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ABSTRACT

While the study of the influence of external environmental factors on non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) is well explored in the international development literature, the
importance of these factors on NGOs' transformative roles in a post-conflict development
setting remains less understood. Nevertheless, external environmental factors could have a
crucial impact on NGOs in such a context, especially when NGOs want to integrate a socially
innovative approach into the social services they provide. Using survey data of staff members of
social service NGOs from post-conflict Bosnia and Herzegovina (N =120) and applying resource
dependence theory, this study identifies three environmental factors of great importance for
NGOs when integrating a socially innovative approach: secured financing, the willingness of
service users to participate in innovative services, and the sustainability of the implemented
services. By contrast, policy and regulatory frameworks and public institutions’ openness are of
moderate importance. Licensing and accreditation, service quality standards, and tax breaks are
of even less importance. The results contribute to the understanding of the importance of
external factors in the development of social innovations by the NGO sector from the
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perspective of the post-conflict context.

Introduction

A growing number of studies have addressed the role of
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the develop-
ment of social innovation for meeting social needs
(Anheier, Krlev, and Mildenberger 2019; Oosterlynck,
Novy, and Kazepov 2020). Although internal organiz-
ational structures demonstrated the impact on social
innovation, external contextual factors, including econ-
omic, legal, political, or socio-cultural conditions, can sig-
nificantly influence NGOs in the process of diffusing a
particular innovation (Hubert 2011; Mulgan 2019). As
NGOs are embedded in their environment and they
highly depend on other actors and organizations
resources in order to function, social innovation as an
approach to address unmet social needs is also contex-
tually impacted. It evolves within specific relationships
among various actors, ecosystems, and environments,
which can be sources of opportunities but also potential
obstacles for its diffusion and development (Domanski
and Koletka 2018; Holtgrewe and Millard 2018).
Despite the importance of environmental factors to
the development of social innovation, prior studies
have examined social innovation predominately from
the perspectives of high-income countries. Relatively

little research has focused on the ability of NGOs to inno-
vate in a post-conflict development setting. Such set-
tings often have specific characteristics and challenges,
with a serious lack of institutional mechanisms, high
dependence on funding from international donors,
and lower civic trust and openness (Espiau 2016).
However, these challenges can stimulate the develop-
ment of creative and tangible alternative or novel sol-
utions using existing resources (Haar and Ernst 2016,
15). Some scholars argued that NGOs present the main
drivers of social innovation in post-conflict contexts
with their transformative roles and cross-sector colla-
borative efforts aimed at filling the institutional gaps
and reshaping the pressing social demands of commu-
nities recovering from years of tension and conflict
(Kolk and Lenfant 2015; Espiau 2016; Bozic 2020).

In light of recent calls for further research on social
innovation in post-conflict and developing countries
(Espiau 2016; Haar and Ernst 2016), this study empirically
examined the role of external environment factors on
NGOs’ integration of social innovation into their pro-
vision of social services. This research contributes to
the body of literature on countries experiencing post-
conflict transitions by using Bosnia and Herzegovina
(BiH) as a case study. This country located in
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Southeastern Europe has a recent history of war and tur-
bulent post-conflict development, as well as a complex,
multilayer system of government. Foreign aid and devel-
opment donors have played a dominant role in the
country’s reconstruction and the expansion of its civil
society (Kartsonaki 2016). In this context, local service
provision NGOs have engaged in social innovation by
developing cross-sectoral partnerships, applying crea-
tive new approaches to address the complex needs of
users, and constantly adapting to the changing
context, which have primarily been supported by
funding from foreign donors (Bozic 2020). Given that
social innovation involves the interplay of resources,
environmental factors, and interactions between actors
(Oosterlynck, Novy, and Kazepov 2020), this study
drew on resource dependence theory to understand
how environmental factors influence NGOs to develop
social innovations in a country in post-conflict transition.
Therefore, this study attempts to answer the following
research question: What types of external environment
factors do NGOs in Bosnia and Herzegovina consider
important when it comes to integrating a social inno-
vation approach into the social services they deliver?

This research question is addressed through surveyed
NGOs with experience in social innovation in BiH to
identify the key environmental factors that support the
integration of innovation into social services. The struc-
ture of the paper first examines the context of BiH and
describes resource-dependency theory, then discusses
the environmental factors that influence NGOs'
implementation of social innovation. Next, the paper
explains the applied research method and sampling fra-
mework used in the study and describes the psycho-
metric characteristics of the scale that was applied,
then presents the main findings of the analysis. Lastly,
the discussion and conclusion section identifies the
limitations of the study as well as the implications of
the results and opportunities for future research are pre-
sented in the discussion and conclusion section.

2. Literature review

2.1. Contextual overview: Bosnia and
Herzegovina

BiH is a young state that previously belonged to the
former socialist republic of Yugoslavia. Almost three
decades have passed since the disintegration of Yugo-
slavia in the early 1990s, an event that triggered nearly
four years of civil war. This conflict officially ended
after international intervention and with declared inde-
pendence by the signing of the Dayton Peace Agree-
ment in 1995, but the country is still experiencing a
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post-conflict transition, with ongoing nation-building
and weak socio-economic progress (Kartsonaki 2016).
Further fragmentation has been caused by the country’s
post-war constitution, which established a complex,
decentralized system of governance that is partitioned
territorially into two ethnic entities, ten cantons, and
one district. This has resulted in a large, ethnically
divided, and under-resourced public administration
system (Keil and Perry 2015), leading to a fragmented
and weak social sector that is incapable of tackling
BiH's pressing social challenges related to poverty,
unemployment, population aging, emigration, social
exclusion and inequality (United Nations Population
Fund 2020).

During the post-war period, many international aid
and development organizations became influential insti-
tutional actors in BiH, with their funding being directed
to the post-conflict reconstruction, leading to the estab-
lishment of local NGOs and creating local structures to
support the development of civil society (Spahi¢ Siljak
2017). NGOs in BiH have significantly shifted their
focus over the years, from addressing humanitarian
needs and assisting citizens during and after the civil
war to leading social services provision. There is little
public discourse on the social and economic value of
NGOs in BiH, due to a lack of reliable official data on
the sector. However, the sector consists of approxi-
mately 27,190 registered organizations with various
forms and missions (Gijo and Tufo 2020). Most organiz-
ations are small and highly reliant on international
funding. Urban NGOs generally have better access to
funding, stronger human and organizational capacities,
and different scopes of work than rural NGOs (Spahi¢
Siliak 2017). The policy dialogue and cooperation of
local NGOs with various levels of government and
public sector institutions have strengthened over the
years and are supported by various joint implementation
agreements (Gijo and Tufo 2020). NGOs often act as stra-
tegic partners in the implementation of international
donors’ policies, enabling them to become more actively
involved in the strategies of the local, entity, or central
governments and influence social policy (Zerav¢i¢ 2016).

A smaller number of NGOs have become more promi-
nent as providers of free services for vulnerable groups,
including victims of domestic violence, children and
youth from families facing multiple disadvantages (e.g.
alcoholism, mental health problems, violence, poverty),
persons with physical and mental disabilities, minorities
(e.g. Roma), low-income residents of rural areas, single
parents, the elderly, and refugees (Papi¢ et al. 2013).
The reason for this is that the public social services
sector in BiH faces several challenges, including unhar-
monized legislations across the highly fragmented
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system of governance, poor human, technical and
financial resources, lack of preventive care services,
and political clientelism (Maglajlic and Stubbs 2017;
Obradovi¢ and Filic 2019). Consequently, non-state pro-
vision of preventive social services helps to improve the
living conditions of vulnerable groups, given that the
public welfare institutions have failed to respond ade-
quately. Non-state social service provision largely
began as a result of the program demands and
funding of international donors (Papi¢ et al. 2013;
Maglajlic and Stubbs 2017).

In BiH, social innovation seems to emerge as a
result of international funding interventions in the
country and NGOs' operation in the field of social
services. NGOs in BiH have pioneered novel preven-
tive services, models, and approaches to address
the unmet needs of various vulnerable service
users, benefited from the funding from international
donors (In Foundation 2019). A recent study by
Bozic (2020) found that social innovation in BiH
occurs within the triple framework of relationships
developed between NGOs, international donors, and
public organizations in BiH. It was funded by inter-
national donors and initiated primarily by social
service  NGOs by integrating innovative elements
into the social services they provide, developing
new models of preventive practice, adopting user-
centered approaches,  fostering cross-sectoral
cooperation, initiating co-financing, and strengthen-
ing service standards. However, the interaction of
NGOs with multiple institutional actors is not an
easy process in such a context and inevitably leads
to different isomorphic pressures due to the depen-
dence on resources and requirements of the actors
(Papi¢ et al. 2013; Bozic 2020).

However, international donor funding in BiH is declin-
ing, with a significant decrease in donations for social
services and programs (Puljek-Shank 2019). The Euro-
pean Union is taking a more dominant role in funding
the country’s development programs, with a new
trend of increasing support for multilateral organizations
such as the International Organization for Migration and
the UN Development Program and reducing it for local
NGOs (Puljek-Shank 2019). Based on the experiences of
other countries that have experienced a reduction in
aid, this is a threat to the sustainability of NGOs’ activities
(Appe and Pallas 2018). Although NGOs have received
increased financial support from local authorities in
recent years, this has not always occurred transparently,
and such funding is insufficiently allocated for the social
service NGOs and enormous needs of vulnerable groups
(Omerefendi¢ 2016). This situation is also affected by low
levels of public trust and confidence in NGOs and by a

predominant donor-driven approach of NGOs and a
lower priority to promote their results in society in a tan-
gible way (Spahi¢ Siljak 2017; Puljek-Shank 2019).

2.2. Theoretical framework: resource dependence
theory

Resource dependence theory, which was first introduced
by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978), is a theoretical framework
that can be used to understand the relationships
between actors in a resource-constrained environment
and explain the influence of environmental factors and
contextual constraints on organizational behavior.
Pfeffer and Salancik (1978, 51) defined dependence as

the product of the importance of a given input or output
to the organization and the extent to which it is con-
trolled by relatively few organizations. A resource that
is not important to the organization cannot create a situ-
ation of dependence.

Given that the environment in which an organization is
operating may affect its success, organizations seek to
reduce insecurity by procuring resources through inter-
actions with other organizations. However, this can lead
to an unequal power distribution, hoarding of resources,
and unreasonable demands, and some actors exercising
undue influence over others (Hillman, Withers, and
Collins 2009; O'Brien and Evans 2017).

According to resource dependence theory, an
environment consists of an interconnected system of
actors, organizations, and institutions. By transacting
with other organizations in the system, organizations
can improve their understanding of the contextual
factors that influence their environment (Pfeffer and Sal-
ancik 1978, 62-63). Three key environmental features
drive organizations’ dependence: concentration, munifi-
cence, and interconnectedness. Concentration refers to
the level of power and authority within the environment,
munificence refers to the availability of vital resources,
and interconnectedness refers to the linkages between
organizations in a system (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978, 68).

NGOs do not operate in isolation, and they must
understand and engage with the systems that impact
service users and control access to valuable resources.
Thus, interdependencies between NGOs and other
organizations are unavoidable (AbouAssi 2015). NGOs
in developing countries rely predominantly on foreign
aid in the forms of grants and donations (Islam 2016).
However, such NGOs often seek to diversify their
funding sources, including by accessing government
resources, to improve their sustainability. This is particu-
larly important if international donors begin to withdraw
from a country and reduce their funding (Khieng and



Dahles 2015; Appe and Pallas 2018). NGO service provi-
ders that seek funding from state or local governments
or other donors due to resource dependence may
engage in new forms of partnership, resulting in the
co-creation and integration of resources, development
of innovative solutions, and achievement of transforma-
tive change (Domanski and Koletka 2018, 208). Such
partnerships can also influence organizations’ behavior
(Bloom and Dees 2007; Haar and Ernst 2016).

To manage these dependencies, organizations can
either adapt to the relevant environmental factors or
attempt to transform their environment (Archibald
2012). Strategies adopted by organizations in such cir-
cumstances include creating alternative resources, redu-
cing uncertainty, mitigating the dominance of
controlling parties, and managing the demands of the
environment (Nienhtiser 2008). Since the availability of
resources and operating environment can influence
organizational actions and behavior, this study relied
on this theoretical framework to investigate the impact
of contextual factors on Bosnian NGOs' integration and
diffusion of social innovation in light of their strong
reliance on international donors and complex insti-
tutional context.

2.3. The role of environmental factors on NGOs
social innovation

Despite the fact that social innovation can be broadly
defined, it is possible to identify several common charac-
teristics in the literature. Social innovation is perceived
as the forms in which new ideas/solutions (e.g. products,
services, models, markets, and processes) that meet a
social need more effectively than existing solutions are
put forward (Caulier-Grice et al. 2010, 18). Social inno-
vation has been developed in response to the challen-
ging social problems that emerged as a result of the
failures of the modern welfare state, conventional sol-
utions established within different institutional settings,
conventional market capitalism, and resource scarcity
(Nicholls and Murdock 2012; The Young Foundation
2012). Social innovation usually involves a higher
degree of grassroots and bottom-up activities, and
such initiatives are frequently locally embedded and
geographically scattered (Caulier-Grice et al. 2010;
Krlev et al. 2019a). Also, NGOs and other civic organiz-
ations enter into collaboration with the public adminis-
tration on the co-production and co-creation of public
services by altering their practices, norms, values, and
relations (Evers, Ewert, and Brandsen 2014). However,
collaboration between public and non-public actors is
often impacted by institutional cultures, norms, and
logic, which can increase certain challenges in local
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social innovation (Qosterlynck, Novy, and Kazepov
2020).

NGOs working within the social sector as service pro-
viders are highly resource dependent, and accordingly,
they may be vulnerable to a broad range of external
factors that can affect their operation and the implemen-
tation of social innovation (Hubert 2011; Oosterlynck,
Novy, and Kazepov 2020). In fact, according to Baron
et al. (2018), the dimensions of the contextual factors
are often potential drivers, but also possible limitations
of innovation. The innovation should be seen in a
broader sense by reflecting aspects of ‘governance
models, potentially supportive infrastructures and even
legal and cultural norms which take effect in a specific
ecosystem and which make a difference’ (Domanski
and Koletka 2018, 209). Therefore, environmental
factors grouped in form of finance, policy, legislation,
and administration are presented in the literature of
social innovation as important external factors for
NGOs and their innovative efforts, which are further
explored below.

2.3.1. Financial factors

Existing external and independent funding is crucial for
the development of social innovation (Hubert 2017;
Mulgan 2019). In order to address social issues and
improve the lives of service users, NGOs rely on
various funding opportunities that come from public,
private, and third sector organizations or individual
and group donors. Over the years, funding schemes
have been increasing internationally to provide
financing and support to NGOs to test, implement, and
scale their promising social innovations and increase
their influence on society (Zandniapour and Deterding
2017). However, the reality is that NGOs are often depen-
dent on temporary, single, or multiple limited funding
sources, which can negatively affect the sustainability
of innovation and the delivery of services on a larger
scale. An absence of the perception among funders
that a specific type of innovation can make positive
changes for a particular social group may leave NGOs
without proper support for the development of new ser-
vices and social programs (Carnesi et al. 2014).

2.3.2. Policy factors

Over the last decade, many governments around the
world have implemented policies that promote social
innovation and support the development of new sol-
utions to social issues (Mulgan 2019; Krlev et al.
2019a). However, the implementation of such ideas
across borders can be challenging due to differences
in welfare systems, cultures, and levels of economic
development (Krlev et al. 2019b). Many low-income
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countries lack the appropriate government policies and
institutional structures to support innovation. In such
settings, international and bilateral development
agencies intervene to promote innovation by providing
funding, facilitating knowledge exchange, conducting
policy analysis, and building institutional capacity
(Dahlman, Lasagabster, and Larsen 2016).

2.3.3. Administrative factors

Social policy administrations differ across different
countries and regions, which affects the development
of social innovation (Baglioni and Sinclair 2018, 45).
Some administrations may be more open and con-
venient for social innovation than others, and these
structures in particular may support innovation develop-
ment (Mulgan 2019). In the case of countries with emer-
ging and transitional economies characterized by
insufficient institutional resources and a public sector
that does not operate in accordance with good govern-
ance principles, social innovation is usually not recog-
nized within  public administration  discourses.
Consequently, this leads to the absence of institutiona-
lized mechanisms, regulations, structural funds, and
research to support innovation (Zivojinovié, Ludvig,
and Hogl 2019).

3. Methodology
3.1. Sampling framework

This study focused on NGOs that deliver social services
to vulnerable groups in BiH and have experience in
applying a socially innovative approach to their work.
The data collection used purposive snowball sampling,
for two reasons. First, due to unorganized and uncate-
gorized data of NGOs in Bosnia and Herzegovina and
the lack of information on the NGOs that are active in
the provision of social services and integrate social inno-
vation into their work, it was difficult to identify the tar-
geted organizations. This has been exacerbated by the
country itself lacking official data and statistics in
general. Secondly, NGOs frequently adapt their target
clients and fields of work based on donors’ expectations
and the available funding (Spahi¢ Siljak 2017). Since it
was impractical to apply a probability sampling
method, the purposive snowball sampling - in this
case using other organizations to identify potential par-
ticipants/organizations - seemed a useful and relevant
approach for this study.

Preselection interviews were conducted with field
experts, who were representatives of the two prominent
international aid donor organizations active in BiH, an
UN-related agency and a foundation from the

Netherlands. These experts possessed knowledge
regarding the social services sector and the country’s
institutional context, and the operations of the donor
organizations are focused on funding local NGOs to
develop socially innovative services, interventions, and
models aimed at addressing the unmet needs of vulner-
able social groups. The representatives not only ident-
ified some NGOs that were active in the field but also
shared their database of local NGOs to which they had
provided funding for their socially innovative services
and interventions, including contact information for
over 130 NGOs across BiH.

As NGOs hire different types of staff members to solve
complex problems and lead organizations effectively, it
was important to include the voice of multiple respon-
dents from the same organization in the survey in
order to increase the representativeness of the sample.
Requests to participate in this study were sent to 293
staff working in the list of over 130 NGOs registered
under the relevant law concerning associations and
foundations, that are active in social services provision
and have received earlier the funding from donor organ-
izations to develop socially innovative services, interven-
tions, and models. The responses from different types of
informants in each NGO were then grouped.

3.2. Instrument design

As the literature in this study relying to a certain extent
on the scholars’ work, presented the influence of the
environmental factors on social innovation from the
developed context (Hubert 2011; Baglioni and Sinclair
2018; Mulgan 2019) and due to the dearth of literature
on this topic in general from the post-conflict environ-
ment, it was somehow important to confirm those
factors within the context of BiH. In that sense, for
such purpose, a source of information of environmental
factors is drawn from the broader mixed-method
research project to which this study is connected, includ-
ing a recently published paper (Bozic 2020). The pub-
lished paper explores the nature of collaboration
between public and nonpublic actors in delivering
social services and achieving social innovation in BiH
and it gives a chance to understand ‘expert’ perspectives
regarding contextual factors. Therefore, to ensure the
content validity of the scale used in the current study,
the list of environmental factors was confirmed and
amended to incorporate insights from the previously
published article (Bozic 2020). The final scale included
nine environmental factors: (1) secured funding, (2) tax
relief, (3) legislation adjustment, (4) public strategies,
(5) licensing and accreditation, (6) quality standards, (7)
openness of public institutions, (8) service user



participation, and (9) sustainability of implemented
innovative services. Respondents were asked to assess
the importance of each factor to NGOs’ social innovation
in service provision on a 5-point Likert-type scale,
ranging from ‘not important’ to ‘very important.” The
scale used in this study is shown in Table 1.

To verify whether the data set was suitable for the
item-level analysis, the psychometric properties of the
applied scale items were assessed with the study
sample. Two statistical measures were used for this
step: a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s test
of sphericity. Both techniques are commonly applied
to determine the sampling adequacy of data and the
level of correlation among variables for factor analysis.
The KMO measure of sampling adequacy recorded a
value of .850, while the value of Bartlett’s test was signifi-
cant (x> = 400.163, df = 36; p < .001). High values (close to
1.0) of the KMO test and small values (less than 0.05) of
Bartlett's test generally indicate that correlations
between items are sufficiently large for factor analysis
(Kaiser and Rice 1974).

In order to explore the data related to the contextual
factors, a principal component analysis was conducted
on the nine items, resulting in two factors based on
the Keiser-Guttman criterion (characteristic root greater
than 1) or three factors based on a scree plot. These sol-
utions did not meet the criteria of interpretability and
the principle of simple structure, so through the

Table 1. Scale designed to measure the level of importance of
external environmental factors on NGOs’ social innovation.

On a scale of 1-5, where 1 is ‘not important” and 5 is ‘very important,” how
important do you find the following external environmental factors to be for
the development of socially innovative services?

Degree of importance

Not Very
important important
Environmental factors 1 2 3 4 5
Financial factors
1. Secured funding 1 2 3 4 5
2. Tax relief 1 2 3 4 5
Policy and legal factors
3. Legislation adjustment to NGO 1 2 3 4 5
service provision and innovation
4. Incorporating social innovations 1 2 3 4 5
into public strategies and
policies
5. Licensing and accreditation of 1 2 3 4 5
innovative services/projects
6. Quality standards in service 1 2 3 4 5
delivery
Administrative factors
7. Openness of public institutions 1 2 3 4 5
to cooperate in innovative
services/projects
8. Willingness of service users to 1 2 3 4 5
participate in innovative
services/projects
9. Sustainability of implemented 1 2 3 4 5

innovative services/projects
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principal component analysis, a one-factor solution
was tested (the characteristic root of the first com-
ponents was 4.496, followed by a sharp drop). Table 2
shows the results of the analyses performed in the
study (factor loadings, communality, characteristic
roots, and percentage of explained common variance).

The nine items explained a total of 49.958% of the
variance. All factor loadings were higher than .40;
however, one item (Secured funding) had a lower com-
munality (.23). In order to further examine the content
validity of the scale, descriptive statistics at the level of
individual items (arithmetic mean (M) and standard devi-
ation (SD)) and the correlations of individual items with
the total score on the scale (r;;) were calculated and are
presented in Table 3. All correlations of the items with
the total score on the scale were high enough (> .40).
Further, the reliability of the scale was assessed by calcu-
lating the internal consistency of the nine items. Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient for the items measuring the
external factors was .870, and this indicated very good
internal consistency reliability for the scale with the
sample. If the item ‘Secured funding’ was deleted
throughout the scale, Cronbach’s alpha reliability coeffi-
cient did not increase significantly (.872). Therefore, the
number of items retained in the final analysis was nine.

3.3. Survey administration and data analysis

Before the survey was conducted, the privacy, data pro-
tection, and ethical principles of the study were
reviewed and approved by the Norwegian Centre for
Research Data. Next, the survey was conducted online
between May and July 2019 using SurveyMonkey, with
293 staff working at over 130 NGOs in the database
being emailed an invitation to participate in the

Table 2. Summary of the principal component analysis: external
factors.

Factor
loadings

Items F1 Communality

Legislation adjustment to NGO service .80 64
provision and innovation

Incorporating social innovations into public .79 63
strategies and policies

Licensing and accreditation of innovative .78 61
services/projects

Quality standards in service delivery 74 55

Tax relief .73 .54

Sustainability of implemented innovative .68 A7
services/projects

Willingness of service users to participate in .66 43
innovative services/projects

Openness of public institutions to cooperate .64 40
in innovative services/projects

Secured funding .48 23

Characteristic roots 4.50

Explained common variance (%) 49,96
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survey. This invitation included the electronic link to the
survey, as well as a consent form. During the 3-month
data collection period, two reminder emails were sent
to the participants who had not yet completed the
survey. Ultimately, 120 participants submitted
responses, with 89% of responses being fully completed
(CR=106/120). Accordingly, the survey return rate was
41% and the dropout rate was 59%. Following the
survey data collection, the responses were analyzed
using SPSS 25. The descriptive statistics for this data
are presented in the results section, including measures
of frequency for demographic data and measures of
central tendency for the assessment of environmental
factors.

4, Results

The participants of the survey performed a range of roles
within the involved NGOs, including directors (48.3%);
program officers (10.8%); project officers (10.0%); pro-
fessionals, such as social workers and psychologists
(18.3%); program and project assistants (5.0%); adminis-
trative-financial officers (3.33%); volunteers (1.67%); and
others (2.5%). In terms of the age of the participating
organizations, the most significant number of organiz-
ations had been running for between 10 and 20 years
(35.30%), while 33.61% had been running for more
than 20 years. The respondents represented NGOs
across the entire country that provided a range of
social services. They targeted different service user
groups, including children and youth at risk of abuse
and neglect, women victims of domestic violence, chil-
dren and youth with intellectual and physical disabilities,
adults with intellectual and physical disabilities, individ-
uals and families at risk (e.g. poverty or homelessness),
the elderly population, and people with severe illness
(mental health).

The descriptive statistics at the level of individual
items (M and SD) for each external environment
factor are presented in Table 3. It provides the
detailed results for the assessment of the importance
of external factors for the development of socially
innovative services by the NGOs. The score on the
scale was calculated as the average response on the
items (the sum of the responses on all items
divided by the number of items). The distribution of
the results on the scale ranged from 1 (lowest
score) to 5 (highest score). A higher score on the
scale indicated a higher level of assessment of the
importance of external factors for the development
of socially innovative services.

Table 3 shows the participants’ mean ratings of the
importance of the nine assessed external factors for

NGO employees with respect to the implementation of
innovative approaches in the services and projects
they delivered. As can be observed, on a scale of 1-5,
the mean ranged from 3.74 (for item 9, ‘Licensing and
accreditation of innovative projects and services’) to
4.59 (item 1, ‘Secured funding’), suggesting that there
was substantial variability in NGO employees’ percep-
tions of the importance of different institutional contex-
tual factors on the decision to integrate an innovative
approach in their work.

The external factors with the highest overall mean
ratings were secured funding (M = 4.59, SD = 0.72),
followed closely by the sustainability of the
implemented innovative services (M = 454, SD =
0.71) and the willingness of service users to partici-
pate in innovative services (M = 4.52, SD = 0.65). In
contrast, the mean score of the other three factors,
including incorporating social innovation into public
policy and strategies (M=4.40, SD=0.69), the open-
ness of public institutions to cooperate on developing
innovative solutions (M=4.37, SD=0.85), and legis-
lation adjustment (M =4.35, SD =0.83), were perceived
as having a comparatively moderate level of impor-
tance for the NGO employees.

Other external factors, including tax relief (M =4.23,
SD =0.98), quality standards in service delivery (M=
4.21,SD =0.92), and licensing and accreditation of inno-
vative services (M = 3.74, SD = 1.00), were found to have
a relatively lower level of importance regarding the inte-
gration of a socially innovative approach. It is important
to note that Table 3 also shows that although the mean
ratings of six external factors were comparatively lower
than the ratings of the first three factors with the
highest overall mean, they were not low in absclute
terms. Rated at well over 3.00 on a scale of 1-5, these
external factors were also observed by the participants
as having meaningful importance.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for the items and correlations with
the total score on the scale.

Items M SD

Secured funding 459 072 .40

Sustainability of implemented innovative services/ 454 071 .59
projects

Willingness of service users to participate in innovative 4.52 0.65 .56
services/projects

Incorporating social innovations into public strategies 440 0.69 .71
and policies

Openness of public institutions to cooperate in 437 085 .53
innovative services/projects

Legislation adjustment to NGO service provision and 435 083 .71
innovation

Tax relief 423 098 .64

Quality standards in service delivery 421 092 65

Licensing and accreditation of innovative services/ 374 1.00 7
projects




5. Discussion and conclusion

This study investigated the environmental factors that
NGOs consider important in providing social services
to vulnerable people in a post-conflict setting and, in
particular, the extent to which such factors contribute
to NGOs’ ability to integrate social innovation into
their services. This section presents the results of the
analyses of survey data to show the importance of
various environmental factors in such a complex setting.

The findings suggest that no single environmental
factor is solely responsible for the development and
integration of social innovation by NGOs. Multiple con-
textual factors coexist within the financial, policy-legal,
and administrative dimensions of organizations’
resource environments, and the combined effect of
these factors influences organizations' integration of
socially innovative approaches to service provision. The
nine factors studied all have a certain level of importance
for NGOs in BiH, but some factors are more dominant
than others.

Access to secured funding, the willingness of service
users to participate in innovation, and the sustainability
of the implemented services received the highest scores
in the analysis, indicating that these factors are per-
ceived by NGOs as very important to social innovation.
These findings broadly align with previous studies,
which identified that the availability of financial
resources in the form of grants, donations, crowdfund-
ing, and risk capital is a key enabler of social innovation
(Haar and Ernst 2016; Zandniapour and Deterding 2017;
Mulgan 2019).

Funding from international donors has enabled
NGOs in BiH to create and deliver innovative services
to vulnerable groups, notwithstanding the country’s
complex institutional context (Bozic 2020). However,
a high degree of dependence on international
funding means that the future of NGOs' innovative
services is uncertain (Islam 2016). The existing
reduction in social innovation funding from inter-
national donors is likely to increase the pressure on
NGOs in BiH to ensure that existing services are finan-
cially sustainable. Such a situation typically requires
NGOs in the post-conflict context to explore alterna-
tive funding sources, such as government grants
and funding from stakeholders outside of the NGO
sector, to maintain their existing services (Khieng
and Dahles 2015). This does not translate easily to a
country like BiH, which has highly fragmented stake-
holders and limited and nontransparent government
funding. These conditions may explain why financial
and sustainability factors were scored as highly impor-
tant by NGOs in this study.
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Furthermore, the literature on social innovation in
service delivery forms part of the broader field of inclus-
ive innovation, which emphasizes the participation of
service users in service design (Renning and Knutagard
2015). Service users participate very little in the social
services provided by public institutions in BiH, but inter-
national donors have required that NGOs strengthen
service user participation as part of their work to inte-
grate social innovation, resulting in a strongly user-cen-
tered approach to service provision (In Foundation 2019;
Bozic 2020). However, service users may be reluctant to
participate in service design and delivery for personal,
psychological, or social reasons or institutional resist-
ance (Smith 2020). This reluctance can inhibit the
success of socially innovative services, which may
explain why this factor was assigned a high level of
importance by NGOs in BiH.

Environmental factors related to the policy and legal
aspects of the social services system were assigned only
moderate importance by NGOs. These factors included
the incorporation of social innovation into public pol-
icies and strategies, legislative changes affecting social
innovation, and the openness of public institutions to
cooperating with non-state actors to implement innova-
tive solutions. This finding is somewhat inconsistent
with previous studies conducted in high-income
countries on social innovation, which found that such
factors are of considerable importance (Anheier et al.
2014; Krlev et al. 2019b). However, this finding aligns
with the results of the studies by BeZovan, Matancevi¢,
and Baturina (2016) and Bozic (2020). These studies
found that Southeastern European countries with
experience of post-communist and post-conflict devel-
opment lack structural mechanisms such as public pol-
icies, strategies, and legislation to support such
approaches, but this does not prevent local NGOs from
trying to innovate in the field, which is typically initiated
by international donors support and implemented in
collaboration with non-state actors such as NGOs.

Similarly, NGOs also placed less importance on
environmental factors related to compliance and regu-
lation, including licensing and accreditation require-
ments for innovative projects and services, quality
standards in service delivery, and tax relief. There are
several possible explanations for this. A previous study
conducted in BiH emphasized that the country still
lacks adequate systems to monitor compliance with
quality standards in service delivery and manage the
licensing and accreditation of NGO-led innovations in
the social services sector (Akesson 2016). Further,
exemptions to VAT and other taxes for charitable
donations, crowdfunding, and philanthropic funding
are relatively undeveloped and require reform. Although
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the BiH systems that are related to compliance and regu-
lation have serious shortcomings, the results of this
study indicate that these weaknesses do not tend to
affect the ability of NGOs to innovate.

This study helps researchers and practitioners
towards a greater comprehension of environmental
factors that are important for NGOs in their development
and implementation of socially innovative solutions, par-
ticularly in a fragmented post-conflict context with a
strong interplay between multiple foreign and domestic
actors. The findings of this study may also assist donors’
funding decisions in post-conflict environments to
better understand the domination of environmental
factors on NGOs in their transformative roles and
processes.

This study also had a few critical limitations. This scale
applied a limited number of items that reflect some of
the key environmental factors related to the foreign
donors and public sector actors that fund NGOs in BiH
but do not represent all relevant contextual factors in
transitional, post-conflict settings. Listing all such
factors is beyond the scope of this study. Additionally,
the sample size of 120 was acceptable, but future
studies could apply the scale to a larger sample to
increase the validity and generalizability of the results.
Although the evaluated scale was reliable and the con-
structs valid, it is difficult to validate the findings based
solely on the factor analysis; further psychometric vali-
dation is required.

Additionally, the concept of social innovation can
bring specific challenges when it comes to its operatio-
nalization, recognition, and measurement in practice.
As this concept is relatively new and has only been pre-
sented in the country on a limited scale, and mainly
within the setting of social entrepreneurship or start-
ups, it was necessary to provide definitions and expla-
nations in the invitation letter to overcome potential
misunderstandings by respondents. However, there are
always potential concerns about how the survey respon-
dents will understand social innovation.

Furthermore, as the number and characteristics of the
researched population are not entirely known, the
sampling method applied for the analysis of the scale
and the survey data did not employ a probability
sampling design. Also, the way how the sampling frame-
work is achieved increases the potential for selection
bias and limits the generalization of the findings, even
though the goal of this study was not to make a gener-
alization of the findings, but more to explore the group
and phenomena that have not been analyzed in a
specific context. The non-probability sample in this
study also impacted the statistical analysis that was
applied, as inferential statistics were not seen as

applicable. Taking all these elements into account, the
findings are restricted to the sample collected and ana-
lyzed in the study.
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