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As professions go, design is relatively young. The practice of design predates 
professions. In fact, the practice of design—making things to serve a useful 
goal, making tools—predates the human race. Making tools is one of the 
attributes that made us human in the first place.

Design, in the most generic sense of the word, began over 2.5 million 
years ago when Homo habilis manufactured the first tools. Human beings 
were designing well before we began to walk upright. Four hundred thou-
sand years ago, we began to manufacture spears. By forty thousand years 
ago, we had moved up to specialized tools.

Urban design and architecture came along ten thousand years ago in 
Mesopotamia. Interior architecture and furniture design probably emerged 
with them. It was another five thousand years before graphic design and 
typography got their start in Sumeria with the development of cuneiform. 
After that, things picked up speed.

All goods and services are designed. The urge to design—to consider a 
situation, imagine a better situation, and act to create that improved situ-
ation—goes back to our prehuman ancestors. Making tools helped us to 
become what we are—design helped to make us human.

Today, the word “design” means many things. The common factor link-
ing them is service, and designers are engaged in a service profession in 
which the results of their work meet human needs.

Design is first of all a process. The word “design” entered the English 
language in the 1500s as a verb, with the first written citation of the verb 
dated to the year 1548. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines the 
verb “design” as “to conceive and plan out in the mind; to have as a specific 
purpose; to devise for a specific function or end.” Related to these is the 
act of drawing, with an emphasis on the nature of the drawing as a plan or 
map, as well as “to draw plans for; to create, fashion, execute or construct 
according to plan.”

Series Foreword
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Half a century later, the word began to be used as a noun, with the 
first cited use of the noun “design” occurring in 1588. Merriam-Webster’s 
defines the noun as “a particular purpose held in view by an individual or 
group; deliberate, purposive planning; a mental project or scheme in which 
means to an end are laid down.” Here, too, purpose and planning toward 
desired outcomes are central. Among these are “a preliminary sketch or 
outline showing the main features of something to be executed; an under-
lying scheme that governs functioning, developing or unfolding; a plan or 
protocol for carrying out or accomplishing something; the arrangement 
of elements or details in a product or work of art.” Today, we design large, 
complex processes, systems, and services, and we design organizations and 
structures to produce them. Design has changed considerably since our 
remote ancestors made the first stone tools.

At a highly abstract level, Herbert Simon’s definition covers nearly all 
imaginable instances of design. To design, Simon writes, is to “[devise] 
courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred 
ones” (Simon, The Sciences of the Artificial, 2nd ed., MIT Press, 1982, p. 
129). Design, properly defined, is the entire process across the full range of 
domains required for any given outcome.

But the design process is always more than a general, abstract way of 
working. Design takes concrete form in the work of the service professions 
that meet human needs, a broad range of making and planning disci-
plines. These include industrial design, graphic design, textile design, fur-
niture design, information design, process design, product design, interaction 
design, transportation design, educational design, systems design, urban 
design, design leadership, and design management, as well as architecture, 
engineering, information technology, and computer science.

These fields focus on different subjects and objects. They have distinct 
traditions, methods, and vocabularies, used and put into practice by dis-
tinct and often dissimilar professional groups. Although the traditions 
dividing these groups are distinct, common boundaries sometimes form a 
border. Where this happens, they serve as meeting points where common 
concerns build bridges. Today, ten challenges uniting the design profes-
sions form such a set of common concerns.

Three performance challenges, four substantive challenges, and three con-
textual challenges bind the design disciplines and professions together as a 
common field. The performance challenges arise because all design professions:

1.	 act on the physical world;
2.	 address human needs; and
3.	 generate the built environment.
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In the past, these common attributes were not sufficient to transcend the 
boundaries of tradition. Today, objective changes in the larger world give 
rise to four substantive challenges that are driving convergence in design 
practice and research. These substantive challenges are:

1.	 increasingly ambiguous boundaries between artifacts, structure, and 
process;
2.	 increasingly large-scale social, economic, and industrial frames;
3.	 an increasingly complex environment of needs, requirements, and con-
straints; and
4.	 information content that often exceeds the value of physical substance.

These challenges require new frameworks of theory and research to address 
contemporary problem areas while solving specific cases and problems. In 
professional design practice, we often find that solving design problems 
requires interdisciplinary teams with a transdisciplinary focus. Fifty years 
ago, a sole practitioner and an assistant or two might have solved most 
design problems; today, we need groups of people with skills across several 
disciplines, and the additional skills that enable professionals to work with, 
listen to, and learn from each other as they solve problems.

Three contextual challenges define the nature of many design problems 
today. While many design problems function at a simpler level, these issues 
affect many of the major design problems that challenge us, and these 
challenges also affect simple design problems linked to complex social, 
mechanical, or technical systems. These issues are:

1.	 a complex environment in which many projects or products cross the 
boundaries of several organizations or stakeholder, producer, and user groups;
2.	 projects or products that must meet the expectations of many organiza-
tions, stakeholders, producers, and users; and
3.	 demands at every level of production, distribution, reception, and 
control.

These ten challenges require a qualitatively different approach to profes-
sional design practice than was the case in earlier times. Past environments 
were simpler. They made simpler demands. Individual experience and per-
sonal development were sufficient for depth and substance in professional 
practice. While experience and development are still necessary, they are 
no longer sufficient. Most of today’s design challenges require analytic and 
synthetic planning skills that cannot be developed through practice alone.

Professional design practice today involves advanced knowledge. This 
knowledge is not solely a higher level of professional practice. It is also a 
qualitatively different form of professional practice that emerges in response 
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to the demands of the information society and the knowledge economy to 
which it gives rise.

In a recent essay (“Why Design Education Must Change,” Core77, 
November 26, 2010), Donald Norman challenges the premises and prac-
tices of the design profession. In the past, designers operated on the belief 
that talent and a willingness to jump into problems with both feet gave 
them an edge in solving problems. Norman writes:

In the early days of industrial design, the work was primarily focused upon physi-

cal products. Today, however, designers work on organizational structure and social 

problems, on interaction, service, and experience design. Many problems involve 

complex social and political issues. As a result, designers have become applied be-

havioral scientists, but they are woefully undereducated for the task. Designers often 

fail to understand the complexity of the issues and the depth of knowledge already 

known. They claim that fresh eyes can produce novel solutions, but then they won-

der why these solutions are seldom implemented, or if implemented, why they fail. 

Fresh eyes can indeed produce insightful results, but the eyes must also be edu-

cated and knowledgeable. Designers often lack the requisite understanding. Design 

schools do not train students about these complex issues, about the interlocking 

complexities of human and social behavior, about the behavioral sciences, technol-

ogy, and business. There is little or no training in science, the scientific method, and 

experimental design.

This is not industrial design in the sense of designing products, but 
industry-related design, design as thought and action for solving problems 
and imagining new futures. This new MIT Press series of books emphasizes 
strategic design to create value through innovative products and services, 
and it emphasizes design as service through rigorous creativity, critical 
inquiry, and an ethics of respectful design. This rests on a sense of under-
standing, empathy, and appreciation for people, for nature, and for the 
world we shape through design. Our goal as editors is to develop a series 
of vital conversations that help designers and researchers to serve business, 
industry, and the public sector for positive social and economic outcomes.

We will present books that bring a new sense of inquiry to design, help-
ing to shape a more reflective and stable design discipline able to support 
a stronger profession grounded in empirical research, generative concepts, 
and the solid theory that gives rise to what W. Edwards Deming described as 
profound knowledge (Deming, The New Economics for Industry, Government, 
Education, MIT, Center for Advanced Engineering Study, 1993). For Deming, 
a physicist, engineer, and designer, profound knowledge comprised systems 
thinking and the understanding of processes embedded in systems; an 
understanding of variation and the tools we need to understand variation; 
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a theory of knowledge; and a foundation in human psychology. This is the 
beginning of “deep design”—the union of deep practice with robust intel-
lectual inquiry.

A series on design thinking and theory faces the same challenges that 
we face as a profession. On one level, design is a general human process 
that we use to understand and to shape our world. Nevertheless, we can-
not address this process or the world in its general, abstract form. Rather, 
we meet the challenges of design in specific challenges, addressing prob-
lems or ideas in a situated context. The challenges we face as designers 
today are as diverse as the problems clients bring us. We are involved in 
design for economic anchors, economic continuity, and economic growth. 
We design for urban needs and rural needs, for social development and 
creative communities. We are involved with environmental sustainability 
and economic policy, agriculture, competitive crafts for export, competi-
tive products and brands for microenterprises, developing new products for 
bottom-of-pyramid markets, and redeveloping old products for mature or 
wealthy markets. Within the framework of design, we are also challenged 
to design for extreme situations, for biotech, nanotech, and new materials, 
and to design for social business, and there are conceptual challenges for 
worlds that do not yet exist, such as the world beyond the Kurzweil singu-
larity—and for new visions of the world that does exist.

The Design Thinking, Design Theory series from the MIT Press will 
explore these issues and more—meeting them, examining them, and help-
ing designers to address them.

Join us is this journey.

Ken Friedman
Erik Stolterman
Editors, Design Thinking, Design Theory Series





The story of this book began over ten years ago, in 2004, with a research 
project funded by the European Commission called EMUDE (Emerging 
User Demands for Sustainable Solutions). Here for the first time I found 
myself up against the question of social innovation and started thinking 
about what design could do to support and foster it. The second crucial 
moment was in 2006 with another research project, CCSL (Creative Com-
munities for Sustainable Lifestyles), promoted by UNEP (the United Nations 
Environmental Program) and funded by the Swedish Ministry for Sustain-
able Development, where I was able to extend my observation of Europe to 
other areas of the world, gathering noteworthy cases in India, China, Brazil, 
Kenya, and South Africa. The third important moment was the creation 
of the DESIS network (Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability) in 
2009. This made it possible to set my initial ideas against a far wider range 
of social and cultural contexts.

At the same time, the information gathering and proposition building 
presented in this book took place by degrees, as I compared my ideas with 
various projects in the DESIS lab in the Politecnico di Milano and in other 
universities where I had the opportunity to work: Parsons School in New 
York; Tongji University in Shanghai; Jiangnan University in Wuxi; Univer-
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1. This book talks about design and social change in a connected world in transi-
tion toward sustainability: a world in which everybody constantly has to design 
and redesign their existence, whether they wish to or not; a world in which many 
of these projects converge and give rise to wider social changes; a world in which 
the role of design experts is to feed and support these individual and collective 
projects—and thus the social changes they may give rise to. 

In a world in rapid and profound transformation, we are all design-
ers. Here, “all” obviously includes all of us, individuals but also organiza-
tions, businesses, public entities, voluntary associations, and cities, regions, 
and states. In short, the “all” we are talking about includes every subject, 
whether individual or collective, who in a world in transformation must 
determine their own identity and their own life project. This means put-
ting their design capability into action: a way of thinking and doing things 
that entails reflection and strategic sense, that calls us to look at ourselves 
and our context and decide whether and how to act to improve the state 
of things.

The problem is that although design capability is a widespread human 
capacity, to be usable it must be cultivated. This does not usually happen, 
or it happens in an inadequate way.

Confronted with this contradiction between a reality that calls for all 
subjects to be more design-oriented and their difficulty in being so to an 
adequate extent, design experts can come into play. We are talking about 
those subjects whose field of interest, of research, and ultimately of work 
is the practice and culture of design. They can operate as social actors who, 
thanks to the cultural and operative tools available to them, are able to feed 
and support the design processes in which all of us, experts and nonexperts, 
are involved.

Of course, for design experts, operating in this way entails distancing 
themselves from what has long been the figure of “designer.” For a century, 
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designers have seen themselves and have been seen as sole incumbents and 
managers in the design field. Today they find themselves in a world where 
everybody designs and where, as we have seen, their task tends to be to use 
their own initiatives to help a variegated array of social actors to design 
better. This change in role calls them to become something different from 
what they have been until now. This means that in order to adapt to what 
is required of them, they must redesign themselves and their way of operat-
ing. But then this is what is required of everybody today.

2. The background to the book is the great transition: a process of change in which 
humanity is beginning to come to terms with the limits of the planet, and which 
is also leading us to make better use of the connectivity that is available to us: a 
dual dynamics merging into a single process in which we can already see certain 
characteristics. Starting with these it is possible to outline a design scenario built 
on a culture that joins the local with the global (cosmopolitan localism), and a 
resilient infrastructure capable of requalifying work and bringing production closer 
to consumption (distributed systems). 

We are immersed in a process of change that, in nature and time, will 
not be unlike the passage in Europe from feudal civilization to industrial 
urban society. In long-term history, this passage was a revolution, an abrupt 
break with the past that led to a radical transformation of the system—
social, economic, and political. However, for those who lived it, the pas-
sage was a long period of crises and transformations that were anything 
but linear, with contrasts between local changes and large-scale systemic 
metamorphosis, all taking place at different speeds at different cultural, 
economic, political, and technological levels—with oscillations between 
political positions and regimes more favorable to the change and others 
starkly opposed to it.

So today, we must expect to be living this turbulence for a long time, in 
a double world where two realities live together in conflict: the old “limit-
less” world that does not acknowledge the planet’s limits, and another that 
recognizes these limits and experiments with ways of transforming them 
into opportunities.

Now these worlds look very different. The first is the dominant world, 
still the reference for many, that shapes the main economic and institu-
tional structures and that draws from its history of success the conviction 
that its continuity in time is inevitable. The second, on the other hand, 
looks like a group of islands where people think and act in ways that are 
different. What the future of this archipelago of new microworlds will be 
like is as yet too early to tell. It may stay the same for a long time, or it may 



Introduction  3

disappear, submerged by the sea of other unsustainable ways of being and 
doing things. Or it may reveal itself to be the already visible part of a sub-
merged continent: the new continent of sustainable civilization that will 
emerge from the transition.

This is the panorama of which our lives and our choices are a part. It is 
also the panorama in which this book is situated: a continent is emerging; 
what it will be like depends on many factors; some of these depend on 
choices we have already made, others on what we are doing and will do. It 
is a transition (long for us, but short for world history) in which we must all 
learn to live, and live well, on the new islands, and in doing so anticipate 
what the quality of life will be like on the emerging continent.

This panorama is also the space in which the relationship between dif-
fuse design and expert design will go on stage: a relationship that will 
develop as the two kinds of design work together to solve the many and 
diverse problems that our societies will have to face. But this will not be the 
only field on which to collaborate. If what must emerge is a new civiliza-
tion, the issue is not only one of solving problems; a civilization is also, 
and primarily, made up of values, of qualities, and, in more general terms, 
of sense systems. This is therefore what a new civilization needs if it is to 
come into being. So it is this which design, both diffuse and expert, must 
collaborate to produce. If it is true that design skills are expressed both in 
problem solving and in sense making, there is much to do on both these 
sides, in the prospect of this new civilization. However, it is above all in the 
second that design must demonstrate its specificity. This is the area where, 
more than any other discipline, it can bring its most original contribution.

3. The book starts with the local and the everyday: with people in their daily lives, 
intent on their daily struggle with problems, opportunities, and ultimately the 
meaning of life. We observe how, more and more often, these people (re)discover 
the power of collaboration to increase their capabilities, and how this (re)discov-
ery gives rise to new forms of organization (collaborative organization) and new 
artifacts on which they base enabling solutions. Design experts are an active part 
of this rediscovery. They are both internal and external agents. They are part of 
the social change itself, because they must themselves act in unprecedented ways, 
but they are also promoters of the social change because they collaborate actively 
in creating conditions that facilitate it. 

With the meaning that we are attributing to it here, the local dimension 
is not a question of scale. In a connected world, local experience is influ-
enced in real time by events that may happen anywhere. In short, the local 
is our interface with the whole world. It is a point of view (the world as we 
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see it from where we are) and a point of action (the action on the world that 
we are able to perform from where we are). Obviously, what we manage to 
see or do, and thus also design, depends on the quality of that interface, 
which is in turn the result of interweaving design activities.

The protagonist in our story is therefore a subject immersed in his every-
day life, taking part in various conversations; a node in various networks 
and an actor in various social forms. From his point of observation and 
action, he designs and co-designs his action on the world operating as a 
bricoleur: he looks for usable materials around him (products and services, 
but also ideas and knowledge) and, adapting and reinterpreting them, he 
uses them to compose his life project.

The current novelty, brought by the social and cultural innovation in 
progress, is that more and more often our protagonist thinks about her life 
project, or part of it, in a collaborative way. She discovers (or rather redis-
covers) the strength in doing things together with other people. So, at the 
core of this book, we take a look at this innovative phenomenon: a grow-
ing number of people have broken and are breaking with routine, and are 
experimenting with new, more collaborative ways of living and producing. 
In short, a growing number of people are promoting a new, big wave of 
social innovation.

Recent opinion holds that social innovation should be supported. It is 
acknowledged that it produces concrete, practical answers to difficult prob-
lems, such as those of an aging population, treatment for chronic diseases, 
the cultural integration of immigrants, and the requalification of cities and 
the informal settlements surrounding them. However, social innovation is, 
or could be, much more than this. Often, these ways of living and produc-
ing manage to bring individual interest into line with social and environ-
mental interest. For this reason they can be seen as concrete steps toward 
sustainability: local applications of an idea of well-being based on a new 
ecology of relationships between people, and between people and their 
environment. This is an opportunity through which new tendencies have 
been opening unprecedented possibilities.

In the past decade the diffusion of the Internet, mobile phones, and 
social media, converging with social innovation, has enabled the creation 
of a new generation of services that not only offer unprecedented solutions 
to difficult social problems but also challenge our ideas of welfare and the 
relationship between citizen and state. Parallel to this great convergence, 
a second is now in the making. The explosive technological innovation 
under way in the field of fabrication systems, with the miniaturization 
of productive units, offers the possibility of creating new production and 
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consumption networks: distributed systems. The possible convergence of 
distributed systems with social innovation could give rise to networks of 
microenterprise capable of revolutionizing the production system, enhanc-
ing the local dimension and redistributing production activities and job 
opportunities in the opposite direction to what has been dominant in past 
decades.

The possibility of accelerating and directing this double convergence 
calls for a design research program. Considering that, in the transition, the 
whole of society should be seen as a huge laboratory of social experiment, 
the first thing to do is to foster and orient these experiments at all levels 
and in all application fields. The second is to enhance two lines of action: 
to replicate the best solutions and to connect them. Experimenting and 
replicating are two complementary procedures: in the transition, we need 
to experiment with new solutions and then consolidate and replicate the 
best ones. Finally, they must be connected so that a multiplicity of small 
initiatives may make a great impact.

Experiment, replicate, connect are three lines of action that call for both 
diffuse and expert design capacity. Together they should constitute the 
basic practices of a huge design project: open-design experimenting, able to 
embrace and align a multiplicity of initiatives throughout the world toward 
shared objectives.

4. This book seeks to be a contribution to design culture; a contribution to the 
cultural background that designers, whether expert or nonexpert, should elabo-
rate and use, so as to do better what, in any case, they find themselves and will 
continue to find themselves doing. On the other hand, since culture is bound to 
context, as it should be, we can say that it is an Italian contribution to an interna-
tional conversation. That is, a contribution that starts in a well-defined cultural 
context.

The book crosses various specialist ambits that mingle together in design 
practice, seeking to elaborate its own point of view and its own language: 
in short, its own culture. So, although it touches on different disciplinary 
fields, it is not an interdisciplinary book; it is a contribution to a specific 
design culture, parallel and complementary to others. This is a culture to 
whose growth all other social actors may contribute, but it is the design 
experts who should be its major producers.

It is therefore a book for everyone who is interested in digging deeper 
than usual into the design issues with which we find ourselves currently 
grappling. For this reason, it tries to open a conversation on social inno-
vation that places alongside the fundamental issue of problem solving 
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another, which in my opinion is equally important, that of the sense of 
things. This means discussing the cultural dimension of social innova-
tion and how this cultural innovation may be supported by an innovative 
design culture.

The book seeks to contribute to an international debate on these themes. 
It is based on a long series of experiences in various parts of the world 
which I have had the chance to have while coordinating DESIS, an inter-
national network of laboratories located in design schools and focusing on 
social innovation. On the other hand, I cannot and do not wish to separate 
myself from the culture I have received in the cultural world I come from. 
What the book proposes is therefore a contribution to an international 
debate put forward by a “situated author”: an author who is collocated in a 
context and presents himself, openly, as an expression of a local culture. For 
this reason, the reflections offered in this book not only take shape from 
experiences lived, but also and above all they are supported by a system of 
values and references that come from how and where I have been educated 
and began to think.

My hope is that it may be a useful contribution to the development of 
a culture that is, as in my view it should be, in a sustainable perspective: a 
culture that is open to a global conversation, but is also a multiple culture, 
rich in diversity. An ecology of design cultures that are at the same time 
open to the world and local; rich in those profound differences that “the 
local,” i.e., being rooted in a place, can offer.

In conclusion, I have another hope: that this book may also be a tribute 
to Italian design culture and to its great history. Indeed I would be happy if 
it were seen as an Italian design contribution to the emerging issues it deals 
with. Is there anything that links the Italian design culture that I come 
from with this participatory design for social innovation? I believe so. But 
to explain where this conviction comes from would require another book. 
So, if there are any readers who are really interested, I leave them the task 
of seeking these connections for themselves.
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1  Innovation, toward a New Civilization

When confronted with new problems, human beings tend to use their 
innate creativity and design capacity to invent and realize something 
new: they innovate. It has always been like that, but today these everyday 
innovations are spreading, appearing in unprecedented forms and making 
themselves felt with greater force. Their diffusion and character result from 
the combination of two main factors. The first is, of course, the nature of 
the problems to be dealt with on different scales, including everyday expe-
rience. The second is the pervasive diffusion of information and communi-
cation technologies and their potential in terms of organizational change. 
In such a situation, it is likely that a growing number of people facing a 
problem also see an opportunity and find a new way to solve it.

However, maybe what is happening goes beyond that. These people may 
not only be solving their own problems. In doing what they do, they may 
also be setting the basis of a new civilization.

Social innovation

“In 2005 in Liuzhou, Guangxi province (China), a group of citizens found 
that they could not access good, safe food in ordinary markets. They went 
to villages, about a two-hour drive from the city, and found that tradi-
tional agriculture models, though struggling, still survived in the remote 
countryside. With the intention of helping these farmers and developing 
a stable channel of organic food, they founded a social enterprise: a farm-
ers’ association called Ainonghui.”1 This story is one of the many collected 
by Fang Zhong for her PhD thesis on collaborative services in China. For 
several reasons I find it particularly telling: it is a wonderful case of social 
innovation, in which a group of citizens and farmers imagined and put 
into practice an original way to solve their problems and open new oppor-
tunities (example 1.1).
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But, in my view, this case is also much more than that: it is a working 
example of a brand-new production and economic model. The production 
model is based on the idea of creating direct links between production (in 
this case, farming) and consumption; one that is connected on a local scale 
but also open to the global flow of people and ideas (which makes it a dis-
tributed production system).3 The economic model operates in the framework 
of a new social economy in which different economies coexist and in which 
“everybody wins”:4 the group of citizens who started it (and who now have 
the good, safe food they wanted) and the farmers involved.

Ainonghui is a wonderful example of the growing number of initiatives 
worldwide that are dealing with fresh, organic, healthy food and its links 
with farming: from farmers’ markets to food coops, zero-mile food, and 
community-supported agriculture. As we have already observed for Ainong
hui, what all these initiatives propose is not only a new way of eating but a 
new way of producing, a new kind of relationship between production and 
consumption and between cities and their surrounding countryside.

Example 1.1

Ainonghui, a case of community-supported agriculture,  
Liuzhou (China)
Ainonghui is a farmers’ association in Liuzhou, Guangxi province (China). It has 

been set up by a group of farmers and citizens to produce and deliver organic 

food. In practice it is an application of the community-supported agriculture idea 

in China. “Today, beyond producing and delivering food, Ainonghui farmers’ asso-

ciation manages four organic restaurants and a community organic food store. 

By selling traditionally sourced food to citizens, they also educate them on what 

traditional/organic agriculture is and introduce a sustainable lifestyle into the city. 

Thanks to Ainonghui and the direct links it has created between citizens and farm-

ers, the incomes of farmers are now better able to sustain traditional farming while 

allowing them to lead a better and respected life. What’s more, several farmers 

have returned to the countryside to join the organic food network.”2 The core of 

this example is the unprecedented relationship between farmers rooted in their vil-

lage, cultivating their traditional knowledge and expertise, and citizens who have 

been exposed to ideas circulating in worldwide networks and who are endowed 

with a particular design and entrepreneurial capacity. Recognizing the comple-

mentary nature of their motivations and capabilities, they have been able to bridge 

the culture gap and overcome mutual prejudices to generate a solution that, oth-

erwise, would have been impossible.
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Once we start to observe society, looking for initiatives like these, a vari-
ety of other interesting cases appears: groups of families who decide to share 
some services to reduce the economic and environmental costs, but also to 
create new forms of neighborhoods (cohousing and a variety of forms of 
sharing and mutual help within a residential building or neighborhood); 
new forms of exchange and barter (from simple barter initiatives to time 
banks and local money); services where the young and the elderly help 
each other, promoting a new idea of welfare (collaborative social services); 
neighborhood gardens set up and managed by citizens who, by doing so, 
improve the quality of the city and of the social fabric (guerrilla gardens, 
community gardens, green roofs); systems of mobility in alternative to 
individual cars (car sharing, carpooling, the rediscovery of the possibilities 
offered by bicycles); new models of production based on local resources 
and engaging local communities (social enterprises); fair and direct trade 
between producers and consumers (fair trade initiatives).

The first and most evident common characteristic of these initiatives is that 
they emerge from the creative recombination of existing assets (from social capital to 
historical heritage, from traditional craftsmanship to accessible advanced technology), 
which aim to achieve socially recognized goals in a new way. This common trait 
also give us a first definition of what social innovation is and why it appears.

Ideas that work in meeting social goals5

“We define social innovations as new ideas (products, services and mod-
els) that simultaneously meet social needs and create new social relation-
ships or collaborations. In other words, they are innovations that are both 
good for society and enhance society’s capacity to act.”6 On the basis of 
this formal definition, we understand that social innovation has always 
existed; but nowadays, for various reasons, it is becoming widespread prac-
tice, assuming unprecedented characteristics: on one hand, information 
and communication technology is spreading, with the new social forms it 
makes possible; on the other, an increasing number of people in different 
contexts, for one reason or another, are finding they have to reinvent their 
lives. Evidently this is the crux of the problem: today, in many western 
(traditionally rich) countries, the present economic crisis has been compel-
ling more and more people to learn how to live, and if possible to live well, 
while reducing their consumption and redefining their ideas about well-
being (and work). At the same time, the majority of people in fast-growing 
economies are driven to shift quickly from their traditional socioeconomic 
contexts to new ones, which we will refer to as “modern”:7 they have to 
radically redefine the way they live and their ideas of well-being.
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Against this background, millions of other people are forced by poverty, 
wars, and environmental disasters to move from villages to cities (but it 
would be better to say from villages to shantytowns, bidonvilles, or favelas, 
depending on the region) and from their original country to others (where 
they hope to find a better and safer life). Each of these problems is a challenge 
for society as a whole and for its political institutions and agencies, on every 
scale from local to global. Each of them is a vast, worldwide social problem 
the solution to which cannot be found in traditional economic models and 
in top-down initiatives (even though these initiatives are desperately needed 
too). NGOs and civil society associations must play a role, and, most impor-
tantly, individuals, families, and communities must actively and collabora-
tively participate. This is where social innovation can help. Of course, the 
way this will happen is totally open, but there is no doubt that, everywhere 
and every day, millions of people are driven to change something in their 
way of living (and, beyond that, in their way of thinking and their idea of 
well-being). In this state of things, social innovation steps in as a potentially 
powerful agent of change in the entire sociotechnical system.

Solutions to intractable problems
In the last few years, social innovation has moved from the fringe to the 
center of the political agenda of several governments and, more generally, 
of public discussions.8 So, we can ask ourselves, why has this happened?

A first answer to this question is very simple: social innovation works 
in solving problems that had previously been seen as very difficult, if not 
intractable. “The main reason,” write Murray, Caulier-Grice, and Mulgan, 
“is that existing structures and policies have found it impossible to crack 
some of the most pressing issues of our times.”9 They are referring to issues 
such as worldwide epidemics of chronic disease, widening inequality, aging 
societies, or threats to social cohesion in multicultural societies. Mulgan 
and his colleagues refer to these as intractable social problems: problems to 
which “the classic tools of government policy on the one hand, and market 
solutions on the other, have proved grossly inadequate.”10 When facing 
these intractable problems, social innovation appears important because, 
as anticipated, it indicates viable ways of dealing with them: solutions that 
break the traditional economic models and propose new ones, operating on 
the basis of a multiplicity of actors’ motivations and expectations.

These new, complex organizational models challenge traditional main-
stream ones, going well beyond the conventional polarities of private ver-
sus public, local versus global, consumer versus producer, need versus wish. 
The solutions of social innovation propose models where these polarities 
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blur. They are, at the same time, both local (i.e., rooted in a place) and 
global (i.e., internationally connected to similar models); producer and user 
roles tend to overlap (given that everybody tends to actively participate); 
the personal motivations of wish and need tend to coincide, since people 
participate because they like it, but at the same time, because they need to. 
In particular, as far as this last polarity is concerned, the relative weight of 
these wishes and needs may change from region to region and from one 
time to another.11 However, in all the observed cases, social innovations 
seem to happen only if there is both need and the will to do something 
about it (that is, an appropriate combination of wishes and needs).

Doing things in a (radically) different way
We have already seen that, in practical terms, what these innovations do 
is to recombine existing resources and capabilities to create new functions 
and new meanings. In doing so, they introduce ways of thinking and 
problem-solving strategies that represent discontinuities with what is locally 
mainstream, i.e., with the ways of thinking and doing that are considered 
“normal” and are most widely applied in the sociotechnical context in 
which they operate (see box 1.1).

For instance, in view of the widespread problem of a growing elderly 
population, the question could be: “How can we take care of all these elderly 
people?” In mature industrial societies and in the more globalized parts 
of emerging ones, i.e., in modernized societies, the mainstream answer is: 
“Create more dedicated professional social services.” However, the radically 
innovative one is: “Consider the elderly not only as a problem but also as 
possible agents for its solution; support their capabilities and their will to 
be actively involved, and optimize use of their social networks.” This ini-
tial revolutionary move of considering the elderly not only for what they 
need but also for what they are able and willing to do has led to a number 
of social inventions and enhancements. These range from circles of care 
and cohousing for the elderly (where elderly people are supported in differ-
ent forms of mutual help), to effective symbiosis between the elderly and 
young people (as in the “Hosting a Student” example, where elderly people 
living in large houses offer a room to students who are willing to help),12 to 
several other models of intergenerational residences in which residents of 
different ages agree to help each other.

We can consider these examples as cases of radical innovation because, 
given a problem that looks very difficult (if not totally unsolvable) from a 
mainstream point of view, they propose a different way of looking at it (in 
this case, recognizing that elderly people are not only people with problems 
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and needs and that, given the right conditions, many of them can change 
their role and actively participate in solving their own problems together 
with those of their peers). Once this change in outlook has been achieved, 
new viable solutions appear and with them a range of unforeseen positive 
outcomes. In fact, just like all radical innovations, these examples not only 
indicate a new strategy to solve a given problem, they reformulate the same 
problem, leading to very different results. In other words, responding to 
some urgent questions, radical innovations generate answers that change the 
questions themselves.

Social economy in practice
We can observe that, in the economic model on which these innovations 
are built, societal and environmental interests converge. Careful study of 
these models has led them to be seen as an expression of an emerging econ-
omy: a social economy where, as Robin Murray states, the market, the state, 
and the grant economy coexist with self- and mutual help, barter, charity, 

Box 1.1

Local discontinuities
What does it mean to create a discontinuity with the current way of being 

and doing? In general terms, it means to create something that breaks the 

routine by proposing ways of behaving that are radically new. However, when 

dealing with social innovation, what does “radically new” mean? The first 

and obvious answer is that it cannot be defined in general terms, because the 

same idea and the same organization are not new to the same degree in dif-

ferent contexts. For instance, mutual help between neighbors is mainstream 

in a Rajasthan village in India, where it is part of a living tradition, but it 

may be radically new in a middle-class neighborhood in London or Milan. A 

farmer selling his or her products in an African market is a “normal” expres-

sion of the local food and agriculture system, whereas farmers selling their 

vegetables and fruit at Union Square Farmers’ Market in New York are a radi-

cal innovation compared to the conventional food and agriculture systems in 

the United States.

As these examples clearly indicate, what is “radically new” in these organi-

zations is context-dependent. In other words: setting up a collaborative orga-

nization based on mutual help in London and Milan is highly innovative, 

even though it may be similar in many ways to what normally happens in a 

Rajasthan village. Obviously, the same can be said for the Farmers’ Market in 

Union Square in New York, compared to one in an African village.
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and other pro bono activities (which Murray includes as part of the house-
hold economy).13 Murray writes: “I describe it as a ‘social economy’ because 
it melds features which are very different from economies based on the 
production and consumption of commodities. Its key features include: The 
intensive use of distributed networks to sustain and manage relationships, 
helped by broadband, mobile and other means of communication. Blurred 
boundaries between production and consumption. An emphasis on col-
laboration and on repeated interactions, care and maintenance rather than 
one-off consumption. A strong role for values and missions.”14

The result is that, even though it is still far from mainstream thinking, 
in several countries, especially those the present crisis is hitting the most, 
social innovation is attracting growing interest precisely because of the new 
social and economic models on which its results are based. In other words, 
there is “a growing recognition that societies need to speed up testing and 
diffusion of programs that can really deliver results for less money and alle-
viate the worst harm of the recession.”15

As a matter of fact, I think that the hope of “deliver[ing] results for less 
money” has undoubtedly been the main driver in bringing social innova-
tion to the political agenda of several governments, both for better and 
for worse. The positive side is that politically and socially this motivation 
touches very sensitive issues, and therefore it can really boost public inter-
est in what social innovation can do. On the other hand, the risk is that 
social innovation could become the acceptable face of a program of cuts in 
public social budgets (supporting this program with the assumption that 
civil society should step in and deliver services previously delivered by the 
welfare state).16 For me this is a very negative perspective, based on a mis-
taken interpretation of what social innovation can bring and of how col-
laborative organizations can work.

In my view, in attempting to deal with the apparently intractable problems 
we are now considering, innovation of this kind could lead to a new genera-
tion of social services based on a renewed pact between citizens and the state. 
In this perspective, the state, far from being minimized, becomes an active 
and influential partner along with citizens and social enterprises.17 This last 
sentence leads us to widen our discussion from the intractable but relatively 
focused problems we have been considering to a much broader view. In fact, 
the problems that are triggering social innovation and which social inno-
vation contributes to solve are, in my view, even greater than the ones we 
have been discussing. They include the crisis in the mainstream ideas of well-
being, of work, and of the current production model: a crisis that not only 
demands specific solutions but calls for a new, hopefully wiser, civilization.
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Sociotechnical systems and innovation
Before going on, we must draw attention to a theoretical point. Given that 
there are no human societies without technology, every change that con-
cerns them is, at the same time, social and technical. Therefore, referring to 
social innovation is a simplification in terms. To be more precise, in these 
cases we should talk about innovation in the sociotechnical system trig-
gered by a social change. By this I mean that by introducing a new social 
form that uses existing technologies but uses and combines them in new 
ways, it effectively changes the technical system.

Up to now, talking about social innovation in this simplified way has 
made sense because it enabled us to highlight the existence of change 
driven by social innovation, whereas the only driver of change considered 
for a century had been technical (or better still, technoscientific). Today this 
unilateral vision is no longer possible: the evidence before us shows that 
innovation in the sociotechnical system does not come only from the tech-
nical side; it is also socially and culturally driven. However, having made 
this general point (and justified the simplification that leads us to separate 
technology and social innovation), we must immediately complicate the 
picture: there is now, for reasons we shall see, a growing area of innovation 
in which it is very difficult, if not impossible, to make such a separation.

The point is this: the more technical systems penetrate society (meaning 
the more far-reaching and more diffuse the interface between technology 
and society), the faster and more far-reaching will be their impact on the 
social systems in which they operate. In addition (and this is what most 
interests us here), the more people are exposed to these technologies, the 
greater their opportunity and ability to absorb them and understand how 
they can be used or adapted for purposes that the technical inventors and 
developers of the systems never dreamed of. This is clearly what has hap-
pened with information and communication technologies: rapidly pene-
trating into society, they have been quickly “normalized.” This means that 
in just a few years they have become, for many people, the organizational 
platform for much of their day and indeed their life. In addition, many of 
these people have adapted them to their needs or invented totally new and 
unexpected ways of using them. All this has become so evident that many 
products are now offered to the general public in an openly incomplete ver-
sion (the “beta version”), in order to be able to harvest the improvements 
or extensions that are suggested by users (who will therefore effectively 
become co-designers).

It follows that, in more and more cases, it is becoming increasingly diffi-
cult to make the simplification that led us to distinguish between technical 
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and social innovation. For a growing area of sociotechnical innovations, 
the discussion about which of the two sides (technical or social) made the 
first move tends to resemble the chicken-or-egg debate.

Distributed and resilient systems

While social innovation merging with technological innovation may find 
new ways to solve specific problems, this meeting itself is transforming 
infrastructure and production/consumption systems.

Over recent decades, a new generation of sociotechnical systems has 
emerged and in some cases become widespread. As a whole, we can refer to 
them as distributed systems: sociotechnical systems that are scattered in many 
different but connected, relatively autonomous parts, which are mutually 
linked within wider networks. Chris Ryan, one of the main experts on this 
topic, defines them in this way: “The distributed model sees infrastructure 
and critical service systems (for water, food and energy etc.) positioned 
close to resources and points of demand. Individual systems may operate 
as separate, adaptive units but are also linked within ever-wider networks 
of exchange—at the local, regional or global level. Services traditionally 
provided by large centralized systems are instead delivered via the collective 
capacity of many smaller diverse systems. Each is tailored to the needs and 
opportunities of unique locations but has the capacity to transfer resources 
across a wider area.”18 By enabling a new kind of relationship between small 
and large scale, and between the local and the global, distributed systems 
challenge mainstream production models and their technological infra-
structure. The potential of these systems has been increasingly recognized 
thanks to their technological effectiveness and the enthusiasm of a growing 
number of people, making them entirely coherent with the ongoing social 
innovation we are dealing with here.

Distributed systems are of course firmly based on technological inno-
vation. However, their essentially distributed nature emerges out of more 
complex, innovative processes in which the technological side cannot be 
separated from the social one. While centralized systems can, in principle 
at least, be developed without considering the social fabric in which they 
will be implemented, this is impossible when the technological solution 
in question is a distributed one. In fact, the more a system is scattered and 
networked, the larger and more connected is its interface with society and 
the more the social side of innovation has to be considered. In other words, 
with regard to our discussion here, we can say that no distributed system 
can be implemented without social innovation: distributed solutions (such as 
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small-scale production and use of renewable resources, localized food net-
works, microfactories) can only work if groups of dedicated people decide 
to adopt them and commit themselves to their implementation.19

Looking more attentively at how these distributed systems have appeared 
and spread, we can observe that it has happened at different moments and for 
different reasons: different waves of innovation that are gradually converging.

The first of these, which has become the technical support for all the 
others, occurred when information systems shifted from their old hierar-
chical architecture to a new, networked one (distributed intelligence), with 
the radical changes in sociotechnical organizations that this made viable. 
The result has been that, as new distributed forms of knowledge and deci-
sion making have become more common, the rigid, vertical models that 
were dominant in industrialized society have started to melt into fluid, 
horizontal ones.20 The success of this innovation has been such that today 
networked architecture is considered an obvious “quasi-natural” state (but 
of course, as we have seen, this is not the case: before laptops and the Inter-
net, information systems were based on large mainframe computers and 
their consequently hierarchical architecture).

Distributed infrastructure
The second wave of innovation has been affecting energy systems, and will 
affect water supply. As far as energy is concerned, a cluster of converging 
innovations has appeared that has put the energy sector into a new per-
spective: small, highly efficient power plants, renewable energy systems, 
and the “smart” grids that connect them have made it possible to move 
toward distributed solutions (distributed power generation). These solutions 
are challenging the as yet mainstream systems with their large power plants 
and hierarchical (“stupid,” fragile) grids. They are now a major field of 
investment and competition within the strong, ongoing “green technol-
ogy” trend. It is reasonable to think that these technologies will strongly 
impact the whole system and that, at the end of the day, the whole energy 
system will evolve in a trajectory similar to that of information systems, 
moving from a hierarchical architecture toward a distributed one.21

It is more than probable that a similar trajectory will be followed by 
water provision systems. In fact, climate change and the increase in water 
demand call for a new approach in water engineering and management. 
Also in this case, what is happening is a shift from centralized systems (with 
fresh water collected and stored from rivers and streams and distributed 
to final users for all uses) to distributed ones. In the latter, freshwater is 
restricted to high-quality uses (such as drinking water and a few others); 
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all other water requirements are satisfied with local water: storm water and 
gray waste water locally retained and appropriately treated. This new dis-
tributed water system calls for specific planning (called water-sensitive urban 
design),22 and for new attitudes and behavior on the part of citizens.

Distributed food networks
The third wave of innovation toward distributed systems concerns food 
and agriculture. Two streams of sociotechnical innovation converge here. 
One is driven by concern about agriculture’s dependence on chemicals and 
oil, and therefore about its fragility, and promotes local food in order to 
make the system more resilient. This stream of innovation is exemplified 
by movements such as “transition towns,”23 which propose to increase the 
self-sufficiency of local communities. The second stream of innovation is 
based on considerations about the quality of food and farming and is rep-
resented by movements like slow food.24 In this case, the main motivation 
is a desire to improve the entire “food experience,” linked to the “quality 
of proximity”: a perceived quality deriving from a direct experience of the 
place where a product comes from and the people who produce it.

Beyond the difference in initial motivation, the two streams converge in 
their practical proposals. Both indicate solutions that aim to connect farm-
ing and food consumption (and often proximity tourism), as in zero-mile 
food and community-supported agriculture. It must be added that interest 
in distributed food production systems is growing rapidly, influencing not 
only sizeable minorities but also a growing number of city councils who are 
starting dedicated programs and urban renewal schemes.25

Distributed fabrication
A fourth wave of innovation challenges mainstream globalized production 
and consumption. It comes from the convergence of innovation in the 
field of production (with new, small, and effective machinery) and social 
networks (with unprecedented possibilities to integrate designers, manufac-
turers, and users). The result is worldwide experimentation in small-scale, 
high-tech design and fabrication systems capable of supporting new forms 
of open design and networked microfactories (such as the ones proposed 
by FabLabs and by the makers movement).26 We can add that the distrib-
uted production idea is migrating from this area of high-tech fabrication 
to traditional craftsmanship and small and medium-scale enterprises, revi-
talizing them and giving them a new perspective. Although these trends 
are still in their initial phase, we can foresee that they will grow stronger; 
that the whole production system will move toward design and production 
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processes shaped by the principle of “making things as near as possible to 
where they will be used.” There is little need to add that they have potential 
in terms of job creation and, most importantly, that their distributed nature 
enables them to bring these activities and related jobs to places where they 
have never been before, or where the processes of deindustrialization have 
led to their disappearance.

The motivations behind these trends may differ widely. One of these 
could be seen as an almost linear evolution of the lean production approach 
(a manufacturing model that has dominated industrial-sector innovation 
for the last thirty years). In fact, distributed systems can be seen as the 
lightest and most flexible of production systems, able to create products for 
specific clients not only when they need them (customized and just-in-time 
production) but also where they need them (or, at least, as near as possible 
to the place where they need them): point-of-use production. A further set 
of motivations comes from various radical groups, against a background 
of worries similar to those behind the emergence of distributed food net-
works: the quest for autonomy from the great centers of finance and deci-
sion making, but also for self-sufficiency and ultimately for resilience in the 
sociotechnical systems in which we live, produce, and consume.

Distributed economy
Finally, we can observe that, today, the interest in distributed systems is 
going beyond the discussion on infrastructure and production models and 
is starting to affect economic models. As Chris Ryan writes, “there is grow-
ing interest in the model of distributed systems as a way of reconceptualiz-
ing the organization of a sustainable economy.”27 In other words, it appears 
that a sustainable, resilient economy must also be a distributed economy: a 
local-global economy in which local economies operate as separate, adap-
tive units linked within ever-wider networks of exchange—at the local, 
regional, or global level.

It follows that distributed systems are emerging as an expression of 
the new, wider economic paradigm of a social economy. As Robin Murray 
writes, “The shift to a networked paradigm has the potential to transform 
the relationship between organisational centres and peripheries. Its distrib-
uted systems handle complexity not by standardisation and simplification 
imposed from the centre, but by distributing complexity to the margins—
to households and service users, and in the workplace to local managers 
and workers. Those at the margins have what those at the centre can never 
have—a knowledge of detail—the specificity of time, of place, of particular 
events, and in the consumer’s and citizen’s case, of need and desire. This is 
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the potential. But to realise it requires new terms of engagement with users, 
new relations at work, new terms of employment and compensation.”28

Resilient systems
As we have seen, interest in distributed systems is growing, along with inter-
est in the value of proximity and self-sufficiency and in local economies and 
self-sufficiency (in food, energy, water, and fabricated products), in order to 
promote community resilience to external threats and problems.29 In fact, 
by their very nature, distributed systems are more resilient than mainstream 
vertical ones, because they are able to create sociotechnical systems capable 
of recovering from the various unforeseeable problems that may occur, and 
to learn from them.30 In my view, this issue of the resilience of sociotechni-
cal systems is likely to become the most powerful driver toward distributed 
systems. Therefore, it is worth reflecting briefly on it.

For a long time, we have known that whatever our future society will 
be, it will be a “risk society”31—a society likely to be affected by different 
kinds of traumatic events (from natural catastrophes, to war and terrorism, 
to financial and economic crisis). We have therefore long known that the 
necessary condition for every possible sustainable society is resilience—its 
capability of overcoming the risks it will be exposed to and the stresses and 
breakdowns that will inevitably occur.32 Today, the implications of this risk 
society are no longer only projected for the future. They are becoming evi-
dent worldwide in our daily life experiences. Therefore, the notion of resil-
ience is moving into the vocabulary of more and more people, and it would 
be wise to accelerate its entrance into policymakers’ agendas and into the 
design community’s aims and practical actions. At the same time, we must 
keep to its original meaning, avoiding the tendency to normalize it and 
thus diminish its force, underestimating the risk to be withstood. In fact, 
when talking about enhancing resilience we are not referring to a modest, 
incremental change in existing (fragile and unsustainable) organizations. 
It is a systemic change that is required: a shift from vertical hierarchical 
systems to the distributed ones we have been discussing in this chapter. A 
shift that, to take place, asks not only for a sociotechnical change but for an 
equally important cultural one.

Cultures of resilience
In all its interpretations, the notion of resilience has been used heretofore 
in the framework of a defensive discourse: confronted by crises, we have 
to reorganize our society and make it more resilient in its current terms. 
But we can look at it also in a different, more positive and interesting way. 
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If, technically, resilience means diversity, redundancy, and continuous 
experimentation, it also means that the corresponding society must be a 
diversified, creative one. Taking seriously the meaning of resilience, this 
compelling and deeply human image of society becomes much more than 
just a wish. It indicates the direction in which, very practically, we need to 
go if our society is to have any hope of lasting. In short: in a resilient soci-
ety, cultural diversity and creativity must flourish. Indeed, cultural diversity 
and creativity must be an integral part of any scenarios of resilient societies.

In sum, to move away from the mainstream ideas of the past century, 
one of the first steps must be to reposition the notion of resilience: to move 
it from a mainly defensive meaning (resilience as a necessity imposed by 
the risky times in which we live) to a more positive one: resilience as a 
deeper expression of the human character and, at the same time, as ground 
for a possible reconciliation between human beings and nature, between 
human beings and the irreducible complexity of our world.

Multiple sustainable qualities

We have seen that the search for more resilient systems calls for a new cul-
ture; or better, for a metaculture capable of forming the ground on which a 
multiplicity of cultures (the cultures of resilience) would be able to flourish.33 
Here I will draw a picture of how, in my view, these new cultures are start-
ing to emerge.

The convergence of social and technical innovation interacts with the 
way people are and think. The result is a cultural innovation that coevolves 
along with the social and technical ones. In this way, new behavior and 
values emerge, breaking with those that have been dominant and proffer-
ing new ideas on the quality of life, impacting what we count as well-being 
and the values on which we base our choices.

Looked at from this point of view, the people who set up the new collab-
orative organizations can be seen to be exploring some of these same ideas. 
We can call this exploration a search for quality. In turn, when putting their 
solutions into practice, they give these ideas or qualities visibility, making 
them recognizable to others and potentially attractive to a wider range of 
people.

Let me explain myself better.34 People who conceive and set up new solu-
tions and those who participate in them do so by choice. Largely because 
of this, in the solutions they produce there are certain features that they see 
as better than those proposed by the mainstream, unsustainable system of 
production and consumption. They choose solutions that make possible 
what they perceive to be a higher quality of life, and one that involves less 
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consumption (of products, energy, and space). In doing so, they compen-
sate for reduced consumption with an increase in something else that they 
consider more valuable.

This “something else” is generally represented by the qualities of their 
physical and social environments. We can refer to them as sustainable quali-
ties: qualities that call for more sustainable behavior; qualities that, as social 
innovation empirically demonstrates, can substitute for the unsustainable 
ones that were predominant in the past century. These qualities are very 
diverse in nature, yet interdependent. They are like different views of a 
broader picture, the different facets of a complex pluriverse which could 
eventually be considered a pattern of signals indicating an emerging culture 
and, hopefully, an emerging civilization.

Complexity and scale
All the cases of social innovation and the solutions they generate are intrin-
sically complex. As such, they cannot be reduced to single motivations and 
single results: both motivations and results are multiple, and their qual-
ity depends on their variety and configuration. Promoters and participants 
recognize this kind of complexity as a core value in their existence, i.e., as 
richness in the experiences they offer. With this kind of complexity, the 
traditional boundaries between designer, provider, and user of a solution 
become increasingly blurred. There is no stereotypical profile of partici-
pants. The emergence of this “enriching complexity” can be considered 
a value that reflects the true nature of human beings (the complexity of 
which cannot be expressed in unidimensional terms).

At the same time, this growing complexity is offset by a reduction in 
scale. Small-scale organizations are, generally speaking, more transparent 
and comprehensible and therefore closer to the local community. At the 
same time, many of these small-scale initiatives are connected to other 
similar or complementary ones. By jointly weaving a large distributed sys-
tem, they hint at a new concept of globalization—a distributed globaliza-
tion where, for each process of production, distribution, and consumption, 
much of the decision making, know-how, and economic value remains in 
the hands, minds, and pockets of the local community. Collaborative orga-
nizations seem to orient themselves in this direction for two different sets 
of reasons. On the one hand, they enable members to understand and man-
age (in an open and democratic way) complex sociotechnical systems. On 
the other hand, the human scale of the communities gives individuals the 
opportunity to carry out their activities, fulfilling their needs and building 
their desired futures, from within the framework of organizations where 
human relationships continue to be lively and personal.
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Work and collaboration
Enriched complexity and small scale form the backdrop against which 
human activities can be reshaped. At the center of this new scene stands 
the (re)evaluation of work as a primary means of human expression. Both 
promoters and participants seem to move in this direction. In fact, they 
reevaluate work, seeing human beings as individuals carrying out mean-
ingful activities—people active in “making something happen,” in trying 
to shape the context of their lives and create viable futures. As such, they 
are in radical opposition to the mainstream system that mostly considers 
human beings as mere consumers, as users and spectators of shows that 
somebody else has produced; but they are also challenging the traditional 
idea of work, because they attribute far greater value to manual work and 
because they extend the idea of work to a broader range of activities. These 
include tasks that are not normally considered work, such as care activities, 
neighborhood management, and community building: activities that ulti-
mately enable people to face problems of everyday life and constitute the 
basic fabric of day-to-day quality of life. This framework leads to the notion 
of “meaningful work.”

In this process of reevaluation/redefinition of the notion of work, the 
value and the power of collaboration reappear. It is a necessary precondi-
tion for “making something happen” and for enabling people to play an 
active role in the construction of their chosen future. The majority of 
the solutions these innovative people generate are based on collaboration. 
They are groups of individuals who decide to connect in order to “make 
something happen.” Participants freely decide to relinquish part of their 
individuality to create a system of links with other interested individuals. 
Ways of collaboration vary, as do the motivations for collaborating. In 
these initiatives there is a blend of discovery of the practical effectiveness 
of doing things together and the cultural value of sharing ideas and proj-
ects. In contrast to what used to happen in traditional communities, this 
form of collaboration is not mandatory: it is “collaboration by choice,” 
where people can freely opt in or out. This intentional collaboration lies 
at the crossroads of two trajectories: one moving from the hyperindividu-
alism of most industrialized societies toward a (re)discovery of the power 
of doing things together, and the other from traditional communities 
in less industrialized societies toward more flexible forms of intentional 
collaboration.

Relationships and time
The promising initiatives we are dealing with here are social organizations. 
Their structure is a system of interactions among people and between people, 
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places, and products. These interactions are what ultimately characterize 
such organizations. Promoters and participants seem to be particularly sen-
sitive to these interactions and to complex, deep human relationships. In 
fact, in several cases it is exactly this interest in the quality of relationships 
that tends to guide behavioral choices. This shift from products to interac-
tions is not new. The current mainstream system of production and con-
sumption has already made this shift, but often by reducing interactions 
to shallow experiences (e.g., proposing life as a kind of reality-TV show, or 
living environments as theme parks). Collaborative organizations, on the 
contrary, are generating solutions that, even though they are very diverse, 
are endowed with lively relationships: we could say relationships with a 
human touch. And it is exactly these lively relationships that the partici-
pants value.

In turn, the search for lively relationships calls for new valuations, inter-
pretations, and experiences of time: the time needed to build them. By 
this, we mean the time needed to link a multiplicity of actors, places, and 
products together and build several layers of meanings on them. Promoters 
and participants recognize this link and—unlike in contemporary acceler-
ated time—they recognize slowness as a precondition for producing more 
profound qualities. The discovery of the “slow,” of course, does not mean 
simply replacing the “fast time” dominant in the past century and up until 
now, with its opposite, “slow time.” The time of complexity is an “ecology 
of times” where different types, with different characteristics and different 
paces, coexist.

Locality and openness
The small scale and interconnectedness of social organizations allow them 
to be deeply rooted in a place. Simultaneously, by being highly intercon-
nected they can also be very open—to global flows of ideas, information, 
people, goods, and money. Promoters and participants tend to search for 
this balance between the local and the open: for a cosmopolitan localism 
capable of generating a new sense of place. As such, places are no longer 
isolated entities, but rather nodes in both short- and long-distance net-
works, where the short networks generate and regenerate the local socio-
economic fabric and the long ones connect a particular community to the 
rest of the world. Within this framework, a variety of new local, open, and 
highly contemporary activities are taking place, such as: the rediscovery 
of neighborhoods; the resurgence of local food and local crafts; the search 
for products developed close by, in order to have more direct experience 
of their origins; and the strategy of self-sufficiency to promote community 
resilience to external threats and problems.
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An emerging civilization?

All these ideas, the activities they refer to, and the relationships they gener-
ate seem to me beautiful islands of applied cultural and socioeconomic wis-
dom. They are islands in the sea of unsustainable ways of being and doing 
that is, unfortunately, still the mainstream throughout the world. The good 
news is that the number of these islands is growing and generating a wide 
archipelago. An archipelago that could be seen as the emerging dry land of 
a rising continent: the already visible expression of a new civilization.

Is this way of interpreting it a valid one? Of course this is an open ques-
tion, but in my view the image of an emerging new continent is not only 
wishful thinking. On the contrary, it is a concrete possibility. Or, to be more 
precise and pertinent to the spirit of this book, it is a design hypothesis: 
something that is not yet a reality, but that could become real if the neces-
sary moves were made. Of course this metaphor, like all metaphors, has its 
limits: in the case of real islands the continent is already there, underwater, 
with all its characteristics, but this is not so for our metaphorical islands. 
What is emerging is a potentiality. The world that could arise out of it, for 
the most part, has still to take shape. What it will actually be like depends 
on us, on what we are able to do in the near future.

“A new world is possible” was the claim of the Social Forum in Puerto 
Alegre. It was the year 2001. In that meeting the Indian writer Arundhati 
Roy made a statement destined to become very famous: “Another world is 
not only possible, she is on her way. On a quiet day, I can hear her breath-
ing.” Now, fourteen years later, not only can we confirm that it is on its way 
and that it is clearly visible in the tangible results of social innovation that 
are multiplying worldwide, but we can also add that it is proposing both 
the vision of a future civilization and the direction in which to move in 
order to solve the great and growing problems we are facing today.

Of course this new civilization is not, and will not be, built simply by 
adding together millions of individual social innovation initiatives. Other 
moves must be made and other changes must take place at every scale, 
mobilizing all existing resources. However, several signals tell us that, in 
this century, given the changes that have already occurred and given the 
challenges we still have to face, social innovation will be the main driver of 
change. It will play the role that, for good or bad, technological innovation 
(and industrial development) played one century ago.

Final note: browsing through this chapter on social innovation as driver 
of change toward sustainability, some readers may observe that I have not 
discussed (unless very briefly) the powerful forces that are fighting against 
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the emergence of a new, sustainable world: the forces of those who do not 
want to change (in order to protect their existing interests) and those who 
(aiming to create new profitable opportunities) do want to change and are 
actively trying to do so, but are leading us in the wrong, unsustainable 
direction. Of course these economic, political, and cultural forces are in the 
background of the whole picture I have tried to outline. However, while 
writing this chapter, I thought that my role, as a reflective designer, was not 
to add a new analysis of the nature and dimension of the problems and of 
the “enemy forces.” Other writers have done and will do this much bet-
ter than I could ever do. Instead, what I have tried to do here is to offer 
an oriented overview of the state of things, meaning a view that aims to 
trigger, support, and orient possible design actions. Moving from here, it 
will (hopefully) be possible to contribute in the following chapters to the 
building of new design knowledge: design knowledge that, in my view, is 
desperately needed if we are to join the battle for a sustainable world with 
a greater hope of victory. Or, to use again my favorite metaphor, to collabo-
rate in helping the new continent emerge.
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A century ago, a new culture and new practice appeared to deal with tech-
nological innovation and industrial development, making them part of 
everyday life and, more importantly, building a shared vision able to give 
them meaning. This new culture and practice was industrial design. In 
my view, something very similar should happen today. Social innovation 
has the potential to change the world, but a new culture and practice are 
needed. Design could become this new culture and practice, but to do so it 
must itself change and become a widespread activity, permeating the mul-
tiple nodes of the unprecedented sociotechnical networks in which we all 
live and operate. Is it possible that this will happen? Can there really be a 
design culture and practice in this new century able to assume this role in 
social and technological innovation? The short answer is: yes, but we have 
to work on it.

Conventions and design

In recent years the terms “design” and “designer” have been successfully 
applied to notions, activities, and people well beyond those found in the 
community traditionally acknowledged by these terms. The result is that 
today design is recognized by an increasing number of people as a way of 
thinking and behaving that is applicable to many situations. On the other 
hand, for this very reason, its meaning has become less clear than it seemed 
(to those in the field) to be in the past. So, nowadays, to this increase in 
the numbers of those who talk about it, and to the wide range of activities 
it is used in, there corresponds an equally wide spectrum of meanings and 
potential misunderstandings.

It is not difficult to understand the reason for all this (for design’s suc-
cess, and for the confusion over its meaning): in recent years we have seen 
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a fast and deep-reaching transformation of the social and the technical sys-
tems. Design, which by its very nature bridges the gap between them, could 
not avoid being transformed at its roots. Design itself has been (and still is) 
a fertile ground for social innovation. Indeed it is one of the most dynamic.

Therefore, before talking about how it can work for social innovation 
(something I shall do in the following chapters), it would be useful to look 
at how social innovation, together with technological innovation, has been 
changing design. This is what I shall try to do in this chapter. On the other 
hand, just because things have changed so profoundly, we shall have to go 
briefly back to design’s origins, to the deeper meaning of the term and the 
cultures and practices it concerns.

Precisely because things have changed—because a growing number of 
people are increasingly called to use their “natural” designing abilities; 
because the sentence “we are all designers” no longer refers to a potential, 
but to a reality which we must face up to whether we wish to or not—I 
believe it is useful to start by looking at where design has come from: at 
the way we deal with the world. In other words, with the way we build our 
environment.

Let’s start from this observation: our world, the world of human beings, 
is one that we build ourselves and fill with meaning. However, this con-
struction process (in physical terms and in terms of meaning) does not 
always work in the same way. To simplify, we can limit ourselves to consid-
ering two ways: the conventional mode and the design mode.

Conventional mode
This is what we adopt when we can say: “We do it like this because we have 
always done so.”1 In other words, we are in conventional mode when tradi-
tion guides us in what we do and how we do it (and also in why we do it), 
and when social conventions enable all those interested in an activity or a 
given production process to know in advance what to do and how to do it 
(and everything happens in accordance with what everyone expects).

There is a certain wisdom in this way of proceeding. Following tradi-
tion is a rapid way of achieving tangible results that incorporate learning 
accumulated through a long series of previous experiences, through trial 
and error. It is a terse knowledge that has no need for specifications and 
prescriptions: things must be done “to the standards of the craft,” and 
everybody in that particular sociocultural context knows exactly what this 
expression means; they do not need to ask or promise anything. Because 
of this, because it is such a terse know-how, it is also difficult to pass it on 
explicitly to others: it is empirical knowledge, implicit and initiatory, to 
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be learned by doing and, above all, by watching the master craftsman and 
copying his moves.

To be successful, the conventional mode requires a fundamental precon-
dition: this “following tradition” and “doing things as they have always 
been done” must be feasible in practice and must achieve satisfactory 
results. It functions when the event or problem to be dealt with is a repeti-
tion of something that has happened before, or a problem that has previ-
ously arisen (and so we know how to solve it). It may even be something 
new, as long as it leaves us enough time to acquire new empirical knowl-
edge by trial and error and reach a solution: a process that takes a very long 
time.2

When there is no time for this, when new events emerge and problems 
are posed that we have never had before, the urgent demand for rapid 
solutions overwhelms traditional know-how, indeed tradition as a whole. 
Anthony Giddens tells us that the more tradition is weakened, the more 
individuals find themselves having to negotiate and choose—from a mul-
tiplicity of possible options and referents—what lifestyles to adopt.3 In our 
language this means that the more tradition is weakened, the more subjects 
must learn to design their own lives and shift from a prevalence of activi-
ties carried out in a traditional way to one in which choices are mainly of 
design.

Design mode
Design mode means the outcome of combining three human gifts: critical 
sense (the ability to look at the state of things and recognize what cannot, 
or should not be, acceptable), creativity (the ability to imagine something 
that does not yet exist), and practical sense (the ability to recognize feasible 
ways of getting things to happen). Integrating the three makes it possible 
to imagine something that is not there, but which could be if appropriate 
actions were taken. It is therefore a way of acting based on a capability 
proper to our species, a capability that we all possess and to which poten-
tially we all have access. However, like all human talents, it must be stimu-
lated and cultivated. So its presence and its role depend very much on the 
context in which subjects (whether individuals or collectives) find them-
selves operating: on the extent to which it stimulates and supports this 
ability, or else blocks it or diverts it in unworkable directions.

The conventional and the designing modes have always coexisted, but 
with different weight and visibility. Looking back over European history, 
we can see that the conventional mode was widely dominant all through 
the Middle Ages (everything from peasant cottages to cathedrals was built 
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in this way, without a real design, entrusting the project to the know-how 
of those directly concerned, or to specialists in the various crafts). Things 
started to change with the Renaissance and the scientific revolution. From 
this period onward, parallel to the speed of sociocultural, economic, and 
technological change, the design mode began to get a foothold and spread. 
The first and second industrial revolutions (especially the second, at the 
start of the twentieth century) sped up the process, and now, with the 
increase of connectivity4 (i.e., the diffusion of networks and digital media), 
we are witnessing an explosive stage: everything is in movement, and tradi-
tional ways of thinking and doing things, along with traditional organiza-
tions, are melting away (box 2.1).

The consequence is that the design mode is becoming dominant in 
all fields, at all levels of human activity, and for every kind of “subject,” 
whether individual or collective. This means that, in a highly connected 
world, with the rarefaction of traditions, organizations too (from businesses 
to public bodies and associations, from cities to regions and nations) are 
driven to present themselves and operate in design mode, in terms of both 
what to do and what to be like (box 2.2).

Human progress?
This great phenomenon can be seen and judged in different ways. For indi-
viduals and communities it is certainly easy to see its negative or problem-
atic aspects. Although it is true that the current context encourages people 
to design their own lives, it is also true that the same context hinders them 
by creating expectations that cannot be satisfied, strewing difficulties in 
their path and reducing their practical possibility of realizing their life 
projects.

Nevertheless, I believe that things can and should be seen in another, 
more positive way. We could say that the diffusion of the design mode 
points to a possible way toward human progress, meaning the possibility 
of developing our most specifically human talents, such as being able to 
imagine and design. The diffusion of the design mode is compatible with a 
scenario in which people reflect on what they wish to do and be: in which 
more people define their own aims in life.5 Obviously, this is an optimistic 
vision of a complex phenomenon, the outcome of which could be differ-
ent. However, as I said, to me it looks possible, and therefore it is a question 
on which our collective designing capacity could be brought to bear.

To this theme, and the difficulties that individual and collective subjects 
meet in trying to put their designing capacity to good use, we shall return 
later (chapter 4). Here I would like to add some considerations on the vari-
ous forms in which these capacities show themselves today.
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Problem solving and sense making

People wishing to talk about design, or more specifically about what design 
does, very often start with the definition Herbert Simon gives in his book 
The Sciences of the Artificial. He writes that design “is concerned with how 
things ought to be—how they ought to be in order to attain goals and to 

Box 2.1

A connected world
The world today is characterized by a high and growing level of connectivity 

(meaning by this term the quantity and quality of interactions manageable by 

a subject within a system).

The hypothesis proposed here is that an increase in connectivity reduces 

the solidity of organizations. Therefore a world with high connectivity is also 

an (almost) fluid world. In effect connectivity seems to have the effect on an 

organization that temperature has on materials. Just as an increase in the lat-

ter loosens the ties between atoms and molecules, turning them into plastic 

and then fluid materials, so an increase in connectivity loosens the constraints 

on the configuration of organizations, making them plastic and then fluid.

The (low-connectivity) agricultural and industrial societies of the past were 

highly viscous, almost solid, sociotechnical systems: their social and pro-

ductive organizations were (almost) solid, their personal ties were (almost) 

solid, and (almost) solid were their visions of well-being (which were in turn 

mainly founded on the solidity of things: land, the home, possessions and 

consumer goods). This (almost) solidity was to a large extent the consequence 

of low connectivity. Indeed the limits in the transmission and management 

of information (due to the difficult penetrability of space and limited com-

munication tools) kept the general flow of people and ideas low, and made it 

difficult to manage information that was not fixed in rigid, hierarchical com-

munication channels. It was just these difficulties in changing and redefining 

the communication channels that ultimately tended to maintain the form of 

organizations, and therefore to produce the (almost) solid organizations that 

remained prevalent for many years. Over time, the development of transport 

and communication systems led to an increase in the connectivity level of sys-

tems, reducing the stability of social conventions and cultural traditions and, 

therefore, lowering resistance to the transformation of organizations. Finally, 

in recent times the penetration of digital technology and the Internet have 

completed the dissolution, and the connected world is showing itself in all its 

turbulent, almost fluid nature, with all its implications: first of all, that this 

turbulent (quasi-) fluid world is the one that should evolve toward sustain-

ability and, therefore, toward a more resilient state.
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function.”9 The most immediate and common interpretation of this state-
ment links the concept of design to that of the solution to problems and 
sees design as a problem solver, an agent for solving problems at all levels, 
from those in everyday life to those on a global scale.10

This interpretation of what design can do, though important and widely 
expressed, is not the only one: we can also talk about design while moving 
away from this approach, oriented toward problems to solve, and focus on 
a definition that highlights its role in the field of culture, and therefore of 
language and meaning.

Box 2.2

Design-driven organizations
Today, businesses, public administrations, associations, but also cities and 

regions must behave as collective subjects and define, or continuously rede-

fine, their own identity, developing adequate strategies regarding the mean-

ing of what they do.6 At the same time, considering that they have to deal 

with increasingly complex problems (ranging from environmental transition 

to the effects of globalization, from aging populations to multiculturalism), 

they must develop strategies to face them and to build the coalitions needed 

to solve them.

Putting these two design necessities together, we can say that all orga-

nizations (whether public or private) are becoming design-driven: organiza-

tions whose programs are guided by design (a way of doing things that, until 

recently, was practiced only by a limited number of companies in well-defined 

commodity sectors, such as fashion and furnishing).

It follows that those who operate and hold responsibilities within these 

organizations tend to adopt a design approach which many people today refer 

to as design thinking:7 a methodological approach and a mental attitude that 

all social actors should adopt when they find themselves faced with wicked 

problems8 (i.e., with problems that are complex and ill-defined).

The prevalence among technicians, managers, and more recently policy-

makers and social entrepreneurs of the idea of adopting a design approach 

indicates a remarkable cultural change. In fact, a few years ago the term 

“design” was foreign to most of these professions. This is no longer the case: 

now, the potential of a design approach is understood by many, if not by all. 

That is, a lot has still to be done to spread the idea and clarify it, but today 

the importance of design is widely recognized not only by enterprises but by 

all stakeholders.
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How ought things to be?
Let’s go back to Simon’s definition that design “is concerned with how 
things ought to be …”. So far so good, but how should things be? How are 
we going to decide whether and how far the new way things will be, the 
way achieved through design, will really be more satisfactory than what 
we have now? Quite apart from how we answer these questions, it is clear 
that such matters call for some kind of judgment. What is more, since judg-
ments are made within sense systems, we discover that Simon’s definition 
ultimately could be expressed as follows: design is concerned with making 
sense of things—how they ought to be in order to create new meaningful 
entities. Formulated in this way, design becomes a producer of sense. To be 
more precise: to the question “What does design do?,” the new answer is: 
“It collaborates actively and proactively in the social construction of mean-
ing.”11 And therefore, also, of quality, values, and beauty.

Clearly, this new definition does not replace the first. It is another way 
of putting it. The possibility and legitimacy of this double definition are 
based on the fact that design, like all human activities and all products of 
human activity, can be considered in two worlds:12 the physical and bio-
logical world (where human beings live and things work) and the social one 
(where human beings converse and things become pregnant with possible 
meaning). Describing design as a problem solver means considering its role 
in the first world (physical and biological), but when we consider it as a 
sense maker, we are collocating it in the second (that of meanings and the 
conversations that produce them).

Two autonomous but interacting dimensions
Problem solving and sense making are not different ways of saying the 
same thing: they coexist, reminding us that the change in the state of 
things brought about by design always affects both the physical and bio-
logical world (where it resolves problems) and the social one (where it pro-
duces sense). They also tell us that, since these two worlds have their own 
autonomy even though they interact, the same is true for what design does 
within them: the story told by design as a problem solver and that of design 
as a sense maker coexist, interacting, influencing each other, but without 
one being a function of the other (box 2.3).

Consequently, although one is not an alternative to the other, the activi-
ties of problem solving and sense making can form a polarity and thus 
define a field of possibility. However, in order to use them in this way, we 
must avoid linking them with the ready question: “What does design do?” 



36  Social Innovation and Design

(this because, as we have just seen, design always operates on two grounds 
at the same time). Instead, we must associate them with questions such as 
“What do we expect design to do?,” meaning “What motivates the designer 
and what are the expectations of its potential beneficiaries?” If we pay care-
ful attention to the debate and to design practice, we will see that various 
groups of actors working on different issues have different expectations 
about what design can do. Depending on the artifact in question and the 
cultural background of the speaker, one or other of the two worlds tends 
to take precedence. On the problem-solving side, we may find someone 
seeking to solve a problem reputed to be more or less well-formulated, such 

Box 2.3

Form and function
Problem solving stands to sense making much as function stands to form (a 

relationship much discussed in the design community), or the useful to the 

beautiful.

Talking about utility and function in an artifact clearly means discussing it 

in terms of the physical and biological world: what that artifact does and how. 

Talking about form and beauty obviously means considering it in the world of 

language: what that artifact means and to whom. Both readings are possible 

and necessary. They tell us about the existence of artifacts in the two worlds. 

We must bear in mind that the two modes of existence are autonomous and 

that they interact without creating a reciprocal dependence, without one 

depending on the other in a deterministic way. In other words, for every arti-

fact two stories can be told. The two stories are autonomous, but they affect 

each other. Consequently we cannot say that form follows function. Form and 

function have a complex relationship that must be uncovered or generated 

case by case. It is precisely in this complex interaction that design finds its 

deepest motivation. Design therefore does not operate only on the function 

of artifacts, nor only on their form. It operates on both, knowing full well that 

they are independent yet interacting.

These considerations, which design has traditionally made with regard to 

material products, must be extended to the new artifacts it is dealing with 

today. However, this is not easy: since its interest and its field of activity are 

shifting from products to relations (as in the design of interactions, services, 

and communications), it is sociotechnical organizations that design is contrib-

uting to building. Thus, it is a question of finding a language that enables us to 

talk about the function and form, the utility and beauty, not only of material 

objects but also of relationship systems.
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as how to facilitate the lives of people suffering from diabetes; or how to 
purify water in an isolated village in an arid region of Africa. On the sense-
making side, we may have someone who is talking about how to make 
things more attractive, interesting, and enjoyable, such as how to design 
furnishings for the new middle classes in emerging countries, or how to 
design shared space in a European cohousing project. The first two share 
the urgency of the problem and discuss it from a technical point of view 
(the question is: will it work?). The second two are discussing it in terms of 
cultural quality (the question here is: will our target user like it?).

While recognizing that in some cases, in order to make the discussion 
more effective, such simplifications may be made, and the conversation 
may focus on one or other of the two poles, in most situations discussion of 
design must include both dimensions, adjusting the balance to fit the case.

Diffuse and expert design

Let’s start with the following statement: every human talent may evolve 
into a skill and sometimes into a discipline (meaning a culture, tools, and 
professional practice): everybody can run, but not everybody takes part in 
the marathon and few become professional athletes; everybody can tap 
out the beat with a tambourine, but not everybody plays in a group and 
few make a living playing it professionally. Similarly everybody is endowed 
with the ability to design, but not everybody is a competent designer and 
few become professional designers. Here lies the definition of a field of pos-
sibility for those who design, between the two poles of diffuse design and 
expert design, where diffuse design is put into play by “nonexperts,” with 
their natural designing capacity, while design experts are people trained to 
operate professionally as designers, and who put themselves forward as 
design professionals. It is clear that these two poles with their correspond-
ing profiles are an abstraction: what interests us is the extent of the field 
of possibility they indicate, the infinite variations that may appear within 
them, and especially their sociocultural dynamics.

To understand the nature of this polarity better, let’s consider an ideal 
situation in which we tackle a problem and look for a solution. We can do 
so in various ways. We can apply our “natural” designing capacity, starting 
from zero (as if we were the first person in the world to consider the prob-
lem). We can use a skill acquired through previous or similar experience, or 
by exchanging information with peers who have found or find themselves 
facing a similar issue. Ultimately, when this skill proves inadequate, we can 
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ask the experts for help: people who are specially equipped with conceptual 
and operational tools to support designing processes.

New design knowledge
Design experts are therefore subjects endowed with specific knowledge per-
mitting them to operate professionally in the design processes. In turn, this 
design knowledge can be defined from different points of view: from that 
of its content, its form, or its modality.

In terms of content, it includes a set of tools and, most importantly, a 
specific culture. The tools help the experts to understand the state of things 
and support the co-design process, from generation of the first concept to 
the final results. The culture is what is needed to feed both a critical sense 
(of the current state of things) and a constructive attitude (proposing the 
values and visions on which to imagine “the new”). However, this design 
knowledge can also be described in terms of how it is produced and how 
it can be transferred from one actor to others. In order to do that, we must 
introduce the notions of design-as-research and design research.

Discussing service design, but her observation can be generalized, Lucy 
Kimbell says that the practice of design experts is close to being a “con-
structivist enquiry,” and is therefore becoming “an exploratory process that 
aims to create new kinds of value relation between diverse actors within a 
socio-material configuration.”13 It seems to me that this observation is of 
general value: when addressing issues that are as new as they are complex, 
design cannot but be an exploratory process. However, I believe that focus-
ing on this modality of design-as-research does not deal exhaustively with 
the question of the relationship between design and research, and that we 
have to consider also a way of designing that takes shape as design research: 
an activity capable of producing knowledge useful to those who design. 
That is, design knowledge.14

There are several strong motivations driving design in this direction. The 
first and most evident is that the problems to be faced tend to grow in size 
and complexity. It follows that a design team cannot usually produce the 
required design knowledge for each individual project in the traditional 
design-as-research modality. Therefore, it is necessary to develop a design 
knowledge repository where the knowledge needed can be found and 
applied rapidly, when and where needed.

The second motivation for a new kind of design knowledge, and there-
fore a new kind of design research capable of producing it, is the change 
in design processes. In a connected world design processes tend to be 
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increasingly distributed among numerous actors who differ in culture, 
motivation, and professional development. In these conditions, traditional 
design knowledge, accumulated within the implicit knowledge of design 
experts, is no longer enough: too many subjects are involved and too many 
of them are not in the same place. Therefore, the required knowledge must 
be clearly expressed (by whoever produces it), easy to discuss (by many 
interested interlocutors), and easy to apply (by other designers), so that 
other researchers can use it as a starting point for producing further knowl-
edge. In conclusion, this explicit, discussable, transferrable, and accumulable 
knowledge is what design research must produce (box 2.4).

In a connected world, designing networks also tend to become design 
research networks: research networks that produce “constructive enquiry” 

Box 2.4

Design research
Design research is an activity producing design knowledge, i.e., it produces the 

knowledge that is needed in order to design. It is possible to outline several 

research methods that allow us to study different aspects of design activity. 

The first one is research that produces better conceptual and operational tools 

for designing; this is called research for design, whereas research that helps 

to understand the nature of design itself is called research on design. These 

two forms of research are usually conducted through methods proper to disci-

plines endowed with a consolidated research tradition, methods that are then 

adapted to design-specific requirements. In the field of research for design, 

these methods are typically those of ethnography, semiotics, ergonomics, and 

various technological and economic disciplines. In research on design, they 

are often drawn from history, sociology, or philosophy.

Conversely, research that produces visions and proposals usually adopts 

original methods, using tools and skills proper to designer culture and practice. 

We refer to this as research through design. In this case, the research modes are 

different from those of traditional scientific research. Research through design 

necessarily brings into play a level of subjectivity that would be inadmissible 

in the scientific tradition. Nevertheless, this is not typical “artistic research,” 

totally guided by the subjective dimension. Design is a discipline that com-

bines creativity and subjectivity with a dose of reflection and discussion about 

its own choices. The same is obviously true for research through design, with 

the added factor that, in this case, the knowledge produced cannot be implicit 

and integrated in the design but must be explicit, discussable, transferable, 

and compoundable.
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at their nodes. This is the constructive enquiry we have been talking about 
and in which shared knowledge is produced by circulating results.

Design mode map

By crossing the polarities proposed above—between problem solving and 
sense making, and between expert and diffuse design—we obtain a map of 
the field of design modes: of the various ways of putting designing capacity 
into action, of “designing” and “being designers.” Obviously, the warnings 
given for each of the two polarities separately are at least as valid when they 
are crossed. The map is therefore very rough, but I still think it can offer 
some useful indications to orient us along the path we are about to take.

If in principle everybody is capable of designing, and everything can be 
designed, the map will help us discuss what all these people are doing, in what 
capacity and role they are doing it, and with what motives. More particularly, 
it indicates who the design experts are and what they do (meaning those who 
are specifically qualified and have acquired special tools for designing).

The map is built on two dimensions: the “actors and competence” axis, 
which moves from diffuse design to expert design, and the “motivations 
and expectations” axis, which moves from problem solving to sense mak-
ing. By crossing them we obtain four quadrants, each of which proposes a 
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characteristic design mode and its recent evolutions (figure 2.1). For each 
of these modes, I will indicate a “classic” version, meaning a way of being 
and doing that may have been “normal” in the past decade, and which is 
now useful as a benchmark to help us understand how things have evolved 
and what is happening now. On this basis, I will outline and discuss some 
emerging trends: transformations that are happening and that are particu-
larly meaningful in relation to the topics we are dealing with here.15

Grassroots organization (diffuse design / problem solving quadrant)
This is the design mode used by groups of people who design initiatives 
that aim to deal with local problems such as lack of green space in a neigh-
borhood, difficulty of access to organic food, alternative mobility. Often, 
though not necessarily, their activities were initially driven by strong ideo-
logical or political motives.16

In recent years this quadrant has witnessed quantitative and qualitative 
transformations. In quantitative terms there has been an increase in the 
number of people involved, with a corresponding change in the nature of 
the participation: from small ideological groups to networks that include 
wider strata of the population.

A series of different but converging forces have driven this transforma-
tion: the growing awareness and urgency of new problems in everyday life 
(the acuteness of the economic and social crisis that has hit some coun-
tries), and the availability of examples of feasible solutions that have, in 
the meantime, been able to prove their effectiveness and make themselves 
known (by circulating in global information networks). At the same time, 
the possibilities offered by the Internet and by digital media have made 
solutions feasible that are more effective, open, and flexible, which makes 
them accessible to more and wider sectors of society. The result is that these 
grassroots organizations (which, as we have said, have always been minori-
ties and often used to be ideologically based) are becoming more open and 
flexible, consisting of differently motivated people: they are evolving into 
collaborative organizations (chapters 1 and 4). Larger groups of people are 
thus being asked to cultivate their design capacity, and becoming more 
competent in doing it. That is, they are adopting a design mode that can be 
defined as diffuse and competent design.

Cultural activists (diffuse design / sense making quadrant)
This is the design mode of people who are interested in cultural activi-
ties (in both professional and nonprofessional terms), who set up venues 
to promote their areas of interest and to create occasions for exhibiting, 
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presenting and exchanging experiences, and debating. These venues may 
range from cine-forums to street art, from reading groups to rock bands, 
from local radios to the self-managed social centers. Often (though not 
necessarily) the participants are young people who operate in an urban 
environment, for whom the city is a stimulus to creativity and a theater for 
their performances.

This modality used to be performed by culturally productive minorities, 
significant in these terms but not in terms of numbers.17 More recently 
things have changed and together the participants now form a sizeable 
social group.18 In particular, the diffusion of social media is transforming 
the figure of cultural activist, giving many people the possibility of cultivat-
ing and staging their interests and cultural and artistic abilities.

Nowadays, a considerable part of contemporary society (at least of the 
part that is urban and modernized) consists of cultural activists, in the cur-
rent sense of the term: people who, in different ways, play an active role in 
the cultural systems they are part of.19 If they can do so, it is because they 
make best use of their design capacity. In fact, they must design the specific 
contents they want to present and, very often, they have to imagine and 
enhance a strategy to make them visible.

Design and communication agency (expert design / sense making 
quadrant)
This is the design mode of experts who use their specific knowledge and 
tools to conceive and develop original products, services, and communica-
tive artifacts.

This design modality includes most of the traditional design and com-
munication agencies, many of which carry out their work focusing atten-
tion on consolidated products and services (from furnishings to hotels, 
from fashion to shops). In some cases, there is an exasperated search for 
visibility;20 in other cases, this modality brings products and services in line 
with current expectations in terms of quality, prices, and environmental 
sensitivity (but not necessarily in line with what is needed to take some real 
steps toward sustainability).

Against this traditional background, we can recognize some emerging 
modes: expert designers working as place makers for local communities, 
cities, and regions; design activists aiming at creating change in cultural 
attitudes and behaviors;21 design-production microenterprises operating in net-
works as open, distributed systems. The common denominator is that all of 
them are progressively shifting from dealing with traditional products and 
communication artifacts toward design processes in which what have to be 



Design in a Connected World  43

designed are hybrid, dynamic artifacts where products, services, and com-
munication are systemized and presented as a whole.

Design and technology agency (expert design / problem solving 
quadrant)
This is the design mode of experts with a highly technical background, aim-
ing at solving complex problems by bridging technical and social issues.

This design mode is normally performed by design agencies based on 
interdisciplinary teams.22 It addresses a variety of clients ranging from busi-
nesses to public bodies and citizen associations. Over the past decade its 
field of application has widened to include increasingly complex social and 
environmental problems, collaborating with a variety of interlocutors.23 In 
the same period it has been strongly influenced on one side by the user-
centered design approach and methodology and by co-designing on the 
other. Recently there have also been experiences in the open design and 
distributed production field to verify the potential of this new approach. In 
this framework, the specific role of design experts is to trigger and support 
large design processes by building the necessary coalitions among different 
partners; to analyze existing resources; and to enable the active participa-
tion of people who are immediately concerned.

Emerging design cultures

On the basis of this map, we can look at current trends in view of the 
interweaving social, technical, and cultural innovation we discussed in the 
previous chapter. In particular, we can recognize a variety of emerging design 
cultures characterized by their innovative practices, meaning design cultures 
that have emerged thanks to a positive loop between new ideas on problem 
solving and on sense making. In general terms we can observe that the 
traditional polarization between problem solving and sense making often 
tends to blur: when the innovations are radical, new practical solutions 
almost inevitably imply new meanings, and vice versa (figure 2.2).

Design and emerging qualities
Several examples show us that, in the face of complex issues and different 
possibilities for solving them, problem solving and sense making cannot 
be separated.

In the past there have been design modes in which this separation 
seemed possible. It happened when all participants in the design process 
implicitly or explicitly agreed on the sense of what they were doing (as 
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in my earlier examples of designing a device to support diabetes sufferers, 
or a water-purifying system for African villages). Nowadays, it is increas-
ingly rare for this separation to be considered acceptable. In fact, when the 
problems are complex there are always several ways of tackling them. For 
instance, today we know that there are many strategies for improving the 
lives of people with diabetes, based on different kinds of social organization 
that entail differing relationships between patient and health services, and 
among patients themselves.24 In view of these possibilities it is clear that 
discussion cannot be limited to technical ground; it must also concern the 
realm of meaning: the meaning of the various solutions in question, and 
the meaning that each should have if it is to be truly workable. A simi-
lar passage, from technical discussion to discussing the significance of the 
proposals, can also be made for the question of water purification in the 
African village, where different strategies can be chosen involving different 
people.25 When there is this kind of choice, no solution can be exclusively 
technical and no design process can be considered only in terms of problem 
solving. Therefore, if the sense-making side must be considered too, the 
question is who has the capability and the authority to decide what to do 
and how. Of course, this is not an easy question, and the answer too is not a 
simple one. Nevertheless, looking to what is happening in the design field, 
one point is clear: several design modes that were initially rooted in the 
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problem-solving side, whether as design expert or grassroots organizations, 
are now moving toward the sense-making side.

For design experts this signifies, first and foremost, that they should 
apply a user-centered approach that focuses not only on single individuals 
but also on communities. After this initial move, they should go on to set 
up a co-designing project where all those interested may bring their contri-
bution to bear, not only in finding the technical solution to the problem 
but also in building its meaning, so that it will make sense to all involved. 
In short, it has become apparent that this is the only way of making sure 
that the technical solution found will actually be culturally and socially 
acceptable to the people and communities it is to benefit.

The same tight interaction between problem solving and sense mak-
ing can be observed in the initiatives of grassroots organizations. In fact, 
we can recognize that they are not only proposing unprecedented solu-
tions to complex problems, but are also generating new ideas (new ideas of 
time, place, relationships, and work) that are the cultural dimension of the 
actions they have taken to live and produce in more a sustainable way.26 
The quality and values emerging here are still embryonic but, as we have 
seen in chapter 1, may well be the start of a new culture: the culture of a 
sustainable society.

Design as place maker
Various design experts, from both the problem-solving and the sense-mak-
ing sides, are converging in a central area of the map to develop projects at 
local or regional scale. They are aiming at regenerating “the local” by creat-
ing a new ecology of places: an ecosystem in which local culture and pro-
duction are able to live and regenerate in a balanced relationship between 
local and global.

In this area of the map, design experts meet and collaborate with institu-
tions and associations, using their expert design capacities to develop local 
and regional projects. These include: creating services in the informal or 
marginal settlements of the new metropolises; redefining relations between 
city and countryside; creating social services rooted in neighborhoods and 
communities; setting up local and regional alternative mobility systems.27

For the design discipline in general, this interest in places represents an 
important change: in the past, in the same way that industrial products 
were thought of as independent of the places where they were designed, 
produced, used, and consumed, expert design has essentially been consid-
ered as a deterritorialized activity. In other words, for design in the last 
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century, the question of where production took place and where products 
would be used did not seem to be a significant issue.28

Now, as anticipated, we can observe that different kinds of design 
experts are converging toward designing for and with the local. In other 
words, they are designing as “place makers”: an activity in which the two 
dimensions of problem solving and sense making converge, and where new 
practices and cultures must be co-produced (I will come back to this issue 
in chapter 10).

Design as activism
Cultural activists, grassroots organizations, and design activists are converg-
ing toward a range of initiatives whose purpose is not to offer immediate 
solutions to problems, but to spark interest in these areas and show, often 
paradoxically or provocatively, that there are different ways of seeing and 
resolving them.

The cultural role of social minorities was recognized and discussed sev-
eral years ago. Think for instance of groups of urban young people, the 
street style they have produced and their influence on fashion; or the sub-
cultures generated by communities of enthusiasts, such as bikers or surfers, 
just to name a couple of the many examples.29 Alongside the emblematic 
value and media visibility of these groups, other groups of cultural and 
design activists are also growing in visibility and impact.

The ways and the fields in which they operate may be very different: 
raising awareness on the question of public green space by creating a gar-
den on a traffic island or pavement (Guerrilla Gardening), affirming the 
rights of cyclists by organizing cycle rallies in city traffic (Critical Mass), 
and reclaiming public space by organizing a street dinner are just some 
examples. Such groups, which may be acknowledged by the institutions or 
may be in conflict with them, operate by creating design teams in which 
both volunteers and expert designers take part: organizing a festival, setting 
up and managing a self-run social center, or creating a special event in a 
city are all activities that require out-of-the-ordinary designing and strate-
gic skills to conceive them, to realize the events, and to determine who to 
join forces with.30 Therefore, even though these activities are mainly driven 
by cultural motivations (i.e., they appear in the sense-making quadrants), 
they require the resolution of some very concrete problems and call for a 
high level of problem-solving capability.

Design as making
An interesting line of evolution for the expert design mode is toward the 
diffusion of microenterprises based on the notions of open design and 
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distributed production: a design mode where design experts are, at the 
same time, designers, makers, and entrepreneurs.31 This tendency is highly 
interesting because, far from being a simple proliferation of small tradi-
tional design agencies, it considers microenterprises operating in networks 
to be open, distributed systems.

In recent years, the diffusion of the Internet and social media has cre-
ated the technological platform on which the idea of open design has been 
conceived and experimented with. Today, the miniaturization of produc-
tion units offers the possibility of extending this platform to fabrication 
processes, creating new production and consumption networks called dis-
tributed systems.

In the near future, the possible convergence of distributed systems with 
social innovation could give rise to networks of microenterprises capable 
of enhancing the local dimension and distributing production activities 
and job opportunities in, or near, cities, and doing so in the same way in 
all regions of the world (in the opposite direction to what has been domi-
nant in past decades and in tune with the scenario of distributed systems; 
chapter 1).

Seen in this broad perspective, we can say that this expert design mode 
is the one that most radically calls into question the tradition of product 
design. By experimenting with the possibility of rethinking the entire pro-
duction system, it offers the opportunity of redesigning all material prod-
ucts by answering one simple question: What would they be like if they 
were entirely or for the most part produced for well-defined clients and as 
near as possible to the place where they will be used?32 To answer this ques-
tion requires up-to-date product design skills and culture. But not only this. 
In my view, it also requires the contribution of all the design disciplines, 
above all of strategic and service design, and it involves both technical and 
cultural considerations. This is the newly emerging culture of designing and 
making.

Social innovation in design

Talking about social innovation, we have seen that, driven by necessity or 
the desire to use their “natural” designing capacity, and sustained by the 
diffusion of digital media and the new social networks, many people take 
active part and collaborate to create new forms of organization (creative 
communities and collaborative organizations), participating en masse in 
solving complex problems and becoming content producers for the new 
digital media.33 Looking at the emerging trends in terms of the design mode 
map, we can say that various individual and collective subjects developing 
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new design skills are moving away from the area of diffuse design toward 
that of expert design, creating a very interesting dynamic near the center 
of the map: the number of nonexpert actors who are nevertheless skilled 
and experienced in design is growing. These people, who are operating in a 
diffuse and competent design mode,34 are interacting with a growing number 
of design experts who are willing to accompany them in the design process. 
Thus, they are creating a new kind of co-design process. The result is that, 
today, in a networked society, all design processes tend to become co-design 
processes (box 2.5).

Co-design as social conversations
Obviously, the notion of co-design intended here is not the standard one 
found in formalized processes where a team of stakeholders discusses 
round a table, trying to create a common language and shared visions 
and strategies. What I mean by co-design is more like a vast, multifaceted 

Box 2.5

Connectivity and co-design
In the history of material culture, meaning the places and artifacts that go 

to make up our habitat, the choices of some have always influenced those of 

others. Thus, throughout the long period of its construction, human habitat 

has always emerged from the interaction of a multiplicity of actors, often far 

apart in time and in space. Even the market, in the medium term, with its 

game of demand and offer, leads to products that owe their existence to a 

sort of co-designing between design experts, producers, and user/consumers. 

However, the long time perspective of material history and the medium time 

perspective of the market, together with low connectivity, saw to it that in the 

past the design activity of experts could be considered as more or less separate 

from their context; and that the designing process could be described as the 

activity of a team that, after collecting the necessary information, concluded 

the project within the four walls of its office (producing a “finished product” 

in all its detail, ready to be produced and launched onto the market).

Today things no longer work in this way. In our connected world, where 

everybody interacts with everyone else almost independently of time and dis-

tance, this separation of the design team from the rest of the world no longer 

stands. In addition, many different kinds of designer are at work, each able to 

develop their own designing initiative. So, in a connected world, all designing 

processes are in fact co-designing processes, unless special barriers are set up to 

isolate the work of the design team from its context.
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conversation among individuals and groups who set design initiatives roll-
ing at the nodes of the networks they are part of: a social conversation in 
which different actors interact in different ways (from collaborating to con-
flicting) and at different times (in real time or off-line).35

Taking up the reflections and experience in participatory design of Pelle 
Ehn and his group Medea at the University of Malmö in Sweden (which 
I will extend to co-design), we can say that these co-design processes are 
characterized as follows:

Highly dynamic processes: these include linear co-design processes and con-
sensus-building methodologies (i.e., the most traditional view on participa-
tory design and co-design processes). However, they can go far beyond these 
to become complex, interconnected, but often contradictory processes.
Creative and proactive activities, where the design experts’ role is one of medi-
ator (between different interests) and facilitator (of other participants’ ideas 
and initiatives), but also includes the design experts’ creativity and culture 
(i.e., their ability to conceive large scenarios and/or original design propos-
als) and the possibility of using them to trigger the social conversation and 
to feed it with new ideas.
Complex design activities that call for specific tools (to visualize ideas and 
make them tangible through different kinds of prototypes): a set of dedi-
cated and designed artifacts that it is the design experts’ responsibility to 
conceive and create.

To describe how these co-design processes may take place, we can start 
from a conceptual model in which the actors involved are scattered over 
the different nodes of the sociotechnical network and operate indepen-
dently. However, at the same time, because they are connected, they act as 
designing networks: networks in which everybody, nonexpert and expert 
alike, designs.36 Moving from conceptual model to reality, we can see that 
the network that connects the various actors is never homogeneous and 
undifferentiated. More or less strong, dense, stable relationships may be 
formed within it, creating different types of designing networks.

Networks and coalitions
Here we consider networks of separate, mutually independent actors (indi-
viduals or design teams operating as collective entities) to be designing net-
works. In this case, their different initiatives interact (provided they are 
connected) and thus influence each other and influence the result, even 
though they are working without a shared idea of what it could or should 
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be like. In this case, the co-design process takes place de facto, thanks to 
interactions that are not only uncoordinated but can even be conflictual.

On the other hand, we consider designing coalitions to be those result-ori-
ented networks that coordinate different actors within wider sociotechni-
cal networks (individual and collective, of design experts and nonexperts) 
that share a vision on what to do and how, and decide to do it together 
(figure 2.3).

In short, designing networks are looser networks, in which the various 
activities interact in an uncoordinated way, while designing coalitions are 
tighter networks, whose members collaborate to achieve shared results. It 
can be added that this collaboration can be either “horizontal” or “vertical,” 
between different types or different levels. Obviously these coalitions do not 
exist by chance. They are themselves the result of design: an activity proper 
to the strategic design discipline that seeks to identify a suitable group of 
partners and to build shared values and converging interests with them.

Design programs
Designing networks evolve over time, modifying the architecture and 
intensity of their interactions. This evolution is the co-designing process in 
its most general form. In this framework, when some of the actors form a 
coalition it tends to produce a series of coordinated activities that together 
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constitute a program or, in other words, a coherent succession of stages in 
a design process.

Obviously, this program does not come about by chance either but, like 
the coalition that produced it, is the result of strategic design. On the other 
hand, when we are operating in a turbulent environment, the formal coher-
ence of the succession of stages envisaged in a program is often upset by 
reality, so the course of events is in fact less linear. The strategic designing 
capacity of the coalition must be able to navigate this sea, moving in the 
expected direction but taking into account the feedback from, and changes 
imposed by, the context. Thus, it frequently happens that the programs 
set up are not expected to achieve a result that was entirely planned in 
advance. They are dialogical programs,37 in which a wider vision frames a 
series of small-scale moves. This allows for trial and error receiving feedback 
from the system, in response to which the following moves can be made in 
full awareness of potentially critical points.

Design processes and design initiatives
What we have seen so far highlights the way social innovation is generat-
ing an important transformation in design processes (especially apparent 
when the issues to be dealt with are far-reaching and complex). In short, it 
is a question of separating the overall design process from its single design 
interventions by design experts, design initiatives. As we have seen, the for-
mer is a complex activity involving the participation of multiple actors that 
are not necessarily coordinated; whereas design initiatives are projects that 
are clearly defined in terms of time and mode, conceived and developed 
by equally well-defined entities: designing coalitions, design agencies, or 
individual designers (box 2.6).

This distinction between the co-designing process as a whole, with its 
open-ended nature,38 and the individual design initiatives, which will occur 
at definite times and in definite ways,39 is to my mind of crucial importance 
for understanding what design (design experts, in this case) can and must 
do to deal with far-reaching, complex issues (as often happens today).

So, in this conceptual framework, the role of design experts is to con-
ceive and enhance a multiplicity of design initiatives to be promoted at 
the different nodes of the designing network. These design initiatives are 
coherent sequences of design actions geared to triggering and supporting a 
co-design process. For example: carrying out and communicating an ethno-
graphic analysis; effectively mapping the physical and social resources in a 
particular area; creating communicative artifacts geared to fueling conver-
sation about the future that fosters choices between alternatives; creating a 
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prototype or pilot project to make an opportunity more tangible to wider 
audiences. Each of these initiatives is conceived as a more or less autono-
mous project, so its results should be read on two levels. In the first its 
impact on particular co-designing processes is assessed, and therefore how 
far it has furthered its purposes (regenerating a neighborhood, for example, 
or building a new food network, setting up a new mobility system, creat-
ing new job opportunities, and so on). On a second level, its impact on the 
wider context is considered: on the culture, institutions, or visions that are 
shared by those living there. At times these results may weigh differently. 
When the first type of result is given more importance, the design expert 
can be said to work in the coalition; if greater importance is given to the 
second then he is said to work for the coalition. To be more exact:

Working in specific coalitions means playing the role of trigger (introduc-
ing ideas and visions to feed and orient the conversation within the coali-
tion) and of facilitator (helping the other participants in the coalition to 
make best use of their design skills, and augment them).

Box 2.6

Open-ended processes
In the past, or rather for simpler, more traditional projects, design processes 

and design initiatives corresponded. Thus the result of a design action was 

the “finished product” (whether this was a material product, a service, or a 

communicative artifact). Therefore, for instance, to present themselves and to 

be evaluated, designers presented their book of finished products. The same 

was true, on a larger scale, for a design agency, or even a design school wish-

ing to display the design activities carried out by its teachers, researchers, and 

students. Nowadays, things hardly ever work like this. As we said, design pro-

cesses are very often open-ended: they never finish because there is no longer 

a clear separation between the design and management stages of a project (the 

result is always a “beta version,” to which the currently active participants 

may bring their corrective and ameliorating contributions).

Furthermore, at any given moment, what is being put forward as the result 

is the tangible expression of converging actions by different actors, and it is 

extremely difficult, if not impossible, to say who did what. This is obviously 

also true for work specifically done by the expert designer, which becomes an 

integral part of the overall result. Therefore, what the expert designer must 

point to, in order to demonstrate what he has done, is the series of design 

initiatives he or she has set up, or in which he or she has actively taken part.
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Working for coalitions (whether existing or potential) means collaborating 
with other experts and appointed bodies in making the whole environment 
more favorable (in terms of policies, technological infrastructure, public 
and semipublic spaces).

With regard to the latter point, design experts play a special, fundamen-
tal role: they collaborate in the creation of an environment favorable to 
such coalitions, meaning (social, economic, and technological) ecosystems 
in which diffuse designing capability can emerge, increase in competence, 
and give life to a variety of design processes. In this case, design experts 
must use their design culture (and its characterizing critical constructive-
ness) to steer the turbulence around us toward sustainability.

Design, a new description

The map proposed here and the trends we have observed enable us to look 
at design through the filter of a new conceptual model that is (hopefully) 
better able than the traditional one to describe what is meant today by the 
term “design”

The traditional model was constructed in the Europe of the early twenti-
eth century, with reference to the industrial production of the time. It gave 
rise to the idea of design as an expert activity, aimed at the design of prod-
ucts for serial production using the industrial technology of the period. 
Since then much has changed and the initial model of design has gradually 
been redefined, with successive additions generated by the need to widen 
its field of application (from products to services and to organizations), to 
embrace new actors (from experts in other disciplines to end users), and 
to change its relationships with time (from closed-ended to open-ended 
processes). This adaptation by successive additions has advanced the tradi-
tional model but has also made it more complicated, difficult to use and, 
consequently, potentially more open to misinterpretation. So the time may 
have come to change it. In the light of what we have seen in the previous 
paragraphs, I will now try to do so. More than a definition, I am offering a 
short description of design: how, in my view, the notion of design in its wid-
est sense should be presented today:

Design is a culture and a practice concerning how things ought to be in 
order to attain desired functions and meanings. It takes place within open-
ended co-design processes in which all the involved actors participate in 
different ways. It is based on a human capability that everyone can culti-
vate and which for some—the design experts—becomes a profession. The 
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role of design experts is to trigger and support these open-ended co-design 
processes, using their design knowledge to conceive and enhance clear-cut, 
focused design initiatives.

This description must be augmented with one further observation:

In the transition toward a networked and sustainable society, all design is 
(or should be) a design research activity and should promote sociotechnical 
experiments.

This transition is a broad, complex social learning process, by which every-
thing that belongs to the mainstream way of thinking and behaving in the 
old world will have to be reinvented: from everyday life to the very idea of 
well-being.

To do this we should look at the whole of society as a huge laboratory 
of sociotechnical experimentation, which in turn calls for producing and 
spreading design knowledge able to empower individuals, communities, 
institutions, and companies in inventing and enhancing original ways of 
being and doing things. This experimentation phase will last as long as 
the transition: a short period in the history of humanity but a very long 
time for us and our children. In practice, this experimental approach will 
become the “normal” approach in our future.
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In the twenty-first century, social innovation will be interwoven with design 
as both stimulus and objective. That is, it will stimulate design as much as 
technical innovation did in the twentieth century, and at the same time 
social innovation will be what a growing proportion of design activities will 
be seeking to achieve. As a matter of fact, design has all the potentialities 
to play a major role in triggering and supporting social change and there-
fore becoming design for social innovation. Today we are at the beginning of 
this journey and we still need a better understanding of the possibilities, 
the limits, and the implications of this emerging design mode, but what is 
already clear is that design for social innovation is not a new discipline: it is 
simply one of the ways in which contemporary design is appearing. There-
fore, what it requires is not so much a specific set of skills and methods as a 
new culture, a new way of looking at the world and at what design can do 
with and for people living in it.

What it is

Before proceeding to a more analytical observation of what design for social 
innovation is and how it works, I would like to make it more concrete 
by describing four noteworthy examples. The first two illustrate what its 
“normal” way of operating is and what I think will become customary 
design practice in the twenty-first century. The second two are exceptional 
cases, the promoters of which have managed to unite the local with a wider 
national and international dimension, generating profound, large-scale 
changes. These two extraordinary examples started many years ago but still 
today indicate a possibility: what design for social innovation can do and, I 
would add, what it ought to be able to do in order to deal with the problems 
and opportunities that present themselves today.
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Everyday life projects
The first is a well-known example, which we can use as a benchmark of 
what social innovation design can be, the processes it can support, the 
results it can achieve, and of course the difficulties it may find. It is the 
Circle, in the UK: a membership organization of elderly people supported 
by local neighborhood helpers and professional social workers. 

It was developed by a design company, Participle Ltd, which moved from 
an existing idea (the idea of creating a “circle” of peers able and willing to 
exchange help and care) and build an innovative economic and organiza-
tional model around it.1  To do so, it systemized the different motivations and 
resources and started a co-design process capable of activating a large number 
of potentially interested actors right from the start. In short, Participle man-
aged to create a coalition model in which public and private actors, local asso-
ciations, individual volunteers, and elderly people agree on the idea of a circle 
of care and, working from their different positions, start acting to create it.

The model raised the interest of several councils in London and in other 
UK cities, and the number of Circles increased. However, we must note that 
some of them have since been closed as public funding ended (example 3.1).

The second example concerns a program of activities focusing on col-
laborative housing, developed by the DESIS Lab at the Politecnico di Milano 
in collaboration with a partner network. The first stage of the program was 
to concentrate on cohousing, creating a platform of promotional services 

Example 3.1

Circle, UK
Circle was first proposed by Participle, a London-based social enterprise, in 2007. 

Participle succeeded in building a public-private partnership (with Southwark 

Council, Sky, and the Department for Work and Pensions) and in starting up a 

co-design process involving over 250 elderly people and their families. The first 

prototype was launched in Southwark in 2009. The result was the definition of a 

new service idea based on an innovative economic and organizational model that 

includes horizontal p2p collaboration and mutual help, and vertical collaboration 

in terms of voluntary and paid work. A digital platform was to coordinate the vari-

ety of activities that the Circle would offer and organize.

On the basis of this service idea, the first prototype was launched in Southwark 

in 2009. Since then, seven other Circles have been started in the UK, and other 

local councils have expressed their interest. In 2014 some of these Circles were 

closed, including the Southwark one, as public funding came to an end. Hilary 

Cottam, Participle’s principal partner, has commented: “What has failed, in some 

cases, but not all, is the ability to find the finance to scale them up and the vision 

to embed them as part of the wider eco-system of public services.”2
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and activating a co-design project for some cohousing communities in the 
Milan area (a dedicated company was set up for the purpose: Cohousing.
it).3 The second stage extended the theme to the more general idea of col-
laborative housing,4 meaning a kind of residential housing in which certain 
spaces are shared and residents take active part in their design and man-
agement. This stage led to various parallel activities: new cohousing proj-
ects, master’s degree theses,5 a master’s program focusing on the topic,6 and 
lastly the adoption of the idea of collaborative housing as a social innova-
tion project by Fondazione Housing Sociale (FHS), an important institution 
in Milan dedicated to developing social housing in Italy (example 3.2).7

In this program’s development from its first phase (the cohousing proj-
ect) to the second (the collaborative housing one), we can recognize an 
open-ended co-design process driven by evolving coalitions, in which both 
partners and objectives have changed over time. Since its beginning in 2006, 
several semi-independent projects have been conceived and enhanced: 
from the initial survey on potential demand for collaborative housing 
in Milan, to the digital platform conceived as a cohousing community 

Example 3.2

Collaborative Housing Program, Milan
The cohousing idea has been applied in Europe and worldwide for many years. For 

several reasons, however, the number of completed cohousing complexes is still 

very low. Although a growing number of people have expressed interest, various 

difficulties seem to prevent them from moving on to implement a viable project.

Some years ago (2006), this contradiction between potentially interested peo-

ple and practical fulfilment seemed particularly evident in Italy, and in Milan in par-

ticular. Moving from this observation, the DESIS Lab of the Politecnico di Milano, 

together with a socially oriented enterprise, developed a program aimed at the 

development of a cohousing project for a larger number of people. The first result 

of the program was the creation of a dedicated company (Cohousing.it) which has 

been promoting cohousing initiatives in Milan  and has become the model for sev-

eral other enabling platforms in Milan and other Italian cities, multiplying the num-

ber of cohousing initiatives in the country. The second result is that experiences in 

the first phase became the basis for other initiatives, such as a doctoral thesis and 

a new master’s program at the Politecnico di Milano specifically dedicated to the 

issue of collaborative housing. It aims to multiply these experiences and develop 

further reflection on them. Finally, and most importantly, these experiences have 

been further developed by the Fondazione Housing Sociale (Social Housing Foun-

dation, FHS)—an institution dedicated to the support of social housing in Italy. FHS 

now integrates the notion of collaborative housing in its programs, utilizing several 

design ideas and tools from previous cohousing experience.8
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organizer, to specific initiatives and dedicated toolkits, cultural programs 
to promote collaborative living values, and master’s programs and doctoral 
theses studying them in greater depth and developing new conceptual and 
practical tools.9 This example has also taught us another important lesson: 
having initiated the first phase of the project with a research orientation, 
it has been possible to transfer the experience acquired not only to other 
parallel projects but also to the various different initiatives in the second 
phase. In short, we can say that the collaborative housing program can be 
seen as an open-ended co-design process, where every design activity, consid-
ered as part of a larger design research program, created new design knowledge: 
knowledge that was transferable from one project to another.

Even though these two cases (Circle and the collaborative housing pro-
gram) are different in many ways, they have some common characteristics 
that can be generalized regarding both their process and the specificity of 
the design role in promoting and supporting them.

In terms of process, their relatively long histories demonstrate how social 
innovation can develop from an original social invention (the ideas of a 
circle of care and of cohousing) to more structured prototypes and social 
enterprises. They also show the importance of a correct interplay between 
autonomous initiatives, with the social enterprises they may generate, and 
public institutions: these social innovations are living entities that can sur-
vive and flourish only in a favorable environment, and creating this favor-
able regulatory and economic ecosystem is the specific contribution that 
the national and local institutions should bring to the process.

In terms of the design role, several observations can be made. The most 
basic one is that in both cases, the first move of design experts has been to 
use their skills and competences to recognize existing social inventions and 
transform them into more effective, attractive, lasting, and potentially rep-
licable solutions. This observation can be generalized. Traditionally, design 
experts were asked to recognize technological innovation and translate 
it into socially acceptable products and services. This activity, of course, 
remains valid. But now, to support social innovation, something else has to 
be done. The bridge between technology and society has to be trodden in 
the opposite direction too. In fact, to promote social innovation, design experts 
must use their design skills and competences to recognize promising cases when 
and where they appear and to reinforce them. That is, to help them to be more 
accessible, effective, lasting, and replicable.

A second common characteristic is that both examples used admittedly 
advanced but still “normal” skills and capabilities (taken from all the design 
disciplines, from product design to service design, from communication to 



Design for Social Innovation  59

interior design, from interaction design to strategic design). Both of them 
also show that two of these design disciplines are particularly relevant to 
design for social innovation: service design (to conceive and develop solu-
tion ideas that take into account the quality of the interactions involved) 
and strategic design (to promote and support partnerships between the dif-
ferent actors involved). Design for social innovation is not a new design 
discipline. It is the application of what, today, design as a whole should be. 
It follows that, to promote and support social innovation, all the design 
skills and capabilities are used, blended in different ways case by case. We 
can also observe that strategic and service design components are included 
in all these cases.

A third common trait is that in both examples the activities that take 
place are supported by an appropriate set of products, services, and commu-
nication activities. For instance, in the cohousing example, starting up and 
co-designing have been enabled by creating a dedicated digital platform 
and a set of services (to support the meetings of the potential cohousers, the 
building of the community, and the co-designing of services to be shared). 
In parallel to that, a co-design tool has been designed to facilitate the over-
all design process

A similar platform, not only for communication but also for organiz-
ing, has been set up for the different Circles. In both cases, these platforms, 
services, and co-design and co-production support tools constitute the 
enabling solution that has made each individual intervention more accessi-
ble to the people concerned. In addition, it has made them more easily and 
more effectively replicable (and both of them have actually been replicated).

The general observation that we can draw from all this is that appropri-
ate enabling solutions can not only sustain a single action but also create 
a scaling-out effect: the creation of horizontal synergies that lead to the 
replication of the most promising solutions in other contexts (I shall come 
back to this point in chapter 9).

Big changes
Now I shall move on to two cases that succeeded in uniting a multiplicity 
of local initiatives into a general vision, and transforming this vision into a 
project for change on a much larger scale. I am referring here to the work of 
two great Italian social innovators, Franco Basaglia and Carlo Petrini, and 
the associations they created, Democratic Psychiatry and Slow Food.

Basaglia and Petrini are two extraordinary characters who worked with 
widely differing problems, adopting a similar approach and radically chang-
ing the then dominant ways of seeing and doing things (regarding mental 
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illness on the one hand and the quality of food and food systems on the 
other). To avoid misunderstanding, I must stress immediately that neither 
Basaglia nor Petrini are officially designers. In my opinion, however, both 
of them are, to all intents and purposes, great innovators and, de facto, 
designers. And their stories say a lot about what designers could and should 
do in this field.

Franco Basaglia was an exceptional psychiatrist who, in the seventies, 
founded the democratic psychiatry movement. In practical terms what he 
did was to close the psychiatric hospital in Trieste (a city in the northeast 
of Italy), where he was director, and at the same time start up cooperative 
production and service groups which brought ex-patients, nurses, and doc-
tors together in enterprises that had to be effective in economic terms (real 
enterprises, not entities whose very existence depends on financial backing 
from the state). In doing this, Basaglia proposed a more general discussion on 
democracy and civilization (it is not by chance that the movement is called 
democratic psychiatry) and, at the same time, he clearly indicated that this 
process had to be adequately supported: that there had to be facilities (ser-
vices, places, and tools) to enable people (in this case the mentally ill) to over-
come their difficulties and fulfill their potential capabilities (example 3.3).

Carlo Petrini, who founded the slow food movement in 1989, followed 
a similar course, generating a radical new vision of what an advanced food 

Example 3.3

Democratic Psychiatry, Italy
“Opening the institution [the psychiatric hospital] does not signify opening a door, 

it means opening ourselves toward the ‘patient.’ I would say we are starting to have 

confidence in these people.”10 Basaglia’s (and democratic psychiatry’s) theme was 

mental illness, and his revolutionary (for the times) approach was to see a person 

with a mental disability not only as a patient but also as an individual with capabili-

ties. When seen only as a patient, such a person retreats into his or her illness; but if 

we see the patient as a person, we can support him or her to overcome these prob-

lems and find fulfillment in some positive activity. Nowadays the path laid out more 

than 40 years ago in Trieste by Basaglia has become normal practice in Italy (or at 

least it should be). In 1978, thanks to him, a national law was passed that opened 

up all psychiatric hospitals and set up new forms of assistance to the mentally 

ill. Since then restaurants, holiday villages, hotels, and carpentry workshops have 

started up, all run by “madmen.” Many of these activities have worked well. Some 

have become really successful commercial enterprises (e.g., a cooperative of ex-

patients is currently running a bar, restaurant, and bookshop in the ex-psychiatric 

hospital in Milan, and every year organizes an important cultural festival).
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system could be like. Adopting a strategic design approach, he created a 
number of local organizations to enable previously weak farmers to pro-
duce high-quality products and find channels for their sale at a fair price to 
consumers capable of recognizing their quality. In so doing, slow food set 
up a whole system of products and services aiming to empower the social 
actors involved and, at the same time, to protect the quality of traditional 
products and productions, and therefore the local cultures and economies 
involved and, ultimately, their physical environments (example 3.4).

These two examples, like the previous ones, have common traits that are 
worth highlighting. The first and, in this case, most apparent is the role of the 
promoters: both examples show clearly how the events that led to these two 
great social innovations cannot be separated from the personalities, energy, 
and charisma of their promoters. However, we must also say that both owe 
their success and their long-lastingness to another special ability of Basaglia 
and Peterini: their capacity to create around themselves a group of capable 
enthusiasts, to create an organization and also act on an institutional level. 
Ultimately, if the processes they were able to activate have consolidated into 
lasting organizations and institutions, it is because both of them knew how 
to operate on all these levels, and they did so extremely well.

Example 3.4

Slow Food, Italy (and worldwide)
“We believe that everyone has a fundamental right to pleasure and consequently 

the responsibility to protect the heritage of food, tradition and culture that makes 

this pleasure possible.” This is the first sentence of the slow food manifesto writ-

ten by Carlo Petrini in 1989 to found, with friends, the international slow food 

movement. This manifesto goes on to say: “We consider ourselves co-producers, 

not consumers, because by being informed about how our food is produced and 

actively supporting those who produce it, we become a part of and a partner in the 

production.”11 In other words, slow food proposed a new way of looking at food 

consumption, but not only that. Driven by the same basic motivation, slow food 

has operated on the supply and valorization of food products that otherwise would 

gradually have disappeared, as they were not economically viable in the econom-

ics of the dominant agroindustrial system. In practical terms, it has cultivated food 

awareness on the demand side (through the actions of consumer-producer orga-

nizations: the Condotte, known outside Italy as Convivia) and consequently a mar-

ket for these high-quality products. On the supply side, it has addressed farmers, 

breeders, fishermen, and the firms that process their products, and with them it 

has promoted local organizations (the Presidia) to back them by connecting them 

to each other and to their market.
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Several general lessons can be drawn from all this. First, social inventions 
and the early stages of social innovation may come about, and indeed often do 
come about, thanks to the personalities and energy of a few “social heroes.” How-
ever, to last over time, to grow and multiply, linking the local to a larger scale, 
requires organization and the creation of a more favorable cultural, economic, and 
institutional environment.

The second common characteristic is that these cases clearly show how 
design for social innovation is (or should be) an inextricable tangle of far-
reaching, culturally profound visions of how the world could be improved, 
of a special capacity to relate to people directly concerned and give them a 
voice, and an equally special creativity needed to imagine feasible solutions 
and create the conditions to tap the social energy available. In other words, 
this evident common trait confirms the critical, cultural and creative dimension 
of design for social innovation. Without it, neither democratic psychiatry nor 
slow food could have existed.

A third important characteristic concerns their strategic dimension. 
Each of these movements started by identifying a problem in both its local 
and its general dimension. From there, each produced both a deep and 
far-reaching vision and a feasible proposal for local action (yet capable of 
producing radical change). In this procedure, general proposals are made 
tangible by successful, concrete, local actions. Vice versa, local initiatives 
are made stronger by being part of a wider vision and design: a “framework 
design” focused on creating a more favorable culture, institutional system 
and public policy.

A first definition
To help frame a discussion of what design for social innovation is and 
what it does, I will propose a rough but, in my view, already meaningful 
definition:

Design for social innovation is everything that expert design can do to activate, 
sustain, and orient processes of social change toward sustainability. 

By giving this definition I simply mean that, in order to talk about this 
topic, we do not need to introduce new models or new definitions, beyond 
those we have already used when discussing design in general and the forms 
it takes in the networked world. Design for social innovation (from now on 
this expression will be used to mean social innovation toward sustainabil-
ity) is not a new kind of design: it is one of the ways in which contempo-
rary design already functions. However, since it requires a special sensitivity 
and a few conceptual and operational tools, it seems to me useful to give 
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it a name and focus on its peculiarities. By the above definition, design for 
social innovation refers to a vast field resulting from the intersection of 
the entire range of social innovation phenomena (outlined in chapter 1) 
with expert design in all its contemporary shapes and forms (outlined in 
chapter 2). It is therefore a constellation of activities, each characterized by 
a different sense of these two terms.

The vast range of possibilities that emerge do, however, have one com-
mon trait: they are all contributions to the social conversation about what 
to do and how do it. This is really a collection of conversations for action 
that in Terry Winograd’s words (and in the spirit of the Language/Action 
perspective) are “the central coordinating structures for human organi-
zations.”12 In our case, these conversations occur between various social 
actors who are all interested in achieving the same result (i.e., in resolving a 
problem or opening a new possibility), and who follow an innovative path 
to achieve it, breaking with established ways of thinking and doing things.

This social conversation is, to all intents and purposes, a co-designing 
activity: a dynamic process in which participants intervene bringing their 
own particular knowledge and designing capacity. Among these there are 
obviously also design experts who express their skills and abilities in social 
innovation design.

We can say, then, that design for social innovation is the expert design 
contribution to a co-design process aiming at social change. In practical 
terms, it is a blend of different components: original ideas and visions (from 
design culture), practical design tools (from different design disciplines), 
and creativity (which is a personal gift), within the framework of a design 
approach (deriving from previous reflexive design experience).

What it is not

To focus more clearly on what design for social innovation is and what it 
does, it is helpful to pause a moment and also consider what it is not and 
what it does not do.

Not all design is design for social innovation
The first and most obvious assertion to make is that, although the defini-
tion of design for social innovation is very wide, this does not mean that 
all design is part of it. Design for social innovation entails a sociotechnical 
transformation driven by and oriented toward social change. Not all trans-
formations have these characteristics: there are, and there will always be, 
changes in the overall system, and therefore also in its social dimension, 
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that are driven by technical innovation. The appearance of a new material, 
a new functional technology, or a new production system has always led to 
the designing of products, services, and systems that may have considerable 
social effects. In these cases, however, we do not talk about design for social 
innovation, because the driving force in this transformation is technologi-
cal and not social.

Obviously, the distinction is easier to make in some cases than in others. 
I have already talked about this in chapter 1 when discussing innovation 
in sociotechnical systems: the more far-reaching and diffuse the interface 
between technology and society, the faster and more far-reaching will be 
their impact on the social systems in which they operate. And vice versa: 
the more people are exposed to these technologies, the greater their oppor-
tunity and capability to absorb them and understand how they can be used 
or adapted for different purposes. When things are like this, in my opinion 
it is not particularly useful to discuss whether something is technical or 
social innovation. The same is true for its design.

Social design is not (though it could be) design for social innovation
The notion of design for social innovation is frequently considered as similar, 
if not identical, to that of social design. In my view, this is an error: the two 
expressions refer to different activities and have very different implications.

The problem begins with the double meaning commonly attributed to 
the adjective “social.” The first sense, which is the one in use in the expres-
sion design for social innovation, refers to social forms as such; that is, to 
the way in which a society is built.13 In the second sense it indicates the 
existence of particularly problematic situations (such as extreme poverty, 
illness, or social exclusion, and circumstances after catastrophic events) to 
which both the market and the state fail to find solutions, and which there-
fore pose (or should pose) the need for urgent intervention from some other 
quarter. It is in this second meaning that the adjective made its entrance 
into the design debate several decades ago, generating the expression social 
design (box 3.1).14

Design for social innovation starts from quite different premises. The 
first, as already mentioned, is that it takes “social” in its more precise sense 
(that is, related to the ways in which people generate social forms). The 
second is that what it produces are meaningful social innovations; that 
is, solutions based on new social forms and economic models. The third 
is that it deals with all kinds of social change toward sustainability: the 
ones that concern the poor, of course, but also the ones that concern the 
middle and upper classes, changes making it possible for them to reduce 
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their environmental impact, regenerate common goods, and reinforce the 
social fabric.

For this reason, design for social innovation, though still very far from 
being mainstream, is not intrinsically a complementary design activity. It 
is, or at least it could be, a forerunner of the design of the twenty-first cen-
tury. And therefore, and very pragmatically, it proposes a design activity in 
which, if the more favorable scenario should be realized, the majority of 
design experts could have a role and make their living.

It should be added that, in contemporary reality, this differentiation 
between social design and design for social innovation tends to blur, as 
the two tend to converge and create areas of objective (and very produc-
tive) overlap. Social design is increasingly oriented toward social innova-
tion, recognizing that this offers the only chance for solving the problems 
it traditionally deals with. In turn, design for social innovation, facing the 
extension of the economic crisis, is more and more frequently involved in 
initiatives that involve socially sensitive issues.

It is not just a process facilitator
In my experience, the design expert’s role in co-design processes is very 
often reduced to a narrow, administrative activity, where creative ideas and 
design culture tend to disappear: an activity in which design experts take 

Box 3.1

Social design
In its original meaning, social design is a design activity that deals with prob-

lems that are not dealt with by the market or by the state, and in which the 

people involved do not normally have a voice (for the simple reason that they 

do not have the economic or political means to generate a formal demand). 

From here arises the noble ethical nature of social design. But also its limit: if 

the people involved in these socially sensitive issues do not express a formal 

demand, neither can they sustain the costs of design; and therefore design 

experts must work for free, in a charity mode (in some cases, they can work 

for a charity organization and be paid for that; however, this occurs within the 

framework of initiatives that, on the whole, are charitable in nature). By impli-

cation, there is a normal design that operates in economic terms, and another 

that is promoted out of ethical motivations and in a charity mode. Thus social 

design is intrinsically a complementary activity: a design that, to exist, asks for 

someone else who can and will generously pay for it.
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a step backward and consider their role simply as that of “process facilita-
tors.” Or better put, they consider their facilitator role in a very narrow way: 
to ask other actors for their opinions and wishes, write them on small pieces 
of paper, and stick them on the wall and then synthesize them, following a 
more or less formalized process. We can call this way of doing things post-it 
design. In my view, expert design’s contribution to co-design processes, and 
therefore also to social innovation, should be much more than that.

Design is a specific culture, and design experts should be selected for 
their creativity and trained to use that creativity to transform their design 
culture into visions and proposals. This design culture and this creativity 
are what design experts should bring to social innovation and to the co-
design processes that support it. The problem is, of course, how to do so 
without falling into the old “big-ego design” approach, i.e., without trying 
to impose the design expert’s visions and ideas as if they were the only pos-
sible solution (box 3.2).

Box 3.2

Big-ego design and post-it design
Big-ego design is left over from the last century’s demiurgic vision, in which 

design was the act of particularly gifted individuals capable of imprinting their 

personal stamp on artifacts and environments. Even though this may still 

mean something in some very specific design fields, this way of thinking and 

doing becomes highly dangerous when applied to complex social problems. 

Therefore, it is important to react against the idea that design in general may 

be reduced to big-ego design.

Post-it design is a way of seeing the design process that emerges from the 

positive idea of considering all the social actors, ordinary citizens included, as 

potential resources for the solution of a given problem: as people with some-

thing significant to bring to the design process. For sure, the post-it design 

approach is also motivated by a reaction against big-ego design. The prob-

lem is that, starting from this intention of countering big-ego design, post-

it design ends up by transforming design experts into administrative actors, 

with no specific contributions to bring, other than aiding the process with 

their post-its (and at the end, maybe, with some pleasing visualizations). In 

other words, from the post-it design perspective the design process is reduced 

to a polite conversation around the table of some participatory design exer-

cise. In my view, the social conversation on which the co-design process is 

based is much more than that.
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I think the way to avoid this risk is to consider design actions as a blend 
of creativity, design culture, and dialogic collaboration, where the first two 
must be paralleled by the third (and vice versa).15

In fact, co-designing is a process in which everybody is allowed to bring 
ideas, even though these ideas could, at times, generate problems and ten-
sions. In the end, what makes this complex mesh of initiatives a design pro-
cess is the fact that the actors involved will be willing and able to listen to 
each other, to change their minds and converge toward a common view on 
the outcomes to be obtained. In short, this means that they are willing and 
able to establish dialogic cooperation, i.e., in Richard Sennett’s words, a social 
conversation that “entails a special kind of openness”:16 a conversation in 
which listening is as important as speaking (because it enables interlocutors 
to understand and empathize with a different point of view and, on this 
basis, search for solutions).

Therefore, in my view, design experts should be at the same time criti-
cal, creative, and dialogic. That is, they should feed the conversation with 
visions and ideas (using their personal skills and specific culture), listen to 
the feedback from other interlocutors (as well as, more in general, listening 
to feedback from the whole environment in which they operate), and then, 
in view of the feedback, they should introduce new, more mature proposals 
into the conversation.

Making things happen
To avoid both the post-it and big-ego design risks, design experts should 
cultivate their specific creativity and culture and their dialogic capability at 
the same time.

We must stress that dialogic capability in the sense Sennett intends is 
not the application of a method but a very special skill: a kind of craft to be 
learned through practical exercises and experiences. The result is that they, 
the design experts, should consider their creativity and culture as tools to 
support the capability of other actors to design in a dialogic way. In other 
words, they should agree to be part of a broad design process that they can 
trigger, support, but not control.

Once they accept this view of themselves, and assume this blend of cre-
ativity, design knowledge, and dialogic capability as their specific cultural 
and operational profile, design experts are in a position to become effective 
agents of change. They spark off new initiatives, feed social conversations, 
and help the process of convergence toward commonly recognized visions 
and outcomes. In short, they make things happen.17
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In my view, “to make things happen, to listen to the feedback and reori-
ent the action,” is the most concise (and precise) way of describing the 
design expert’s role in the co-designing processes that we normally refer to 
when talking about design for social innovation.

How it works

Design for social innovation acts within open-ended processes through a 
multiplicity of design initiatives which have their own well-defined modes, 
timelines, and results. This way of acting, which is a distinctive feature of 
expert design, must be properly understood. If it is not, various kinds of 
problems may arise at the conceptual and practical levels.18

Thinking and acting by projects
Expert design is an activity in which people think and act by projects: they 
break the continuity of events and imagine a change in the state of things 
and how to bring it about. This has always been so (see what in chapter 2 
I have called “design mode”), but in the past, when design was mainly 
product-oriented, the activity of the design expert equaled designing a 
product. Consequently, the design initiative began with the start of the 
product design process and ended, or apparently ended,19 with the realiza-
tion of the product itself. Today, and specifically when operating on social 
innovation, things are no longer like this. In today’s turbulent environ-
ment, organizations evolve over time, calling for a constant upgrading of 
their way of working.

This is why the initiative of design experts must be developed in such 
a way that it can, in due course, be appropriately concluded. It must be 
able to reach a point where the partners who are directly concerned can 
become autonomous and take over the co-designing and co-production 
activities which may later arise. As Anna Meroni writes with reference to 
the development of this kind of project, the action of design experts may 
and indeed must accompany those directly interested until a special kind 
of prototype has been created, after which it will be up to those interested 
to decide the following moves. “The ‘special’ kind of prototype … is some-
thing that contributes to qualify and distinguish the method: it is, in fact, 
not a simple functional test of potential innovation, but is an engaging 
event (or sequence of events) which aims to activate the social innovators 
to move the initiative ahead and become independent of the designers. It 
is, in other words, a farewell action that must be carefully planned as a part 
of the exit strategy of the project.”20
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It seems to me that Andrea Botero is also moving along the same lines 
when, in describing the role of design in a social innovation process that 
leads to the creation of new organizations, she writes that, at a certain 
point, it is a question of “bridging them to the future horizons of the com-
munal endeavor.” This calls for “a type of engagement I will call tentatively 
here ‘midwifing’ … the caring and accompanying aspects before, during 
and after that are necessary to bridge communal endeavors towards a vari-
ety of possible horizons.”21

Designing coalitions and design programs
Every design initiative is the result of coordinated action by a group of 
social actors who have come to an agreement about what to do and how to 
do it. These designing coalitions (chapter 2, “Networks and coalitions” sec-
tion) do not emerge by chance; they are themselves the result of design: an 
activity proper to the discipline of strategic design that seeks to identify a 
suitable group of partners and build with them a set of shared values and 
converging interests.

Although every design initiative calls for a coalition that fosters, devel-
ops, and makes it operational, the importance of the necessary strategic 
activity varies according to the type of project. It is clear that a highly spe-
cific design-driven project (such as carrying out and communicating eth-
nographic research) will respond to a coalition that is easier to imagine and 
create than would be one necessary for a framework project concerning the 
transformation of a local area and of a large, complex sociotechnical system. 
In turn these coalitions define an action program that may include various 
coordinated initiatives and constitute a coherent succession of stages in 
a general co-design process. Clearly, given the complexity and turbulence 
of the world in transition in which we are immersed, these coalitions will 
have to exercise an elevated strategic and design capacity, so as to be able to 
adapt to changes and deal with emerging new demands and be capable of 
taking previous experience into account.

It follows that designing the coalition required to actualize the initia-
tive and set out its program is the most delicate, if not the most important, 
aspect of what design for social innovation does or should do. The design-
ing coalition must certainly include subjects who can bring all the neces-
sary skills to bear, including those of the users/co-producers (who together 
constitute the design team in a strict sense). However, it must also involve 
the political figures required to give the ideas that may emerge some hope 
of success (in that they will promote them in the arenas to which they have 
access).
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Building this coalition is then, to all intents and purposes, a strategic 
design activity in which visionary capacity must combine with dialogic 
ability. In fact, the coalition must be formed around a vision or program (of 
what to do and how to do it). At the same time, this vision and program 
can only take shape in the conversation among actors. Managing the deli-
cate balance between the need to put forward ideas and that of gathering 
ideas from the others is the first and most fundamental capacity that design 
experts must show they possess.

Facilitators, activists, strategists, cultural promoters
All the design initiatives we have been talking about should be thought up 
and implemented as contributions to the social conversation about specific 
projects, such as a new collaborative organization, but also to the conversa-
tion about the future of a city, region, or the planet as a whole. They may 
also serve different purposes: they may give rise to the conversation itself, 
or may feed a conversation under way with new ideas, support it with facili-
tating tools, show its results, or create the conditions for it to start anew in 
another context. It follows that design experts too, who are the main actors 
in these designing initiatives, can play widely differing roles.

The modality that appears most obvious, though not necessarily the 
most commonly found, is when design experts facilitate existing cases of 
social innovation, helping them to become more effective, accessible, and 
potentially replicable. In doing that, their prerogative is to facilitate the 
conversation, helping it to take on and maintain a design approach. This 
can be done by bringing scenarios and proposals into the discussion, as 
instruments with which to foster the convergence of the various interlocu-
tors on shared visions, or with which to make a more motivated choice 
between different alternatives.

Another modality, less obvious but very widespread and important, is 
what happens when there are no ongoing social innovations (or they are 
too weak). In this case design experts become activists, triggering or even 
initiating new collaborative organizations (replicating good ideas or starting 
up brand-new ones).22 Naturally, for design experts to become activists does 
not mean they propose artistic provocation or organize political initiatives, 
as other social actors may and must do. Design experts operating in design 
activism mode focus general attention on ways of being and behaving that 
may be provocative in a certain context, but nevertheless offer opportuni-
ties that trigger very profitable discussion … and, hopefully, action.

As we have seen, in other cases the activity to be promoted may be a 
framework project which, by coordinating a variety of initiatives, creating 
coalitions, and developing programs, may lead to large systemic changes.23 
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In these cases, design experts must make best possible use of their strategic 
design capabilities. For this strategic modality too, design experts must find 
their own particular way of behaving. This means generating visions and 
proposals that are able to create collaboration (between actors) and syn-
ergies (between different projects); connecting local initiatives with those 
on a larger scale so they reinforce each other; interweaving economic and 
technical issues with cultural ones, so that the former make the latter more 
concrete, and the latter make the former more meaningful.

Finally, design experts can feed the social conversations with their spe-
cific culture, moving from criticizing the state of things toward presenting 
new ideas and values, in order to make the whole co-design process more 
meaningful. In this respect, design experts need to have theories and reflec-
tions at their disposal which are also action tools. At the same time, they 
need to develop actions that are also fertile ground for new reflections, thus 
generating a positive circle between action and reflection. In other words, 
they must exercise a critically constructive capacity based on their experi-
ence and discussions about their experiences.24

These four expert design modalities define the field of possibility for the 
way in which design for social innovation can operate. In reality, design 
experts place themselves at various points in this field, characterized by dif-
ferent combinations of the four modalities, privileging those that feel closer 
to their sensitivities and personal capabilities.

Potentially, each of them can make a positive contribution. Fulfilment 
of this potential depends on whether or not they find the right starting 
point. So finding the most suitable mix of intervention modalities for each 
context is the first and most fundamental strategic ability that our expert 
designer must be able to bring into play.

Having said this, design experts must be able to operate in these 
various modalities bringing the viewpoint, culture, and skills proper to 
design. This means they must guarantee that their way of being facilita-
tors, activists, strategists, and critics of the existent is an expression of 
their technical culture and competence. This design knowledge is the spe-
cific contribution that design experts must bring to the more general co-
designing processes in which they participate: knowledge that in part lies 
in the tradition of design and in part must be produced through oppor-
tune research.

A new design knowledge

Where and how is the needed design knowledge produced? Where and how 
will it be produced in future, given that the demand for it will inevitably 
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grow in the transition toward sustainability? The traditional answer falls on 
the existence of (and need to develop) public and private research centers.25 
However, in my view this answer is incomplete, and more importantly it 
leads us to think that the design research we are talking about can be lim-
ited to a few research professionals. In a connected world this is no longer 
so. In a connected world, designing networks also tend to become design 
research networks, producing constructive enquiry at their nodes.

Design research networks
These design research networks are the results of a social as well as techni-
cal transformation that is under way. To recognize it, we must consider the 
emerging scenario in which open-source and peer-to-peer approaches make 
new organizational frameworks possible. In this scenario, as well as at uni-
versities and research centers we can also find design agencies of all sizes 
that produce and publicize their results on the net: a flow of information 
and reflection that is laying the foundations of a new design culture and a 
new set of design tools.

On the other hand, this free flow of information could be made more 
effective through better use of the potential of the Internet (and the peer-
to-peer and open-source approaches that it has made so popular). In fact, 
in this peer-to-peer and open-source spirit, different design teams may 
develop projects and research on the basis of their own resources and 
opportunities and, at the same time, act as a node within a larger network 
of similar teams. For instance, global challenges can be launched using an 
online global platform to stimulate creative people worldwide to send solu-
tions that are discussed and shortlisted for further selection, reselection, 
and eventual implementation through a process led by the challenge spon-
sor and/or community members who want to bring the challenge ideas to 
life.26 This way of doing, in my view, is coherent with an idea of design-
as-research, applied utilizing the possibilities offered by an online digital 
platform.

The next step could be to use digital platforms of this kind and adopt a 
peer-to-peer approach to spark off a design research activity: an open-design 
research program thanks to which complex, socially relevant topics could 
be tackled and explicit, discussable, transferrable, and accumulable knowledge 
could be produced (such as scenarios, solutions, tools, and methods offered 
as contributions to larger co-design processes). Networks like these could 
operate in a very flexible way, as distributed systems, in which several inter-
connected design teams function as a large agency (while remaining sensi-
tive to particular local cultural, social, and economic conditions). Given 
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this particular system architecture, they could offer the unique possibility 
of integrating local and global points of view, and promoting open-design 
programs in which a variety of projects converge, tackling complex prob-
lems and generating scenarios and solutions. As an example of how these 
open-design research programs might run, we can consider DESIS Network 
and, in particular, its Thematic Clusters: clusters of teams working on simi-
lar topics in a similar way. More precisely, what DESIS Network does is offer 
a free-choice platform that can help different design teams (the DESIS Labs) 
to align ongoing activities, create arenas for discussing their projects, and 
compare tools and results, as well as a place where new joint initiatives can 
be started (example 3.5).

Design schools as agent of change
Design schools, with their PhDs and doctoral programs, of course, but 
also with the tremendous potential of all their students’ enthusiasm and 
their teachers’ experience, could be very meaningful nodes in these design 
research networks, and in the resulting open programs. At the same time the 
existence and viability of these networks and programs are the conditions 
that can make this possibility real. In fact, without them the potentialities 

Example 3.5

DESIS Thematic Clusters
DESIS (Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability) is a network of several (more 

than 40, as of spring 2014) autonomous but interconnected design labs: groups of 

academics, researchers, and students who orient their design and research activi-

ties toward social innovation. These labs operate at a local scale with local part-

ners, and, in collaboration with other labs, they actively participate in large-scale 

projects and programs. One of the main DESIS initiatives is its Thematic Clusters.

DESIS Thematic Clusters are groups of design teams, based on different DESIS 

labs, working on similar topics in a similar way. Their aim is to build arenas for 

discussing ongoing projects and comparing tools and results, and to provide a 

place where new joint initiatives can be started: to create focused design research 

environments where specific design knowledge is produced and accumulated, 

where—in relation to a given design theme—a common language is built, a set 

of conceptual and practical tools created, and scenarios and solutions developed. 

They emerge from ongoing activities, thanks to the initiative of the design teams 

who, recognizing their common or converging interests, freely decide to align 

ongoing activities, establish a coordinated program of events, and, when possible, 

initiate future joint activities.27
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of design schools would most probably remain only potential. Or better, 
the energy and capabilities that schools express would be wasted. However, 
if they use well the network possibilities, design schools become a real social 
resource.28 They can generate original ideas and interact with local com-
munities to trigger new initiatives or support ongoing ones while adopting 
a design research approach (as a matter of fact, it is not by chance that in 
many of the proposed examples, design schools played an important role in 
promoting and sustaining them, and reflecting on them in order to gener-
ate new design knowledge).

While doing this, design schools may work as independent design research 
agencies, meaning design agencies that can operate with a high degree 
of freedom: the freedom to decide with whom to work (i.e., with which 
communities, associations, companies, and institutions) and which kind 
of project to develop (i.e., where and how to improve the enabling eco-
systems). And, most importantly, they can do so feeding the open-design 
research program, and more general social conversations, with precious 
unconventional, critical, alternative views.29
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To go further into what design for social innovation does, and what it could 
do, we must focus on the protagonists of each particular innovation. This 
means looking at the people who take part and the social forms they gener-
ate, and especially at the social forms in which people collaborate in order 
to achieve a result they would not be able to achieve alone, and that pro-
duces or could produce wider social value as a side effect. These social forms 
(these collaborative organizations) appear with widely differing characters 
and purposes, but they have one clear characteristic in common: their exis-
tence requires the active, collaborative participation of all interested par-
ties. This calls for radically different ways of being and acting from those 
currently dominant. The task of design for social innovation can therefore 
be described as follows: it is a design action that seeks to make these ways 
of being and doing things (that is, the existence of these collaborative orga-
nizations) both possible and likely.

New social forms

Social innovation occurs when people, expertise, and material assets come 
into contact in a new way that is able to create new meaning and unprec-
edented opportunities. So the likelihood of this happening depends largely 
on an encounter between people who collaborate to create value. There 
have always been encounters, and therefore collaborative organizations, of 
this kind, but today there is something special about them that comes from 
the specifics of the context in which are emerging. The way they occur 
today is an outcome of the way people’s lives have evolved and the manner 
in which they are able to meet. As is easy to imagine, it comes from the fact 
that a growing number of people live in a world that is both highly prob-
lematic and highly connected.
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A meaningful example
Tyze is a collaborative organization supported by a digital platform to share 
vital health information and provide a fluid and easy way to connect the 
complicated lives of friends, family, and neighbors who are willing to give 
care to someone in need. At the same time, it is a practical way to cultivate 
family, neighborhood, and friendship links in contemporary fluid contexts 
of life and therefore, most probably, to increase the possibility of their last-
ing over time (example 4.1).

“Here is our radical idea,” the Tyze promoters write to describe the initia-
tive’s mission: “Create a meaningful and active role for friends, family, and 
neighbors who are a critical part of the care equation. Share vital health 
information with the people who love the individual who’s facing a chal-
lenge. Connect people to each other and to good information. By nurturing 
the connections, relationships and activities within a person’s natural sup-
port network, we lay the foundation for their care.”1 This presentation gives 
a clear idea of the Tyze motivation and way of working. What it doesn’t say, 
and what in my view makes it so interesting and contemporary, is that it 
enhances a valuable resource that otherwise would have been lost.

Example 4.1

Tyze
Tyze is a service enabling personal, private, secure online networks that coordinate 

care and contribute to improved health and social outcomes. Their primary ben-

eficiaries are people undergoing treatment for critical illness, seniors, and people 

with disabilities. Tyze works with organizations that recognize the need to use new 

tools to bridge formal and informal systems of care.

Tyze is a social venture created to accelerate the adoption of a networked model 

of care. In practical terms, it “leverages cloud computing to help people care for 

others.” That is, it supports groups of friends, family, and neighbors willing to give 

care to someone, helping them create their own network using a secure, practi-

cal, web-based solution that helps connect them around the one in need. With 

Tyze, you can privately communicate with family, friends, and helpers about you 

or the person you care about; schedule appointments and events on a shared cal-

endar; share files, photos, updates, and much more anywhere, anytime. Tyze has 

been created by the PLAN Institute for Caring Citizenship, a nonprofit organization 

dedicated to improving the lives of people with disabilities, their families, and their 

communities. It was launched in Vancouver, and is now moving to the UK.2
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In fact, the care outcomes it offers could not happen without the hearty 
and active participation of friends, family, and neighbors—the precondition 
for making this whole initiative viable. It is also true that, without this digital 
platform, these friends, family, and neighbors would often be unable to give 
this care because their complicated lives would make it impossible. In fact, in 
the past, friends, family, and neighbors might have been able to take care of 
the “individual who’s facing the challenge” simply because they would have 
been living nearby and, at least some of them, would have been able to stay 
at home and give the needed continuity in care. Today, for a growing num-
ber of people, life is quite different, and the wish to take care of someone is 
going to be frustrated if it is not supported by a platform that helps many to 
share this responsibility. Tyze is a practical solution that offers easy, flexible 
tools to coordinate their activities (who does what and when), and the most 
important information. In other words, Tyze coordinates, in an effective and 
sensitive way, the complicated lives of friends, family, and neighbors, trans-
forming different partial contributions into the needed continuum of caring 
activities: “Tyze brings everyone on to the same page to create the best pos-
sible outcomes and to highlight reciprocity, exchange and meaning.”

Between grassroots organizations and social networks
Like all the other examples of collaborative organizations, Tyze is clearly a 
very special case, closely bound to the specifics of the context it grew out 
of. What makes it stand out, and what has led me to choose it to open this 
chapter, is that it lies precisely at the intersection of two lines of innovation 
that together constitute the field of possibility for collaborative organiza-
tions. The first is driven by traditional grassroots organizations confronting 
new problems and getting connected. The other is driven by social net-
works supported by digital platforms, which are bridging digital and physi-
cal space and meeting real people with real-life problems.

Traditional grassroots organizations (box 4.1) and social networks (box 4.2) 
have a major point in common: the content and indeed the very existence 
of both depend on people who sustain them with their energy, their culture, 
their enthusiasm, and in particular their design capacity. In spite of this simi-
larity, they have emerged in different contexts, driven by different motiva-
tions, and until a few years ago they were discussed and developed in different 
arenas. Grassroots organizations are created by groups of people living near 
each other who have decided to work together to solve tangible problems. 
Social networks, on the other hand, exist in digital space: an ecosystem where 
only information—texts, audio, music, photos, videos—can flow.
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Recently the distance between the two has started to shrink. On the 
one hand, as could be expected, grassroots organizations have been pro-
gressively penetrated by information and communication technologies. 
The result is that the use of dedicated websites has spread and these have 
gradually become the new grassroots organizing platforms. This organiza-
tional change has normally enabled such groups to become more effective, 
without radically modifying their system architecture or the main actors’ 
role. Therefore we can now observe a substantial continuity between the 
original, low-tech grassroots organizations and the more mature and tech-
nologically empowered organizations into which they have evolved. The 
digital platform helps them do better something that could have been done 
without it, though admittedly with greater difficulty.

Box 4.1

Grassroots organizations
The notion of grassroots organizations has been around for a century. It denotes 

political initiatives driven by communities, as opposed to those decided and 

organized from the top: “The term implies that the creation of the movement 

and the group supporting it is natural and spontaneous, highlighting the 

differences between this and a movement that is orchestrated by traditional 

power structures.”3 Later, the notion was extended to different activities and 

in particular to “innovation,” opening a new perspective on the concept of 

grassroots: the idea that the creativity and knowledge needed to solve grass-

roots problems (the problems of everyday life) can also be found at grassroots 

level. This means that ordinary people can be expert in the problem they are 

facing in their everyday life and that, given the right conditions, they can 

find, or participate in finding, the most appropriate solutions. In other words, 

they are capable of producing innovation: “We use the term ‘grassroots inno-

vations’ to describe networks of activists and organizations generating novel 

bottom-up solutions for sustainable development; solutions that respond to 

the local situation and the interests and values of the communities involved.”4

Traditionally, grassroots organizations have mainly been understood to be 

alternative organizations: that is, entities separated from larger sociotechnical 

systems. Often the result is that, as Gill Seyfang and Adrian Smith write, they 

tend to isolate themselves and become closed organizations: “Paradoxically, 

a key benefit of grassroots innovations, namely, the ‘world within a world,’ 

undermines diffusion. Whilst practices where ‘the rules are different’ have cer-

tain strengths, those strengths become barriers when in concerted opposition 

to incumbent regimes.”5
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On the other hand, social networks (with their virtual communities) 
have started an impressive journey from digital space (and virtual reality),6 
where they were born, to a hybrid space (and augmented reality):7 a space 
where digital and physical dimensions coexist, where social media connect 
people (in digital space), to enable them to meet and act in the real world 
(i.e., in physical space). Today, surfing the web, we find thousands of web-
sites that propose doing something together, with different motivations 
and modalities, but with a clear, strong common denominator: to create 
contact between scattered individuals who do not know each other, yet 
have similar visions and interests, and live not so far away (that is, they live 
near enough to make face-to-face encounters possible). On this basis, they 
propose very different kinds of meetings: from short, exceptional events in 
public space (flash mobs, meaning artistic performances or political acts)8 
to long-term groups for practicing sports (such as the association Walking 
Groups)9 or for mutual help in health care (such as circles of care that pro-
pose an approach to health care based on social networks).10

Box 4.2

Social networks
The notion of social networks, in the sense of social-media-based networks, 

is recent. The first ideas can be found in proposals for online communi-

ties in 1995. The current sense of this expression started in 2003, with the 

launch of My Space and LinkedIn. Normally, this expression refers to people 

and communities who, thanks to appropriate digital platforms—the social 

media—share ideas, pictures, posts, activities, events, interests, and real-life 

experiences and, on this basis, decide to co-create, discuss, and modify con-

tents (user-generated contents). The social media used can be very diverse, for 

instance blogs, picture sharing, wall postings, music sharing, crowd sourcing. 

These technologies enable us to imagine and enhance different types of ini-

tiatives: collaborative projects (e.g., Wikipedia), content communities (e.g., 

YouTube), social networking sites (e.g., Facebook), blogs and microblogs (e.g., 

Twitter), virtual social worlds (e.g., Second Life), and portals enabling offline 

group meetings (e.g., Meetup). What is particularly interesting for us here 

is the emerging trend of “location-based” digital services. Thanks to mobile 

phones, and the GPS they integrate, these location-based social media bridge 

virtual and physical space. In fact, given that the contents created by the 

users can be automatically “geotagged,” other people can immediately see 

what is going on nearby, in physical space, and, if they like, can physically 

join it.
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Looking at these groups from the point of view of the participants, 
once the first meeting has taken place they do not appear so different from 
the collaborative organizations we are discussing here: at that point what 
emerge and make the initiative successful are the same relational elements 
that make all collaborative organizations work: motivations, effectiveness, 
empathy between participants; the digital platforms (Meetup or something 
similar) simply act as a technological and organizational support. Today, as 
we have seen with the Tyze case, we can also find initiatives that are quite 
different from both the traditional grassroots organizations and the “tradi-
tional” social-media-based ones right from the beginning: these initiatives 
are at the core of the new kind of social forms I am referring to as collabora-
tive organizations.

Summing up: the trajectories of the original low-tech grassroots organi-
zations (based on people willing and able to collaborate in physical space) 
and of high-tech initiatives (based on the potential of social networks in 
digital space) are converging and now largely overlap, creating a new kind 
of hybrid social form. In this converging process, a positive loop can be 
recognized. Social networks find meaning in grassroots organizations, and 
opportunities to penetrate the reality of everyday life with all the difficult 
problems people are facing there. In turn, grassroots organizations find in 
social networks the enabling tools they need to move toward more effec-
tive, longer-lasting, replicable organizations, and therefore to scale up and 
increase their impact on mainstream models of thinking and doing. The 
positive loop between these two trajectories is extending the area of over-
lap, where a new wave of sociotechnical innovation can be generated and 
unprecedented digitally supported organizations can flourish.

Bottom-up, top-down, and peer-to-peer
Even though collaborative organizations have been introduced as bottom-
up innovations (that is, as innovations mainly deriving from actions “from 
the bottom”), a closer observation of their evolution from initial idea 
toward more mature forms of organization indicates that their long-term 
existence, and often even their start-up, depend on complex mechanisms, 
and that the initiative taken directly by the people concerned (bottom-up 
interaction) is always supported by information exchanges with other simi-
lar organizations (peer-to-peer interaction) and by different kinds of inter-
vention from institutions, civic organizations, or companies (top-down 
interaction).

Given all that, it can be observed that collaborative organizations 
are in part grassroots organizations. In fact, the active and collaborative 
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involvement of the people directly concerned (the common and ordinary 
people) is the precondition for their very existence. However, to exist they 
also require the participation of other actors. In my view, the mix of bot-
tom-up, top-down, and peer-to-peer interactions can be described better 
by the term “collaboration” than by “grassroots.” In fact, grassroots nor-
mally refers to the activities of ordinary people as distinct from institutions 
and experts, whereas collaboration has a much more open meaning: derived 
from the Latin cum (with) and laborare (to work), collaboration means the 
act of working alongside someone to achieve something. In the collabora-
tive organizations we are considering here, this collaboration is not limited 
to horizontal initiatives within grassroots groups, but can be extended to 
relationships established in all possible directions. Of course the meaning of 
grassroots could be stretched to include this complexity of interactions. But, 
in order to avoid misunderstanding when discussing this new phase in the 
grassroots story, it seems to me safer to use an expression like “collaborative 
organizations,” which is newer, and therefore not charged with the histori-
cal, often obsolete connotations we might associate with “grassroots.”

In sum, it can be said that collaborative organizations should be considered 
as bottom-up initiatives not because everything happens at grassroots level, but 
because the precondition for their existence is the active involvement of people 
directly concerned.

Collaborating by choice

At this point, I can give a more precise definition of collaborative 
organizations:

Collaborative organizations are social groups emerging in highly connected 
environments. Their members choose to collaborate with the aim of achiev-
ing specific results, and, in doing so, they also create social, economic, and 
environmental benefits. They are characterized by freedom of choice (their 
members can freely decide whether, when, and how to join or leave the 
group) and openness (they present a positive attitude toward “others”: other 
people, other ideas, other organizations).

Given that, let’s start by focusing on the role of free choice, meaning choices 
made by subjects who are free to decide what to do and how to do it. To go 
further into how expert design may foster and sustain them, we must start 
by observing the people involved more closely; we must consider how and 
why they can and want to define life projects that entail being active and 
collaborative.
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Life projects and collaborative behaviors
As was said in chapter 2, conceiving and putting into practice life projects 
is part of human nature. Nevertheless, in different times and places it has 
appeared and evolved in different ways. In particular, it is only with moder-
nity11 that human beings have started to recognize themselves as subjects in 
the sense that we usually use the term today (and that I am adopting in this 
book). In other words, it is only with modernity that, for growing numbers 
of people, it has become possible, and subsequently even mandatory, to 
build their own idea of well-being and to define (or at least to try to define) 
their own life projects. In fact, only with modernity does socialization not 
subordinate the subject to the community, and not confine the individual 
search for happiness within the strict rules on which that community is 
based (and that cause individual lives to be largely predetermined by the 
time, place, and social conditions in which each has happened to be born) 
(box 4.3).

How and to what extent modernity’s promise of the designability of one’s 
own life has been fulfilled is obviously an open question. Once expressed, 
however, this idea has become one of the fundamental grounds underlying 
socialization for millions of people, and one of the main regulators of many 
societies (at least for those social groups that, from this point of view, can be 
considered “modern” or “modernizing”). For the moment, let’s be content 
to say that in a period of great, turbulent transformation like the present, 
for a growing number of people ideas on well-being must be invented (and 
reinvented) each day. So we can see them as subjects who must constantly 
define and redefine their life projects. They must ponder what well-being 
they are looking for, what possibilities they have of reaching it, and what 
steps they must take to get there. We should add that even though their 
choices are individual, the sense system in which they are made is in any 
case a collective artifact: a cultural construction resulting from a vast and 
complex social conversation; a sense system that anyone may confirm or 
reject, but that no one can ignore.

Collaborative organizations have emerged from this social conversation. 
That is, they are rooted in the spirit of modernity, at the point where its 
characterizing trend toward individualization clashes with the problems 
that this individualization itself generates. The result is that these collab-
orative organizations are free and reversible social forms, the members of 
which can freely decide whether, when, and how to join or leave. At the 
same time, they are organizations open to “others”: to people who are not 
members of the same organization, and to the ideas they may express.
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This freedom, reversibility, and openness is what mostly distinguishes 
contemporary organizations from traditional communities. In fact, for tra-
ditional communities (in mature modern societies this means the commu-
nities of the past, but in several other regions of the world they are still alive, 
involving a large part of the population) collaboration was not a choice. 
For their members, the existence of a tight, dense fabric of social ties was 
a given condition: the social environment (family, clan, village, neighbor-
hood) where they were born and where, most probably, they would have 
to live their entire life. These traditional communities are rather closed 

Box 4.3

Modernity and life projects
What we call modernity is a human condition in which, at least in princi-

ple, there are subjects who are free to choose and therefore able to formulate 

their own life projects. In the premodern condition, this was rarely possible. As 

Anthony Giddens writes,12 for the majority of people there was no possibility 

of designing one’s own life because, in fact, few options were permitted under 

the strong traditions and behavioral conventions of the time. As tradition 

weakened, people found themselves having to negotiate and choose—from a 

multiplicity of possible options and referents—what lifestyles to adopt. So, in 

moving from premodern to modern society, they had to learn to design their 

own lives. Ulrich Beck underlines how, today, this design orientation is no 

longer an option: when faced with alternatives, we are forced to make a deci-

sion (even if we may be unaware of all its implications).13

We should add that for the whole of the twentieth century the tendency 

toward needing to design one’s own life went hand in hand with an ever-

increasing individualization (this too to be seen in relation to the progressive 

weakening of traditions and the social ties that characterized them). The out-

come of this twofold evolution is that, in our current modernized societies, 

people find themselves seeking to design their lives and having to do so alone, 

which is very often quite difficult and generates frustration. The social innova-

tion we are concerned with here—and especially when it leads to the creation 

of collaborative organizations—demonstrates that it is also possible to follow 

another path and separate the question of life projects from that of individu-

alization as we have known it up to now. The social innovation of recent years 

shows us that life projects in the sense of individual quests for one’s own well-

being are not the only ones possible. Collaborative life projects are also feasible. 

These are life projects based on the idea that doing things with others may 

lead to better results, and may even be more interesting and enjoyable.
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organizations: their members relate mainly, if not only, to other members 
of the same community, with few opportunities and motivations to con-
nect with people and situations external to that particular community.

Free, reversible, and open organizations
Collaborative organizations appear at the crossroads of two symmetrical 
sociocultural trajectories. The first is the “rediscovery of collaboration” in 
both mature modern societies and recently modernized ones. The second 
trajectory is what is sometimes called the process of “social leapfrogging,” 
and it is happening in the other parts of the world.

Regarding the first one, I say “rediscovery” because historically, before 
the process of individualization took place, these societies had centuries 
of experience with traditional forms of collaboration. The rediscovery of 
collaboration happens among social groups in which the process of indi-
vidualization resulting from the crisis of traditions is most evident. At the 
same time, and probably for the same reasons, these are also the contexts in 
which new collaborative organizations have become most visible. In other 
words, it is here that a growing number of people, experiencing the diffi-
culties of extreme individualization, decide to cooperate to solve problems 
or to open new possibilities. That is, they rediscover the power of doing things 
together.

Exactly how the resulting collaborative organizations appear depends, of 
course, on the specificity of contexts, results to be achieved, and personal 
motivation, but they also have some common denominators. The first and 
most evident one is that, in all of them, there are two drivers: the search for 
practical results (in doing things together) and the quest for cultural value 
(the value of sharing ideas and projects).

Converging trajectories
Until recently, for collaborative organizations in mature modern socie
ties and recently modernized ones, the quest for cultural value has been 
as strong as that for practical results, but in the last few years something 
in this picture has changed. On one hand, technical and organizational 
improvements have reduced the difficulty of access and increased the effec-
tiveness of various collaborative organizations, thus reducing the need for 
strong cultural motivations (I will come back to this point in the following 
chapters). On the other hand, for a growing number of people in many 
places that have traditionally been the rich part of the world, the search for 
practical results is now tending to weigh more heavily. In fact, on finding 
themselves up against the current economic crisis, their needs are becoming 
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the main drivers of behavioral change. Such people are seeking new ways 
of living simply because they cannot afford to continue living as they did 
and they recognize in (some) collaborative organizations viable solutions to 
their present problems.14

Let’s move on now to the second trajectory. This is the one that can be 
observed in regions where traditional communities still exist but where, 
facing new problems and exposed to global ideas, they are in a transitional 
phase. In these societies, we can observe groups of people who, instead of 
moving along the seemingly inevitable evolution toward modernization 
(a modernization in the form of extreme individualization), jump directly 
from traditional communities to new forms of collaborative organiza-
tions, blending traditional relationships with some degree of individual 
freedom.15 With this option we have social leapfrogging: a direct jump from 
traditional communities to “open organizations” and “collaboration by 
choice,” avoiding the extreme individualization of mainstream, twentieth-
century modernity (box 4.4).

Box 4.4

Social leapfrogging
The expression social leapfrogging is an extension of the (until now) better-

known concept of technological leapfrogging, i.e., a direct jump from traditional 

technologies to the most advanced ones (one very clear case is the diffusion 

of mobile telephones in Africa, avoiding the landline phase).16 Social leap-

frogging, by analogy, is the direct jump from a traditional community to a 

new form of collaborative organization. Examples of social leapfrogging can 

be found in countries defined as “emerging,” such as China, India, and Brazil, 

but also in all the others, above all in Africa. In all these places, different tradi-

tional social forms can evolve into a new kind of community-by-choice, mov-

ing from traditional, closed and now fragile communities toward new, more 

open and more resilient ones. In several cases the use of mobile technologies 

and digital platforms has been crucial to creating brand-new forms of organi-

zation. Taking Africa as an example, we can note that the potential for social 

leapfrogging, and its connection with the diffusion of mobile technologies 

and digital platforms, are particularly tied to the notion of ubuntu: a specific 

and complex form of solidarity embedded in African cultures. Normally in 

African discourse this concept refers to traditional organizations. However, 

several new initiatives, many of them supported by digital devices, appear to 

be firmly linked to ubuntu traditions. Thus the same concept seems capable of 

inspiring design guidelines for new solutions.
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Diffuse social enterprises
Collaborative organizations can be very different, but each of them, to exist, 
requires a high degree of entrepreneurship on the part of the participants 
and operates as a kind of enterprise: a diffuse social enterprise producing 
both specific results and social quality.

It must be stressed that we are speaking here of a special kind of social 
enterprise. Unlike the mainstream vision of social enterprise, where the 
predominant figure is someone who does something for someone else, 
the characterizing aspect here is that everyone concerned is directly and 
actively involved in achieving the result that the enterprise itself sets out 
to reach. In other words, these are collaborative organizations, in which 
people are active in helping each other and in creating a commonly recog-
nized value. A second important difference is that, although some of these 
new social enterprises deal with highly critical social problems (empower-
ing marginalized social groups or caring for the seriously ill), their specific-
ity lies in extending the concept of “social” to a wider area of daily life by 
proposing solutions that are also tangible examples of new ways of being 
and doing.

Associations, services, and production enterprises
In practice, these social enterprises may play various roles, acting as citi-
zens’ associations, as social services, and also as new kinds of distributed 
and open production enterprise.

Collaborative associations are groups of people who work together to solve 
problems or open new possibilities (and who become co-producers of the 
results). Some examples of this category are groups of residents who trans-
form an abandoned plot into a shared neighborhood garden; groups of 
people who love cooking and who use their skills to cook for a larger group, 
dining together in one of the members’ houses; groups of people who 
exchange mutual help in terms of time and skills; groups of elderly people 
and teachers who organize vegetable gardens for children in elementary 
schools.

Collaborative services are a particular kind of service where final users are 
actively involved and assume the role of service co-designers and co-pro-
ducers. Some examples are houses where elderly people of different ages 
live in a resource-sharing community suited to their diverse needs and life-
styles; services that facilitate house sharing between elderly and young peo-
ple, where students find cheap, family-style accommodation while giving 
lonely but independent elderly people help, companionship, and financial 
support; self-organized nurseries for small groups of infants, making best 
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use of existing resources such as the capabilities (social resource) and houses 
(physical resource) of their parents.

Collaborative production enterprises are based on new models of produc-
tion and distribution. In fact, the collaborative attitude of such organiza-
tions, when applied to production activities, is creating a new generation 
of small and micro production enterprises, endowed with special social 
value, ranging from advanced, high-tech ones (such as those proposed by 
Fab Labs and by the makers movement; see chapter 1) to those resulting 
from the renewal of traditional craftsmanship (in the emerging networked 
models of production) and of traditional farming (in the framework of the 
community-supported agriculture model).

Prototypes, mature solutions, and implemented ones
At the origins of each new idea of collaborative organization there is a 
creative community:17 a group of people who have been able to imagine, 
develop, and manage it. With time, these creative communities evolve into 
our collaborative organizations which, if successful, continue to evolve as 
every innovation does.

More precisely, we can say that, like all innovation processes, collabora-
tive organizations emerge, mature, and spread in an S curve from brand-
new ideas to mature, implemented solutions.18

Among existing collaborative organizations, we can see that some of 
them are still at the prototype stage: they show that an idea is feasible and 
that somebody somewhere has been able to put it into practice. They might 
open up possibilities, but it is too early yet to know whether they will last 
over time and work independently of the special people who started them 
and/or the different contexts in which they have been created.

Other cases are relatively consolidated working solutions: they indicate 
that some solution ideas have been able to last over time and, sometimes, 
to inspire other groups of people in other places to do something simi-
lar. When they are successful these cases can be seen as social innovations 
that have been able to move on from the initial prototype stage to a more 
mature one. However, it is evident that they still require a very high invest-
ment in terms of time and attention on the part of the actors involved, and 
therefore people who are less motivated and less entrepreneurial may find 
it too difficult to start up similar initiatives, or even simply to participate in 
those that are already up and going.

Finally, some of the cases can be considered as mature, implemented 
solutions: collaborative organizations that are supported by specifically 
designed systems of products, services, and communication programs. 
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Some examples are very well known, for instance car sharing (a group of 
residents in a given area share a fleet of cars to be used and paid for only 
when required). Thanks to appropriate services and products, the adoption 
of specific innovative organizational models, and sometimes a mix of insti-
tutional interventions, this proposal has become easily accessible, effective, 
and replicable in different contexts. The more mature car sharing solutions 
can be accessed now by people who are not required to be exceptionally 
motivated. The same is true for those who want to start up such an activ-
ity as a new business opportunity. As this example (like other similar ones) 
shows, a growing number of collaborative organization ideas have been 
supported by designers, engineers, enterprises, and local institutions that 
have developed specific solutions to enable people to start up or participate 
in a collaborative organization.

Obviously, when this happens some of the characteristics of the initial 
invention and its early applications may be lost or modified. Car sharing is 
an emblematic example: the initial experience organized by a group of radi-
cals, animated by a community spirit and severely critical of the dominant 
car culture, has developed into an easily accessible, highly effective service, 
the users of which generally recognize in it no particular social significance. 
I shall come back to this point in a later chapter; for the moment suffice it 
to say that as occurs in any other product or service development process, 
the ways by which to progress from an initial idea to a finished product or 
service are many. Thus the qualities and values that distinguish the original 
idea may evolve in different ways according to the development options 
chosen at each stage.

Enabling ecosystems

Collaborative organizations are living organisms that require a favorable 
environment to start, last, evolve into mature solutions, and spread. They 
call for an ecosystem of cultural and social structures, ranging from techni-
cal infrastructure to national institutions and neighborhood associations; 
from global products and production-consumption systems to local ones. It 
follows that it is the characteristics of this ecosystem, an enabling ecosystem 
consisting of widely differing entities, operating on many different scales, 
that will decide the probabilities of a collaborative organization emerging 
and being successful.

Given that, what can expert design do to create a more favorable 
enabling ecosystem?
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Different logics and scales
Enabling ecosystems, like all ecosystems, are complex entities19 that cannot 
be entirely changed with a single design project (i.e., with a single mode 
of intervention, based on a single way of thinking and seeing things). To 
change such an ecosystem requires a plurality of projects, operating on dif-
ferent levels and with different logics.

Taking the Collaborative Housing Program presented in chapter 3 as 
an example (though the same could be said for all the other examples 
in this book), we can recognize the existence of a general program and 
several quasi-independent projects. The program was based on views, 
hypotheses, and a methodological approach shared by a group of stake-
holders. The specific projects varied widely: from the initial survey on 
the potential demand for collaborative housing in Milan, to the cultural 
activities aiming to promote the value of collaborative living, to the sets 
of services, digital platforms, and toolkits specifically conceived to sup-
port potential cohousers in the first phase, and social housing residents 
in the second.

Finally, we must add that the impact of this program and the projects it 
generated has been greater than the sum of its immediate results (in terms 
of the cohousing units and social-housing initiatives it triggered directly). 
Indeed, it has influenced other projects in various ways and has contributed 
to a more general cultural change in attitude toward housing and the value 
of sharing certain housing facilities and services. In short, not only have 
these various projects been part of a wider co-design process coordinated by 
the Collaborative Housing Program, but also the program and projects have 
together created favorable conditions for activating other projects at differ-
ent scales, in a wider, more open and ultimately uncoordinated process of 
social co-designing.

This example clearly shows the distinction I introduced in chapter 3, 
between the overall design process (which is an open-ended process) and 
the multiplicity of design initiatives that enable the overall process to pro-
ceed. It also shows that every design initiative is a project in itself, with its 
own clearly defined results, modalities, and timelines.

Generalizing on what this example tells us, we can say that to create a 
more supportive environment it is necessary to move in different directions 
and with different attitudes. As a matter of fact, they may be very specific, 
local projects, targeting particular aspects of the enabling ecosystem, as for 
instance an ethnographic film about a cohousing community; a scenario 
to stimulate discussion about possible future nutrition; a method and tools 
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by which to choose among various social service options; a prototype that 
tangibly demonstrates the feasibility of a proposal. But they may also be 
framework projects: second-level projects that seek to align, coordinate, and 
systemize a multiplicity of enabling solutions and pinpoint projects and 
thus to have an impact on the local area (at city or regional level), or on the 
great sociotechnical systems such as health, social services, education, food 
and nutrition, and so on.
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Collaborative organizations can be observed from various viewpoints, all 
important and all useful for expert design. However, design tends to express 
itself from the point of view of the people involved, that of the subjects 
who, in deciding to participate in a collaborative organization, become co-
designers and/or co-producers. Looking at things from this point of view, 
the questions to answer are: Why do they decide to do so? Why do they 
steer their life projects in this direction? To reply to these questions, we 
need to pay more attention to what lies at the center of these organizations: 
the act itself of collaboration. In particular, this means looking carefully at 
the moment and the place in which people meet for this purpose: at their 
collaborative encounters. The most specific and original of the contribu-
tions that design for social innovation can bring is a design culture that is 
able to understand the collaborative encounters under way and that has 
both the words and the sensitivity and creativity to imagine, and help the 
involved actors to imagine, new ones.

Dimensions of collaborative encounters

“Cooperation can be defined, drily, as an exchange in which the partic-
ipants benefit from the encounter.” This is Richard Sennett in his book 
Together: The Rituals, Pleasures, and Politics of Cooperation.1 The definition he 
gives is certainly a dry one, but it includes all the elements we need in order 
to discuss what cooperation is about. It tells us that collaboration takes 
place when people encounter each other and exchange something (time, 
care, experiences, expertise, etc.) in order to receive a benefit; in other 
words, they create a shared value.

This definition also tells us that each collaboration has a core, and this 
core is an encounter: the collaborative encounter in which two or more 
people meet and interact in order to do something they all recognize as 
a value. It is interesting to observe that this definition of collaboration is 
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practically the same as that of service and service encounter: in fact, each ser-
vice can be defined as an interaction between people (and between people, 
things, and places) targeted to produce value.2 Obviously, this definition of 
service does not refer to services as “productive organizations,” but to the 
heart of the service itself, i.e., to the moments when these interactions take 
place: the service encounters.3 On the other hand, since to all intents and 
purposes an interaction targeting value is collaboration, all service encoun-
ters are collaborative encounters (even though, as we shall see, the level 
and modality of the collaboration called for may vary widely). Thus the 
two expressions refer to the same type of event. The difference is that the 
second (collaborative encounters), in highlighting the collaborative dimen-
sion, is more useful when this collaboration is more evident; that is, in the 
encounters characterizing our collaborative organizations.4 Therefore, the 
question we started from (Why should people choose to take part in collab-
orative organizations?) should become: Why should people choose to take 
part in such encounters?

Obviously the answer to this question will vary from case to case, 
depending on the specifics of those concerned, the context, and the results 
envisaged. However, certain characteristics of these collaborative encoun-
ters can be discussed in more general terms (in that they are independent of 
the specific results), and in the following paragraphs I shall look at four of 
these. Two of them concern the operational characteristics of such encoun-
ters: active involvement and collaborative involvement. The other two concern 
the nature of the interactions on which they are based: social tie strength and 
relational intensity.

Active involvement
More than 2,500 years ago Lao Tzu wrote: “Give a man a fish and you feed 
him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime” (Tao te 
ching). He meant two things: that, to give people long-lasting well-being, 
we must make it possible for them to be active and capable of dealing with 
their own problems themselves; and that the access to appropriate knowl-
edge and tools must be guaranteed.

Now more than ever, this ancient wisdom shows us the way out of the 
tunnel that a mistaken idea of well-being, and an equally mistaken idea of 
economic growth, have driven us into. In fact, in the last century the domi-
nant idea, the idea generated and propagated throughout the world by the 
west, was: “If someone is hungry give them fast food or a tin of ready-to-eat 
(or, if they can afford it, give them a luxury restaurant).” Whatever you do, 
give them something that requires no effort, no thought, no knowledge of 
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how to prepare food; something that boosts the economic activities around 
food preparation. To be more precise, give them something that leads to a 
reduction in the informal economies of self-production and nonmonetary 
exchange and an increase in the formal economy where, to meet a demand 
for food, there are other entities (private enterprise or public networks) that 
produce and deliver the services and products necessary.

The case of food is obviously emblematic of a far wider phenomenon 
that tends to invade every aspect of our daily lives: from health care to 
children’s education; from the maintenance of things to that of the homes 
and places we live in; from the basic ability to entertain ourselves (to be on 
our own without getting bored) to that of socializing (engaging in different 
forms of conversation with others) (box 5.1).

Box 5.1

A disabling well-being
Twentieth-century modernity has led us to an idea of well-being as liberation 

from the weight of everyday activities, where our own skills and capabilities 

are replaced by a growing series of products and services to be purchased on 

the market or received from the state. In this way, health care always requires 

not only good doctors but also more and more medicine. Our children’s edu-

cation requires not only schools and good teachers but also gyms, televisions, 

and more and more electronic gadgetry. The upkeep of our things is replaced 

by throwaway objects, the production of public space by visits to shopping 

malls or theme parks. Our ability to entertain ourselves and others is swept 

away by the wave of reality shows. All this, so it is said, turns the wheels of the 

economy and produces wealth—for everybody.

Quite apart from its evident environmental costs, this way of thinking and 

doing things entails an enormous social cost and, ultimately, an economic 

cost also: since its underlying reference is always to a well-being based on the 

reduction of any kind of obligation in terms of time, energy, attention, and 

ability, it tends to propagate the idea of passive and solitary, not to say lazy and 

incapable, subjects. Thus it encourages, and actually produces, social figures 

who are indeed like this. Furthermore, people who are induced to seek well-

being in the passive, individual satisfaction of their own needs and desires 

are needy in all respects, but everything they need must be purchased, and to 

purchase it they need more money. Thus they must work more. The end result 

is a vicious circle by which, in the quest for a well-being based on the idea of 

reducing our obligation to do things ourselves (in terms of everyday life), we 

end up having to work more and more.
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This way of thinking and doing began in the last century and for almost 
a century had no real, strong rival (indeed, even during the period when 
the world was dominated by two great politically antagonistic blocks, aspi-
ration toward this kind of well-being was rife in both). Now, however, as we 
know, something is changing. Even though this idea of well-being is still 
as pervasive as ever, today it no longer holds the same ability to convince, 
or rather its predominance no longer goes unchallenged: nowadays other 
ideas and other proposals are circulating. As we have seen in chapter 1, a 
growing number of people all over the world are abandoning mainstream 
passive and individualistic lifestyles and moving toward more active and 
collaborative ways of living and working based on the simple but revolu-
tionary idea that people can (also) be considered as an asset (and that, above 
all, they must consider themselves as an asset).

This “simple” idea calls for a paradigmatic shift in our way of facing prob-
lems to be solved or opportunities to be deployed. Those who have tradi-
tionally been considered as “people with problems” (i.e., service end users) 
can be recognized as “people with capabilities” (i.e., service co-producers): 
people with knowledge, time, and energy who can usefully contribute to 
the conception of a service and, most importantly, to its day-by-day pro-
duction and delivery.5

This way of seeing things, with its far-off roots in the wisdom of Lao 
Tzu, was taken up again with a vengeance 25 years ago by the economist 
Amartya Sen and the philosopher Martha Nussbaum who, together, started 
a line of thinking named the capability approach. What Sen and Nussbaum 
propose moves from this very basic idea: instead of considering people as 
carriers of needs to be satisfied (by someone or something), it is better to 
consider them as active subjects, able to operate for their own well-being. In 
fact, according to Sen and Nussbaum, what determines well-being is nei-
ther goods nor their characteristics, but rather the possibility of doing vari-
ous things making use of those goods or their characteristics.6 It is exactly 
this opportunity that, in the best hypothesis, enables subjects to approach 
their idea of well-being, giving them a greater possibility of being what they 
want to be and doing what they want to do

To develop their ideas, Nussbaum and Sen introduce two very effective 
concepts: functionings and capabilities. Functionings are conditions of life 
that people perceive to be positive. For instance, Nussbaum and Sen give 
the examples of being adequately fed, housed, and clothed, being able to 
move around freely, being able to meet friends and have relationships with 
them, being able to appear in public without feeling ashamed, being able 
to communicate and participate, being able to follow one’s own creative 
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instincts, and so on.7 Capabilities are people’s abilities to choose among 
alternatives and achieve results, i.e., desired sets of functionings. The capa-
bilities available to each subject depend on the characteristics of his or her 
context (which I will refer to as his or her enabling ecosystem) and on his or 
her personal resources.

Personal resources may be of varying character and nature: physical 
skills, especially those which enable a person to do something concrete, 
are the most evident. However, personal resources also include the knowl-
edge, organizational skills, entrepreneurial skills, and design capacities with 
which a subject can focus on a result, choose the solution to adopt, and 
activate all that is necessary to achieve the chosen objective. Finally, of 
course, the time and money available are also part of personal resources 
(box 5.2).

Using this conceptualization, we can say that our protagonists can choose 
between ways of acting (and therefore between collaborative encounters) 
that entail various different kinds of commitment in terms of time, energy, 
attention, and ability. For example, their proposals may call for minimal 
involvement, close to the passivity of standard services, such as shopping 
at a farmers’ market; the involvement may be higher but call for basic, 
mechanical activity, such as at a self-service filling station or cash dispenser; 
they may call for deep but widely available human capabilities, like offering 
company and daily assistance to people in difficulty; or finally they may 
call for specific skills and abilities, like those needed to cultivate a vegetable 
garden or the specialist knowledge required to write an entry for Wikipedia.

Collaborative involvement
Describing cooperation, Sennett says that “mutual support is built into the 
genes of all social animals; they cooperate to accomplish what they can’t do 
alone.”8 If so, we can assume that collaboration is intrinsic to the character 
of human beings as social animals. At the same time, being also cultural 
animals, we change over time and with the context, and thus the way in 
which we collaborate also changes with time and context.9 In particular, in 
saying that cooperation is a craft (that is, a social artifact to be built using a 
specific skill, which may be either increased or lost), Sennett observes that 
“modern society is de-skilling people in practicing cooperation.”10 Why is 
this happening? The answer obviously lies in the tendency toward individ-
ualization typical of the twentieth century and still dominant today. More 
specifically it lies in the contrast between the quest for individual freedom 
and the rules of collaboration. To collaborate, it is necessary to come to an 
agreement with other people, and this is perceived as a limit to everyday 
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personal freedom (in this case meaning the idea people have of their free-
dom to choose how and when to do things).

Against this background, however, we can also observe that the social 
innovation of interest to us here and the collaborative organizations it has 
generated are signs that some kind of reskilling may be under way: they tell 

Box 5.2

Capability approach and design
The capability approach has been much discussed and has long been adopted 

with different applications and in different disciplinary fields. Here I will 

consider it from the point of view of design (both expert and nonexpert). 

In design, adopting this approach means thinking in terms of subjects who 

express preferences and intend to increase their own capabilities. Doing so, 

we move away from the idea of users and consumers seen as passive figures, 

waiting for someone or something to satisfy their needs, toward the image of 

subject-actors interested in increasing their own capabilities and who, to this 

end, actively participate in the production of value.

In this way of seeing things, the role of design experts is no longer that 

of developing finished products and services. Instead, their task is to design 

to expand the capabilities of people to lead the kind of lives they value. This 

means that, rather than trying to identify needs and design solutions to satisfy 

them, design experts should collaborate in creating favorable conditions for 

those directly concerned to come up with and put into practice ways of living 

and acting to which they themselves, the protagonists, attribute value. Natu-

rally, adopting an approach that basically leaves people the responsibility of 

deciding for themselves what is best to do does not mean negating the respon-

sibility of design experts for the choices that will ultimately be made and put 

into effect. Indeed, while design experts, by intervening in the design of the 

enabling solution, do not determine the way in which people will decide to 

operate, they do create action platforms and sense systems thanks to which dif-

ferent behavior may be more or less viable and more or less culturally com-

mendable, and therefore more or less probable.

The role of the expert designer is therefore to participate with his or her 

special skills and abilities, and with his or her special culture and vision of the 

world, in the construction of action platforms and sense systems that give 

people, and the social groups taking part, a greater possibility of being what 

they want to be and doing what they want to do. In other words, it should 

give them a greater possibility of defining and putting (or at least trying to 

put) into practice their own life projects, and doing so in an active and col-

laborative way.
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us that a growing number of people are not only rediscovering the value of 
collaboration, but are also learning again to collaborate. Community gar-
dens are good examples: alone, citizens who would like to live in a greener 
neighborhood can only grow some flowers on the window or in their small 
home garden (if they are lucky enough to have one). Together with others, 
they can create a beautiful garden. What’s more, they can meet friends and 
feel part of a community. However, to do so they must find a compromise 
between two opposing tendencies: one toward the quest for personal free-
dom and the other toward collaboration and the advantages it brings. In 
practice, the result of this compromise is rules: the rules of collaboration. 
The example of the community garden shows this clearly: people who opt 
to take part choose at the same time to accept the rules of the community, 
the rules that make this particular collaboration possible.

Similar relationships between results, collaborative actions, and accep-
tance of some basic rules can be found in all collaborative organizations. 
The way in which it happens depends, of course, on contexts, results to 
be achieved, and personal motivations. But in all cases, participants show 
that they freely accept negotiating their perceived individual freedom for 
the sake of the collaborative results. In my opinion, the potential of these 
collaborative organizations in terms of reskilling society derives precisely 
from this, that they put people in the position of learning how to build col-
laboratively and collaboratively accept the necessary rules.

This relationship between collaboration and rules in itself is nothing 
new: it has always been like that. However, if we look more closely there is 
something new, and it goes deep. In the communities of the past, commu-
nity rules, just like the community itself, were never in dispute. By contrast, 
today they are negotiated among participants (and, if necessary, renegoti-
ated later). In other words, the rules of a new collaboration are the result of 
an ongoing conversation between the interested parties of which they are 
entirely aware (or at least should be) (box 5.3).

All this is possible today because we live in a highly connected world. 
On the other hand, this does not mean that this high degree of connectiv-
ity automatically leads to collaboration, nor that the collaboration it makes 
possible is always useful and socially positive. As we all know, the Internet 
is full of opportunities for collaborative encounters that are dubious or even 
undeniably harmful. The Internet can also foster the formation of criminal 
gangs, mafias, and terrorist groups: it can be what Sennett calls “the dark 
angel of cooperation.”11

To put it better: Sennett correctly underlines that the weakening of 
cooperative attitudes is not the only risk to which present societies are 
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exposed. A second, equally dangerous one is that of turning the human 
demand for collaboration toward what he calls tribalism, a form of “coop-
erative exchange [that] can produce results destructive to others.”13 A risk 
that today looks very high and which we can recognize in several contexts. 
The most obvious is when cooperation is explicitly oriented toward damag-
ing somebody else (see criminal gangs, mafias, or terrorist groups). How-
ever, we can also clearly recognize it in all cases in which people cooperate 
against someone else in the name of their specific identity (as happens 
among some ethnic and religious groups). Finally, seeds of tribalism can 
be found every time cooperation produces closed organizations: groups of 
people who separate themselves from, and potentially against, those who 
are not members of the same group (as in urban tribes, hooligans, and even 
residents of gated neighborhoods). In view of all this, it seems to me that 
the collaborative organizations we are talking about could be an effective 
antidote not only to the risk of losing the social skill of collaborating, but 
also to that of falling into new forms of tribalism.

Box 5.3

Collaboration by choice
Collaboration by choice, on the basis of rules collectively discussed and 

accepted, is what characterizes current collaborative organizations and distin-

guishes them from traditional communities.

However, this characterization does not distinguish them from the coop-

erative movements that developed, in Europe and in the rest of the world, in 

the last century. These too came about by free choice, and rest on statutory 

regulations that rule their functioning. Nevertheless there are some important 

differences between the two types. The cooperative movements of the twen-

tieth century developed in a context dominated by economic models and by 

collaboration rules based on the economy of scale and on a rigid task divi-

sion (and in particular, with a clear distinction between producers and users). 

Therefore most of the coops that survived and flourished evolved into big, 

hierarchical enterprises in which the collaborative encounters (i.e., the inter-

actions between members, staff, and management) have gradually changed 

from the direct, horizontal ones that the original small scale made possible to 

the mediated, hierarchical ones typical of big industrially organized entities.12 

By contrast, the collaborative organizations of today are expressions of a new 

context in which economy of scale tends to be replaced by other economies 

and where new organizational models have become viable and effective.
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In conclusion, all the experiences under way show that collaborative 
encounters may occur in various ways, and therefore with different rules 
of collaboration. The field of possibility ranges from asymmetric collabora-
tions (similar to those in standard services) to those in which all partici-
pants collaborate to achieve a result; and from those in which the rules of 
collaboration are defined in detail (as in large industrial organizations) to 
those in which they are established during the course of collaboration.

Social tie strength
When entering into relationships with others, every participant in a col-
laborative encounter establishes ties with different characteristics. The first 
and most apparent is their strength. The strength of the social ties is there-
fore an important dimension to consider when describing the qualities of 
collaborative encounters, and therefore of the organizations that are based 
on them. The strength or weakness of these ties determines their character-
istics in terms of stability or fluidity in time, and their closure or openness 
toward those who are not part of the group.

A theory of the strength (and weakness) of social ties was proposed 
by Granovetter in 1973.14 He defined three types of interpersonal ties: 
strong, weak, and absent. “The tie strength can be measured as a com-
bination of the amount of time, the affective intensity, the intimacy 
(mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services that characterize the tie. 
Strong ties take a long time to be built, whereas the weak ties can be 
established more rapidly.”15 There is, then, a clear correlation between tie 
strength and the time and personal commitment necessary to build the 
ties. From this observation follows another. Given a collaborative organi-
zation, by definition every intervention seeking to make the interactions 
between the people more simple, flexible, and open entails a weakening 
of its social ties, and therefore of the wider social fabric that it contributes 
to producing.

Collaborative organizations as they appear today are characterized by a 
variety of social ties of all strengths, ranging from the strongest to the weak-
est. The character of these ties partly arises from the very nature of the issue 
that the organization is dealing with (clearly, it is more likely that stable, 
long-lasting interactions will be established in a cohousing unit or a neigh-
borhood association than in the organization of an event). However, this 
also depends on how the basic idea behind the organization evolves, mov-
ing from proposals in which it is essential to establish strong ties to ones in 
which there are various combinations of strong and weak ties.
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To clarify these concepts further, and particularly the ways they apply 
to the field of collaborative organizations, I will refer to the results of Joon 
Baeck’s doctoral research at the Politecnico di Milano.16

Baeck’s specific aim was to study the effects of social media in collabora-
tive organizations. To do that, he analyzed in depth how they appear in the 
field of new food networks. What he did was to compare existing, low-tech 
organizations that have been progressively empowered by digital technolo-
gies, and brand-new high-tech networks built on the possibilities offered by 
digital platforms. The most interesting result of this research for us here is 
that, in the high-tech, social-media-based organizations, it is the weak ties 
that tend to play a fundamental role (as opposed to the major role played 
by strong ties in previously existing low-tech collaborative organizations). 
Being mainly based on weak ties, social-media-based organizations are more 
flexible, with a lower entrance threshold (and are therefore more capable of 
growing and replicating). For the same reasons, however, they tend to lose 
their original capacity to improve the social fabric by creating new social 
ties, a characterizing factor of the originally low-tech cases. The conclusion 
is that one of the main design choices to be made in supporting them is to 
define the most appropriate balance between weak and strong ties.

Generalizing on these results and going back to Granovetter’s ideas, it is 
evidently important to improve our understanding of weak ties and their 
role in a connected world.17

The first and maybe obvious reason for this is that, although in a now 
distant past the social situation might have been represented roughly in 
terms of a dualism between strong tie and no tie, today this is no longer 
possible: in a connected society in rapid transformation, for better or worse 
we must consider the role of weak ties.

The second reason is that it is precisely these weak ties that make the 
social system more open and able to communicate. Indeed, again in the 
words of Granovetter, when strong ties predominate “information is self-
contained and experiences are not exchanged.”18 This means, in our case, 
that organizations tend to close in on themselves, not exchange experi-
ences, and fail to evolve. Worse still, this communicative closure risks 
becoming a political and cultural closure.

The third reason for carefully considering the role of weak ties is that 
they contribute to making the organization more accessible, because they 
weigh more lightly in terms of personal commitment. I will come back to 
this point in the following chapter. To discuss the characteristics of col-
laborative encounters here, suffice it to say that the personal commitment 
called for by some forms of collaborative organizations based on strong ties 
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is for many an insurmountable barrier: not everyone is interested and not 
everyone is always participating, or indeed able to participate, in activities 
that require entering a system of relationships that appears rigid and that 
often calls for long-term commitment.

All this means that, while it is true that a healthy social fabric must 
include strong ties, this must not lead us to the simplistic equation by 
which, in order to foster the social fabric, we cultivate only the strong ties. 
What we must look for is an appropriate balance between strong and weak 
ties: an equilibrium that breaks with the tendency toward individualization 
typical of twentieth-century modernity (and therefore with the generalized 
reduction in the force of social ties), but that does not propose a nostalgic 
return to the closed communities of the premodern past.

The quest for an optimum mix of strong and weak social ties, and thus 
between more or less open organizations, is one of the central issues in 
determining an enabling solution, and therefore of what expert design can 
do in this field.

Relational intensity
Since it is an interaction between human beings, every collaborative 
encounter calls for some degree of personal engagement and empathy. This 
characteristic can be assessed in terms of relational intensity, taking the 
adjective “relational” in the sense that Martin Buber introduced (box 5.4).19

For Buber, a relationship is an encounter between human beings which 
is, by its very nature, as involving and deep as it is demanding and, ulti-
mately, risky (a person who engages in a relationship with another opens 
up to the other person and because of this becomes vulnerable). It follows 
that encounters may be of different relational intensity: from a maximum, 
in which participants put themselves on the line at a personal level, to a 
minimum in which, in the words of Buber, the interaction becomes expe-
rience: a formalized interaction where the encounter between the people 
follows a predefined format.

Having said this, we must add that Buber wisely refrains from suggest-
ing that the polarity of relational versus experiential encounter represents 
a contrast between what is good (the first) and what is bad (the second). 
Buber says that in life there are and there must be both. However, he criti-
cizes, and rightly so, the fact that in current society (Buber wrote almost a 
century ago, but the overall situation has certainly not improved) relational 
encounters tend to be submerged by experiential ones, to the detriment of 
our deeper human dimension. Thus, what needs to be done is to create a 
better balance between the two types of encounter.



104  Collaborative People

Let’s now try to use this conceptual aside in relation to our discussion 
on collaborative encounters. I shall start with work by Carla Cipolla in her 
doctoral thesis at the Politecnico di Milano, which aimed to bring Buber’s 
reflections into the discussion on service design.21 Following Buber, we 
know that relational encounters are deep expressions of our humanity. For 
this reason they are often sought after and seen as a contribution to the 
quality of life and, in particular, to the quality of collaborative organiza-
tions and collaborative encounters. On the other hand, this quality calls 
for a certain commitment. With reference to collaborative services, but 
the observation can be extended to all collaborative organizations, Cipolla 
writes: “All services rely on user participation. However, relational services 
require participation and engagement more than other kinds. It is neces-
sary not only to be operationally active but also personally involved. … 
‘Users’, in this perspective, bring not only knowledge and will, but bring 
also relational capabilities.”22 In their nature, however, lies also their limit. 
Everybody has resources, in terms of their willingness and practical abil-
ity to get involved, which, extensive as they may be, are not infinite. This 
means that during their life they cannot have relational encounters with 
everybody and for all the activities in which they find themselves involved. 
They must choose where to invest themselves.

Box 5.4

Relations and experiences
“All actual life is encounter,” writes Buber.20 This encounter may appear in 

two forms: one based on relations (which Buber calls the “I-Thou” relation-

ship) and the other on experience (which he describes as “I-It”). The relational 

encounter is one in which people stand face to face with one another and estab-

lish a deep relationship, which requires trust and implies intimacy; as Buber 

puts it, people become “thou” to each other: human beings present in that 

encounter in all their humanity. The experiential encounter, on the other hand, 

is one in which people render services. Thus, each expects of the other what-

ever the service entails: in the language of Buber, people see each other as “it,” 

as entities to be experienced.

In this conceptual model, Buber maintains that an individual really 

becomes a person only when he or she engages with the other in a relational 

encounter, meaning only when he or she is truly in the presence of the other, 

with all the unpredictability that entails. In the experiential encounter, on the 

other hand, the other becomes an “object,” since the service through which 

the encounter occurs is a known, fixed procedure.
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It follows that, if we want to extend the influence of the collabora-
tive mode in people’s lives, we must increase the possibility of joining in 
“lightly.” Thus we must cultivate all the ways of collaborating, from rela-
tional to experiential, and all the others which may emerge from the com-
bination of relational and formalized interactions.23

To conclude, we can state that collaborative organizations, operating in 
various fields and in different ways, can be distinguished also by the degree 
of the relational intensity they require. On one side are those centered on 
highly relational encounters, with all the positive aspects (in terms of qual-
ity of relations) and all the difficulties (in establishing and managing these 
relations) that they entail. On the other side are those based on experi-
ences, i.e., on formalized interactions, in which there are tasks to fulfill and 
rules to follow, where the positive aspects and difficulties are symmetrical 
with those of relational services (lower intensity of relations but greater ease 
in their management). The entire spectrum of possibilities between these 
two extremes needs to be experimented with, so as to offer more alterna-
tives in terms of results to achieve and how to achieve them.

Mapping collaborative encounters

Active and collaborative involvement, social tie strength, and relational intensity 
are therefore four characterizing dimensions of collaborative encounters. 
They provide not only the language for talking about these encounters but 
also criteria for designing them (or more precisely, for designing the condi-
tions that make them more possible). If we consider them as variables on 
four axes, they can be crossed to generate two complementary maps.

Before we do this, it is useful to remember what was said at the begin-
ning: collaborative encounters are also service encounters (since every col-
laborative encounter is based on interaction targeted to produce value, it 
is a service encounter). For this reason, when talking about the first, I shall 
sometimes use terms usually used for the second. In particular, to refer to 
socially involved actors, in cases where there is a clear difference in role 
between participants, I shall use the terms “providers” and “users” typi-
cal of services, remembering however that in the end they are all service 
co-producers.

Participant involvement: PI map
Collaborative encounters occur in different modalities, and thus with dif-
ferent rules. At one extreme are highly symmetrical collaborations, similar 
to those in standard services, for which the rules are laid down by service 
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managers who are also the service providers. At the opposite extreme are 
collaborative encounters typical of more cohesive communities, in which 
the interlocutors decide the rules and provide the service on an equal basis 
(they are all co-designers and co-producers).

These two extreme types do not exhaust the range of possibilities; there 
are also intermediate models, in terms of ways of collaborating in the proj-
ect and ways of managing operations. So a map may be useful to illustrate 
this field of possibility. From the previous discussion, it can be drawn up on 
the basis of two variables:

Degree of active involvement. This means what participants are asked to do 
in practical terms; it ranges from passive to active participation. In the 
first case the difference between participants seen as passive users and oth-
ers who play the role of active providers is very clear: users are served by 
providers. In the second case, participants bring into play their personal 
resources (in terms of time, energy, attention, and specific skills), and the 
difference in role between users and providers blurs: in this case users are 
also co-producers.
Degree of collaborative involvement. This is the extent to which participants 
are engaged in some form of collaboration. It ranges from no collaboration 
to intense collaboration: from participants doing everything alone (being 
served or being active as individuals) to doing everything with peers (hori-
zontal collaboration), or with other social actors such as experts, institu-
tions, associations, businesses (vertical collaboration).

Considering these features as two axes and crossing them generates the 
map of participant involvement. It indicates the various ways users may be 
involved in order to achieve a result. Thus it illustrates the operational char-
acteristics of the encounter: it tells us who does what and when (figure 5.1).

The map highlights four areas that correspond to four participant 
involvement modes:

Quadrant A: low involvement both in terms of activities to carry out and 
collaborations to set up. It is the traditional service mode, and that of some 
collaborative organizations with low participant involvement (participants 
play the user role). For example, the encounters of purchasers at a farmers’ 
market, or the patients in a care service (who are not involved in the orga-
nization or provision of the service).
Quadrant B: low involvement of users in terms of practical activities but col-
laboration called for in the designing and management of the organization. 
This is the mode of traditional services and some collaborative organiza-
tions when they are co-designed and co-managed. For example, encounters 
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with the promoters of a co-managed nursery and those between residents 
in a cohousing unit (where the services are not self-produced).
Quadrant C: intense involvement in practical activities to carry out in col-
laboration with others. This is the mode of collaborative organizations that 
maintain the characteristics of the creative communities from which they 
emerged. For example, the encounters of an ethical purchasing group or a 
community garden.
Quadrant D: intense involvement in activities to carry out individually. This 
is the mode of do-it-yourself-based services and collaborative organizations 
that have evolved in this direction. For example, encounters between the 
users of a car-sharing organization (who drive the vehicle themselves) or 
between members of a self-service food cooperative (where purchasers serve 
themselves).

Obviously, as happens when a map is constructed from polarities, what 
emerges is a schematic representation. Nevertheless, I believe it may help in 
characterizing collaborative encounters and describing their evolutionary 
trajectories: for example, the trajectory that leads from traditional services 
to various forms of DIY services (from quadrant A to quadrant D), or that 
involve users in co-designing and co-managing practices (from quadrant 
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A to quadrant C). Conversely we have trajectories that lead collaborative 
organizations to evolve from their first applications, characterized by an 
intense active and collaborative involvement, toward less demanding 
forms in terms of time and energy (from quadrant C to quadrant B or D).

Interaction quality: IQ map
A closer observation of collaborative encounters, and the interactions that 
take place within them, shows two extreme modalities: “light” encoun-
ters, both in terms of lasting commitment and of affective involvement, 
and encounters which by contrast we can describe as “heavy,” in that they 
require a huge investment of time, in the long term, and of affective involve-
ment. Along with these two extremes, in this case too there are intermediate 
situations as regards both tie strength and relational intensity. A map can 
illustrate the set of possibilities. To do this we shall consider two variables:

Social tie strength. This is the strength of social ties between participants, and 
therefore indicates the nature of the collaborative encounters in terms of 
their duration in time but also their rigidity, fluidity, and tendency toward 
closure, varying from a minimum, where there is no tie, to a maximum, 
where the tie exists but it risks generating closed social groups.
Relational intensity. This is the deeper nature of interactions, meaning the 
way in which people come into play from an affective and empathetic 
point of view. This variable moves along a hierarchy of interactions from 
those that are least relational, and thus more formalized, to those that are 
less formalized and therefore more relational, in which people involved 
open up to each other.

The resulting map illustrates the interaction quality field: the various ways 
in which these encounters may appear as far as their participants are con-
cerned (figure 5.2).

This map highlights the nature of the interactions that characterize a 
collaborative encounter, and therefore also the quality of the social ties on 
which it is based and which in turn it collaborates to generate. It enables 
us to determine four types of encounter (according to the quality of their 
interactions):

Quadrant A: low relational intensity and weak ties. This is the mode of more 
formalized service encounters. For example, client/employee in a fast food 
restaurant or at a supermarket check-out.
Quadrant B: high relational intensity and weak ties. Though it does not 
call for much in terms of time and energy, or commitment for the future 
(the tie is weak), this mode requires a lot in affective terms, contributing to 
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making the organization more friendly and convivial. For example, a con-
vivial encounter between salesman and purchaser at a farmers’ market or a 
meeting of the residents in a collaborative condominium.
Quadrant C: high relational intensity and strong ties. This mode character-
izes traditional communities and grassroots collaborative organizations. For 
example, meetings of residents in a cohousing unit, or participants in an 
ethical purchasing group.
Quadrant D: low relational intensity and strong ties (because they are 
repeated over time in a long-lasting organization). In this quadrant we have 
encounters that take place within highly formalized organizations, whether 
companies or institutions. They may also occur between participants in col-
laborative organizations when these evolve into larger entities with more 
formalized relationships. For example, encounters between employees in a 
large-scale consumption cooperative.

Like the PI map, this one could be useful not only when discussing the 
different types of collaborative encounters, but also when talking about 
the evolutionary trajectories of the collaborative organizations based on 
them. Examples of this, in bottom-up organizations, are the way the initial 
creative communities (based on strong ties and high relational intensity) 
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may come to open up, lowering their entrance threshold and the affective 
investment called for (thus shifting from quadrant C toward quadrant B 
or D); or the kind of organization that may emerge from a digital platform 
when it tries to heighten its relational quality with face-to-face encounters 
in the real world (thus shifting from quadrant A to B or C).

Collaborative encounters, in practice

To apply what has been said so far to concrete cases, we must start from the 
fact that collaborative encounters live within organizations, in which there 
are usually a variety of collaborative encounters. For this reason, in order to 
talk about what the interactions are like in a particular collaborative organi-
zation, we must look at it more closely and focus on the various encounters 
taking place within it.

Although it may happen that one of these encounters determines the 
“tone” of the entire organization, to judge the latter with greater sensitivity 
and precision it is necessary to consider all the encounters it is based on. 
This is because, as we shall see, it is precisely the way in which all these 
work together that makes the organization attractive, or unacceptable. To 
make this more concrete and the sense of the map clearer, we shall now 
consider some real cases.

Hosting a Student (Milan)
This is an interesting case from various points of view, which we shall con-
sider here in terms of the way it fosters collaboration between the elderly 
and young people. Promoted by Meglio Milano, a Milanese nonprofit orga-
nization, the initiative is based on the idea that elderly people living alone 
in their family homes could host and be helped by students searching for 
low-cost lodgings: a simple, win-win solution that brings advantages to 
both parties, making good use of existing assets (the homes of elderly peo-
ple and the energy and enthusiasm of young students). But to make this 
happen, it is necessary to facilitate both their initial encounter and their 
living together, which means, first of all, creating good relationships and 
mutual trust (example 5.1).

The idea has been successful, and the secret of this success has been 
the ability to deal frankly and openly with different kinds of encounter: 
the face-to-face encounters between elderly people and students in their 
everyday lives (and the high relational intensity of their interactions); and 
the services delivered by experts and technicians to support both elderly 
and students in solving the different kinds of problems which may arise 
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(which are a more formalized kind of encounter). In managing this, Host-
ing a Student has shown a profound understanding of the peculiarities of a 
relationship between elderly and young people, and of the difficulties that 
may appear: an understanding that went hand in hand with the process 
of trust building and with the design capability of transforming it into an 
articulated enabling solution.25

We can describe this initiative overall as a case of co-designing and co-pro-
duction of results: the elderly hosts and the student guests decide together 
how to organize their living together and, to all intents and purposes, they 
exchange services. They do this by establishing long-term commitments 
and being open with each other. Therefore, the Hosting a Student initiative 
as a whole can be located in quadrant C of both the PI and the IQ maps.

However, the originality of this service lies not so much in this collab-
orative encounter as in the support that the organizers of Meglio Milano 
gave in order that it could come about, and in the best possible way. This 
support is manifest in two further collaborative encounters: one between 
the organizers and the elderly hosts; the other between organizers and stu-
dent guests. These encounters are different in nature and lead to different 

Example 5.1

Hosting a Student (Milan)
Hosting a Student (Prendi a casa uno studente)24 is an initiative that has been oper-

ating in Milan since 2004 and is promoted by Meglio Milano, a Milanese nonprofit 

organization. Its starting point was the discovery of two potentially complemen-

tary problems: on the one hand the large number of elderly people living alone 

in their family homes (but with at least one room free); on the other, the number 

of university students from outside the city in search of low-cost lodgings. The 

idea behind the solution was that these two groups, with complementary personal 

resources (spare rooms on the part of the elderly; time, energy, and a small rental 

budget on the part of the younger group), could help each other; that a sort of 

symbiosis could be created between them. To do this, however, it was necessary 

to foster their encounter and facilitate their living together, by offering tools that 

could enable them to overcome possible difficulties and misunderstandings. In 

order to do that, Meglio Milano conceived and delivered a series of tools to make 

these encounters more probable and less problematic: in other words, it created 

the conditions whereby a student and an elderly person could establish a real 

relationship. The idea was successful, and over the past ten years more than 650 

agreements have been reached (with a very low failure rate: only 8 in 10 years).
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results both in terms of involvement (figure 5.3) and of interaction quality 
(figure 5.4).

As a way of dealing with the complex nature of relational services, 
Meglio Milano proposes the (upgraded) home of the elderly person as a free 
space where active, collaborative and relational encounters, which cannot 
be designed, can take place. At the same time it proposes appropriate, more 
formalized support for both the students and the elderly (based on encoun-
ters that can be situated in quadrant B of the PI map and quadrants D and 
A of the IQ map).

In short, the situation created specifically for the elderly and students in 
Hosting a Student, but which could be generalized, can be called a supported 
relational encounter. The participants in such an encounter are like circus 
trapeze artists: they can take risks (the risks inherent in relational encoun-
ters) in the knowledge that they have a safety net (the supporting services).
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Park Slope Food Coop (Brooklyn, New York)
This is a food store owned and managed by a cooperative, the members of 
which participate with their own labor (a few hours a month, in a flexible 
scheme). This choice has the double aim of making a concrete contribution 
to Food Coop activities and building mutual trust and friendly relation-
ships (example 5.2).

In my view, this is a good example of a collaborative organization that 
achieves a socially valuable objective without demanding heavy involve-
ment in terms of tie strength and relational intensity. Indeed, its success 
consists not only in the work of the coop members but also in the way this 
work becomes an occasion for the members to socialize together (figure 5.5 
and figure 5.6).

As regards its main objective of providing its members with access to 
quality food products, the Food Coop is a self-service. Thus it can be located 
in quadrant D of the PI map and in quadrant A of the IQ map. However, 
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since it is a cooperative, we can expect its members to participate in some 
way in its management and to do so in a collaborative way. Such encoun-
ters can be located in quadrant B of the PI map, with ties that are estab-
lished over time but are basically formal and thus belong in quadrant D of 
the IQ map.

On top of this, the request for a few hours’ work alongside other mem-
bers of the coop introduces moments of active, collaborative participation 
(quadrant C of the PI map), in which moments of conviviality occur (quad-
rant B of the IQ map).

In conclusion, it seems to me that on the whole the proposal remains a 
“light one,” not only because the work called for is limited to a few hours 
per month, but also because it takes place in a framework of shared rules 
and clearly defined roles. This reduces the relational intensity of these 
encounters and the need for people to be too involved. To be more precise: 
members of the Food Coop can build relationships, if they want to. Indeed, 

Example 5.2

Park Slope Food Coop (Brooklyn, New York)
The website for this initiative describes it thus: “The Park Slope Food Coop is a 

member-owned and operated food store—an alternative to commercial profit-

oriented business. As members, we contribute our labor: working together builds 

trust through cooperation and teamwork and enables us to keep prices as low as 

possible within the context of our values and principles. Only members may shop, 

and we share responsibilities and benefits equally.” Further on we read: “Every 

member of the Coop must work at the Coop. The work requirement is 2 hours and 

45 minutes once every four weeks. At this rate, every member works 13 times per 

calendar year.”26

It was decided that everybody should be asked to contribute a manageable 

amount of time and labor for two reasons: to make a concrete contribution to the 

management of the Food Coop, and to guarantee a sense of belonging and rela-

tional quality: the relational quality that, in cases like these, is a kind of by-product 

of working together.

Thanks to this choice, the Park Slope Food Coop is an emblematic example 

of how the enabling solution can be designed to support collaborative encoun-

ters by mixing different kinds of encounter. Doing so, Park Slope Food Coop is 

a good example of a collaborative organization customized to the profile of its 

participants, meaning to what they can accept in terms of practical and relational 

involvement.



Collaborative Encounters  115

the environment facilitates this possibility, but in a gentle way: it is easy to 
do so, but nobody is forced to socialize.

Generalizing, we can say that collaborative organizations that on the 
whole are located in quadrant A of the IQ map (weak ties and low relational 
intensity) must propose well-defined procedures when they require collabo-
ration, so as to ensure that participants know what is expected of them and 
what each can expect of the others. This is of course true for the main kinds 
of encounter happening in quadrant D of the PI map (in the Food Coop 
example, everybody knows what to do and how to behave when they buy 
or sell something in the Coop store). But it should also be true for the com-
plementary kinds, situated in quadrant B of the IQ map (in this example, 
during the members’ work duties): such encounters provide an opportunity 
to establish convivial relations among people who do not know each other 
and where, therefore, it should be clear to everybody who has to do what 
and when. Clear procedures are, in this case, the precondition for creating 
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an environment where relational interactions may happen. In other words, 
a certain degree of formalization is necessary for some degree of relation-
ship to take place among people who have not met each other previously.

A variety of collaborative encounters
From what we have seen, it would appear that an idea for a collaborative 
organization27 may be actualized in many different ways, each with a differ-
ent mix of collaborative encounters which may be variously characterized 
on the basis of the four dimensions discussed above. Let’s take the idea of 
community-supported agriculture as an example (example 5.3).

This idea is based on a whole constellation of collaborative encounters, 
some of which are fundamental to the workings of CSA itself while others 
are complementary. In terms of participant involvement (thus with refer-
ence to the PI map), the main collaborative encounters are: traditional ser-
vice encounters, when users receive a weekly box of products (quadrant A); 
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co-management encounters, when, in cofunding the agricultural activities, 
participants are involved in the management of the enterprise (quadrant 
B); co-production encounters, when they collaborate in certain phases of 
cultivation (quadrant C); do-it-yourself encounters, when they are assigned 
a particular tree from which to harvest their own fruit, or a piece of ground 
on which to cultivate their own vegetable garden (quadrant D). The list 
could continue with encounters associated with catering and tourism, or 
cultural and educational activities.

In this theoretical, schematic framework, the variables that come into 
play are the types of encounter, their relative weight, and the involvement 
they each call for. From an operational point of view, the various possible 
combinations lead to widely differing proposals, which may be more or less 
acceptable to those potentially interested.

On top of this, shifting our focus from their operational profile to the 
quality of their interactions, it emerges that for each of these possible 
encounters there are many other different ways of combining interactions 

Example 5.3

Community-supported agriculture (CSA)
Community-supported agriculture (CSA) is a food production and distribution sys-

tem that directly connects farmers and groups of citizens. The basic aim is to share 

the risks and benefits of agricultural production. In practice, citizens and farmers 

become partners in production activities. This means that CSA members pay a 

sum at the start of the season to ensure a corresponding proportion of the harvest 

(this is then delivered weekly as crates of fruit, vegetables, and whatever else is 

produced by the member farms). Some farms also expect citizens to take part 

in some of the agricultural activities. Some supplement the cultivation of crops, 

which is the essence of CSA, with complementary activities such as processing the 

produce, providing accommodations, opening restaurants, or organizing garden-

ing courses. Although all CSA enterprises today use information systems to support 

and coordinate activities, some are still mainly based on face-to-face participant 

encounters, while others have been conceived from the start as enterprises for the 

most part based on digital platforms.

As with many social inventions, the origins of CSA are controversial. The most 

generally accepted accounts hold that it started either in Japan or in Europe in the 

seventies, later consolidating in the United States during the eighties. In any case, 

it is certain that CSA has since spread all over the world, and there is now an inter-

national network called URGENCI (Urban-Rural Network: Generating New Forms 

of Exchange between Citizens).28
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of various kinds. This obviously widens the field of alternatives even fur-
ther. It follows that defining a proposal by locating it in such a wide field 
of possibility (which means positioning it on our PI and IQ maps) calls 
for a series of both problem-solving and sense-making design choices. In 
bottom-up collaborative organizations, which have developed from the 
work of a creative community, these choices are generally made intuitively. 
On the other hand, when there is some kind of top-down intervention, to 
improve an existing organization or to create a new one, these are made 
consciously, using the culture and tools of expert design.29 When doing 
so, it is essential to make a clear distinction between ideas of collaborative 
organization (which are models of potential ways of working) and the infi-
nite number of ways in which these may be implemented. This means that 
what designers can and must do is not only to participate in the creation of 
new ideas, but also to bring these ideas into being to meet differing specific 
needs and according to differing sense systems (to which expert design can 
and must contribute, on the basis of the culture and vision of the world 
proper to it).

We shall see how to do this later. For now I would like to return to our 
initial question, regarding life projects and their relationship with collabor-
ative encounters. I view the enormous variety of proposals that may emerge 
for each organizational idea, by combining various modes of encounter 
and, for each of these, various ways of interacting, as something positive 
and an opportunity to be developed. Indeed, the variety that emerges 
enables more people to choose a proposal that is closer to their interests 
and possibilities: it enables them to decide where to invest their own physi-
cal and relational resources on the basis of their own cultural interests and 
priorities, and where to opt for less demanding forms of collaboration.

By way of conclusion, it seems to me that the realization of this variety 
of proposals and ways of doing things could generate a new extended idea 
of collaboration: a diffuse and diversified collaboration, based on an ecol-
ogy of collaborative encounters and characterized by different requirements 
in terms of personal involvement.30 Such a diffuse and diversified collab-
oration is, at the moment, still only a possibility. However, here too, as 
for many other issues, social innovation is making this possibility visible 
and tangible, and it is offering the ground on which to experiment in new 
promising directions.

       

        



Part 3  Making Things Happen





6  Making Things Visible and Tangible

The field of possibility within which people define their life projects is deter-
mined by the context in which they find themselves: by the characteristics 
of what we have called their enabling ecosystem. How can expert design 
contribute to making this ecosystem one in which active, collaborative, 
sustainable behavior is more probable? The first answer to this question 
does not deal directly with how to change the state of things. It concerns 
how to make it visible. The possibility of steering one’s life project toward 
ways of being and doing other than those dominant, and to opt for active, 
collaborative behavior, depends first and foremost on what one is able to 
see from one’s own vantage point: how one interprets the state of things 
and what opportunities one recognizes. So the first stage of our journey 
starts here: how can we make sense of the complexity of the present and 
the dynamics that stir it? How can we make viewpoints and wishes explicit? 
How can we imagine what doesn’t exist but could? In short: how can we 
feed social conversation about the future?

Mapping and amplifying

The question of designing for visibility is a broad one, ranging from cata-
logs and instruction manuals to maps and infographic systems. In our case, 
given that we are dealing with complex problems and equally complex 
solutions, the issue of making them more accessible is certainly a crucial 
one. We can move from the mapping of prominent features and the physi-
cal and social resources in a given area to the mapping of highly complex 
social-technical phenomena.

“By rearranging numeric data, reinterpreting qualitative information, 
locating information geographically, and building visual taxonomies, we 
can develop a diagrammatic visualization—a sort of graphic shortcut—
to describe and unveil the hidden connections of complex systems. Our 
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visualizations are open, inclusive, and preserve multiple interpretations of 
complex phenomena.”1 This is how DensityDesign, one of the research labs 
in the Design Department of the Politecnico di Milano, presents its work. In 
the same direction, the philosophic and practical work that Bruno Latour 
and others2 are carrying out around the issue of representation appears 
noteworthy. No need to say that what expert design can do on this theme 
is a central topic from many points of view: for discussing democracy and 
complex societies, as Latour does, but also, and more specifically, to give 
people tools to orient their own life projects.

Here we shall consider another family of visualizations that is more 
directly linked to design for social innovation. They are widely differing 
cases but with a common denominator: in them the visualization process is 
also, and directly, a tool for community building.

Mapping and place making
First I would like to draw attention to the Green Map System: a nonprofit 
organization which, since 1995, has been using local mapmaking as a 
means to promote inclusive participation in sustainable community devel-
opment (example 6.1).

Twenty years of experience indicate that this kind of mapmaking, both 
the resulting Green Maps and the process of making them, has effects that 
go far beyond the strict function of a map (even though they are important 
from this point of view too): “we support locally-led Green Map projects as 
they create perspective-changing community ‘portraits’ which act as com-
prehensive inventories for decision-making and as practical guides for resi-
dents and tourists.”3 The making of these community portraits strengthens 
local-global sustainability networks, expanding the demand for healthier, 
greener options and helping successful initiatives replicate and spread. 
What makes this case so interesting, both in general and for our present 
discussion, is not only that this participatory mapping process leads to a 
clear and effective vision of sustainability-related issues in a city or region, 
but also that, having created a kit that enables these maps to be created 
in open source and by nonexperts, it transforms the mapping into com-
munity building and therefore into a place-making process: a process that 
produces a new (or renewed) sense of place by connecting a space with the 
communities that inhabit it. “Many kinds of community mapping proj-
ects, when they are based on inclusive and creative learning processes and 
diverse partnerships between community, institutions and the private sec-
tor, can effectively bridge learning to planning, and space to place.”4 (I will 
come back to this point in chapter 10.)
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Amplifying and dynamizing
A second way to use visualization as a social organization tool is what we 
might call weak signal amplification. This process highlights little-known 
cases, with their characteristics and results and their underlying values, 
which may then feed the wider conversation on socially recognized values. 
To all intents and purposes, this too is a design intervention, and not only 
because it calls for the designing of communicative artifacts to make initia-
tives visible that would otherwise remain hidden. It is a design intervention 
also because a design choice underlies the decision of which cases to high-
light: that of choosing the criteria by which to look at social dynamics, and 
on the basis of which to “extract” the promising cases.6 This design activity, 
like many others, does not in itself need to be conducted by design experts: 
gathering these initiatives together, making them more accessible, and put-
ting them forward as “promising cases” is an activity that can be done by 
any curious, attentive person who wishes to do so. However, expert design 
can play an important role in making this operation of amplifying weak 
signals more effective and more capable of sparking social conversation.

Example 6.1

Green Map System, worldwide
Green Maps are locally created environmentally themed maps which use a universal 

symbol set, adaptable mapmaking resources, and an interactive mapping platform 

provided by the nonprofit Green Map System. Based on the principles of cartog-

raphy, a Green Map plots the locations of a community’s natural, cultural, and 

sustainable resources such as recycling centers, heritage sites, community gardens, 

and socially conscious businesses, along with such hazards as toxic waste sites. This 

movement started in New York City in 1995 and has since spread to over 885 cities, 

towns, and villages in 65 countries. Its general aim is “to connect the booming ‘go 

local,’ green development and ecotourism movements, empowering widespread 

participation in critical local environment, climate and equity issues worldwide.”5

Each Green Map is a local project, created by people who live or work in the 

community. Each is independently managed, and all the involved groups share 

experiences to benefit others.

All projects receive help from GreenMap.org’s continually expanding Tool Cen-

ter, other members of the Green Map network, and the global office. In 2009, the 

Open Green Map was launched. Now used in 40 countries, this mapmaking web-

site is based on open-source and familiar mapping technologies like Google Maps. 

The Open Green Map aims at creating “an interactive space for everyone to share 

their insights, images and impacts about local green sites of all kinds.”
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This can be done through relatively simple actions like preparing for-
mats for presenting cases to be collected in dedicated archives. However, 
it can also be the result of more complex design initiatives, which connect 
the design of specific communicative artifacts (websites, films, exhibitions, 
festivals) with the organization of occasions for exchange and co-creation 
(workshops, seminars, courses) in which these promising cases can stimu-
late and suggest directions for new initiatives.

One example of this kind of approach is the DESIS Showcase. The aim 
of this project is to collect social innovation design initiatives from design 
schools across the globe in a dedicated repository, and to organize special 
events in which they can be shown and discussed.7 Another, more complex 
activity, which gives a clearer idea of how amplifying weak signals may 
become a strategic move for promoting new initiatives, is Amplifying Cre-
ative Communities (example 6.2).

Eduardo Staszowski and Lara Penin, coordinators of the project, write: 
“Innovative grassroots practices are often below the radar of the general 
public and need to be acknowledged and sometimes ‘normalized’ to be 

Example 6.2

Amplifying Creative Communities, New York City
The project Amplifying Creative Communities in New York City takes a localized 

approach to new ideas that can make the transition to more sustainable cities. It 

is led by Parsons DESIS Lab at Parsons The New School for Design, in partnership 

with Green Map System, the Lower East Side Ecology Center, and the design firm 

IDEO. The project has been funded by the Rockefeller Foundation’s NYC Cultural 

Innovation Fund 2009.

Its starting premise is that sustainable social innovation is present in less evident 

forms, in small self-organized groups that seek to improve their lives and environ-

ment through collaboration. The project offers insight on how designers and plan-

ners can stimulate sustainable and socially innovative solutions to urban everyday 

problems. In practice, the project proposes an amplification method to improve 

and expand the capacity of neighborhoods to identify, design, and diffuse social 

innovations at a local level, to amplify them to larger audiences. The amplifications 

are articulated around three main actions: (1) mapping of diffuse sustainable social 

innovations; (2) designing scenarios to promote synergies around shared visions 

and toolkits to stimulate the startup of new initiatives; and (3) communicating sus-

tainable social innovations through (a) exhibitions, (b) workshops, and (c) websites 

to stimulate strategic conversations, create awareness, and promote change within 

communities.8
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accepted as valid and desirable. In order to achieve this goal the project aims 
at defining and experimenting with a so called amplification method.”9 
Different design strategies have been employed, such as an interactive exhi-
bition of innovative practices in the local area under study: “the exhibi-
tion … more than a space for showing final results is a research tool and a 
method of interaction with local communities where mapping and design-
ing activities can also take place and the content can change before, during 
and after the exhibit.”10

Creating stories

One tool that enables us to deal with difficult topics, putting together what 
is there now and what we would like it to be, is storytelling: “a specific 
structure of narrative with a specific style and set of characters and which 
includes a sense of completeness. Through this sharing of experience we 
use stories to pass on accumulated wisdom, beliefs, and values.”11

Storytelling is an age-old activity, but today it is acquiring a rather spe-
cial importance. It enables us to communicate the complex ideas and val-
ues that today’s co-designing processes must often deal with. It is also true 
that the new media have made it easier to produce content and therefore 
have greatly increased the number of people who have become more or 
less able storytellers.12 At the same time, precisely because of this increased 
capacity to tell stories, the space for action in this field has also grown for 
design experts. By this I mean that design experts can support storytelling 
both technically, by integrating it with professional skills, and culturally, 
by proposing socially and environmentally sensitive contents. At the same 
time, they also help those engaged in social innovation to recognize the 
value of this tool and try out new ways of using it.

Reconstructing local identities
One example of this type of initiative is the project Imagine Milan pro-
moted and developed by Imagis, a research group in the Design Depart-
ment of the Politecnico di Milano in collaboration with Milan’s city council 
(example 6.3).

Imagine Milan is an important initiative whose aim is to reconstruct 
the identity of some of the city’s neighborhoods from the bottom up. An 
important part of the work was the creation of a series of short videos 
in which local citizens told stories about their neighborhood. By talking 
about what it used to be like, what it is like now, and what it could be 
like, they provided a vision of the city that is at once rich, multifaceted, 
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and profound. This experience, like many others, shows how storytelling, 
especially video storytelling, can contribute to the rebuilding of relation-
ships between people and the space they live in, and thus rebuilding the 
idea of place.

Digital storytelling
Another example of using video storytelling with reference to a local com-
munity is Life Stories, a series of videos created by Mobile for Development 
(a section of the association of mobile operators worldwide, GSMA).14 On 
the Life Stories website there is a vast catalog of stories about how spe-
cific, concrete problems have been solved, using mobile technologies, in 
communities described as underserviced.15 Together, these stories give a 
positive vision of how these technologies (especially the mobile phone) 
can help to solve problems, especially in difficult situations. Obviously 
the actual social and cultural implications of each of the solutions require 

Example 6.3

Urban storytelling, Milan
Imagine Milan is a didactic and research program started in 2009 at the Design 

Department of the Politecnico di Milano by Imagis research group. Its original aim, 

in collaboration with the Milan city council, was to experiment with the use of 

visual communication in processes of urban transformation. One specific project 

was to conceive and enhance a communication strategy based on 20 short videos 

related to 20 city zones. The background idea was that “the identity of an area 

is built from the personal and collective histories of its inhabitants, a set of poly-

phonic images, faces, voices, gestures and characters in a continuous juxtaposition 

(sometimes, stressful and conflictual) of historical memory, present complexity 

and future expectations.”13 These videos are instruments for dialogue among citi-

zens, decision makers involved in the design of infrastructure, and, above all, pro-

moters of a new idea of Milan as a sustainable city. Different audiovisual formats 

and genres have been produced to achieve different communication goals: in 

particular, brief documentaries using footage, iconographic repertories, and inter-

views to present people’s individual stories and record transformations in progress 

and the good practices already being applied; and video scenarios for envisioning 

how the city would look if certain behaviors were to be supported and become 

common practice. Since 2009 the Imagine Milan program has been evolving, and 

it is now experimenting with the integration of transmedia narratives and social 

media advocacy.
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verification, but the communicative effectiveness of the storytelling is 
immediately evident. Using this technique makes the solutions proposed 
far more understandable and attractive than they would have been if pre-
sented in another way.

This effectiveness is easily verifiable for a global public interested, in this 
case, in the potentialities of Mobile for Development. The same is not nec-
essarily true for the local people, meaning those more directly concerned 
with the problems and their possible solutions. This is not only because 
the videos are in English, but also because they have been shot with a style 
and rhetoric typical of professional filmmakers from outside the local com-
munities. Would it be possible to tell stories in the first person produced 
by people directly concerned, using the new media but adapting them to 
the specifics of their local culture? Experimentation in this field means, in 
cases like these, verifying the possibility of moving directly from the oral 
storytelling tradition (still alive in these societies) to a contemporary way 
of telling stories, capable of dealing with the various issues involved in the 
transformations under way, and supported by the new media (which can be 
seen as a kind of cultural leapfrogging).16

An example of this kind of experimentation can be seen in the Story-
Bank project conducted in India. This was led by David Frohlich at the 
Digital World Research Centre, in partnership with a number of other UK 
universities and an Indian NGO called Voices.17 The aim of this initiative 
was to verify whether and how the new media might be able “to support 
non-textual information sharing.” More precisely, the project team said, 
“we wanted to see whether a cameraphone application could feasibly be 
used without text to create audiovisual stories for sharing on a community 
display” (example 6.4).18

The results of the project showed that “the system was usable by a cross 
section of the community and valued for its ability to express a mixture 
of development and community information in an accessible form.” The 
research team members concluded: “this only scratches the surface of what 
might be done through more complex forms of story creation and distri-
bution over a wider area network.” With reference to another project with 
similar aims and talking about how much is still to be done in this field,19 
Mugendi M’Rithaa, professor of design at the Cape Peninsula University in 
Cape Town, said: “I have to admit so far we have been driven by passion 
and zeal, rather than by knowledge. Now the next step will be to say: we 
have a good story, but we need some technical inputs to make that story-
telling effective.”20
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Hybrid realities
The contribution that expert design can bring to making storytelling more 
effective is not limited to narrative technique alone; it can also act on the 
cultural sphere. In particular, as the previous examples clearly indicate, the 
stories told can be very different in kind. Some of them relate real experi-
ences (in practice they are ethnographic observations); others talk about 
desires or present simulations or prototypes of solutions that may be desir-
able but do not yet exist. Others again present a hybrid reality,23 a mix of 
reality and imagination: “We can take the simulation and prototyping of 
possible solutions as the opposite pole of a line going from reality as it 
actually appears, to pictured reality that we reproduce and invent with our 
creativity and imagination.”24

All this obviously raises ethical questions about the sense and role of 
these narratives, and the hybrid reality they present, in social conversation: 
“to talk about the role of storytelling in design for social innovation means 
… also to look at how one can make use of an idea of storytelling which 
cannot be accused of being manipulative, and how to avoid it becoming a 
mere rhetorical instrument.”25

Clearly there is no single, definitive solution that guarantees a correct 
(i.e., nonmanipulative) use of storytelling. There is, however, a move one 
can make that in my opinion might work to reduce the risks: always make 
the motivations, the nature of the contents, and the story modes used 

Example 6.4

Digital storytelling, Budikote, India
The StoryBank project sought to verify whether and how cameraphones could be 

used to create and share audiovisual stories within a village community. Stories 

were created in audiophoto narratives on a mobile phone and shared via a situated 

display on the balcony of the village ICT center. The project was motivated by the 

need to support information sharing and economic development in rural India, 

where literacy rates were low, “to reverse migration to the urban centres. Budikote 

in south India was chosen because of its ongoing involvement with community 

radio, its openness to new technology, and proximity to Bangalore as a transport 

and high tech research hub.”21 The project culminated in a one-month field trial 

in which free-form audiovisual story creation and sharing took place. In practical 

terms, 10 customized cameraphones were used and a digital library of stories was 

created and displayed in the village. There were 137 stories, dealing with a wide 

variety of topics, created by 79 people (varying in age, gender and occupation).22
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absolutely clear to the receiver of the message. In a way, it is a question of 
balancing the emotionally charged, captivating nature of the story with 
a colder and more rational sense system that it fits into, one that makes 
the story itself and the content it carries effectively debatable in the social 
conversation which it is intended to advance or support. One way of doing 
this is to introduce these stories in the framework of wider scenarios to 
be seen as designed and built to make conversation richer, more engag-
ing, and more constructive (in other words, with less risk of ambiguity and 
misunderstanding).

Scenario building

To collaborate with others, people must share a similar vision of what to do 
and how to do it. So the existence of visions that groups of actors can share 
(visions of the future in general and of how to deal with specific problems) 
is one of the elements necessary to ensure a favorable environment for 
social innovation. However, these visions to do not come out of nothing: 
they are the result of social conversations that must somehow be able to 
produce them. An effective way of promoting this process is the building 
of scenarios.

The term scenario is used in various contexts, with different meanings. 
Here we mean it as a communicative artifact produced to further the social 
conversation about what to do; in other words, to sustain a more effective 
process of co-designing. We are therefore talking about a design-orienting 
scenario: a vision of what things could be like if certain conditions were 
fulfilled, of what could be achieved and how.26

Design-orienting scenarios
From this point of view, a scenario is a vision of a world not only different 
from the present one but also possible and, for some at least, desirable. The 
feasibility of such a vision is shown by indicating the main steps that would 
have to be taken to achieve it and the values that would uphold them. This 
is why a scenario is a useful tool for social conversation: the ideas it presents 
are actually debatable; they are proposed in such a way as to allow the vari-
ous interlocutors to say what they like and what they don’t, and whether 
or not they agree on the moves to be made in order to make them real. We 
should add that, in order to be a truly effective support for social conversa-
tion, there should always be more than one scenario, all of which are pos-
sible and acceptable, at least in principle and for some (box 6.1).
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In general terms, the usefulness of scenarios in decision making grows 
with the turbulence of the contest, the complexity of the system operated 
on, and the number of actors involved (or to be involved). In fact, the 
greater the number of elements in the system, the more interdependent 
those elements are and the more uncertain and faster the changes in the 
context. Thus it becomes more difficult to produce a model, intuitively, of 
the reality we are referring to and working on. What’s more, the greater the 
number of actors taking part in the decision making/design process (and 
the more complex the system and the reference context), the more dif-
ficult it is to lay the groundwork of shared ideas and values on which that 
process can effectively take place. When these conditions arise, as is now 
the case, scenario building not only allows people to overcome the limits of 
intuition and more simplistic model making, but also puts them in a better 
position to make an aware choice and argue their options through in the 
co-design process.

Box 6.1

Design-orienting scenarios
Design-orienting scenarios are a set of motivated, structured visions that aim 

to catalyze the energy of the various actors involved in the design process, 

generate a common vision, and hopefully cause their actions to converge in 

the same direction. They consist of three fundamental components: a vision, 

a motivation, and a strategy. These three components constitute the scenario 

architecture.

Vision: this is the most specific component of a scenario. It answers the basic 

question: “What would the world be like if … ?,” and it does so by telling a 

story and/or sketching a picture of what things would be like if a set sequence 

of events were to take place.

Motivation: this is the component of the scenario that justifies its existence 

and confers its meaning. It answers the question: “Why is this scenario 

meaningful?,” and it does so by explaining rationally what we wanted to do in 

building it, what the premises were, what surrounding conditions have been 

adopted, and finally how the various alternative propositions will be assessed 

(i.e., by what criteria and instruments).

Strategy: this is the component that adds consistency and viability to the 

vision. It answers the fundamental question: “How can we make it happen?” 

Different scenarios are based on different strategies, meaning the main steps 

to be done to implement them.
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In this broad framework, design-orienting scenarios are built to contrib-
ute to a specific design process (i.e., in relation to specific problems and 
their possible solutions). However, they may also serve to create an envi-
ronment more favorable to the emergence and development of multiple 
solutions: to feed the social conversation about the future of a local area (a 
neighborhood, city, or region) or a great social-technical system (such as a 
health system, educational system, or transport system). In the latter case, 
which is what concerns us more here, scenario building may take place in a 
course that is in my opinion very interesting: by presenting a body of exist-
ing, promising, yet little known cases in a coherent, reasoned way.

To make this proposition more concrete, I will take as an example the 
scenario-building initiative undertaken in Saint-Étienne, France, in 2008. 
On this occasion John Thackara had been charged by the Saint-Étienne 
Cité du Design to coordinate a program called City Eco Lab. The core of this 
program was a two-week exhibition whose purpose was to show a wider 
audience some promising cases, both in the city and elsewhere (though per-
tinent to the city), and give the citizens of Saint-Étienne an opportunity to 
discuss them and, hopefully, to start new ones themselves. This wider pro-
gram included a process of scenario building, conceived and coordinated 
by François Jégou,27 that started from this very general question: “What 
could more sustainable ways of living be like in Saint-Étienne?” To facilitate 
a discussion on this topic, a set of scenarios was built using the stories of six 
families who had been asked to imagine how their lives might look if they 
participated in different sustainable solutions presented in the exhibition 
(example 6.5).

The result was three scenarios based on a series of short stories that were, 
as Jégou says, “hybrid realities that are realistic enough to make us question 
our own lifestyles, but still sufficiently open-ended for us to be able to adapt 
them to our own lives.”28

These City Eco Lab scenario features are typical of this kind of social-inno-
vation-based scenario. They are clusters of stories including a metastory, 
which presents the overall vision, and several specific stories, presenting 
specific promising cases. All these stories are highly realistic (in the case of 
the City Eco Lab Scenarios, this is because the people and places are real, 
and because the proposed collaborative solutions are really up and running 
in the same city, or in other places), though they are in fact fictional. By 
putting different promising cases together and showing them as they could 
appear in people’s daily lives (in this case in the daily lives of some fami-
lies in Saint-Étienne), they generate a metavision of a possible but as yet 
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unrealized life: a kind of life that would be possible if all the projects were 
functioning in the same place and at the same time. In this way, for each 
scenario the vision (an overview of the existing cases on which the scenario 
is built), its motivations, and how it can be put it into practice (this can be 
clearly seen because the cases actually exist) are all proposed at the same 
time.

This kind of scenario seems to be particularly important for social inno-
vation processes. By building on the fact that society is a laboratory of 
new ways of being and doing, they use selected clusters of existing cases as 
raw materials from which to realize larger visions. They then return these 
visions to society in order to promote and support new social innovations. 
In short, they are both social-innovation-based scenarios and scenarios for 
social innovation.

Example 6.5

City Eco Lab scenarios, Saint-Étienne
City Eco Lab was a co-design initiative that aimed to build scenarios of sustain-

able ways of living in Saint-Étienne, France. This scenario-building activity was part 

of a larger program in the framework of the International Design Biennale Saint-

Étienne, 2010.

To create these scenarios, the design team involved six families in the construc-

tion of photo stories. They were asked to imagine what their lives might look like 

if they participated in different collaborative organizations working in the fields 

of food, mobility, water, and energy consumption, chosen from over 50 projects 

already functioning, at least in embryonic form, in Saint-Étienne (they involved 

productive urban gardens; low-energy food storage; communal composting solu-

tions; rediscovery of hidden rivers; neighborhood energy dashboards; demotor-

ized courier services; and a wide variety of software tools to help people share 

resources). These stories told by Saint-Étienne residents, photographed in their 

kitchens or in the streets, illustrated three viable scenarios for transition toward a 

sustainable city: the quick scenario, based on public services offering standard and 

easy access to sustainable solutions; the slow scenario, based on enabling solu-

tions, allowing nonexperts to improve their performance and achieve a higher-

quality result; and the coop scenario, based on collaborative networks and mutual 

assistance.



Visual Tools for Social Conversations (12 Visual Examples)

Whatever the initiatives promoted by design experts, they are supported 
by their own set of tools, the shared purpose of which is to make what 
is being proposed and discussed visible and tangible. In fact, design tools 
are artifacts specifically designed to trigger, support, and summarize social 
conversations. We can group them in three main categories: conversation 
subjects, conversation prompts, and experience enablers.

Every co-design process includes the co-creation of shared ideas on what 
to do and how. The shared ideas emerge from a conversation between the 
interested social actors. To start and feed this conversation, different tools 
can be used to show “what the world could be like if …”. Consequently, 
we call them conversation subjects because they are conceived to stimulate 
reactions and interactions between different potentially interested actors. 
Conversation subjects may result from seminars and workshops and can be 
introduced into the conversation in different ways, e.g., through a design-
er’s direct intervention in the real world with some provocative action 
(design activism touch points), or by the innovative use of traditional com-
munication channels such as exhibitions, movies, and books (visions of pos-
sible futures).

Conversation prompts are communication artifacts aimed to facilitate 
social conversation in the different phases of the co-design process. For 
instance, they may be intended to illustrate the state of things (state-of-
things visualizations) and viable alternatives (viable alternatives visualizations 
and alternative cards) in a more accessible way, or to consolidate output and 
offer the possibility of replicating it (solution replication toolkits).

Experience enablers can be prototypes, small-scale experiments, or even 
full-scale pilot projects. Their aim is twofold: they anticipate possible pin-
point solutions, and they are design devices that offer the interested actors 
a direct, tangible experience of what a solution could be like, so that they 
can make constructive criticism. Therefore, depending on when and how 
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they are conceived and used, experience enablers can be very different: on a 
hypothetical line of implementation, they vary in distance from a possible 
“real solution,” so their roles will range from mainly sparking conversation 
and interaction (concept solution prototypes), to pilot projects very close to 
viable final results (final solution prototypes).

Each of these design tools can be used with different aims and at dif-
ferent stages of the conversation: to start it, to support its development 
by feeding it with new ideas and information, to summarize it with docu-
ments that consolidate and replicate the results. More often than not they 
must be conceived and realized ad hoc to fit specific co-design processes.

The following pages record a few examples that were conceived and 
developed by SDS-Strategic Design Scenario, a design agency based in Brus-
sels that is very active in the field of design for social innovation (and with 
which the author has long been in fruitful collaboration). They have been 
sorted into the three categories (conversation subjects, conversation prompts, 
experience enablers) and are displayed as they were used in the project for 
which they were designed.



1. Conversation subjects

Design activism touch points: Teasing urban interventions
City Eco Lab, Saint-Étienne, 2008

The City Eco Lab exhibition in Saint-Étienne shows sustainable solutions that already exist in that city or 

have been developed elsewhere.

To enable visitors to envision their own lives in a sustainable city, the design team involved six fami-

lies living in Saint-Étienne in the construction of photo stories: Emma, Gabriel, Marie, Margot, Martin, 

and Paul imagined what their own lives might look like when using short food networks, slow mobility, 

and consuming water and energy sparingly. The resulting series of images were like little “photo nov-

els,” imagined with Saint-Étienne residents, photographed in their kitchen or in the streets.

 They were displayed on household photo screens in the exhibition and were also published in the 

local newspaper. Together they form a “hybrid reality” that is realistic enough to make us question our 

own lifestyles, but still sufficiently flexible to adapt to our own expectations.



2. Conversation subjects

Design activism touch points: Teasing urban interventions
Human Cities, Brussels, 2012

During the Human Cities 2012 festival, participants explored ways of reclaiming public space. Among 

the activities was a participatory action-walk through the Saint-Boniface neighborhood to explore a 

street exhibition. This displayed initiatives from the participating European countries and considered 

the replicability of such initiatives in Saint-Boniface.

 To help create images of what could be set up in the neighborhood, participants were invited to 

use a dedicated toolkit composed of a set of cards showing examples of initiatives reclaiming public 

space. They took pictures of places with a card as an “added feature.” This was a quick way to manually 

“Photoshop” a street, a place, or a store and give it a new feature.

 Posted online by the participants, these pictures together constitute a “collective projection” of a 

partially transformed neighborhood to use when starting a conversation between local stakeholders.



3. Conversation subjects

Visions of possible futures: Traveling exhibition
Sustainable Everyday, 2003–2010

The first venue for the “Sustainable Everyday” exhibition, at the Triennale di Milano, Italy, stimulated 

debate among visitors on new and more sustainable ways of living. Several lighter and more flexible 

versions of the exhibition were designed to be carried in luggage or electronically, to meet all the dif-

ferent invitations worldwide from trade shows, conferences, projects, workshops, etc.

 Each venue was an occasion for dialogue, disseminating scenarios to local stakeholders and collect-

ing new local promising practices to increase understanding of the feasibility of scenarios with local 

user input.

 The exhibition traveled to Milan, Brussels, Paris, New Delhi, Bratislava, Florence, Eindhoven, Montréal, 

Aalborg, Wuppertal, Tokyo, Saint-Étienne, Hammar, Genoa, Sofia, Bolzano …



4. Conversation prompts

Visions of possible futures: Video sketches

Sustainable Periurban, Nord-Pas-de-Calais region, 2010

What is the future of suburban areas in the densely urbanized north of France? In particular, what does 

it mean to develop this mixed sprawl of dormitory housing, dense road networks, intensive agriculture, 

and ever-decreasing nature? As an experiment, with the sustainable development department of the 

Nord-Pas-de-Calais region, the design team organized a workshop to picture sustainable suburban living.

 The main output was a wide range of new services illustrated by short video sketches in which users 

act out “life bites” showing new sustainable solutions for commuting, food, leisure, and social life.

 Together they constitute a new lifestyle in mosaic form, suggesting alternative development for 

the region.



5. Conversation prompts

Visualizations of the “state of things”: Ethnographic-style visualization
One Planet Mobility Cities, Malmö, 2010

Barcelona, Freiburg, Lille, Malmö, and Sofia engaged with WWFs’ One Planet Mobility Cities program: 

these five European cities joined forces to foster systemic change toward sustainable mobility. The two 

main action paths were the development of a localized assessment tool to compare carbon reductions 

induced by different policy measures, and the engagement of creative stakeholders in carrying out 

radical change.

 A group of design students applying an ethnography-oriented approach observed a sample of fami-

lies living in the city of Malmö, developing games to challenge their mobility patterns and co-designing 

scenarios with various stakeholders from the city.

 This pilot project ended with a short movie mash-up of citizens’ experiences, students’ disruptive 

ideas, expert syntheses, and civil servants’ or politicians’ proposals concerning the implementation of 

potential solutions.



6. Conversation prompts

Visualizations of the “state of things”: Citizen storytelling
Cité du Design, Saint-Étienne, 2006

The increasing success of the International Design Biennale encouraged Saint-Étienne to become the 

French “city of design.” Beyond the construction and refurbishment of the building where the Cité du 

Design would be installed, a debate was needed to define the functionality and living systems in this 

new institution.

 The design team engaged in a large participative process based on storytelling: the city council, 

the cultural institutions of the region, the design community, local and national industrialists, as well 

as inhabitants and shopkeepers from the neighborhood itself were asked to tell stories about how they 

imagined their daily living would be in the future Cité du Design. More than150 stories were collected 

and reorganized into 40 short movies and a booklet constituting a real collective projection.

 The shared vision was then used to define the specifications of the project’s macroservices and com-

municate them widely to the multiple publics of the Cité.



7. Conversation prompts

Alternative visualizations: Solution cards
VAP Urban Hitchhiking, Brussels, 2008

Hitchhiking in a city seemed to be a hopeless idea, although several interesting initiatives have been 

developed at a local scale, building on the lack of public transport, neighborhood solidarity, and the 

guilt feelings of drivers alone in their cars. One of these initiatives, the VAP in Brussels, started as a simple 

hitchhiking club with a membership card that ensures recognition and security between drivers and 

pedestrians.

 To support the diffusion of initiatives in other periurban areas of Brussels, the design team analyzed 

how this grassroots innovation worked in the field in order to define the key elements of the solution 

and possible alternatives for each of them.

 These alternatives became the contents of a set of cards that has been used by the promoters as 

a sort of Lego set, to enable new groups to grasp the solution, select the best option to fit their local 

context, and finally agree on their customized system.



8. Conversation prompts

Alternative visualizations: Innovation sample cards
My High School Tomorrow, France, 2010

My High School Tomorrow is a collaborative research project to support regional authorities in rethink-

ing the way they develop high school. It was based on three parallel tracks:

• Immersion sessions of interdisciplinary design-led teams in four different French high schools;

• Visioning exercises with design students to produce breakthrough, inspiring new visions of high 

school infrastructures;

• Multi-stakeholder workshops hosted by Directorate for Education in two French regions.

 Visions co-produced as output were gathered in an innovation sample box, with 100+ different 

visions for high schools. These were developed into concrete solutions to stimulate a creative conver-

sation and inspire innovation within the complex and very bureaucratic development process of new 

regional high schools.



9. Conversation prompts

Solution replication toolkits: Urban microinterventions
Adopt a Tree, Brussels, 2010

Since 2007 the Brussels-Capital Region has supported the region’s municipalities in the development of 

their Agenda 21 action plan, trying to balance top-down processes with local participation.

 The design team proposed putting more plants in public space and, in particular, planting the 

squares of earth around street trees. With citizens already involved in this type of action together with 

the local government offices responsible for streets and parks, an Adopt a Tree toolkit was developed.

 This is composed of: a set of postcards illustrating selected cases, to show the benefits of undertak-

ing an Adopt a Tree initiative; a customizable, self-printed manual presenting a collection of many simi-

lar experiences in story form; and a simple annual plan to aid organization and match citizen initiatives 

with public authority actions.

 The aim of the toolkit is to gather together previous experience and practices and make them avail-

able in an accessible and easy-to-share set of materials to enable more such developments in Brussels.



10. Conversation prompts

Solution replication toolkits: Urban microinterventions
CORPUS, Sustainable Street 2030, European research project, 2010–2013

The CORPUS European research project seeks to develop a knowledge-brokering platform based on a 

series of offline interaction exercises and online interaction knowledge processes.

 A toolkit has been designed to support the dissemination and use of the tools that come out of the 

research. In particular, it contains a series of posters showing teasing sustainable solutions for food, mobil-

ity, and housing in order to set a favorable context for a strategic conversation on sustainable transition.

 The toolkit enables an exhibition, simulating a sustainable street in 2030, to be rapidly designed and 

set up around the participants. The material for this exhibition, visioning and backcasting tools, tips and 

notes, “making-of” and stakeholder comments are packaged in an e-book that works both as a set of 

resources and instructions for use.



11. Experience enablers

Concept solution prototyping: Quick experimentation
Creative Communities for Sustainable Lifestyles, 2006–2010

The research project Creative Communities for Sustainable Lifestyles investigated social innovation in 

Brazil, China, India, and Africa focusing on the kind of social initiatives they invent and how their action 

is likely to contribute to sustainable development.

 Workshops with design schools, seminars with experts, and a series of design exercises have been 

conducted with design students in Brazil, China, India, and Africa.

 Students focused on some potentially viable social innovations and simulated each solution in order 

to verify how it could work for themselves. Then they captured these simulations through pictures 

(photo stories) to make them visible to, and discussable by, a larger audience.



12. Experience enablers

Final solution prototyping: Well-defined prototyping
HiCS, European research project, 2001–2004

Developing food services for people with reduced mobility, including elderly and disabled people but 

also all those with temporarily reduced mobility, whether from a broken leg or a sick child or a busy 

day at work: the idea behind the HiCS European research project was to develop and test what it calls 

“Highly Customerized Solutions,” aiming to form a platform providing customizable services to meet 

very different customer profiles using the same service infrastructure.

 The research consortium developed three parallel projects in Spain, Belgium, and Italy. In Barcelona 

a prototype was created, serving two different target groups with the same delivery system. These were 

elderly disabled people dependent on local social services and employees of small and medium enter-

prises in the neighborhood.

 The prototype was then piloted by the design team for one month so as to check the feasibility of 

the solution, its acceptability for users, and its economic, social, and environmental viability.
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Credits

1.  City Eco Lab

Organizer: International Design Biennale Saint-Étienne

Curator: John Thackara

Photo stories: Strategic Design Scenarios

2.  Human Cities

Coordinator: ISACF La Cambre Architecture

Partners:
Pro Materia
Politecnico di Milano
Cité du Design
UPIRS
Strategic Design Scenarios

Funding agent: European Commission, Action program “Culture”

3.  Sustainable Everyday

Coordinators:
Politecnico di Milano
Strategic Design Scenarios

Partners:
Triennale du Milano
PASS, Belgium
Centre Georges Pompidou
Doors of Perception, France and India
Consumer Citizenship Network
PERL Network (Partnership for Education and Research for Responsible 
Living)
UNEP
Terra Futura Florence
Designer Week Eindhoven
UQÀM, Canada
Aalborg University
CSCP, Germany
Eco 2006 Tokyo
Biennale Internationale Design Saint-Étienne
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4.  Sustainable Periurban

Coordinators: ENSCI Les Ateliers, France: F. Jégou, E. Manzini

Partners:
D2PE, Région Nord-Pas-de-Calais
SCoT du Grand Douaisis
Strategic Design Scenarios
PERL Network (Partnership for Education and Research for Responsible 
Living)

5.  One Planet Mobility Cities

Coordinator: WWF, UK

Partners:
Strategic Design Scenarios
K3, University of Malmö
City of Malmö

Funding agent: WWF, Sweden

6.  Cité du Design

Coordinator: Strategic Design Scenarios

Funding agent: Saint-Etienne Métropole

7.  VAP Urban Hitchhiking

Coordinator: Strategic Design Scenarios

Partners:
VAP
ENSAV La Cambre

8.  My High School Tomorrow

Coordinators: La 27e Région, France
Strategic Design Scenarios

Partners:
ENSCI Les Ateliers
Région Champagne-Ardennes
Région Nord-Pas-de-Calais
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9.  Adopt a Tree

Coordinator: Strategic Design Scenarios

Partners: Agenda 21, Municipality of Saint-Gilles

Funding agents: IBGE Brussels-Environment

10.  CORPUS

Coordinator: Institut für ökologische Wirtschaftsforschung, Germany

Partners:
Bundesministerium für Land und Forstwirtschaft, Umwelt und Wasser-
wirtschaft, Austria
Copenhagen Business School
Copenhagen Resource Institute
Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Institute for European Studies
The Regional Environmental Center for Central and Eastern Europe, 
Hungary
Planète Publique
Strategic Design Scenarios
Statens Institutt for Forbruksforskning, Norway
Wirtschaftsuniverstität Wien
Finnish Ministry of the Environment

Funding agent: European Commission, FP7

11.  Creative Communities for Sustainable Lifestyles

Coordinators:
Politecnico di Milano
Strategic Design Scenarios

Partners:
UNEP, United Nations Environment Program
LTDS Technology & Social Development Laboratory at UFRJ Rio de Janeiro 
Federal University, Brazil
SRISTI/HoneyBee, The Society for Research and Initiatives for Sustainable 
Technologies and Institutions, India
NID, National Institute of Design of Ahmedabad
ICS, Institute of Civil Society, Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou
GAFA, School of Design, Guangzhou Academy of Fine Art, Guangzhou
CPUT, Cape Peninsula University of Technology, Department of Industrial 
Design, Faculty of Informatics and Design
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School of the Arts and Design, University of Nairobi
Department of Industrial Design and Technology, University of Botswana 
Gaborone
University of Science and Technology, Kumasi, Ghana

Funding agent: Regeringskansleit, Government Offices of Sweden

12.  HiCS

Coordinator: Politecnico di Milano, Italy

Partners:
Cranfield University, UK
TNO, Netherlands
Strategic Design Scenarios
INETI, Portugal
CDN, Spain
Philips Design, Netherlands
DUNI, Belgium
BioLlogica, Italy
ACU, Italy

Funding agent: European Research Project funded by the GROWTH Pro-
gram FP5



7  Making Things Possible and Probable

People’s behavior cannot be designed. However, it is possible to create con-
ditions that make some ways of being and doing things more probable than 
others. This is also true for active, participative behavior. How can we make 
it more possible for people to behave this way? How can we create the con-
ditions by which they make this choice willingly, seeing it as a step toward 
a better way of living? Design for social innovation replies to these ques-
tions by intervening on the enabling ecosystem in various ways, at various 
moments and different levels. The common aim of all these interventions 
is to create a new infrastructure: a complex, structured platform capable of 
sustaining many autonomous but connected initiatives.

Supportive environments

Infrastructuring is a term introduced by Leigh Star1 and taken up by Pelle 
Ehn and his school in Malmö University. In Ehn’s words, “An infrastruc-
ture, like railroad tracks or the Internet is not reinvented every time, but is 
‘sunk into’ other sociomaterial structures.”2 Bringing this traditional idea 
of infrastructure to designing enables us “to highlight how design could 
move beyond the ‘design project’ towards a more open-ended long term 
process where diverse stakeholders can innovate together.”3 It seems to me 
that the concept of infrastructuring indicates the nature of every design 
process that seeks to create favorable conditions for various life projects 
and various collaborative organizations. To do so, it requires a sequence of 
design initiatives.

Enabling infrastructures
To clarify this statement, I shall take as an example the work that Pelle 
Ehn himself and his colleagues at the University of Malmö4 have been 
doing for years in one neighborhood of their city. They started by setting 



152  Making Things Happen

up the Medea Living Labs: an innovation environment at the University of 
Malmö whose aim is “to collaborate with different stakeholders to explore 
how new services to tackle social issues could be developed.”5 These Liv-
ing Labs lie at the base of a series of activities that Per-Anders Hillgren, 
Anna Seravalli, and Anders Emilson describe as “driven by what we define 
as ‘infrastructuring.’ This process focuses on long term commitment, but 
it also provides an open-ended design structure without predefined goals 
or fixed time lines. Infrastructuring is characterized by a continuous pro-
cess of building relations with diverse actors and by a quite flexible allot-
ment of time and resources. This more organic approach facilitates the 
emergence of possibilities along the way and new design opportunities can 
evolve through a continuous match-making process.”6 In one of these Liv-
ing Labs, which was located in a multiethnic neighborhood considered to 
have extensive social problems (at least by Swedish standards), the result 
of infrastructuring was a constellation of initiatives whose possibilities and 
opportunities emerged over time, after a series of unscheduled meetings 
(and sometimes clashes). For example: enhancing the production activities 
of groups of immigrant women; co-designing technology for the regenera-
tion of public spaces in the neighborhood carried out by residents and ITC 
companies; a self-managed program of environmental redevelopment for 
homes; and the development of socially important services. These initia-
tives are all small in scale but highly complex in terms of their organiza-
tion, the economic models and institutional partnership on which they are 
based, and the skills and abilities they require (example 7.1).

This example clearly shows the correlation between the complexity of 
the interventions aimed at and that of the infrastructure that makes them 
possible. In this case, to make them possible it was necessary to design 
and create material and immaterial infrastructure, such as an easily acces-
sible physical space where people could meet face to face and a supporting 
service system, in order to stimulate the generation of ideas, facilitate their 
development, and find the necessary skills and abilities to integrate those 
not to be found among the people directly concerned.

This way of doing things shows how design could move “towards a more 
open-ended long term process where diverse stakeholders can innovate 
together”7 without predefined goals or fixed time lines. At the same time, if 
we consider the way it happened, we can see that it required a clearly defined 
sequence of design initiatives: the design and open-ended exploration of 
digital platforms, a meeting place, a support service, a prototype, and a suc-
cessful experiment that aimed to raise awareness and trust among partici-
pants. Consequently, in my opinion, infrastructuring means understanding 
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in depth both the open-ended nature of design processes and the role within 
them of specific design initiatives that fuel them (and which, as such, are 
clearly defined in terms of time and the results they aim to achieve).

Another example moving in this direction is Creative Citizens, an initia-
tive promoted by the DESIS Lab at the Politecnico di Milano in partnership 
with the local community and public agencies.9 It operates in a Milanese 
neighborhood as a semipublic agency for services. Its aim is to explore the 
contribution of expert design in the co-design and co-production of ser-
vices for the public sector (example 7.2).

“In Creative Citizens project,” writes Daniela Selloni, who conceived and 
implemented it, “we experimented a ‘new service place’, aiming at creating 
a catalyzer of initiatives, a dedicated entity to co-design and co-produce 
services. … We can define this new service place as a sort of ‘fab-lab of city 
services’. Such a place is located in a hybrid area between the market and 

Example 7.1

The Neighborhood, a Living Lab, Malmö, Sweden
“Living Lab the Neighbourhood is a co-production and innovation environment 

for collaborative services and social innovation anchored in a geographic environ-

ment in Malmö that today is seldom associated with social and economic growth. 

The lab is searching for innovation resources and building up a network of stake-

holders and potential innovators in, for example, Rosengård and Fosie, two of 

Malmö’s multi-cultural districts, and connecting them to business and university 

partners.”8 This Living Lab combines a physical space, opening onto the road, with 

a repertoire of digital platforms, a support team, and a relational network built up 

over time. Together, these four elements form the enabling platform on which, 

as a result of free interaction between neighborhood residents and other social 

actors, unscheduled and by their very nature unprogrammable, initiatives of local 

interest have taken shape. These are initiatives that would have been unimagina-

ble before the interactions mentioned had taken place. One example is Herrgårds 

Kvinnoförening, an initiative aiming to promote production activities (catering, 

dress making, carpet weaving) by groups of immigrant women (from Afghanistan, 

Iraq, Iran, and Bosnia). Neighborhood Technology is the co-designing, by resi-

dents and ITC companies, of technology for the regeneration of public spaces in 

the neighborhood. UrbLove is a storytelling system developed by a group of young 

people who foster new ways of seeing the neighborhood, exploring it, and ulti-

mately living in it, by creating stories about the places that characterize it. Hållbara 

Hilda is a self-run program of environmental redevelopment for the home and the 

development of services of social importance.
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society, the amateur and the professional, the public and the private sector 
and between profit and non-profit.”11

Generalizing, we can say that for local initiatives to develop freely, it 
is necessary to have an infrastructure in the form of a hybrid (offline and 
online, physical and digital) platform, each of whose elements can be cre-
ated or consolidated by targeted projects (box 7.1).

Empowering design capabilities
Given the characteristics of the enabling ecosystem, people’s life projects 
and their willingness to take part in collaborative organizations depend on 
their personal capabilities. As we have seen, the capacities to design and to 
collaborate are both intrinsic to human nature, but, according to the con-
text in which people find themselves living, each may be either cultivated 
or wasted. We have also seen that an important task for expert design is 
to promote and develop these widespread capabilities. This can happen in 
various ways. The most direct is to promote the growth of diffuse collab-
orative design capabilities: a set of initiatives creating conditions in which 
different social actors can take part in the co-design processes in a more 
expert fashion, i.e., with access to better conceptual and operational tools.

Example 7.2

Creative Citizens: a neighborhood lab for services
Creative Citizens is an experiment under way in Milan within a community of 

residents in a particular neighborhood (Zone 4). It consists of a place that acts as 

a semipublic office for service design and to connect ordinary citizens with design-

ers, stakeholders, and institutions. Here a series of co-design sessions has been 

organized to deal with different topics connected to existing initiatives. The main 

goal is to generate a collection of everyday services co-designed and co-produced 

with the active participation of citizens, envisaging a possible intersection with 

the public sector and/or facilitating the birth of original service start-ups. The co-

design sessions deal with four different service areas (sharing networks, administra-

tive advice, food systems, and cultural activities), all of them connected to simple 

daily tasks and to existing services and places, such as time banks, purchasing 

groups, local shops, museums, markets, and fairs. Thus far, the result of Creative 

Citizens is a collection of six everyday services co-designed with the active partici-

pation of local people. Each service is now at a different stage of development, 

depending on the opportunities found in the neighborhood and the network of 

institutions and stakeholders.10
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Today there are various projects that move in this direction. For exam-
ple, DIY (Development, Impact, and You) is a toolkit to trigger and support 
social innovation proposed by NESTA in the UK: “This is a toolkit on how 
to invent, adopt or adapt ideas that can deliver better results. It’s quick to 
use, simple to apply, and designed to help busy people working in develop-
ment.”12 The purpose of the toolkit is to offer a selection of recently devel-
oped design tools as an aid to imagining and developing social innovation 
initiatives on the part of a variety of actors who are interested but not nec-
essarily expert. Another proposal, which moves in a similar direction, is 
HCD (the Human-Centered Design Toolkit), proposed by IDEO.13 It shows 
how a design agency (in this case IDEO) can put its skills and abilities to 
good purpose by creating tools that enable nonexperts to take a more skill-
ful part in design processes and achieve good results.

The starting point for this initiative was a simple question: “For years, 
businesses have used human-centered design to develop innovative solu-
tions. Why not apply the same approach to overcome challenges in the 
non-profit world?” In response to this question, IDEO conceived a toolkit 
to support nonexperts “in activities such as building listening skills, run-
ning workshops, and implementing ideas” (example 7.3).14

Box 7.1

Infrastructuring elements

•  Digital platforms to connect people and to make self-organization easier 

and more effective (including items such as booking agendas, ordering 

systems, tracking and tracing technologies, payment systems).

•  Physical spaces to give participants the chance to meet and/or work 

together (such as meeting spaces or incubators).

•  Logistic services to support organizational needs in terms of mobility for 

people and things.

•  Information services to provide advice on what to do and how, and to create 

experience repositories.

•  Assessment services to monitor activities and results.

•  Communication services to clarify and divulge the motivations behind 

collaborative organizations, their reference scenarios, and the outcomes they 

aspire to or have already achieved.

•  Design expert services to conceive, develop, and systemize all the previously 

indicated artifacts, in a collaborative way.
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The toolkit consists of three parts plus the on-line platform. These are 
designed to support users in various phases of the co-design process, from 
research and problem mapping to the creation of an initial pilot project. It 
is interesting to note that at a later stage the toolkit was integrated into an 
online platform, HCD Connect, which enables people interested in human-
centered design not only to download the toolkit but also to link up with 
other people and groups engaged in similar projects to exchange experi-
ences and ask questions in peer-to-peer mode.17

This example shows us how creating design support tools in itself 
requires effective designing. It is a question of creating a series of com-
municative artifacts tailored to the needs of clearly defined users and their 
effective capabilities and motivations. In this case the strength of the idea 
lies in having them together in a toolkit, which is then integrated into an 
online support platform: a set of tools that once made available can be used 
by everyone as they see fit. If they are well communicated and easily acces-
sible, there is no limit to the toolkit’s possible diffusion (see the more than 
100,000 downloads of the HCD Toolkit).

Example 7.3

HCD Toolkit and HCD Connect
“The Human-Centered Design (HCD) Toolkit contains the elements of Human-Cen-

tered Design, a process used for decades to create new solutions for multinational 

corporations. This process has been specially-adapted for NGOs and social enter-

prises that work with impoverished communities in Africa, Asia, and Latin America 

and compiled into a toolkit available as a free PDF download on this site.”15 The 

HCD Toolkit was designed by IDEO (in collaboration with some nonprofit groups) 

and funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. It aims at helping different 

kinds of actors (staff and volunteers of nonprofit organizations) “to understand 

people’s needs in new ways, find innovative solutions to meet these needs, and 

deliver solutions with financial sustainability in mind.” It consists of three support 

tools for human-centered design: hear, determine who to talk to, how to gather 

stories, and how to document your observations; create, generate opportunities 

and solutions that are applicable to the whole community; deliver, take the best 

solutions, make them better, and move them toward implementation.

The toolkit is now paralleled by an online platform, HCD Connect, that repre-

sents the evolution of the HCD Toolkit. People using the HCD Toolkit “now have a 

place to share their experiences, ask questions, and connect with others working in 

similar areas or on similar challenges.”16 The toolkit has been used by several non-

profit organizations; since the launch of HCD Connect, it has been downloaded 

over 100,000 times.
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At the same time, the general idea of a toolkit has some intrinsic weak-
nesses. The first is that if everybody really does use it as and when they see 
fit, these users will find themselves having to deal with all the problems 
alone, with a high risk of using it too little or in the wrong way. It fol-
lows that the toolkit, and any other similar tools (manuals, tutorials, online 
courses, and so on), will need support of some kind. In the case of the HCD 
Toolkit, this has been set up through the online platform, in which various 
interested subjects can help each other. Other cases reveal a need for project 
teams that intervene locally to adapt the tools to a particular context and 
make them easier to use.

A second limit intrinsic to the nature of these interventions, which we 
can call methodological tooling up, is that while they offer valid guidelines 
on how to focus and develop an idea, they can add nothing about how to 
motivate people to put that idea into practice. However, once we know this 
limit—what a toolkit can enable us to do and what it cannot—the needed 
complementary interventions can be defined and enhanced.

In fact, experience tells us of several ways, based on less direct but equally 
important interventions, to make people more willing to join the game and 
more capable of doing so successfully. These involve developing a variety 
of design initiatives that aim to promote a diffuse design culture among 
experts and ordinary people, thus impacting on the cultural sphere—on 
motivations for acting and on information about how to act—and that 
generally lead to a finer sense of constructive criticism and a richer design 
culture (box 7.2).

Networked governance

To give a larger number of people the chance to behave in an active and 
collaborative way and eventually to achieve far-reaching transformations at 
both the local and the larger scale, some top-down actions are also needed 
alongside the peer-to-peer, bottom-up initiatives. Together these initiatives 
appear to shape a new kind of governance. This term refers to the manage-
ment of public power, the production of the public sphere, and ultimately 
to the way the state and its agencies interact with its citizens and their 
organizations.18

For our purposes, I shall limit the field of discussion by looking at it from 
a rather particular point of view (that of ordinary people and design experts) 
and working from the following assumption (a derivation of the one behind 
this book): the convergence of social innovation and technical innovation is 
leading to a multiplicity of experiences that together indicate a new way for 
people to interact with each other, and therefore also with public agencies. 
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In Europe,19 these new trends collocate in a framework characterized by old 
bureaucratic governance structures that, some decades ago, underwent a 
trend toward renewal. This trend was called new governance,20 and it was 
based on the application of managerial models in the public sector that used 
to be typical of the private sector. It is against this background that the new 
transformations we are discussing here are appearing.

With reference to this double wave of innovation, Stéphane Vincent, 
founder and director of 27e Région,21 writes: “The starting point for our 
work is the crisis that we believe is touching ‘new management,’ the admin-
istrative model inspired by company management in the last century. … 
The main criticism to be made toward the ‘new public management’ is 
that it sees individuals as passive, isolated, disembodied objects—never as 
active, social, sensitive subjects, capable of taking their part in the produc-
tion of general benefit.”22 Considering people as active, social, sensitive 
subjects means also considering positively the collaborative organizations 
they create, making them a cornerstone of the original form of governance 

Box 7.2

Diffuse design upgrading strategies

•  Tooling up. Creating and spreading tools and methods to facilitate 

co-design processes; teaching nonexperts how to make best use of these tools 

and methods (organizing design workshops and seminars).

•  Triggering. Feeding social conversation with ideas, visions, and provocative 

actions (organizing creative sessions and design activism initiatives).

•  Investigating. Mapping local resources and social innovation initiatives 

(visualizing complex issues, realizing thematic maps, developing 

ethnographic research).

•  Informing. Giving promising cases more visibility; clarifying the quality 

of their results and the related values (designing dedicated websites, books, 

exhibitions, movies).

•  Visioning. Proposing narratives on best practices and on emerging ideas; 

building scenarios at different scales, from specific local problems to broad 

visions of possible futures (again, designing dedicated websites, books, 

exhibitions, movies).

•  Enhancing. Increasing diffuse design culture by feeding social discussion 

with in-depth criticism and reflections, on sociopolitical as well as aesthetic 

and ethical values (organizing in-depth discussions, publishing papers and 

books).



Making Things Possible and Probable  159

that is emerging. To this end, Participle, a design agency founded in 2007 
by Hilary Cottam,23 says in its mission statement: “We believe there needs 
to be a new settlement between individuals, communities and govern-
ment—new ways for people to get involved in determining their lives in a 
meaningful way, new approaches that mean some people do not get stuck 
at the bottom of the heap for generations and new bonds that mean people 
can flourish and bring their dreams alive.”24

Or as Christian Bason, director of MindLab,25 writes, “The wider con-
text can be viewed as a shift from a classic ‘bureaucratic’ model over ‘new 
public management’ to what has more recently been termed networked 
governance.”26 So we can call the result of this effort networked governance 
(box 7.3).27

This way of seeing things lays the basis for a new governance and also for 
a new vision of the relationship between citizens and the state: a vision in 
which ordinary people become not only co-designers but also co-producers 
of a new public space28 in which, to use an expression introduced by Michel 

Box 7.3

Networked governance and the public realm
Networked governance is “the interconnectedness of independent units of 

authority and power, whether individual, community, state, or corporate. 

Networked governance moves from vertical to horizontal approaches to deci-

sion making and is characterized by systems of communications, knowledge 

exchange and dialogue.”29 This describes a very different kind of governance 

from what has so far been dominant. Different authors and research groups 

refer to the same core issues by different names, and start from differing con-

ceptualizations. For instance, Michel Bauwens, founder of the P2P Founda-

tion, talks about a “partner state,”30 Geoff Mulgan uses the term “relational 

state,”31 and Hilary Cottam talks about “relational welfare.”32

In my view, these and other positions under discussion today, though dif-

fering in some aspects, share a wide area of overlap that makes them distinct 

not only from the more traditional ideas of governance but also from the 

“new governance” and “e-governance” that have carried more weight in the 

debate of recent years. The main difference is that in networked governance 

and related approaches, ordinary people are seen as (potentially) active, col-

laborative subjects. Consequently what is “public” is seen as an action space 

for many actors: a public realm, in fact, in which individuals, communities, 

and the state interact and, hopefully, collaborate.
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Bauwens, “the state becomes a partner state”:33 a state that actively supports 
its citizens, through its agencies and policies, in the conception and realiza-
tion of their life projects.

In this dynamic framework, design experts can operate on various levels 
and with different kinds of projects: they can work for or with collaborative 
organizations, which also actually produce a new public space; they can 
develop initiatives that aim to make the enabling ecosystem (which also 
includes the governance models used in it) more favorable; and lastly, they 
can set up framework projects to coordinate the other initiatives, with an eye 
to a large-scale transformation (which, in our case, may be the transforma-
tion of significant parts of the public sector) (example 7.4).34

All this together constitutes a huge, complex design process which seeks 
to achieve what Bason referred to as “aligning the public sector with the 
21st century.”35 Clearly this is a design process in its widest sense, a dia-
logical, open-ended design process that does not follow a coherent, uni-
tary trajectory but emerges in the sometimes collaborative and sometimes 
antagonistic interactions of a multiplicity of organizations, bodies, enter-
prises, and private citizens.

Example 7.4

Public and Collaborative: a design research program
Public and Collaborative (P&C) is an initiative bringing together government 

agencies, not-for-profit or charitable-sector organizations, and the design research 

labs DESIS Labs, to explore the intersection of design innovation and public policy. 

Its major purpose is to investigate how emerging social networks influence public 

services and innovation policies—and, vice versa, how public services and innova-

tion policies can trigger, empower, or direct emerging social networks. Participat-

ing DESIS labs explore, in particular, what design can do to make this promising 

meeting more effective and fruitful. They do so by developing projects (aimed to 

solve well-defined local problems) and creating opportunities to exchange these 

experiences.

In the first phase of the P&C program (2012–2013), in addition to the basic 

results of reinforcing the network and building a common language and shared 

ideas, the main achievements were a better understanding of the role of design 

experts (and design schools) in large co-design processes where public agencies 

are involved, and recognition of the importance of setting up special spaces where 

public innovation could be experimented with in a freer and safer way (commonly 

referred to as Public Innovation Places, discussed below).36
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In this perspective, of course, policymakers and civil servants should 
play a significant role. But, again of course, this is a quite difficult task. In 
fact, even though there are several public servants who are individually very 
innovative and willing to contribute to a change that seems more and more 
necessary, the overall systems are highly inertial (if not completely blocked). 
To overcome this difficulty, a strategy is emerging. In fact, several interna-
tional teams, working on social innovation and, in particular, on how it is 
impacting public innovation, are converging on the need to create places 
for experiments specifically dedicated to this issue: to promote the meeting, 
and the mutual reinforcement, of social innovation and public innovation.

Places for experiments

We know that collaborative organizations are living entities whose life 
depends on the quality of their enabling ecosystem. At the same time, we 
know that they are brand-new entities (very often) with a contradictory 
relationship with the very contexts in which they have appeared, which 
may or may not be favorable to their existence and development. Given 
that, the first and essential character of a favorable environment is its toler-
ance, meaning its ability to accept the existence and development of “the 
new” (whatever is new and different from the mainstream way of being 
and doing, in that particular time and place). Besides tolerance, the second 
important feature is openness. In a favorable environment ideas are free to 
circulate, unforeseen interactions happen, disciplinary boundaries break, 
and different people meet and exchange experiences and knowledge.

Finally, the third characterizing aspect is that they foster learning capac-
ity. A favorable environment is one in which the experiences, both good 
and bad, of those who live there are not lost. Learning capacity, as we have 
seen for design capability and the ability to collaborate, is a widespread 
human quality that may be cultivated or inhibited according to context 
characteristics. In practical terms, it is a question of creating the conditions 
for people to feel free to try out new things, and therefore to make mis-
takes. Furthermore, there must be an infrastructure that connects different 
experiences, fosters comparison, and gathers the resulting knowledge and 
awareness. In practice what emerges from this description is the profile of 
a great social laboratory. But can the whole of society be a laboratory? In 
metaphorical terms, in the transition to sustainability, yes it can: all of soci-
ety should be seen as a great laboratory in which to carry out experiments 
on future sustainability. Beyond metaphor, we must look more carefully at 
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what is happening and recognize that not all of society is endowed with 
the characteristics required to be a laboratory; but that it is possible to cre-
ate special places (and indeed they are being created) which for a variety 
of reasons would appear to be particularly open, tolerant, and capable of 
supporting the learning process (box 7.4).

These places for social experiments may emerge out of an unplanned com-
bination of events. However, they can also be designed. This is what is actu-
ally happening today: the number of initiatives that result in the creation 
of places dedicated to this purpose is growing all over the world. They may 
have different names and different starting points, and therefore may dif-
fer in motivation and operational model. An initial map numbers more 
than 15 of them in Europe, North America, Australia, and Singapore.37 For 
instance, the DESIS Thematic Cluster “Public and Collaborative” proposes 
places specifically oriented toward innovation in the public realm: Public 
Innovation Places (PIPs). Eduardo Staszowski, coordinator of this Thematic 
Cluster, describes them as follows: “PIPs are experimental sites, agencies or 
labs created to tackle innovative solutions to public problems (i.e. afford-
able housing, education, healthcare, etc.), and dedicated to the creation of 

Box 7.4

Projects and experiments
In a rapidly and profoundly changing world, all projects, including all life 

projects, are to varying extents experimental projects. This means that given 

certain motivations and after certain hypotheses, we cannot know beforehand 

what the result will be. In effect, an awareness on the part of its promoter of 

the possibility of not achieving the expected results is the first and funda-

mental distinguishing characteristic of an experimental project. Obviously, 

all projects, like all human activities, may fail. In this case, however, failure 

is openly contemplated as a possible outcome of the project itself. This has 

two implications. The first concerns the aim and nature of the project: it is 

necessary that in all cases, even if the outcome is negative, it will not result 

in catastrophe. Following this guideline is known as adopting an error-friendly 

approach. The second implication is that it is necessary to develop the design 

process in such a way that it really is possible to make good use of the experi-

ence. This means that the projects must be organized as experiments. This calls 

for “laboratories” in which these can take place under the best possible condi-

tions. The creation of such laboratories is one of the first moves to make in 

infrastructuring an environment, when we intend to make it more favorable 

and productive for social innovation.
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networks and partnerships; launching projects, events, and platforms.”38 
That is, they are places where professionals from different backgrounds 
(design, economics, policy, and social knowledge) meet and operate in hor-
izontal, nonhierarchical ways and provide a degree of freedom from many 
of the innovative constraints of agency-specific mandates, policy issues, 
and procedural restrictions. The idea is to make such spaces proliferate so 
that they may work experimentally, freely using design as a tool for advanc-
ing innovation in the public sector/realm and, most importantly, be collab-
oratively integrated with all interested parties at every step of the process, 
in order to maximize the potential for innovation.

In conclusion, these places for experiments, of which the PIPs are one 
example, are hybrid (physical and digital) environments where different 
actors, civil servants included, can meet, interact, discuss different possibili-
ties, and develop prototypes to verify them. They may operate as incuba-
tors and launching pads for promising ideas; they may also become seeds 
for the creation of the broadly favorable environments in which positive 
loops between bottom-up initiatives and public agency innovations will 
take place, and therefore in which larger numbers of collaborative services 
may flourish and spread.
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A collaborative organization is a group of people who have an idea about 
how to achieve something and who collaborate to put it into action. To do 
so, they use a set of material and cognitive artifacts that make being part 
of the organization easier or less so, more or less costly in practical terms, 
and more or less convincing in cultural terms. In other words: every collab-
orative organization entails a certain degree of difficulty, and every result 
it leads to has a certain degree of appeal. How can the first be reduced and 
the second increased? How can this organization become more effective for 
the people who are a part of it? How can it become more attractive? Expert 
design collaborates in response to these questions, and then it asks another: 
What is the relationship between the quest for effectiveness and the sense 
(particularly the social sense) of the initiative?

Problem solving

When a collaborative organization is put into practice for the first time, 
the people involved work like bricoleurs:1 the required artifacts are found 
among those that already exist; they are adapted in function and meaning 
and are finally put together to fit their new purpose. However, since the 
products and services used were not designed for that particular purpose, 
putting them together leads to rather inefficient organizations, calling for 
a high degree of personal commitment by promoters and participants. The 
result is that the organizations are acceptable only to those who are very 
highly motivated. Experience tells us that these initial applications of an 
idea can be seen as working prototypes. If the ideas are good, an innovative 
process starts from here and the prototypes evolve toward more advanced 
ways of functioning. The latter are based on product and service systems 
specifically designed and systemized to make the initial idea more acces-
sible, effective, and flexible, and thus easier to implement and keep going.
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Accessibility, effectiveness, and flexibility
Let’s take the example of car sharing. We have already said (chapter 4) that, 
over time, this proposal has become easily accessible, effective, and repli-
cable in different contexts. Now we can add that all this has been made 
possible by an innovation process that has been going on for decades, in 
which various parts of the enabling solution have been redefined bit by 
bit. Thirty years ago the original idea (a group of people living in a given 
area who share a fleet of cars to be used and paid for only when required) 
was developed using standard cars, a telephone, paper and pen, and a lot 
of willpower.

Since then, the innovation process has improved the components, from 
the immaterial ones to the material ones. Digital platforms and dedicated 
applications now enable users to find the nearest cars, and to book them 
after checking fuel or battery charge levels. By modifying onboard equip-
ment, solutions have been developed by which clients can use their mem-
ber cards as keys to open the chosen car.2 Existing cars have been adapted 
for this use and new ones have also been specially designed for the pur-
pose.3 It should be added that alongside this evolutionary line, which has 
made the initial car sharing model more accessible and effective, another, 
more innovative one has started proposing a radically different organiza-
tional model. This is peer-to-peer car sharing,4 where the fleet of cars con-
sists of privately owned but little used cars that are made available for other 
users. This solution has been made possible by dedicated applications and 
websites that directly link demand to offer in real time. In this way, car 
sharing produces economic, social, and environmental value by transform-
ing temporarily unused cars into a new local resource.

This observation highlights the way in which the initial car sharing pro-
totype has evolved in very different directions in terms of function, cost, and 
behavior required of the actors involved. This variety in ways of solving the 
basic problem is very important, because it addresses different social groups 
with differing functional requirements. For instance, one modality (such as 
Zipcar) may be more suitable for longer journeys, whereas another (such as 
Car2Go) lends itself to short urban trips. A third modality (Buzzcar) is an 
example of peer-to-peer car sharing that makes privately owned cars avail-
able while temporarily not in use, and offers cheaper solutions (example 8.1).

We can also observe that while the first two cases (Zipcar and Car2Go) 
are examples of technically advanced car sharing, Buzzcar, as a peer-to-peer 
organization, proposes an innovative solution not only in terms of its eco-
nomic model but also as regards the role, behavior, and cultural attitude 
required of users and car owners.
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Lastly, we must remember that the development of car sharing and its 
enabling solutions has followed that of bike sharing, where all that has 
been said thus far about cars has already been happening for some time. In 
fact, bike sharing has also developed along two evolutionary trajectories: 
one that has led to the realization of products and services (bikes and sys-
tems of parking, payment, and fleet management) designed and systemized 
for this specific purpose,8 and one that has moved toward peer-to-peer bike 
sharing,9 using privately owned bikes and the potential of the Internet and 
the applications that work with it.

Enabling solutions
Generalizing from the previous examples, we can say that collaborative 
organizations have gradually evolved from putting products and services 
found on the market together into a rough system to using enabling solu-
tions: product and service systems that have been specifically designed for 
that purpose. More precisely, enabling solutions are product-service systems10 

Example 8.1

The car sharing evolution
The first application of the car sharing idea was Stattauto in Berlin in 1988. It 

worked by telephone and paper and pen. Nowadays car sharing has become an 

application field for a variety of specialized technology packages supporting differ-

ent kinds of function, including booking, paying, and car door opening. Thanks to 

these, the original idea has evolved and several companies, with different profiles, 

have appeared worldwide. For instance:

Zipcar5 is the largest car-sharing organization worldwide. In July 2013, it had 

810,000 members and offered 10,000 vehicles throughout the United States, 

Canada, the United Kingdom, Spain, and Austria. It uses a range of different 

vehicles suitable for various uses (including long-distance journeys).

Car2Go6 made its first appearance in 2008. In 2013 it had 400,000 members and 

8,000 vehicles in 23 cities in Europe and North America. It is a service designed 

for short urban trips offered by Daimler AG, which uses only its own cars (specially 

fitted-out Smart). All operations are carried out through the personal member card.

Buzzcar7 is a peer-to-peer car sharing organization based in France. The idea is that 

existing car owners can make their vehicles available for others to rent for short 

periods of time. The service is affordable for the users and brings some money to 

the participating car owners. Cars can be found, booked, and paid for through the 

dedicated Buzzcar app.
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providing cognitive, technical, and organizational instruments that increase peo-
ple’s capacities to achieve a result they value.

The main aim of enabling solutions, on the problem-solving side, is 
to make collaborative organizations more accessible and effective: firstly 
by reducing the intensity of personal investment required, and secondly 
by increasing the benefit people can get by participating and becoming 
co-producers (i.e., improving their user-centered effectiveness: effectiveness 
evaluated from the point of view of the user, spurring the user to become 
a co-producer).

In practical terms, to do this means identifying a collaborative organiza-
tion’s functional demands, breaking these down into their basic elements, 
and proposing one or more solutions for each element (solution compo-
nents). Given the diversity of application fields and of the ways in which 
one can operate, these components may differ widely. Nevertheless, certain 
components are quite widely diffused among the different enabling solu-
tions. A list of them clearly indicates the variety of material and immaterial 
artifacts that can be used, and the variety of specific design competences 
that are required (box 8.1).

Among these enabling solution components, a very special role is played 
by digital platforms,11 the spread of which has led to the emergence of a 

Box 8.1

The main components of enabling solutions

•  Digital platforms to connect people and to make it easier for collaborative 

organizations to function smoothly (such as customized and intelligent 

booking and ordering systems, tracking and tracing technologies, fluid 

payment systems);

•  Flexible spaces that can be used by communities for mixed public-private 

functions (and as incubators for the start-up phase);

•  Logistical services to support the new producer-consumer networks;

•  Citizens’ agencies acting as catalysts for new grassroots initiatives, but also as 

facilitators to help existing ones grow, multiply, and flourish;

•  Information services to deliver specific advice when new procedures and/or 

new technologies have to be integrated;

•  Co-design tools and methodologies to conceive and develop the above-

mentioned artifacts in a collaborative way.
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new generation of enabling solutions that is changing the functionality 
and, in many ways, the very nature of many collaborative organizations. 
In fact, these platforms not only increase the effectiveness of activities that 
could have been carried out by other means (organizing meetings, updating 
agendas, enabling long-distance conversations); they also open totally new 
opportunities, making results feasible that were previously unimaginable. A 
good example of this is everything that concerns the traceability of people 
and things and the possibility of finding out “who is where” in real time. 
This information can be crucial in several cases (among them, as we have 
seen, the car and bike sharing examples, in which traceability enables users 
to find out where the nearest car or bike is parked).

In conclusion, we can see that a given idea for a collaborative organiza-
tion can evolve together with its enabling solution in a single process of 
social-technical innovation. This process may lead to bifurcations and thus 
proposals that differ widely in their constructional components and in the 
type of collaborative encounter they are based on. It follows that expert 
design plays an important role in defining the various steps of this process, 
particularly in those where the adoption of new solutions entails substan-
tial modifications in the nature of the entire organization, whether with 
regard to its effectiveness or its social and cultural meaning.

The process would seem to lead from working prototypes of collabora-
tive organizations, which call for a huge practical commitment and there-
fore strong motivation and a marked disposition for creating communities, 
to ways of functioning in which facilitated participation makes possible a 
reduced motivational requirement. The people who pursued car sharing 
initiatives in Europe in the nineties (though the example could be extended 
to all successful cases of collaborative organization) undoubtedly did so 
with the idea of solving their own problem, but they also very clearly did 
so as a piece of everyday political action, with an eye to changing urban 
mobility and making the city more sustainable. Today participating in car 
sharing no longer requires such great social or environmental motivation. 
This does not mean that such motivations have altogether disappeared. It 
means instead that they have evolved and appear in different forms. Closer 
observation shows us that when a collaborative organization evolves and 
appears in different operational modalities (based on as many enabling 
solutions), it also appears with different meanings, and therefore calls for 
different mixes of motivations. Discussion of how this comes about is, in 
my opinion, of great importance.
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Sense making

As we have seen in the examples, some collaborative organizations can be 
made more effective by redesigning existing products and services. But a 
lot of what should be done is on the soft side of the solution, conceiving 
and developing new services that make them more accessible and effective. 
For instance, much may be done to enhance people’s capabilities (e.g., by 
providing necessary information and knowledge) or give them greater flex-
ibility (and therefore more possibility of coping with the increasing com-
plexity of contemporary life).

At the same time, the enabling solution can incorporate different eco-
nomic models such as those of the gift economy, mutual help, and do-
it-yourself. Finally, and most importantly, it can support different social 
and cultural values and can therefore be considered within different frame-
works of meaning, whether it is acceptable to them or not.

Local results and broad visions
When introducing social innovation, we have seen that collaborative orga-
nizations are not driven by the simple question: “How can we fulfill our 
needs?,” but rather by the larger one: “How can we achieve the life we want 
to live?”

Even though collaborative organizations solve specific problems, they 
also make reference to broader visions of the lives participants want to 
live and, very importantly, to what has to be done to move in that direc-
tion. Therefore, people’s motivation to actively participate in a collabora-
tive organization is also based on these large visions and on the ability of 
enabling solutions to make these visible and tangible in a specific initiative 
in a specific place and time.

It follows that a collaborative organization can be made more meaningful, 
and therefore attractive, by working on two levels: on projects that aim to 
make the general context more favorable, creating large frameworks of mean-
ing (as discussed in the previous chapter); and on enabling solutions, which I 
am dealing with now and which can be designed considering attentively their 
sense-making side. It should be noted that there is a double bond between 
the two levels. The meaning of the organizations and of their enabling solu-
tions is largely defined by the cultural context in which they appear. At the 
same time, by giving visibility and tangibility to new ideas, these organiza-
tions and their enabling solutions create a more favorable context for other 
initiatives. That is, they produce a cultural environment in which new initia-
tives, working in the same direction, are more likely to emerge.
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The case of the Slow Food organization is a very clear example of that. 
It indicates the importance of larger visions in developing and multiply-
ing local organizations, and vice versa. Proposing broad ideas on food and 
agriculture, and on the very notions of time and quality, it creates a favor-
able context for a multiplicity of independent but coherent initiatives. At 
the same time, proposing and enhancing a variety of local activities, from 
its original Convivia and Presidia to farmers’ markets and community-sup-
ported agriculture projects, it offers both citizens and farmers a practical 
and immediate experience of a different but viable world: a world in which 
food is organic and local, in which more direct and rich relationships are 
established between country and city and, most importantly, between 
farmers and citizens. These two aspects—being the tangible face of a more 
general idea, and happening in a socially rich way—are, to my mind, the 
two fundamental components that make this initiative meaningful and 
therefore attractive.

Generalizing on what this example teaches us, we can say that collabora-
tive organizations become attractive when they offer a foretaste of a general 
vision, or at least of parts of it, in the participants’ actual lives, which could 
be seen as putting into practice Gandhi’s famous phrase, “be the change 
you wish to see in the world.”

Sociality and constructed conviviality
For people participating in a collaborative organization, the change they 
wish to anticipate concerns both the results and the ways to achieve them. 
The latter are very often marked by a distinctive feature of collaborative 
organizations: they occur in a “socially rich” way. This means that they 
tend to “produce society.”

However, as we have observed, when they move on from the original 
creative communities to more mature organizations, they do not always do 
so in the same way. When these organizations are still based on informal, 
face-to-face relationships, the production of sociality is more or less natu-
ral: a kind of by-product of their main activity. But this cannot be taken 
for granted when interactions are more formal or when they mainly take 
place online. While car sharing and bike sharing, for example, were highly 
social in their initial, heroic stage, they are not necessarily so in maturity. 
At this stage sociality is produced if the preconditions for sociality have 
been designed, meaning if the enabling solution allows for and cultivates 
opportunities for socially rich interactions. To discuss this further, we shall 
focus on the concept of sociality: “the extent to which a system can give 
rise to and support social interactions between the users of that system.”12
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The terms sociality and sociability have been widely used in the research 
field of human-computer interaction and can usefully be extended to our 
discussion of collaborative organizations. Eun Ji Cho, who studied this 
topic for her doctoral thesis at the Politecnico di Milano, writes: “The 
beneficial role of sociability has been illustrated in various studies, rang-
ing from social bonding and the support of joint problem-solving in the 
work environment, to creating common ground, reciprocity, trust.”13 Her 
research examined some guidelines for producing tools with which to 
design for sociality in sociotechnical systems.14 Given that social behav-
ior cannot be designed, the practical issue becomes how to create condi-
tions that will make socially rich relations both possible and probable. It 
is not a simple question. The creation of sociality in collaborative orga-
nizations entails going well beyond the traditional user-friendliness of 
sociotechnical systems and discussions about supplier/client relations. 
What we must produce are, to use an expression of Nicolas Bourriaud, 
“moments of constructed conviviality.”15 This means that, when talking 
about the sociality and attractiveness of collaborative organizations, our 
point of reference is not marketing but rather the depth of human rela-
tions. Indeed it might be useful to reread Ivan Illich and his Tools for 
Conviviality16 with the eyes and sensitivity of today, and try to put it into 
practice. It seems to me that what we need is a new design culture able 
to catch the profound sense of sociality, or rather of the various forms of 
sociality that we would like to be produced. How can this culture be cre-
ated? In my view, the main road in this case too is the reciprocal fertiliza-
tion of experience and theoretical reflection.

One example of what this might mean can be seen in the collabora-
tive living project developed by Liat Rogel for her doctoral thesis at the 
Politecnico di Milano.17 The field activity for this research project led to 
the promotion and realization of a pilot example of collaborative living 
(example 8.2).

The intention of the project was to promote socialization and sustain-
able ways of living among the inhabitants of a new condominium. To this 
end, a program of activities was developed supported by a digital platform. 
The research component of the project was to verify and reflect on the 
application of the concept of sociability as constructed conviviality. The 
result was positive and interesting. It verified that forms of socialization 
were indeed initiated which otherwise would probably not have happened. 
This occurred through a program of shared activities and thanks to a digital 
platform which the residents gradually appropriated, making it the instru-
ment of their activity and socialization.
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This positive result also led to other interesting surprises. “Our hypoth-
esis,” write Cho and Rogel, “was that socialization between people would 
be a motor for future collaboration. However, socialization between mem-
bers started to occur gradually as the discussion on concrete initiatives took 
place. In other words, introducing each other and knowing their future 
neighbors, which was thought to be the principal purpose of this platform, 
was achieved only after many initiatives were proposed and discussed.”19 
This gives a clear and tangible picture of what the expression constructed 
conviviality could mean: it is a conviviality that is built by doing things 
together; in other words, by activating initiatives that become in them-
selves the field on which this kind of growth is cultivated.

Trust building

To conclude with a consideration that underlies everything I have been say-
ing thus far about collaborative organizations and enabling solutions: for 
whatever reason people decide to meet and do something together, each 

Example 8.2

“Via Scarsellini”: a collaborative living project, Milan
Scarsellini—Vicini più Vicini is a service design project aiming to foster collaborative 

ways of living among residents of an apartment block of 100 households located in 

Via Scarsellini in Milan, Italy. This project was carried out as field work for a doctoral 

research thesis at the Politecnico di Milano.18

From 2010 to 2013, a number of design activities were carried out to achieve 

environmental and social sustainability in the everyday life of people living in the 

same apartment block. Several initiatives were promoted, and a digital platform 

was created that aimed to coordinate them and create friendly relationships 

among residents. The platform allowed residents who originally did not know each 

other to meet virtually, participate in the various forums, and start shared initia-

tives, including co-designing new services. The research part of the project enabled 

results to be evaluated from different points of view. After three years of activities, 

the interactions and collaborative activities among neighbors played a beneficial 

role in conceiving and enhancing socially and environmentally positive initiatives. 

More precisely, they created a sense of community (increasing the opportunities 

for mutual help), they permitted goods and services to be shared, energy to be 

saved, costs to be reduced, and several daily activities to be facilitated, and finally 

they increased the number and variety of available collaborative services (thanks to 

the co-design of common spaces and facilities).
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participant must have a conviction that the others will honor the com-
mitment. They must trust each other. Indeed, reciprocal trust is the fun-
damental ingredient of any kind of collaboration and therefore of social 
organizations. The more such organizations are built on free participant 
choice (rather than on tradition or coercion), and the more turbulent the 
environment in which they live (where people who meet are for the most 
part strangers), the more essential the trust factor becomes. Since this is 
exactly the situation in which collaborative organizations find themselves 
working, every discussion on how to foster and support them, and there-
fore on what enabling solutions to propose, is in practice about how to 
foster and support reciprocal trust among those who could and would like 
to take part.

The issue of trust and trust building is enormous and certainly goes well 
beyond the possibilities and intentions of this book. However, some basic 
consideration must be given to it, and therefore some design guidelines, 
if we are to discuss collaborative organizations (social forms in which all 
the participants are called to invest time, energy, and attention) and what 
design can do to foster and sustain them.

As always, we shall start from experience. In this as in other aspects, 
observation of various cases of social innovation has shown us that it is 
necessary to distinguish between the initial phase and subsequent ones. 
At the origin of every collaborative organization (or at least of those that 
start from the bottom up) there is a creative community: a group of people 
who know one another well and trust each other (because they have had 
the chance to do things together). Later, as the organization matures, the 
situation evolves: it moves on from the heroic stage, the people change, ties 
become weaker, and trust building can no longer depend on direct acquain-
tance. Other ways must be found. In fact, the organizations that last over 
time and spread are those that have, in one way or another, managed to 
solve this problem. In a study on how collaborative organizations can be 
supported in the creation of mutual trust, Fang Zhong defined two main 
design strategies: “to diffuse information in an effective, genuine, transpar-
ent way (to give participants the clearest ideas of how things work and who 
is doing what) and to create an informal social control system (for example, 
a reputation system).”20

The first strategy leads to the designing of system elements in a way that 
increases their visibility. One way is to “make visible” (through appropri-
ate communicative artifacts) what is not visible in itself: accounts, organi-
grams, profiles of the actors involved, etc. Another way is to increase direct 
visibility of the organization itself and its functioning. Nowadays the 
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simplest way, but also the most simplistic, is to use new technology to make 
the whole organization visible in real time: places, people who live there, 
the activities they do there. In some cases, when used well, this way (which 
we can call the hypervisibility strategy) can be very effective. However, it 
is important to understand its limits, which are in part the limits of what 
a video camera can actually see and what the cameraman decides to show. 
The most serious limit, however, is the risk that this hypervisibility will cre-
ate anxiety on the part of both the viewer and the viewed.

A more mature strategy would be one that uses a multiplicity of tools, 
deciding on the best mix for each situation: occasions can be created for 
face-to-face meetings, or encounters using the communicative artifacts 
mentioned before. Formal checks can be made by someone recognized as 
a guarantor in the various issues. Innovative ways that have emerged in 
recent years can be set up using the Internet to create trust between people 
who, until that moment, were strangers (online reputation building). Finally, 
it is essential that people be motivated to do things together.

I think that the last is the most important line to follow. We have seen 
this when talking about creating sociality and conviviality, but the same 
considerations apply in relation to trust: it is essential that a positive loop 
be created between doing something together and cultivating social ties, 
in this case trust relationships between people. Of course this positive loop 
cannot be entirely planned. However, the enabling solution can also gener-
ate conditions to make it more likely.





9  Making Things Replicable and Connected

Collaborative organizations are important because they are concrete steps 
toward sustainable ways of living and because they offer viable solutions 
to large, urgent, intractable contemporary problems. To be truly effective 
and have the needed impact on the overall society, they should spread and 
drive changes at a larger scale. Is this possible? If it is, can they have such 
a great impact while continuing to maintain their characteristic human 
scale? In short: can collaborative organizations have the capacity to change 
the world while remaining small? Today, in the age of networks, the answer 
to all these questions is yes. But, for this to happen, innovative strategies 
must be enhanced and a larger framework vision must emerge.

Small, local, open, connected

Some 40 years ago, when E. F. Schumacher wrote his famous book Small Is 
Beautiful, he made a choice in favor of the small and local on cultural and 
ethical grounds as a reaction to the prevailing trend toward greater scale 
and delocalization that he saw around him.1 Today we follow Schumacher 
for these and other, new and compelling reasons. However, at the same 
time, we have to recognize that in these four decades things have changed 
profoundly. What was only a utopia in Schumacher’s day is today a con-
crete possibility, offered by the convergence between networked systems 
and creative communities. Forty years ago the “small” that Schumacher 
referred to was genuinely small, because it had little chance of influencing 
the larger scale, and the local was really local, because it was partly isolated 
from other local communities. Furthermore, at that time all the technologi-
cal and economic trends were moving in the opposite direction, that is, in 
the direction of “bigger and better.” Today the context is strikingly differ-
ent, since the small can now be influential as a node in the larger global 
network and the local can now also be open to the global flows of people, 
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ideas, and information. In other words, we can say that today the small is 
no longer small and the local is no longer local, at least in traditional terms.

Small is not small, in the net
This change in the nature of the small and local has enormous implications: 
not only do the new networks make it possible to operate on a local and 
small scale in very effective ways, but also the flexible systems they gener-
ate provide the only possibility for operating safely in the complex, fast-
changing, highly risky contemporary environment. The keyword for this 
promising perspective is distributed systems: sociotechnical systems made of 
a variety of interconnected elements and therefore capable of adapting and 
lasting through time.2

As I mentioned in chapter 1, over recent decades a set of new trends 
has emerged and in some cases spread, driven by different waves of inno-
vation:3 that of distributed intelligence, with the radical changes in socio-
technical organizations that this has made viable; that of distributed power 
generation and, more generally, of distributed infrastructure; and finally that 
of distributed production, ranging from the zero-mile food trend to the one 
toward new fabrication models. The result is that today it is possible to 
imagine a new and viable form of globalization as a mesh of distributed 
economies and connected localities. In the same chapter I observed how 
these distributed systems are strongly based on technological innovation 
but that, when they spread, their technological side cannot be separated 
from the social one; that, therefore, no distributed system can be imple-
mented without social innovation.

It follows that, in this case, technical and social innovation reinforce 
each other, creating a virtuous circle that leads to practical opportunities 
and new ideas on society, production, and quality of life. In short, they 
permit us to outline a viable scenario for a sustainable society.

The SLOC Scenario
Social innovation and distributed systems are the main pillars of an emerg-
ing scenario. I will call it the SLOC scenario, standing for small, local, open, 
connected. These four adjectives together outline this scenario’s characteris-
tics. Individually, each adjective and its implications are easily understood, 
but together they generate a new vision of how a sustainable, networked 
society could take shape. In my view, this SLOC scenario could become a 
powerful social attractor, capable of triggering, catalyzing, and orienting a 
variety of social actors, innovative processes, and design activities.4
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More precisely, on the basis of what has been said so far, we can see that 
the SLOC scenario is neither a dream nor a forecast for the future. It is a rea-
soned, motivating vision of what the future could be like if a large number 
of social actors operated to reinforce and synergize ongoing trends.5 Given 
all that, we can say that the SLOC scenario proposes a possible future, 
though it is a future that requires many converging efforts if it is to become 
real. First of all, it requires answers to the questions we started from: How 
can the impact of such small initiatives as collaborative organizations be 
increased? How can they grow without losing their collaborative nature? 
Of course, the scenario per se does not give the answers, but, in my view, it 
does give a general vision that permits us to align different initiatives in a 
common framework and indicates two main basic strategies, which can be 
summarized as replicating and connecting.

Replicating is the first strategy that, in a connected world, leads small 
and local activities to have large-scale effects: it is in fact the main way to 
scale up within the SLOC scenario. The idea of replicating may appear to 
be, and in certain aspects it is, the opposite of experimenting. However, in 
my view the two practices can and must be complementary. In the transi-
tion it is necessary to experiment, and then consolidate and propagate (i.e., 
replicate) the best results. What is more, in a complex, changing world, 
the replica is also always an adaptation to new circumstances, to the new 
context.6 In other words, every replica is also a design of a new and locally 
appropriate solution. Replicating is an activity that requires diffuse design 
capacity. But undoubtedly it also entails the presence of experts: experts in 
assessing the quality of the experiments and therefore choosing which to 
replicate, and experts in designing ways of replicating them and tools to 
enable this to happen.

Connecting is the second main strategy thanks to which small and local 
activities may have large-scale impacts. In fact, these impacts come not only 
from the accumulation of a large number of small projects but also, and 
above all, from the multiplying effect that can be produced by connecting 
them in an appropriate way. This effect can be achieved in two modalities. 
The first is to create a connecting infrastructure, leaving local project pro-
moters to find the best ways to connect, coordinate, and synergize. In this 
case, the strategy consists in offering connecting possibilities and creating 
a favorable environment for new initiatives to emerge and autonomously 
connect (chapter 7). The second modality to enhance the connecting strat-
egy consists in realizing appropriate framework projects. These are suites of 
specifically conceived initiatives capable of stimulating new local proj-
ects and facilitating their collaborations and synergies. To do that, large 
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coalitions are needed, capable of steering the overall process: their existence 
is in fact the precondition for producing the shared visions and the practi-
cal instruments which can make this strategy practically viable.

In conclusion, while in the past century increasing the impact of small, 
local initiatives inevitably led to an increase in size and bureaucratic struc-
tures, today, in the age of networks, there are other possibilities: scaling 
out (or horizontal scaling) done by replicating small initiatives in different 
contexts, and updating the traditional; and scaling up (or vertical scaling), 
which today can be achieved by integrating and synergizing several small 
projects into larger programs. It can be done by connecting them horizon-
tally with similar or complementary initiatives, and vertically with other 
types of organization (social, economic, and political).7

Replicating as scaling out

Each individual case of collaborative organization that we may find any-
where in the world, like a cohousing initiative in Milan, car sharing in 
Berlin, a farmers’ market in New York, or community-based agriculture in 
China, cannot in itself be reproduced, because it is so deeply rooted in 
a specific context and so largely shaped by the characteristics of its pro-
moters. Nevertheless, each of these highly localized cases is the practical 
realization of an idea: the idea of cohousing, of car sharing, of farmers’ 
markets, of community-based agriculture. These ideas outline their motiva-
tions and how they work (i.e., their systemic architecture). Therefore, when 
we discuss how to replicate collaborative organizations, we are in reality 
discussing how these ideas may spread and how different groups of people 
may recognize, adopt, and localize them (that is, adapt them to different 
contexts).

Moving ideas and network effect
Until now, the diffusion of these ideas, and their subsequent localization, 
has mainly happened in a spontaneous way. But it has been the spontane-
ous diffusion typical of the connected world: a world where ideas circulate 
rapidly, peer to peer, with no need for an intermediary. It is precisely this 
direct communication between peers, in real time and independent of dis-
tance, that makes the circulation of ideas today (including those regarding 
collaborative organizations) different from that of the past, and this dif-
ference is not only in quantity (more ideas, in less time and over greater 
distances) but also in quality.
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Not only do ideas of collaborative organization circulate rapidly all over 
the planet, but they also create totally new effects. The first (which we 
talked about in chapters 1 and 2) is the growth in numbers of expert users 
able to transmit a promising idea effectively and, above all, to recognize 
and implement it (in the sense that they have the sensitivity, the design 
capability and skills, and the entrepreneurship to do so). It is clear that the 
presence of these subjects at the nodes of the network increases the ease 
and effectiveness with which the ideas can circulate and the collaborative 
organizations can replicate.

A second characteristic of the spontaneous diffusion of ideas in a con-
nected world is the importance of the network effect:8 a phenomenon that 
is not specific to the current phase but that has a strong impact on it. In 
general terms the network effect means that each new node added to the 
network (that is, every new idea of collaborative organization) benefits all 
the other nodes (all the other collaborative organizations). This means that 
every new collaborative organization reinforces the overall idea more than 
its individual weight would lead us to expect (box 9.1).

In our case, in the strict sense of the term this is true for some types 
of collaborative organization (for example, each new participant in a time 

Box 9.1

Network effect
The expression network effect refers to what happens in systems in which an 

increase in number of participants leads to a direct increase in value for other 

users. The classic example is the telephone: the more people who own a tele-

phone, the greater the benefit for everybody.

In a digitally connected world this effect is both wider-reaching and more 

important. Online social networks like Twitter and Facebook, which become 

more useful as more users join, are a good example. However, the same thing 

happens for platforms that manage exchange or mutual help operations. 

These may range from local currency exchange to house exchange, the time 

bank, or carpooling.

Adopting the term in a wider sense, we can say that the network effect 

occurs in all collaborative organizations. Every new application of the idea 

of car sharing, cohousing, or farmers’ markets makes the enabling ecosystem 

more favorable (both in terms of regulations and political policies, and of the 

availability of dedicated products and services). Furthermore each initiative 

reinforces the idea itself and impacts on the motivations of those participat-

ing, and of those who might join in and participate.
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bank or in a carpooling service makes the overall service more effective), 
but in a wider sense it is always true. A sort of cultural network effect occurs 
whereby each new application reinforces a shared vision and makes new 
sense of it. This is very significant: the expectations of potential partici-
pants about what a given collaborative organization may become in future 
are decisive in their decision to take part. In fact, every new idea imple-
mented consolidates expectations about its potential for success and rein-
forces the determination of others to join in. In other words, it acts as a 
self-fulfilling prophecy: a potential future that comes true because a lot of 
people believed in it.9

In view of this, expert design can operate to foster the spontaneous cir-
culation of ideas, and can use its tools to increase their visibility and the 
clarity with which they express their content (chapter 5). At the same time, 
it can collaborate to multiply the number of people who are able to act as 
expert users (and are therefore able not only to recognize the good ideas, 
but also to put them into practice). So it is a question of collaborating to 
make the general environment more favorable, and then just letting things 
happen. This type of intervention, which we can call indirect, is not the 
only way that expert design can participate: it can also intervene directly 
by designing toolkits specifically for the purpose of replicating given ideas.

Toolkits for communities
Creating conditions to make a specific collaborative organization replicable 
is a design initiative based on the same presuppositions as those introduced 
in relation to enabling solutions. Here, too, it is a question of delivering 
a set of products and services that make applying an idea of collaborative 
organization easier and more effective. However, whereas in the previous 
chapter we discussed this in relation to specific initiatives, localized in a par-
ticular context, now we must look at how these enabling solutions can be 
designed to replicate a collaborative organization in different contexts. For 
this same reason, the enabling solution itself must be designed as a packet 
of components that are themselves reproducible and easy to distribute.

In many aspects this is not a new issue, and it can be seen as an exten-
sion of the traditional idea of the toolkit. A community-oriented toolkit is a 
replicable enabling solution conceived to support different groups of peo-
ple in recognizing and applying a collaborative organization idea by adapt-
ing it to the specificity of their own contexts (box 9.2).

Today, for several reasons, both the traditional idea of a toolkit and the 
new, community-oriented one are spreading, and their role is growing in 
various areas of social innovation. Some toolkits have supported relatively 
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simple initiatives, such as organizing events (a neighborhood festival or the 
collective clean-up of a public place),10 while others have involved more 
complex, long-lasting activities. For example, there are community-based 
toolkits for health (ranging from the prevention of childhood obesity in 
the United States to the prevention of malaria in Africa)11 and for do-it-
yourself building (including community energy systems and community 
water management).12

As these examples indicate, toolkits must be carefully designed to meet 
the needs of clearly defined target users with their actual capacities and 
motivations. All that we have said in relation to enabling solutions also 
applies to the design of toolkits, with the additional fact that, to become 
toolkits, they must themselves be replicable and must be totally self-stand-
ing. This means they must be usable by everybody (or more precisely, by 
everybody within the identified target group) without requiring further 
assistance.

It is in this last aspect, in their being a set of instruments which, once 
made generally available, will be used by everyone as they see fit, that the 
strength and also the weakness of this strategy lies. In fact, as we have 
already seen with reference to the special toolkits conceived for supporting 

Box 9.2

Toolkits and capacity building
Traditionally, a toolkit consists of a set of tangible and intangible tools con-

ceived and produced to make a specific task easier, so that even nonexperts 

can do it. Until now, they have been (mainly) conceived for individual self-

help. In order to support collaborative organizations, they must evolve to 

include community-oriented toolkits as well. This evolution takes place in 

a context that is itself evolving in response to various ongoing trends and in 

particular the tendency toward individualization, with self-help as one of its 

expressions, and the growing number of user-experts (people who although 

not professionals in a given field are still able to perform within it). All this 

obviously influences the nature and purposes of toolkits, moving them on 

from the ambit of the interesting but marginal to the central and fundamental 

issue of capacity building. In other words, returning to the theme introduced 

by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen, it leads to the design question of how 

to increase people’s capability of being what they wish to be and doing what 

they wish to do. We therefore extend the concept of toolkit to everything that 

helps people to do things themselves: not only to solve problems but also to 

bring their capabilities into play in the sense intended by Nussbaum and Sen.
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co-design processes (chapter 7), the strategy’s strength lies in the fact that, if 
properly communicated and easily accessible, there are no limits to a tool-
kit’s possible employment. For the same reason, whoever uses a toolkit will 
find himself or herself having to deal with the problems alone (or rather, 
only being able to use the expert knowledge contained within the toolkit 
itself): hence the strategy’s weakness.

In addition, and this seems to me to be a more pressing issue (and one 
less easily solved by improving the toolkit), the toolkit may support the 
operations of an initiative (i.e., the accessibility and effectiveness of the col-
laborative organization it is intended to start up), but it is unlikely to rein-
force users’ motivations to act and their trust in the toolkit’s possibilities: 
adopting the toolkit strategy means assuming that the user/co-producer 
already possesses these in their entirety. And this may in fact not be the 
case. The risk, therefore, is that toolkits will be used badly, due to lack of 
knowledge, or will not be used at all, due to lack of motivation. This brings 
us to a more general question: the issue of capacity building, which under-
lies the whole of this argument, cannot be dealt with using one single type 
of intervention. This means that the capacity of people and communities 
cannot be increased from the bottom up only, by distributing dedicated 
toolkits. It is necessary to combine different kinds of intervention, based 
on different strategies. It follows that the toolkits we are talking about must 
be part of a wider set of services and communicative artifacts that compete 
not only to foster their own good use, but also to reinforce motivations to 
use them.

When this happens, when toolkits are managed within this wider set of 
services and communicative artifacts, we move from a pure toolkit strategy 
to one that we can call franchising,13 or to be more precise, social franchising.

Social franchising
Social franchising is the application of the principles of commercial fran-
chising to promote larger social benefits. For our purposes (the replication of 
promising collaborative organizations), it is a replication strategy by which a 
given body (the franchisor) offers an idea of collaborative organization and 
the procedures for implementing and managing it (the equivalent of a tool-
kit) to a series of operators (the franchisees) who can implement it locally.

In practice, the franchisor offers others, who are autonomous operators, 
a series of supports. These may be large-scale communication campaigns 
and communicative artifacts usable at a local level, services in a strict sense 
(professional training and professional advice), dedicated equipment (if 
and when necessary), or guarantees of the quality that will eventually be 
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produced.14 Some of what is provided is what could go into a toolkit, but 
there is something more: the integrated motivation and trust offered by 
the more far-reaching communication of a familiar, valued brand and of 
opportune quality control services.

Social franchising can be presented in various forms, with the central 
organization playing a more or less weighty role. We can take the organiz-
ing of a neighborhood festivity as an example of “light” franchising. There 
is an international association called European Neighbors Day15 which 
works in this field, often drawing in local institutions. It operates on two 
levels: making a toolkit available to groups of residents, containing all that 
is required to organize the festivity; and developing wider communication 
on the theme of quality of life in cities (indicating a special day on which 
to organize the event). In this way it tends to support the organizers and all 
the participants, making them feel part of a wider project. Thus, making the 
neighborhood more livable for a day is also a way of promoting a new idea 
of urban sociality, and therefore a more sustainable city.

Other cases call for a higher level of integration. Tyze (discussed in chap-
ter 4) is a good example. It is a social enterprise that seeks to organize a 
help network of relatives, friends, and neighbors available to lend a hand 
(but who could not do so alone) to people in need of care. To promote this 
idea and the possibility of putting it into practice, Tyze offers the potential 
group dedicated software and instructions for use (in practice a toolkit), 
integrated with a set of complementary support services in case of need (to 
make the network reliable) and the use of the brand (to create trust).

Together these examples offer important guidelines for designing such 
entities. When the activity to be promoted does not present particular 
problems or risks (like the organization of a neighborhood street party or 
a clean-up day for a public place), the “pure toolkit” model can be used, 
or the one of “light franchising.” As the problems to be dealt with become 
more complex and delicate, however, it becomes more necessary to enrich 
the offer: to find a balance between what the base groups can do on their 
own, counting on their own efforts and a supporting toolkit, and what 
must be done with the help of external, expert bodies that integrate the 
missing knowledge, guarantee the achievement of determined quality stan-
dards, and thus raise trust within and outside the group.

Connecting as scaling up

Like processes of replication, those of connection may happen with-
out further external help—if the environment is favorable. That is, local 
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organization promoters may be able to connect and coordinate horizon-
tally with peers, and vertically with other, larger actors, and in this way 
trigger changes on various scales. However, experience tells us that in order 
to attain great transformations, it is almost always necessary for entities 
with the means and circumstances to act on a large scale, intervening with 
top-down actions alongside the peer-to-peer, bottom-up initiatives.

Horizontal and vertical connections
Democratic Psychiatry and Slow Food (the two Italian examples of social 
innovation with a big impact that I introduced in chapter 3) are excellent 
instances of how this can happen in practice. The key to their success, as 
we saw, has been their capacity to promote and coordinate a multiplicity 
of initiatives, ranging from local to national, in the framework of a single 
great vision. It is this multilevel strategy that has enabled Democratic Psy-
chiatry to change a great, complex institution (that of psychiatry) and Slow 
Food to trigger a process of transformation in the entire agro-food system.

Some decades later, the lesson that these examples teach us is still valid. 
However, we need to update the picture in view of what has happened in 
the meantime, in particular bearing in mind the growth in connectivity 
and the vitality of diffuse social innovation. This can be described, in a 
nutshell, as a general reinforcement of the peer-to-peer component in the 
mix of actions capable of producing great changes.

Talking about networked governance, we have already seen how this 
kind of strategy is changing public agencies with the aim of “aligning the 
public sector with the 21st century.”16 Similar processes are under way in 
various other fields: one of the most evident is that already mentioned of 
food networks and the relationship between city and country, to which 
Slow Food has made a significant contribution but which, undoubtedly, 
and fortunately, is today fed by the converging activities of a growing 
number of actors. At varying levels of development, and with greater or 
lesser visibility, something similar is happening in other fields of activity 
in which the peer-to-peer and bottom-up dynamics of collaborative orga-
nizations meet the top-down dynamics of more advanced public agencies, 
ranging from mobility to health care; from care of the elderly to the local 
and regional development.

The common denominator of these initiatives is that they are dialogical, 
open-ended design processes that emerge in the collaborative and/or antag-
onistic interaction of a multiplicity of organizations, bodies, enterprises, 
and private citizens. In practical terms, they develop local projects by coor-
dinating and systemizing them at a larger territorial scale (neighborhoods, 
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cities, regions) and/or in relation to larger complex systems (health care, 
education, administration, and so on).

For instance, when an urban, rural, or regional program is concerned, 
its enhancement can be triggered and supported by a set of self-standing 
but coordinated local initiatives. Similarly, when the challenge is to trans-
form a complex organization (be it a public administration, health care, 
or a school system), the process can be prepared, started, and oriented by 
launching a number of local initiatives to mobilize the whole organization 
and make it more effective.

In short, each large-scale project based on the connecting strategy pre
sents a similar architecture. There is a multiplicity of local projects promoted, 
aligned, and synergized by a framework one, where the local projects are 
self-standing initiatives, deeply rooted in the specifics of the local situation 
and therefore capable of making best possible use of existing physical and 
social resources to achieve tangible results quickly. At the same time, since 
they are aligned and synergized by the framework project, they are also 
drivers of larger change. The framework project is a design and communica-
tion initiative including scenarios (to give different local projects a common 
direction), strategies (to indicate how to implement scenarios), and specific 
supporting activities (to systemize the local projects, to empower them, and 
to communicate the overall project).

The connecting strategy enables large-scale programs to be conceived 
and developed that are intrinsically extremely flexible, scalable, and adapt-
able in time: a strategy that is particularly appropriate in turbulent times 
(like those we are now living in) and when regional systems or large organiza-
tions are involved. It is also called planning by projects,17 a point I will come 
back to in the next chapter.
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People live at the same time in a social and a physical space; therefore their 
interactions also occur in both spaces. In the first they produce social forms, 
while in the second they produce places. All together they create society 
and the environment in which societies collocate and which, in turn, the 
societies themselves contribute to produce. The discussion on social inno-
vation and the collaborative organizations it generates is therefore linked 
to that on the building of places and their new ecology. Thus design for 
social innovation has another dimension beyond those we have been talk-
ing about so far: that of place making. By this we mean its role as agent 
contributing in an original way to the social building of places.

Place making

A place is a space endowed with sense. In other words, it is a space that is 
meaningful for someone. In view of this, and given that meaning emerges 
from conversations, it would appear that for a place to exist there must be 
a group of people who talk about it and act in it. Traditionally, this group 
was the resident community: a stable group of people who lived near each 
other and shared the problems of everyday life. In this situation, sense mak-
ing, and therefore also place making, happened slowly, over long periods 
in quasi-natural ways.

In contemporary societies, since communication is no longer hindered 
by distance, people participate in a multiplicity of conversations with inter-
locutors who may be spread far and wide. In this new condition, it may 
happen that none of these conversations is between people leaving nearby, 
or is about subjects relating to the space where they live. If this is the case, 
then there is no place making.

On the other hand, the physical space people occupy becomes a place 
when those sharing it decide to do something about it together. In our 
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terms, this means that they decide to start and manage a place-related, 
collaborative organization; in so doing they become a special kind of 
intentional community: a place-related, and therefore a place-making, 
community. Since these are communities existing by choice, the resulting 
places exist by choice too. In short: they are intentional places co-designed 
by intentional communities.

Places and communities
Building, or rebuilding, places is important from various points of view. The 
first is that of the people who live there. For them, recognizing the value of 
places goes hand in hand with the emergence of a new idea of well-being: 
a sustainable well-being. In this development, a major role is played by 
the recognition of how far contexts (lively social fabrics, healthy environ-
ments, beautiful landscapes) contribute to quality of life: that is, how far 
places contribute to quality of life. The search for this kind of well-being is, 
in my view, the major driver of the place-making dynamism we are observ-
ing today.

To illustrate this statement, I shall start with a small initiative that tells 
us a lot about the role of collaborative organizations in place making, and 
therefore in enhancing a new idea of well-being. Coltivando is a commu-
nity vegetable garden set up at the Politecnico di Milano Bovisa Campus. 
A new meaningful space has been created thanks to the proactive role of 
a design team (in this case composed of teachers and students) and the 
active, collaborative participation of local residents. The result has been to 
transform a space without any particular value for residents into something 
endowed with meaning, that is, into a place (example 10.1).

What is special about Coltivando is the new relationship it created 
between the campus and the surrounding neighborhood. In fact, the initia-
tive, started by students and teachers, succeeded in transforming a campus 
border area into a lively place, which in turn generated an equally lively 
community and brand-new interactions between students, teachers, and 
local residents.

We can mention many other examples along the same lines, of local 
activities aimed at regenerating urban space and making it more dynamic: 
community gardens, neighborhood festivals, local enterprises and craft 
promotion, updated traditional neighborhood shops, and so on. But simi-
lar results can also be achieved as valuable by-products of activities having 
different main motivations. For instance: upgrading informal settlements 
thanks to appropriate services and infrastructure and collaborative orga-
nizations; or rural village improvements thanks to community-supported 
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agriculture and community-based tourism schemes. Such examples show 
that there is an interesting and positive connection between locally based 
collaborative organizations, new forms of resident communities, and new 
ideas of locality.2

However, place building is not only important for the well-being of 
individuals and resident communities. The existence of a multiplicity and 
variety of places is a precondition of a more resilient natural, social, and 
production system: one that is capable of adapting to unexpected events 
and lasting over time. This is an issue of fundamental importance for the 
entire planet and will be even more so in the years to come, and the rebuild-
ing of places is one of the main strategies for dealing with it.

Places and resilience

Since resilience is defined as the system’s capacity to cope with stress and 
local failures without collapsing (and to learn from the experience), we can 
say that it is also a precondition for any conceivable sustainable society. To 
be sustainable, a society must be capable of overcoming the risks it will be 
exposed to and the stresses and breakdowns that will take place; and, most 
importantly, to learn from these events how to improve its performance. 
Today, the risks for our society are no longer only future projections. They 
are becoming evident all around the world: more and more frequently, our 

Example 10.1

Coltivando, the convivial garden at the Politecnico, Milan
Coltivando is a community vegetable garden set up at the Politecnico di Milano 

Bovisa Campus. It was proposed by a team of postgraduate students, supervised 

by researchers and teachers and co-designed with local neighborhood residents.

The design team organized workshops with residents to co-design the com-

munity garden concept. At the end of the first two co-design sessions, more than 

80 people from the neighborhood were involved.

Then they started to create the garden itself and gradually a community started 

to come into being. Soon work was progressing in weekly building/gardening 

sessions, where people worked on setting up the garden and at the same time 

strengthening community ties. Work on both garden and community called for 

continuous co-designing. Davide Fassi, one of the promoters, says: “Coltivando is 

now a place where people are enjoying their free time, producing their own veg-

etables and fruits and enriching their social experiences through collateral activities 

e.g. seminars, schools visits and similar learning activities.”1
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daily life experience involves coping with the fragility of our sociotechnical 
systems. As a consequence, resilience has become part of the vocabulary of 
an increasing number of people and organizations.

Given this widespread use, two observations on usage are in order. First, 
the expression “resilient society” is not a synonym for sustainable society, 
if in the latter term we include—as in my opinion we should—its cultural 
dimension and the quality of life, in the profound fullness of its meaning. 
Resilience is rather a technical precondition, on the basis of which many 
different resilient societies may exist, endowed with different social and 
cultural characteristics.

More importantly, since the current sociotechnical system is very 
fragile, transforming it into a resilient system would mean achieving a 
radical change of model (a prospect that is therefore the opposite of “resil-
ience” in the sense of making the currently dominant model a little more 
adaptable).

Design for resilience
How can we design these resilient sociotechnical systems? Natural ecosys-
tems,3 their tolerance of breakdown and their capacity to adapt, may point 
a way forward.4

In fact, as we anticipated in chapter 1, an ecosystem’s resilience is directly 
related to the variety of genetic information to be found within it: the nar-
rower the variety of organisms present there, the more fragile it is. By anal-
ogy, we can say that sociotechnical systems based on a single rationale and 
a single operative strategy (even when carefully studied and optimized) 
would behave similarly to a natural ecosystem containing a narrow variety 
of organisms (however highly specialized): they would be fragile systems, 
risking catastrophic breakdown.

To make human civilizations more enduring, therefore, we should 
enhance the complexity of technical systems. That is, we should foster the 
coexistence of solutions based on different logics and different rationales. 
In addition, we should consider the varied complexity of energy, produc-
tion, market, economy, and cultural systems as the “genetic richness” of 
an artificial ecosystem: a richness that guarantees its capacity to continue 
evolving in the face of wider changes in context.5

To clarify, we know that natural ecosystems are different from artificial 
ones. However, both are part of the general category of adaptive complex 
systems.6 For this reason, what we have observed in natural ecosystems is 
also valid for sociotechnical ones.7 To last over time, the latter too must be 
built of a multiplicity of largely independent subsystems and be based on a 
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variety of strategies. In short, they must be diverse and complex, given that 
these are the basis of their adaptability.

Two opposite directions
How far are we from this complex, resilient manmade system? In my view, 
this question has no single, simple answer: contemporary society demon-
strates a contradictory dynamism that forces us, on this point as on many 
others, to describe what is happening as a double trend: a mainstream one, 
carried over from the last century, and the new, emerging one that we are 
dealing with here. The two trends coexist and compete. In this competition 
we can see, on one side, the big dinosaurs of the twentieth century, pro-
moting large production plants, hierarchical system architectures, process 
simplification, and standardization. And last but not least, they are destroy-
ing the old places without creating new ones. The result of this trend is an 
increase in the overall fragility of the system driven by reduction of bio-
logical and sociocultural diversity and the consequent desertification of the 
overall natural and sociocultural environment.

On the other side, we can see the small and connected entities of the 
new emerging world moving in the opposite direction, toward light, flex-
ible, context-related distributed systems. They are the drivers of the emerg-
ing idea of a small, local, open, and connected world, the SLOC scenario 
presented in the previous chapter. Here we can add that this scenario in 
particular is created by rebuilding places and connected communities, with 
the regeneration of the natural and sociocultural environment that contains 
them. So the building of these new places and these new communities is a 
fundamental part of every strategy that aims to create a sustainable society, 
one that is necessarily resilient.

A new territorial ecology
So far, in dealing with sustainability and resilience I have been referring 
to sociotechnical systems. To go further into the significance of the micro 
scale, I have introduced the idea of place, meaning an inhabited, natural 
and social system. Now, in order to move on to the macro level (macro 
systems that include a multiplicity of places), I will refer to the concept of 
the territory.

“A territory is the historical outcome of the processes in the long-term 
joint evolution of the human settlement and the environment, and nature 
and culture. It is thus the product of the transformation of the environ-
ment through successive cycles of civilization.”8 This definition of “terri-
tory” (given by the Italian Territorialist School, and rather different from 
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that in common use in English-speaking countries) implies looking at the 
sociotechnical system in which we live, and which we contribute to pro-
duce, also in terms of its natural and cultural history. It means acknowledg-
ing that although its character and its identity are human constructs, they 
actually existed long before each of us and will continue to exist after our 
lifetime.

This way of looking at things is particularly important when dealing with 
the question of sustainability, where it is necessary to maintain a long-term, 
overall view of one’s own actions; when we know that we must consider all 
the characteristics of ecosystems, even those that are of no apparent use to 
us human beings; and when we want to consider periods of time that are 
outside our normal time scales. In short, this way of looking at things is 
indispensable when we realize that our planet is not something to be used 
but an ecosystem to be respected and safeguarded. Thus, when we refer to 
territory, we must consider not only the complex, ecosystemic nature of 
the sociotechnical systems in question,9 but also its history, identity, and 
lifespan.

In the Territorialist School definition, a territory is an ecosystem “made 
up of places.”10 Thus it appears that there is a double link between places 
and territory. The quality of a territory depends on the places that go to 
make it up, on what they are like, how they are transformed, and ultimately 
on the way they combine to give it shape and substance. In turn, the qual-
ity of these places exists only in the wider framework of what their particu-
lar territory permits.

Furthermore, if—in keeping with my previous definition—a place is a 
space with its own identity and history, the existence of the territory can-
not be separated from that of the communities that, in time, have produced 
it and which now acknowledge its identity and history. So there is a close 
relationship between the existence and the quality of a territory and that 
of the communities which live in it, and by living in it produce places and 
keep them alive.

Thus if a territory is an ecosystem of places and communities, the build-
ing or rebuilding of those places and communities in all their variety and 
cultural richness also leads to the production of a richer, more varied eco-
system, one that is therefore more resilient. In short it leads to a new ter-
ritorial ecology.11

We can therefore say that when collaborative organizations operate 
as place makers, they contribute not only to the creation of more livable 
places but also to improvements in the territorial ecology of the city and 
regions in which they operate.
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This definition of territory, as an ecosystem of places and communities 
that live in it, also gives us a clear meaning for “sustainable development” 
when referring to a territorial system: if a territory is an ecosystem, and if, 
as we know, the richer an ecosystem is in terms of diversity the greater is 
its ability to stand up to stress, it follows that the first and fundamental 
step toward its sustainable development will be its enrichment in terms of 
places, activities, resident communities, and all the social, economic, and 
cultural variety that this can lead to.

Planning by projects

The SLOC scenario, as I previously outlined, offers a vision that, if socially 
shared, permits aligning a variety of actions toward a new territorial ecol-
ogy: a vision that unites the micro of places to the macro of wider socio-
technical ecosystems. We shall call this way of operating planning by projects.

Planning by projects is therefore a bottom-up design intervention on a 
territorial scale, working from places and communities and using the force 
of social innovation as one of its main drivers. It starts with the people, the 
networks they create, the motivations that spur them to be active and to 
collaborate, and the energy they dedicate to doing it. This kind of planning 
is also the ground on which design experts can make a specific contribu-
tion, by promoting and sustaining organizations that act as place makers. 
To do so, they can collaborate with other interested social actors to design 
conditions that foster specific projects with place-making communities, 
and to feed the social conversation with visions and ideas on what the 
local, urban or regional, future could be like.

To make the discussion more concrete I shall give a few examples: cases 
of territorial intervention in which expert design has played a particularly 
important role. One of the better known is Dott07—Design of the Time 
2007, a program promoted by the British Design Council in Northum-
bria. John Thackara, who was the program director, presents it in this way: 
“Dott07, a year of community projects, events and exhibitions based in 
North east England, explored what life in a sustainable region could be 
like—and how design can help us get there. … The focus of the initiative 
was on grassroots community.”12 Dott07, like the similar program Dott 
Cornwall in 2010,13 was one of the first to use design expertise in the way 
we are dealing with here: to promote a multiplicity of local projects in one 
region, with the explicit aim of giving the whole region a new dynamism.

Since then, several other initiatives have used expert design in a similar 
way in other parts of the world. These range from improving conditions 
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of life in slums, in favelas, and generally in informal, underserved settle-
ments,14 to seeking to create safer cities,15 creating new distributed infra-
structure,16 promoting sustainable development at a regional level,17 and so 
on. These are programs that started with different questions and concerns 
and intervened at different scales, but which have a common denomina-
tor: they promote local activities as a contribution to a new territorial ecol-
ogy, by considering the territory as an “ecosystem made up of places” and 
increasing the number, the diversity, the social and economic strength, and 
the connectedness of those places.

Two examples
To explore what design can do to enhance a new territorial ecology, I shall 
consider two examples in particular: one in Italy and one in China.

Feeding Milan: Energy for Change is an action research project aiming to 
connect Milanese citizens with an agricultural park bordering the town.18 
To use our terms, it can also be presented as a project aiming to promote 
a new territorial ecology by fostering multifunctional farms, shortening 
the food chains through demediated services, implementing collaborative 
practices, and encouraging new purchasing habits among citizens and a 
new kind of local tourism (example 10.2).

“Feeding Milan,” writes Anna Meroni, project coordinator for the design 
part, “can be seen as an attempt by one community to develop a form 
of territorial ecology by creating a sustainable foodshed. In this sense, it 
is an experimental platform for a variety of activity models and modus 
operandi.”19

The design process started from a recognition of the available (social, 
cultural, and economic) resources and existing best practices. On this basis, 
a shared and socially recognized vision was built: the vision of a rural-
urban area where agriculture flourishes, feeding the city and, at the same 
time, offering citizens opportunities for various farming- and nature-related 
activities. Then, to make this vision more concrete, an open-ended series of 
projects was started, first to achieve certain local results, second to offer a 
more tangible idea of what life might be like if the vision were fulfilled, and 
lastly to provide opportunities for further conversations about what to do 
and what new initiatives to start that might fit with the project.

Design Harvest, the Xianqiao Sustainable Community Project, is a pro-
gram developed on Chongming Island, Shangai, the goal of which is to test 
a bottom-up strategy to promote sustainable development by integrating 
urban and rural resources and opportunities (example 10.3).

“The Chongming initiative,” writes Lou Yongqi, founder of the project, 
“seeks to use design as a new tool to promote solutions toward a sustainable 
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future for rural China. Through a collaborative effort involving multidis-
ciplinary teams, knowledge is being generated relevant to improving the 
outlook for this island and its people in the coming decades.”21

In this case, too, the design process started from recognition of the 
locally available resources and from a larger vision of a new rural-urban 
relationship. On this basis several design initiatives have been launched, 
ranging from concept generation and scenario building, triggering discus-
sion with local people, to working prototypes and full-scale experiments in 
food production and distribution, the enhancement of local craftsmanship, 
tourism services, and infrastructure and entrepreneurship.

Lessons learned
Apart from their differences, which are very clearly visible, these projects 
share some important common traits. In both, an open and open-ended co-
design process was started that is, to all intents and purposes, a form of ter-
ritorial planning.

Example 10.2

Feeding Milan: Energy for Change, Milan
Feeding Milan: Energy for Change is an action research project funded by Fonda

zione Cariplo and developed by a partnership between Slow Food Italia, the DESIS 

Lab at the Politecnico di Milano, and the Università di Scienze Gastronomiche. Its 

specific field of application is a huge agricultural park bordering the south of the 

town, the Agricultural Park South.

Started in 2010, the project investigates how design for social innovation can 

help create a local “foodshed” that serves to connect local food production in 

periurban areas with its consumers in town, through a network of services. Its main 

actions are supporting existing best practices and resources in the agricultural field; 

activating resources that are as yet unvalued or are no longer used; and reinforcing 

the multifunctional nature of the farms by promoting complementary activities 

(e.g., food catering and agritourism proposals).

In practical terms, this is done through an open list of self-standing projects: 

the Earth Market (a farmers’ market for local producers), the Farmer’s Food Box 

(a weekly delivery of local vegetables and fruit), Pick-Your-Own Produce (a do-it-

yourself service where consumers pick their own fruit); the Local Bread Chain (a 

pilot activity based on production of local grain and a renovated antique mill to 

grind the flour); and Zero-Mile Tourism (an initiative aiming to improve farm hos-

pitality and extend the range of the proposed tourism experience). Finally, a digital 

platform has also been developed to coordinate different activities and facilitate 

direct contact between urban citizens and farmers.20
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In both cases, a program was set up that has acted as a social catalyst, 
triggering a wider co-design process to which the initiatives of various 
actors who were different and independent from the original ones also con-
tributed. For example, in the village of Xianqiao some quite autonomous 
initiatives have started and are moving in the same direction as the original 
one proposed by the design team; in the case of Parco Sud, activities coher-
ent with the Feeding Milan project have continued operating even after the 
initial program officially ended.

Complementary to what I have just said, we must also acknowledge the 
multiplicity and variety of design initiatives in both projects: local sup-
port initiatives for individual activities; pinpoint initiatives tackling specific 
practical or cultural issues; framework projects, which seek to coordinate 
and create synergies. Each of these calls for a variety of skills, and design 
skills in particular: fostering convergence of actors around a shared vision 

Example 10.3

The Xianqiao Sustainable Community Project, Chongming 
Island, Shanghai
The Xianqiao Sustainable Community Project is a design research initiative devel-

oped on Chongming Island, Shanghai. It started in 2007 and has been led by 

Studio TEKTAO and the College of Design and Innovation at Tongji University, in 

collaboration with the Chongming Island government, village communities, busi-

ness partners, and several international universities. It aims to use an “acupunctural 

design” approach to promote exchange and interaction between rural and urban 

areas, thus improving living conditions in the countryside.

As Chongming is mainly farmland and is very close to Shanghai, the project 

aims to promote a set of actions, both in Chongming and in Shanghai, to turn 

their proximity into a mutual advantage.

Within this larger framework, the project promotes several initiatives focus-

ing on Xianqiao Village as a pilot case. These design initiatives move on different 

tracks: concept generation and scenario building, some of which has been done 

in collaboration with international design schools; creating events in the village 

to promote the project vision; several research activities; tourism pilot spaces and 

activities; and finally an open innovation hub and its program of events. “All these 

design projects are prototypes of visions of the future. Just like acupuncture, which 

stimulates the key acupoints to generate an effect in the whole meridian system. 

All these projects will form a strong cooperative network. Bringing inspiration and 

leadership simultaneously in rural and urban fields, so as to impact on the social 

system of the entire area.”22
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(scenario design); organizing this shared vision into different workable ini-
tiatives (strategic design); designing the required service encounters (service 
design); and publicizing and setting up effective communication for the 
entire process (communication design).

For both projects, we can also point out that these diverse initiatives, 
though relatively autonomous, collocate within a course that Anna Meroni 
and her colleagues in the DESIS Lab in Milan call a social innovation jour-
ney: “a non-linear sequence of steps and actions that progressively engage 
a community and help it to set up and prototype a social innovation.” In 
this sequence, “the role of the designer has to be clear, as well as the exit 
strategy.”23 In other words, the role of design and the output of its work 
must be clearly defined in every step of the social innovation journey; and 
in particular, as far as the design team is concerned, the program must end 
with the actors directly concerned taking over responsibility for the project 
and its results.

A further observation is that, in both cases, the promoting design team 
played the dual role of process facilitator and design activist. Obviously, the 
way this happened, and the weight of each component, was influenced by 
the difference in context. Feeding Milan took place in a context where orga-
nizations oriented in the same direction as the project were already operat-
ing, and therefore its role was mainly that of accelerator and facilitator of 
processes already under way. On Chongming Island, on the other hand, the 
initial situation was much less mature, and, at least at the beginning, the 
initiatives had to be firmly oriented toward design activism.24

Finally, it must be added that, in their different ways, both projects cre-
ated a physical place as the visible, tangible center of activities (or at least of 
some of them). In the Xianqiao sustainable community project, an innova-
tion hub has been created. This hub works as a catalyst of ideas, an incubator 
of new initiatives, and a tangible demonstration that new economic mod-
els and ways of living are viable and could be desirable. A similar choice 
was made for the Feeding Milan project, where an Ideas Sharing Stall was 
set up inside the farmers’ market (which has been one of the first outputs 
of the project): a stand where the Feeding Milan design expert team dis-
cusses emerging ideas for new services with both citizens and farmers. In 
this way, the stall, and the whole market, has become a physical platform, 
integrated by a digital one, that creates a lively hybrid hub for discussions 
and experimentation.

Generalizing, we can say that projects of this kind are a form of regional 
planning, based on a number of different actions. A first cluster of them aims 
at creating a framework. It is a broad, complex framework project including 
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various design initiatives, e.g., mapping the existing state of things (focus-
ing not only on problems but also on favorable circumstances, such as the 
natural, cultural, economic, and social resources available); observing and 
connecting interested stakeholders and social innovators (those already 
active and those who could plausibly be activated, given a more favorable 
environment); and creating a coalition of interested actors and, with them, 
generating a shared vision (i.e., a scenario and its main implementation 
strategies).

The second cluster of actions includes a suite of local projects that aim 
to achieve specific results while also serving as an anticipation of a possible 
future. In other words they seek to satisfy immediate, local requests, but at 
the same time they are prototypes of how things could be and therefore 
give tangible evidence of the scenario’s viability.

Given its particular architecture, planning by projects is a form of plan-
ning that enables large-scale, highly flexible programs to be conceived and 
developed that are intrinsically scalable and adaptable over time, and that 
are geared to improve the territorial ecology.

Planners and designers
These two examples of planning call for a multiplicity of actors and a vari-
ety of skills, among which are those of design. The fact that, in these par-
ticular cases, design experts are also their promoters (in the Chinese case) 
or co-promoters (in the Italian one) is accidental. What is not accidental 
is that design, applied to initiatives such as these, can make an important 
contribution.

For expert design, participating in planning processes is still something 
new (as I have already said in chapter 2, in the past design experts tended 
to work without reference to place). Given this tradition, it could be useful 
to clarify their present relationship with the other participants in the plan-
ning process and, in particular of course, with the planners. To cut a long 
story short, despite their differences, in several recent cases planners and 
designers have converged toward similar projects and similar approaches. 
Planners, who have traditionally operated on a large scale, have recognized 
the importance of the small scale and redefined their work starting with 
places and the communities that inhabit them (box 10.1).

Conversely, design experts, who have traditionally dealt with the small 
scale and with projects that appeared to be independent of place, are 
increasingly involved in place-making processes and consequently in the 
transformation of wider territorial areas. This is happening due to the effect 
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of sociotechnical innovation on design and the deep transformation it has 
generated (which I outlined in chapter 2).

What contribution can design, and specifically design for social inno-
vation, bring to this new mode of urban and regional designing? As the 
examples show, it participates in various areas where it has expertise,28 but 
its most distinctive contribution is the point of view it adopts: it looks at 
places, and therefore at cities and territories, through the eyes of the people 
and communities who live there (a human-centered approach), with particu-
lar attention to those who are acting, or have the potential to act, as social 
innovators, connecting their own interests (and those of people close to 
them) with those of society at large, and of the entire planet. So it focuses 
on people who are starting (or have the possibility to start) to put into prac-
tice a new idea of well-being: a sustainable well-being that, as we have seen 
in many of the cases of social innovation presented, is linked to the quality 
of the context, thus of place and territory as a whole.

Box 10.1

Planning, places, communities
Among the lines of regional and urban planning, the one promoted by the 

Italian Territorialist School is based on an idea and practice of urban and 

regional planning centering on what is known as local self-sustainable devel-

opment.25 This is local development based on a balance among three factors: 

capacity to meet human needs (material and cultural); near self-sufficiency 

and local self-government; and environmental improvement.

Another line, which starts from different experiences and cultural back-

grounds but arrives at similar positions, is one that runs in the United States 

from Jane Jacobs26 to community-based planning.27 Jacobs introduced the idea 

that a city is like an ecosystem that depends on a mix of uses and planning 

based on community. From here emerged community-based planning, a way 

of planning that starts with the inhabitants and their local social networks.

The noteworthy aspect of these two lines, which are emblematic of a vast 

range of positions, is that they advocate territorial planning in which bottom-

up intervention, from the places and the communities that inhabit them, 

is as important as top-down (in the two positions mentioned, it is actually 

more important). By making this move, by placing people, communities, and 

production activities at the center of their attention, these ways of planning 

operate on a field in which, by its very nature, design for social innovation is 

also active.
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Cosmopolitan localism

Place building can therefore carry considerable weight in the definition of 
a new idea of well-being. But this positive prospect is not the only possible 
result of the rediscovery of places that we are seeing today—not the only 
countertendency to the dominant tendency toward the economic and cul-
tural desertification of territories. A second one leads to a regressive localism, 
produced by closed communities, preoccupied with defining borders and 
building walls against “others.” Faced with this risk, how can we propose a 
localism that is able to regenerate territory and avoid falling into the trap of 
regressive localism (and the social catastrophe it generates)?

In this case too, social innovation and collaborative organizations have 
much to tell us: their various locality-oriented initiatives are generating an 
idea of “local” that is a balance between being rooted in a given place and 
community and being open to global flows of ideas, information, and peo-
ple. Of course, this balance can be upset, easily tipping over into a hermetic 
closure to the outside world or, on the contrary, into an openness to any 
kind of influence, including those that destroy the locally specific features 
of the social fabric. Nevertheless, when this balance is successfully achieved, 
the resulting localities and communities are exactly what is needed to pro-
mote not only new territorial ecology and a resilient ecosystem, but also a 
sustainable well-being.

I think that what social innovation is indicating, with its idea of a well-
being based on the quality of places and communities, is the seed of a new 
culture. Or better, of a metaculture which could be the platform for a mul-
tiplicity of cultures. Using an expression introduced by Wolfgang Sachs,29 
I call it cosmopolitan localism: the culture of a society in which places and 
communities are not isolated entities but become nodes in a variety of net-
works. These are connected places and communities in which short net-
works generate and regenerate the local social and economic fabric, while 
long ones connect those particular places and their resident communities 
with the rest of the world. Most importantly, they are places and commu-
nities that bring variety into the overall ecosystem, helping us to create a 
resilient planet where it will be possible for us and for future generations to 
live, and hopefully to live well.

“After all,” Sachs writes, “it is only from places that variety crops up, 
because it is in places that people weave the present into their particular 
thread of history.”30



Design for a New Culture
(This Is Not a Conclusion)

1. We can imagine three noncatastrophic transitions toward sustainability. 
The first is one in which people steer their actions in the right direction 
because there are rules that make them do so. In the second they do so out 
of choice, with no external imposition. In the third they do so without hav-
ing to choose, simply because it is natural to everybody to do so.

The first transition requires lawmakers and police forces (to create the 
laws and enforce them). The second requires everybody to be capable of 
choosing, and to make the right choice (here everyone acts as designers). 
The third calls for each of us in following our own idea of well-being to act 
also in the interests of everybody else (which requires a culture that makes 
it normal to act this way).

The reality is, and will continue to be, a mixture of all three. If the first 
comes to prevail, we shall be moving toward a sad and repressive sustain-
ability. The second, which is what this book is mainly about, suggests a 
struggle, a transition in which all of us every day, whether we like it or not, 
will find ourselves up against difficult choices: difficult for us, for society, 
and for the planet. Expert design can contribute to reducing the struggle by 
supporting the process of constant co-designing that it entails.

The third way is the one that could be lighter, with people following 
their own idea of well-being and making the right choices for themselves, 
for society, and for the planet. But does this way exist? Is it realistic to think 
that it might be possible?

2. The idea that people’s individual interests could be “naturally” recon-
ciled with those of society and of the planet may seem utopian. In effect it 
is, at least in part. However, many societies in the past, among their con-
ventions, beliefs, and taboos, did in fact hold behavioral norms that led 
individuals to choose to behave coherently in the short- and long-term 
interests of whole groups. Could something similar be proposed today? Of 
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course, it is not a question of going back to beliefs and taboos like those of 
the past: today, behavioral changes are the result of free choices. Therefore, 
a new kind of convention is needed: intentional conventions, which people 
and communities can (choose to) adopt as background for their everyday 
life choices, that are also dialogic conventions emerging from a broad social 
learning process.

The learning process that leads to intentional and dialogic conventions 
certainly cannot be designed as such. However, it can be fed and facilitated. 
This is what expert design can (and must) do by developing and spreading 
an appropriate design culture, one that is capable of building scenarios, 
producing quality, making new ideas of well-being visible and tangible, 
with which to feed a new diffuse culture. If acquired, such a culture could 
help everybody to find the convergence between perceived well-being and 
sustainability, in an easier, lighter way.

3. Therefore, expert design operates on two levels: on the one hand, day by 
day and issue by issue, it sustains social actors in the constant co-designing 
process in which we find ourselves. On the other, it works as a cultural 
operator, collaborating in the creation of the shared images and stories that 
underlie a new idea of well-being.

This book mainly seeks to make a contribution on the first of the two 
levels. As far as the second is concerned, we are still right at the beginning. 
For me and for all, there is still much to do …
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