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Workshop Day 1 Morning Session 
Introduction 

The morning session of the two-day workshop began by referring to the graphic notations from 

the symposium. Participants noted down what they wanted to explore over the 2-day 

workshop. These interests were clustered into four themes. The four themes included: qualities 

and roles of design/designing, the meaning of social innovation, designer’s role, education & 

learning. Following this, individuals self-allocated to one of the four themes to form a group. 

Each group spent time discussing their theme before presenting their insights to the larger 

group.  
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Graphic notations from symposium are used to generate key themes for workshop morning session.  
 

 
Speakers wrap up points at end of symposium 
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Group discussion 
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Group 1 | Qualities of design  
This group discussed a wide range of topics related to design, social innovation and what it 
means to be a good practitioner. The key points of discussion are summarised below and 
expanded on the following pages.  
 
Summary of key points discussed: 

● Participants generally preferred the use of the word ‘design’ to describe a mindset 
used in social innovation, rather than to describe a role that one takes – i.e. a designer.  

● Learning the language of design was seen as an important process that helps to 
communicate the value of what might already be tacitly known by practitioners. 

● Participants drew attention to what has come before ‘social innovation’ and 
questioned whether it is perhaps a new term for an older process, i.e. community 
development. This discussion raised questions surrounding what differentiates social 
innovation from community development. 

● Participants agreed that they needed to interrogate assumptions in order to be good 
practitioners. 

● Participants raised questions surrounding what it means to be doing social innovation. 
These questions demonstrate the need for a better articulation of what is actually 
going on in the work of social innovation.  
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Post-it notes collected under the theme ‘qualities of design’ 
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Group discussion 
 

 
Group presentation 
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• Design as a mindset, rather than design as a role 
Participants discussed whether design is a mindset or a role. One Thai participant mentioned 
how the catch cry ‘everyone is a designer’ can really put some people off. She described how 
for certain engineering or business students, the idea was foreign and created a barrier to 
engaging with human-centred design methods, rather than an invitation to explore. One UK 
participant shared that design education often teaches students to tip things on their head, yet 
people outside this training are often not accustomed to this. Rather than try and convince 
people that they are designers, we should be focusing on how design might give people an 
opportunity to look at their organisation. Another participant raised the concern that a 
design-mindset in a social innovation context can sometimes come with baggage, i.e. the 
designer enter the situation with the desire to be the hero. Participants generally preferred the 
use of the word ‘design’ to describe a mindset used in social innovation, rather than to 
describe a role that one takes – i.e. a designer.  
 
• Learning the language of design 
Participants questioned what role language plays in helping them to understand and articulate 
a position, process or agenda. It was mentioned that one workshop participant went to 
d.school to learn the language for what he already had the capabilities to do. Interestingly, the 
word design, in a Thai context, was associated with things like fashion, cat walks and ceramics 
and not the kind of processes or program development that might occur in a not-for-profit 
(which might be called design in a western context).  
 
• Social innovation is a new term for an old process?  
Participants talked about how community development has been around for a long time, long 
before social innovation became a popular term. They wondered, is this a new term for an old 
process? Social innovation was also criticised for not drawing upon long-term understandings 
of place and culture established over generations. Additionally, when compared to the timing of 
other disciplines like anthropology, social innovation was considered faster-paced and 
potentially superficial. 
 
• Interrogating assumptions and being good practitioners 
Many participants were critical of designers who enter into contexts without interrogating their 
own agendas or assumptions. One participant talked about how designers are often going into 
places where they’re not invited. She questioned whether in doing so, many designers were 
actually pushing a neoliberal agenda couched in terms like ‘empowerment’. She stressed that’s 
important to ask questions like: How are you invited into a community? And how do you see 
your role?  
 
Similarly, designers can sometimes inadvertently judge the people they’re attempting to serve 
by imposing their own values (or those of the dominant culture) onto what defines ‘success’. 
One example was given of a community in the UK which experienced economic disadvantage 
but was relatively socially cohesive. The implied critique was that economic well-being is often 
given priority over the strength of social relations. Rather than seeing the community as socially 
resilient, through a neoliberal design lens the community is viewed as in need of innovation or 
help.  
 
• What are we doing when we’re doing social innovation?  
The participants discussed the difficulties in understanding what is it people do when they’re 
doing social innovation. Are they facilitators? How do they listen? Do they draw and make 
things tangible? Make things open for critique? All these qualities are not specific or special to 
design, but design does appear to bring all these things together and makes them actionable. 

 
DESIAP 2016 Workshop Summary 
November 2016 

7 



 
Perhaps also, it might be possible to think of aesthetics of relationships. For example 
participants discussed how we might make relationships beautiful? What does it mean to be 
heard? Or understood in a beautiful way?  
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Group 2 | The meaning of social innovation  
Participants in this group investigated the meaning of social innovation. They recognised that 
innovation is something that is not owned by design or designers. Many other disciplines use 
this word. Innovation can also mean many different things. 
 
Summary of key points discussed: 

● Innovation is something that is not owned by designers – it is used by a variety of 
disciplines, and within the context of social innovation, innovation is often local and 
contextual.  

● Perhaps what designers try to do in social innovation is help people to deal with 
change as a continuous effort. 

● Designers working in the context of social innovation require an appreciation and 
awareness of their role, emergence, politics and complexity.  

 
The group  acknowledged the need to be explicit about what they mean by innovation. It’s 
often dominated by STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) disciplines.  
 
 

 
Group discussion 
 
It was also discussed how innovation often occupies the domain of problem solving, whereas 
perhaps what designers try to do in social innovation is help people to deal with change as a 
continuous effort. Innovation has an aura, or a sense of being universal – of being applicable in 
the same way, everywhere. This is not true of social innovation, where the social refers to the 
local, to the cultural. It also means understanding what happens on the ground.  
 
The role of the designer in social innovation was discussed and a series of questions put 
forward. Is there a type of designer that it applicable to this discipline? There’s no right or 
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wrong, but what is appropriate? Are these types of designers problem-focused or 
solution-focused? Or are they focused on helping people to help themselves? How are they 
placed temporarily? How are they able to observe what’s happening and what’s coming next, 
or how situations might evolve? Do designers operate as facilitators? Or do they set up 
triggers? Do they operate in the background (in the shadows) or the foreground?  
 
 
 

 
Graphic notes from discussion 

 
Designers often do a bad job of communicating what they do. Much of their knowledge is tacit 
knowledge. How can designers better communicate this tacit knowledge? How might 
designers draw out tacit knowledge?  

 
‘Anthropologists do it, but often in a very theoretical way. It’s often embedded in 
language or film. Film is also taken by an expert. But visuals are movable. Take Kirsty. 
She’s drawing she’s listening – in codesign she might say, is this capturing what we 
discussed? It’s quite a dynamic interaction to capture that tacit knowledge.There’s 
quite a big distinction between film and visuals.’ Alison Prendiville 

 
This group also touched upon the topic of ethics and politics. It was recognised that politics is 
inherent in almost everything they do. It’s in all the projects presented at DESIAP. 
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Group presentation 
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Group 3 | The designer’s role  
This group worked through a sense-making process and designed a cognitive map of the key 
words they associate with social innovation. They moved from the question of what is the 
designer’s role in social innovation to a discussion of education and learning.  
 
Summary of key points discussed: 

● Within social innovation, designers are often working with complexity and data. 
● Designers help to visualise and communicate within this context, resulting in the 

development of ideas and iterative prototyping in collaboration with communities. 
● Solutions are never definitive, they change as long as the society keeps changing. 
● Preconceptions have no place in social innovation, however sometimes there’s a 

tension between the social impact practitioners would like to make and what is feasible 
within the social-political context.  
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Post-it notes showing the cognitive map 
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Group discussion 
 

 
Group discussion 
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Group presentation 

 
‘We created a flow of the cognitive map. This began with the attitudes and mindset of 
designers. Following from this we included data and complexity and working in a 
context. These conditions are part of the context of our work. Within this context 
designers perform the role of helping to visualise and communicate and work with the 
community. This results in the development and thinking of ideas, prototyping and 
making – it’s iterative. There will never be a final solution. It will change as long as the 
society keeps changing.’ Robert Young 

 
‘Designers are not just the last step in the process. Designers are important because 
they have knowledge surrounding how people think, how we can change the minds of 
others. So it’s very important to be inclusive from the very beginning.’ 
Thai Engineer  

 
It’s also interesting to consider the tensions implicit in working in social innovation. Participant 
Taie commented that: 
 

‘Preconceptions have no place in social innovation. Sometimes there’s a tension 
between the social impact we’d like to make – some kind of schema of outcomes we’d 
like to achieve – and designing with people. Our schemas need to be flexible, and 
continuously updated. That’s the balance we’re striving for. How do we not get too 
fixed on the outcomes we’re striving for and be open to learning with the community?’ 
Taie, Proximity Designs 
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Group 4 | Education and learning 
 
This group explored design education and its challenges in relation to social innovation. The 
group created a series of post-it notes with ideas on them and asked the rest of the 
participants to build on these ideas. They adopted the Montessori method and in doing so, 
recognised that designers needn’t always invent new methods in order to innovate.  
 
 

 
Group discussion 
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Participants add ideas to the table 
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Collected ideas on post-its 
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Workshop Day 1 Afternoon session 
 
Introduction 

Throughout the afternoon session discussion continued. Following from the morning’s 

discussions, the participants decided to focus on three themes: mindset, meaning and drivers 

of social innovation and self-selected the group they were interested in. 

 

 
Group 1 | Mindset 
This group formed around a cluster of post-its titled ‘mindset’ that identified issues, concerns 
and questions of value, balance between growth, ethics and the ‘right question’. These points 
became starting points for a discussion on whether design was a role or a mindset.  
 
Summary of key points discussed: 

● Collaboration and sharing is important to the success of social innovation initiatives, 
yet building relationships takes time and can be in tension with deadlines. 

● Within this context designers and researchers are never neutral. 
● Disagreements within relationships can facilitate breakthroughs. 

 

 

 
DESIAP 2016 Workshop Summary 
November 2016 

20 



 

 
DESIAP 2016 Workshop Summary 
November 2016 

21 



 
 
DESIAP 2016 Workshop Summary 
November 2016 

22 



 
This group agreed on the importance of sharing and collaboration for design and social 
innovation though many also recognised its challenges. Designers or researchers are never 
‘neutral’ in this space, and the group sought to question what a ‘design’ or ‘designer’ mindset 
was, in comparison to a ‘people-mindset’. The discussion revolved around how one goes 
about building trusting relationships with different constituents (research partners or 
commissioning bodies, etc) and the need to take time to get to know people unless obligation 
and structures are already in place that supports and induces open collaboration.  
 
Strengthening relationships at the pace it needs to take can be slow and in opposition to 
demands and deadline that require rapid progress. Courtship and romance was used as a 
metaphor to highlight that getting to know one another takes persistence and commitment, 
and sometimes, lightness of laughter and humour that can lubricate social encounters. 
Disagreements were not seen as barriers, but rather a need to develop ‘thick skin’ and the 
confidence to say ‘no’ to negotiate other ways for relationships to flourish.  
 
 
Group 2 | The drivers of social innovation 
This group mapped the drivers of social innovation. There were high level drivers and personal 
level drivers. They tried to locate these drivers in five different forms of capital – human, 
manufactured, natural resources, social and economic. Most of the drivers were negative. 
However there were some positive examples.  
 
Summary of key points discussed: 

● Poor governance, corruption, natural and manmade disasters often lead to social 
innovation. The absence of strong and positive leadership drives people to create 
solutions for themselves. 

● Many practitioners who work in social innovation possess a desire to change the social 
context for the better. This includes striving for things like: social inclusion, equality, 
justice, and fairness. These were identified as high-held concepts that drive activities. 

● The group discussed where it might be possible to intervene in some of the issues that 
were identified. Suggestions included: stakeholder engagement across sectors or 
different levels of government; neutral bodies tasked with the regulation of social 
enterprises; a recognition of lobbying as a career pathway; and access to knowledge 
assets. 
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Group discussion 
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One example a positive driver, offered by Joon, was the election of a progressive mayor in 
Seoul, Korea, which catalysed a lot of social innovation activities. The right mindset and 
leadership proved helpful to stimulate these activities. Conversely, it was identified that poor 
leadership can result in social innovation. For example, the reduction of state responsibility in 
the UK has led to disenchantment and citizens working actively towards a different system. 
Likewise in situations where natural or man-made disasters (Hurricane Katrina and Fukushima) 
have led to a lack of trust in government’s ability to respond, a rise in social innovation 
activities have been witnessed.  
 
Poor governing structures more generally (that contribute to corruption, a lack of freedom of 
speech or the inability of the state to meet basic needs) was highlighted by this group as key 
drivers for social innovation. It was noted that while these issues can be seen in Asia, they are 
also present in many countries, such as the UK, where under the guise of democracy, 
corruption and power games still take place.  
 
On a personal level, the group identified that many designers are involved in social innovation 
because they want to do something about the issues. This was echoed by Bas, from STBY 
who also teaches at The Design Academy, Eindhoven, who said that most students who’ve 
attended the university since the 2008 financial crisis:  
 

‘…want to have impact. They want to do something meaningful. The economic system, 
they don’t believe in it anymore. Since the economic crisis. They don’t believe it 
anymore.’ Bas Raijmakers 

 
More generally it was identified that doing something about key issues also meant possessing 
a desire to change the social context for the better. This included striving for things like: social 
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inclusion, equality, justice, and fairness. These were identified as high-held concepts that drive 
activities. Interestingly, Robert Young noted that it’s often in cities that social innovation is 
found, because this is generally where strong competition for various capitals is most present. 
 
The group discussed where it might be possible to intervene in some of the issues that were 
identified. Suggestions included: stakeholder engagement across sectors or different levels of 
government; neutral bodies tasked with the regulation of social enterprises; a recognition of 
lobbying as a career pathway; and access to knowledge assets.  
 
A few examples were discussed to reflect on these suggestions: 
The Thai Government’s swift reaction to human trafficking issues was critiqued as a short-term 
response to a complex issue. This reaction could have been better planned to deliver a more 
sustained solution. The response did not leverage existing knowledge and suffered from 
short-term thinking.  
 
The UK government is increasingly advocating for the design of digital services, using design 
processes. However, their approach is often not particularly inclusive. For the purpose of this 
discussion, this example was used to highlight how participants view design as an inherently 
relational activity, rather than a process that delivers a product-orientated outcome. Social 
innovation problems are relational problems that have to be solved relationally.  
 
To close the discussion, Fumiko from Re:public concluded that modern structures are breaking 
down and that it’s evident that they’re not bringing happiness. Yet when things go wrong, for 
example when disasters occur or crisis happens, we need to ask, how can we react in a way 
that extends our responses further? How do we use that reactive pulse? So that these efforts 
are sustained? How do we build off something that we’re reacting to and extend it? 
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Group 3 | Meaning 
 
Participants in this group spent time further defining social innovation. They decided that social 
innovation should be defined as a field and not a discipline. They reasoned that many 
disciplines contribute to social innovation and a better understanding of what each discipline 
brings to social innovation is needed, including what it might be possible to ‘grow’ within this 
field.  
 
Summary of key points discussed: 

● Social innovation is a field and not a discipline. 
● Parallels were drawn between the early stages Service Design and social innovation. 

However, it was articulated that Service Design is about designing process, whereas 
social innovation often involves reconfiguring relationships towards a purposeful end. 

● While design might not be very good at engaging in politics, it was stated that design 
is very good at defusing politics. By allowing multiple voices to be heard, positive 
change can be leveraged through design. 

 

 
Group discussion 
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Group discussion 
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Graphic notes from discussion  
 
Participants acknowledged the role that Ezio Manzini has played by developing a language and 
a way to articulate social innovation, or a way of articulate certain practices, which was a 
helpful starting point for the discussion. Additionally, Kees Dorst book Frame Innovation  was 
also mentioned as a potential useful reference.  
 
Parallels were drawn between the early stages of Service Design’s development in the UK and 
social innovation. Early efforts in Service Design were geared toward the creation of tools. 
Following these efforts, a body of knowledge has begun to emerge. However, distinctions were 
made between Service Design and social innovation. It was identified that Service Design is 
about designing process, whereas social innovation often involves reconfiguring relationships 
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towards a purposeful end. Social innovation is more than just process. The role of a social 
innovator or designer working in social innovation is distinct from just handling process. 
Participants acknowledged that there is a higher order process within social innovation. 
 
The political and ethical aspects of social innovation were stressed. Participants discussed 
how that design can provide the glue for different sorts of discussions. While design might not 
be very good at engaging in politics, it was stated that design is very good at defusing politics. 
Co-design for example can flatten hierarchies. Designers often do this unconsciously, but it 
can be quite a big intervention. Lucy Kimbell refers to design as a weak discipline – it’s viewed 
as neutral. Participants viewed this as strength of design. By allowing multiple voices to be 
heard, positive change can be leveraged through design.  
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Workshop Day 2 Morning session 
 
Introduction 

The beginning of the second day started with a discussion surrounding what each participant 

was hoping to get from the workshop and what outcomes the group wanted to aim for. A 

number of challenges were raised during this discussion, such as implementing the outcomes 

of the workshop, different frames of interpretation for design and social innovation and 

sustaining the community after the symposium. The latter, in particular, was a cause for 

concern for the workshop participants. Although it might be feasible to organise design and 

social innovation meetings on a regular basis, this would require a considerable (long-time) 

investment of time and effort from one or several individuals. Furthermore, without any tangible 

outcomes the participants foresaw an inevitable decline in motivation as there would be no real 

purpose to continue these meetings. The discussion moved on to the topic of what kind of 

collaboration we are currently looking for and to what extent logistics and funding could be 

arranged to sustain this collaboration. 

 

 
Group discussion 

 

After a short lunch break the workshop continued with a series of spectrum exercises.  The 

participants visualised their answers to questions such as ‘do you think your current work is 

local or global?’ and ‘would you prefer your work to be local or global?’ by standing along an 

imaginary line symbolising a spectrum ranging from one value to another (for example, ‘local’ 

on one end and ‘global’ on the other). In this way, a general impression could be obtained  

regarding the participants’ background, work and their perceptions on design and social 

innovation. 
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Spectrum exercise 

 

Nearing the end of the workshop, the participants focused on discussing the criteria and 

content of possible tangible outcomes or deliverables of DESIAP 2016. A companion piece, 

such as a zine  or playbook  could be used as a means to capture the outcomes of the 

symposium and workshop in an interesting way that would be accessible for non-academics.  

 

In addition, there should also an academic contribution, such as a book or journal article. The 

workshop participants split into two groups. One group, consisting of DESIAP members and 

workshop participants, discussed the Playbook of Social Innovation . Another group, consisting 

of DESIAP members, discussed the academic deliverables. 

 

The ‘playbook group’ identified several key issues and questions: 

• What questions need to be answered, what needs to be addressed? 

• Collect & filter existing resources 

• Consider cultural/discipline diversity 

• Adjust to (Thai) context 

• Think about how to navigate the knowledge contained 

• Take into account how readers will use it and how will they learn from it 

 

The participants were able to address most of the issues described above except the last. 

However, this issue could be addressed by involving people who are already using these tools 

in the making of the playbook, build case studies from these findings and adjust the tools 

accordingly. 

 

The main issue identified was that practitioners who have practical experience in social 

innovation are needed to guide the uninitiated in the process so that they are able to practise it 

themselves in an effective manner. The playbook should therefore not be written for the general 

audience as who  is passing the knowledge to whom  is of importance – information which is 

very general is essentially useless. Ideally, the audience should be ‘ambassadors’ who can 

influence critical decision makers in organisations by getting them to think positively about 

design and social innovation. It could serve as a conversation starter for the ambassadors and 

can aid in strategising the process by providing the ‘evidence’ needed to convince these 

decision makers. The projects presented in the symposium could be used as examples of tried 

and tested cases drawn from a variety of different contexts. However, there is a danger that the 

case studies described in the playbook will just be copied and pasted onto a different context. 
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Although this also could be seen as is a form of learning, it is important not only to copy how  to 

do something, but also consider why  something is done in a certain manner. 

 

 
Presentation of findings 

 

Another issue that was discussed are the cultural differences in learning. A ‘Western’ approach 

would present the playbook as a set of skills that can be applied individually, whereas in an 

‘Asian’ approach some sort of master-student relationship might prove to be more effective. A 

solution to this might be to offer the opportunity to contact individual members of the DESIAP 

community. Those who are interested in design and social innovation but are unsure how to 

proceed could approach members directly who have expertise in relevant fields, creating a 

one-to-one conversation. In conclusion, the participants discussed the task distribution among 

its members and was split into two main groups: providing the content (member of the DESIAP 

advisory board) and making the playbook itself (Thai workshop participants).  
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The DESIAP network members focused on two outcomes. One group consisting mainly of UK 
network members discussed possible research questions that will form the development of a 
research bid. The aim of the bid is to provide a dedicated research route in which to explore 
some of the key questions that has emerged from the 3 day event in Bangkok. Discussions led 
to identifying the rationale in drawing from examples from Asia-Pacific. By going to look at parts 
of the world (Asia-Pacific) that have strong economic performance but little government 
supported social infrastructure, we can learn how UK models might evolve as social 
infrastructure from government supported model to a more self sustaining mode. There is 
increasing need for a sustainable social and sustainable model in the UK and we propose that 
Asia-Pacific offers examples of these practices (like the Mae Fae Lung Foundation) that is 
thriving in a reduced government supported social infrastructure. The aim of the research would 
be to understand models of social innovation currently existing in countries where there is a lack 
of social infrastructure will help us prepare for the continuing reduction of government support 
social infrastructure in the UK. At the same time, we can help identify how best to adapt social 
innovation practices to different context through the project.  
 
The other group cohered around the idea to think about an edited book to be co-authored 
between DESIAP speakers. From their discussion, they grouped six themes that addressed 
salient questions and issues they observed in the presentations and workshop (see image 
above). The initial themes used to structure the symposium were drilled down further and the 
group picked what they thought were juicy and compelling topics.  
 
The editor of Design & Culture have shown interest in a special issue for their journal that 
speaks from the DESIAP symposium and workshop. Six initial abstracts have been generated 
by a number of the DESIAP participants as a starting point for input and further contribution 
amongst the group.  
 
1. Cultural nuances (Yoko + Shaowen) 
2. Relationship (Joon) 
3. Precariousness (risk/uncertainty) (Alison) 
4. Temporality (Yoko) 
5. Tao / ethics (Yoko) 
6. Impact (Alison) 
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