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3

Chapter One

FR AMING THE ISSUES 
BET WEEN THE CIVIC 
ENGAGEMENT AND 

SO CIAL INNOVATION 
MOVEMENT S IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION
Eric Mlyn and Amanda Moore McBride

As we write the first chapter of this book, we ask ourselves, in the 
words of David Byrne, “Well, how did I get here?” (Talking Heads, 
1980). Neither of us thought five years ago when we first published 

our critiques of the social innovation movement that we would be where 
we are now, which is right in the middle of the social innovation move-
ments on our respective university campuses. We have moved from crit-
ics on the periphery to central players in our campuses’ social innovation 
efforts. One of us is now a named cochangemaker at Duke University as 
a university liaison to Ashoka U, and one of us is now dean of a school 
of social work who is working across schools at the University of Denver 
to develop the innovation and entrepreneurship center for the university. 
As we have evolved, we have become acutely aware that so have these 
movements. 
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4  Introduction

This book is about this evolution, where civic engagement and social 
innovation have been, where they are now, and where their potential lies. 
It has been an exciting time for those of us teaching, researching, and run-
ning programs in these areas; we welcome this opportunity to take a step 
back to make meaning of the field. To the extent that we always encourage 
our students to reflect on their experiences and learning, we welcome the 
opportunity to do that here with you the reader and our colleagues who 
have written provocative perspectives on these issues.

In working on this volume, it became evident to us that we need to be 
clear on the ultimate purpose of the civic engagement and social innova-
tion movements. What are they trying to achieve? We contend that the 
unifier of these two approaches is betterment of the human condition, 
improving the social, economic, and political conditions for the majority. 
Social change is often the identified goal and phrase used. As civic engage-
ment scholars, we struggle with this reference because our conception 
of social change is sometimes too narrowly focused on policy change, a 
conception with a premise that government may be best equipped to bet-
ter the human condition at scale. However, we concede that most do use 
social change as the outcome measure and that we can achieve it in a myr-
iad of ways. In light of this, we are eager to broaden our own conception 
of the wide variety of mechanisms that citizens use to better the human 
condition and the role that higher education plays in encouraging, pursu-
ing, and teaching these mechanisms.

As a frame to this book and the contributors’ chapters, we begin 
with the ongoing critiques of both approaches, and then our contribu-
tors address specific themes. In Part Two, this volume explores the his-
torical and contemporary context of these approaches. In Part Three, the 
contexts are embedded in the paradigmatic anchor institution approach. 
In Part Four, the book offers ways to move the approaches forward. 
We discuss the democratic foundations (or absence thereof) of both 
approaches, elaborating on existing critiques and offering new ones. We 
conclude with possible future directions that may make the approaches 
more effective for fulfilling the broader democratic mission of U.S. 
higher education. All of this will outline the issues, not offer up defini-
tive conclusions. We invite you to come to your own conclusions and test 
them against those we offer in the final chapter. Our hope is that those 
in higher education who wish to promote and advance social change will 
critically examine where we are with our civic engagement and social 
innovation approaches and commit to realizing their promise through 
changes in our operations and our educational processes, pedagogical 
strategies, evaluation metrics, and outcomes.1
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Civic Engagement and Social Innovation Movements  5

Evolving Critiques
We maintain some degree of skepticism about the ascendance of the social 
innovation movement, but we also embrace an openness to its possibili-
ties. Our aim is to be productive in moving the respective civic engage-
ment and social innovation approaches forward. In editing this book, 
we have also been reminded that the more traditional civic engagement 
approaches we were raised on suffer from some of the very same critiques 
that we have leveled at social innovation. We deeply appreciate the wis-
dom of the profound and simple observation by Nobel Laureate Thomas 
Schelling (1966) that it is much easier to destroy something than to build 
it. In the end, the world simply has too many problems and unmet needs 
for us to pretend that we have a clear view or evidence on the single best 
approach for achieving social change and how higher education best edu-
cates toward that goal. We are grateful to those who have joined us in writ-
ing this book—at once being critical and constructive. 

Some of our critiques of social innovation have been named previ-
ously and remain (McBride & Mlyn, 2015, 2016): Innovation is still much 
overused, ideas are still prized over execution, and self-confidence is 
weighted more than community wisdom. These critiques stem at least in 
part from the deluge of e-mails and talks and colloquia and webinars that 
seek to push the role of innovation to the forefront of everything we do. 
In an attempt to “disrupt” and change social conditions, social innovation 
can sometimes be a false promise, because we risk abandoning the other 
ways that democracies achieve social change, such as through organizing, 
voting, and protesting. There can be opportunity costs when our students 
and citizens more generally become enamored with social innovation 
while ignoring the politics of our time. As such, social innovation has been 
unapologetically apolitical, seeking the technical solution, when the social 
issues it attempts to affect are anything but technical or apolitical. But, and 
this volume represents an evolution of our thinking, civic engagement as 
traditionally pursued in higher education has also much of the time been 
apolitical and not particularly concerned with democracy. An example is 
that the primary mode of student civic engagement is through volunteer-
ing efforts, such as tutoring children or cleaning parks (Mlyn & McBride, 
2014).

Those who have contributed to this volume have propelled our think-
ing on this point, such that we now think there are real possibilities to fur-
ther develop the social innovation movement to more fully embrace the 
democratic virtues that are ultimately necessary for impactful and scalable 
social change. One area where this has become particularly clear to us over 
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6  Introduction

the last four years is in civic tech, where new organizations, websites, and 
apps reduce the transaction costs of democratic citizenship. Of note here 
are innovations such as TurboVote, Countable, and VoteWithMe; we are 
both impressed with the power of technology to enhance our democracy 
(Civictech, 2019). We will briefly return to these topics in the conclusion.

Still Needed: Clarification and Grounding
We have written previously on the need to define terms in this social 
change arena of higher education (McBride & Mlyn, 2016). It does not 
serve us to be sloppy and nondescript in our language and references, 
especially as we attempt to build a field. We recognize that definitions are 
important. Every chapter in this volume defines terms. We are also aware 
that one could dedicate an entire volume to the various definitions that we 
use in both civic engagement and social innovation, their historical evolu-
tion, and the important implications that result from these definitional 
choices. We are not going to do that important but enormous task here. 
Instead, for the purposes of bringing some commonality to our language 
in this chapter and throughout this volume, we offer this most commonly 
accepted frame of reference: 

Civic engagement means working to make a difference in the civic life of 
our communities and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, 
values and motivation to make that difference. It means promoting the 
quality of life in a community, through both political and non-political 
processes. (Ehrlich, 2000, p. vi)

Students can be involved in civic activities through higher education by 
volunteering, serving internationally, interning for politicians or political 
organizations, and so on.

The first editor’s note of the leading journal Stanford Social Innovation 
Review defined social innovation as “the process of inventing, securing 
support for, and implementing novel solutions to social needs and prob-
lems” (Phills, Deiglmeier, & Miller, 2008, p. 36). Like social entrepreneur-
ship, social innovation connotes the development and introduction of 
something new, but that new thing can be an idea, a device, or a process—
not just an enterprise or an organization or a company. The innovation is 
“social” because it intends to address some pressing problem affecting the 
human condition. Students can be involved in social innovation efforts 
in a variety of ways, such as by taking courses, completing internships, 
working on team projects, participating in competitions, and engaging in 
a range of other activities. 
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Civic Engagement and Social Innovation Movements  7

With this framing of social innovation in mind, we are struck by the 
sometimes misleading or inappropriate uses of each of the terms. A met-
aphor about democracy is apt: One cannot help but notice the norma-
tive global appeal of the notion of democracy and use of the term even by 
regimes that do not resemble any of our notions of democracy. So, too, do 
many overstate the social benefits of businesses that were created solely 
to make a profit. Similarly, the normative appeal of social benefit leads  
to its evocation to justify massive profit-making companies, such as  
Airbnb and Uber. Those companies are first and foremost about mak-
ing money and delivering value for their shareholders, though they often 
invoke the social benefits of their work, whether framed in terms of impact 
on the environment or wages. (Perhaps the trust test here is whether any 
of these companies of the so-called sharing economy would ever sacrifice 
financial revenue for these broader social causes.) Similarly, we hear things 
described as innovative that are not. One of us attended a conference some 
years ago where the creation of the “deconstructed lunch” was heralded as 
a remarkable innovation that would lessen the environmental impact of 
the conference. When described, the deconstructed lunch—sans boxes—
was not much more than a buffet. The point here is not to be snarky, but 
instead to emphasize that notions of social innovation are so normatively 
appealing that they can be overused and verge on becoming meaningless.

We also have mused among ourselves and with other colleagues about 
why the field of social innovation is ascendant right now. It is clear that so 
many of today’s entrepreneurs achieved their fame as innovators; here we 
are thinking of the likes of Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Elon Musk, and Jeff Bezos, 
to name just a few. It is much harder for any of us to name figures from the 
public and nonprofit sectors who receive the same amount of adulation. In 
this age of rapid technological growth and innovations, which were simply 
hard to imagine only a few years ago, it is perhaps only logical that so many 
would think we can bring the same innovative genius to our attempts to 
solve hunger, homelessness, and violence. And to be fair, we recognize that 
many social innovations—from apps that connect excess food at events to 
populations that need the food to large-scale innovations, such as City Year 
or Teach for America—have had a real impact in making the world a bet-
ter place. Of course, it also becomes obvious here that what is innovative at 
one point in history becomes the standard as time moves on.

As we reflect on our milieu of higher education, the ascendance of 
social innovation should be viewed as related to broader trends in higher 
education. The entire higher education industry—both public and private 
institutions—has embraced neoliberal, market-based strategies, which 
leaves an embrace of innovation and entrepreneurship as the logical next 
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