represents the diverse innovation genes and civil society combinations and groups in the social 

structure, the circle and larger levels of innovation genes represent its current dominant position in 

promoting social innovation, they together constitute the innovation factors that promote social 

innovation in the social structure. In the inter-helix interaction and cross-influence, innovative ideas, 

knowledge, resources and actions form a dynamic flow, and the innovation of social relations is 

triggered and jointly acts on the evolution of the social innovation ecosystem. 
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Figure 5.2 The Quadruple Helix Mechanism of Social Innovation Ecosystems  

Source: the author 

Innovation genes and civil society work together to promote social innovation through top-down and 

bottom-up empowerment mechanisms. As the main authoritative organization, innovation gene 

mobilizes the enthusiasm and initiative of civil society to participate in action through policy guidance 

and reciprocal mechanisms, and cooperates with innovation gene to achieve co-governance, co-

construction and value sharing. In turn, civil society empowers innovation genes through participatory 

action, platform resources and social capital. Even so, social innovation currently mostly comes from 

top-down trigger mechanisms, and civil society does not have enough organizational power or freedom 

to spontaneously initiate bottom-up social innovation actions. Civil society is still a subsidiary and 

subordinate role in the social innovation ecosystem, and they do not have much decision-making power 

to make decisions, and all actions need to be followed up and supported by other organizations under 

the guidance of government policies. 

5.3.3 Finding 3: The Dynamic Mechanism of Quintuple Helix 
5.3.3.1 Co-evolution with social innovation ecosystem  

The research found that in the process of promoting social innovation, civil society and innovation 

genes as innovation factors evolve together with ecosystems. This means that social innovation without 

synergistic mechanisms will not achieve the desired social innovation outcomes. Social innovation aims 

to solve social needs, and civil society and innovation genes jointly promote the solution of social 

problems through collective action in a mutually empowering mechanism, and in turn improve the well-
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being of civil society subjects. This behavioural logic is that participation and feedback have a certain 

degree of unity and consistency, that is, it is not only a participant in the empowerment system but also 

the biggest beneficiary of system evolution, and this cycle is constantly evolving in continuous 

collective action.  

‘That's right, we set up a women's common prosperity workshop, we were originally there…which is 
more women-oriented, and then gives you approval, so that you can show it better, in the city and the 
province, and then there will be a certain economic subsidy’ (I4) 

‘We feel that what we are doing is first to solve the employment problem of many local people… 90% 
of whom are local, all of whom are nearby villagers’ (I9) 

‘We empower them to improve their aesthetics, improve their eyes, and then let them know the value of 
artworks, because it is rare to receive contact with this thing in the countryside…’ (I8) 

In the process of solving sustainable development problems, innovation genes promote the development 

of social innovation through synergy to generate innovative actions, ideas, products, etc., and in 

practical actions, they benefit from the reflection and evolution of concepts, management, operations 

and systems brought by practice. Organizations constantly adjust and improve their organizational 

capabilities in the process, and the collaboration and interaction between organizations affect each other. 

Under this mechanism, the innovation gene is constantly adjusted and coordinated in formal and 

informal synergy through the organizations with which it interacts and achieves common progress 

through the construction of trust and the flow of knowledge and experience. The consistency and quality 

of interaction among innovation genes will further affect the empowerment   mechanism with civil 

society. This indicates that the synergy between innovation factors in driving social innovation is mutual 

influence and shaping the trajectory together to decide the effectiveness and quality of social innovation 

are continuously promoted or decrease. In this benign interaction of two-way empowerment, it provides 

the possibility for sustainable rural revitalization and development, which not only jointly solves the 

problems like employment, environment and relevant sustainable development, but also indirectly 

reflects the innovation of social relations. 

‘Dashigai is the village and took us to the secretary and their propaganda committee…we negotiated 
or communicated with them...because of the relationship between I10, I have communicated with them 
more, this time I designed an art museum for them’ (I1) 

‘His governance of the entire village has achieved certain results, including the use of digitalization, 
how to manage the field with QR codes, how to use less pesticides and fertilizers for natural growth, 
and thus driving other areas’ (I8) 

‘Then we did some design there… design improvement…some planning…we participated in its whole 
is its architecture, its entire cultural state, its format, its form, its ecology, its active state, it can also be 
said that we have deep involvement in the five states, so I7 has also become a good friend with us’ (I1) 

‘It must have changed slowly. From the relatively old and old-fashioned thinking to the current 
innovative thinking is being introduced little by little, this must have changed gradually, right’ (I5) 
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‘We also follow the development of the times, because they have come to the countryside, they may be 
more advanced than us in the city…and also needs some new technology to support, so I will get it up’ 
(I9) 

Figure 5.3 shown a further evolution mechanism of Figure 5.2 and how they through synergistic 

dynamic mechanism work together to shape and drive the achievement of the SDGs. Through the top-

down and bottom-up dynamic synergy mechanism, civil society and innovation genes together 

constitute the inter-helix dynamic DNA evolutionary link of social innovation, and they are like Mobius 

rings, intertwined with each other, influence each other and shape each other in dynamic flow, forming 

a two-sided link of social innovation development. In their interaction, new collaborative models and 

enabling mechanisms to have constantly evolved, so that the innovation of social relations can be 

reshaped in incremental way, innovated, transformed and evolved in the continuous joint promotion of 

the solution of social problems.  

 

Figure 5.3 The Mechanism of Quadruple Helix to Quintuple Helix of Social Innovation Ecosystems  

Source: the author 

Only at present, the social innovation ecosystem is still in the development stage, different social 

environments exhibit varying levels of evolution due to differences in the institutional frameworks and 

systemic mechanisms that underlie social innovation. It is precisely because these institutional and 

conceptual frameworks have not yet been fully established at the level of the innovation system that 

knowledge, actions, and resources flow in both formal and informal ways. In this process, triggering 

gradual value co-creation and dynamic cycles, and the evolution of governance tools and collaborative 

models improves governance efficiency and the sustainable development of social innovation, which 
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gradually drives the potential paradigm shift of social structure, and ultimately promotes the co-

evolution and potential social change of individual organizations and the entire ecosystem. 

5.3.3.2 Contextual factors 

As a profound social innovation practice, the effectiveness of rural revitalization does not only depend 

on the subjective will and initiative of the innovation subject but is also rigidly constrained and 

dynamically shaped by complex social contexts factors. In the field of collaborative governance 

between the government, university, enterprise, and civil society, the continuity of policy systems, the 

sense of social and cultural identity, the completeness of cognition and institutionalization of social 

innovation paradigm, and the influence of resource elements together constitute the ecological boundary 

of social innovation emergence and evolution. 

The research found that the in-depth promotion of rural revitalization not only depends on the synergy 

of internal dynamics but also is deeply affected by the interact dynamic of internal and complex 

constraints and potential influences of external social contexts factors. Although the government’s 

policy leadership constitutes a leading role in rural revitalization, the fracture of management rotation, 

the rigidity of procedures, and the structural deviation of incentive mechanisms often lead grassroots 

innovation into intermittent failures of resignation and shutdown. This contradiction between 

institutional rigidity and the complexity of rural development reflects the urgent need for rural 

revitalization to shift from policy-driven to institutional-driven in the process of sustainable modern 

governance. Besides, while providing emotional identity and traditional value support, the social and 

cultural environment also faces the challenge of disconnection between practical and theoretical 

guidance due to lack of paradigm cognition of social innovation and ecosystems mechanism. Although 

rural revitalization is essentially a social innovation action that changes social relations, solves social 

needs and even triggers future potential social change, due to the lack of macro theoretical guidance, 

many explorations with pre-emptive significance cannot be transformed into sustainable 

institutionalized strategies, making it difficult to lead follow-up actions on a large scale and spread good 

models to other villages. In addition, resource and environmental factors have also led to certain 

development restrictions, such as the lack of operational talents, poor financing channels for private 

enterprises, and the imbalance between input and output. In addition, sudden global public health events 

such as the epidemic have further exposed the high dependence of the rural economy on the external 

environment by blocking cultural flow and consumption chains.  

‘There is also a change of government, each leader comes up with his own policies, and then his change 
of strength is to make you uncontrollable’ (I8) 

‘…generally, it only stays for two or three years before it changes, and his sustainability does not exist, 
so after the change, he will not do this exhibition’ (I9) 
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‘The people must first trust you, a village cadre, before he will come to do this with you. If there is only 
one village cadre, even if it is the village secretary, no matter how enthusiastic he is, the people do not 
support you how you do things’ (I4) 

‘Its overall social innovation, it actually needs to have a bold idea and a superhuman idea…so that it 
can be boldly innovative, and now it does not dare to create’ (I2) 

‘…infrastructure of village is to be promoted, it has always been a problem to introduce talents, and 
there is no way, at the level of our villages, there are basically no talents, and talents cannot be retained’ 
(I5) 

This interaction between inherent drivers and environmental constraints are mutually constrained and 

mutually shaped, collectively determines the trajectory of development within the ecosystem of social 

innovation. For example, if the government wield significant leadership within a particular social 

context, this may inherently limit the freedom of innovation and indirectly affect its enthusiasm. If 

social innovation is not institutionalized within organization or national innovation frameworks, it can 

also undermine its coherence and efficiency. Furthermore, if civil society is unable to actively 

participate in addressing social issues and governance processes that are closely related to its own 

interests, or if it does not support certain initiatives in the field of social innovation, then such efforts 

are likely to struggle to achieve sustainability or effectiveness. Therefore, social contexts factors also 

influence each other in the evolution of the entire social innovation ecosystem, and through these 

dynamic interactions, they continuously shape and influence the iterative development of the ecosystem 

as a whole. Figure 5.4 shows the overall dynamic mechanism of innovation genes and civil society as 

innovation factors and the entire social innovation ecosystem, which shows the overall inter helix 

dynamic between the Triple Helix, Quadruple Helix and Quintuple Helix in the social innovation 
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ecosystem.

 

Figure 5.4 The Helical Dynamic Mechanism of Social Innovation Ecosystems  

Source: the author 

5.4 Conclusion  

In the operation logic of the social innovation ecosystem, the functional attributes and the domain of 

power of the innovation genes show significant hierarchical characteristics, which are deeply shaped 

by the specific cultural institutional environment and nested in the dynamic mechanism of innovation. 

The sustainability of social innovation is highly dependent on the deep inter-embedding and informal 

interaction mechanism between the functional roles of various subjects, and the activation of this 

mechanism is mainly due to the value resonance and logical coupling of multi-organizational leadership 

and social mission. Innovation genes and civil society have built a collaborative closed loop through 

top-down and bottom-up two-way empowerment and jointly promoted the paradigm transformation of 

social governance to co-creation, co-governance and symbiosis. While, the mechanism of informal 

interaction based on the sense of local identity of specific leaders, would easily lead social innovation 

falls into an unstable mode which is accidental coupling of multi-organizational visions rather than the 

inevitable actions based on institutional certainty. In addition, it has to take into consideration that the 

effective development of rural revitalization relies not only on internal dynamic coordination but also 

on the interaction between internal complex constraints and potential external context factors.  
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6 DISCUSSIONS  
6.1 Introduction  

The social innovation ecosystem is defined as a complex system of interactions between various 

stakeholders, where co-creation practices in a social innovation ecosystem refer to agreements between 

multiple stakeholders to achieve a common goal (Maldonado-Mariscal and Alijew, 2023). In the 

previous academic research on social innovation, it was more understood from the perspective of a 

single organization, so the dynamic interaction mechanism between multiple participants in social 

innovation is relatively ambiguous in theoretical and empirical research. Scholars have proposed the 

need to understand and develop social innovation from the perspective of ecosystems, but due to the 

lack of exploration of its systematic approach, it often use an interdisciplinary perspective to understand 

social innovation ecosystems, that is, by draw on the helical models of innovation from technological 

realm to understand the social innovation ecosystem (Bellandi, Donati and Cataneo, 2021). Some 

studies clearly suggest the need to understand and develop social innovation ecosystems from the helical 

models of innovation, but the research is more at the level of conceptual inspiration (Terstriep, Rehfeld 

and Kleverbeck, 2022; Domanski, Kaletka and Krüger, 2023), few studies have dialectically explored 

the applicability and synergy of the helical models of innovation and the social innovation ecosystem 

at the theoretical and empirical levels, so as to further clarify the innovation helix mechanism of the 

social innovation ecosystem that conforms to the attributes of the social innovation paradigm. Other 

empirical studies on social innovation ecosystems are rarely linked to the helical model mechanism, but 

they show its conceptual characteristics.  

Scholars consider social innovation ecosystems to be complex systems of interaction between various 

stakeholders through collaboration to achieve a common goal of solving complex social challenges and 

needs, but research often focuses on a single organization and its social innovation initiatives with a 

certain organization, such as the government and business (Kristinsdóttir, Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 

2025) , the government and university (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025), or the perspective of a university 

or enterprise (Carayannis et al., 2021; Berg-Postweiler and Leicht-Scholten, 2024),  or explore the 

facilitators or barriers to social innovation ecosystems (Burton, Pikkemaat and Dickinger, 2025), or the 

management of a mixed structure of interests that a single organization needs to consider in the process 

of social innovation (Garin et al., 2025),  and the application mechanism of technological innovation in 

social innovation (Albuquerque and Siqueira, 2025), or regard social innovation as an auxiliary effect 

of technological innovation. There are few studies that comprehensively explore the dynamic 

mechanisms of multiple actors in the social innovation ecosystem, namely the government, university, 

enterprise and civil society. Therefore, the boundaries of social innovation ecosystems are still blurred, 

and a comprehensive framework for social innovation ecosystems has not been effectively developed. 
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This is partly due to the fact that the research and development of social innovation ecosystems is still 

in its infancy, and the term and paradigm of social innovation are relatively new and have not yet been 

fully effectively institutionalized in organizational and national innovation systems (Pellizzoni and 

Nodari, 2024). For a long time, the field of technological innovation has always focused on developing 

its systems approach, but because social innovation is fundamentally different from technological 

innovation in its innovative attributes, the lack of rigor in the application of interdisciplinary system 

mechanisms to social innovation ecosystems without dialectical application often leads to the inability 

to integrate insights from the two disciplines. At present, there is still limited research on how to 

effectively integrate these two innovative paradigms and apply them in practice. This study retains the 

basic innovation attributes of social innovation in theory, differentiates the conceptual framework of 

the social innovation ecosystem that draws on the system mechanism of the helical models of innovation, 

and further adjusts the conceptual framework in the empirical research, redefines the system model of 

the helical mechanism of social innovation, and develops a new social innovation ecosystem framework.  

This chapter builds upon the empirical findings presented earlier and examines them within the 

framework of the social innovation ecosystem. First, the key research findings are discussed in relation 

to the aspects of the social innovation ecosystem, in order to assess the compatibility between concepts 

and practice. Second, by critically examining the helical models of innovation mechanism in the field 

of technological innovation, it determines the limits of its application in social innovation contexts and 

propose necessary conceptual adjustments and additional mechanisms. Taking into account the practical 

characteristics of rural development in this study, a critical theoretical analysis is conducted regarding 

the applicable scope and practical effectiveness of the helical models of innovation within the social 

innovation ecosystem. The aim is to provide insights that combine theoretical depth with practical 

guidance, thereby helping to understand how social innovation can contribute to rural revitalization. 

6.2 Discussion on the Findings with Social Innovation Ecosystems  
6.2.1 The Discussion of Finding 1 
6.2.1.1 Innovation genes 

Scholars mentioned that the government need to build an effective enabling ecosystem to promote 

systematic cooperation, including stakeholder willingness to cooperate, open communication, trust, 

common goals, the right incentives and resilience, as well as the improvement of tools and methods 

such as living laboratories and co-production platforms, as well as other initiatives from the public 

sector (Perikangas, Kostilainen and Kainulainen, 2024). The research found that, the government shows 

a certain degree of administrative inclusivity and learning ability, like actively absorb innovative ideas 

and professional knowledge that are beneficial to development from other organizations, which 

loosening the relatively rigid and conservative governance cognition and bureaucratic habits. It In 
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addition, the introduction of digital governance tools and collaborative governance lead the governance 

in an efficient, flexible and sustainable way (Sirolli et al., 2025). Nevertheless, the Chinese government 

still plays a dominate role in promoting rural revitalization, the effective enabling ecosystem haven’t 

fully established, and the administrative logic still tend to focusing on efficiency and marketization 

(Kristinsdóttir, Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 2025), which to a certain extent hinders the inevitability, 

efficiency and stability of social innovation practise. If other organizations have good innovative ideas 

but do not conform to the main planning orientation of the policy, they will not receive legitimacy and 

relevant policy support, and they will not be able to implement them. 

‘The most important thing is the government, especially in China, which is a powerful regime, and if 
the Chinese government does not agree with you, no matter how big the good things are, they will not 
be able to implement it’ (I1) 

The research found that in the university as one of the participants reflect the role of design, co-creation, 

implementation and promotion as knowledge think tanks in social innovation (Maldonado-Mariscal and 

Papageorgiou, 2024). In addition, in the practice of social innovation, the university embody the 

function of social value empowerment think tanks beyond academic ivory towers. In the process of 

participating in rural revitalization, universities not only fulfil the traditional function of knowledge 

production, but also embody their third mission to create social value and social impact (Yordanova et 

al., 2025) . This transcendence of traditional functions is manifested in the fact that the knowledge 

production model is not limited to cooperation with paid projects with economic value, or only to 

complete tasks based on the needs of the project, but crosses functional boundaries, deeply internalizes 

the sense of social responsibility into the organizational identity (Padua, 2025) , and continues to 

intervene and promote the development of social innovation in an informal collaborative mode.  

‘This matter did give him a lot of advice…I went to him at least dozens of times… to help him build a 
better modern management method and brand awareness, and at the same time allow him to establish 
a so-called business model’ (I1) 

To a certain extent, this strengthens the link between the university’s discipline construction and the 

social innovation ecosystem, lays a practical foundation for the in-depth reform of the discipline system 

in the future, and promotes the initial organic unity of academic value and social contribution. 

Nevertheless, the social innovation ecosystem also emphasises the role of universities in managing the 

social innovation process (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025), however, in China’s social innovation 

ecosystem, the government as the main leading force, the university has not fully evolved the function 

of in managing social innovation projects. This is consistent with the fact that universities have not yet 

established a comprehensive approach to promoting social innovation (Berg-Postweiler and Leicht-

Scholten, 2024) . Therefore, at this stage, the university have not yet achieved in-depth organizational 

evolution, that is, implementing and deepening the theoretical and practical logic of the social 
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innovation paradigm in the discipline and college mechanism, and reflecting more organizational power 

functions to promote the management and policy pattern of social innovation projects. 

The Enterprise embody the characteristics of social entrepreneurship and corporate social innovation 

beyond pure economic profit-seeking (A. Sottini, Zupic and Giudici, 2025). In the field of rural 

revitalization, enterprises are facing external challenges such as long input-output cycles and complex 

social environments, but their strong sense of social responsibility and deep concern for hometown 

problems have become their long-term strategic initiative. Corporate identity is no longer an external 

exploiter and resource user in the countryside, but is reflected in deep embedding in rural ecology, co-

governance and risk sharing with the government and civil society, and achieving shared value creation 

(Camilleri et al., 2023). Nevertheless, this also presents certain problems, the personal experiences of 

social entrepreneurs do bridge welfare and inclusion gaps in formal structures (Kristinsdóttir, 

Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 2025), but the study finds that it is not enough to be driven by personal vision 

and experience, especially when the system and mechanism are not perfect, for-profit enterprises need 

to pay out of their own pockets to solve problems to adhere to the realization of social vision. Therefore, 

enterprises have not achieved complete organizational evolution in carrying out social innovation at the 

current stage, such as a clear social innovation business model and strategy. Therefore, in the social 

innovation ecosystem, there is a balance between the dual management structure of economic benefits 

and social impact for stakeholders  is necessary to considerate in the next stage (Garin et al., 2025). 

‘The economic benefits are actually almost non-existent, and you can pay employees' salaries, but we 
just insist on doing this, which is a kind of love for this group and a recognition of this matter’ (I9) 

6.2.1.2 Innovation dynamics 

In the relevant research on social innovation ecosystems, scholars pay more attention to the cooperation 

mechanism between two organizations to promote and initiate social innovation initiatives and projects, 

such as the government and university or the government and enterprise, and it is embodied in a 

conscious cooperation model, which will include collective reflection and workshops to summarize 

social innovation lessons, strengthen the common vision and give birth to local networks to promote 

the development of local social innovation (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). Government policies and the 

political environment are important factors affecting the success of social innovation at the macro level 

(Burton, Pikkemaat and Dickinger, 2025), when policies are imperfect, social entrepreneurs can drive 

social innovation based on their own experience rather than relying solely on institutional support 

(Kristinsdóttir, Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 2025), especially in the context of limited public policy 

support, the core institution acts as a bridge connecting heterogeneous participants by building trust 

(Pellizzoni and Nodari, 2024).   
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‘That is to say, the government is a system, it has its own rhythm when it operates, and he does not 
mean that a certain leader is useless and there is no way, because he is only a part, and we are all a 
part…so sometimes the embarrassment is that there will be a misalignment in the rhythm’ (I7) 

The research shows organizations cannot freely carry out their organizational functions, the government 

is still the leading force in initiating social innovation, the other two organizations do not have complete 

organizational freedom and legitimacy to carry out social innovation projects. In addition, in the current 

stage of development, the dynamic collaboration process of the organization does not reflect the 

conscious and orderly reflexive behaviour, that is, through collective learning or reflection to deepen 

the effectiveness of cooperation and consensus to strengthen network building. It more based on 

informal dynamic collaboration between organizations, and the effectiveness of this informal synergy 

depends more on contingency, that is, the cognition, vision and mission resonance between 

organizational leaders, rather than through conscious and consensual reflexive joint learning and 

experience summarization. 

Besides, in the social innovation ecosystem, the mechanisms of interaction between the university and 

the other two organizations are still understudied, but the university are seen as playing an important 

role as an intermediary function, with universities playing a key intermediary role in managing the 

social innovation process, connecting participants, analysing data, and sharing information (Parjanen 

and Pässilä, 2025),  the terms social innovation and entrepreneurship are rarely mentioned explicitly in 

colleges and universities (Berg-Postweiler and Leicht-Scholten, 2024), although it is regarded as one of 

the important actors that triggers the design, creation, implementation and promotion of social 

innovation (Maldonado-Mariscal and Papageorgiou, 2024). The research found that, the university are 

the hub of knowledge flow, and knowledge is supplied and transmitted in formal and informal ways. In 

the stage where the relevant social innovation theories and practices have not yet been clearly 

implemented at the discipline or college level, the flow of knowledge is manifested as the continuous 

empowerment of social innovation in an informal way.  

‘I7 went to us several times, and I also went to them several times, it should be said that it was mainly 
the two of us, of course, he also had a director above, there was no one above me, I rarely asked the 
leader for instructions at that time…’ (I1) 

In informal knowledge empowerment, university leaders, out of a strong sense of social mission and to 

corporate and government personnel who share the same vision, spontaneously and continuously 

provide them with strategic consulting services such as innovation and creativity ideas. Through 

informal knowledge flows with the government and enterprise, professional knowledge and creative 

ideas are transformed into executable administrative plans, and by providing strategic advice for 

enterprise development, the financial resources and strategic development thinking of enterprises are 

broadened. Many effective ideas for promoting rural revitalization and development are generated in 
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daily conversations, which reflects the importance of the establishment of trusting relationships and a 

common vision for action for the effective and smooth flow of knowledge (Ahmadi, 2024). 

In the study of social innovation ecosystems, scholars mention that loose coupling is the key to 

establishing collaborative mechanisms, as it provides cost-effective collaboration and knowledge 

generation space while ensuring the independence of participating institutions. The advantage of this 

model is that it allows institutions to adapt locally without affecting the overall system and can respond 

quickly to local needs (Landa, 2024). This indirectly reflects the necessity of co-evolution between 

organizations and social innovation ecosystems, but the contradiction is that the realization of this 

mechanism requires further institutionalization of the social innovation paradigm at the theoretical and 

practical levels at the organizational and national levels, otherwise the organization cannot achieve the 

effective independence of the organization in social innovation triggered by the legitimacy and 

rationality mechanism, and cannot efficiently stimulate the evolution and full play of organizational 

functions through common reflexivity to quickly adapt to the relevant social needs and challenges in 

the development of social innovation through collaborative interaction. There is currently insufficient 

attention in academia to how these social innovation ecosystems can be mobilized in emergencies and 

their role in reshaping the policy landscape (Bucio-Mendoza and Solis-Navarrete, 2025). Therefore, the 

evolutionary path of organizations in the social innovation ecosystem is relatively fragmented, unstable, 

and has the characteristics of sporadic and non-systematic. This further affects the improvement of the 

government’s cumbersome bureaucratic procedures, cross-stakeholder collaborators and the formal and 

informal collaborations they lead to have failed to achieve a clear consensus and balance at the level of 

controlling interests and social benefits (Garin, 2025), universities have not yet incorporated social 

innovation terms into their discipline development and social impact systems in their discipline 

construction mechanisms (Berg-Postweiler and Leicht-Scholten, 2024). Therefore, the dynamic 

collaboration and further in-depth evolution of multiple organizations have not been based on the 

consensus on the social innovation paradigm and the conscious optimization of the mechanism through 

joint reflection and discussion mechanism in promoting the development of social innovation (Parjanen 

and Pässilä, 2025). 

6.2.2 The Discussion of Finding 2 
6.2.2.1 Civil society 

Scholars mentioned that in the social innovation ecosystem, civil society organizations play an 

important role in the ecosystem, and they are not only beneficiaries, but also providers and co-producers 

of knowledge (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025), and  placing civil society and culture at the centre of 

innovation and encouraging the development of civil society relevant innovations (Godinho Ferreira 
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Pereira and de Lourdes Bittencourt, 2024), in particular, the real empowered to led or initiate social 

innovation (Perikangas, Kostilainen and Kainulainen, 2024).  

‘That's right, we set up a women's common prosperity workshop, we were originally there…which is 
more women-oriented, and then gives you approval, so that you can show it better, in the city and the 
province, and then there will be a certain economic subsidy’ (I4) 

Despite this, the research found that the civile society are often in an auxiliary position in macro 

planning and resource allocation, and do not have full management decision-making power to initiate 

bottom-up social innovation. They gain participation space through relevant policies or organizational 

empowerment (e.g., accepting rent reductions, participating in reciprocal compacts), and achieve 

organizational development and improve well-being in the process of addressing sustainable 

development goals. Although they do not have the highest decision-making authority, without the 

support of civil society, social innovation actions are difficult to carry out effectively and sustainably 

(Golestaneh and Sadeghi Naeini, 2024). This participation and empowerment of civil society based on 

identity attributes provides the most solid public opinion foundation and endogenous resilience for rural 

revitalization and regional development (Kirby, Stasiak and von Schneidemesser, 2025). 

6.2.2.2 Mutual empowerment with innovation genes 

In the social innovation ecosystem, scholars highlight the importance of bottom-up social innovation 

initiatives in addressing complex societal challenges and how resident-driven knowledge creation 

contributes to enhancing community spirit and cooperation (Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025). Civil society 

participation supports social innovation, co-shapes the legitimacy and rationalization of innovation, and 

promotes community adoption and learning of social innovation approaches and projects (Godinho 

Ferreira Pereira and de Lourdes Bittencourt, 2024). In particular, civil society is viewed as individual 

or collective actors in designing, co-creating, implementing and promoting social innovations 

(Maldonado-Mariscal and Papageorgiou, 2024). This highlights the importance of civil society 

initiation, participation, rationalization and legitimization of its actions in social innovation initiatives, 

and the supply of wisdom in specific participatory mechanisms to trigger co-creation and collective 

action. However, the research finds that civil society is currently more in the participatory stage, and its 

bottom-up participation mechanism is more reflected in the empowerment of social capital and other 

resources of its own organization, or auxiliary participation in specific top-down policy initiatives, the 

solution and satisfaction of its own needs based on reciprocal mechanisms, rather than having more 

legitimacy to initiate bottom-up initiatives or trigger bottom-up social innovation through collective 

action. This reflects the dominant position of government policies in social innovation in the study, 

therefore, in different social contexts, civil society initiates bottom-up social innovation initiatives and 

collective actions, as well as the degree of actual decision-making power and discourse power in social 

innovation may exist heterogeneity. The degree of participation and empowerment of civil society in 
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social innovation does not currently have an absolute degree of freedom, but only a relative degree of 

freedom, and this relativity depends on the differences of different countries and social cultures or 

institutions. 

6.2.3 The Discussion of Finding 3 
6.2.3.1 Co-evaluation with social innovation ecosystem 

In the social innovation ecosystem, the social problems related to sustainable development are 

symbiotic with the entire ecosystem, because the social problems themselves exist in the actual life of 

human beings, instead of viewing the sustainable development of the ecological environment as a better 

guarantee or a driving force for balancing the effectiveness of technological innovation in achieving 

economic objectives in the technological innovation ecosystem. In social innovation, some scholars 

refer to social innovation as both a method and a result, emphasizing it as a single element or micro 

perspective, so social innovation is measured as a strategy or instrument mechanism (Jareh, 2025).  

‘In the follow-up, we use the front and back of the house to clean up the dirty mess, some idle land can 
be used as these ecological parks, these ecological parks…and our villagers were gardeners’ (I2) 

The research found that in the social innovation ecosystem, its attributes as both methods and outcomes 

should be understood from a multi-element and macro perspective and re-anchored as a force of action 

and reaction. Therefore, within the ecosystem of social innovation, it is necessary to understand its 

nature both as a method and as a result from a multi-element perspective, by integrating microscopic, 

mesoscopic, and macroscopic viewpoints (Blanchet, 2024; Burton, Pikkemaat and Dickinger, 2025), 

re-anchoring it into a complex dynamic mechanism of inter-helix interaction, co-evolving with the 

social innovation ecosystem. What triggers its action mechanisms is the innovation factor under the 

social structure, that is, the dynamic interaction and co-evolution of multiple actors (innovation genes 

and civil society) and their co-evolution with the ecosystem. 

Scholars have mentioned that government policies and political environment are macro-level factors 

affecting social innovation, but they are still incomplete at the system level currently (Burton, 

Pikkemaat and Dickinger, 2025), the social innovation ecosystem is fragmented, and national 

innovation strategies focus more on market-oriented economic growth and technological innovation 

(Kristinsdóttir, Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 2025). As a result, this further hinders the government’s 

efforts to establish an effective ecosystem that enables multi-actors to develop their capabilities 

(Perikangas, Kostilainen and Kainulainen, 2024). In this research, although various entities have 

demonstrated certain levels of organizational adaptation and micro-evolution in participating in social 

innovation efforts, profound and substantial organizational changes have not yet taken place.  
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‘I think this is good for our local township enterprises…his spark can be burned, seeing good things, …I 
believe he will change the art of a group of people or township enterprises, and their ability to innovate 
may also change’ (I10) 

The realization of this transformation depends not only on the formal establishment of the macro-

national innovation system in terms of institutional provision and legitimacy empowerment, but also on 

the deep integration of the meso-level organizations into the social innovation paradigm at the levels of 

organizational structure, operational logic, and institutionalization. However, at present, the relevant 

discipline mechanisms and methods on social innovation have not been effectively established in the 

university (Berg-Postweiler and Leicht-Scholten, 2024). Scholars mentioned the systematic response 

of universities to the global social challenges of the 21st century (Cai and Ahmad, 2023), but this is 

limited to the personal leadership and mission-driven nature of specific university leaders instead of the 

establishment of a well-functioning system and mechanism. Besides, enterprises do not have a high 

degree of innovation autonomy, and many actions or innovative ideas need to obtain policy permission 

and support from incumbent leaders. Otherwise, it will not be licensed and supported in terms of legality, 

infrastructure, and policy financial incentives, and it will be difficult for enterprises to take direct action. 

And they face the problems of dual management structure that balances economic benefits and social 

impact (Garin, 2025), this is also due to the failure to effectively institutionalize social innovation into 

business strategies.  

6.2.3.2 Contextual factors 

Among the social context elements of social innovation, policy and institutional factors are not only the 

enablers of innovation, but also often become the source of resistance to innovation. In China, the main 

initiative of the government in rural revitalization practice comes from the top-level orientation of 

national policies, which provides action guidelines for the social innovation practice of the grassroots 

government, the legitimacy of policy implementation, and the initial power to allocate resources (Xin, 

2026). However, there is a natural tension between the rigidity of China’s institutional environment and 

the complexity and flexibility of rural social innovation (Wang and Rodriguez-Pose, 2025).  

‘There is also a change of government, each leader comes up with his own policies, and then his change 
of strength is to make you uncontrollable’ (I8) 

‘…generally, it only stays for two or three years before it changes, and his sustainability does not exist, 
so after the change, he will not do this exhibition’ (I9) 

The cyclical rupture of policy is the biggest environmental challenge at present. The misconnection 

between grassroots government management rotation and policy planning has caused many innovative 

projects with long-term social benefits to stagnate due to the lack of institutional guarantees across 

tenures. Besides, the cumbersome procedures and the lag of administrative logic often cannot adapt to 
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the iterative needs of social innovation. When innovative behaviour tries to break through the original 

policy boundaries, it is often limited by the old planning proposal and regulatory framework. Moreover, 

due to the strong dominance of the Chinese government, if the relevant actions and projects do not 

conform to the government’s macro planning orientation, it is difficult for enterprises to obtain the 

legality of implementation and relevant policy support for good localized operation ideas, which 

requires enterprises to constantly adjust their ideas to meet the policy priorities defined by the state 

(Ouyang et al., 2026), but to a certain extent, it undermines the independent innovation and enthusiasm 

of enterprises. 

In addition, social innovation cannot operate in a vacuum, no matter how strong the policy mechanism 

is, it must be nested in a specific social and cultural network. When the goals of social innovation are 

in line with the livelihood and living needs and problems of the local people, the cultural environment 

changes from resistance to thrust. The sense of mission of government officials, the entrepreneurs’ 

return home sentiment, and the will of university scholars to cultivate locally constitute an emotional 

bond that transcends economic contracts. This makes participants willing to take on responsibilities 

beyond their organizational functions and persist in investing in the early stages when economic benefits 

are not apparent, thus resolving the sustainable development of social innovation in the period of 

resource scarcity (Málovics et al., 2025).  

‘The government is actually still working hard in this regard, although they may not have figured out 
how to do it now, how to do this thing, he has not yet sorted out this thing, but this place is still 
concerned…’ (I8) 

It indicates the need to resonate with the broader regime or institutional to be sustainable (Bucio-

Mendoza and Solis-Navarrete, 2025). At present, social innovation is often in a state of informal 

synergy and fragmentation because social innovation has not yet established a complete systematic 

mechanism in the business model of organizations and national innovation systems (Solar and Vanessa, 

2025). This dual absence of theoretical cognition and institutional anchoring leads to the lack of clear 

action guidelines for each participant, making collaborative governance highly dependent on the 

coupling of specific individuals’ sense of social mission or episodic vision, rather than the inevitable 

choice based on institutional rigidity.  

At the level of resources and environment, the vulnerability of a company’s capital chain (Burton, 

Pikkemaat and Dickinger, 2025), effective management of the structural balance of social impact and 

economic benefits in the business model (Garin, 2025), and the extreme shortage of rural operation 

talents constitute multiple bottlenecks (Maldonado-Mariscal and Papageorgiou, 2024). Rural 

revitalization urgently needs operational talents with cross-border integration capabilities, but the 

existing talent pool is mostly concentrated in traditional management or a single technical field, and 



167 
 

there is a lack of compound intermediary talents who can coordinate academic, administrative, and 

market multiple organizations (Wei and Wan, 2024). In addition, sudden changes in the external 

environment, such as uncertain events like the epidemic, have posed a certain test to the resilience of 

rural development (Liu et al., 2025). The impact of the general environment not only blocks the material 

flow between the countryside and the external market but also exposes the fragility of the social 

innovation ecosystem by affecting the dynamic collaboration chain of the organization.  

‘…infrastructure of village is to be promoted, it has always been a problem to introduce talents, and 
there is no way, at the level of our villages, there are basically no talents, and talents cannot be retained’ 
(I5) 

6.3 Discussion on the Compatibility of Helical Models of Innovation 
in Social Innovation Ecosystems 
6.3.1 Reflection on the Triple Helix of Social Innovation Ecosystems 

In the Triple Helix model, the innovation gene is mainly composed of government, universities and 

enterprise, its functions are mainly highlighted in neo-evolutionary theory as the government is 

responsible for standardized control, universities are knowledge production, and enterprises are wealth 

creation (Leydesdorff, 2012a); and the linkage mechanism of neo-institutional theory further clarify its 

identity attributes with knowledge, consensus and innovation space (Etzkowitz, 2008). These two 

viewpoints are shaped the innovation dynamics among universities-industries-governments, and the 

core dynamic mechanism of the Triple Helix model of technological innovation that is ‘taking the role 

of the other’, such as the concept of entrepreneurial universities and academic enterprises, which are 

mostly based on formal inter helix interactions of multi-organizational functions triggered by clear 

market and R&D purposes (Hailu, 2024). The weight of these three organizations at the level of 

functional play is relatively balanced, and they have a certain degree of organizational freedom and 

flexibility. Organizations can implement innovative actions based on market operation, have more 

initiative and decision-making power, and can give full play to the functional characteristics of each 

organization (Zadegan, Ghazinoory and Nasri, 2025).  

This is due to the institutionalization mechanism of technological innovation with a relatively complete 

innovation system. While the research on social innovation ecosystems is relatively new (Pellizzoni and 

Nodari, 2024), it is still in the early stages of development, and its system boundaries are relatively 

blurred (Albuquerque and Siqueira, 2025), the institutionalization of innovation paradigms lagging 

behind practice (Matus-Ruiz, Saka-Helmhout and Carillo, 2025). Since social innovation is still in the 

exploratory stage at the system and institutional levels, compared to technological innovation, it is found 

that the functional attributes and the domain of power of innovation genes in the social innovation 

ecosystem show different hierarchical or degree characteristics according to different social contexts, 
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and further influence in the specific dynamic mechanism. It indicates the formal Triple Helix of social 

innovation shows specific contextual differences, the functional performance and dynamic interaction 

of innovation genes reveal characteristics of instability and imbalance, and the absolute action certainty 

at the institutional level. Therefore, the interaction mechanism of taking the role of the others is more 

reflected in an informal and shows a spontaneous behaviour. The effective social innovation actions 

and ideas often arise from informal interactions and synergies rather than formal cooperation out of the 

institutional confirmation of the innovation system paradigm. The effectiveness of informal 

collaboration is based on the multi-functional integration of multiple identities in the organization. 

However, the underlying logic and core elements that trigger the embedding of multiple functions are 

the coupling or resonance between the organizational leaderships, cognition, initiative and sense of 

mission. 

The deep-seated reason for the existence of this informal synergy mechanism is that the theoretical 

paradigm of social innovation and the concept of social innovation ecosystem are relatively new and in 

the early stages of development, it is not fully institutionalized as the existence of innovation strategies 

or innovation systems at the organizational and national levels (Adomaitytė-Subačienė, Jančauskaite 

and Høj, 2026). Technological innovation often attracts much attention as the main innovation 

mechanism in the national innovation system, while the current system of social innovation lags behind 

innovation practice. Although the inter-organizational action model has embodied the characteristics of 

the social innovation ecosystem, due to the lack of theoretical and institutional guidance, the social 

innovation action between organizations is more limited to fragmented practical experiments 

(Maldonado-Mariscal and Alijew, 2023; Kristinsdóttir, Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 2025), rather than 

having a unified consensus and action guide to lead practice. This results in the consensus building 

relying more on the accidental coupling between organizations, and the multi-function play more on 

the personal quality of the organizational leader, rather than the institutional norms of systematic 

theories under the innovation paradigm and the cognitive internalization of deep consensus. This not 

only affects the enthusiasm of organizations for social innovation but hinders the further clear 

adjustment and reshaping of the management structure adapted to the development of social innovation, 

and causes the occurrence of social innovation to exist in the accidental mechanism rather than the 

inevitability of institutional and theoretical improvement, which further affects the efficiency of social 

innovation and the diffusion and sustainability of valuable social innovation practises. 

6.3.2 Reflection on the Quadruple Helix of Social Innovation Ecosystems 

In the helical models of innovation, the Triple Helix primarily sees social structures as the discourses 

background, and the Quadruple and Quintuple Helix models introduce the concept of knowledge 

democracy, emphasizing the role of media-based and culturally influenced public and civil society in 
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shaping innovation systems through discourse and public dialogue (Cai, 2022; Carayannis, Campbell 

and Grigoroudis, 2022). This aspect emphasises and recognizes the subjectivity and importance of civil 

society in the generation of innovation, that is, the necessity of interaction between innovation genes in 

social structure and civil society as a multi-participant element in social structure. On the other hand, it 

does not truly reflect the actual participants and interaction mechanism under social structure, because 

civil society embodies more of a public opinion intervention than real participation. In the social 

innovation ecosystem, even there is a lack of policies and systems specifically designed to support 

social innovation in the national framework, such initiatives are nevertheless flourishing among civil 

society organizations (Kristinsdóttir, Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 2025) and trigger innovation in social 

relations (Moulaert, Simmons and Parra, 2024). This interaction mechanism produces practical 

interactivity, and through action participation based on reciprocal mechanisms, co-governance, capacity 

building, and resource sharing are embodied in mutual empowerment and collaboration with innovation 

genes (Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2022; Domanski, Kaletka and Krüger, 2023).  

Therefore, compared to the Neo-Triple Helix model of innovation ecosystem in technological 

innovation (Cai, 2022), which distinguish innovation genes from social society in structure, or where 

civil society is merely regarded as a background factor or an influence on social discourse within 

innovation, in social innovation ecosystems, they should be considered as a unified entity in order to 

effectively contribute to social innovation and manifested its core innovation attributes. Civil society 

and innovation genes are both innovation factors in the social structure that promote the development 

of social innovation, driving the evolution of the entire ecosystem through dynamic interaction and co-

evolution, only their participation mechanisms, functional attributes and organizational power levels 

are different. Scholars have emphasised that civil society organizations and community activists play a 

central role in promoting the development of innovative social ecosystems (Bucio-Mendoza and Solis-

Navarrete, 2025), the legitimacy and rationalization of civil society in social innovation participation, 

empowering citizens and users, and bottom-up social innovation initiatives designed, co-created, 

implemented and disseminated by civil society rather than relying solely on top-down and expert-led 

social innovation initiatives are emphasised (Godinho Ferreira Pereira and de Lourdes Bittencourt, 2024; 

Maldonado-Mariscal and Papageorgiou, 2024; Perikangas, Kostilainen and Kainulainen, 2024).  

6.3.3 Reflection on the Quintuple Helix of Social Innovation Ecosystems 

In the helical models of innovation, sustainable development as the driving force of technological 

innovation aims to guide technological innovation to pay attention to the ecological environment while 

pursuing economic value, and to use the ecological environment as the driving force of technological 

innovation, as the masses in the social structure, civil society advocates expressing opinions through 

the media to exert influence on the sustainability of the human ecological environment caused by 
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technological innovation (Carayannis, Campbell and Grigoroudis, 2022; Zakaria et al., 2025b). In the 

social innovation ecosystem, innovation is not just a technological or market-driven solution but a 

manifestation of social coordination, collective action, and shared value. The need for social innovation 

as a regional and sustainable development core component and linked to the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Bucio-Mendoza and Solis-Navarrete, 2025). It indicates 

social issues or challenges closely related to the SDGs and the innovation factors in the social structure, 

i.e., innovation genes and civil society, are integrated, they coexist and evolve together. On the other 

hand, it to a certain extent breaks the logic of innovation economy first or weight priority but 

incorporates every innovation activity and social problem into the normalization, which indirectly 

reflect the concept of Industry 5.0, the human-cantered innovation (Li and Duan, 2025).  

To a certain extent, this stems from the difference between the innovation essence of technological 

innovation ecosystem and social innovation ecosystem. Technological innovation focuses on the impact 

of innovation on the sustainable development of the ecological environment while generating economic 

benefits. Social innovation focuses on the ecological environment and more socially relevant issues and 

challenges, which are more closely related to the subjects of civil society, because they directly affect 

their living environment, existence values and spiritual well-being. The innovation factors under social 

structure are intertwined, they are iterative consistent with the entire social innovation ecosystem and 

promotes the incremental evolution of the entire social innovation ecosystem in solving the relevant 

issues of the SDGs. Alignment of ecosystem participants’ interests, identifying the evolving roles of 

each actor, aligning roles, responsibilities, and actions to ensure effectiveness is critical to the success 

of the social innovation ecosystem (Maldonado-Mariscal and Papageorgiou, 2024). Therefore, 

compared to the disruptive innovation in social structure and societal transformation that direct 

technological innovation can provoke, social innovation tends to involve an incremental and interactive 

process of evolutionary change within the social structure, influenced by various innovation factors. At 

the same time, social context factors such as institutional frameworks, social climate or culture, and 

resource endowments play a crucial role in shaping the efficiency of this evolutionary process, its 

operational effectiveness, and the sustainability of the value it generates (Audretsch, Eichler and 

Schwarz, 2022; Parjanen and Pässilä, 2025).  

6.4 Insight into the Social Innovation Ecosystem in Rural Development 

This study finds that the Triple Helix model in the dynamic operation of the social innovation ecosystem 

needs to be adapted to the heterogeneity of state-led institutional contexts. This not only dialectically 

reflects the contextualization boundaries of classical helix theory but also provides theoretical and 

empirical insights for a deeper understanding of rural development logic under institutional 

embeddedness. Rural practitioners should fully understand the power structures and institutional logic 
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in each context and determine the relative positions of different organizations in resource allocation and 

decision-making processes to maximize the effectiveness of each actor’s functions. Most importantly, 

the social innovation ecosystem constructed in this study consider all possible innovation factors within 

social structure, incorporating all potential organizations that empower rural development. Which to 

some extent bridge the long-standing binary separation between exogenous or neo-endogenous theory, 

reduced the challenges faced by rural development that are limited to ‘external dominance’ or ‘internal 

empowerment’ of power checks and balances (Bock, 2016; Bosworth et al., 2020; Zang et al., 2023), 

and instead adopts more inclusive, dynamically adaptable, and holistic systematic thinking, 

coordinating all potential actors under the consideration of sensitivity of rural contexts. 

Besides, it gives the insight of strengthen informal interaction mechanisms across organizations to 

compensate for the temporary absence of institutional coordination functions (Landa, 2024; Bucio-

Mendoza and Solis-Navarrete, 2025). In a phase where the social innovation paradigm is not yet fully 

established in institutional and governments haven’t built holistic system mechanism; rural practitioners 

can pay close attention to the leveraging effect of informal collaborative networks among various actors. 

Through flexible informal communication, emotional bonds, and flexible cooperation, it is possible to 

effectively break down bureaucratic barriers and establish alternative and complementary collaborative 

mechanisms that can address the practical challenges faced by rural areas. It requires the actors 

proactively taking initiative for the emergence of collaborative innovation to transcend organizational 

boundaries, rather than waiting passively for institutional arrangements to be made. Practitioners should 

consciously identify and connect key actors who possess a sense of local identity and a sense of social 

responsibility. By fostering value alignment and shared understanding, a foundation of trust can be built, 

and initiatively recognize and empower key leaders who combine inspiration and collaborative thinking 

to enhance the efficiency of resource integration and the effectiveness of cross-border innovation. 

What’s more, this model emphasises creating a two-way empowering collaborative mechanism that 

involves civil society in the co-governance system. It given insight to the academic reflection and 

practical tendency of Western rural development projects that overly focus on the ‘bottom-up’ approach 

and the Chinese context’s emphasis on ‘top-down’ logic (Hazenberg and Paterson-Young, 2024; Kirby, 

Stasiak and von Schneidemesser, 2025; Xin, 2026), instead focusing on the holistic perspective of 

ecosystem evolution. In the process of designing and implementing rural development strategies, 

systematically integrate the core institutions and civil society, enhance empowerment mechanisms by 

coordinating two-way dynamic flows and collaborative synergy, maximize the complementary 

advantages and resource synergy effects of diverse and heterogeneous organizations, and promote the 

transformation of collaborative governance models based on co-creation, co-governance, and 

coexistence, thereby broadening and enhancing the comprehensive effectiveness of rural social 

innovation. Practitioners in rural practise can transform the mindset inertia and path dependence and 
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enhance the flexibility, go beyond a single perspective based on binary oppositions and based on local 

contexts to promote a dynamic balance of mutual empowerment as much as possible.  

Finally, this research focuses on the connectivity and integrity of social innovation ecosystems. To some 

extent it expanded for the emphasis on technical rationality and economic benefits in rural innovation 

systems (Yin, Chen and Li, 2019, 2022b; Lu et al., 2025). It emphasises innovation system in rural 

should incorporate the core priorities of ‘social’ and consider it as rural social innovation system, 

thereby promoting a rebalancing of diverse value propositions within rural areas and complex social 

systems. The concept of a social innovation ecosystem is based on a network of different actors seeking 

social change and solving social challenges for social purposes, with the government, social 

entrepreneur, university and civil society as key pillars driving innovation (Godinho Ferreira Pereira 

and de Lourdes Bittencourt, 2024). It indicates that the sustainable development is no longer a driving 

force, but a dynamic interaction and mutual empowerment of innovation factors in the social structure, 

continuously optimizing the iterative and evolution of the entire social innovation ecosystem. In this 

case, social innovation is promoted by innovation factors, and the change of social relations means new 

ways to solve social problems, subtly trigger the protentional transformation of social structure, and 

finally promote the evolution of the entire ecosystem. In turn, the transformation of the system affects 

the organizational cognition, structure or action mode of the innovation gene, and affect the life and 

well-being of whole society. 

6.5 Conclusion 

This chapter systematically advances the dialogue between empirical research findings and the 

conceptual framework of the social innovation ecosystem. Based on this, it critically examines the 

collaborative mechanisms, contextual applicability, and theoretical compatibility of the helical model 

of innovation derived from the context of technological innovation when used to guide the development 

of social innovation ecosystems. Furthermore, it reflects and adjusts the underlying application logic of 

the helical model in a dialectical manner, taking into account the findings of the research and the social 

innovation ecosystem that has been constructed. Ultimately, based on these findings and the social 

innovation ecosystem established, this chapter offers insights that combine contextual sensitivity with 

systematic explanations, thereby helping to expand the theoretical understanding and practical 

approaches in rural social innovation. Nevertheless, at present, the evolution of social innovation 

ecosystem still in its infancy and fragmented exploration (Kristinsdóttir, Hrafnsdóttir and Hulgård, 

2025), rather than more deterministic practice based on deep theoretical cognition and improving the 

institutional framework. This dislocation pattern of action before theory and practice before system 

makes current innovation highly dependent on the informal coupling of inter-organizational consensus, 

individual initiative and social mission. Although this informal collaboration mechanism lacking 
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structural support shows strong flexibility locally, it faces insurmountable unsustainability risks at the 

macro level due to the lack of stable theoretical guidelines and institutional guarantees, which has 

become the core bottleneck restricting the transition of social innovation to a higher governance 

paradigm. 

7 CONCLUSIONS 
7.1 Introduction 
This chapter serves as the concluding part of the entire paper. Its purpose is to provide a systematic 

condensation and significance enhancement of the mechanisms that drive rural revitalization through 

social innovation ecosystems. On the solid foundation of earlier conceptual construction, qualitative 

empirical analysis, and the refinement of systems dynamics models, this chapter will comprehensively 

address key research issues and provide a systematic evaluation of the overall contributions of this study 

in terms of theoretical innovation and practical implementation. Specifically, the content of this chapter 

is arranged as follows, first, the key findings of this study are summarized, and an overall overview of 

the entire paper is provided, highlighting the original academic contributions made by this research. 

Second, based on the mechanism of social innovation ecosystems, practical insights and targeted policy 

recommendations are proposed for enabling sustainable development in rural areas in the future. Finally, 

it objectively examines the limitations brought about by research paradigms, contextual constraints, and 

accordingly proposes cutting-edge topics and research directions that urgently need further deepening 

exploration in academia and practice in the future. 

7.2 Summary of the Thesis and its Theoretical Contributions 

This thesis focuses on exploring the innovation dynamic mechanisms of social innovation ecosystems, 

grounded in the institutional background and vivid practice of China’s rural revitalization strategy. 

Through interdisciplinary theoretical integration and solid multi-case qualitative research, it 

systematically reveals the internal mechanism behind the synergy of multiple actors driving social 

innovation. At the theoretical level, this thesis reflects on and breaks through the limitations of direct 

transplantation of the traditional helical models of technological innovation, deeply integrating the 

endogenous attributes and value orientations of social innovation to construct a conceptual analysis 

framework suited to the characteristics of social innovation. At the empirical level, the study precisely 

selected two typical rural cases to systematically characterize the interaction paths of various actors 

within the ecosystem, ultimately developing a comprehensive inter helix model revealing their 

underlying dynamic mechanisms. Specifically, the research contributions are mainly reflected in the 

following dimensions: 
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1） It has expanded and strengthened the theoretical and empirical foundation of social innovation. 

This study systematically reviews and integrates the core characteristics and components of 

social innovation, overcoming the limitations of single organizational perspectives. By 

conducting empirical studies involving various actors, the analysis scope of social innovation 

is effectively extended, which provides empirical support for the development of a more 

comprehensive theoretical framework of social innovation. 

2） A dialectical conceptual framework for ecosystems that are suitable for social innovation 

characteristics has been further developed. In response to the lack and ambiguity in existing 

research on social innovation ecosystems, as well as the theoretical gaps caused by the direct 

application of the helical models of innovation across disciplines without taking into account 

the unique features and dialectical nature of social innovation, this study integrates 

interdisciplinary insights with the core attributes of social innovation. A deep integration and 

localized development of interdisciplinary theories within the context of social innovation have 

been achieved. 

3） The compatibility mechanisms for the transition of the helical models of innovation into a social 

innovation ecosystem have been further refined and improved. Based on solid empirical data, 

this study systematically examined the applicable boundaries and compatibility conditions of 

the multi-helix mechanism derived from the technological innovation within a social innovation 

ecosystem. Through critical analysis and reflection, necessary theoretical adjustments and 

conceptual expansions were made to the inter-helix interaction mechanisms. This has laid the 

foundation for future theoretical interpretations and empirical validation of social innovation 

ecosystems using systems approaches. 

4） A comprehensive model of social innovation ecosystems has been proposed. By combining 

empirical findings, the systematic dynamic of helical model tailored to the characteristics of 

social innovation has been developed. This clearly shows the essential elements of ecosystems, 

the interaction mechanism among various actors, as well as the overall dynamics and key 

factors that drive system evolution.  

5） It promotes a cross-paradigm reflection and integration of mechanisms in the two major areas 

of knowledge, technological innovation and social innovation. This study clearly distinguishes 

the inter-helix interaction mechanisms under two different types of innovative approaches, 

technology oriented and social oriented. By demonstrating the inherent logic of their synergistic 

relationship, this study offers insights from an interdisciplinary perspective that can help 

achieve a dynamic balance between technological and social values within broader innovation 

ecosystems. 

6） It provides contextual guidance and practical approaches for rural development and broader 

social innovation efforts. This study is grounded in China’s rural revitalization institutional 
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contexts, the insights into the functioning mechanisms of social innovation ecosystems directly 

address the real challenges faced during complex rural development. The research not only 

enhance scholars’ understanding of the patterns and evolution of rural social innovation 

ecosystems, but also offer policymakers, rural operators, and various social innovators a set of 

practical guidelines that combine theoretical insight with actionable steps. 

 

7.3 How the Research Objectives Were Attained 

Achievement of RO1, this study crosses disciplinary barriers, dialectically incorporates the mechanical 

advantages of the helical models of innovation derive from technological innovation with deeply 

anchors the intrinsic attributes and value orientation of social innovation, further constructs a conceptual 

analysis framework suited to the characteristics of social innovation ecosystems, serving as a conceptual 

blueprint to guide subsequent qualitative tool development and field data collection.  

Achievement of RO2, the study is rooted in vivid practices of rural revitalization in China. Using 

purposive sampling and snowball sampling strategies, two typical village cases that align with the 

research theme were precisely selected. 12 key actors and high-abundance information providers from 

the government, university, enterprise, and civil society were conducted in depth, thereby obtaining 

detailed, intercorporate, and highly contextualized first-hand qualitative corpora. Besides, the study 

conducted a rigorous thematic analysis and manual coding over 200,000 words of interview text, it 

reveals the interaction mechanisms among multiple entities in rural contexts. 

Achievement of RO3, based on the core concepts and interaction mechanisms identified from empirical 

research, the boundaries of the helical models derived from technological innovation in the application 

of social innovation field were carefully analysed, and the adaption of the actual application mechanism 

of the helical model within social innovation ecosystems has been further developed, a systematic 

reflection and interpretation are also provided for the dynamic mechanism of social innovation 

ecosystems.  

Achievement of RO4, combined with empirical insights and discussion, strategies and 

recommendations were provided for practitioners in rural areas and across a wider range of sectors. 

These suggestions also effectively enlighten the refection and guide the way to the imbalance between 

technological and social innovation, thereby potentially promoting an inclusive and sustainable 

dynamic balance within the overall innovation ecosystem. 

7.4 Lessons for Rural Development from the Case Studies 

According to research findings, the social innovation ecosystem is essentially an organic evolutionary 

whole with multi-dimensional element interaction, dynamic synergy and functional integration. In this 
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system, the government, university and enterprise are the core ‘innovation genes’(Leydesdorff and 

Etzkowitz, 1998; Cai and Amaral, 2024), and together with civil society constitute the underlying 

innovation factors that drive the evolution of the system. These factors do not exist in isolation but are 

intertwined and dynamically flow like a double helix structure of DNA (Cai and Etzkowitz, 2020; Cai, 

2022). This dynamic synergy between innovation genes and its mutual empowerment mechanism with 

civil society not only gave birth to a deep reshaping of social relations but also drove a paradigm shift 

in social structure through the blurring of organizational boundaries and functional inter embedding. In 

the continuous dynamic synergy and interaction, the flow of knowledge, actions and resources in formal 

and informal ways triggers the co-creation and cycle of value and ultimately contributes to the co-

evolution of individual, organizations and the entire ecosystem. At the same time, social contexts factors, 

including institutional framework, social climate or cultural and resource endowment (Unceta et al., 

2019; Terstriep, Rehfeld and Kleverbeck, 2022; Domanski, Kaletka and Krüger, 2023), play a key role 

in constraining and guiding the efficacy of system evolution, operational efficiency, and sustainability 

of value output as external influences. The mutual constraints and mutual shaping of these endogenous 

dynamic and contexts influences jointly determine the evolution trajectory of the social innovation 

ecosystem. 

The social innovation ecosystem framework developed in this study not only provides theoretical 

support and empirical references for addressing the current challenges in rural revitalization but also 

offers strategic guidance for promoting long-term sustainable innovation development and deep 

structural transformation in rural areas. It is true that different countries and regions possess objective 

differences in institutional environments, cultural traditions, policy orientations, rural complexity, and 

resource endowments. For the research framework to be effectively applied in broader contexts beyond 

Zhejiang and even across China, the target regions better possess at least two of the key conditions that 

are consistent with those of the rural areas in the case studies. In particular, the healthy functioning of 

this ecosystem depends on entrepreneur who possess a deep sentiment connection to their local 

environment and have both extensive social experience and a broad perspective. At the same time, the 

local government need to demonstrate forward-looking awareness, administrative inclusiveness, and 

collaborative ability, to establish a solid institutional guarantee for collaboration among various entities. 

Besides, at least one higher education institutions within the region can actively fulfil their ‘third 

mission’ with providing deep support for local development through professional expertise and 

academic responsibilities. Furthermore, the region has active civil organizations willingness to engage 

in integration and coordinated governance. Finally, at the base level, rural areas better possess at least 

one unique resource such as agricultural, tourism, and intangible cultural heritage assets that can be 

utilized.  

Moreover, since this study is based on qualitative case study research, its primary academic goal is to 
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conduct a deep analysis and explanation of specific social phenomena in theoretical generalizability, 

rather than aiming for statistical conclusions and universal applicability based on large-sample statistics, 

as is typical in quantitative research. Therefore, the findings do not aim to provide universal principles 

applicable everywhere. Nevertheless, the social innovation inherently emphasises context sensitivity in 

action, adapting to local constraints is precisely the essential characteristic of the social innovation 

mechanism. The social innovation ecosystem framework developed in this study has incorporated 

contextual conditions as part of analytical dimensions, it provides the analysis model with high 

explanatory flexibility and adaptability. This enables other rural practitioners to flexibly adapt and apply 

this framework dynamically, based on the institutional and social context in which they operate, thereby 

achieving theoretical transfer and practical innovation that are suitable for specific contexts. 

Further, based on the findings of this study, future research and rural practices can further test and 

deepen the following three core propositions: 

Proposition 1: Where social innovation lacks formal institutional backing, government-university-

enterprise collaboration depends on leaders holding multiple roles, so leadership rotation weakens it. 

Proposition 2: In a differentiated institutional context, establishing flexible top-down and bottom-up 

mechanisms for empowerment can help civil society gain more substantial decision-making power and 

legitimacy to act in governance innovation, thereby enhancing the internal sustainability of social 

innovation. 

Proposition 3: When the innovation paradigms haven’t fully established at the national innovation 

system, informal cooperation and interaction mechanisms driven by shared visions and missions can 

effectively integrate and allocate various resources, thereby ensuring the efficient operation and 

sustainable development of social innovation efforts. 

Future researcher can be further advanced by developing dynamic tracking and evaluation mechanisms 

tailored to social innovation organizations. For example, multi-case qualitative analyses can be used to 

explore the deeper differences among various rural development phenomena, while large-sample 

quantitative studies can be employed to examine the causal effects of organizational changes on rural 

development outcomes. At the same time, policymakers can actively deepen their systematic 

understanding of social innovation paradigms and its ecosystem dynamics. By reconfiguring and 

optimizing relevant organizational structures, they can effectively address the structural shortcomings 

in current institutional arrangements. 
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7.5 Practical and Policy Implications  
7.5.1 Government  

Based on this research, the optimization of policies and governance mechanisms aimed at fostering 

social innovation in the future can be further advanced along several dimensions. First, it is necessary 

to establish institutional resilience mechanisms that extend beyond the term of individual, thereby 

ensuring the continuity of policy support across different periods. There is an urgent need for the 

establishment of a long-term tracking management system at the grassroots level. This will help to 

reduce the policy gaps caused by the turnover of officials and the length of management cycles, thereby 

providing stable policy expectations and resource support for social innovations that possess long-term 

public value. Second, it is necessary to promote the deep integration of social innovation into regional 

and national innovation systems, and to shift from a governance model based on simple control to one 

that emphasises empowerment. The government should transform fragmented, short-term project-based 

initiatives into institutionalized long-term and medium-term strategic plans. This not only expands the 

institutional space for diverse collaborations, improves the mechanisms for empowering various 

organizations such as social society, but also deepens the delegation of authority and inclusion to social 

forces. As a result, it activates the internal motivation of various organizations, thereby promoting the 

free flow of resources and cross-organizational collaborative governance. Finally, rebuild the cognitive 

frameworks and professional leadership of public managers, and leverage the role of administrative 

power as a catalyst for social capital. Officials should maintain a keen understanding of cutting-edge 

innovative theories and social governance practices. By breaking through cognitive limitations and path 

dependencies, managers can more accurately identify, embrace, and nurture cutting-edge social 

innovations. In this way, a virtuous cycle and mutual benefit can be better achieved between 

administrative authority and social capital. 

7.5.2 Enterprise  

Based on this research, there are two key problems in the practice of social innovation of enterprise, 

one is the balance of the management structure in bridging economic benefits and social impact, and 

the other is to solve the instability of resources and knowledge expansion in social innovation. Therefore, 

the enterprise needs to further strengthen their understanding of the social innovation paradigm and 

develop the driven model based on emotion or social mission into strategic innovation of corporate 

social innovation. The enterprise needs to build a mature and resilient social innovation business 

strategy mechanism to break the structural tension between social mission and economic performance. 

Besides, further strengthen the synergy with other organizations, such as expand the interaction with 

the university and the civil society, to promote the application and transformation of multi-path 

resources and enhance the ability to withstand operational risks. Corresponding to this is the need for 
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further enhance the capabilities of the organization in terms of resource and knowledge absorption. In 

this research, the enterprise often faces the dilemma of blurred governance boundaries and unclear 

transformation paths, and the university, as the core centre of knowledge flow, can provide key formal 

and informal knowledge flow and forward-looking theoretical guidance. The enterprise can enhance 

the flow of knowledge with the university by establishing social innovation incubation lab or local 

practice bases, so as to improve the organization’s ability to absorb knowledge and apply efficiency and 

transform the professional knowledge empowerment of the university into a business operation model 

that can be implemented.  

7.5.3 University  

Based on this research, it shows that there is still a lack of a clear system mechanism for social 

innovation in the construction of disciplines and colleges, which is unstable for the university to give 

full play to their identity functions. As the core hub of knowledge flow, the university should be 

committed to improving the foundation of social innovation disciplines and exploring the establishment 

of special social innovation colleges to systematically cultivate compound talents with cross-border 

cognition and governance effectiveness. By constructing related disciplines of social innovation, it can 

bridge the structural gap between insufficient cognition of social innovation paradigm and lack of 

operational talents found in the survey and provide a steady stream of intellectual support and cognitive 

empowerment for future social innovation practice. Besides, building an institutionalized incentive 

mechanism for scholars and leaders who voluntarily assume social responsibility. This research shows 

that the success of the university in rural revitalization largely depends on the long-term informal 

contributions of scholars with deep local feelings and leadership. However, without rigid institutional 

guarantees, this kind of dedication based on personal moral consciousness often faces unsustainable 

risks. In the future, the university could further increase the weight of social influence and governance 

contribution in the personnel assessment, professional title promotion and scientific research evaluation 

system, and give more institutional freedom to those scholars who conduct experimental practice in the 

field. This institutional improvement is essentially a legal confirmation of the third mission of academic 

research, aiming to encourage scholars to shift from wordplay in ivory towers to intervention in real 

social issues.  

7.6 Limitations 

Although this study has made useful explorations on the social innovation ecosystem in theory and 

empirical by combining the cross-domain model mechanism, there are still some limitations that need 

to be broken through. First, the conceptual model constructed in this study still needs to be iteratively 

tested in a wider range of qualitative and empirical research. Since social innovation is still in the growth 
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period of paradigm establishment, its underlying logic and theoretical foundation are still being 

excavated and strengthened, and the current social innovation paradigm has not yet been deeply 

institutionalized in a large-scale national innovation system and organizational structure. This lag in 

institutionalization has led to fragmentation of the evaluation dimension, future research can further 

explore and evaluate the standardized indicator systems for measuring the various elements of social 

innovation. Second, this study relies on purposive sampling, focusing specifically on two typical 

villages in single province, as well as 12 key individuals who are well-versed in the collaborative 

mechanisms. Although this targeted approach provides samples with a high level of informational value 

and deep situational insights, it still mainly emphasises the organizational aspects at the core levels. 

Future research can further expand the empirical scope, cross-provincial and even inter-national 

comparative studies can be conducted to test and enhance the model’s adaptability and explanatory 

capability under different regional institutional and cultural contexts. In addition, horizontally, 

subsequent research can utilize mixed methods such as large-sample quantitative surveys to incorporate 

more comprehensive data on the multi-dimensional perceptions of grassroots residents and members of 

micro-communities, then the overall scope and theoretical depth of studies on the social innovation 

ecosystem can be further enhanced. Finally, this study focuses on qualitatively exploring the underlying 

mechanisms of social innovation ecosystems, future research can further incorporate quantitative 

methods to empirically test and deepen the interaction, the dynamic balance mechanisms, as well as the 

synergistic effects in various governance contexts between the dimensions of technological innovation 

and social innovation.  

7.7 Questions for Further Research  

Although this study has made positive contributions to deepening the theoretical foundation of the social 

innovation ecosystem by building a practical framework that integrates multi-element and 

interdisciplinary characteristics, future research can further explore the following issues. First, how can 

build and improve an operable quantitative indicator system to scientifically measure the depth and 

breadth of social innovation practices and their potential impact on social structure, thereby further 

providing reliable empirical evidence for systematically monitoring the effectiveness of social 

innovation? Second, what the commonalities and differences within the established social innovation 

ecosystems in this study be applied in various social and cultural contexts? And how can the explanatory 

power of this framework for the complex dynamics of cross-border interactions in the real world be 

enhanced, thereby strengthening its empirical foundation as a guiding tool? In addition, how can this 

research framework be further deepened from an interdisciplinary perspective to explore how 

technological innovation can bridge development gaps and effectively integrate into the social 

innovation ecosystem, thereby coordinating the differences and synergies between the two innovation 

models in value orientation, dynamic mechanisms, and feedback loops, and further enhancing the 
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theoretical completeness and explanatory power of the entire innovation ecosystem? Finally, how can 

deepen the balance between social and technological innovation through interdisciplinary theoretical 

reconfiguration and empirical testing, thereby enhancing the systematic interventions within the entire 

innovation ecosystem to address complex global social challenges and promote sustainable 

development? 
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APPENDICES  
APPENDIX I  
PARTICIPANTS INFORMATION SHEET 
 

Dear Participant: 

Hello!  

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this academic study. This research is conducted by 
Wang Qihui, a doctoral student at the School of Management of the University of Sunderland (UK). 
The research topic is: Multi-actor innovation dynamics within social innovation ecosystems under the 
practice of China’s rural revitalization strategy. 

Before you decide whether to participate in this study, please read the following information carefully 
to understand the purpose, process, and your rights regarding this research.  

1. Research Purpose 

This study aims to explore how multiple participants, namely the government, university, enterprise, 
and civil society organizations, engage in dynamic synergy and cooperation within the practice of 
China's rural revitalization. The goal is to jointly promote the development of China's rural revitalization 
and the resolution of related sustainable development issues. The research results will be used for 
academic thesis writing and related academic publications. 

2. Research Content and Method of Participation 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be invited to take part in an interview:  

• Interview Format: In-person/Face-to-face  

• Interview Duration: Approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour  

• Interview Content: Cantered around your identity in participating in rural development, the form of 
participation, and specific interactions with other organizations  

• Audio/Video Recording: This interview will be audio-recorded (used for research analysis only)  

3. Risks and Discomfort 

This study is a social science research project and involves low risk. However, during the interview 
process, if you experience slight emotional fluctuations or feel uncomfortable due to recalling certain 
experiences or questions, you have the right to terminate the interview at any time or refuse to answer 
any question. 

4. Privacy Protection and Data Use 

• Your personal information will be kept strictly confidential.  

• All data analysis content involving interview responses will be anonymized (e.g., using pseudonyms).  

• Interview materials are used only for this research and related academic purposes.  

• Without your additional consent, the data will not be used for other purposes.  
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• Data will be stored securely.  

5. Voluntary Participation and Right to Withdraw 

Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you may refuse to participate in this study. During the 
research process, you may withdraw at any time without providing a reason; withdrawal will not result 
in any adverse consequences. 

6. Use of Research Results 

Research results may be published in the form of papers, reports, or academic publications. In any 
public materials, the data content involving the interview will not disclose your true identity information. 

7. Contact Information 

If you have any questions about this study or wish to know the research results, you can contact the 
researcher through the following methods:  

Researcher Name: Qihui Wang 

Contact Information: 18337169285 
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