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“We have learned to create the small exceptions that can change the lives of hundreds.  

But we have not learned how to make the exceptions the rule to change the lives of millions.” 

 

(Schorr, 1998, p. xiii) 
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Abstract 

Despite the relevance of social innovations in the sustainable development, little is known about 

the drivers that help to spread them. Innovative ideas are developed to meet the needs of local 

communities and therefore often remain at a regional level; nevertheless, diffusion and scaling 

are necessary in order to lead to a societal change. This thesis analyses the case of Suspended 

Coffees, a successful diffusion of a social innovation in Germany. The research focuses on 

businesses adopting the social innovation to examine the drivers of diffusion. 24 interviews 

with business owners and two in-depth expert interviews with the German coordination body 

were conducted. The results illustrate (1) the existence of social needs, (2) the strong personal 

motivations of adopters, and (3) the compatibility of the innovation with adopting businesses 

and the social ecosystem, as main drivers of the diffusion. The study thereby expands the lim-

ited research in the field of the diffusion of social innovations. 
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1. Introduction 

 Background 

Social innovations (SI) aim to address unmet needs and improve the well-being of society. SI 

are invented by individuals or organizations and strive to improve the surrounding community. 

Results of SI can be found in various ways around us, all following the common goal of im-

proving human welfare (Mulgan et al., 2007). For financial, political and organizational rea-

sons, many solutions stay on small scale instead of operating globally (Musa and Rodin, 2016). 

However, in order to lead to societal change, SI need to be scaled up or spread widely (Dacin 

et al., 2011). This process is often discussed as diffusion due to its loose way of spreading (see 

section 2.2.2). As former US President Clinton declared: “Nearly every problem has been 

solved by someone, somewhere. The challenge of the 21st century is to find out what works and 

scale it up” (quoted in Murray et al., 2010). Yet, academic research on SI and drivers of diffu-

sion is still in its infancy.   

Social entrepreneurs as inventors of SI have increasingly attracted attention as important play-

ers within sustainable development (Howaldt et al., 2016). They are looking for market oppor-

tunities and novel innovations to solve social problems and to have a positive impact on the 

local communities (Mort et al. 2015). The issues can be solved by the dialogue among busi-

nesses and citizens, who together aim at finding solutions to meet the needs of society (Lin and 

Chen, 2016). SI can bring more efficient and sustainable ways for overcoming social problems 

(Phills et al., 2008) by creating “scalable, sustainable, system-changing solutions” (Christiansen 

et al., 2006, p.96). Social entrepreneurs are defined as being locally embedded. SI on the other 

hand are often created to solve local problems and then spread to other places (Dacin et al., 

2011). Yet, most SI do not overcome the pioneering phase and spread even less across broader 

scales (Martinelli, 2012). The importance of scaling up the social innovations was further em-

phasized by the European Union. The European Union included it into the EU 2020 Strategy, 

the Multiannual Financial Framework and provides funds for testing and scaling SI.  

Suspended Coffee (SC) is an example of a SI that spread successfully. It is a concept that can 

be adopted by businesses around the world and helps to create social value in the local commu-

nities around them. Since its establishment in March 2013, over 1400 businesses in more than 

50 countries worldwide have joined this idea (Suspended Coffees, 2017). The idea itself is rep-

resented in the Buy-One Give-One Model. The model enables a customer to pay for one extra 

coffee, which can later be picked up by a person in need (PiN). SC is an initiative that enables 

businesses to act pro-socially and contribute to society without major investments (ibid.). As 

the German coordination body (CB) explains: “So it is a way to connect people and it is a way 

to bring the people in need who sometimes are not in our society, back in our society to daily 

things we all do.  […] Sometimes people ask me “how can I help further” and then I say “okay, 

go there they have amazing projects and they have good connections to start from that point” 

and I think that is a big importance of this project, it is a first step to bring people back and 

connect with each other […].” (CB.1, 2017) Furthermore, a major advantage of the innovation 
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SC lies in its ability of being modified and adopted by any type of business, whether it is a café 

offering drinks or a kiosk offering newspapers and products of daily needs. A deeper under-

standing of the successful diffusion of SC, which has spread among various actors and across 

borders, might support current research on the diffusion of SI. 

 Problem Formulation 

The goal of SI is to tackle existing problems in society. Yet, in accordance with Seelos and 

Mair (2017), scaling and spreading compared to innovating are demanding processes and the 

key to generate impact. This necessitates finding effective tools to spread the innovations to 

new locations, and to maximize their impact on local communities around the world (Dees et 

al., 2004; Westley et al., 2014). When studying SI, Howaldt et al. (2016) found that most inno-

vations remain local, while fewer reach regional or national levels. Dacin et al. (2011) question 

why some SI diffuse widely whereas others remain solely local, and which activities influence 

the spreading.  SC has spread across borders to 34 countries within 5 years. Therefore, the aim 

of this thesis is to examine the drivers of diffusion and adoption of SI by providing insights into 

a successful case. The case study focuses on the innovation SC and its spreading within the area 

of Germany. Germany was chosen due to major diffusion of the SI within the country. Most of 

the research in this field focuses on the people and actions within the entrepreneurial organiza-

tion (Bloom, 2009). This research differs in its perspective by focusing on the adopting busi-

nesses instead. By answering the research question ‘What are the drivers of the diffusion of 

SI?’, the authors strive to give new insights into successful diffusion. 

In order to present the key drivers of the diffusion of SI, chapter 2 firstly provides an overview 

of up to date literature on the studied phenomenon and combines the information in the model 

of diffusion of SI. Chapter 3 presents the methodology that is used for carrying out the research. 

In chapter 4, the focus lies on the case of SC and the findings of the empirical study. Subse-

quently, external literature is taken into consideration for discussing the results while presenting 

the main drivers of diffusion. The thesis ends in a conclusion that summarizes key findings and 

proposes implications for future research.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, current academic literature is reviewed to acquire necessary understanding of 

the studied phenomenon. Firstly, the key terms and their usage will be defined. Secondly, the 

most known theory of diffusion of conventional innovation is discussed due to the lack of the-

ories concerning diffusion of SI. In addition, current literature particularly focusing on SI is 

examined. To sum it up, the findings are combined and placed into the newly designed model 

of diffusion of SI. 

 Definition of Key Terms 

2.1.1 Social Innovation  

The impact of SI is noticeable all over the world, however, only in recent years the academic 

attention for this field has considerably grown. Compared to conventional innovations, little is 

known about SI (Mulgan et al., 2007). Definitions of SI vary widely since the concept has been 

used in diverse fields of research such as business administration, economy, sociology, social 

work or political science. This has led to an incoherent body of knowledge and thus to a lack 

of clarity (Rüede and Lurtz, 2012). In accordance with Lin and Chen (2016) SI is not equivalent 

to corporate social responsibility and social entrepreneurship, nor does it arise from charity. 

Instead it is about a profound understanding of competition and creation of economic value by 

inventing new solutions to social needs. The term ‘new’ does not only refer to novel compo-

nents, but to ideas that are perceived as new by the adopters (Rogers, 2003). SI can be profit-

seeking as well, however this is balanced with pro-social benefits and public-value creation 

rather than private-benefits (Rüede and Lurtz, 2012). Yet, SI diverges from definitions of con-

ventional innovations since it is not solely about finding new products and services but rather 

about “changing the underlying beliefs and relationships that structure the world” (Lin and 

Chen, 2016, p.1).  

The fact that SI provides solutions to problems of societal groups that lack own possibilities to 

do so, can be considered as a special characteristic (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). Taking 

a closer look at the definition of SI, scholars distinguish between societal innovation, which 

refers to larger social groups, and SI, which has a narrower focus on local communities. They 

reflect that such a solution can be achieved by dialogue and partnership between businesses and 

citizens. Therefore, SI does not only aim at promoting the well-being of a society or contrib-

uting to a better human life but simultaneously encourages social relationships and increases 

society’s capacity to act. (Caulier-Grice et al., 2010). Nevertheless, the most referred-to defini-

tion among scholars and the one used in this thesis is the definition of Phills et al. (2008, p. 39): 

“A novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable than existing 

solutions and for which the value created accrues primarily to society as a whole rather than 

private individuals.” 
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Novel solution can refer to a product, idea, or even law. Yet, the SI has to fit the company’s 

business model, be economical and contribute to society in order to lead towards sustainable 

development (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). 

2.1.2 Diffusion 

In the academic literature, the meaning of the terms diffusion, spreading and scaling occasion-

ally vary whereas some researchers use the terms synonymously. In order to provide a clearer 

understanding of the terms, their meaning and usage will be discussed in the following section. 

Dees et al. (2004) mention three different types of mechanisms that can be used to diffuse a SI. 

First, the innovation is spread with a low degree of central coordination and only limited tech-

nical support. The second type is in a legal form of partnership, such as business franchise, 

where all parties follow specific guidelines and become committed to the same objectives. The 

third type can spread through a main organisation and is characterised by strong central coor-

dination, extensive resources and a high level of control. Diffusion is used as an umbrella term, 

including scaling and spreading. Scaling is rather regarded as increasing the number of products 

and services in the same form, even though most ideas vary and therefore spread or diffuse 

more loosely (Social Innovator, 2017). Seelos and Mair (2017, p.2) also point out the stability 

aspect when it comes to scaling: “The term scaling refers to actions that use established prod-

ucts, services or interventions to serve more people better. Scaling creates predictable positive 

impact.” Westley et al. (2014) use the three terms synonymously. They further explain that 

most definitions of SI already include the invention and diffusion of SI since the spreading is 

key to affect the defined social problem (ibid, p. 237). Murray et al. (2010) refer to the spreading 

of SI as ‘generative diffusion’ which highlights its probability of being adopted in diverse ways. 

Rather than following one general model, the innovations are anticipated to spread chaotically 

and along numerous paths with interactions of various actors.  

In this paper, the terms spreading and diffusion will be used synonymously since both empha-

size the loose process including adaptions and variations of SI. Scaling on the other hand is 

used to describe the increase in the number of products or services without variations. 

 Elements of the Diffusion of Innovation 

To provide an understanding of the drivers that influence the diffusion of a SI, Rogers’ ‘Diffu-

sion of Innovations’ theory is discussed. Rogers (2003, p.5) describes diffusion as “the process 

in which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the mem-

bers of a social system”.  The definition is based on the four main elements of the diffusion of 

innovations: the innovation itself, the communication channels, the time and the social system. 
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The Innovation 

Innovations are described as ideas, practices or objects that include new aspects or are perceived 

as being new by adopting units. Five attributes of an innovation play a role in the rate of adop-

tion: relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability and observability. Relative ad-

vantages refer to benefits for adopters, which can be either economic or social. Compatibility 

is an innovation’s consistency with sociocultural values and beliefs, and user’s needs. Com-

plexity defines how difficult or easy it is to understand and use the innovation whereas complex 

innovations might lead to barriers in the adoption process. The attribute trialability deals with 

the question of to which degree an innovation can be tried on a smaller scale before the complete 

adoption. The final characteristic is observability, a degree to which the outcome and impact of 

an innovation on the surrounding is visible to others.  Moreover, the innovation can be rein-

vented by its users which means that adopters modify the innovation regarding own ideas and 

circumstances. 

The Communication Channels 

In accordance with Rogers (2003), diffusion is closely related to communication. Two main 

channels are distinguished, mass media and interpersonal communication. The Internet is 

placed in-between the two channels. Mass media reaches larger groups and is more effective in 

sharing knowledge about the innovation. On the other hand, humans are often influenced by 

peers, which have an impact on the attitude towards the adoption or rejection of innovations. 

Thus, subjective evaluations from users of innovations are strong guidelines for future adopters. 

Similar attributes between peers lead to a more effective communication. 

The Time 

Time plays an extensive role in the diffusion of innovations- in the process itself, in the catego-

rization of adopters and in the rate of adoption. The implementation decision is divided into the 

gaining of knowledge, the persuasion, the decision, the implementation and the confirmation. 

These steps lead to an adoption or a rejection. 

 

 

Figure 1: Adopter Categorization based on Innovativeness (Source: Rogers, 2003) 
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Some members of a social system adopt new innovations faster than others. Therefore, five 

categories of adopters can be defined: innovators (2,5%), early adopters (13,5%), early majority 

(34%), late majority (34%) and laggards (16%), as illustrated in Figure 1. The relative speed of 

the adoption of an innovation is defined as the rate of adoption. Bass (1969) adds to Rogers’ 

initial research stating that the groups of adopters can be simplified into innovators and imita-

tors. Innovators adopt the innovation in the very early stage whereas imitators are those adopt-

ing the innovation in a later stage and are hence influenced by the social system and pressured 

by other members. 

The Social System 

Stability, structure and the intention to solve a common goal are main characteristics of social 

systems. Members of the social system often exhibit common norms, which together with the 

given communication structures influence the diffusion of innovation. Moreover, the individu-

als themselves can influence each other’s attitude and behavior in a formal, direct and indirect 

way. The degree to which this is possible is described as ‘opinion leadership’. Change agents 

and aides further try to influence implementation decisions by intensively contacting other 

members. Decisions to adopt the innovation can be made individually, collectively among 

members of a social system, by few powerful authorities or a combination of the mentioned 

categories. The changes that occur due to an implementation of innovation additionally influ-

ence the further diffusion of the innovation. 

 Diffusion of Social Innovation 

2.3.1 The Process 

In accordance with Pue et al. (2016), diffusion and scaling are some of the main goals of SI. 

Social entrepreneurs invent creative strategies as solutions to social problems, which they at-

tempt to spread further. The essentials, in terms of leading to change, are the production and 

reproduction of these new solutions and practices. 

  

 

The movement towards social change, as shown in Figure 2, is influenced by the social ecosys-

tem, its structures and the environment, where networks and personal relationships among ac-

tors are created. It can be further defined as a space where social problems arise and where the 

entrepreneurs invent ideas to overcome these problems. The structure of the ecosystem there-

fore plays an important role in the diffusion of SI (ibid.). This process is divided into effective 

supply and effective demand (Murray et al., 2010) or, as illustrated in Figure 2, emergence and 

Social Problem
Social 

Entrepreneur

Socially 
Creative 
Strategy

Emergence Adoption
Social Goal/ 

Social Change

Figure 2: The Process of Social Innovation (Source: Authors based on Pue et al., 2016) 
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adoption. During the emergence phase, social entrepreneurs try to spread the ideas. Adoption 

represents the implementation of the strategy at other places and can be described as institu-

tionalization. This phase starts when the emergence phase is successful. During the adoption 

process both bottom up and top down approaches are used. If this phase is successful as well, 

the SI can spread and might even lead to a socialization of the strategy as a common practice 

(Pue et al., 2016). Yet the model simplifies a complex process. 

The channels used to leverage the process from emergence to adoption are likewise studied in 

the literature. They can be defined as possible drivers of the diffusion due to its influence on 

the implementation decision. Risks and benefits of SI are often discussed in the media and 

therefore firstly adopted by groups of people with good access to it. Besides mass media, per-

sonal channels of communication as well as observation of others can be influential (Bandura, 

2001). In accordance with Howaldt et al. (2016), imitations in combination with social learning 

and relationship to social change are the mechanisms of the diffusion of SI. Voltan and De 

Feuntes (2016) further highlight that personal communication in the form of networks or part-

nerships is often used to spread innovations, but might as well lead to competing structures. 

Moreover, transmitters of SI play an important role. People can engage as either customers, co-

producers, collaborators or activists. Customers demanding a product or service can also influ-

ence the diffusion. Users and supporters who create a demand become the co-producers by 

inspiring further businesses. Diffusion of SI can further be enabled through other transmitters 

such as events, trade fairs, media, intermediaries, the web, or guides and handbooks (Murray et 

al., 2010). 

2.3.2 Further Drivers 

There are several aspects that affect the spreading of a SI. First, the engagement of the entre-

preneur plays a direct role in creating demand and making the innovation appealing to busi-

nesses. That means SI can get strongly embedded and spread if the innovative idea is inspiring, 

creative and engaging (Murray et al., 2010). Further, Dees et al. (2004) present the ‘Five R’s 

Model’, which guides social entrepreneurs to find an efficient strategy to scale the innovation 

up. The five Rs stand for readiness, receptivity, resources, risk and returns. 

1. Readiness refers to key drivers and core elements which are necessary in order to start 

spreading the innovation. If the drivers and core elements cannot be identified, the in-

novation is not ready to be spread.  

2. Moreover, it needs to be ensured that the success will not be dependent on unique cir-

cumstances but can be rather objectified. If the SI comes from a complex and radical 

contexts and practices, which contradicts with other cultures, norms and values, local 

communities may resist adopting the innovation. Thus, it is important to look at recep-

tivity i.e. whether the SI will be accepted within local communities. These communities, 

and their recognition of the social needs, are key players for successful diffusion. Once 

the need for SI is realized, the locals are more willing to invest time, money, and energy 

to increase the impact.  
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3. It is important to take into consideration whether necessary resources are available. Re-

sources can be financial as well as non-financial such as partnerships, which can help 

spreading the innovation effectively while reducing costs.  

4. When assessing risks of the implementation of a SI, one needs to ask: How considerable 

is the threat that innovation will be implemented incorrectly, can it have a negative im-

pact on society and customers or can it fail to have the desired impact?  

5. The last stage of the Five R’s Model is returns that aims at assessing which strategies 

reach more locations in the most effective way. It is important to see whether the impact 

that the scaling of innovation creates is not only serving more people but serving them 

well. 

Additionally, demand can be created by usage of organizational platforms. Social entrepreneurs 

can use their position and social structures from the ecosystem they are acting in to spread the 

idea and inspire others to do the same (Pue et al., 2016). Murray et al. (2010) suggest providing 

free and easily accessible information. Moreover, demand can be created by the promotion of 

the innovation as well as its branding.  

Incentives and financial benefits influence the decision of adopters to implement the innovation. 

Existing institutions and businesses can mobilize their capacities and adapt the innovations to 

their own conditions in order to improve effectiveness or reduce the costs (ibid.). This view is 

encouraged by Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (2013) who stress the importance and the challenge 

that SI need to fit to the business models of adopters or be adaptable. In comparison to adopters 

of conventional innovations, Ornetzeder (2001) discovers that the characteristics of adopters of 

SI might differ and thus they could be categorized as atypical. 

Another stream of research asserts that the diffusion of SI often goes along with, is driven by 

or even described as a social movement (Ornetzeder, 2001; Mair and Marti, 2006; Howaldt et 

al., 2016). Murray et al. (2010) emphasize that contributing to strong groups and social move-

ments might help spreading the innovations further. The current ideas towards sustainable de-

velopment, the global solidarity as well as the corporate responsibility movements can be re-

garded as such movements where people with a similar ideology are aiming at achieving a 

common goal (Kates et al., 2005). 

 Model of Diffusion of Social Innovation  

The DSI Model (The Diffusion of Social Innovation Model) has been desinged to fill the gap 

in literature regarding the diffusion of SI. The model is based on Rogers’ (2003) four elements 

of diffusion of conventional innovation: innovation, communication channels, time and social 

system. These elements were extracted and complemented by the findings concerning SI in 

particular and thus create the four elements of diffusion of SI: design of social innovation, 

channels, adopters and social ecosystem. 
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Figure 3: Transformation of elements (Source: Authors) 

  Elements of conventional innovation                             Elements of social innovation 

  innovation                                                                            design of social innovation 

  communication channels                                                    channels 

  time                                                                                     adopters 

  social system                                                                       social ecosystem                                                               

 

 

The DSI model (see Figure 4) reflects the process of diffusion of SI and presents important 

elements which are needed for a successful spreading while emphasing on the social ecosystem 

in which it is aimed to be embedded. 

 

 

 

Figure 4: The DSI Model (Source: Authors) 
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Looking at the model, all elements are placed within the social ecosystem (see Figure 4), which 

presents the physical place and the structures in which all actors interact and therefore plays a 

critical role in the diffusion process. The social ecosystem in the DSI Model consists of the five 

components: stability and social structure, social norms, social problems or social needs, 

networks and personal relations, and social movements. Rogers (2003) discusses the social 

system as a set of units where individuals and organizations interact towards reaching the 

common objectives while diffusion is affected by system’s stability, social structure and 

established norms (see Figure 4). A SI differs from conventional innovation as its objective is 

to tackle social problems and to improve the well-being of society. Thus, the social needs are 

at the center of the attention in the diffusion process. Additionally, networks and personal 

relationships are also often discussed as important drivers within the spread of innovation (Mair 

and Marti, 2006; Pue et al., 2016; Voltan and De Fuentes, 2016). The last component is social 

movements, which are often presented as influencers and catalysts of the diffusion process 

(Ortnetzerder, 2001; Murray et al., 2010; Howald et al. 2016). 

The design of SI (see Figure 4) has been defined as the second element within the diffusion 

process. Initially, the design is influenced by a social entrepreneur, who is the inventor of the 

innovation. The design of a SI is further influenced by the characteristics of the innovation, the 

Five R’s Model and the necessity to meet social needs. The characteristics have been taken from 

Rogers’ studies and describe the important attributes, however with the focus on conventional 

rather than social innovation. Therefore, the Five R’s Model used by social entrepreneurs to 

scale up the impact of their SI is added. Next, one of the most essential components within the 

design of SI is the necessity to meet current social needs as discovered in the ecosystem 

(Caulier-Grice et al., 2010; Lin and Chen, 2016; Pue at al., 2016).  

The adopters refer to businesses that implemented the SI. The components of the DSI Model 

are: atypical innovators, capacity and condition of adopters, and business model (see Figure 

4). Rogers (2003) divides adopters into categories based on the time of adoption. Even though 

time is a crucial element in Rogers’s diffusion of innovation, it does not play a key role within 

the DSI Model but rather infuences the process in general. The literature within diffusion of SI 

points out to other interesting attributes. Adopters of SI might not have the same characteristics 

as adopters of conventional innovation, but they are rather atypical (Ornetzeder, 2001). When 

it comes to the business model, the adopters are most likely to implement the SI if it fits the 

business set-up and current resources (Boons and Lüdeke Freund, 2013). This is also reflected 

in the component capacity and conditions. The success of the diffusion of SI directly depends 

on business’s ability to adopt the innovation to own conditions and to mobilize its capacities 

(Murray et al., 2010). 

The last crucial element within the DSI Model are the channels (see Figure 4). Channels present 

the communication link between the social entrepreneur and adopters as well as among 

adopters themselves. The components within channels have been defined as different types of 

communication: mass media, personal communication, promotion platforms, intermediaries 

and imitation (see Figure 4). Mass media and personal communication are closely related to 

Rogers’ (2003) communication channels. Mass media is mentioned as the strongest and most 
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influential channel for the spreading (Bandura, 2001; Rogers 2003; Murray et al., 2010; Voltan 

and De Fuentes, 2016). Personal communication consists of community relationships, 

partnership and networks that are created within a social system (Bandura, 2001; Voltan and 

De Fuentes, 2016), in which peers influence each other (Rogers, 2003). It further includes 

promotion platforms and transmitters as mentioned by Murray et al. (2010). Imitation, 

aditionally, defines the implementation of the SI based on personal observation or experience 

(Howaldt et al., 2016). 

It can be observed that the diffusion within the DSI Model does not follow a systematic path 

but rather spreads chaotically among adopters and channels as suggested by Murray et al. 

(2010).  
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3. Methodology 

In order to answer the research question ‘What are the drivers of the diffusion of SI?’, the case 

study explores the real-life context of the spreading of the innovation SC within Germany. The 

research gathers qualitative data from semi-structured interviews. The methodology is struc-

tured as suggested by Saunders et al. (2012) and outlined in the section below. 

 Research Design 

A qualitative research design is chosen to gather non-numeric data. This thesis aims at exam-

ining the diffusion of SI across Germany. Silverman (2014) claims a qualitative research 

method is often used to improve the understanding and the meaning of a social phenomenon. 

This approach follows interpretive philosophy where the researcher is analytically observing 

qualitative data to make more sense of the studied subject (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). Moreo-

ver, according to Garcia and Gluesing (2013) the qualitative method is applied to discover new 

elements that have not been presented in the theory and which might help to develop new the-

ories for the phenomenon. Since current theories on diffusion of SI are not sufficient, an abduc-

tive research approach is used by testing deductive references and existing theories while in-

ductive inferences and richer theoretical perspectives are additionally developed (Saunders et 

al., 2012). As a research strategy, it was chosen to conduct a case study of the innovation SC. 

SC has significantly spread over the years and the research aims at analyzing what drove this 

diffusion within the chosen geographic location namely Germany. The research’s findings 

might be limited to only a certain type of SI due to the variety of definitions. Yet it provides 

insight into the nascent field. Innovations that share similar characteristics with the concept of 

SC can relate to this research. 

 Data 

The research relies on collecting primary data from participants who can be divided into two 

categories. These are the main actors within diffusion of SI, adopters and the coordination body. 

Adopters have joined SC by implementing the SI into their businesses. Even though SC is 

spread globally, Europe was chosen as a geographic location for the research. Looking at the 

map of adopters who registered at the website suspendedcoffees.com, it is visible that Germany 

has the highest number of participants from all the countries of Europe (Suspended Coffees, 

2017a). Therefore, the limitation of this research will be on the geographical location Germany. 

Although other countries within Europe are important when it comes to diffusion of this SI on 

larger scale, Germany is seen as the most efficient sample pool for the research due to the 

number of participants. It further has its own national CB and a website, which creates a closed 

network of adoptors and represents reliable data for sampling. Moreover, examining Germany 

can provide a reasonable reflection on diffusion of SI in countries with similar cultures and 

systems such as those of Western Europe.  
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According to the German website suspendedcoffee.de more than 250 businesses have imple-

mented this concept within the country. The website acts as a platform providing list of all 

participating businesses, their contact details, location and time of registration. Thus, for this 

research the platform is used to get access to contact details of all adopters located in the coun-

try. Besides the adopters, an expert in-depth interview was conducted with the CB, SC Ger-

many. This allows researchers to get an overall insight into the diffusion of the innovation from 

a person behind the German initiative who has been present from the initial stage of diffusion 

and is in touch with participating businesses up to date. 

In addition, the websites of SC, newspaper articles, materials provided by the German CB and 

email conversations with adopters were taken into consideration to support the primary data.  

 Sample 

Saturation, the point at which no new information can be found, often occurs within the first 12 

interviews (Guest et al., 2006). Based on the literature, this research aimed to gather data from 

at least 12 respondents in order to collect sufficient qualitative material in order to conduct the 

analysis and answer the research question. The nature of the research population are business 

owners or managers, which have registered on the website suspendedcoffee.de until April 2017. 

The sample of population needs to consist of people who have been involved in the whole 

implementation process and might therefore provide extensive knowledge about its diffusion. 

The sample was chosen according to the dates of registration found on the German website, 

which were further evaluated and placed on the timeframe scale from July 2013 to April 2017. 

Therefore, the sampling technique used in this case is stratified random sampling. The re-

searcher firstly divides the population into strata, sub-categories that share common attributes 

and characteristics, and secondly draws the random sample from them (Saunders et al., 2012). 

The sampling sub-categories were meant to be created based on Rogers’ (2003) five categories 

of adopters of an innovation. Even though the described method of categorization is the most 

common one, difficulties arise when the adoption process is incomplete. It means that 100 % 

usage in a set social system has not occurred. In the case of SC, the defined categorization 

scheme is not exhaustive and the research sample will be divided according to the year of adop-

tion: year 1 (July 2013 – June 2014), year 2 (July 2014 – June 2015), year 3 (July 2015 – June 

2016) and year 4 (July 2016 – June 2017). A random sample of participants was chosen from 

each year to equally cover adopters from different time stages and to provide more reliable data 

in order to explore the diffusion of SC in Germany. The researchers have managed to conduct 

26 interviews among which 24 were carried out with adopters (see Table 1). Two of the inter-

view partners belonged to the neighboring countries, Switzerland and Austria, who saw them-

selves affiliated with the German movement and registered on the German website. Therefore, 

they were not excluded from the research. Yet, to generate accurate information they are not 

considered in the part about the German social ecosystem. Additionally, two in-depth expert 

interviews with the CB were conducted (see Appendix 2). The number of interviews was raised 
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due to the objective of providing more significant results, especially in terms of the communi-

cation channels between the actors. 

The names of the interviewees will be anonymized by numbers to obtain their privacy. They 

are coded in terms of the year of adoption (see Table 1). An overview of the locations of re-

search participants can be found in Appendix 3. 

Table 1: Overview of research participants (Source: Authors) 

Year Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Years 1-4 

Participants 1.1 

1.2 

1.3 

1.4 

1.5 

1.6 

2.1 

2.2 

2.3 

2.4 

2.5 

2.6 

3.1 

3.2 

3.3 

3.4 

3.5 

3.6 

4.1 

4.2 

4.3 

4.4 

4.5 

4.6 

CB.1* 

CB.2* 

 

 

 

* expert in-depth interviews with German CB 

 Data Collection 

The data has been gathered by conducting semi-structured interviews within the chosen sample. 

The interviews were structured using key themes by dividing the interview questions into sub-

ordinate topics based on the elements of the newly created DSI Model: social ecosystem, design 

of social innovation, adopters and channels (see Appendix 1). The interviews were non-stand-

ardized one-to-one interviews between interviewer and business owner or manager. Respond-

ents were firstly contacted by e-mail and subsequently asked to conduct the interview via Skype 

or phone. The duration of interviews was 15 minutes on average. Based on the theory of semi-

structured interviews, the participants were encouraged to participate in an open discussion at 

the end of the conversation (Saunders et al., 2012). 

Merriam (2009) describes the key concern in qualitative research as understanding the topic of 

interest from the participants’ view instead of the researcher’s perspective. Polkinghorne (2005) 

stresses that researchers need to be sensitive to the usage of words and metaphors since the 

meaning can be different in various languages. This matters especially when the participant’s 

first language differs from the language of research. Translation from one language to another 

might destroy the meaning. It should be recognized that not all participants are able to fully 

express their feelings and experience when talking in another language. Interviewing in English 

as a foreign language might not be perceived as a barrier due to the common knowledge of 

English, however not every interview partner is comfortable speaking it. Thus, researchers left 

the choice of language to the interviewee as suggested by Welch and Piekkari (2006). The lan-

guage of the interviews varies between German and English depending on the skills and com-

fort of the interviewee. 12 interviews were conducted in German while 14 were held in English, 
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while participants were encouraged at the end to express their emotions and give further com-

ments on the topic in their native language. This gives all participants the possibility to express 

themselves and add all valuable information, even with limited English skills. Furthermore, 

recording was used as a data collection technique. An advantage of this method lies in the pos-

sibility of replaying the interviews multiple times to ensure that no information is overseen. It 

further helps to improve the technique for upcoming interviews (Merriam, 2009).  

 Data Analysis 

In accordance with Merriam (2009) and Reid (1992) three steps were identified and carried out 

to analyze the collected data: 

1) Data preparation: includes the preparation and transcription of the interviews as well as 

minor editing for more clarity  

2) Data identification: consists of dividing the data into segments which are possible to 

analyze 

3) Data manipulation: refers to rearrangement and sorting of these segments 

Taylor-Powell and Renner (2003) suggest transcribing any audio material collected into written 

format for a more powerful representation of the data. Transcription is an influential tool, which 

might shape the understanding of the participants and the overall drawing of conclusions (Oli-

ver et al., 2005). Therefore, the transcriptions are made in both languages, German and English, 

to minimize translation misinterpretations and provide the possibility to recheck the original 

choice of words. Since almost half of the interviews were conducted in German, one of the 

researchers, the German native speaker, translated them into English. It is suggested that, in 

order to ensure consistency, only one person translates the interviews conducted in a foreign 

language. Furthermore, the integration of the translator into the whole research process is im-

portant for improving the translation quality and ensuring that all statements are interpreted and 

translated in the appropriate context (Esposito, 2001; Squires, 2008). 

For the analysis of the interviews a CAQDAS program is used. CAQDAS stands for Computer 

Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis. The word ‘assisted’ highlights that the program solely helps 

to organize and categorize the data while the main work is carried out by the researcher himself 

(Merriam, 2009; citing Bogdan and Bilken, 2007). The effort to understand such program can 

be regarded as a limitation. However, it also helps to save time and to organize the data in a 

way that eases a deep examination. Another advantage is the possibility to visualize the rela-

tionship between different topics and interviews (see Appendix 4). The whole process of data 

management is complex and often relates to the data analysis. The coding helps to group the 

findings and assign them to relevant paragraphs. That influences further possibilities of data 

analysis (Merriam, 2009). Due to the abductive method of this thesis, the coding consists of 

groups that have been discovered as essential during the interviews. 
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4. Diffusion of Suspended Coffee 

Chapter 4 presents the case of SC. Firstly, SC Germany is introduced. Subsequently, the em-

pirical data is presented within four categories based on the DSI Model: the design of social 

innovation, the communication channels, the adopters and the social ecosystem. 

4.1  Case Description 

“At Suspended Coffees, we restore faith, by highlighting the simple acts of kindness  

happening all around us, and encouraging others to do the same.” (Suspended Coffee, 2017a) 

The idea was inspired by an old Italian tradition called ‘caffé sospeso’ that started in working-

class cafés in Naples during the Second World War. A person could buy two cups of espresso 

but received only one, while the second was pending for a poor person to enjoy. This idea is 

strongly connected to the Italian culture. “In Naples, coffee is a world in itself, both culturally 

and socially. Coffee is a ritual carried out in solidarity.” (Piangigiani, 2014) This anonymous 

act of generosity had its revival in 2008 due to the global recession and has been spread to many 

countries ever since (Donati, 2013). To date the focus lies on improving the quality of life of 

the local communities. “On the radio and the news you only hear about the suffering of others, 

the refugees and the people affected by war. I thought all these are terrible subjects. But in 

comparison to the other messages, it seems to me, the need of our immediate neighbors gets 

less noted and stays in the background. And yet, the need still exists.”  (3.6, 2017) 

SC was first launched as Facebook Page on March 27, 2013 by the founder John M. Sweeney, 

who described it as a movement towards “sharing goodwill and compassion every day” (Sus-

pended Coffees, 2017b).  According to Omonov and Veretennikova (2016), SI can be catego-

rized concerning its scope of the global participation and the level of state involvement. SC is 

completely independent. The movement was quickly supported by people from all around the 

world, reaching local communities and their cafés. It has over 357 000 Facebook followers and 

more than 2000 participating businesses in 34 different countries worldwide (see Figure 5; Sus-

pended Coffees, 2017d). 

 

Figure 5: Participants of SC around the world (Source: Suspended Coffees, 2017d) 
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SC operates on platforms such as Facebook, the main website suspendedcoffees.com and coun-

try specific websites such as suspendedcoffee.de. The main website not only functions as an 

information source and promotional channel, but it also provides a platform for local initiatives 

and businesses, which want to participate and adopt the innovation into their business. Due to 

the extensive diffusion of this concept across countries, SC relies on national and regional co-

ordination bodies, which voluntarily aim at spreading the idea in local communities. One of 

these national coordination bodies is SC Germany. 

SC Germany was established in July 2013 by a single volunteer, who was inspired by an article 

seen on the social media: “I read the original story behind SC and I thought like oh, that sounds 

really nice, helping in a special and simple way.” (CB.1, 2017) After noticing that there are no 

participating cafés in Germany, the volunteer took initiative to run the German movement and 

became the German CB. SC Germany is not in further contact with the original movement and 

conducts its resources independently. The communication between the CB and the participants 

occurs mainly via e-mail. Personal contact is limited due to the lack of resources such as time 

and finances. Moreover, signed cafés are supported with the information letter and promotional 

material right after the registration. The official CB encourages people to take initiative in their 

own towns and help to spread the idea further: “Because it is more powerful than just me trying 

to do it for the whole Germany; so they have bigger impact in their cities, they can ask local 

news, they can get in contact face to face with cafés.” (CB.2, 2017) 

Like the global movement, SC Germany started its promotion on Facebook, followed by the 

creation of its own website suspendedcoffees.de a few months after its establishment. In April 

2017, the website contains a list of 255 registered businesses that are spread all over the country 

(see Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Adopters in Germany – April 2017 (Source: Suspended Coffee Germany, 2017)  
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4.2  Findings 

The case is further examined based on the DSI Model. All findings from the literature are used 

as background knowledge for presenting the case of SC. This section is structured into the four 

main parts of the model. 

4.2.1 Design of Social Innovation 

Within the process of diffusion, it is important that an innovation is designed to not only fit the 

needs of local society but also to be easily adoptable by various businesses and communities 

(Dacin, 2011; Boons and Lüdeke Freund, 2013). The attributes of an innovation can directly 

affect its spreading throughout society and SC appears to be constructed in a way that boosted 

the diffusion of the concept across Germany. Crucial attributes of SC as a SI are presented in 

their link to social needs and the compatibility to the business models of adopters. 

SC is a form of donation, which can be characterised as a tangible product rather than a mone-

tary donation. The CB experienced that people are fond of the idea since they can envision the 

help that PiN are receiving. “They [people] don’t like to give money to people in need because 

they might buy alcohol or something. People don’t like that because they don’t want to support 

this so they think it is better to buy coffee or bread or something like this.” (CB.1, 2017) Even 

though adopters experienced mainly positive feedback, customers ask questions on whether 

products such as coffee are rather luxury products than something that satisfy people’s needs. 

However, one interviewee explains the importance to provide such a ‘luxury’ satisfaction: “It's 

just worth it, because we know that people are totally happy because they get a real meal. So, 

as a homeless person you get always somewhere food but there are many, who simply appreci-

ate it, that it is also fresh and healthy food and is not such a packed cafeteria food. They already 

enjoy that very much.” (1.4, 2017) Even though the offered products do not usually belong to 

the group of utilitarian but rather hedonic or luxury products, the adopter does not perceive it 

as a barrier for implementation due to the underlying wish of giving the PiN joy. The innovation 

appears to raise awareness of social issues and catalyse further actions: “I have heard stories 

that people in need came there to buy coffee and they talked to the owners and said “I need a 

sleeping bag” and some of the customers heard that “oh, well, we are going to bring that to-

morrow, come again and so you have something”. So it is a way to connect people and it is a 

way to bring the people a need who sometimes are not in our society, back in our society to 

daily things we all do.” (CB.1, 2017) 

A wide range of variations of the concept was found to be one of the reasons, why the innova-

tion became successful throughout Germany. Inter alia regional initiatives with local names 

were found. Furthermore, the diffusion is strengthened by the flexibility to adjust the innovation 

to business set-up and current capabilities. At the beginning, the idea appeared to target only 

cafés with coffee as a focus. However, the research has shown that most of the adopters widened 

the range of ‘suspended products’ offered (see Table 2), which makes the innovation suitable 

for a broader range of businesses and thus encourages further diffusion. 
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Table 2: Variation of the concept – products offered (Source: Authors) 

Variations No. of 

Adopters 

Special variations 

Coffee 8 - leftover coffee from hotel’s breakfast 

placed outside for people to take away 

(4.4, 2017) 

Drinks  2 - alcohol free drinks (2.4, 2017) 

- drinks within the same price range (2.5, 

2017) 

Drinks and food 10 - often all bills are summed up and drinks 

and food of equal prices may be chosen by 

PiN 

All products 3 - firstly only drinks and then all products 

incl. lunches (1.4, 2017) 

- everything except tobacco and alcohol 

(2.1, 2017) 

Others 1 - therapy massage (3.4, 2017) 

 

Taking a look at the table above, eight of the participating businesses keep offering purely cof-

fee while two businesses added other types of hot or cold drinks. The biggest group of adopters 

decided to make a variation and offer any type of drink or food. In this instance, food varies 

widely from little snacks and pieces of cake to sandwiches or even lunch meals. Three inter-

viewees expanded the innovation to all the goods sold at their business places and thus help 

PiN on a wide-ranging scale. “[…] and how useful is a coffee to them when they are hungry. 

So then they should rather take a can of Ravioli or also biscuits or something else which they 

cannot otherwise afford.” (4.3, 2017) The convertibility of the innovation was interpreted so 

extensively, that one adopter even offers massages and other therapy treatments within the con-

cept of SC. The adopter stated that PiN often need or simply want to enjoy also other benefits 

such as the service that might help to improve the quality of one’s life. This finding was further 

acknowledged by the German CB, who stated: “Do you know that name Suspended Coffee 

people connect with coffee but we even have a bicycle shop here in Germany connected with 

the movement. So you can, if you have to buy a bicycle, pay for someone in need and they get 

that help or even bike for less money. So I always say it is not just coffee, it is more that you 

can buy, other things to drink or to eat. You can even buy cinema ticket so it is just not only 

coffee.” (CB.1, 2017) 

Besides adjustment within the product range, some of the adopters modified for instance the 

ways of distribution (from the Buy-One Give-One Model) and thus varied the concept even 

further. Due to one of the main difficulties this concept faces, lack of PiN coming to pick up 
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the free coffee, two businesses decided to sum up the amount of donated coffee into cash and 

donate the money to non-profit organizations or charity events. Some adopters took the initia-

tive and brought coffee and cake directly to shelters for homeless people or socially disadvan-

taged children. Another interviewee, the hotel, decided to deal with the food waste from break-

fast by placing leftover coffee outside the hotel for PiN to take away without necessity of cus-

tomers paying for it in advance.  

Another important driver found is the overall simplicity of the design that makes the innovation 

easy to implement into any business without the need of extensive resources. Interviewees 

clearly stated that the innovation was basically ready to be adopted from the very beginning. 

Adopters received resources such as information and printed promotional material from the CB 

and, thus, the only action they needed to take was registration and displaying the promotional 

material. Some of them used their own resources to print additional material or to create pin 

boards or counting systems for incoming and outgoing coffee for instance using jars with ob-

jects such as bouncing balls (see Appendix 5). “So I have simply printed everything, asked for 

further documentation, put it all on the walls, let the staff know, got the box for the bouncing 

balls, started to think about how to get this idea to the people and then we just started.” (4.1, 

2017) In general, the simplicity of the design of SC positively influences the diffusion process 

by making it possible for interested businesses to quickly adopt the SI. 

The design of SC allowed to freely interpret the users by defining them only as ‘people in need’. 

Due to the broad definition of users, the innovation tends to be suitable in diverse places of 

adoption. The concept was created with the core objective of providing benefits for the users of 

the innovation rather than its adopters. The major problem within the design of SC seems to be 

a frequent failure to reach the PiN. Most of the interview partners experienced an overflow of 

incoming coffee rather than outgoing. Some adopters believe that the promotion needs to focus 

rather on PiN than customers: “It would be better if there was some kind of PR for people who 

want to use it, not for those who donate, because those who donate they are already our cus-

tomers, we can talk to them. […] People in need don’t know about it and they don’t use the 

network like Facebook or whatever, kind of. It would be good to have some big announcement 

in the window where we say ‘hello you can drink your coffee here’, not ‘hello you can donate 

your coffee here’.” (1.2, 2017) The research discovered few cases when adopters halted cus-

tomers from buying suspended products since there were too many in waiting. The inability of 

the innovation’s design to reach its users presents a threat for further diffusion of SC.  

4.2.2 Communication Channels 

The channels discovered in terms of conventional innovation, personal communication, mass 

media and Internet as described by Rogers (2003), will be used for categorization. To provide 

the whole picture of the communication process, the channels through which the adopters 

learned about the concept, as well as the ways they promoted and spread the idea further, are 

taken into consideration.  
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Channels Leading to an Adoption 

Within the category of personal communication, direct contact from local initiatives played a 

major role in the diffusion process. Out of five interviews conducted in cities with own initia-

tives, four businesses were influenced by the local initiators. For example, in Wolfsburg there 

is the regional initiative ‘Suspended Coffees Wolfsburg’ and adopters located close to Stuttgart 

first learned about the regional concept ‘Obendrauf’. Like ‘Suspended Coffees Wolfsburg’, the 

initiative ‘Obendrauf” is based on SC. Local promotions of these initiatives helped the adopters 

to find the SC website. “Because if you only get an email and if you not really have time to read 

it all, then it is likely that it will be simply deleted or gets lost between the other mails. Therefore, 

I think it is best to have the personal contact and that someone feels responsible for it and is 

there, if there are any questions or if there is scepticism. I was asked sometimes, how that is, if 

perhaps all of a sudden the whole shop is full of homeless people and what kind of effect that 

could have. These are topics which the initiative from Stuttgart has also addressed by itself in 

the first meeting.” (1.4, 2017) Further, the German coordinator explained: “I think it is better 

to actually go there and talk to them instead of writing a letter. I guess that’s more personal 

and I guess that people feel more connected and that they feel like you really want them to do 

that and if you just write a letter it is more- it is just a letter you know. You can throw that away 

and get rid of the idea but if there is someone talking to you then, it is harder to go.” (CB.1, 

2017) Even though one adopter from Stuttgart learned about SC Germany first, he saw himself 

closely connected to the regional concept. All five interview partners situated in the cities 

stressed the importance of local contact persons, who helped them to overcome their sceptics 

about the SI and who directly visited the business places and equipped them with materials. 

These examples illustrate the influence of partnerships and local initiatives on the successful 

diffusion of the SI as found in some cities. 

Additionally, three cafés were introduced to the concept by their customers and one café was 

told by a friend who read about it in a street magazine for homeless people. Furthermore, imi-

tation of other adopters played a role in the diffusion process. Three adopters noticed SC in 

other businesses first and therefore decided to implement it as well. It is remarkable that two of 

them noticed it in other countries first; a pizza place in the US and a café in Italy inspired the 

adopters. 

In the category of mass media, print media played the most extensive role in the learning pro-

cess. Regional newspapers and magazines informed business owners about other places imple-

menting SC. Five of the interview partners mentioned that articles in print media were first to 

catch their attention. Interestingly, those included not only information about the concept in 

Germany. One adopter read about the original concept in Rome without knowing that the idea 

had already diffused. Yet he decided to find out more about how to do it in his region. Compared 

to newspapers and magazines, other channels have played a minor role. Two cafés joined be-

cause of standardized e-mails from the CB, one adopter first learned about SC through radio 

and another saw a report on a TV-channel.  
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Facebook and other social media played another essential role in the diffusion of SC. The big-

gest group, consisting of seven adopters, explained that they first learned about the SI through 

the Internet. Friends sharing posts about SC or liking the page arose interest in the concept. “It 

was on the Internet. I have read one of those stories that went viral and I thought this is very 

interesting and I knew that I could do this as well […].” (3.1, 2017) Nearly all interviewees 

mentioned Facebook as the source. The CB in Germany also noticed the story about SC on 

Facebook. Therefore, the incentive to start the German initiative came through social media as 

initial communication channel as well. Even though the Internet has not always been the first 

channel where people learned about the concept, nearly all adopters explained that they looked 

for further information via Google.  

Spreading of SC by the Adopters 

Most adopters promote SC in their business place. While the main reason is the wish to inform 

their customers and PiN about the idea, it still influences the general diffusion. As mentioned 

above, other business owners might notice the promotion and decide to adopt the SI. To pro-

mote SC, big posters, stickers on the doors and flyers for take away can be found in most of the 

business places. In addition, boards showing the available amount of suspended coffees, or jars 

filled with items representing the number of donated cups of coffee are likewise meant to draw 

attention to the concept. Outside the actual business place, Facebook played a significant role 

in the promotion. Whereas few businesses added information about SC on their website, most 

adopters shared information on the Facebook Pages of their business. Articles published in 

newspaper were an appealing way of promotion for the concept itself and for the business 

places, too. Only two adopters have never been in touch with any newspaper or magazine. In-

terestingly the experience with the press varied widely between the adopters. While some were 

asked to give interviews by reporters, others experienced rejections by members of the printed 

press when they asked for articles themselves. Yet, most of the cafés were mentioned in at least 

one article. During the interviews, it became apparent that the articles helped to spread the idea 

at least to customers in the regional area. Most cafés noted reactions of visitors who had heard 

about SC in the newspaper and therefore liked to participate. “So once, in consequence of the 

articles, shortly after it appeared, someone bought directly four pieces of those and paid for 

it.” (2.2, 2017) The German coordinating body confirmed these reactions, while noticing an 

increase in visitors on the Facebook Page and website after press publications. 

Besides visible promotion, personal communication by the owners and other employees influ-

enced the diffusion. All businesses frequently informed their customers about SC; especially 

business owners were highly involved in the promotion. “[…] if someone ordered a coffee, I 

ask if we should also make a second, a suspended one, to provoke them a bit.“ (4.3, 2017) One 

interviewee further stated: “I always tell everyone! Whether he wants to know it or not. Yes, I'm 

rather obtrusive. But I also have to say that I have a rather close relationship with my custom-

ers.” (2.1, 2017) These conversations were not only held with customers but also with other 

business owners in order to achieve a direct diffusion. “The lady from the bakery for example 

often comes to me. Then from the bar on the left they come to me, from the bar on the right they 
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come to me. They often come from the pizza service and from the Aral petrol station. In fact, 

everyone here from the area must come to me at least once a year because they need a rubbish 

permit, which they only get in my shop.” (4.3, 2017) Most businesses appeared to have connec-

tions to charity initiatives or other partners, with whom they shared information. Some moti-

vated adopters tried to spread the idea further by actively addressing other business owners. “It 

was a lot of cafés I shared with, I think 40-50. (3.3, 2017) Yet as opposed to the direct and often 

social engaged partners of the adopters, other business owners were mostly skeptical of SC. 

The third group that was actively addressed outside the business place was the group of PiN. 

Mediators such as doctors, charities, help centers and owners of refugee accommodations were 

contacted and informed about the concept. 

All in all, little connection between the different adopters could be found. While four noticed it 

at other places, ten stated that they never saw it anywhere else. Additionally, the same number 

of adopters explained that they had heard about other businesses implementing SC, yet they 

were not in contact. Even though the possibility for adopters to interact and connect via the 

German website exists, it has almost never been used for exchange of experiences. However, it 

was stressed that such a community and exchange would help to improve the concept and be 

an enrichment for the adopters. When comparing the communication channels of learning about 

the SI and the further promotion, some connections become visible. Facebook and local news-

papers proved to be the major channels of the diffusion of SC. Most adopters learned about the 

SI this way and spread the idea through the same channel. In cities with regional initiatives, 

these influenced the diffusion significantly. However, channels such as promotion in the actual 

business places as well as in newspapers informed customers about the concept, who passed on 

their knowledge. Moreover, the discovered motivation of the adopters to spread the innovation 

is remarkable. Yet, these approaches appeared less successful. 

Even within the short time frame, a difference in the channels became visible. Four out of five 

adopters who learned about the SI from the newspapers belonged to the group of year 2 

adopters.  Both adopters who learned about SC by standardized messages belonged to the group 

of year 1 adopters and all three adopters copying the concept from another place belonged to 

the group of year 4 adopters. As a relatively new idea, the number of adopters is still increasing. 

The growing importance of imitation as found in year 4 can therefore be explained by the rising 

number of overall participants.  

4.2.3 Adopters 

Based on the DSI Model, adopters are one of the major players within the process of diffusion. 

They are involved in adopting the SI, communicating the idea to the customers and users as 

well as spreading it further among each other. The research has shown that the likelihood to 

adopt the innovation is closely connected to the characteristics of the adopters themselves. The 

business model of the adopters and their personal motivations for adopting the SI were found 

as special characteristics. 
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Looking at the businesses of adopters, it appeared that all had fewer than 20 employees. Three 

businesses are run by only the owner, whereas the other businesses have up to 10 employees. 

Businesses with more than 10 employees usually employ part-time workers or volunteers. Some 

business owners stated that the decision towards adoption of SC into the business was a matter 

of their own choice and thus without major challenges during the decision-making process. 

Therefore, the implementation of new concepts seems more flexible in small businesses, and 

could be advantageous for the diffusion of SC. Other than originally expected, the type of busi-

nesses of adopters varied. The following table presents an overview of different types of busi-

nesses:   

Table 3: Type of business of adopters (Source: Authors) 

Type of Business Number of Adopters 

Café 14 

Store/ Kiosk 4 

Bistro/ Restaurant 4  

Hotel 1 

Therapy massage place  1 

 

The majority of adopters are cafés followed by four businesses which are categorised as bistros 

or restaurants. They offer not only suspended coffees but also suspended meals such as sand-

wiches or lunches. Four interviewees were owners of kiosks and little stores, which provide a 

wide range of goods including newspaper or even hygiene products. One adopter stands out, as 

he owns a massage place where therapy massage is offered as suspended service for PiN. 

One unanticipated finding was that most businesses showed the same specific characteristics. 

SC as a SI can be adopted by every business. Yet, it became clear that the majority of the 

businesses belonged to social organizations or already integrated social aspects into their core 

business model. Table 4 displays an overview of the social aspects within the business models. 

Businesses within the first two groups, Part of social organization and Internal social projects/ 

initiatives can be categorized as ‘social businesses’1. For example, one café is a social project 

itself belonging to the organization ‘Karuna Zukunft’. The organization helps young people and 

children in need; the café employs people who came out of prison and helps them to gain work-

ing experience and develop social skills. Other examples are a café belonging to an organization 

that takes care of disabled people or the café connected to Diakonie, the church helping center. 

“We have handicapped who are working here. We have 6 people handicapped and 4 people 

like us, they are here to help them and then we have a lot of students and so on, they help us on 

the weekends. Yeah, that is not a normal café, we are little different.” (4.5, 2017) As interview-

ees stated, these types of businesses get involved with the concept of SC without hesitation: 

                                                 
1 Social Businesses are designed to operate just like regular business, whereas its primary aim is to serve society 

and improve the lives of the poor (Yunus et al., 2010). 
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“[…] since we are support facility for children and young people in need, it wasn’t a question 

at all.” (3.2, 2017) 

Table 4: Social aspect within business model of adopters (Source: Authors) 

Social aspect Number of Adopters Notes 

Part of a social organisation 6 NGOs such as Caritas 

Internal social projects/ initi-

atives 

9 Social aspects beside Suspended 

Coffees within the core business 

External Social Projects/ ini-

tiatives 

7 Collaboration with social projects, or 

charities outside the business. 

Two adopters are not enrolled in a so-

cial project; however, their owners 

are involved in voluntary work (since 

these are businesses with one em-

ployee it is still considered as an in-

fluential factor)  

None 2 Only involved in Suspended Coffees 

 

The other two groups, External social projects/ initiatives and None, can be defined as ‘con-

ventional businesses’2. These adopters chose to get involved in social projects, however on a 

smaller scale than the previous groups. Adopters have been actively involved in projects, such 

as collecting money for charity causes. Only two adopters showed no connection to any social 

initiative than SC. Moreover, the strong connections between the businesses and social aspects 

can be observed in various partnerships with further social actors. The empirical study exam-

ined that the diffusion of SC was strengthened by partnerships with mainly non-profit organi-

zations such as: Tafel, Diakonie, Obendrauf, Charitas, or Bänderstraßen e.V. Ten out of twenty-

four research participants have a connection to other non-profit organizations. One of the sig-

nificant advantages of partnerships lies in the networking, which strengthens the communica-

tion among partners and adopters themselves, and especially allows the adopters to reach PiN. 

As one of the examples one café collaborates with an organization that distributes food vouch-

ers to PiN. The café made its own vouchers for suspended coffee and if it happens to have too 

much coffee in waiting, it passes the vouchers to the organization which distributes them further 

to PiN.  

Motivation of adopters to implement the innovation SC in their business slightly differs. Most 

adopters of SC stated that the main reason to adopt the concept was to ‘do something good’ and 

contribute to the society. “We think there are a lot of people who don’t have that much money 

and we want to help people to take part of social life and we want to help people to live in a 

normal way even if they can’t afford it.” (3.5, 2017) The motivation of helping PiN and being 

                                                 
2 Conventional businesses place the importance on improving the well-being of society rather than creating eco-

nomic wealth (Mair and Marti, 2006). 
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socially active can be further sensed from interviewees who mentioned how challenging it is to 

communicate with PiN and who spend much time in finding solutions how to overcome this. 

The interviewees seem to be driven by a social motivation and a will to do good. Their personal 

initiative to connect with as many homeless people or even contact refugee homes in order to 

attract more users indicates how strongly involved businesses are in scaling the help. None of 

the adopters mentioned solely economic motivation, however some of the participants have 

expressed they are aware that adoption of such a social project might also improve the image 

of the business. The adopters were aware that they sell more coffee, but since the difference in 

revenue is very negligible, they do not perceive the concept as a financial benefit. The busi-

nesses’ reaction showed a strong motivational approach towards helping society. Some of the 

businesses even stated that they do not fear losing their customers due to increasing visits of 

PiN who might sometimes cause discomfort. That emphasizes the unique characteristics of the 

adopters but might present a barrier of adoption for other potential adopters.  

According to the coordinator of the German initiative, the reaction of potential adopters towards 

welcoming PiN at the place of business has varied: “They think it is bad for the image and they 

think if people see that people in need are sitting in their café they say that they won’t go there 

because there are people with different cloths in there too.” (CB.1, 2017) Some of the adopters 

said they cannot afford to lose their customers, others were however open to forfeit customers 

in order to keep the concept running. Adopters who tried to spread the idea further additionally 

mentioned: “Some cafés also rather try to address a high-class audience. There you could per-

haps also understand that this is not necessarily the advertising one wants to have”. (2.4, 2017) 

and “So there is another traditional coffee house here in Marburg and they do not participate. 

They were afraid that they would bring people into the house, which perhaps scares other cus-

tomers of them.” (1.1, 2017)  

4.2.4 Influences of the Social Ecosystem 

A SI is invented to solve problems in society and its diffusion is influenced by the social eco-

system (see section 2.4). Therefore, the German social system is discussed in order to exhibit 

weaknesses that need to be solved and to discover how they influences the adoption of SC. The 

findings demonstrate impacts of the political, economic and geographical situation in Germany 

as well as the country’s norms and culture. Furthermore, the structure of the ecosystem played 

an essential role. 

The political and economic situation in Germany was often mentioned as a driver or barrier in 

the case of SC. Whereas Germany is mostly seen as a wealthy country, nearly all adopters 

mentioned failures of the social welfare system that influenced their decision. “It is not just 

about the classic homeless. That means we have a very big – often underestimated - poverty in 

Germany as well. Even though we are also one of the richest countries. This is quite serious 

but true. […] so we give cake regularly for a Christmas party for socially disadvantaged chil-

dren, and when I see how many children go there, which have no way to get the same stuff from 

home, this is terrifying.” (1.1, 2017) While the government provides unemployment benefits 

and support in terms of housing subsidy, student loans and similar allowances, the adopters 
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often perceive that there are still poor people who are in need of further support. The political 

situation of refugees coming to Germany was also mentioned by most interviewees. Especially 

adopters situated close to refugee homes were motivated to participate. They saw a possibility 

in supporting the refugees by offering them a space to engage in the German social life. More-

over, single mothers, retirees, homeless and sometimes even students were described as poten-

tial PiN due to the lack of support by the German government. Criticism was often raised con-

cerning the unemployment benefits ‘Hartz4’3. “So those are also people, who used to be teach-

ers, then they retired at a certain age and then for example the husband died. And already they 

are in the Hartz4 trap. This means these people have actually studied. They are clever people 

who have had an honorable job and were very respected […].” (4.3, 2017) 

Further geographical patterns such as climate influenced the implementation of SC. As the CB 

explained, the concept is more popular in winter time, due to the expectation that homeless 

people need more help during the winter. The adopters also experienced the difference between 

seasons, however they acknowledged that sometimes it is the other way around. For example, 

one adopter stressed that in winter time, less people ask for SC because the main interest group, 

the elderly people, does not leave their homes in winter that often. The experience therefore 

alters according to the variety of PiN. Geographical patterns became further visible in terms of 

the culture. One business noted a difference in culture as a barrier of implementation. It was 

stated that the idea might not be easily shifted to the north of Europe since it is connected to the 

typical Italian feeling of life.  

The German culture and norms appeared to affect the perception of donations and the behaviour 

of donors and receivers. Whereas taking free offers appeared quite conflicting with the culture, 

donations were made frequently. “So it is actually a working concept with quite some partici-

pants, only the relationship between givers and the ones that take it is another. So I think we 

have 2-3 times as many coffees that are paid, then to be picked up.” (2.2, 2017) One limiting 

factor in the diffusion of SC connected to the given culture can be found in the complication to 

reach the PiN. Some adopters became less motivated and decreased their promotion when find-

ing that PiN use the offers less. Nearly all adopters saw the problem in an existing inhibition 

threshold of the people who were meant to take the offers. It was repeatedly mentioned that 

people either see themselves as too wealthy compared to homeless people and therefore did not 

accept it, or that they feel uncomfortable taking something for free. On the other hand, it was 

assumed that homeless people have the same inhibition threshold concerning entering more 

expensive business places. “I simply believe, that is their inhibition threshold, that they don’t 

ask for it.” (4.2, 2017) Another interview partner further stated: “For most people, however, it 

is really about the fact that they do not want to take anything away, because they could still 

somehow afford it, if they would absolutely want.” (2.4, 2017)  

                                                 
3 Hartz4 stands for the unemployment benefits, introduced in 2005 and often discussed critical. It is often stated 

as being insufficient in allowing people to participate in social life (HartzIV, 2017). 
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One of the common goals was seen in making the whole concept widely known. In the inter-

views, Tafeln4 was often referred to as one of those organizations that assists to overcome the 

inhibition threshold of PiN. “So the people are really shameful and they also wonder, why 

should someone give us something for free. And then the people first had to come here and tell 

the other.” (1.4, 2017) With the increasing amount of ‘Tafeln’ places, the organization became 

more accepted by the German society. By making it more ‘common’ it caused PiN to use it 

more often and thus positively influences the diffusion. The same is therefore suggested in 

terms of SC. “And since then the first have also dare to come into the store, they have exceeded 

their inhibition threshold and then have also told their peers. Therefore, it also runs much bet-

ter.” (ibid.) However, the fact that SC is a relatively new idea in Germany is rather considered 

as a barrier of diffusion.  

Most adopters mentioned the regional situation either as a barrier or as a driver of the diffusion 

of the concept. In wealthy areas, less PiN came to pick up the offers. On the other hand, refugee 

homes or social caring institutions close to the adopting businesses influenced the adopters’ 

decisions as well as the success of SC. Whereas it was frequently stated that few PiN made use 

of the SI, for instance a café connected to a disability home explained that the inhabitants have 

little money and are therefore always waiting for new donations. This given situation influenced 

the business in their decision of implementation, the customers in terms of donating and finally 

the PiN. Further, the infrastructure of the village or city influenced the performance of the con-

cept and therefore the further spreading. This is evident in the case of one café which explained: 

“Even though we try to pronounce it to the homeless scene so they can come and pick a cup of 

coffee they won’t come here because we are far away from the railway and all the areas where 

they hang out around.” (1.3, 2017) 

Besides the place of location, differences were mentioned in terms of the size and the wealth of 

the cities.  “I think it is a rural area and therefore maybe it’s a bit more social than in big 

towns, we don’t have much people who don’t have home but I think we have many older people 

who don’t have money. And I think they feel shameful and they don’t ask for their own if they 

can have suspended coffee so we have to be very sensible to see this and to offer in a kindly 

way.” (3.5, 2017) This perception was confirmed by the two kiosks, which also declared that 

they are closely connected to their customers due to the small neighborhood. Thus, it influenced 

their implementation decision. Besides, it was repeatedly stated that businesses in rich neigh-

borhoods are less likely to adopt the innovation due to the lack of PiN as well as the limited 

compatibility with the innovation. Yet, the CB stressed that in West Germany more businesses 

are participating than in East Germany5, which highlights that wealth might not be the only 

driver.  

                                                 
4 Tafel: (English:‘Foodbank’). Today more than 900 Tafeln exist in Germany. Users are mostly defined as people 

having little resources and are excluded from cultural events or even society as a result. More than 50 % of the 

users are people in working age who get welfare benefits or basic income from state. 30 % are children and ado-

lescents and 20% pensioners. By providing basic things for life, Tafeln helps to overcome the insufficient support 

of the government (Maar, 2010). Since the new ‘Hartz4-laws’ from 2005 the number of Tafeln increased constantly 

(Wolff, 2017). 
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As mentioned in the section 4.2.2, regional initiatives played an important role in the diffusion. 

Even though Hamburg has almost three times more inhabitants than Stuttgart, Stuttgart pos-

sesses almost twice as much adopters. Similar cases can be found in other cities. It appeared 

that regional initiatives positively influenced the diffusion due to the promotion of the concept 

within the local areas. To sum up, the whole social system affected the adoption decision. In 

cases where desired results such as PiN using the innovation failed to appear, the adopters got 

discouraged and the diffusion was influenced negatively. Thus, compared to conventional in-

novations, social aspects played a major role in the diffusion of SI due to its aim of addressing 

a social need. 

 

  

                                                 
5 More than 25 years after the fall of the Berlin wall, Germany is sometimes still discussed in terms of East and 

West Germany. Structural differences can up to date be found inter alia in different wage levels. The Median of 

hourly wages in East Germany equals around 75% of hourly wages in West Germany in 2012. (Bosch et al., 2014) 
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5. Discussion 

The case study on SC yields findings regarding the four main elements of the diffusion of SI as 

discussed in the DSI Model: the design of innovation, the adopters, the social ecosystem and 

the channels. After a general discussion about the findings concerning the diffusion in Ger-

many, three main drivers of the diffusion of SI are examined: the existence of a social problem, 

strong personal motivations and compatibility of the SI. 

5.1 Overall Discussion 

The research focused on expanding the findings of diffusion of innovations targeting SI instead 

of conventional innovations. To get a better understanding of the diffusion pattern, the time 

frame is discussed. In accordance with Rogers (2003) the diffusion of a conventional innovation 

follows an S-shaped curve that ends in a bell-shape when the adoption is plotted on a frequent 

basis over time. Looking at the time frame of the diffusion of SC as displayed in Figure 8, the 

S-shape does not appear. Instead of a steady increase, the number of new adopters of SC raises 

abruptly and then increases and decreases irregularly.  

 

 

Figure 7: Number of adopters (Source: Authors) 

The S-shape of conventional innovation is described as a result of the learning process about 

the innovation. Taking the social system as a substitute for a person, it can be expected that 

with every successful adoption the learning curve is affected and thereby influences further 

implementations (Rogers, 2003). However, Meade and Islam (2006) emphasize that there are 

several thresholds when it comes to the adoption of SI, but the easier the adaptability to one’s 

business, the lower the barriers. In case of SC, all adopters stated that the threshold was low 
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due to the easiness of implementation. The barrier was rather seen in the fact that some busi-

nesses are not interested in adoption due to the missing compatibility with their own business 

models. The missing S-shape might therefore be the result of the incomplete diffusion and can 

also indicate the difference between social and conventional innovations as found in previous 

chapters. 

All businesses participating in the research have less than 20 employees, which is why they can 

according to Samujh (2011) be defined as micro-businesses. Even though the European Com-

mission (2015) states that a micro-business employs fewer than 10 workers, 22 out of 24 

adopters still fit into the category. Micro-businesses often show specific characteristics. They 

work with minimal capital (Gandy, 2015), lack communication technology, have limited capa-

bilities (Jones et al., 2014) and tend to have little formal education (Samujhs, 2011). Wolcott et 

al. (2008) highlight that the challenges become more noticeable the smaller the enterprise. Nev-

ertheless, it was found that an advantage of micro-businesses lies in their organic structure 

which allows them to adopt the SI without a complex decision process. Since the majority of 

businesses in Germany are micro-business and more than 50 % of these consist of one person 

businesses only (Bogenhold and Klingmair, 2015), the capacity for further diffusion of SC is 

not hindered. 

In the case of SC, all three channels of diffusion that are mentioned by Rogers (2003) played 

an important role. Whereas personal communication was the main channel in cities with re-

gional initiatives, overall most adopters learned about the concept through mass media such as 

newspapers and the Internet, more specifically Facebook. The concept did not remain local but 

spread across many countries. This is inter alia due to the concept being promoted online, which 

also brought SC from the US to Germany. This finding goes along with Westley and Antadze 

(2010), who state that media stimulates ‘buyers’ to adopt a SI. Mulgan (2006) even suggests 

that the fast spreading through the web decreases the importance of local projects. Yet this study 

cannot confirm this statement but rather supports Maclean et al. (2013) who stress the relevance 

of local initiatives. Since SI are invented locally, their spreading depends on existing frame-

works and opportunities of their environment. 

 “The heart of the diffusion process is the modeling and imitation by potential adopters of their 

near peers’ experiences with the new idea.” (Rogers, 2003, p.330) In terms of SI, Howaldt et 

al. (2016) also define imitation as one of the main mechanism of diffusion. In the SC case only 

three out of 24 adopters noted the same concept at other places before and therefore decided to 

implement the innovation. Yet, all three belonged to the latest group of adopters (year 4). This 

might indicate that the growing number of adopters led to an increase in imitation, and hence, 

a relevance of imitation as a communication channel can be expected in the future. Further, the 

promotion at the business places is influential in the diffusion process. Emery (2012) empha-

sizes that marketing interventions of sustainability should aim at targeting as many people as 

possible since it leads to behavioral change in society. Making sustainable behaviour the norm 

helps to benefit the whole society. Customers learning about the concept carry the message 

further and thus influence the diffusion. 
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5.2 The Main Drivers of the Diffusion  

In all four parts of the findings, three main drivers of diffusion became visible. The main drivers 

are defined as (1) the existence of a social need, (2) the motivations of the adopters, and (3) the 

compatibility of the design with the social problem and the social ecosystems (see Figure 8). 

 

 

Figure 8: Main drivers within the DSI Model (Source: Authors) 

1) The Existence of a Social Need 

One of the main drivers of the diffusion of SI can be found in the appearance of a social need. 

As emphasized in the definition, SI is “a novel solution to a social problem that is more effec-

tive, efficient, sustainable than existing solutions and for which the value created accrues pri-

marily to society as a whole rather than private individuals.” (Phills et al., 2008, p. 39) Thus, 

addressing a social need is one of the goals of a SI. While analyzing the case of SC, it becomes 

apparent that meeting a social need is not only the goal but as well an important driver of the 

diffusion. As described by Rogers (2003), the whole social system influences the adoption de-

cision. Yet compared to conventional innovation, social aspects played a major role in the dif-

fusion process of SI. The imperfectness of the social system, in which the adopters were em-

bedded, was one of the main motivators for businesses to implement the idea and spread the 

concept further. The partners that helped and influenced the adopters in their implementing 

decision were often social organizations with the main purpose of addressing current social 

needs and therefore concerned about the same social problems.  
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Desired and undesired consequences of adoption influence individuals or the whole system and 

thus affect the further diffusion (Rogers, 2003). Similar results became visible in the case of 

SC. When desired consequences, such as PiN using the free offers, failed to appear, the diffu-

sion was negatively affected. Seelos and Mair (2017) emphasize that objective benefits which 

are visible to and accepted by the members of a community are required to spread the innovation 

further. Distrust, inter alia due to failed projects in the past, inhibits the diffusion. Success, 

reputation and trust on regional scale consequently play a role. Similar findings were made in 

terms of regional initiatives. Local reputation and trust might have positively influenced the 

diffusion of SC in cities such as Stuttgart with the local initiative ‘Obendrauf’. 

The design of a SI also requires to fit the social needs and to help solving the social problem. 

In the case of SC, some parts in the design were left open and therefore helped to tackle different 

problems in various areas. For example, the term ‘people in need’ is described so freely, that 

every adopter was aware of somebody facing a social issue. Therefore, different problems were 

addressed which appeared to positively influence the diffusion. The observability of an inno-

vation, the degree to which an outcome is visible to others as described by Rogers (2003), fur-

ther influenced the diffusion of SC. Coffee is a tangible product and people can directly relate 

to what the PiN is receiving in contrast to money donations. The ability to see the impact of the 

innovation towards solving the existing problem thus influenced the diffusion positively. The 

observability additionally influences the normalization of acting towards solving a social prob-

lem. If it becomes ‘normal’ to help people by taking action, the whole idea will become more 

accepted (Rettie et al., 2014).  

Even the channels to spread the diffusion were extended in various ways by adopters to reach 

the PiN. For example, customers were engaged in the distribution of flyers in order to reach 

homeless people. Yet not only drivers but also barriers arose because of the wish to adress a 

social need. Adopters became less motivated if only few PiN lived in their area or if they failed 

to reach them. 

2) Strong Personal Motivations  

The adopters’ strong personal motivation is the second important driver of the diffusion. The 

motivations are closely connected to the first driver, the existence of a social need. Based on 

Nielsen and Parker (2012), the motivations of business owners can vary from economic, when 

a company is orientated towards maximizing profit, to social, when business aims to have an 

impact on the local society. One remarkable finding concerning the adopters is that most busi-

nesses have been involved in social projects before, that they belonged to, or were connected 

to NGOs. This discovery goes along with Howaldt et al. (2016) who studied more than 1000 SI 

and the partners involved in the initiative. Their results have shown that most partners involved 

in the process were NGOs with more than 46%. Sheikh and Beise-Zee (2011) point out negative 

aspects that might go along with businesses going sustainable. While some customers identify 

with a business doing such promotions, others who are more skeptical or see the cause as irrel-

evant can be negatively affected. Yet adopters of SC underline that they would rather lose such 

customers than stop supporting the SI.  
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Compared to Rogers (2003), relative advantages in terms of financial benefits played a minor 

role. Adopters put high effort into reaching the PiN in contrast with the financial benefits busi-

nesses gained. Although micro-businesses rarely promote their products (Parilla, 2013), 

adopters of SC often used own resources and took the initiative to promote the idea further. 

They were motivated to spread the message not only to newspapers, which could bring them 

promotional benefits, but they also tried to encourage other business to implement the SI. The 

latter is mostly discussed as being contra productive in terms of personal benefits. Marquis and 

Park (2014) emphasize that having more companies offering this ‘Buy-One Give-One Model’ 

might make it difficult for consumers to differentiate between the businesses and thereby lower 

competitive advantages. Despite the possible consequences, business owners regularly tried to 

influence further businesses in their implementation decision. Special cases are regional initia-

tives such as ‘Suspended Coffee Wolfsburg’ in which one person voluntary decided to spread 

the innovation locally. Strong personal motivations became visible in terms of including the 

poor and bringing them back to society, whereas it did not matter whether it was done by offer-

ing a cup of coffee as originally suggested or any other kind of product or service. The willing-

ness of adopters to expand the concept highlights their strong personal motivation.  

3) Compatibility  

Compatibility is the third main driver of the diffusion of SC. In accordance with Boons and 

Lüdeke-Freund (2013), the important factor is that an innovation fits the company’s business 

model. There are few situations that can arise: the innovation is either suitable for the existing 

model, it matches the model to some degree or does not fit the company’s set-up at all. Even 

though the type of businesses of the adopters varied widely from cafés to a massage place, the 

design of SC allowed adjustments and variations of the innovation to any business type. 

The DSI Model suggests various design elements of SI. It should, among others, be designed 

in a way that core elements are identifiable, that it is accepted by the ecosystem and that the 

returns are profitable for all members. As explained by Rogers (2003), the more compatible an 

innovation is, the more likely it will be adopted. While core elements of SC such as the donation 

for PiN persist, other design elements like the offered products vary widely. In accordance with 

the interviewees, the concept SC was easy to implement since it does not require further re-

sources. The reduced complexity and variability of SC was therefore identified as a driver that 

helped to overcome the lack of resources by the adopters. Thus, the entry barriers were reduced 

and a compatibility, even with the characteristics of micro-businesses, exists. 

Compatibility further includes an innovation’s consistency with sociocultural values and be-

lieves, ideas and user’s needs. Rogers (2003, p.250) further mentions that the name of an inno-

vation can affect the compatibility and therefore the rate of adoption. In the case of SC, the 

English name sometimes leads to customers’ confusion, who do not understand why there is no 

German name for the concept. Yet on the other hand, it was stated by regional initiatives that 

changing the name for local variations of the concept led to similar effects. Customers could 

not identify the original concept. This finding goes along with Mulgan (2006), who highlights 
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the importance of names of SI in terms of brand identification. Yet, the innovation SC contrib-

utes to the attribute of compatibility by presenting consistency with sociocultural values and 

believes and by reflecting the needs of society. The universal design made the SI appealing to 

the adopters and might have affected the global spreading. Not only did the German ecosystem 

around the adopters and local communication channels influence the diffusion, but the idea was 

copied twice directly from other countries such as Italy and the USA.  

Yet, barriers in terms of the compatibility become visible as well. It has been examined, that 

inviting PiN might not be compatible with the business models of potential adopters, especially 

in the high price segment.  
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6. Conclusion 

“We have learned to create the small exceptions that can change the lives of hundreds.  

But we have not learned how to make the exceptions the rule to change the lives of millions.” 

(Schorr, 1998, p. xiii) 

In a world focusing on constant economic growth, small actions, such as caring for the well-

being of other individuals, become essential (Seelos and Mair, 2017). SI such as Suspended 

Coffee can contribute to society by offering solutions and creating awareness for social needs. 

Yet, in order to lead to societal change, the SI need to be scaled and diffused widely (Dacin et 

al. 2011). This paper presents insights into the case of the successful diffusion of SC in Germany 

by examining the drivers that play a key role in the diffusion process. Based on current litera-

ture, the model of diffusion of SI (the DSI Model) was created as a tool to define the process of 

diffusion and its key elements. The model consists of the social ecosystem, the design of social 

innovation, the adopters and the channels of communication.  

After analysing the case of SC, three main drivers within the diffusion process of SI were iden-

tified: 1) the existence of social needs, 2) strong personal motivation, and 3) the compatibility 

of the SI with the adopters and the social ecosystem. Satisfying social needs is not only a fun-

damental goal of SI, but the existence of social problems can be identified as a driver as well. 

Despite the fact that Germany is defined as a developed country, poverty is present and thus 

influences businesses in their adoption decision. Further, the businesses owners show specific 

qualities. Strong personal motivations that reflect in the wish of improving society rather than 

striving for financial benefits were discovered. Additionally, the compatibility of an innovation 

with the surrounding ecosystem and the business model influenced its diffusion. The flexible 

design allowed a compatibility even with micro-businesses showing characteristics such as lim-

ited resources. 

This research is based on a case of successful diffusion, focusing on adopters of the SI. The 

results can be used as a tool for social entrepreneurs, local initiatives and adopters of similar 

innovations. who aim to solve social issues while targeting more than solely local communities 

It is believed that the phenomenon requires supplementary investigation focusing on other types 

of SI and diverse social ecosystems. Further in-depth research of the identified elements of the 

DSI Model is recommended in order to understand their specific role within the process. More-

over, possible future research could focus on other key actors such as customers and users of 

SI, and therefore provide different insight into studied phenomenon.  

Besides the main drivers of diffusion, the intriguing discovery was made that, on the one hand, 

the concept happens to go beyond a cup of coffee, and on the other hand sometimes faces chal-

lenges in addressing the target group. The innovation pursued not only the goal of providing 

free coffee for PiN but rather welcoming them back in society. Variations of the concept there-

fore appeared to be manifold. The thesis presents new findings concerning the diffusion of SI 

and thereby expands the limited research within the field. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Interview questions for adopters of Suspended Coffee (Source: Authors) 

 

Channels 

 Where did you first hear about Suspended Coffee? 

 Have you heard about the idea from the internet (if yes which website)/ have you 

read an article about it (if yes where)/ have you seen TED talk dedicated to Sus-

pended Coffee and simple act of kindness/ have you seen it adapted in other café? 

 Where did you go to seek more information? (internet, other people/other busi-

nesses) 

 What did your peers think about the idea to implement it? 

 Have you noticed any reaction of the cafés around you? 

 Did you promote the idea? If yes, where and why? (inside and outside of café?) 

Design of social innovation 

 What drove you to implement it? 

 What benefits has it brought to your company? 

 What do you think does it have any impact on the society around you? 

 Are you using the original concept or have you adopted it according to your re-

sources and preferences? 

 Did you face any difficulties when implementing the concept into your café? 

Adopters 

 Can you describe your business in few words? 

 How many employees are currently employed at your place? 

 Do you have a connection to some social organization? 

 Have you been involved in the social project before? 

 Who would you define as important actors that lead to the decision of implement-

ing the concept? 

Social ecosystem 

 Are you seeing yourself as one of the first people implementing this idea in your 

city? 

 Did other cafés implement the same concept in your town? 

 Was it beneficiary that other cafés implemented the same concept? 

 Did you encourage other cafés to implement this concept? If not, would you 

spread the idea further so more communities and their social needs can be influ-

enced? 

 Do you think there is a point where it doesn't make sense anymore if further cafés 

implement this idea? 

Others 

 Do you have any other information you would like to share with us - how do you 

feel about Suspended Coffee? 

 Environment: Do you think poverty is actually an issue in your area? Since Ger-

many is known for quite a good social system. 
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Appendix 2: Interview questions for the German CB, second interview (Source: Authors) 

 

1) How did you start? What channels have you used? You said you read the story on 

Facebook. Where did you go to search more information? 

2) How exactly did you get in touch with founder of SC. Have you talked to him per-

sonally? 

3) Did the original movement SC.com give you some guides what to do and how to 

spread the movement? To what extent provided they information and helped you? 

4) Do you have contact with suspended coffee.com after your first contact? 

5) You mentioned you first wrote e-mails to cafés and then letters as well?  

6) Do you use mediators to communicate/ spread the idea throughout Germany? 

7) Have you seen some pattern how it was spreading or was it randomly? 

8) Can you remember if it spread in the urban or rural areas first? 

9) Have you used some pattern to approach more cafés – according to towns or areas, or 

was it random? 

10) Please describe the process, from the initial interest of cafés until the implementation?  

11) Do you send promotional material to all new cafés? And do you send some more over 

the time? Who pays for it?  

12) What requests/requirements do cafés have? 

13) Do cafés contact you once they face a problem? If yes, what challenges do they face? 

Do you have an interesting case that has occurred over the time? 

14) What communication channels do you use when communicating with cafés?  

15) How is the communication between you and cafés before/in between/after the pro-

cess?  

16) Concerning the website: are cafés active users or are they just signed in? Do cafés 

require to give some information along the way or is it only about the initial contact 

and then they are on their own? 

17) You also mentioned that when cafés contacted other cafés they were more successful- 

do you know why and what communication tool they used?  

18) Do connections to partners such as “Caffée Suspesso”/ “Café Surprise” exist? 

19) What is your impression of how it spread?  

20) What do you see as the main driver that made it diffuse in Germany? 
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Appendix 3: Map of Interview participants (Source: Authors) 
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Appendix 4: Computer assisted qualitative data analysis programme – Quirkos  

             (Source: Authors) 

 

Note: Creating and grouping of the key categories during analyzing process 

 

 

Note: Overview of the categories and number of quotes within 

 



XV 

 

 

Note: Examples of the view on the chosen categories, its subcategories and quotes within 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XVI 

 

 

Appendix 5: Promotion Board of Suspended Coffee Adopter (Source: Authors) 

 

Note:   A board used to display ‘suspended products’ currently available at the place of business. 

For instance, this café has available two cups of coffee, two soft drinks, a slice of pizza 

and a slice of cake. 
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Appendix 6: Number of Adopters – annually (Source: Authors) 
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