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This snapshot represents a descriptive, non-exhaustive overview of key highlights from Germany’s social innovation ecosystem. 

Direct focus on social innovation Connected but indirect focus on social innovation No focus on social innovation

INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Germany does not use a formal legal definition, but government strategy and research bodies describe 
social innovation as new social practices and organisational models that offer more effective 
and sustainable responses to societal challenges 2.

Official Definition of Social Innovation

Government Body for Social Innovation

While no single agency leads the field, the Federal Ministry of Education and Research 
(BMBF) coordinates national efforts, supported by a Social Innovation Officer appointed in 
2022 4.
• Cross-ministerial approach, involving economic, labour and social ministries.
• An Advisory Council provides independent strategic guidance 3.

Germany’s first National Strategy for Social Innovations and Social Enterprises (2023) 
establishes a coordinated national framework to strengthen the field. It prioritises financing 
access, legal clarity, awareness, and capacity-building, and introduces a national platform 
for collaboration and knowledge-sharing 3.

Government Strategy for Social Innovation

Germany has no specific social innovation or social enterprise law; instead, innovators rely on 
public-benefit non-profit status, cooperative law, and gGmbH structures, which offer tax advantages 
and governance flexibility 5. 
• Social impact bonds piloted since 2017.
• Broader legal reforms aim to modernise frameworks for mission-driven enterprises.

Policies, Laws & Regulations

Official Statistics

There are no national statistics on “social innovation,” but Germany tracks the broader social economy, 
which accounts for 6–7% of national employment 7.

Social innovation: "the processes and outcomes of developing novel approaches 
to address societal challenges facing people and planet.” 1

Germany integrates social innovation into wider innovation and entrepreneurship programmes.
• REACT with Impact supports social enterprises with ESF+ funding 8.
• EXIST and INVEST have expanded eligibility to sustainability- and impact-oriented startups 9.
• Länder (states) run complementary programs to support regional ecosystems.

Government Programs 

https://www.bundeswirtschaftsministerium.de/Redaktion/EN/Publikationen/Mittelstand/national-strategy-for-social-innovations-and-social-enterprises.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=4
https://www.bmftr.bund.de/EN/Research/Society/SocialInnovations/socialinnovations_node.html
https://3co-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/25-03-04_3co-factsheet_social-innovation_public-bodies-6_sigu_en.pdf
https://3co-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/25-03-04_3co-factsheet_social-innovation_public-bodies-6_sigu_en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/social-economy-in-europe_12970cca-en/germany_cdd5fd2d-en.html
https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/useful-resources/studies-reports_en
https://www.onefamilyfoundation.nl/_files/ugd/c33aed_afb117b2ea574fe5ad51471962eae6c5.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/pl/ip_22_7645
https://www.bundeswirtschaftsministerium.de/Redaktion/EN/Publikationen/Aussenwirtschaft/investment-guarantees-annual-report-2023.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=6


ECOSYSTEM

Germany’s ecosystem includes national networks, incubators, foundations 
and established welfare organisations.
• SEND acts as the national network for social enterprises; strong policy 

advocacy 10.
• Social Impact Labs operate as leading incubators for early-stage 

ventures 11.
• Ashoka Germany supports high-impact innovators through 

fellowships and leadership development 12.

Stakeholders

• Non-financial support is robust and diversified.
• Impact Hub Berlin and Munich provide incubation, mentoring and peer learning 13.
• Universities operate social innovation labs and student-driven entrepreneurship programmes.
• Foundations (e.g., Bertelsmann, Bosch) fund training, experimentation and capacity-building.

Support Initiatives 

Germany increasingly uses cross-sector partnerships to develop and scale social innovations.
• Early social impact bond pilots brought together ministries, foundations and service 

providers 6.
• The new National Platform for Social Innovation fosters structured collaboration and 

shared learning 3.
• The startsocial competition supports volunteer-driven initiatives with mentoring.

Collaboration

Germany hosts several high-visibility platforms that celebrate and promote social innovation.
• Social Innovation Summit convenes ecosystem actors, highlighting best practices 14.
• startsocial Awards, under the Federal Chancellor’s patronage, recognise leading civic initiatives 15.
• Cities (Berlin, Munich)run annual innovation challenges for social enterprises.

Events & Awards

FINANCE

Germany’s financing landscape combines public funding, philanthropic investment and a growing 
impact investment sector.
• Impact VC funds such as Ananda and BonVenture provide early investment and scale-up 

capital 16.
• ESF+ and federal ministries channel grants and advisory support to social enterprises 8.
• Corporate foundations and banks (e.g., GLS Bank) offer grants, loans and mission-oriented 

investment.

Financing Schemes 

Many funding initiatives target underrepresented groups (migrants, youth, and low-income 
communities) and community-based innovators.
• Nearly half of German social enterprises are founded or co-founded by women 10.
• Financing gaps remain for early-stage and rural innovators.

Financing Inclusivity 

https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/european-social-enterprise-monitor-its-time-have-your-voice-heard-euclid-network-2023-12-01_en
https://www.social-impact-republic.org/en/impact-accelerator/
https://www.ashoka.org/en-us/country/germany
https://berlin.impacthub.net/impact-report-2023/
https://emmatomkinson.com/2014/08/20/social-impact-bond-sib-in-augsburg-germany/
https://3co-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/25-03-04_3co-factsheet_social-innovation_public-bodies-6_sigu_en.pdf
https://socialinnovation.com/flagship-summit-2024/
https://januam.org/skill-based-mentoring/
https://impact2024.ananda.vc/our-impact-in-numbers/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/pl/ip_22_7645
https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/european-social-enterprise-monitor-its-time-have-your-voice-heard-euclid-network-2023-12-01_en


SOCIETY

Public awareness has grown following adoption of the national strategy and increased media attention. 
Narratives often link social innovation to sustainability, inclusion and digital transition.

Public Awareness of Social Innovation

Germany has strong research capacity in social innovation.
• TU Dortmund (sfs) and Heidelberg CSI are leading academic centres 17.
• The annual SEND Social Entrepreneurship Monitor informs policymakers and practitioners 10.

Research

Universities increasingly offer SI-related teaching and programmes. Dedicated master’s programmes exist 
in social entrepreneurship and sustainable innovation 18. Student initiatives and incubators cultivate 
early-stage innovators.

Education
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--th
-- countries --th

133 countries

-% 1000

Business 
Environment Innovation Capacity

Social entrepreneurship 
prevalence

exhibits moderate levels of 
social entrepreneurship. 

Strong R&D ecosystem and 
high innovation capacity 

Mission-driven startups 
form a small but steadily 

growing segment

Social & Environmental Consciousness

Volunteering
Political 

participation

-.-% population

Sustainability

strong environmental 
performance reinforces 
acceptance of eco-social 

solutions 21.

136th
180 countries-.- 100

Solidarity

Germany has a strong 
civic and 

environmental culture 
supportive of social 

innovation.

high volunteering 
participation 

supports grassroots 
action 20

This snapshot was developed, with the use of AI, for the Government Council for Social Innovation by 
One Family Foundation. Updated April 2026.

 Learn more about the Global State of Social Innovation here: https://governmentcouncil.org/

https://sfs.sowi.tu-dortmund.de/en/research/projects/current-projects/
https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/european-social-enterprise-monitor-its-time-have-your-voice-heard-euclid-network-2023-12-01_en
https://www.hnee.de/en/studies/master/sustainable-entrepreneurship-social-innovation
https://epi.yale.edu/country/2024/DEU
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/work-income/employment-working-hours/balancing-unpaid-work/voluntary-work.html
https://governmentcouncil.org/gcsi-members

