Knowledge, innovation, social inclusion and their elusive articulation: when isolated policies are not enough
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A recent work edited by UNICEF (2012)3 proposes ways of conceptualizing children poverty and development policy that are particularly useful to devise policies for social inclusion. The data on poverty is appalling: ―More than eight million children die each year (some 22,000 per day), and most of their deaths are preventable. Hunger, malnutrition and lack of safe drinking water contribute to at least half of child mortality (Unicef, 2012: 1). But the text goes on: ―Addressing child deprivations, however, must go beyond. (…) looking at the poor only is unlikely to bring major change. The critical issue is to address inequality (op.cit.:10, emphasis added). Social policies are a main tool for that aim, and the text advocates strongly to put social policies at the central stage. ―Social policy, as a transformative instrument against poverty and inequality, must transcend its residual role of safety nets and engage with broad public policy issues of distribution, protection, production and reproduction (op.cit.:15). How can social policies transcend the residual role of providing safety nets to which they are explicitly or tacitly pushed by so many development approaches? One possible answer is to push social policies into mainstream development efforts by transforming them in a strategic asset for other ―transformative policies, able of affecting the whole development process. This can be done. In fact, through the renewed light shed by innovation policies stemming from the ―demand-side (OECD, 2011), the issue of social policies as a possible starting point for such innovation policies comes often into the fore. It is striking, though, the sort of invisibility that knowledge, science, technology and innovation have for many of those that fight against poverty and inequality. Taking as an example the text edited by Unicef just mentioned: not once the words science and innovation are mentioned; as for technology, is role is only seen related to business firms (SME), a rather indirect way of addressing issues like hunger, malnutrition and lack of safe drinking water. We guess that claiming centrality for social policies without empowering them through their alliance with other public policies will bear little effect.

On the other hand, those that have strong development policies concerns while putting as well a special emphasis on inequality, find it difficult to conceptualize social policies as something else than safety nets. In a recent work (2010) by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), specifically concerned with equality, innovation is mentioned several times, always in relation to production but never associated with concrete social problems. The need for Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) to be coordinated with other policies is mentioned, but social policies are not among them.

For many of those that are centrally and directly concerned with poverty and inequality through social policies, STI policies are below their radar. For many of those that are centrally and directly concerned with development policies committed to achieve equality, STI policies and social policies belong to policy spaces with little connexion. Based on different reasons, in both approaches, STI policies remain relatively isolated from social policies, and the later find difficult to overcome their little structural impact. This supports the idea of the elusiveness of the articulation of STI policies and social policies. But what about knowledge and innovation efforts targeted to empower poor people and to reduce inequality? They have flourished in recent times under many different names; it is not clear if such efforts belong to the same family or if they have clear distinctive and differentiating features; it is not clear, either, if those efforts have reached the status of a public policy and, in any case, if they are somehow linked to social policies targeting similar populations. The paper explores these efforts in section 2 and, in section 3, proposes a way of taking them into account under the same framework. Section 4 puts forwards the need to associate innovation policies and social policies and, finally, Section 5 discusses a concrete experience aimed at building academic knowledge commanded directly by social concerns and social policies.
