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Young connectors: Stairways to the cloud
The development of information and communications technologies offers the possibility to
establish faster connections and on a larger scale than ever before. This opens up the
possibility to establish businesses offering new services to companies and/or communities. A new
generation of entrepreneurs is on the rise, mastering the opportunities offered by the connected
world. However, while ideas flourish easily, they often prove to be harder to implement in practice.

The connected world: an opportunity for new businesses
The development of internet access, especially with the use of smart mobile devices, has opened up
possibilities to connect large communities and to create new bridges between individuals and companies.
Social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn embody the transformation of these
opportunities into successful businesses. The connected world also prompted development of the sharing
economy, with innovative businesses making the best of direct peer-to-peer interactions, disintermediation
and the commercialisation of excess capacity (empty rooms in apartments or unused cars for example).

Social innovation
This capacity to connect in real time and to create large-scale communities opens a wide range of business
opportunities, mainly in services. These businesses are often based on what is now known as 'social
innovation', i.e. the development and implementation of new ideas (products, services and models) to meet
social needs and create new social relationships or collaborations.
Once a social need has been identified (the distribution of food waste to charities, the direct exchange of
knowledge between researchers, etc.), the connected world can offer an innovative solution to address it. If
this solution can effectively meet the identified social need, the possibility to scale up this solution and turn
it into a long-term business becomes the final critical step of the social innovation process. In order to
incentivise social innovation, in 2013 the European Commission launched the European Social Innovation
Competition. This year, the topic of the competition is 'Integrated futures'.

Starting a new business in the connected world
New ideas on how to connect communities and/or businesses in order to ensure broader access to specific
content or knowledge, to allow direct exchanges in a community or to address social needs sprout in the
minds of innovative young connectors all around the world. Turning these ideas into successful businesses or
organisations appears to be a more complicated task. Even if some successful brands come to mind when
discussing social innovation or the sharing economy, it is to be noted that hundreds of ideas and attempts to
establish businesses based on the connected world have failed.
Defining a viable business model for social innovations often appears to be challenging. Potential users may
be interested in joining a network and participating, often for free. Thereafter, defining a financial model to
derive benefits from these interactions is a key issue in making the proposed innovation sustainable.
Moreover, the opportunity to innovate is constrained by framework conditions, including for example
current regulations, standards, safety requirements, intellectual property rights and fiscal policies. Social
innovations can be disruptive and not adapted to these framework conditions.
Another potential barrier is the slow uptake of the solution by the targeted communities or the inability to
scale it up and make it viable in the long term. Potential adverse social, environmental or economic effects
not foreseen at the inception of the idea also need to be considered and anticipated.

This note has been prepared for the European Youth Event, taking place in Strasbourg in May 2016.
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