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Aspects of social innovation promoting sustainability in the mobility sector 
 
Abstract: The current economic environment is being significantly shaped by long-standing and 
emerging crises, which pose new challenges for the mobility sector that require a new approach 
and a new way of thinking. This report provides an insight into the role that social innovation 
can play in promoting the sustainability of mobility through the activities of an existing social 
initiative based organisation, Community Creates Mobility. The methodologies used in this 
paper are literature review and content analysis. 
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Introduction 
 
The current economic environment is significantly shaped by longstanding and emerging crises: 
the refugee crisis of 2015, the pandemic of 2019, the ongoing Russian-Ukrainian war, the 
emerging Israel-Gaza conflict and the economic crisis that is linked to and a consequence of 
these events, and the climate crisis that is now unfolding. These events, together with decades of 
neo-liberal exploitation of resources (Lakes & Carter, 2011), pose new challenges to the 
mobility sector by causing downward social mobility, job insecurity, and an unequal society 
(Dello Buono & Bell Lara, 2007), threatening social rights for vulnerable populations 
(Hasenfeld & Garrow, 2012), and increasing vulnerability to climate-induced changes 
(Fieldman, 2011).  As a result, a new approach and a new way of thinking is required. 
Innovation plays an important role in maintaining the competitiveness of companies, improving 
their profitability and can also help them to evolve in the right direction. This study aims to 
demonstrate the potential role of social innovation, a new and less explored form of innovation, 
in promoting sustainable mobility by presenting the activities of an existing social initiative-
based organisation, Community Creates Mobility, which is successfully operating in Austria. 
In 2018, EU Commissioner for Research, Innovation and Science Carlos Moedas said: "In the 
European Union, we will spend more money on social innovation, not because it's trendy - but 
because we believe that the future of innovation is social innovation." (Roberts, 2018) His words 
indicate an important paradigm shift: social innovation is no longer just a new, interesting 
concept, but part of the mainstream of innovation. One of the most striking phenomena of our 
society is the constant effort to create, adopt and spread innovation.  
 
Theoretical background 
 
When addressing challenges in the mobility sector, many key themes arise through various 
research efforts. The energy sector, as illustrated by Heindl et al.(Heindl et al., 2010), faces 
challenges concerning the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions and enhancing energy 
efficiency, as well as integrating new models for energy production and distribution, especially 
within the electric ecosystem facilitated by advancements in smart grid and battery technologies. 
Similarly, Robinson's analysis of the Canadian context (Robinson, 1997) emphasises the 
importance of transitioning the paradigm shift from mobility to access, with Transportation 
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Demand Management (TDM) as a key strategy for reversing negative energy and environmental 
trends. 
Society's transformation through digitalisation, globalisation, urbanisation, and sustainability 
mandates is reshaping mobility patterns, requiring a comprehensive approach to mobility 
research. This approach encompasses electric mobility, "Mobility on Demand," autonomous 
driving, and "Last Mile Logistic" solutions as highlighted by Hütter and Schug (Steffen Hütter 
& Dominik Schug, 2022). The automotive industry is currently moving towards a service-
oriented, decarbonised model relying on digitalisation. This requires the integration of the 
energy, transportation, and information sectors to develop data-driven, digitalised mobility 
systems, an idea investigated by Tuncer et al. (Tuncer et al., 2022). 
The narrative framework used by Kallenbach (Kallenbach, 2020) to analyse mobility culture 
shows the contrast between established car-centred urban narratives and emerging 
transformative discourses, implying a potential transformation in mobility culture. Moreover, 
Tun et al. (Tun et al., 2021) emphasize the significance of private investments in advancing 
sustainable mobility solutions. They identify the intricacies of impact investing in new mobility 
enterprises, which entail challenges such as impact dilution, regulatory obstacles, and entrenched 
interests.  
Finally, Burkert and colleagues (Burkert et al., 2021) highlight the diverse obstacles to 
establishing electric mobility, such as technological progress, social approval, and infrastructural 
advancements. Their research centres around German involvement and the transformation in 
public attitudes towards electric vehicles over the years 2011 to 2020. These studies collectively 
demonstrate the complex interplay of technological, societal, and economic factors that need to 
be negotiated for sustainable mobility to be achieved. Sustainable urban mobility is 
multidimensional and encompasses a range of interconnected social issues, such as Sustainable 
Development Goals. Its adoption is influenced by a variety of acceptance models and 
information systems. (Rey-Moreno et al., 2022). 
According to the definition of the United Nations Brundtland Report (World Commission on 
Environment and Development, 1987) "Our Common World" (our common future), the concept 
of sustainable development is a development process that "meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs". (Gyulai, 2015) 
In accordance with this definition, the concept of sustainable development emphasises the 
responsibility towards future generations by recognising the right of future generations to have 
their needs met. This requires that currently available resources do not exceed the needs of the 
current population. Unfortunately, humanity has already exceeded the carrying capacity of the 
Earth and is using additional resources to the detriment of future generations. According to Rees 
and Wackernagel's Ecological Footprint concept (Wackernagel & Rees, 1996), humanity is 
currently using one and a half times the Earth's ecological capacity (Albert et al., 2021). 
Ecological limits can be referred to as the carrying capacity of the Earth. The above definition 
and the report do not precisely define the objective ecological limit of the current generation, 
which is the carrying capacity of the Earth. Nobel laureate Herman E. Daly, the "father" of 
ecological economics, tried to fill this gap with his own definition: "Sustainable development is 
the achievement of continued social well-being without growing beyond the ecological carrying 
capacity". (Daly, 1991) It is important to clarify that the concept of sustainability means 
development and not growth. To interpret the concept as sustainable growth is a 
misunderstanding, as it very often means over-consumption of resources and depletion of future 
stocks. "Development means an improvement in quality, while growth means an expansion in 
quantity." (Daly, 1996) 
On the other hand, according to neoclassical economic theory, increasing income and production 
is the only solution for people, regardless of their financial status, to satisfy their needs. At this 
point it is also necessary to clarify the difference between the concepts of demand and need. 
According to Kevin Lane Keller and Philip Kotler (Kotler & Keller, 2008), needs are basic 
human needs, the satisfaction of which - depending on the hierarchical level of Maslow's 
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pyramid (Maslow & Frager, 1987) - is necessary for survival or even self-actualisation. When 
these needs are directed towards specific objects that are expected to satisfy the need, they 
become demands. Our demands are always shaped by the society we live in. With current 
technological knowledge and lifestyles, humanity is exceeding the carrying capacity of the 
Earth. This can be deduced from the state of the environment, the ecosystem and its feedbacks. 
For our planet to be sustainable and meet the needs of future generations, either fewer people 
and/or greater efficiency or more advanced technology must be available - but our impact must 
be reduced, even by reducing consumption. 
Now that we know what needs to be done, the question is how to do it. Finding possible ways 
forward is where social innovation could play an important role. While business innovation is 
one of the most important determinants of human well-being, there are other innovations that 
have a significant impact on social performance. In universities and other educational centres, 
for example, there are many innovations in teaching and learning that we consider to be in the 
public interest. This suggests that in order to fully explain the improvement of human living 
conditions, a new class of innovations, which cannot be identified with business innovations, 
needs to be introduced: the concept of social innovations. The concept of social innovation is 
now an integral and indispensable part of scientific research, journal articles, political and/or 
economic programmes and conferences. We would think that it is a new term, but the 
phenomenon was already the subject of research in the middle of the last century, as Cunha and 
his co-authors (Cunha et al., 2015) also mention in the background information chapter of their 
study. Social innovation as a means to improve the quality of life first appeared in the work of 
William Fielding Ogburn in 1922 (Ogburn, 1922). Improving quality is the aspect that qualifies 
social innovation as a possible solution for improving sustainability, as defined by Daly (Daly, 
1996) above, noting that sustainability is development rather than growth, while development 
means improving quality. 
For a better understanding of the concept, it is worth positioning social innovations and defining 
their role and place in innovation theory and methodology. In his study György Kocziszky 
(Kocziszky, 2021) examines the evolution and development of the concept of innovation in the 
light of different economic models (exogenous-endogenous-evolutionary), which he also 
illustrates in a table. In the course of his investigation, he concludes that although innovation 
itself is subject to all economic methodologies, innovations that are intended to provide answers 
or solutions to social problems fall outside the scope of the methodologies. The author also 
outlines the opportunities and dilemmas of social innovation. One of these main dilemmas is the 
focus of economic policy and literature on linear innovation processes, which, according to 
Kocziszky, played a major role in preventing the implementation of the Lisbon Strategy adopted 
by the European Union in 2000 (European Union, 2000) in addition to the global financial crisis 
of 2008. This strategy aimed to make the European Union the most competitive region in the 
world by 2010, and set five objectives, including social inclusion and the achievement of full 
employment. The Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission, 2010), which was further 
developed in 2010, set more specific targets, such as increasing the employment rate for the 
population aged 20-64 to 75% and reducing the proportion of the population living below the 
poverty line to below 25% - all of which are unthinkable without social innovation. In addition, 
the diffusion and acceptance of social innovation is hampered by the fact that social endeavours 
often do not appear to be innovations of great importance compared to the great inventions and 
discoveries expected in the technocratic approach. Social problems that require social innovation 
are often complex and cumulative. Kocziszky illustrates the possible cumulative interaction 
between different social problems and the complexity - resulting from the fact that social 
problems are primarily value problems - with the following diagram: 
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1. figure: Typical social problems, source: own editing based on (Kocziszky, 2021, p.51), 
translated from Hungarian to English 
 
All social problems are typical in their own way, but precisely because of this, and because of 
their interdependence and complexity, individual, complex, personalised solutions are needed in 
every case. The state plays a prominent role in promoting social innovation processes and 
ensuring their sustainability. Current studies suggest that social problems associated with 
mobility involve challenges for people with impairments (Sammer et al., 2012), negative effects 
of low financial assets and poor social relations (Nilsson et al., 2010), and potential impacts on 
mental health (Abramson & Books, 1971) and social participation. (Wald et al., 2019) 

 
Problems, conflicts 
 
According to the Ecological Footprint, humankind consumes the resources of one and a half 
planets, which indicates that we are depleting the environment's resources at a much faster rate 
than they are being replenished. Consequently, only economic growth that is concomitant with a 
reduction in environmental impact can be deemed appropriate. Sustainable development is 
unfeasible within the present macroeconomic model, which relies on material consumption 
growth, exhausts natural resources, generates problems that require solutions, and necessitates 
both constant population expansion and the stimulation of consumer desires. Discovering the 
accurate measure is the moral prerequisite, and comprehending how to gain access to our 
resources sustainably is the technical requirement. The Commission proposed incorporating 
sustainability's three pillars (economic, environmental, and social) as follows: "Uneven 
development, poverty and population growth are causing serious problems of survival, putting 
unprecedented pressure on the planet's arable land, forests, water and other natural resources. A 
new era of economic growth is needed today. For growth that is both strong and socially and 
environmentally sustainable.” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1988) 
The logic of the idea is that if the economy grows, there will be money to eradicate poverty, 
more people will find work. If the economy grows, there will be money to solve environmental 
problems. If the poor get an income, they will be good consumers and the economy will grow 
even more. In order to try to eliminate the environmental burdens of growing economies and 
consumption, they felt it was necessary to change the quality of growth. "Sustainable 
development is more than just growth. The content of growth must be changed, it must become 
less material and energy intensive so that its impact is more equitable," the report said. 
Consequently, the Commission relies on a type of economic growth that doesn't result in 
environmental degradation and is just socially. Based on current technical knowledge, our planet 
cannot sustain seven billion people over the long run."  It is understood that the planet's 



Észak-magyarországi Stratégiai Füzetek XX. évf.  2023  4 
 

90 
 

resilience has been surpassed due to the excessive stress-induced structural alterations. 
Consequently, these alterations have caused the extinction of numerous species, disrupting the 
Earth's biosphere and reducing the regeneration capability of soil, water, and other biological 
resources. Additionally, the biogeochemical cycle has also been affected, resulting in 
perturbations in the carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus cycles. This change in the structure of the 
Earth's biosphere also means the extinction of thousands of species. The relation between 
carrying capacity and sustainability is evident - surpassing the said capacity leads to structural 
and operational changes, thereby diminishing the system's carrying capacity.  If we are to ensure 
conservation for future generations, our impact must be reduced. This can only be achieved 
through a reduction in population numbers and/or overall consumption, and/or a significant 
increase in technical efficiency. That is where innovation, particularly in the realm of social 
innovation, can be of great importance and act as a game changer. 
 
Social innovation impact on sustainability in the mobility sector 
 
In their study (Butler et al., 2020), the authors identified and categorised six main smart mobility 
innovations that are most frequently discussed in the literature: (a) intelligent transport systems; 
(b) alternative fuel systems; (c) driving automation systems; (d) shared mobility services; (e) 
demand-responsive transport; and (f) integrated mobility systems. In the context of smart urban 
mobility, these innovations are intended as a comprehensive response to the disadvantages of 
private car use. They aren't solely technologically advanced, but are holistic in their approach, 
aiming to improve transport system performance and reduce negative impacts such as 
congestion and environmental degradation. The importance of a sustainability-focused 
assessment of these technological advancements cannot be overstated, given their potential 
impact on transport safety, energy usage and accessibility. Moreover, a comprehensive analysis 
was conducted regarding their sustainability, specifically with regards to their proposed impacts 
on transport safety, road congestion, energy consumption, the environment and accessibility, as 
shown in the figure below. 

 
2. Figure: Policy recommendations relevant to the implementation of smart urban mobility 
innovations. source: (Butler et al., 2020) 
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To complement technological innovation, there is a growing recognition of the importance of 
understanding individual travel behaviour and attitudes. As technical progress and efficiency 
improvements may not be enough in the face of increasing traffic volumes, behavioural changes 
towards a more sustainable travel future are gaining in importance. A British study (Prillwitz & 
Barr, 2011) funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) focuses on the 
development of 'mobility styles' as a context for the application of targeted social marketing 
policies. The concept intends to promote sustainable mobility by segmenting populations 
according to their travel behaviours and attitudes. Employing segmentation approaches, the 
research identifies gaps between different areas of individual travel behaviour and the varying 
role of attitudes in travel decisions, highlighting the need for complex and comprehensive 
frameworks that can drive behaviour change towards sustainable mobility. 
The authors introduce the concept of eco-innovation to identify and characterise the evolution of 
sustainable mobility solutions in their study of business models and the diffusion of eco-
innovations in the eco-mobility sector. (Nicolai & Faucheux, 2015) As a result, eco-mobility 
appears to be a disruptive innovation that requires a significant shift in business models and the 
global value chain, particularly in the automotive sector. The objective is to not only reduce 
negative externalities, but also to create new markets and employment opportunities within the 
mobility ecosystem. The social and institutional dimensions of innovation uptake play a key role 
in the acceptance and characterisation of eco-mobility. This involves a significant change in the 
perception of eco-innovation, where the business model for e-mobility needs to be reinvented 
and the impact on the global value chain of the mobility sector needs to be thoroughly analysed. 
According to Whittle and colleagues (Whittle et al., 2019), attention to user needs, preferences, 
experiences and identities is crucial for an effective transition to innovative mobility solutions 
such as electric and autonomous vehicles and shared mobility. Their research advocates that 
although technological advancement can complement the existing transportation system, a more 
comprehensive effort is needed to address sustainability concerns that account for social and 
psychological aspects of mobility. Mobility substitution, such as teleworking to reduce travel, 
presents a significant opportunity for environmental sustainability, despite challenging both 
established policies and social norms. 
Social initiatives also impact the financial dimensions of innovations since all solutions require 
funding. Vital in aligning global financial interests with local needs are financial innovations 
such as TimeBanking (What Is TimeBanking?, n.d.) and community currencies. Merritt and 
Stubbs' analysis (Merritt & Stubbs, 2012) suggests that these innovations facilitate community-
driven sustainability financing, promoting environmental and social benefits to the local 
community and fostering partnerships between public administrations, markets and society. 
Grassroots financing mechanisms enhance social dimensions of resource mobilisation in a green 
economy, enabling local governments and civil society to participate in the decision-making 
process related to sustainability financing. 
 
Social innovation in practice by introducing Community Creates Mobility 
 
One possible solution for promoting sustainability of mobility is the Austrian initiative 
"Community creates Mobility". The various current health and climate crises - which pose new 
challenges to society - are cited as the root cause of realising this initiative. It aims to meet the 
ever-increasing demand for smart mobility services and solutions by building consensus on the 
issue, inspiring joint projects and creating a shared vision of future mobility - illustrated by its 
own vision: "Mobility as a public good - A holistic vision of the desirable future of mobility 
common understanding." (communitycreatesmobility, 2019, p.5) Since 2019, Austria's pioneers 
in the field of mobility have come together in this common movement with the aim of 
repositioning the impulses of the mobility concept. The central element is the so-called Mobility 
Manifesto (communitycreatesmobility, 2019), which was developed and continuously adapted 
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by the community in a collaborative approach. The objectives defined in the Manifesto are as 
follows: 
"We want to develop the mobility of our future in a holistic and socially responsible way. (...) 
We want to create a common understanding of the future of mobility in Austria (and beyond). 
We want to create the basis for organisations, start-ups, existing companies as well as civil 
society groups and citizens to work together to make mobility as a public good as accessible as 
possible for everyone. This means that mobility is understood holistically and includes different 
forms of mobility, such as walking or data mobility. Our aim is to create a social movement with 
enough momentum to stimulate public debate and shed light on open issues. From a climate 
protection perspective, it is particularly important to us that the costs are borne by the emitter (in 
terms of mobility) - so that they cannot be passed on to the population (the polluter pays 
principle). Another key issue for us is to rethink mobility as a purely competitive scenario in the 
direction of a mobility ideology, in the sense of a "mobility community". We see this as a 
mobility ecosystem (community creates mobility) moderated by public organisations.” 
(communitycreatesmobility, 2019. p.4) 
Starting from the basic principle that mobility is a public good, the organisation defined the 
following 5 main areas to work on: 

1. Physical space and infrastructure: with the aim of starting a constructive discussion 
about "where" mobility should take place, what kind of (public) space should be 
provided for different forms of mobility. In addition, it will be necessary to investigate 
what infrastructure is available, to evaluate it and to define the needs (hardware, 
software), e.g. optical networks, charging stations, roads, railways. The availability of 
resources and the reliability of functionality must be treated with the utmost 
importance. 

2. Focus on needs: The needs of the population must be at the centre of the further 
development of mobility concepts. Any innovation should primarily focus on 
social/human needs, as mobility is part of life (interacting with infrastructure and public 
transport). Therefore, mobility should be pleasant, safe, fast, affordable, 
environmentally friendly, etc. and not primarily focused on efficiency and (short-term) 
cost savings. 

3. Cost and necessity of mobility: Taking into account local and economic (not just 
business) costs is essential to ensure greater cost credibility in line with the polluter 
pays principle. Mobility investments must be based on social values (e.g. fairness and 
environmental sustainability). Mobility systems also cause indirect costs, especially in 
the health system, but also through emissions, changing property values, staining 
facades, etc. 

4. Sustainability and protecting the future: They see sustainability as more than just 
protecting the environment, and they want new mobility concepts to have a positive 
impact on their future and that of future generations. That's why sustainability is seen as 
essential. It is important not only to think in terms of technical solutions, but also to 
think holistically, i.e. to support natural forms of mobility as often as possible (walking) 
and to support the attractive factors of active mobility (infrastructure). Transparency 
and the associated "polluter pays" principle are also key elements. 

5. Mobility ecosystem: 
a. A vibrant mobility ecosystem as the foundation - This requires large (government) 

organisations that enable and support, but act in a less dominant way and 
challenge dominant assumptions. Such public organisations can put social needs 
before economic interests and promote mobility for all. Public transport is at the 
heart of a sustainable mobility system. It is a public good, like libraries or 
museums, that should contribute to the well-being of society as a whole and 
counteract overuse. 
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b. Shared mobility platform(s) - it needs to be clarified what these look like 
(virtual?), who has what role and how international platform economies should be 
managed. Emphasis should be placed on full accessibility and participation, 
democratisation of data, public spaces and equity, and social inclusion (diversity, 
gender neutrality, etc.). 

The organisation develops the topics and goals defined above together with the participants on a 
completely voluntary basis at various events, online and in person. I also had the opportunity to 
attend an event where companies such as Austrian Post presented their current project to develop 
sustainable reusable packaging. For this project, they are working on a solution through 
international collaboration, not only with higher education institutions, but also with foreign 
manufacturing companies, studying foreign experiences that are already working well. By 
sharing their ideas, methods and dilemmas at the platform's event, they make their ideas, 
methods and dilemmas accessible and, in addition to networking, they give themselves the 
chance to involve actors - in a traditionally internal company project - who can make a positive 
contribution to the success of their project. 
 
Conclusion 
 
As a result this comprehensive study of social innovation in the field of sustainable mobility 
presents several key findings. Primary among these is the acknowledgement of the equal 
importance and interdependence between social, economic, and scientific innovations. It dispels 
the notion of hierarchical dominance, instead illuminating a synergistic interplay where 
economic and scientific advancements may unintentionally create social challenges. Social 
innovation serves as a responsive force to rectify these challenges. Central to this discourse is 
the understanding that societal existence is based on economic and social rejuvenation, both 
fuelled by innovative endeavours. This involves developing new products and services, 
improving skills, and creating both tangible and intangible assets. Social innovation goes beyond 
its conventional boundaries in this context, emerging as a critical means of addressing the 
complex social dilemmas arising from economic and scientific progress. 
The study emphasises the need for an inclusive approach to social innovation that seamlessly 
integrates it with broader societal progress. This approach facilitates a more comprehensive and 
sustainable trajectory for innovation, ensuring that as we progress economically and 
scientifically, the social fabric that underpins our collective existence is not only preserved, but 
strengthened. Additionally, the research emphasises the need to make social innovation available 
to everyone. It calls for a transition in public value systems towards a greater appreciation and 
support of social innovation and related social enterprises. The state and institutional systems 
play a crucial role in creating a favourable climate for social innovation, particularly through 
adequate economic and educational policies and the reallocation of resources to encourage 
community-driven funding. 
The example of 'Community Creates Mobility' in Austria highlights the capability of individual 
and communal actions to promote sustainable futures. It shows the role of social movements and 
community-driven initiatives in advocating and realising sustainable living, thus ensuring the 
well-being of future generations. 
In conclusion, the overarching challenge and imperative lie in cultivating a universal 
understanding and appreciation of sustainability as a shared interest and necessity. This 
necessitates a synergistic effort involving private individuals, economic entities, and political 
actors. 
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