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A B S T R A C T

Amid increasing demand for public services and stretched resources policymakers often promote ‘social inno-
vation’ to address these tensions. However, critics argue that social innovation may just be a ‘fashionable
concept’ or ‘buzzword’ in public policy discourse and that more empirical research is needed to help improve our
understanding of the actors and mechanisms that drive effective social innovations. In response this article draws
upon a case study of the development of Shared Lives as an alternative national model of adult social care in
England over the past 40 years. Drawing on interviews with 50 individuals carried-out between late-2021 and
early-2023, including those involved in four different local schemes, we highlight the positive role played by the
organisation Shared Lives Plus, which we conceptualise as an ‘internal governance unit’ (IGU), in terms of
establishing and maintaining a ‘community innovation infrastructure’. However, the example of Shared Lives
also illustrates the difficult challenges IGUs can face in trying to move social innovations beyond an institutional
‘niche’.

1. Introduction

The idea of social innovation has become increasingly attractive to
policymakers and researchers over recent decades as novel solutions are
sought to address social needs not met by market mechanisms or state-
directed welfare systems (Ayob et al., 2016; Borzaga and Bodini, 2014;
Jessop et al., 2013). However, critics argue that social innovation may
just be a “fashionable concept” (Gurrutxaga and Galarraga, 2022) or
“buzzword” (Pol and Ville, 2009; Baptista et al., 2019) and that public
policy discourse invariably fails to adequately define social innovations
or demonstrate any understanding of the discrete “actors and mecha-
nisms” (Borzaga and Bodini, 2014) that make social, as opposed to
commercial, innovations happen. This may itself reflect a lack of con-
ceptual clarity across multiple disconnected studies of social innovations
in what remains an emerging area within the broader field of innovation
research (van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016).

This article builds on recent efforts to outline the conceptual and
methodological parameters of social innovation research (Tracey and
Stott, 2017; Pel et al., 2020; van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016) by
responding to calls for further refinement through empirical investiga-
tion (Gurrutxaga and Galarraga, 2022). Our focus on Shared Lives (SL)

also responds to calls for critical research that scrutinises public policy
interventions (Baptista et al., 2019) and the bold claims often made
regarding the transformative potential of social innovations in policy
discourse (Ayob et al., 2016; Gurrutxaga and Galarraga, 2022; Pel et al.,
2020). SL has been consistently promoted as an innovative approach to
adult social care (ASC) by central government in England over the past
decade (Department of Health and Social Care, 2021; 2023; HM Gov-
ernment, 2012). However, whilst this model has successfully spread
across most local authority (LA) areas in England it remains very small
despite the ambitions of its advocates. This prompted us to investigate
the spread and scaling-up of SL.

In this article, we pay particular attention to the role played by
Shared Lives Plus (SLP) a third sector organisation established in 1992
that has played a pivotal role in promoting SL as an alternative model of
ASC. In focusing on the role of SLP, our aim is to deepen understanding
of the development of social innovation ‘ecosystems’. Drawing on Flig-
stein and McAdam’s (2011) theory of strategic action fields we use the
idea of internal governance units (IGUs) to locate the position of SLP
within the ecosystem of SL. We also utilise Van de Ven et al.’s (2008)
social system framework to identify the key contributions that SLP has
made in terms of helping to establish, develop and maintain a
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‘community infrastructure for innovation’ and identify the constraints it
has faced in terms of efforts to promote the wider use of SL. We conclude
by arguing for studies of social innovation ecosystems to pay greater
attention to IGUs in facilitating the spread and scale-up of social
innovations.

1.1. Social innovation and the role of Internal Governance Units (IGUs)

Innovation studies have traditionally been interested in under-
standing the development and impact of novel technologies and prod-
ucts (Pel et al., 2020). Whilst social relations may be important in this
process, they are not the primary object of study. In contrast, in the
emerging field of social innovation research the development of social
relations, systems, or structures to address a social need are considered
as the innovation (Ayob et al., 2016; van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016;
Pel et al., 2020). These can be entirely new but may also involve the
importation of established ways of organising into an alternative space
or to address a different social need (Ayob et al., 2016). Pel et al. (2020)
propose that for social innovation initiatives to be considered ‘trans-
formative’ they must successfully challenge, alter or replace dominant
institutions. Offering a more nuanced view, and one that we find helpful
in our analysis of SLs, Pel and Bauler (2017) also highlight the possibility
that social innovations may exist as ‘weak transformative forces’
established within institutionalised ‘niches’ that interact with dominant
institutions holding the possibility of transformative change in the
future. We also acknowledge the need to guard against ‘normative
idealism’ and ‘pro-innovation bias’ (Pel et al., 2020) when considering
social innovations. It is important to recognise that social innovation
initiatives can have unintended consequences and both positive and
negative impacts for different groups (Lindhult, 2008; Pel et al., 2020;
Tracey and Stott, 2017).

This interest in how social systems can be reshaped is reflected in the
extended scope of organisational research, the traditional home of
innovation studies, and the development of new theoretical frameworks
informed by sociological theory (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011; Jessop
et al., 2013; Mair and Seelos, 2021). These perspectives emphasise the
importance of context and the interactive dynamics of social networks
connecting a diverse range of individuals and organisations spread
across the public, private and third sectors (Ayob et al., 2016; Baptista
et al., 2019; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Pel et al., 2019, 2020; van der Have
and Rubalcaba, 2016). The idea of social innovation ‘ecosystems’ offers
a promising frame of reference to help understand the dynamics of these
networks (Jütting, 2020) but more research is needed to elaborate on
what remains “a rather broad metaphorical concept” (Pel et al., 2019:
3). Social innovation studies have often focused on the roles played by
individuals and organisations within local communities working at a
practical level to generate support for initiatives and attend to ‘day-to-
day activities’ (Jessop et al., 2013; Pel et al., 2020). For example, Noack
and Federwisch (2019) identified the central role played by individual
network actors occupying positions of ‘in-betweenness’ in the spreading
of social innovation ideas across urban and rural regions in Germany.
Wegner et al. (2023) describe the role played by network ‘orchestrators’
in fostering collaboration to support the progression of two small local
social innovations initiatives in Germany. Drawing on examples of 20
initiatives, Pel et al. (2019) also highlight the importance of the “local
roots” and community-level resources within social innovation
ecosystems.

Our research responds to Pel et al.’s (2020) call to ‘zoom-out’ from
these local studies and apply a longitudinal perspective. There is a need
to look beyond the micro-level to recognise the political dimensions of
the social innovation process and develop an understanding of how
these innovations relate to established institutions and wider society
(Ayob et al., 2016; Hutter et al., 2015; Jessop et al., 2013; Pel et al.,
2020). Jessop et al. (2013) challenge the privileging of firms in inno-
vation research and draw on research on social movements to consider
the roles played by civil society organisations working within and across

local communities whilst also being active in political and public policy-
making arenas. Similarly, Pel et al. (2020) suggest that to achieve their
transformative ambitions social innovation initiatives need an institu-
tional home to access resources and challenge the logics of dominant
institutions. This invites us to consider examples of organisations that
appear to fulfil these different roles, examine how they perform them,
and consider the extent to which they have been able to achieve their
transformative aims.

We propose that Fligstein and McAdam’s (2011) theory of strategic
action fields and their concept of IGUs offer a promising way to think
about how these questions might be addressed. Although this theory has
been utilised in recent studies of social innovation (Anheier et al., 2019),
the concept of IGUs has not. Drawing on social movement and organ-
isational scholarship, Fligstein and McAdam (2011: 3) explain that: “A
strategic action field is a meso-level social order where actors (who can
be individual or collective) interact with knowledge of one another
under a set of common understandings about the purposes of the field,
the relationships in the field (including who has power and why), and
the field’s rules”. Fields can include all kinds of constructed orders such
as markets, networks, social movements, and so forth. They incorporate
organisations or individual actors that are competing with one another,
some as incumbents and others as challengers. A key insight of their
work is that strategic action fields have IGUs such as trade associations,
technical committees or campaign groups. IGUs liaise with actors both
internal and external to the field and are “charged with overseeing
compliance with field rules and, in general, facilitating the overall
smooth functioning of the system” (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011: 6).
This conservative view of IGUs’ role is questioned by Muzio et al.
(2016). They observe that over several decades the two leading UK
professional associations for management consultants shifted away from
serving the narrow interests of their founding members in engineering-
based firms to open-up the field to accounting and audit firms. Following
this, we ask ‘can IGUs can play a more dynamic role by reshaping social
relations and expanded the boundaries of a field?’

To develop this line of inquiry further and connect it to our interest in
the development of social innovation ecosystems we draw upon the
pioneering work of Andrew Van de Ven (Zahra, 2016). In our view his
research on the ‘innovation journey’ offers a holistic multi-level view
that is more relevant to our inquiry into the role of IGUs than existing
social innovation research that is more focused on the micro-level dy-
namics of collaborative networks. Although Van de Ven’s research has
focused primarily on commercial innovations, it is empirically grounded
and follows the ‘process perspective’ called for by some contemporary
researchers of social innovations (Baptista et al., 2019; Cajaiba-Santana,
2014; Pel et al., 2020; van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016). The inno-
vation journey metaphor conceptualises a complex and contingent
process involving a long sequence of events and activities that can
support, or constrain, the successful implementation of a commercial
innovation, challenging theories that emphasise technical inventions
and the development of new products so overlooking or oversimplifying
other aspects of the innovation process. An emphasis on the context of
the innovation process leads Van de Ven et al. (2008) to develop the
concept of a ‘community infrastructure for innovation’ that is a pre-
cursor to the modern concept of innovation ecosystems. The relevance of
Van de Ven’s journey perspective to social innovation is demonstrated
empirically through its application to an analysis of 82 cases, which
concluded: “The creation or presence of an infrastructure is often a
condition for the adoption of social innovation” (Oeij et al., 2019: 253).

Alongside industry actors’ activities (conceptualised as local SL
schemes’ ‘proprietary functions’ in the social system framework), Van
de Ven et al. (2008) propose three components of a community infra-
structure that are relevant to our inquiry. Firstly, resource endowments
include the knowledge, human and financial resources necessary to
support the early innovation process and the subsequent establishment
of other infrastructure components. The second component, institutional
arrangements, relates to the governance of an industry and the
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development of shared technical standards necessary to establish po-
litical and public confidence. Thirdly, market functions relate to the
process of commercialising new products through shaping markets to
inform and educate consumers and create demand. These infrastructure
components are shared and can be developed by actors external to the
industry, such as regulators or universities, or through industry actors
working together or with external actors. Van de Ven et al. (2008)
describe how, as the number of organisations, actors and events in-
creases, this network of co-operative and competitive relationships
forms a loosely coupled system. Table 1 below summarises these ideas
and relates them to the potential role played by IGUs in the development
of a community infrastructure for social innovation.

Drawing on these ideas to hone our earlier questions relating to the
spread and scale-up of social innovations our research pursued the
following two questions: What role can IGUs play in the development of a
community infrastructure to support the social innovation process? What are
the constraints faced by IGUs that limit their ability to meet the trans-
formative aims of social innovation initiatives?

1.2. Shared Lives (SL) and Shared Lives Plus (SLP)

SL schemes in England seek to replicate ‘ordinary family life’ by
matching adults with care needs (as presently defined under England’s
Care Act 2014) with people willing to open-up their homes and family
life to a stranger. SL funding comes from LA expenditure (a mix of local
and central taxation and services) and individuals’ welfare benefits
(social security) entitlements to disability and housing-related pay-
ments. Carers who are self-employed and not a familial relation receive a
fee relating to the needs of the person they support. In addition, staff are
employed to manage the SL ‘scheme’which can be based within a LA, or
a LA-commissioned voluntary sector organisation. Schemes ensure that
carers receive training and support, and ‘match’ carers and people
needing support and receive periodic inspections of the quality and
safety of care from the national health and care regulator, the Care
Quality Commission (CQC).

In other countries similar models of care are called ‘adult foster care’
(Leinonen, 2021; Chammem et al., 2021) or ‘adult family care’ (Mollica
and Ujvari, 2021; Munly et al., 2023). Their origins stretch back to the
Middle Ages when families in Geel (Belgium) cared for people with
mental illness (Goldstein and Godemont, 2003). The development of this
model of care in England started with ‘boarding-out’ schemes for older
people (O’Shea and Costello, 1991). However, it was the setting up of a
scheme in Liverpool by Sue Newton, who worked for the long-
established charity originally known as the Liverpool Personal Ser-
vices Society (PSS) (PSS, 2019), that is generally regarded as the starting
point of the SL ‘innovation journey’. Although this scheme initially

focused on older people, it quickly developed as an alternative model of
care for people with learning disabilities (LD) (or intellectual impair-
ment) following the closure process of England’s long-stay hospitals. Hill
et al. (1995) reported 81 UK ‘adult placement’ schemes in operation by
1992.

A seminal event in the history of SL was the establishment of the
National Association of Adult Placement Schemes (NAAPS) in 1992.
Now known as Shared Lives Plus (SLP), we regard this organisation as an
example of an IGU (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011). SLP operates within
and across local areas working with scheme managers, LA commis-
sioners (where schemes are contracted-out to voluntary sector pro-
viders) and self-employed carers to help promote awareness of this
alternative model of care and oversee the development and imple-
mentation of common standards, rules and procedures. Simultaneously,
at national level SLP seeks to influence central government policy-
makers, the CQC and charitable funding bodies.

Alex Fox (SLP Chief Executive Officer (CEO), 2010–22) explained
that when he started SL was seen as “a really small quirky model that
was always going to struggle to scale”. Since then, SLP has succeeded in
attracting external investment to expand its operations including
£3.3million (m) raised through two rounds of National Lottery Funding
(2014–2024) and was funded as one of 12 ‘innovation projects’ in
England’s £42.6m Accelerating Reform Fund initiative (Department of
Health and Social Care, 2023). SLP now employs around 30 people to
support 150 SL schemes across the UK (not just England) with an annual
income of just under £2 m. With these resources SLP has actively pro-
moted SL as a ‘transformative’ alternative to residential care suited to
meeting a diverse range of adult care needs, not just those associated
with LD. SL advocates highlight impressive CQC inspection judgements,
cost-effectiveness compared to residential care, and the positive testi-
monies of individuals matched with SL carers (see Todd and Williams,
2013; PSS, 2017; Fox, 2018; King and Milnes, 2022).

By 2022–3 SL had successfully ‘spread’ nationally with 123 schemes
in England covering almost all 153 LA areas – some voluntary sector-run
schemes cover multiple LA areas (SLP, 2023). However, in our view SL is
a ‘niche’ innovation (Pel and Bauler, 2017) because it has not become
widely embedded as an alternative to more traditional models of care.
During 2022–3, 8140 carers provided support to 8262 individuals in
England (SLP, 2023). As such, SL remains a very small model employing,
or contracting with, only 1 % of the ASC workforce (SLP, 2023).
Furthermore, despite efforts to promote SL as a flexible model capable of
supporting a range of care needs, most (73 %) individuals supported
have LD (SLP, 2023), slightly higher than reported by Bernard (2005)
nearly two decades earlier.

2. Methods

This case study was part of a larger study exploring innovation
processes in English ASC. A set of lead questions was developed through
a scoping review (Zigante et al., 2022), stakeholder engagement and a
mapping exercise (Malley et al., 2024) to identify case studies that could
respond to the questions. Case studies enable us to examine social
phenomena in the everyday context in which they occur (Yin, 2009) and
are common in studying innovation processes (Huber and Van de Ven,
1995). Our intention is ‘theory building’, using the evidence to develop
our understanding of the social innovation process (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).

This case study, and the wider project, followed a sociological
approach (Baptista et al., 2019; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Pel et al., 2020;
van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016) viewing ‘the journey’ of innovations
as a dynamic process involving interaction between multiple actors and
groups over an extended timeframe (Pel et al., 2020; Van de Ven et al.,
2008). We examined the development of the SL ‘field’ over a period of
approximately 40 years. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 50 individuals, analysis of 110 documents, and obser-
vations of an online national conference and a regional network meeting

Table. 1
Components of a ‘community infrastructure’ for social innovation (adapted from
Van de Ven et al., 2008).

Component Description Potential role of IGUs in
social innovation context

Resource
endowments

The knowledge, human and
financial resources needed to
develop, maintain and promote
an innovation.

• Pooling of technical
expertise

• Attracting financial
investment

Institutional
arrangements

Governance arrangements and
technical standards needed to
maintain political and public
confidence in an innovation.

Development and
enforcement of technical
standards, rules and
procedures

Market
functions

Processes and activities aimed
at shaping the market and
promoting demand.

• Raising public and
political awareness of a
social innovation initiative

• Challenging established
institutional logics and
expanding field
boundaries
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of SL scheme managers, both arranged by SLP. The case study design
also included four embedded case studies of local SL schemes.

A study of the development of SL in England focusing on the role of
SLP provides a critical test case for understanding social innovation
processes. We acknowledge the potential limitations of a single-case
study and the value of cross-case analysis involving multiple diverse
institutional contexts (Jütting, 2020; Pel et al., 2020). However, in our
view a single study of SL can provide valuable insights because of the
complexity of the field and the wider context of ASC in England. SL
represents a field of social innovation involving central government
policymakers, regulators, charitable funding bodies, LAs (including
representative bodies) and voluntary (not-for-profit/third) sector ser-
vice providers. Key stakeholders also include those working for local
schemes, the self-employed carers and the people they support. The four
embedded case studies were selected to maximise institutional hetero-
geneity according to schemes’ ownership, geographical location, and
size. Table 2 provides details of the four anonymised schemes.

Data were collected iteratively allowing us to continuously develop
our lines of inquiry and take advantage of ‘snowballing’ opportunities.
Following a realist philosophical perspective our aimwas to “explore the
less obvious aspects of a system’s working” through “a deep engagement
with phenomena and sustained efforts to build trusted relationships with
actors constitutive of phenomena” (Mair and Seelos, 2021: 7).

We began by collecting and reviewing previous research on SL and
publicly available annual reports, policy papers and promotional ma-
terials. The aim was to establish a chronology of key events, identify
potential interviewees who have played a part in the development of SL
at the national level, and identify contrasting local case study sites.

In total we conducted 49 semi-structured interviews, most involving
a single participant (5 interviews involved 2 participants, 2 interviews
involved 3). Of the 50 individuals interviewed six people working in the
local case study sites were interviewed twice over a period of 12 months
to follow-up on discussions in the first interview relating to ongoing
local scheme developments. Participants were recruited to provide a
good representation of different ‘levels’with the SL field. These included
‘elite interviews’ with all three past and present SLP CEOs and others
with prominent roles spanning policy-making arenas and the develop-
ment of local schemes. Participants from elsewhere in the SL field

included those working with or for local schemes including self-
employed carers. Table 3 summarises participants’ details.

Interviews were undertaken between late 2021 and early 2023 by
video call (n = 42), telephone (n = 4), and face-to face (n = 3) and were
recorded and transcribed in full except when one participant declined to
be recorded but detailed notes were taken. Most participants are ano-
nymised but direct quotes are attributed to individuals who could not be
easily anonymised with their agreement. Ethical permissions were
provided by the London School of Economics and Political Science.
Informed consent was given by all participants. Interviews were con-
ducted by Carl Purcell, a male researcher with experience in local gov-
ernment services and policy research. Publicly available documents
were collected in preparation for local case study interviews and addi-
tional documents including business plans, performance reports, prac-
tice guidance documents and local promotional materials were also
shared with researchers by the local case study sites. The conference and
regional network meetings were observed at the invitation of
participants.

Interview transcripts were imported into Nvivo and first coded
following a thematic approach (Braun and Clarke, 2019) guided by the
overarching research questions arising from the wider research project
including the mapping exercise of ASC innovations in England (Malley
et al., 2024). This initial coding was carried out by Carl Purcell and
subsequently presented and discussed with members of the wider
research project who have experience in social care research and third
sector care provision. The initial coding framework was then recali-
brated to reflect the key themes that emerged in this discussion and was
also guided by Van de Ven et al.’s (2008) social system framework.

In qualitative research documents need to be reviewed with a ‘crit-
ical eye’ recognising that they are likely to only present a partial
recording of events and that researchers need to establish their meaning
(Bowen, 2009). However, a major strength of case study research is the
opportunity it offers to use a variety of data sources to investigate a
range of historical and contemporary issues that can be used to ‘trian-
gulate’ the data and strengthen findings (Yin, 2009). We used the doc-
uments we collected to validate findings from the interview analysis and
as a source of ‘factual’ information. Documentary information was also
used to challenge partial and conflicting interpretations of events – often
necessary when elite interviews are used (Natow, 2019). Earlier drafts of
the findings presented in this article were shared with key research
participants to check for accuracy and to invite comments on the
analysis.

3. Findings

The findings presented below are organised under three headings
adapting the Van de Ven et al.’s (2008) framework to reflect the themes
that emerged from our analysis. Chart 1 provides a process map
(Langley, 1999) to support our narrative showing key events and de-
velopments within the SL field and three phases we identified in the
development of SL as a social innovation: (1) emergence; (2) institu-
tionalisation; and (3) promotion.

Table. 2
Local Shared Lives (SL) schemes sample (n = 4).

Description

London
Borough

This long-established LA-run scheme focuses on people with LD. An
external review of the LA’s LD services in 2017 had identified an
‘overuse of residential care’ and the potential benefits of expanding
SL provision. Although a five-year action plan to grow the scheme
was subsequently agreed, the number of long-term SL
’arrangements’ stood at approximately 30 in summer 2021, lower
than the 40 at the 2017 review.

Rural Counties This scheme started in 2011 after being commissioned by two
neighbouring large rural LAs. Dissatisfaction with the provider’s
performance led to the scheme transferring to another more
established voluntary sector provider in 2017. Subsequently, the
scheme grew and by mid-2021 provided approximately 130 long-
term arrangements, all for people with LD. However, most of this
growth was concentrated in one of the LA areas.

Metro Region This long-established scheme, run by the same voluntary sector
provider as Rural Counties, primarily covers four metropolitan LA
areas, although other nearby LAs also ‘spot purchase’
arrangements. In summer 2021 it had approximately 90 long-term
arrangements, a modest increase on previous years. Arrangement
types were more diverse than the other three schemes with four-
fifths for people with LD and one-fifth for people with other care
needs.

Northern
County

This long-established LA-run scheme is one of England’s largest,
providing over 200 long-term arrangements for people with LD by
early 2022. It enjoyed substantial growth during the mid-2010s
following LA investment of £0.5 m + in the scheme. However, at
the time of this research, growth had begun to stall.

Table. 3
Interview participants (n = 50).

Role Number

SLP Chief Executive Officers 3
Other SLP staff/ trustees 7
Public policy consultants 2
Scheme managers/officers (LA and voluntary sector providers) 8
LA senior managers and commissioners 10
Voluntary sector senior managers 3
Self-employed carers 17
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3.1. Network of expertise

Regarding the resource endowments component of Van de Ven
et al.’s (2008) community infrastructure framework, SLP has positioned
itself at the centre of a network of expertise supporting and promoting
the take-up of SL. Moreover, the ‘emergence’ of SLP as an organisation
and SL as an alternative model of care started with regional meetings in
the 1980s of the managers of ‘adult placement’ schemes that had grown
following the closure of long-stay hospitals for people with LD. In this
early period this model remained largely unregulated and scheme
managers looked to each other for advice and guidance on scheme
development, leading to the eventual formation of NAAPS in 1992.
During the 1990s NAAPS remained a small organisation focused on
supporting managers, its main development being the publication of a
voluntary code of practice in 1996. It was only following the Care
Standards Act 2000 that NAAPS moved to address the development of
regulatory standards (discussed in the next section) and Sian Lockwood,
who had been scheme manager in North Yorkshire, was appointed as the
organisation’s first CEO.

Under the leadership of Alex Fox who replaced Lockwood as CEO in
2010, and after NAAPS changed its name to SLP, the organisation sought
to cement its role at the centre of a network of expertise. Over recent
years SLP has attracted financial investment from non-commercial
sources, including two waves of National Lottery funding to recruit
new staff and extend the organisation’s remit. This enabled support
services for carers to be established and paid for the development of
computer software and bespoke management consultancy, for which
schemes incur charges if they opt to use them. Following the appoint-
ment of Ewan King as CEO in 2022, SLP has continued to attract external
funding to support its operations such as its selection as one of 12

innovations receiving funding from the £42.6 m Accelerating Reform
Fund (DHSC, 2023).

Two case study sites took advantage of SLP’s expertise and networks.
In the early 2010s Northern County worked closely with Lockwood, by
then leading the organisation Community Catalysts with strong con-
nections with SLP, to review its operations and build a business case for
LA investment. London Borough scheme’s manager also commented on
the value of the current regional network that SLP facilitates. Reflecting
on the importance of linking scheme managers together, a SLP officer
explained:

“They (scheme managers) go to their head of support (in a LA) on a
thorny SL issue, and that head of service will advise them according
to residential service or whatever their personal experience of care is
and won’t necessarily know the rules or best practice for SL… So, it’s
feeling that you’re part of a community, which they do when they
come and meet other SL schemes or if they contact SLP.”

(SLP officer)

Conversely, others in the SL field did not routinely consider SLP as
the first place to go to for advice pointing towards the limitations of SLP.
The managers of the Rural Counties and Metro Region schemes, both
employed by the same voluntary sector organisation, said they were
more likely to turn to internal colleagues for support. Moreover, they
looked to their central team to facilitate joint working across the mul-
tiple schemes the organisation was responsible for and were less
engaged with networks overseen by SLP. We also found that the LA
commissioners (funders) generally looked to managers and commis-
sioners in other LAs in their region for advice rather than SLP. Staff
members of the Northern County schemewere regularly contacted by LA
commissioners and scheme managers for advice after a successful period

Chart. 1. Key events and activities.
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of growth and the award of an ‘outstanding’ CQC inspection rating.
Furthermore, one former SLP officer, now working elsewhere in the

care sector, considered that the collective expertise of the SLP central
team was perhaps not as strong as previously:

“I think one of the challenges and one of the criticisms frommembers
frequently is that there are not enough people, staff at SLP, who
actually have worked in SL schemes. And so, although people have
an understanding, they go and spend a bit of time in schemes as part
of their induction, they haven’t actually run a SL scheme or worked
in a SL scheme.”

(Former SLP officer)

Interestingly, this is a gap that the current leadership of SLP was
seeking to address at the time of our interview:

“We are changing how we work with schemes and carers to a more
co-produced approach. They are the experts at delivering SL and see
the barriers and opportunities every day. We need to listen and learn
so we hear what works and what else we need to do to help and
support schemes and LAs.”
(Jayne Wilson, Director of Development at SLP speaking in 2023)

3.2. Regulations and standards

SLP clearly plays a lead role in the development and maintenance of
regulations and standards relating to SL, in line with the institutional
arrangements component of Van de Ven et al.’s (2008) framework. We
identified the publication of a code of practice by NAAPS in 1996 as the
starting point of the institutionalisation phase on Chart 1. However,
NAAPS’ response to the introduction of new regulations under the Care
Standards Act 2000 was especially important to the consolidation of its
expert role and ability to work with sector power holders. These new
regulations effectively treated the domestic homes of self-employed
carers in the same way as care homes – a situation that carers regar-
ded as untenable. In 2002, 40 % of local schemes responded to a NAAPS
survey showing an average loss of 26 % of carers over the two years
following the new regulations (Fiedler, 2005). As NAAPS’ CEO, Lock-
wood worked with others in the sector to highlight this problem. NAAPS
compiled statistical evidence and the personal testimonies of individuals
whose care had been affected by the new regulations to present to the
Department of Health minister. New regulations in August 2004
reversed the position by shifting the regulatory responsibility onto adult
placement schemes and away from individual carers. This permitted
greater flexibility in care arrangements (Bernard, 2005) and paved the
way for the growth and spread of what would come to be known as SL
schemes.

As SLP added more posts and functions to its central team it devel-
oped a large suite of guidance documents addressing an array of day-to-
day challenges relating to SL delivery. Moreover, SLP is now regarded as
the authority on technical standards and is routinely consulted by the
DHSC and CQC. For example, CQC guidance for its inspectors listed 60
separate documents published by SLP (CQC, 2013). Guidance for
schemes and carers is continually reviewed and updated in response to
changing government policies on social care, but also in other related
areas such as welfare benefits and health and safety. SLP’s response to
the COVID-19 pandemic was also praised by the local scheme staff
interviewed.

Furthermore, because SL remains an institutional niche (Pel and
Bauler, 2017) SLP must continuously remind central and local govern-
ment policymakers that they need to adapt their policies and processes
to ensure they are compatible with the way the model operates. The
comment below from one scheme manager (not in a case study area)
reflects their appreciation of SLP work on maintaining these institu-
tional arrangements:

“SLP have done a brilliant job in terms of opening people’s minds up
to SL andmaking it something that people talk about… They’ve done
really good work with CQC to make sure that when CQC are writing
regulations, they absolutely think about how is this going to impact
on SL, so that we don’t end up having to implement loads of stuff that
will just push us away from an ordinary house model.”

(Scheme manager)

Nevertheless, we also found evidence to demonstrate the limitations
of SLP’s influence in a complex institutional field where it cannot
guarantee the consistent implementation of regulations and standards.
Illustrating how social innovations can have unintended negative con-
sequences for some groups (Lindhult, 2008; Pel et al., 2020; Tracey and
Stott, 2017), we found growing concerns amongst carers’ regarding
variations in fee levels, respite provision, day services and compensation
for extra work during the pandemic. As one carer commented: “The
philosophies of Shared Lives are great, the guidelines they push out seem
to be quite good but they [SLP] don’t enforce them or are powerless to
enforce them.” A common criticism of SLP made by carers, and
acknowledged by scheme staff, was that its dual role in representing
carers and schemes compromised its ability to challenge schemes
regarding the implementation of its recommended standards. Impor-
tantly, this tension was also acknowledged by the current CEO of SLP
who explained:

“We’re having a bit of a debate internally about whether we should
introduce a bit more of a stick to what we do …You don’t have to do
this in a critical way that makes them [LAs] feel exposed. You can
say, look here’s the data, here are the benchmarks, have a look and
you’ll see that this LA is actually not paying carers to the level they
should be, you have lower numbers [of SL arrangements] than
similar LAs.”

(Ewan King, SLP CEO speaking in 2023)

3.3. Promotional functions

Under Van de Ven et al.’s (2008) framework ‘market functions’ re-
lates to activities aimed at shaping markets and generating consumer
demand, reflecting the commercial orientation of their research. We
view the work of SLP in raising awareness of SL amongst the public, ASC
professionals and local and national policymakers more broadly as ful-
filling promotional functions. We identify the ‘promotion’ phase of the
SL innovation journey as beginning around 2010, coinciding with the
appointment of Alex Fox as CEO in 2010.

Fox explained that when he started SL was not seen as compatible
with national policies emphasising ‘personalisation’ and ‘independent
living’ as alternatives to residential care (DH, 2005, 2006). Talking
when he was still SLP CEO, Fox reflected on how they sought to change
this perception:

“The work that we’ve done over the last ten years… has been around
clarifying the story… having a story to tell that’s about why this
model works for people and what it’s there for. And the idea that
there are people who want to live socially, perhaps lots of people
who want to live socially, not everybody wants to live on their own,
that’s not everybody’s life goal, particularly not at every point in
their lives.”

(Alex Fox, CEO SLP, 2010–22)

Fox (2018) had previously explained his view that the key to un-
derstanding the positive impact of SL was the emphasis placed on re-
lationships and ‘ordinary family life’. Showing a determination to
challenge established institutional logics SLP proponents also argued
that this approach could help to improve the lives of many more adults
with care needs, not just those with LD. Greater use of SL arrangements
for the care of older people, hospital discharge, mental illness, physical
disability, addictions, domestic abuse, and young people leaving care
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were all promoted and substantial funding for a range of pilot schemes
was raised (Brookes and Callaghan, 2013; NDTi, 2016; 2019; PPL et al.,
2017; Cordis Bright, 2019; DCMS and SLP, 2020; Mitchell-Smith et al.,
2020).

The success of SLP in changing perceptions, and in adapting to
shifting narratives and priorities in national policy, is evidenced by
references to the model in government policy documents including two
White Papers published almost a decade apart. Caring for our Future:
Reforming Care and Support (HM Government, 2012) presents SL as an
example of how to improve health and wellbeing while reducing in-
equalities by harnessing community resources. Almost a decade later,
People at the Heart of Care (DHSC, 2021) cites SL as an example of an
innovation in ASC, designed to do things differently to meet people’s
needs.

But developing demand has been about more than just ‘clarifying the
story’. As the present CEO of SLP, Ewan King (2023), argued: SLP has
worked with others to develop the evidence-base needed to persuade
national and local government to invest. Part of this work is collating the
personal testimonies of carers and the people they support to show the
positive impact of living in a family environment (see Todd and Wil-
liams, 2013; Fox, 2018; SLP, 2018). However, evidence presented on the
purported cost-effectiveness of SL compared to other forms of care ser-
vices (Todd and Williams, 2013; Brookes and Callaghan, 2014) has also
been critical in persuading government and other public funding bodies
to invest in SLP and initiate various pilot programmes aimed at growing
and diversifying the model. The claim made by Todd and Williams
(2013), and repeated by Fox (2018), is that LAs could save an average of
£26,000 of expenditure for every person with LD and £8000 for everyone
with mental health problems by using SL as an alternative to other
services including home care, individual/personal budgets, care homes
with and without nursing, and supported accommodation. These figures
were again quoted by DHSC (2023) when it announced the Accelerating
Reform Fund funding for SLP. Significantly, our case study participants
reported their reliance upon these data on outcomes and costs in pre-
senting their business cases to LAs for investment in additional staff.

Despite SLP’s success in raising the profile of the model within the
DHSC and amongst LA Directors of Adult Social Services it remains very
small and has not grown or diversified to the extent that many had
wished. In this sense SLP has not achieved its transformative aims, since
it has not replaced or altered existing models of care (Pel et al., 2020).
The limited impact of some well-funded pilot programmes is striking.
For example, in 2015 Big Society Capital made a £950,000 ‘social in-
vestment’ in the ‘Shared Lives Incubator Pilot’ to provide funding and
practical support for the creation of four ‘spin out’ SL schemes operating
independently of LAs. However, the evaluation reported that only 47
new arrangements were made over four years across the four sites,
against a target of 181 (Kewley and Jupp, 2019). In 2016 a five-year
‘Scaling Shared Lives in Health’ programme received £1.75 m. from
NHS England. Since this pilot did not generate sufficient referrals from
NHS teams to assess its feasibility, the programme ceased after three
years (Cordis Bright, 2019).

We found evidence of difficulties encountered in raising the local
profile of SL and in generating referrals from LD-specialist social
workers across all schemes, although such specialist roles are not
widespread nationally. Enthusiasm for the model amongst senior leaders
and scheme staff was generally not reflected amongst middle managers.
Reflecting on the challenge of implementing SL, one of the public policy
consultants interviewed commented:

“It’s pretty common for a lot of health and social care innovations;
they really struggle to take hold in systems… there isn’t really an
ecosystem that can support it. So, there’s lots of agreement that it’s a
really interesting model – it’s strengths-based, it’s-the-future-of-so-
cial-care-type narrative that you get from very senior leaders… but
the ability to put some localised money into it so it can grow and
develop is really tricky.”

(Public policy consultant)

Alongside this both SLP and schemes face the challenge of trying to
increase the numbers of SL carers. Although SLP continues to promote
greater awareness and provides materials for schemes to support carer
recruitment, scheme staff reported that advertising and recruitment
campaigns had limited impact because most new carers were recruited
through ‘word of mouth’. Moreover, as with much of the care sector, the
challenge of recruiting and retaining carers has been exacerbated by
increases in those taking retirement since the COVID-19 pandemic.
Concerns were expressed by several interview groups about the rising
age profile of carers. After the pandemic the case study schemes were
only maintaining the current number of placements they offered, despite
multiple efforts to grow. Concerns about pay, expenses and the high
expectations placed on carers, may be making it harder to retain and
recruit carers. This point was acknowledged by SLP’s Chair of Trustees:

“We could place more people and people with greater levels of need
into SL arrangements but need to recognise the investment needed in
rates paid to carers and the provision of respite support. I think we’ve
just accepted or thought people are going to, out of the goodness of
their hearts, keep coming forward and offering to be carers. The
demographic’s going to change as many carers come to the end of
their SL careers and we need to recognise and value the contribution
SL carers make in part by appropriately remunerating them for the
fantastic work they do.”

(Richard Jones, SLP Chair of Trustees)

4. Discussion

This article has responded to calls for empirical research to improve
our understanding of the key actors and mechanisms that drive social
innovations (Borzaga and Bodini, 2014) to support this emerging field of
research (van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016) and challenge policy
discourses that casually promote social innovation as a panacea for
solving complex social problems (Gurrutxaga and Galarraga, 2022; Pel
et al., 2020). In this discussion we reflect on the theoretical contribution
of this case study.

Our first research question was: what role can IGUs play in the devel-
opment of a community infrastructure to support the social innovation pro-
cess? Our findings show that SLP is a mechanism for collective action,
taking on roles that its members would find difficult to resource inde-
pendently. It operates in many ways as predicted by Fligstein and
McAdam (2011): it liaises with and lobbies key external actors, provides
routine administration services and information to its members, and
develops rules to shape and modify members’ behaviour. Much of this
work is broadly conservative, aiming to ensure the smooth functioning
and reproduction of the field. However, SLP is not solely a conservative
force. Like Muzio et al. (2016) we observe here a drift away from the
interests of founding members. Over time SLP has opened-up to include
SL carers as members and the leadership of SLP no longer sits with the
founding members, nor with SL scheme members. SLP illustrates how
IGUs can play a more proactive role in helping to reshape and expand a
strategic action field. Although we have focused on the role of SLP as an
organisation, our findings also highlight the pivotal role played by some
individuals operating in the policy-making arena, particularly Lock-
wood and Fox as SLP CEOs, in ways reminiscent of the ‘orchestrators’
driving social innovation at the community level (Wegner et al., 2023).
IGU leadership could be a topic for future social innovation researchers
to consider.

This case study provides further support for the applicability of Van
de Ven et al.’s (2008) community infrastructure framework for the study
of social innovations. With respect to each infrastructure component, we
find various ways in which developments both constrain (e.g. through
adherence to standards) and facilitate (e.g. through SLP’s pandemic
guidance that helped SL remain viable) the actions of SL schemes.
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However, we have labelled these components as network of expertise,
regulations and standards and promotional functions to better reflect the
wok of SLP. Furthermore, in the context of social innovation, the
application of Van de Ven et al.’s (2008) work on infrastructure devel-
opment may need reconceptualising in two further areas.

First, is the appropriateness of the component they refer to as ‘pro-
prietary functions’. This component captures the activities of individual
firms (in our case SL schemes) operating independently from one
another. There were several examples of this in our research (e.g. pro-
ducing evaluations, marketing) but, given SL schemes are either chari-
table or publicly-owned, the concept of proprietary functions seemed
inappropriate to describe their activities in the ‘field’ even where they
serve only to advance the SL scheme’s goals. This is partly because there
was little sense of competition between schemes; rather an overriding
need to justify their value to commissioners. Instead, we refer to this
component as ‘organisational functions’ to better reflect the SL context,
as with the three other components.

Second, in contrast to Ven de Ven et al.’s description of commercial
innovation infrastructure development, we find a particularly promi-
nent role for one organisation, which we have conceptualised as an IGU.
SLP emerged at an early stage of infrastructural development and was
founded through a co-operative project to develop service standards (a
code of practice). Over time SLP has evolved, performing work not only
to develop infrastructure but also to maintain it (e.g. change guidance in
response to policy and other developments). Its role has been vital:
without the lobbying of SLP (NAAPs) to challenge the Care Standards Act
2000 regulations, its ongoing work to promote SL within government,
and activities over the COVID-19 pandemic it seems very unlikely that
SL would be as widely established as it is. An important question for
future research is whether the case of SLP is unusual or whether IGUs
perform as critical a role in relation to the infrastructure development
for other social innovations and whether certain conditions make the
prominence of the IGU more or less likely.

Our second research question asked: what are the constraints faced by
IGUs that limit their ability to meet the transformative aims of social inno-
vation initiatives? This invites us to think about the reasons why SL re-
mains an institutional ‘niche’ (Pel and Bauler, 2017). Here we find that
Pel et al.’s (2019) research on ecosystems for local social innovations
provides an important counterweight to our more ‘meso’ level analytical
framework. They draw attention to the importance of grassroots re-
sources and processes for the local embedding of social innovations. The
expansion of the strategic action field and distancing from the interests
of its founding members have introduced challenges for SLP in how it
works with its members to develop and maintain the infrastructure for
local SL schemes. As SLP has grown as an organisation, adding new roles
and services to its central team, some have highlighted the diminishing
collective knowledge and expertise of SLP officers, many of whom have
not worked in local schemes. Moreover, we found evidence that some
scheme managers and LA commissioners were more likely to turn to
colleagues or other SL schemes for support than to SLP or the networks it
facilitates. This research also highlights the variable implementation of
the voluntary standards for local schemes set by SLP and the impact of
this on some carers. In interviews it was evident that SLP recognised
these challenges and proposed placing a stronger emphasis on ‘co-pro-
duction’, acknowledging that it needs to hone the expertise of those
working elsewhere in the SL sector, and was considering introducing
some mechanisms to promote closer adherence to voluntary standards.

Our research suggests limits to what an IGU might be able to achieve
with respect to the development of an infrastructure for social innova-
tion. Based on this case study we propose that IGUs are likely to be most
effective where the interests of all the members align, they share a
common understanding of the problem and its likely solutions, there is a
clear role for collective action, and there is a small set of national
stakeholders who can be influenced to unlock the problem. Successes for
SLP that fit with this description are the negotiations around the Care
Standards Act 2000 and pandemic representations. In contrast, we

propose that even where there is a case for collective action IGUs are
likely to be less effective where any of the following apply: the interests of
all the members do not align, they do not share a common under-
standing of the problem and its likely solutions, there are multiple
stakeholders at both national and local levels who need to be influenced
and their role is not unique. The deliberations of the current leadership
described above fit within this description, as do the challenges to create
greater demand for SL and expand carer numbers.

Regarding the latter two challenges, SLP has been very successful in
promoting the SL model within central and local government policy-
making circles, as reflected in government ministers’ support and the
grant income it has continuously generated. Yet, this support has not
translated into the widespread local embedding (Pel et al., 2019) of SL.
Collective national action with national stakeholders is insufficient to
create local markets of supply and demand for SL. Our evidence suggests
this is because the problem has a fundamentally local flavour, due to
local differences in the living situations and options for potential carers,
and differences in local commissioning and professional practices. To
grow, SL schemes may need to address the specific challenges of their
localities. Our interviews with its leaders suggest that SLP recognises
this need and is presently reorienting its efforts ‘internally’ with the
intention of helping schemes to understand and address local challenges
to scaling-up schemes.

However, wemust also be careful not to simply assume that solutions
can be found at the local level. Our findings, particularly those relating
to the recruitment of carers, hint at wider cultural and social constraints
to the growth of SL as an alternative model of care. Carers were over-
whelmingly positive about SL with many describing the benefits that
living in an ‘ordinary’ family-home had on the lives of those being
supported, but also how rewarding carers and their own families found
the role. But the role of SL carers requires deep commitment and a de-
gree of sacrifice and cannot simply be thought of as ‘a job’. Research on
the foster care of children (Schofield et al., 2013) has shown how the
carer role blurs with the role of parent making the boundaries between
work and family difficult to manage. Unless more people agree to take
on these responsibilities or they are differently balanced, SLs could
remain a ‘niche’ institution.

5. Conclusion

The purpose of studying SL was to generate fresh empirical insights
to help us understand the spread and scaling-up of social innovations.
Our research reveals the potential importance of IGUs – in our case SLP –
in these processes. Specifically, we have shown how IGUs work with
actors internal and external to the field to develop and maintain an
innovation infrastructure. Importantly, the case of SL also demonstrates
the limits of IGUs. They cannot alone ensure spread and scale-up of in-
novations beyond an ‘institutional niche’ (Pel and Bauler, 2017) Their
effectiveness as an instrument for collective action to develop and
maintain an innovation infrastructure is, we propose, affected by
whether the interests of the IGU’s members align, whether they share a
common understanding of the problem and its likely solutions, and
whether there are national stakeholders who can be influenced to unlock
the problem. We encourage researchers studying social innovation
ecosystems to pay greater attention to the role IGUs play in the social
innovation process, conditions related to their prominence and to
further test the propositions regarding their likely effectiveness.
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