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Foreword
Innovate Dublin Director

Co-Founder & CEO

The concept of ‘social innovation’ captures a
generalised mood that the old way of doing things
has reached its limits. Business as usual is not a
viable option in just about all domains of social life.
Going beyond traditional social regeneration
strategies we are now exploring new partnerships
and new ways of doing things which put people
first.

Working in local community and economic
development in Ireland and the UK, has allowed
me to witness varying methodologies for
supporting social and economic growth in
communities. I have witnessed the successes and
failures of targeted local economic programmes
delivered by Government, Local Authorities, Nonprofits, Statutory agencies and others. So, from
what I have learnt Innovate Dublin will:

Transformative social innovation is not only about
new ways of doing things and organising but about
new ‘ways of knowing’ that will create new
understandings of complex social reality and will
allow us to transform social relations. It is about
creating a space where we can engage in social
learning that will advance social inclusion.
Higher education can bring its research capacity to
the table and we know the value of evidencebased policy and practice. Community-based
research can act as a catalyst for social innovation.
Together we can not only solve practical problems
bur re-examine our beliefs and practices about
society in a spirit of creative innovation.

Professor Ronnie Munck, DCU in the
Community.

We at Innovate Dublin are now working with
individuals in communities to uncover the
problems they face. We are putting the user at the
forefront of the service design process and working
with them, and others, in new and innovative ways
to design user centred solutions.
In Innovate Dublin’s first thought leadership paper
we will begin to document our process and use of
design thinking in the application of new solutions
for communities.

Fiona Descoteaux, Innovate Dublin.

Collaborate; Collaboration is central in any
community service being designed. We are not the
experts; there is always someone outside of our
discipline that can add value.
Engage; by engaging the potential users of our
service from the start of the design process, we
can understand more about the user situation than
if we relied upon research and industry experts
alone!
Test; if we test our service with potential service
users, it will enable us to eliminate problems or
potential problems swiftly and early on.
By involving an interested community of users, and
other stakeholders in the co-design, co-production
and co-delivery, we will achieve buy-in from the
start.

2

Thought Leadership Paper 1

Design Thinking as strategy
for Social Innovation
At a time of major budgetary constraints, social
innovation is an effective way of responding to
social challenges, by mobilising people’s creativity
to develop solutions and make better use of scarce
resources. Often, social innovation involves not
just new ideas but the remaking and reuse of
existing ideas. Social innovations can take the form
of a new service, initiative or organisation, or
alternatively, a radically new approach to the
organisation and delivery of services. Social
Innovations are not only good for society but also
enhance society’s capability to act.
A common definition of Social Innovation is, ‘the
development of new ideas to meet unmet social
needs in the public good'. Simply put, social
innovations are ideas that work. They are new
solutions that: Meet a social need more effectively;
 Lead to specific new/improved capabilities &
relationships;
 Lead to better use of assets & resources;
 Are good for society & enhance society’s
capacity to act.
All social innovations have the following common
features: Grass roots and bottom–up;
 Create new roles & relationships;
 Open & collaborative.

Social innovation describes the entire process by
which new responses to social needs are
developed in order to deliver better social
outcomes. This process is composed of four main
elements:
1. Identification of new/unmet/inadequately
met social needs;
2. Development of new solutions in
response to these social needs;
3. Evaluation of the effectiveness of new
solutions in meeting social needs;
4. Scaling up of effective social innovations.
There are various vehicles for driving social
innovation, politics and government (for example,
new models of public health), markets (for
example, open source software or organic food),
movements (for example, fair trade), and
academia (for example, pedagogical models of
childcare), as well as social enterprises
(microcredit and magazines for the homeless).
Many of the most successful innovators have
learnt to operate across the boundaries between
these sectors and innovation thrives best when
there are effective alliances between small
organisations, entrepreneurs and big organisations
which can grow ideas to scale. Innovations then
scale up along a continuum from diffusion of ideas
to organic growth of organisations, with the
patterns of growth dependent on the mix of
environmental conditions (including effective
demand to pay for the innovation) and capacities
(managerial, financial etc.).

resources for public spending at an all time low, we
are seeing a reorganisation of both wealth and
power structures on a grand scale. Central and
local Governments are increasingly working with
the private sector, and new forms of partnership
are growing to achieve efficiency and value for the
public. The crisis has seen a polarisation of wealth
among the few, which is impacting on how cities,
systems and environments are being designed. The
openness and transparency afforded to the public
by technology has the dual effect of making
planners and decision makers more accountable,
while at the same time offering a new role for
citizens to participate in how hardware (built
environments) and software (service experiences)
is designed.
At Innovate Dublin we engage citizens through the
application of strategic design tools, to solve what
are seemingly complex social and economic
challenges through Design Thinking. Design
Thinking is often described as an approach to
problem solving, however, one of the most useful
aspects of design is that it is an approach to
problem finding, and a tool that puts the citizen at
the core. Design is particularly suited to the messy
or wicked problems that the majority of those in
the social sector concern themselves with. The
methods encourage exploration of the bigger
picture - the real life challenges, the organisational
processes and cultures and the major trends
driving change in the world around us – and then
help to identify patterns and opportunities to
make a difference.

The financial crisis of 2008 has changed our social
infrastructures immeasurably. With funding and
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Design Thinking is a human-centred process, it is
all about ‘you’, relying on our ability to be intuitive,
source patterns, construct ideas that possess
emotional meaning as well as functional – it
provides an alternative to the rational and
analytical approach. Citizens are experts of their
own lives: they have information about themselves
that no centralised bureaucracy can ever have,
namely, knowledge of their own needs, desires and
experiences. The tacit knowledge that citizens hold
is often critical to the innovation process.

innovations. Engagement processes, such as citizen
competitions and co-design processes can help to
uncover these ideas. Many of these social
challenges are ‘wicked’ or complex problems that
defy linear, top-down policy responses. Solutions
to wicked problems therefore cannot be delivered
in the way that commercial products are delivered
– they require the participation, co-operation and
‘buy in’ of users.

Typically there are three orderly steps within the
Design Thinking process:-

leads from the project stage.

1 Inspiration

- the problem or
opportunity that motivates the search for our
solutions.
To develop solutions it is first important to identify
the challenges and problems that need addressing.
In some cases, where it is citizens themselves who
develop an innovation, needs and challenges will
already be well understood. But often those
driving an innovation process are civil servants,
public policy makers and non-profit leaders who do
not experience these problems and challenges first
hand. Citizens themselves are best placed to
articulate these challenges.

2 Ideation-

the process of generating,
developing solutions.
In many cases, citizens themselves hold the
relevant knowledge and skills to develop effective

3 Implementation -

the path that

Implementation is the key to the creation of the
final product or service. In this space, prototyping
is extremely important. Testing within a small and
well chosen sample set of users can help create
revolutionary products.

Engagement-Led Design in
Practice
Innovate Dublin, with industry partners, will be
testing ‘Design Thinking’ in a local community
context, using an engagement-led design
approach to derive effective systems and services
within Dublin communities. The ultimate aim is to
improve local services delivered for the citizen,
putting the citizen back at the centre of the
service design model.

Our Plan
At Innovate Dublin we believe that real change
comes through social innovation – new ideas that

work. Through social innovation we seek to
promote the socio economic development of areas
of Dublin, by encouraging collaboration between
local organisations and the community, and
actively promoting new sustainable partnerships
for the benefit of the local community and others.
We are developing several ‘Innovate’ Programmes
across Dublin city to address social needs. The first
of these programmes is being delivered in
Ballymun, Innovate Ballymun. Each ‘Innovate’
Programme will create projects, both commercial
and non-commercial to meet the needs of the
community it is serving. Central to this will be the
development of new solutions that support
innovation. Each solution developed will ultimately
be handed over to the community, once it has
been successfully established and solid frameworks
have been put in place to support their goals.

The Process- Innovate Ballymun
At Innovate Dublin, we are confident that taking a
design approach to social innovation is a strategy
to ensure that all stakeholders are included. Our
process to date has been to engage local
community organisations, and selected agencies
from the private and public sectors to identify
thematic areas or challenges to address in a
locality.
In Ballymun we firstly undertook a mapping
exercise to identify people’s immediate issues
within their community via one hundred surveys
with non profits, face-to-face interviews with thirty
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businesses and on street consultations with local
people. While many had their own unique
challenges, much of the wider community were
affected by common issues. Three thematic areas
emerged for us to concentrate on in Ballymun–
Activating Underused Spaces, Increasing Civic
Participation through Service Design, and
Developing Ballymun as a Test Base. The first two
areas are outlined in brief as examples.

BALLYMUN WORKSHOP – ACTIVATING VACANT
SPACES

Practice
Once we had identified the areas we went about
building a community of practice around those
themes through continued engagement and a set
of open and collaborative workshops.
Our first workshop was in October 2015. We
invited a dialogue around how to activate unused
or vacant spaces in Ballymun. In order to inspire
those local stakeholders who came long we invited
speakers from a number of socially innovative
initiatives; Voidstarter, Reusing Dublin, TURAS and
Connect the Dots – to share their experiences and
best practice.
This type of social brokerage, bringing new
solutions and case studies to the local
communities,
and
networking
community
champions with mentors and experienced
changemakers is a crucial part of what we do. A
core element of this is about sharing models where
communities have co-designed, co-produced and
co-delivered new policy or service solutions.

Issues identified:
 There’s no space that people can use to try
out/test business ideas.
 People have great social ideas to develop their
community and want to support the growth of
their area but don’t know how.
 Growing businesses cannot easily access vacant
commercial space.
 It can be difficult to find out who is responsible
for the space.
 Too much red tape around reusing vacant
spaces.
 Need for more social spaces, cafe/youth space.
Solutions to develop:-

We understood that in order to effect positive
change for communities and build sustainable
pathways to resilience, we needed to rely on
making new connections and ‘critical friends’.
Together these stakeholders formed a community
of practice to ensure that we could consult on
change strategies at every stage as a project
develops. While we are multidisciplinary in our skill
set we value the tacit knowledge of experts and
locals.
In the second part of the workshop, we designed a
specially made tool to collect ideas around vacant
spaces and new uses. This exercise also acted as an
introduction to attendees as to how design tools
can help structure creative thinking.

 Set up a test space for budding social
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs.
 Signpost people to receive education and
training
on
social
entrepreneurship/
entrepreneurship.
 Broker people to relevant contacts to forge
relationships for social and entrepreneurship
development.
 Develop a community of practice on vacant
space with key organisations; Reuse Dublin,
Voidstarter, Turus, Connecting the Dots, DCC,
LEO. Test the ‘space journey’ of new & existing
business– case study as part of highlighting red
tape!
 Explore cafes/social spaces.
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Our second workshop in November 2015 was on
Increasing Civic Participation in Service Design, to
understand how users and services interact to
improve user experiences. The workshop brought
together a diverse group of people to share ideas
on how the local community can be more involved
in the way services are delivered in Ballymun. The
format was very similar to the first workshop,
where we had speakers involved in community
design projects, from Civic Works and the
Ballyfermot Library, to design consultants from
FutureGov.

 Understand how service users engage with the
service providers to reach their end goal –
typical patters/time frame etc.
 Prototype a system to identify what services
users in the community are working to support
those ‘most at risk’ e.g. who are homeless,
alcohol and drug dependent and or who are
unemployed allowing agencies to create joined
up supports/resources to ensure a fast and
appropriate response to the service users
needs.

Issues identified:

Prototypes

 Both service providers and service users were
unclear as to the full spectrum of service
provisions in their area, due to a lack of central
data.
 Online directories/portals exist for the parents
of 0-3 year olds; however, there was no
understanding of similar portals in the
community for other age groups/segments e.g.
those unemployed.
 Service users in the community avail of a
number of local services at one time to aid
them into employment, education, and or
training etc., however, very few service
providers have agreements to assess individual
progression across the broad range of supports
users’ are accessing in their community.

A design process is one which continually rates a
solution against a brief or set of values or specific
outcomes. The iterative process allows for changes
to a solution before large costs are spent on rollout or implementation. Recognising the lack of
resources available within the public and third
sectors in particular, it was inevitable that
Governments would eventually invite the design
professions into the business of change.

Solutions to develop: An open platform/directory to represent the
entire ecosystem of community supports
available in Ballymun.

Geoff Mulgan, Nesta UK
At Innovate Dublin, we have chosen our projects
(prototypes) based on the community need,
coupled with the highest amount of learning and
up-skilling we can offer stakeholders in the
process. Not only do prototypes allow us to design
out risk, public sector stakeholders can get
involved without having to commit to anything in
legacy. This design process not only saves on the
research and development costs, but minimises
negative impacts in a content where there is
resistance to change.

“At their best design methods and design thinking
catalyse people to see issues and possibilities in a
fresh way. They spark creativity and help us to
spot the possible connections between things,
which so often become obscured by the silos of
daily life which dominate Governments and
businesses alike. But we’re at a fascinating
moment when design needs to do better at
learning as well as teaching, if its full potential is
to be realised. If it does, it could become one of
the defining fields of the next few decades.”
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We are developing three exemplar
prototypes
Activating Underused Spaces

 Access to an enhanced ecosystem of supports to accelerate
individual and business success.
 A space to access experience and
knowledge of staff and fellow
hubbers (those using the space).

1. SOCIAL INNOVATION HUB
“no space to create and develop ideas for
individuals, entrepreneurs or social
entrepreneurs”....
In response to the need for a space to foster and
support entrepreneurship in the area, we set up
our first prototype, a Social Innovation Hub, in the
centre of Ballymun.
Innovate Ballymun’s Social Innovation Hub is a coworking and events space for a community of
people from different professions and backgrounds
who are taking action to drive positive social
change. They may be entrepreneurs, social
entrepreneurs, techies, creatives, students,
professionals and many more - anyone involved in
creating solutions for a better community.
Forecasted high-level impact
 Provision of a shared work space for local
people to use.
 A development space and launch pad for those
who wish to set up a social enterprise or
enterprise.
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2. THE BOOK RESERVE CAFE
“No cafe in Ballymun to meet, socialise
during the week and weekend”...
Through our research and engagement sessions
the need for a local social space and cafe has been
identified. Further to this the Ballymun Retail Study
commissioned by Dublin City Council reiterates this
within its findings. As a result of this data Innovate
Ballymun is conducting a feasibility study to
determine the most appropriate economic and
financial model for a local commercial cafe/space.
One model being considered is The Book Reserve
Cafe, a Community Interest Company- a café (The
Thinking Cup) and an online retail business (selling
second hand books). The Company is supported by
Barnardos and Atlantic Philanthropies, with the
Department of Justice (NI) as the lead department
on the project. The cafe employs young at risk
parents who have been involved with the justice
system.
The original Book Reserve was based upon an
innovative and proven approach for youth
development and job training in Boston called
More than Words (MTW). MTW believes that the
best job training must include an actual paid job,

one which provides developmentally appropriate
feedback and hands-on, real world training for
youth to equip themselves with marketable skills
critical for the workforce, college and life. MTW’s
mission states: “More Than Words is a non-profit
social enterprise that empowers youth who are in
the foster care system, court involved, homeless, or
out of school to take charge of their lives by taking
charge of a business.” MTW provides clear steps
for youth to gain increasing responsibilities, skills
and leadership roles as they earn promotions for
their performance by providing them with two aims
their “business job” and “you job”.

Forecasted high-level impact:
 Establishment of a sustainable profitable
local asset.
 Employment of 12 young offenders with
children in the book reserve >1 year, to
reintegrate them into society.
 Real world training for 12 young offenders.
 Business development training for 12 young
offenders in strategy, operations, marketing
and finance.
 Progression into future employment and
family support for 12 young offenders.

THE BOOK RESERVE CAFE – SECOND HAND BOOK STORE AND READING ROOM BELFAST
– Image courtesy of The Book Reserve Cafe
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Increasing
Civic
Participation
through Service Design
3. PEOPLE’S PASSPORT
“Organisations (some unincorporated)
delivering frontline services in Ballymun
are developed from a ʻneedsʼ perspective
leading to external funds being sought to
help the community; this has led, and
continues to lead to a fragmented
patchwork of services”.
Part 1 Develop and launch an online interactive
directory for both local people and organisations.
From our engagement session on service design,
service providers and service users were unclear as
to the full spectrum of service provisions in their
area, due to a lack of central data.
At a basic level, an online directory for the
Ballymun
Community
will
inform
both
organisations and individuals of the available
service provisions, allowing service users to go
directly to the organisation that can meet their
requirements. This tech platform will be designed
to enable it to be tested in different areas and in
different markets e.g. services available to those
currently homeless and relocated.

Part 2 Develop the directory to include a platform
for organisations to track their service userʼs
development across the directory of services in
the community.
Many service users in Ballymun utilise more than
one service provision in the community e.g. Local
Employment Centre, Local Development Company,
CDETB etc., however, none of their progress is
monitored outside of the immediate service
provision the user is receiving, and there is no
formal knowledge of the previous supports
received by other organisations working towards
the individual’s goal.
Therefore our goal is to have an area based system
with service users recorded, the services they have
accessed in their community and where each
individual is towards reaching their goal, for
example ranging from employment to working to
combat alcohol addiction.

Forecasted high-level impact: To ignite a community of practice made up of
interested parties who base the value in taking
a multi-agency place-based approach to service
provision.
 Create a robust and testable Minimum Value
Prototype with a small cohort of agencies, led
by a local agency by the end of the year. This
will be then evaluated, and a decision made as
to whether the project should be developed
and scaled wider than the Ballymun pilot area.
 Provide a clear understanding to the local
community of the supports available to them.
 Allow organisations to give a focus to a
particular aspect, service or pathway of care
required for their individual service user.
 Allow for organisations to better target their
provisions to aid the development of the
individual/family OR signpost them to the most
apt service within the community.
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Next...
Designing Thinking has only recently begun to
gain traction in Ireland. A number of corporates
have marketed its uses; IBM, Accenture, Google,
and local Government are getting into the frame.
Dublin City Council adopted a design-led
approach to development through initiatives
such as PIVOT Dublin, Activating Dublin, BETA
and The Studio. It is also extremely positive to
see the Government has included Design
Thinking within its Dublin Action Plan for Jobs
(2016-2018), based on the work undertaken in
this field by Dublin City Council.
At Innovate Dublin we are testing the use of
Design Thinking within our Innovate Programmes
to solve local problems and issues, however,
more importantly to illustrate how associated
Design Thinking tools can be applied to produce
solutions for Dublin communities.
We are only at the beginning of our journey, and
believe it is important to document our process,
monitoring the successes and pitfalls of our work
within this context. By doing this we hope to
provide a robust methodology for those in
communities looking to socially innovate through
utilising Design Thinking as part, or all of their
strategy.

We would love to hear from anyone who
is interested in the work we are doing,
whether you have a general interest, you
are looking for shared learning
opportunities or to scope project scaling.
Contact us via fiona@innovatedublin.org
OR tweet us. We look forward to hearing
from you!
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