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Social services encompasses the wide range of public 

services provided by government, private, and non-profit 

organizations for improving the well-being of individuals, 

families, and communities.
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The European Social Network (ESN) is the network 
for local public social services in Europe.

ESN brings together people who plan, finance, 
research, manage, regulate and deliver local public 
social services, including health, social welfare, 
employment, education and housing.
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ESN is a network of over 120 member organisations in 35 

countries which comprise national associations of 

directors, departments of social welfare of government, 

regions, counties and municipalities, funding and 

regulatory agencies, universities and other research and 

development organisations.
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Social challenges in Europe

There are a number of important social challenges in 

Europe today. They include poor literacy, high levels of 

unemployment, increasing poverty and social exclusion, 

and demographic ageing. 

These challenges affect the adequacy and sustainability of 

welfare state and social policies.
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For example, recently, the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) presented a bleak 

picture of adults with poor literacy skills
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The main social challenges:

•Sustainable healthcare services

•Demographic change and wellbeing

•Inclusive, innovative and reflective actions

•Protecting freedom and security

•Secure, clean and efficient energy

•Innovative services for citizens
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Technology changes: the Internet revolution
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Digital revolution and the labor world

Today, most of the working tasks are becoming to be 

computerized or computer-guided and this bears two 

negative consequences. The first is that the digital 

technologies make disappear some jobs and change 

others thoroughly.  The latter is that people without 

digital skills are at a significant disadvantage when they 

seek for a job. These new types of low-qualified persons, 

they who are replaced by robots and electronic programs 

and they who have poor digital competence, grow the 

population of low-skilled people.
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A significant part of the overall labour market (45% 

globally) is represented by low skilled jobs today.

However, many of low- skilled jobs, such as waiters, retail 

stock assistants, retail cashiers, front desk receptionists, 

and so on, require digital skills. 

Paradoxically, nowadays, several low-skilled jobs actually 

need skills at higher levels than other jobs and, as a 

consequence, require well-targeted educational 

interventions
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Modernization of social services

Not only new services are necessary, but also new forms 

of decision making, service contracting and delivery as 

well as new evaluation strategies. 

Indeed, in difficult economic times, it is imperative to 

spend public money efficiently and establish measures to 

demonstrate the effectiveness of services.
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Social services and social innovation

Innovation is defined as “a new idea, device, or method, 

the act or process of introducing new ideas, devices, or 

methods”. Although innovation is a creative process that 

encompasses science, business, and industry, it is not 

necessarily motivated by profit maximization. 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/innovation; 
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Social innovation and business innovation

The distinction, introduced by Mulgan (2007), between 
social innovation and business innovation is largely shared. 
He underlined that business innovation is generally 
motivated by profit maximization, and is diffused through 
organizations that pursue profit maximization, whilst 
social innovation is motivated by the goal of meeting a 
social need, and is predominantly developed and diffused 
through organizations whose primary purposes are social. 
(Mulgan, 2007, 8)

Both business innovation and social innovation share the 
intention of changing the current state of things through 
the introduction of new ideas, processes, methodologies, 
services, or products. 
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Social innovation values and barriers
Social innovation values Real barriers

Democracy Populism, nationalism

Extending inclusion Intolerance to immigrants and refugees

Facilitating access to services, creating new job 

opportunities

Social discrimination: restriction to education, 

healthcare, employment, and so forth

Transparency, bureaucratic oppression Restriction of freedom, constant surveillance 

and control

Open networking systems Imposed restrictions

Pluralist social values  Intolerance

Sharing resources, goods, and services , Discrimination in distribution of resources, 

goods, and services

Centrality of people’s needs Restriction of freedom, constant surveillance 

and control

New forms of protection Environmental deregulation

Green economy The natural world is banished and distrusted

Resilient social-ecological system Rigid social-ecological system

Solidarity Egoism, separation
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Technological opportunities for social services

Over the last few years, the digital technologies extended 

the communication capability to physical things and the 

interconnection on the web of everyday object such as 

smart plugs, smart oven, smart heating controllers, smart 

irrigations systems, is rapidly spreading. 
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The Internet of Things (IoT), or Internet of Everything 

The IoT has been defined as “a worldwide network of 

uniquely addressable and interconnected objects, based 

on standard communication protocols” 

[Kozlov, D., Veijalainen, J., & Ali, Y. (2012, February). Security and 

privacy threats in IoT architectures. In Proceedings of the 7th 

International Conference on Body Area Networks, pp. 256-262]
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IoT enables applications whereby people can interact with 

real-world objects, as well as applications based on 

network-assisted machine-to-machine interchanges
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It has been argued that the ongoing digital revolution is 

transforming cities in a sorts of immense socio-technical 

organisms where sensor networks, cameras, and RFID 

tags contribute in dynamic analysing and controlling any 

situation (Zambonelli, 2011).

Although technology will thoroughly transform the urban  

life, other profound changes will affect the urban 

settlements in the next few decades. The World 

Urbanization Prospects published by the United Nations 

reports that half of the world’s population (54 per cent) 

reside in urban areas (United Nations, 2014). By 2050, the 

forecast is that 66 per cent of the world’s population will 

live in urban areas, compared to just 30 per cent in 1950.
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Consequently, the development of ICT-based community 

innovative services is fast becoming a necessity rather 

than an opportunity. Monitoring and managing energy 

consumption, green buildings, and green planning, as well 

as running healthcare services at a distance, and the 

intelligent management of waste and water resources are 

all essential for liveability, both for urban and rural 

contexts.

Recently, investments to experiment ICT-based 

application in the urban context are multiplying and the 

idea of realizing smart cities is no more a science fiction 

dream but a reality



21

International conference: GOOD GOVERNANCE

The concepts of Smart Cities and Smart and Connected 

Communities

In 2009, IBM launched a program called Smarter Cities to 

investigate the integration and application of new sensors, 

networking, and analytics to urban centres (Harrison et al., 

2010). Similarly, in 2012, Cisco created a new division 

named Smart and Connected Communities to 

commercialise its new products and services developed 

through pilot projects conducted in three major world 

cities, namely Amsterdam, San Francisco, and Seoul 
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Opportunities

ICT-based participatory procedures and crowdsourcing 

and crowd sensing processes, can be used to 

increase/guide community cohesion, or to influence and 

improve local government decision-making processes. 
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In the context of smart cities, digital crowdsourcing, as 

the practice of outsourcing tasks to a crowd, appears the 

best way to engage individuals for providing new ideas 

and solutions as well as to involve users for co-creation 

and optimization of tasks, and reduction of costs. 

Digital crowdsourcing can be defined as the use of digital 

technologies to gather and organise contributions from a 

multitude of non-professional individuals in order to 

obtain innovative solutions or products. 
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Crowdsourcing and crowd sensing
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The crowdsourcing process
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Urban crowdsourcing

urban crowdsourcing is the use of digital technologies to 

gather and organize contributions from citizens in order 

to improve the urban liveability. Thanks to the new 

technologies, citizens become active sensors that can 

collect data, give advice, and get involved in collaborative 

activities. 
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Crowdsourcing vs urban crowdsourcing

Property crowdsourcing Urban crowdsourcing

Calling for Solutions Data

Focusing on Problem solving Needs, desires

Respondents Individuals Communities

Main problem Effectiveness Trust

Regulated YES Just sometimes 

Filtered by Requesters Algorithms 
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Crowdsourcing processes can be used to increase 

community cohesion, or to influence and improve local 

government decision making processes. Several 

applications have been proposed, especially in the 

following sectors:

•Urban planning and public participation

•City maintenance and personalized maps

•Emergency Monitoring

•Urban mobility 

•Urban socialization

•Guiding technology appropriation in the urban context
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Urban socialization

The use of crowdsourcing for urban socialization is a 

topical sector of investigation. This encompasses the use 

of crowdsourcing to collect data that can be useful to 

understand the behavior of urban communities. Some 

experimental application have been realized to promote 

communities engagement in order to collect opinions and 

attitudes. For example, asking users to identify which 

demographic group they feel they belong can allow them 

to create new groups and facilitate the socialization 

processes.
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Opportunities

There are several opportunities for developing new 

community services based on the new technologies, for 

example:

•Emergency Monitoring and Response

•Municipal Traffic and Parking Management

•Citywide Building Monitoring

•Municipal Utilities Management

•Access Control

•Smart Card

•Energy Management



31

International conference: GOOD GOVERNANCE

The role of education

There is a broad consensus that education and lifelong 

learning are the main keys for combating social inequality 

as well as for contrasting some alarming consequences of 

the rapid technological changes.  

Education is the key for creating and using new social 

services

In contemporary society, education and employability 

are closely related more than in the past it was
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Adult education issues

Low skills can depend on various contextual factors, such 

as status (employed, unemployed, inactive), background, 

basic knowledge, gender, and cultural barriers, including 

digital cultural divide. In addition, linguistic barriers and 

national legislation restrictions may lead adults towards a 

low-skilled or low-qualified status as in the case of 

immigrants and refugees who are experiencing the 

greater rate of unemployment than any other group. 
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Adult education issues

New technologies can be useful and facilitate the 

development of educational programs for adults making 

adult learning more effective and agile. Adults that cannot 

attend classes in-person can alternatively use a mobile 

access. Moreover, online personalized learning pathways 

can be created to support learners differences, social 

networks can allow peer-learning and collaborative 

learning solutions, whilst the vast and continuously 

updated web information sources can be used as learning 

resources. 
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An example: social telerehabilitation

Telerehabilitation solutions have been experimented in 

many areas, particularly that of rehabilitation following 

traumatic injury (for assessment, physical therapy, and 

monitoring). 
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A wide range of telerehabilitation applications is now 

available for stroke patients, both during and after 

hospitalization. During hospitalization, the interventions 

consist of individual counseling sessions and group health 

education sessions focusing on medication, on healthy 

behaviour, and on anxiety and depression. Following their 

discharge from hospitals, patients are checked at home 

via the internet and are encouraged to perform exercises 

and physical activity. 
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Currently, the telerehabilitation market encompasses four 

main sectors: 

- Control at distance of patients and medical devices; 

- Computer-assisted rehabilitation exercises (physical and 

cognitive); 

- ommunication between patients, doctors, and 

caregivers; 

- Distance training, either for patients or medical 

personnel. 
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Telerehabilitation: issues and challenges

It is not easy to measure the actual impact of 

telerehabilitation solutions, since the organization of a 

service is, clearly, rather different to the experimentation 

of a solution. Furthermore, the sustainability of a 

telerehabilitation service depends on many organizational 

factors, including the training of the medical personnel 

and the users. Consequently, the online delivery of 

rehabilitation services may often make it necessary to 

rethink them, and to define new rehabilitation protocols 

related to them 
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Creating new telerehabilitation services poses many 

technical and operative questions.

Nevertheless, education of the personnel involved in the 

telerehabilitation  treatments as well as of patient is a 

basic problem today.

This confirm that an effort is needed in order to provide 

citizens with digital skills
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Conclusion

Social services and social innovation represent  an 

opportunity for social and economic development
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