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The significance of social 
innovation for blue growth 
in the North Sea

Abstract: The usage of the North Sea is in transition, influenced by the Europe-
an blue growth strategy and the national follow-ups. Based on the principles of 
smart, sustainable and inclusive growth at sea, policies are formulated to stimu-
late growth in the existing and new maritime sectors. Creating blue growth will 
not be confined to technological change, but it will also cover changes in the hu-
man system, including ways of interacting and exchanging ideas, roles of respon-
sibilities, as well as institutional settings of formal and informal rules. This also 
affects the rural hinterlands. Social innovation is needed to secure sustainable 
growth. Understanding the significance of social innovation is a first step to for-
mulate governance efforts to stimulate social innovation. This chapter assesses 
the significance of social innovation with regards to blue growth in the North Sea. 
Social innovation can be explained both as process and outcome and these are 
strongly interwoven. The significance of social innovation – is here assessed by 
means of three core characteristics: scale, scope and resonance. The results show 
that the significance of social innovation varies considerable across the sectors; 
offshore wind energy, offshore mussel cultivation and offshore seaweed farming. 
Social innovation promises the benefit to further development of maritime sectors 
– just like it can benefit rural areas. 

Keywords: social innovation, blue growth, offshore wind, aquaculture, signifi-
cance of social innovation
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Introduction

With concepts such as blue economy and blue growth, governments across the 
world highlight the potential of maritime activities to contribute to economic 
growth and social well-being, also to the benefit of territorial hinterlands. Fur-
ther development of maritime sectors can contribute to the supply of food, 
energy, natural resources, genetic resources and create additional revenues 
and jobs. In Europe, the European Union launched the blue growth concept as 
a strategy for economic growth in the European seas in the context of climate 
change, increased scarcity of natural resources, the increased vulnerability of 
the planet, growth in urbanization and the concentration of humans in coastal 
regions (European Commission, 2012). 

Blue growth is an extension of the land-based policy strategy referred to as green 
growth, which the EU has launched in 2010. In response to economic challeng-
es, in the context of climate change and overexploitation of natural resources, 
the green growth as a policy strategy aims at: (1) smart growth – developing 
an economy based on knowledge and innovation, (2) sustainable growth – pro-
moting a more resource efficient, greener and more competitive economy and 
(3) inclusive growth – fostering a high-employment economy delivering eco-
nomic, social and territorial cohesion (European Commission, 2010).

Today, it is common to address blue growth through the lenses of technology, 
markets and products. Illustrative is the EU’s evaluation of the blue growth 
strategy, praising among others its contribution “to remove barriers and market 
failures” and to align research efforts for shifting research from the laboratory 
to the marketplace” (European Commission, 2017). At the same time, the eval-
uation identifies remaining social challenges, e.g. the capacity to mobilise the 
financial sector, and acknowledges “that the partnership approach has achieved 
results but that these have been uneven” (European Commission, 2017).

Creating blue growth will involve technological change, but also changes 
in the human system, including ways of interacting and exchanging ideas, 
roles of responsibilities, as well as institutional settings of formal and infor-
mal rules. Underestimating the importance of the social dimension of this 
innovation process, is likely to result in a simple technology-oriented ap-
proach. Experiences in natural resource management show that such an ap-
proach will not sustain in the long run (McGinnis and Ostrom, 2014). What 
is needed is “changes of attitudes, behaviour or perceptions of a group of 
people joined in a network of aligned interests that, in relation to the group’s 
horizon of experiences, lead to new and improved ways of collaborative 
action within the group and beyond”, which is actually a way of defining 
social innovation (Neumeier, 2016). In the literature the theoretical term so-
cial innovation is heavily explored and explained in several ways, e.g. Bock 
(2015), Biggs et al. (2010), include ecological contexts (see Baker and Me-
hmood, 2015; Neumeier, 2016). 
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The argument underlying this chapter is that social innovation is needed to 
release the potential of blue growth. And to stimulate social innovation, one 
needs to understand the significance of current initiatives. Against this back-
ground, this chapter aims to assess the significance of social innovation ap-
pearance and potentials in the context of the blue growth in the Dutch North 
Sea and provide recommendations to stimulate social innovation. 

The relevance of this assessment goes beyond the maritime sectors for two 
reasons. First, various land-sea interactions exist by which (growing) activi-
ties on sea also affect socio-economic developments on land. For example, the 
Dutch fisheries sector has traditionally landed much of their catch in the vil-
lage of Urk, where a thriving processing sector has been developed. Changes 
in the way we use the seas will affect the value-chains on land. Secondly, 
on a methodological level, the approach developed in this chapter is also ap-
plicable to the study of social innovation on land.

In this chapter three cases located in the Dutch North Sea are assessed through 
a social innovation lens. The cases explored are: (1) offshore wind energy, (2) 
offshore mussel cultivation and (3) offshore seaweed farming. These repre-
sent various new developments of the Dutch EEZ (Exclusive Economic Zone) 
of the North Sea. The information provided is based on a review of a series 
of research projects with the industries and the governments on the respective 
projects. In these projects, the authors conducted interviews, organised work-
shops and performed literature reviews. After an introduction of the cases, 
the significance of social innovation is analysed, looking at the potential im-
pacts in terms of scale, scope and resonance. The chapter is concluded with an 
analysis of the relation to (rural) hinterlands.

Conceptual framework

Social innovation refers to the interaction among actors; how they define 
problems, how they coordinate, express and defend their interests (Neumeier, 
2016). A central idea of social innovation is that the exchange of ideas and val-
ues is shifting from compartmental-oriented values and internal values of the 
actors, towards a broader and more society-oriented value-base. This requires, 
and results from, more collaboration-oriented partnership and co-creation 
minded interaction, with vaguer roles; moving away from self-oriented role 
definitions, often even antagonistic, as when for instance governments strictly 
act as law enforcers and regulators, and not as partners or creators of condi-
tions for investments.

It is argued here that social innovations could add value to the blue growth 
strategy (Soma et al., 2018). The old situation was that the sectors used to 
lock their ideas up inside sector walls, without much interaction across them. 
In the past decades, it is observed that non-profit, government and businesses 
have developed a better appreciation of the complexity of global problems 
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such as climate change (Phills et al., 2008). A host of factors have eroded 
the boundaries between the sectors, and as a result, sectors are joining forces 
(Phills et al., 2008). These dynamics are illustrative of social innovation and 
understanding that conditions for social innovations to take place (or not) and 
thrive (or not) are crucial.

Social innovation can be explained both as a process and outcome, which 
are strongly interwoven (Baker and Mehmood, 2015). As process it refers to 
the interaction among actors through phases of problematization, expression 
of interest, and delineation and co-ordination (Baker and Mehmood, 2015). 
Throughout the process, social innovation fully depends on acting at individu-
al level, when core people are taking initiative, the so-called enablers (Camps 
and Marques, 2014). Although initiated by individual incentives, social in-
novation has impacts on a social, economic and political context, beyond the 
individual level. As outcome social innovation develops to new institutional 
structures, for instance network structures, that can deal with the particular 
needs for change. 

The significance of social innovation – indicative for the resultant institutional 
impacts – can be assessed by means of three core characteristics (Baker and 
Mehmood, 2015): 
• The scale of social innovation refers to the people who take part. The ques-

tion here is which actors are involved in social innovation. It is of interest 
to know in what capacity they operate and take part, referring to the roles 
identified above. For social innovation, imagination needs to be shared by 
an exchange of ideas and values in order to impact a larger share of people.

• The scope of social innovation is concerned with the multiple interactions 
that involve and impact different actors and the surroundings; such as the 
different users and governance systems of informal and formal institution-
al settings. 

• The resonance refers to what people find imaginable. Low resonance im-
plies that people imagine what would be possible with a given structure 
in a well-established system, whereas high resonance reflects a situation 
where people imagine possibilities that are not immediately a reality, but 
could become one in the future. 

Introducing the cases

Wind energy

The offshore wind sector is rapidly developing in the North Sea. For exam-
ple, The Netherlands’ government has formulated a roadmap to expand energy 
production capacity from 1,000 MW to 4,500 MW in 2023 (RVO, 2015). New 
wind farms are under construction, licenced or scheduled. The offshore wind 
development is stimulated by governmental support schemes, and a contract-
for-different support scheme is in place to compensate energy companies for the 
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difference between cost-price and market-price of electricity. The Ministry of 
Instructure and Environment and the Ministry of Economic Affairs (2015) have 
designated new sites in the North Sea for development of offshore wind farms, 
areas which will be closed for many other activities (Stelzenmuller et al., 2016).

The development of this sector is not purely market-driven; governments cre-
ate a semi-artificial market with competition between providers in the context 
with subsidies, conditions and restrictions. Development of offshore wind in-
volves technological change, in terms of cables, turbines, transport etc., but 
further development will require coping with stakeholders and other policy 
objectives. When it comes to creating more social value from wind parks, the 
potential for co-use is often discussed. Offshore wind parks can offer new 
areas for e.g. aquaculture and nature conservation. This has led to research 
and discussion on the co-use of wind farms (Rockmann et al., 2015, van den 
Burg et al., 2016). Multi-use is currently discussed in various fora (e.g. at the 
2017 Noordzeedagen) and legislation to allow co-use by small vessels is in the 
making (Ministry of Infrastructure and Environment, 2017).

Mussel cultivation

The North Sea mussel sector currently producers near shore, where wild-har-
vested mussel seed is grown out to consumption-sized mussels (Jansen et al., 
2016; Fairbanks, 2016). Reduced availability of mussel seed led to reduced 
total production from over 90 million kg in the mid-1990s to and 26,8 million 
kg in 20131. Further expansion of current production will be difficult with ex-
isting production process due to shortage of coastal space as a main constraint 
(Lindahl et al., 2005).

Offshore mussel cultivation is considered feasible from an economic (Buck 
et al., 2010; Griffin et al., 2015; Jansen et al., 2016; van den Burg et al., 2017) 
and ecological perspective (Kamermans et al., 2016; van Stralen et al., 2015). 
However, as of now there is no commercial offshore mussel cultivation in 
the North Sea. The Dutch ministry sees the potential for offshore cultivation. 
Such as extension would clearly imply new institutional structures, new pro-
duction systems, new networks and new standards and values about how to 
act and deal with each other.

Seaweed farming

Seaweed farming is a new sector in Europe, which attracts much interest from 
European policy-makers, scientists and entrepreneurs. This sector is currently 
supported by public funding for research at country level, but also through the 
European blue growth research calls.2 In these developments also an increas-

1 http://statline.cbs.nl/StatWeb/publication/?VW=T&DM=SLNL&PA=7203VLOO&LA=NL [26-6-2017]
2 MARIBE, MERMAID, other FP7 and H2020 projects.
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ing number of small companies investigate possibilities for seaweed cultiva-
tion and use, next to the traditional larger producers (most notably the food 
and hydrocolloid industry).

The North Sea Farm Foundation3 is an organisation that plays a pivotal role 
in these developments. It has taken the task to stimulate knowledge creation 
and exchange of information, as well as facilitating individual companies in 
experimenting with seaweed cultivation. In particular, it “aims to achieve 
sustainable seaweed industry in the Netherlands. This development towards 
a full-fledged chain seaweed cultivation takes place in a challenging tension 
between technology, science, market, policy and culture. Innovation is more 
than just technology. There is support and cooperation needed in the chain. 
For this we started Seaweed Platform in 2014”4. The foundation itself has 
little money, but triggers cooperation and applies for funds elsewhere, mostly 
financed by private actors paying membership fee ranging from EUR 250 
per year for start-ups to EUR 5.000 per year for large companies, as well as 
by governmental support. The two main activities of the foundation are (1) 
organising networking events to facilitate dialogue and exchange of ideas and 
(2) running an experimental test-site for seaweed cultivation in the North Sea. 
This test-site is open to other (future) users.

Significance of social innovation

Scale

With “scale” we refer to actors involved, their role and how they interact. It is 
about the number of stakeholders, and the roles they play and their capacities 
to interact and exchange values and ideas.

With the growth of offshore wind energy various new stakeholders come to 
be involved. In terms of regulators, this includes the European Commission 
and national ministries responsible for energy and climate policy and financial 
support agencies such as the European Investment Bank. A key enabler is the 
national government – who also is responsible for marine spatial planning and 
licenses. New extractors and inputters include energy companies and companies 
in their supply chain, responsible for building the wind turbines. New influenc-
ers include renewable energy-oriented NGO’s as well as investors (banks and 
the like). Main affectees of offshore wind development are the fishing commu-
nity – losing fishing grounds – and coastal communities, if wind turbines are 
situated close to shore. Beneficiaries of offshore wind energy include various 
stakeholders, ranging from energy consumers and governments to energy com-
panies and investors who seek to profit from long-term investment in renew-
able energy. In recent years, large industry actors such as DONG Energy (now 
named Ørsted), Shell, Siemens and Van Oord have entered the scene, attracted 
by subsidy schemes and the prospects for future growth of the sector.

3 http://www.noordzeeboerderij.nl/en [26-6-2017]
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The case of mussel cultivation shows a lack of enablers, who can connect 
and make things happen. The main regulator is the national government who 
immediately is confronted with the issue of property rights at sea [17], requir-
ing future collaboration with Rijkswaterstaat (government agency responsible 
for the design, construction, management and maintenance of the main infra-
structure facilities in the Netherlands) and the Coastguard. The aquaculture 
entrepreneurs are inputters and extractors as they will enter materials into the 
sea by their extended activities in the forms of vessel pollutants and aquac-
ulture production systems. The influencers are the NGO’s with interests in 
conservation of the coastal North Sea and Wadden Sea. They would benefit if 
aquaculture moves offshore, as they criticise trawlers who operate in coastal 
areas, including the Wadden Sea, due to the impact on the benthic ecosystems 
(Ens et al., 2004), as well as mussel production claiming coastal space which 
alternatively could be used for enhanced coastal recreation and environmental 
protection (this is particularly relevant in the Wadden Sea). The affectees are 
the ones who will be excluded from the wind farms, who originally used to 
have user rights in these areas. These include the fishermen and the shipping 
industry. The affectees can also include coastal communities, with fishing as 
core income source, as well as potential future users. Beneficiaries include 
people who consume mussel products.

In the case of the offshore seaweed farming, the North Sea Farm Foundation 
plays a key role as enabler. The key regulators are Rijkswaterstaat and the 
Netherlands Coastguard who decide upon the admission of the test facility to 
the North Sea. Besides, the national and regional governments provide finan-
cial support, as well as a location in the North Sea for the test-site. Regional 
and local governmental actors play a role as they subsidise the test-facility, but 
they can also support companies who are the (future) users of the test-site. The 
principle extractors are the companies that are going to use the test facility. 
In the first instance, this might be the North Sea Farm Foundation itself – for 
demonstration purposes – but other companies are expected to take over this 
function. Inputters are the North Sea Farm Foundation – who has initiated and 
established the test facility – and the companies who use it. The key influenc-
ers are regional and national governments who stimulate the work of the North 
Sea Farm Foundation, because they see seaweed as a promising future crop 
with potential to stimulate the local economy. New offshore activities such as 
seaweed farming can impact on traditional users of the sea, making e.g. the 
fishing community potential affectees. This sector, however, is also an active 
member of the platform. Among the beneficiaries are the companies who use 
the test facility, local government who benefit from expected economic devel-
opment and the national government once seaweed cultivation contributes to 
achieving policy objectives.
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Table 1. Stakeholders identified in the Dutch North Sea*

Type Blue growth marine governance
Offshore wind Offshore aquaculture North Sea Farm

Enablers Ministry of Economic 
Affairs

Ministry of Economic 
Affairs

North Sea Farm 
Foundation

Regulators

Ministry of Economic Affairs 
Ministry of Infrastructure 
and Environment
European Union
European Investment Bank

National government.
Netherlands Coastguard
Rijkswaterstaat

Netherlands 
Coastguard
Rijkswaterstaat

Extractors Energy companies
Technology companies

Energy companies
Aquaculture companies

North Sea Farm 
Foundation and 
seaweed companies

Inputters Energy companies
Technology companies

Energy companies
Aquaculture companies

North Sea Farm 
Foundation and 
seaweed companies

Influencers NGOs NGOs  
Ministry of Economic 
Affairs 
Regional government

Affectees Fisheries
Coastal communities

Fishermen
Shipping industry
Coastal communities

Fishermen
Shipping industry
Coastal communities

Beneficiaries
Consumers
Investors
Energy companies
Policy makers

Mussel companies, 
consumers

Companies, 
 in the end also 
seaweeds users  
and consumers

(*) note that names of various Ministries have changed after this research was done.

We see here that both in the case of wind energy and mussel aquaculture, the 
scale of social innovation is limited. Both cases are characterised by division 
of roles that is still rather traditional with the business actors performing the 
business cases built within the platforms and consortia, and the government 
taking responsibilities for achieving policy goals by managing, coordinating, 
subsidising, regulating, enforcing and controlling. In the case of seaweed the 
scale of social innovation is larger. The main reason is that a private foundation 
is taking an enabling role cooperating with various levels of government, com-
panies and integrating the fisheries community in development of this sector.

Scope

The scope of social innovation is about the (multiple) interactions that involve 
and impact the actors and the surroundings; such as the different users and 
governance systems of informal and formal institutional settings. When dis-
cussing the significance of social innovation, we are interested in (changes in) 
roles and responsibilities and in particular we question the extent to which the 
dominant actors allow for the inclusion of new innovations. 
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In the case of offshore wind energy, an observable main shift in roles and re-
sponsibilities set in motion a couple of years ago is the government investing 
considerable amounts of money in the private sector to reach public policy 
objectives, i.e. renewable energy targets, and thus intervening in market con-
ditions. Governmental efforts were deemed necessary for realising offshore 
wind farms. By securing a revenue-stream, the government seeks to stimu-
late private actors to prove financial support to offshore wind development 
(Kern et al., 2014). In addition, agencies like the European Investment Bank 
co-invest in offshore wind. In effect, this has led to a joint public and private 
responsibility to secure safe renewable energy production at the lowest costs 
which reduced scope for social innovation. Now that large multinational com-
panies enter the scene, the opportunities for other actors to be involved further 
decrease. Producers keep a strong focus on efficient energy production and 
will only grant admission to other activities, if they are forced to do so (Rock-
mann et al., 2015). 

Among mussel cultivators, the willingness to shift roles and responsibilities 
is low. Change is inhibited by the fact that the present situation is comfort-
able, while offshore production implies long distance, harsh weather condi-
tions, storms, long waiting times, high fuel costs, high investment costs, high 
risks insurance conditions, with a transition period filled with uncertainties, 
problematic relationships with public managers, and possibly, removal of ex-
isting coastal user rights. Moreover, uncertainty about the risks of offshore 
production in the future impedes innovation. The scope for innovation is 
further restricted by the fact that that some influencers – i.e. environmental 
organizations – want the companies banned from the natural Wadden Sea 
and Oosterschelde. There is, thus, a risk that development of offshore mus-
sel farming could imply a ban to mussel cultivation near shore. At the same 
time, the situation is characterized by low levels of trust between business and 
government. The confidence of the sector in the government has yet to recover 
after difficult interplays during the last years when mussel seed installations 
started to be used in estuaries and the Wadden Sea. After years of investments 
in testing the participating companies have not received a right of usage. One 
of the companies is still embroiled in a lawsuit against the government. Pre-
vious experiences with governmental interventions, for instance, in terms of 
a supported pilot project, affect their willingness to cooperate. The increased 
attention given to offshore mussel cultivation is linked to private wind entre-
preneurs increasingly gaining exclusive rights at sea. When such rights first 
have been provided, it is difficult to change afterwards, and potentials for 
future mussel cultivation get lost.

In the seaweed case, a shift in responsibilities can be observed in the role taken 
by the new foundation established, particularly by their work in developing 
seaweed production offshore. The foundation fulfils a role that governments 
no longer consider theirs. Both national and regional governmental bodies ac-
knowledge the potential of seaweed businesses and therefore support the foun-
dation, who can take the steps needed. The foundation’s test-site is similar to 
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what once were called government experimental farms. Together with leading 
research institutions, the foundation will contribute with scientific evidence 
and knowledge retention. In October 2016, the foundation launched a test site 
for offshore seaweed cultivation, off the coast of Scheveningen, the Nether-
lands. The test-site enables other potential seaweed cultivators to make use of 
existing infrastructure. It is co-funded by the local authorities and Rabobank.

Resonance

The third aspect of significance is resonance. It refers to what people find im-
aginable, and to what extent they are willing to incorporate new ideas. Reso-
nance requires an open exchange of values and ideas. 

The governmental long-term vision on offshore wind energy is laid down in 
the public roadmap and although stakeholders were involved in developing 
the roadmap, the final decision-making and communication is one-directional 
– from the government to other actors. Despite efforts to involve sectors such 
as tourism and fisheries, it is questionable if their input has resonated with the 
dominant players in the offshore wind sector. Despite political and scientific 
interests in the possibilities for co-use of offshore wind farms and offshore 
mussel cultivation, there is no full exchange of ideas and values.

In the mussel case, there is little interest in innovation and ideas of producing 
in new, unknown areas are not welcomed, except for one cultivator who is 
playing with a thought that large-scale mussels production can contribute as 
protein source for a hungry future population worldwide, because of the low 
input intensity and environmental friendly production system. This person is 
aware of the fact that to realize this, a suitable enabler is needed who could 
realize such wishes by connecting technology entrepreneurs, researchers, in-
ternational demands, NGOs, and producers worldwide.

 The North Sea Farm Foundation cooperates with other parties who share their 
ambition to establish a sustainable seaweed chain with opportunities for new, 
sustainable revenue models. As such this ambition goes beyond the current 
economic practice. Furthermore, the foundation is established with a vision 
that sharing information and knowledge will stimulate the development of the 
seaweed sector in the Netherlands. The foundation could become instrumen-
tal in bringing together different parts of the supply chain and forging new 
partnerships. In this case of social innovation, exchange of ideas and values 
is central. Being a platform for cooperation in the sector, exchange of ideas is 
organised and facilitated. Regular meetings take place where different actors 
can present their ideas and vision on (future) uses of seaweeds. In addition, the 
meetings have a strong focus on networking to strengthen the ties between the 
different actors in the value chain. With the offshore cultivation test facility, 
the foundation aims to provide the infrastructure for testing, reducing barriers 
to experiment for both small and larger companies.
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Table 2. Summarizing scale, scope and resonance across three case-studies

Case Scale Scope Resonance

Offshore 
wind

Large industry 
actors enter 
the scene, 
multiple 

governments

Shifting scope, with greater  
focus on large industrial  

players. Limited room for  
involvement of other actors. 

Scope is narrow; 
focus on wind

Further development 
of current technology, 
upscaling, improving 

efficiency

Mussel

Limited number 
of producers, 

role 
of government

NGOs

Restricted scope, mainstream 
actors dominate and no ‘room’  

for other actors.
Scope limited due to lack  

of trust / fear for the unknown

Stand-still

Seaweed Many  
start-ups

Expanding scope 
as new actors  

enter the scene

Out-of-the-box,  
not based on current 

systems in other 
markets.  

Sky is the limit

Relations to the (rural) hinterland

Maritime activities – and changes therein – affect terrestrial areas through var-
ious land-sea interactions, and by that they have an onshore component. Ports 
are needed for shipping, fisheries (and seaweed farmers) need to land their 
catch and electricity generated through offshore wind farms needs to be fed 
to the grid. Land-sea interactions are studied from a biological perspective, 
to understand the interaction between food systems on land, on sea (Treasure 
et al., 2015; Cottrell et al., 2017) or even at species levels (Toft et al., 2013). 
In conservation planning, land-sea interactions are considered a missing link, 
not explicitly addressed in effort to conserve biodiversity (Alvarez-Romero 
et al., 2011). Another land-sea interaction studied concerns water budgets, 
particularly in situations where human interference with natural water flows 
affects hydrological balance in moors and wetlands along the coast (Niehoff 
et al., 2002). Our analysis of social innovation in the maritime domain points 
to the following observations on land-sea interactions.

The mussel aquaculture sector and the offshore wind energy sector are both 
part of established land-based supply chains. The Dutch mussel sector lands 
and auctions most of it produce in the village Yerseke – home to many of the 
mussel companies. In this rural area, the economic benefits of mussel aqua-
culture are reaped. The offshore wind sector has a geographically more dis-
persed land-based supply chain, with suppliers and clients spread out over 
Europe. This includes international suppliers and multinational companies 
(i.e. Siemens, Shell). Analysis of social innovation illustrates that these diver-
gent communities of actors are not easily brought together, for geographical 
reasons, because of different economic concerns but also because of different 



180

S
ander W

.K
. van den B

urg, Katrine S
om

a, Trond S
elnes

sense-of-ownership of the marine resources. For the mussel sector, the region 
is a given part and parcel of their livelihood, knowing the area in detail, this is 
where they do business. For offshore wind sector, maritime spaces are defined 
by their characteristics (bathymetry, current) and the prevalent wind regime.

The emerging seaweed sector, where social innovation is most significant – 
has interesting linkages to the hinterland. The initiative to set up the North Sea 
Farm foundation came from two urban-based organisations and many mem-
bers of the platform come from the larger cities. These are often part of new 
food movements – experimenting with new products and markets. Traditional 
rural actors – farming, processing, aquaculture sector – are hardly involved in 
the network.

Concluding remarks

In this chapter we have explored a total of three case studies in the Dutch 
North Sea operating in the scope of blue growth, with the aim to identify 
social innovations in current developments. The cases are: (1) offshore wind 
energy, (2) offshore mussel cultivation and (3) offshore seaweed farms. The 
above-analysis points to large differences in the significance of social innova-
tion – ranging from very little social innovation in the mussel sector to a good 
example in the case of seaweed farming.

Social innovation promises the benefit to further development of maritime 
sectors – just like it can benefit rural areas. Understanding the significance of 
social innovation is a first step to stimulate further social innovation through 
governance efforts. The key to enhance future social innovation is the extent 
to which networks with high levels of cooperation among stakeholders across 
nations, policies, sectors, actors and institutions can be realized (Soma et al., 
2015; van Tatenhove et al., 2015). This depends on actors’ incentives, willing-
ness to cooperate and levels of trust (Holm and Soma, 2016), which in turn 
fully rest on the appearance of enablers who can connect and motivate people, 
and eventually realize change.

To further advance social innovation, we need to understand why the differ-
ences in significance occur. The adaptive cycle offers a promising approach to 
this. The adaptive cycle is a conceptualization meant to capture the dynamics 
and explain ways in which systems persist and innovate (e.g. Holling, 2001; 
Holling and Gunderson, 2002; Walker et al., 2006). The adaptive cycle il-
lustrates what kind of social innovation we are dealing with; by referring to 
a “front loop” and a “back loop”. In the front-loop social innovation takes 
place as processes within fixed institutional settings, whereas in the ‘back-
loop’ social innovation contributes to developing new institutional settings; 
as outcomes. Further research should address the applicability of the adaptive 
cycle to understand dynamics in the significance of social innovation.
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The analysis also points to the relation to (rural) hinterland. Social innovation 
benefits from an area where interaction between various sectors and exchange 
of ideas and values is easier. Although the empirical basis is too small to draw 
strong conclusions, the case-study suggest that this is easier realized in urban 
areas. Further investigations are needed to grasp the “geography of social in-
novation” and formulate differentiated strategies to stimulate social innova-
tion in rural and urban areas.
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