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Abstract
The Social Economy plays a fundamental role in the implementation and development of social innova-
tion practices, especially in the field of cooperatives. In the case of agri-food cooperatives in the olive oil 
producing areas of Spain, a substantial share of the business is based around the social economy, with 
CIRIEC reporting a cooperativization rate of 70%. As such, there are increasing opportunities for these 
cooperatives to adopt tools that enable the potential development of social innovation actions. In the 
present article, we conduct a literature review to explore the definitions of social innovation provided in 
the last decade. We then analyse the results relating to a proposed model of social innovation applied to 
the olive oil industry, involving the participation of an expert panel composed of people with a position on 
the board of directors or managers of olive oil cooperatives and companies in the olive oil industry. From 
the analysis of the data collected, we identify four dimensions of Social Innovation that are particularly 
relevant to the olive oil industry: the Economic Dimension, the Cultural Dimension, the Environmental 
Dimension, and the Technological Dimension. These dimensions give rise to a methodological model for 
the implementation of Social Innovation actions in the olive oil industry.

Keywords: Social innovation, Cooperativism, Social economy, Expert panel, Olive oil, Artistic research, 
Cultural dimension, Social dimension, Economic dimension, Environmental dimension.

1.  Introduction

As in the other countries of the Mediterrane-
an basin, the agricultural cooperative sector in 
Spain has undergone a series of major transfor-
mations over the last decade, which are bringing 
about a change in the productive model, especial-
ly with regard to the primary sector (Petruzzella 
and Jawhar, 2020). The new paradigms imposed 
by globalization on a hyperconnected society 
require the proactive participation of all agents 
involved in the production and commercializa-

tion of agri-food products (Vázquez-Barquero 
and Rodríguez-Cohard, 2019).

In the case of olive oil, many agricultural coop-
eratives are beginning to incorporate new models 
that offer assurances when facing up to the chal-
lenges posed by the markets. These innovative 
and disruptive models, based on quality and ex-
cellence, have appeared in the cooperative sector, 
where they have become essential for achieving 
differentiated value in an extremely competitive 
market (Sánchez-Martínez et al., 2020).

mailto:japarril@ujaen.es
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These new business models adopted by the ag-
ricultural cooperatives are grounded in the social 
economy, which is made up of private organ-
izations created by people to respond their own 
social demands, provide solutions to their funda-
mental problems and reflect their societal aspira-
tions. Given their joint social and private nature, 
these organizations are in an economic and deci-
sion-making context that sets them apart from tra-
ditional private companies, which are guided by 
the logic of capital (Chaves and Monzón, 2018).

As noted by Antonelli et al. (2020), the appli-
cation of social innovation in the agri-food sector 
enables the development of systems that are ca-
pable of providing sufficient food of good quality, 
while also being culturally accepted and respect-
ful of the environment and the available natural 
resources, and without generating social inequal-
ities, despite any fluctuations that may occur in 
the markets. In this respect, the creation of social 
value fosters the empowerment of farmers and the 
improvement of their social, economic and labour 
conditions; accordingly, one of the biggest chal-
lenges facing the sector is how to integrate so-
cio-cultural, environmental, economic and tech-
nological aspects into the innovation ecosystems 
that are being developed in the territory, using 
the mechanisms of innovation and development 
to enhance the sustainability of agricultural value 
chains (Petruzzella and Jawhar, 2020).

The research objective of this study focuses on 
the definition of the concept of social innovation 
in the olive sector, the assessment of the impact 
of its application in agricultural cooperatives and 
the establishment of a model of social innovation 
that can be extrapolated. To do this, the method-
ology used consists of conducting an expert pan-
el, based on the systematic literature review. The 
relevance of this article lies in the advancement 
in the field of knowledge of social innovation and 
contribution to the academic literature.

2.  Theoretical framework

For a better understanding of development 
analysis, it is necessary to introduce a brief 
context analysis. In previous studies centered 
in the Spanish concept (Parrilla-González and 
Ortega-Alonso, 2021), there are many undiffer-

entiated private brands on sale. Almost 70% of 
all olive oil in this country is sold under a store 
brand (Alimarket, 2019); thus, with few excep-
tions, producing companies’ private labels do 
not have much of an impact, so it is necessary 
to introduce innovative strategies that bring a 
differential added value to both the production 
and commercialization of olive oils. One such 
strategy may be social innovation.

As an entrepreneurial ecosystem, cooperatives 
assume the role of institutional entrepreneurs 
(Leick, 2020), the collective action in support 
of rural economic development and, at the lo-
cal level, these companies are a central pillar of 
the development potential of rural areas (Mo-
zas-Moral and Rodríguez-Cohard, 2000). For 
regions that are highly specialized as producing 
areas, as well as the case of olive oil in various 
parts of Andalusia, the cooperatives act as or-
ganizations that not only promote the economic 
performance of the municipalities where they 
are (Sánchez-Martínez et al., 2020), but are also 
instruments of social cohesion (Mooney, 2004). 
Therefore, the actions undertaken by coopera-
tives are collective goods in the sense that they 
benefit rural society as a whole due to its multi-
plier effect on farmers and other local activities 
(Parrilla-González and Ortega-Alonso, 2021).

2.1.  Social innovation: recent reviews  
of the term

The term “social innovation” first appeared in 
the nineteenth century and has been the subject 
of study and debate among the scientific com-
munity ever since it was coined (Godin, 2012). 
No consensus has been reached on a fixed defini-
tion, despite numerous attempts to establish one 
(BEPA, 2010; Bonilla and Rojas, 2012; Chris-
tensen et al., 2006; Godin, 2012; Mulgan et al., 
2007; Moulaert et al., 2010). To that end, and 
given the sheer number of descriptions provided 
in the literature, as noted by Hernández-Ascanio 
et al. (2016), in this study we centre on the most 
recent definitions of social innovation, specifi-
cally those that have emerged in the last decade.

In 2013, the European Commission published 
its Guide to Social Innovation, in which the con-
cept was defined as the development and imple-
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mentation of new ideas (products, services and 
models) to meet social needs and create new so-
cial relationships or collaborations, in a process 
that involves correctly identifying social needs, 
developing innovative solutions for those needs, 
evaluating their effectiveness, and scaling up ef-
fective solutions (European Commission, 2013).

Buckland and Murillo (2014) developed a 
conceptual framework for the definition of 
agents of social innovation in Latin Ameri-
ca. While re-emphasizing the ambiguity of the 
term, their study made a series of contributions 
regarding the approach to the concept of “social 
innovation”, focusing on shared value, the type 
of product or process, collaboration, the gener-
ation of systemic change and market proposals.

In 2016, Conejero and Redondo, similarly 
studying social innovation at a conceptual level, 
examined it from a governance perspective, cen-
tring on the different approaches, its application 
in national public policies, and the obstacles to 
social innovation in the public sector (Conejero 
Paz and Redondo Lebrero, 2016). These authors 
interpret social innovation as participatory public 
leadership which generates novel results (servic-
es, products, processes and models) that are ori-
ented to solving social needs (more effectively 
than traditional solutions) and that simultaneous-
ly entail a shift in social relationships and the cre-
ation of public value.

In their study of the key factors for the de-
velopment of social innovation in a territory, 
García-Flores and Palma Martos (2019) pro-
posed a definition based on a fundamental view 
of the community as a principal social and polit-
ical actor, with the collective element elevated 
over the individual and with the pursuit of al-
ternative answers set as a primary objective in 
order to achieve groundbreaking solutions to the 
social problems that affect the territory.

More recently, Hernández-Ascanio (2020) 
has addressed the collaborative nature of social 
innovation from the point of view of action re-
search, in his recent review of social innovation 
as a participatory research method. In the same 
year, other authors conducted in a wide-ranging 
bibliometric analysis of what they call “the in-
tellectual structure of social innovation”, pro-
posing a research framework based on what they 

have identified as the four most important com-
ponents of social innovation: opportunity, inno-
vation practice, opportunity exploiter and value 
(Foroudi et al., 2021).

2.2.  Dimensions of social innovation

In this research, we attempt to define a frame-
work or scale that allows us to identify social in-
novation practices in a context of socioeconomic 
development applied to the olive oil industry. To 
do so, we have selected some of the definitions 
compiled by the abovementioned authors, clas-
sified according to the approach taken to the sub-
ject. Going beyond the social dimension, which 
is inherent to all interpretations, we have identi-
fied four dimensions of Social Innovation on the 
basis of the definitions provided and the review 
of the academic literature. These four dimen-
sions are the Economic Dimension, the Cultural 
Dimension, the Environmental Dimension, and 
the Technological Dimension. The appearance 
of these dimensions varies depending on the 
definition in question, as can be seen in Table 1.

Economic dimension
Social innovation practices in the economic 

sphere not only have an impact in terms of gen-
erating profits for the cooperative sector, but also 
address the sustainability issues highlighted by 
Schandl and Walker (2017), both at the produc-
tion level and in terms of fair wages for the work-
force employed in the processing of the products. 
As such, they have a high social value and consti-
tute a key element for social cohesion in rural ar-
eas. The influence of cooperatives in stimulating 
rural development has been dealt with in several 
studies (Alonso Logroño and Bautista Puig, 2012; 
Montero Aparicio, 2008; Puentes Poyatos and Ve-
lasco Gámez, 2009), and there are numerous ex-
amples of social innovation focused on promoting 
the renewal of the cooperative movement in order 
to compete in global markets based on decentral-
ized capitalist economic models (Rodríguez-Co-
hard et al., 2020).

Cultural dimension
Hawkes (2001) points to the essential role of 

culture in the field of sustainability, especial-
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Table 1 - Definitions of social innovation proposed in the 2010s, listed by author and institution.
Author / 

institution Definition Dimensions  
of  social innovation

SIX (Social 
Innovation 
Exchange, Young
Foundation), 2010

Social innovations are innovations that are social in both their 
ends and their means.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Howaldt and 
Schwarz, 2010 

Social innovations are new combinations and/or configurations 
of social practices in certain areas of action or social contexts, 
intentionally promoted by certain actors or constellations of actors 
with the aim of better meeting needs and solving problems.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Hubert, 2010 

Social innovations are new ideas (products, services and models) 
that simultaneously meet social needs (more effectively than 
the alternatives do) and create new social relationships and 
collaborations, enhancing society’s capacity to act.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Cahill, 2010

Social innovation is an initiative, product, process, or programme 
that profoundly changes the basic routines, resources, and 
authority flows or beliefs of any social system (for example, 
individuals, organizations, neighbourhoods, communities, and 
entire societies).

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Technological Dimension

Andrew and 
Klein, 2010

Social innovation involves the desire to do things differently, 
to think in terms of transformations to social institutions and 
practices. Social innovation requires learning and the institutional 
capacity to learn. As such, “learning regions” and “learning 
institutions” are critical elements in social innovation processes.

Cultural Dimension

Murray, Caulier-
Grice and 
Mulgan, 2010

Social innovations are innovations that are good for society and 
that enhance the capacity of society to act. They are new ideas 
(products, services and models) that simultaneously meet social 
needs and create new relationships or collaborations.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Dawson and 
Daniel, 2010

In general terms, social innovation can be described as the 
development of new concepts, strategies and tools that support 
groups in their efforts to achieve the goal of improving well-
being; social innovation is about how to solve social problems and 
achieve social goals to improve social well-being.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Sinnergiak, 2011

Attitudes, ideas, initiatives, activities, organizations, services or 
products that are driven by the motivation of responding to social, 
economic, cultural or organizational needs, and may also seek and 
produce social, economic, cultural or organizational benefits. 

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension

Agnés Hubert, 
BEPA, EC, 2011 

Social innovations are innovations that are social in both their 
ends and their means. Specifically, social innovations are products 
(new ideas, services and models) that simultaneously meet social 
needs (more effectively than the alternatives do) and create new 
social relationships or collaborations. They are innovations that 
are not only good for society but also enhance the capacity to act 
collaboratively

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Rockefeller 
Foundation, 2011 

Social innovation really refers to innovation in the social sector 
- in other words, innovation applied to environmental, social and 
health problems, as opposed to business. 

Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension

OECD, 2011

Social innovation is innovation that can bring about changes in 
concept, process or product, in organization and in financing, 
and can deal with new stakeholder and territorial relationships. It 
seeks answers to social problems by: 
a) Identifying and delivering new services that improve the quality 
of life of individuals and communities.
b) Identifying and implementing new labour market integration 
processes, new competencies, new jobs, and new forms of 
participation, as diverse elements that all contribute to improving 
the position of individuals in the workforce

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension
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ly with regard to localism and its relationship 
with social and economic systems. According to 
Echevarría (2008), social innovations enhance 
the cultural, artistic and educational wealth of 
citizens and countries, if the improvements af-

fect broad levels of the population. In this re-
gard, social innovation processes of a cultural 
or artistic nature should be evaluated by quan-
tifying the time invested in the development of 
these innovative activities. Social innovation has 

Author / 
institution Definition Dimensions  

of  social innovation

Harayama and 
Nitta, 2011

New strategies, concepts, ideas and organizations that respond 
to all kinds of social needs (including working conditions, 
education for community development and health) that extend and 
strengthen civil society.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Saul, 2011
Social innovation is about the ability to innovate creative, market-
based solutions to social problems, which generate major growth 
and profitable business opportunities.

Economic Dimension

European Union, 
2012

Social innovations are new ideas, institutions or ways of working, 
which meet social needs more effectively than existing methods. 
Social innovation often consists of remaking and reusing existing 
ideas: the new application of an old idea or the transfer of an idea 
from one party to another.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Arenilla and 
Garcia, 2013

Development of novel products or processes that are oriented 
towards solving people’s most pressing problems and satisfying 
their primary needs; social innovations entail an improvement 
of previous conditions as well as a transformation of the social 
environment and human relationships.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

European 
Commission, 
2013

Social innovation can be defined as the development and 
implementation of new ideas (products, services and models) 
to meet social needs and create new social relationships or 
collaborations. 

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Estrada, 2014

Social innovation is the set of plans, policies, agreements, social 
mechanisms, and organizational forms of civil society, which creates 
successful new services and processes aimed at solving specific social 
problems relating to social and political organization, justice, health, 
work, civic participation, access to public services, education, access 
to culture, leisure, recreation, and a healthy environment, at the local, 
regional, national or global level. It also entails verifiable indicators 
and targets regarding the impact and social transformation resulting 
from the application of innovation, and complies with agreed limits; 
that is, it respects the UN agreements in the fields of application, or at 
a minimum is not incompatible with these agreements.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Social 
Innovation 
Centre, Toronto, 
2015

Social innovation refers to new ideas that solve social, cultural, 
economic and environmental challenges for the benefit of people 
and the planet. A real social innovation is one that changes the 
system and permanently alters the perceptions, behaviours and 
structures that originally gave rise to these problems. In short, a 
social innovation is an idea that works for the public good.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Center for Social 
Innovation, 
Stanford, 2016

A novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, 
efficient, sustainable, or just than current solutions, with the value 
created accruing primarily to society rather than the private sector. 

Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension

World Economic 
Forum, 2016

The application of an innovative, practical, sustainable, market-
based approach that benefits society as a whole, with a special 
focus on the vulnerable and low-income populations.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension

García-Flores 
and Palma 
Martos, 2019

Practices or initiatives carried out by the community, which, using 
the products, services or models generated, or through a process 
designed to achieve their goals, yield solutions that better respond 
to social needs or problems in an alternative, creative way.

Economic Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Environmental Dimension
Technological Dimension

Source: By the authors based on the cited papers.
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also been explored recently as a tool for achiev-
ing cultural or artistic outcomes; this involves 
reflective, creative and interpretative processes 
applied in areas such as the social communi-
cation of scientific knowledge through artistic, 
inclusive expression, as well as in the field of 
heritage or projects focused on marketing in the 
cooperative sector (Ortega-Alonso, 2020).

Environmental dimension
According to Mehmood and Parra (2013), 

social innovation in this context relates to how 
individuals, groups and communities can act 
in response to the problems of unsustainable 
practices and unmet social needs while at the 
same time focusing on the challenges of envi-
ronmental degradation and climate change. Au-
thors such as Jaeger-Erben et al. (2015) point 
out that reducing the environmental impact is 
one of the issues that resonates most with fami-
lies when it comes to committing to sustainable 
consumption, giving rise to “concerned consum-
ers” (Porter and Kramer, 2019) who are willing 
to pay a fair price that that translates into a so-
cial, ecological or environmental benefit. Span-
ish agricultural cooperatives have an undeniable 
responsibility to contribute to the achievement 
of the Sustainable Development Goals, especial-
ly considering that Spain produces 51% of total 
olive oil worldwide and has a cooperativization 
rate of 70% (Mozas-Moral, 2019).

Technological dimension
The technological dimension of social inno-

vation relates to the functionality of the prod-
ucts or services offered by companies. Freeman 
(1997) approached innovation as the process of 
integrating existing technology with attempts to 
create or improve a product, process or system. 
In 2008, the Economic Commission for Lat-
in America and the Caribbean pointed out that 
social innovation tends to be identified with the 
social applications of technological innovation, 
even in the part relating to the participation and 
management of human talent (ECLAC, 2008). 
The technological dimension of social innovation 
has traditionally been one of the main elements 
in the construction of the concept, although it is 
usually viewed through a prism outside of busi-

ness structures, which explains the emergence 
of R&D in organizations (Hernández-Ascanio et 
al., 2016). This perspective implies that, in addi-
tion to generating competitive advantages, inno-
vative actions developed in companies transfer 
innovation through products and services to the 
social sphere.

As can be seen in the table above, we have in-
corporated the four dimensions ‒ economic, cul-
tural, environmental and technological ‒ along 
with the more general definitions of social inno-
vation. This is because these definitions can be 
extrapolated to any of the dimensions, whether 
individually or in combination.

3.  Methodology

This section presents the methodological pro-
cess carried out in this research, which follows 
the guidelines set out by Parrilla-González and 
Pulido-Fernández (2017) in his proposal for 
the implementation of a territorial intelligence 
model. Given the characteristics of the research 
conducted, an expert panel was chosen as the 
appropriate methodological tool. It has allowed 
us to validate the proposed model of social inno-
vation, in order to reinforce its application to the 
companies in the olive oil industry. The aim of 
this research is thus to be able to build a model 
of social innovation applied to the cooperative 
sector in the olive oil industry.

To that end, we convened a group of experts 
of different types, who have added value to the 
model initially proposed and checked its con-
tents. A questionnaire was drawn up and given 
to the experts, providing them with an initial 
proposal of the strategies that should guide the 
content and implementation of this model of so-
cial innovation applied to the olive oil industry. 
It was emphasized that the objectives and strat-
egies are based on the principles of social inno-
vation defined in the conceptual framework of 
this article.

An expert panel can be defined as a group of in-
dependent specialists with experience in the sub-
ject to be evaluated, who are asked to reach a con-
clusion on the subject through consensus (Berg, 
2001; Bogdan and Taylor, 1975; Sancho, 2001; 
Parrilla-González and Pulido-Fernández, 2017). 
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The advantages of this method primarily lie in the 
experts’ in-depth knowledge of the subject under 
evaluation, which leads to considerable time sav-
ings, lower costs, greater credibility regarding the 
conclusions and an ability to adapt to the different 
situations that may arise during development.

Some of the limitations of this method worth 
noting include the fact that the opinions of ex-
perts who are older or of higher professional 
standing may carry more weight than others, or 
that there is no guarantee of the consistency of 
the results with other data on the variable studied 
(Sancho, 2001).

The group of experts involved in this research 
contained 19 people (Table 2). It was considered 
a sine qua non that the participating experts were 
people with a position on the board of directors 
or managers of olive oil companies and coopera-
tives, and were recognized as being knowledge-
able on the subject in question, applied to the 
sector under study.

Although the final number of experts who 
participated in this research is small, it can be 
considered adequate, given that the research on 
the subject in question is in its early stages, the 
studies addressing it are recent, and there are 
few experts to consult with sufficient knowledge 
to reliably answer the questionnaires provided 
(Parra, 2008; OPTI, 2002; Parrilla-González and 
Pulido-Fernández, 2017).

Regarding the characteristics of the question-
naire, it is structured in two parts. The first part 
deals with defining the dimensions of social in-
novation applied to the olive oil industry, and 
the second part presents 15 items or statements 
corresponding to the definitions formulated in 
the theoretical framework on social innovation. 
The mean scores for both the four dimensions 
established and the 15 items are based on a 

7-point Likert scale, where 1 corresponds to 
“strongly disagree” and 7 “strongly agree”. 
Each expert replied by indicating one of the op-
tions proposed. The resulting graph depicts the 
mean value of the responses to contextualize 
the social innovation practices as viewed from 
the perspective of the olive oil industry.

The procedure for administering the ques-
tionnaire involved selecting the experts and 
e-mailing them the questionnaires, with a fol-
low-up phone call to check that the wording 
of the questionnaires was clear and that the 
experts could comply with the timelines and 
answer the questions, before the subsequent 
statistical treatment of the data.

Said statistical treatment was carried out using 
an Excel spreadsheet in Microsoft Office 2020 
software, assigning numerical values ranging 
from 1 to 7 depending on the answer options 
presented in the questionnaire. The arithmetic 
mean was used as a measure of the concentration 
of the opinions expressed by the experts; that is, 
the sum of all the scores divided by the number 
of values. As a measure to assess the statistical 
significance of the agreement in the expert pan-
el, the Pearson coefficient of variation was used, 
which is the ratio between the standard devia-
tion and the mean. Thus, the higher the value of 
this coefficient, the greater the heterogeneity re-
flected in the experts’ opinions. A consensus was 
considered to have been reached when the level 
of agreement over the mean was significant; that 
is, when the Pearson coefficient of variation was 
less than or equal to 0.3.

4.  Results and discussion

Several authors (Mozas-Moral and Rodríguez- 
Cohard, 2000; Mozas-Moral et al., 2017; Fetoui 
et al., 2020; Nedanov and Žutinić, 2018) have 
pointed out the problems linked to the absence 
of innovation existing in the agri-food sector, 
especially in the olive sector. The recommen-
dations of these studies are mainly focused on 
the commercial and technological progress of 
the cooperative sector companies. As of these 
authors, after detecting the need to apply inno-
vation in this sector, it is necessary to define 
social innovation and how it is valued and con-

Table 2 - Expert panel technical sheet.

Sample size 19 experts

Profile Board members and managers 
of olive oil cooperatives

Date of empirical 
work January 2021

Type of study Expert Panel

Source: By the authors.
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textualized by experts in the olive oil sector, as 
it appears in the methodology used.

After the expert panel had been consulted and 
the proposed items evaluated using the scoring 
system, we extracted the centrality and dispersion 
measures that allow us to interpret and design a 
definition or model of social innovation practices 
applied to the olive oil cooperative sector.

To do so, we first estimated the dimensions to 
which the literature refers, which can be seen in the 
theoretical framework of this article. The result is 
Table 3, which allows us to explore in greater depth 
which dimensions carry the most weight in the co-
operative sector of the olive oil industry when re-
ferring to the term social innovation.

To explore these dimensions in more depth, 
15 items related to social innovation have been 
extracted for experts to evaluate their connection 
to and uptake in the olive oil cooperative sector. 
According to the experts, the biggest influence 
of social innovation in the olive sector corre-
sponds to the economic and cultural dimensions, 
with these dimensions understood to involve an 
innovative, practical, sustainable, market-based 
approach that benefits society as a whole, with a 
special focus on the vulnerable and low-income 
populations, and with creative, dynamic, and 
socially responsible attitudes, as detailed by the 
World Economic Forum (2016).

It is striking that the environmental and tech-
nological dimensions do not register a high 
score, despite the fact that some of the main 
challenges facing this sector are of an environ-
mental or technological nature. 

From this table, and based on the thorough 
review of the literature, we have drawn up 15 
statements on social innovation that we refer to 
as items. The people in the expert panel pro-
vided their responses to these items, as shown 
in Table 4.

As can be seen in the table, the dispersion in 
most cases is minimal, so the responses lie close 
to one other. This indicates that most of the ex-
perts have a very similar opinion regarding the 
relevance assigned to the items.

Some items that stand out are i3, i4, i9, i13 and 
i14, relating to the importance of creation and so-
cial entrepreneurship by cooperatives, the orien-
tation of these companies towards a type of social 
innovation with ethical components, the genera-
tion of benefits relating to cultural and social val-
ues, and groupings such as cooperatives as a solu-
tion to the challenges facing the olive oil industry.

Based on this information, Figure 1, corre-
sponding to the Likert scale, graphically depicts 
the key elements of social innovation in cooper-
ative olive oil companies.

After the experts provided their responses, 
the analysis of the results indicates that social 
innovation is a novel term in the olive oil indus-
try, with farmers showing the greatest interest in 
achieving organizational, economic and cultural 
outcomes, where cultural is understood as a set 
of creative and artistic initiatives that energize 
and transform a product, service, or organiza-
tion. This point makes sense of the differentia-
tion strategies that are so crucial in this particu-
larly fragmented industry.

Table 3 - Dimensions of social innovation applied to the olive oil cooperative sector.

Cultural 
dimension

Economic 
dimension

Environmental 
dimension

Technological 
dimension

Mean 6.2 6.4 5.3 5
Variance 0.7 0.5 1 0.8
SD 0.9 0.7 1 0.9
CV 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.2
Q1 5 6 4 4
Q2 = Me 6 7 5 5
Q3 7 7 6 5
Range 2 1 2 1

Source: By the authors.
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Furthermore, the model of social innovation 
applied to olive oil cooperativism, extracted in 
light of the expert panel’s opinions, includes 
ethical components and corporate social re-
sponsibility, which is a particularly important 
aspect when it comes to cooperatives. Lastly, 
the importance that the expert panel attributes 
to the environmental and technological dimen-
sions is reflected in items such as crops culti-
vated with integrated and organic production 

methods: such crops accounted for only 6.9% 
of the total olive cultivation in Spain in 2015. 
However, there is a growing number of hec-
tares of olive groves that are organic or con-
verting to organic production, and Information 
and Communication Technologies are being 
used to support the development of the olive oil 
industry, particularly in organic farming and in 
the area of sales and marketing (Mozas-Moral 
et al., 2017).

Table 4 - Items of social innovation in the olive oil cooperative sector.

Item Mean Variance SD CV q1 q2 q3 R

i1
Social innovation is considered a set of 
innovative activities and services guided by the 
goal of meeting social needs.

5.3 1.6 1.3 0.2 4.0 6.0 7.0 3.0

i2 Social innovation refers to new forms of social 
relationships through new technologies. 4.1 1.5 1.2 0.3 3.0 5.0 5.0 2.0

i3 Social innovation occurs in social entrepreneurs 
such as cooperatives. 6.1 0.6 0.8 0.1 6.0 6.0 7.0 1.0

i4
Social innovation centres on the creation of 
products/services that generate added value and 
are socially created.

6.4 0.5 0.7 0.1 6.0 7.0 7.0 1.0

i5 Social innovation has a broad and lasting 
impact on society. 4.5 0.6 0.8 0.2 4.0 5.0 5.0 1.0

i6
Sustainability is a value of social innovation, 
especially in crops involving organic or 
integrated production methods.

5.3 0.5 0.7 0.1 5.0 5.3 6.0 1.0

i7 Corporate social responsibility is an intrinsic 
feature of social innovation. 4.9 0.8 0.9 0.2 4.0 5.0 5.0 1.0

i8 Creativity is an intrinsic feature of social 
Innovation. 5.6 0.8 0.9 0.2 5.0 6.0 6.0 1.0

i9
Social innovation is understood as the grouping 
and organization of civil society—such as in 
cooperatives—to solve problems.

6.0 0.8 0.9 0.1 5.0 6.0 7.0 2.0

i10
Social innovation is considered crucial in 
the olive oil industry to adapt and create new 
strategies and production processes.

4.5 1.2 1.1 0.2 4.0 5.0 5.0 1.0

i11
Social innovation involves the application 
of technology with the aim of improving the 
company’s social environment.

4.4 0.6 0.8 0.2 4.0 4.0 5.0 1.0

i12
Social innovation in the olive oil industry 
presents solutions to the health problems of the 
population.

3.2 0.6 0.8 0.3 3.0 3.0 4.0 1.0

i13 Social innovation is relevant insofar as it is 
oriented to ethical and social values. 6.2 0.7 0.9 0.1 5.0 6.0 7.0 2.0

i14 The benefits of social innovation can be social, 
economic, cultural or organizational. 6.6 0.4 0.6 0.1 6.0 7.0 7.0 1.0

i15
Social innovation involves new ideas that have 
the potential to improve both quantity and 
quality of life.

4.7 0.9 1.0 0.2 4.0 5.0 5.0 1.0

Source: By the authors.
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5.  Conclusions

In this study, we carried out an exhaustive re-
view of the literature on a term that has not been 
widely applied to the olive oil industry, but which 
is becoming increasingly prominent in the sphere 
of the social economy, especially in agri-food 
cooperatives. Following the analysis of the litera-
ture, the related papers were grouped in a table ac-
cording to the four dimensions proposed: cultural, 
economic, environmental and technological.

An expert panel was then formed, comprising 
a small group of managers and members of the 
boards of directors of cooperatives. The panel 
provided relevant information offering an empir-
ical understanding of the application of the term 
social innovation to olive oil cooperative sector. 
The results allowed us to create a model of so-
cial innovation focused on the cultural and eco-
nomic dimensions, wherein creative and ethical 
values are crucial in order to propose solutions to 
problems such as the marketing of differentiat-
ed agri-food products or the generation of added 
value in a particularly fragmented sector. Other 
dimensions are then incorporated on a second lev-
el, focusing on environmental values such as the 
organic or integrated production of crops.

Finally, at a theoretical level, this article sheds 
light on the term social innovation, clarifying 
which are its most relevant variables and items, 
and which are not. At a practical level, companies 
that wish to implement social innovation strategies 
can draw on these results to develop initiatives and 
thereby increase their added value in social, cultur-
al, environmental and technological aspects. 

As a recommendation to cooperatives, this ar-
ticle is based on the constitution of an extrapola-
ble social innovation model for the improvement 
of marketing, designing agricultural products 
based on ethical and cultural values, and at the 
same time, a commitment to technification and 
digitalization is carried out of the olive oil coop-
eratives as an indispensable condition to adapt to 
a new competitive environment.
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